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CHAPTER ONE 
Love
If you’ve never had your heart ripped out, it’s a very painful process that can happen when you least expect it. I had no idea when I came up the front steps of my house that mine would be ripped out in just a few short minutes.
The unlocked front door should have been my first clue. Or maybe even the unfamiliar cars parked across the street of our quiet cul-de-sac. When I’d left Kendall alone that morning I was sure I had locked the door. A soft cry came from upstairs and panic settled in my gut.
“Kendall?” I called out, but a pain-filled moan came in reply. Horrified, I ran up the stairs two at a time. Adrenaline and fear pumped through my veins with the need to protect my wife. The bedroom door was cracked open and my stomach turned when I saw Kendall laid out on the bed—stripped naked with four men holding her down. My fists clenched. Outrage and disbelief shook through me at the sight of them raping my wife. I snatched a lamp off the side table and launched myself into the room. I didn’t care that I was outnumbered. They were hurting her.
“Get off my feckin’ wife!” I growled, smashing the lamp over the head of the man on top of her. He let out a yelp and crumpled to the floor unconscious with pieces of the ceramic lamp around him. I looked back up to the others, prepared to fight, but they stared back at me wide-eyed, as did Kendall. Suddenly I felt sick for an entirely different reason.
“Kendall…What’s going on?”
“Dude…what the hell just happened?” Someone else asked behind me and I spun around. Another man stood in the doorway—completely naked and eating a sandwich. From my kitchen. My stomach did a horrible somersault. Nope. They hadn’t been attacking her at all. 
I looked back to Kendall. The other men shied away from her. “These men weren’t rapin’ ya…were they?”
Her brow knit together in concern, but I had a feeling it wasn’t for me. “Kier, we should talk.”
You never realize your heart is about to be ripped out until the moment right before. Of course, hindsight is twenty/twenty, isn’t it? The last month of her refusing to let me come near her, my numerous faults that seemed to pile up that made me—in her opinion—a lousy husband. All these things should have warned me long ago. But it only just hit me then. Like a feckin’ battering ram.
 The men, now slightly embarrassed by the situation, grabbed their clothes off the floor, as well as their unconscious friend, and filed out of the room. I stared at her, unflinching. My heart thumped erratically, a dull, aching pain slowly snaking up into my chest. I knew what was coming.
“What’s goin’ on, Kendall?”
She blinked at me, her blue eyes cold and unyielding, and pushed long blonde strands of hair behind her ears. She’d covered herself up, not that it mattered. Apparently, everyone had seen my wife naked recently—except me.
“I’m moving out, Kier. This isn’t working anymore. I just don’t feel satisfied.”
I stared at her, mouth agape in disbelief. How could she say that when I tried to do everything to please her? Hell, how could she say that when she’d shrugged off every single attempt of affection from me lately? Anger rose up, replacing the initial shock, and I clenched my jaw tight. Furious, I glanced toward the bedroom door then back at her.
“Ya don’t feel satisfied? Why? Because I’ve only got one feckin’ cock and not five?! Jayhsus, Kendall, is this because I don’t have more money comin’ in yet? I’ve been bustin’ my arse tryin’ ta finish my feckin’ book. Meanwhile, yer feckin’ a bunch of arseholes in our bed while I’m gone?”
“I just can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry.” She shrugged. A soft gasp left my lips and I stood there motionless. She slid out of bed and went for her closet, ignoring me. “I’ll grab a bag and come back for the rest later. I was planning to wait a couple weeks, but I think it’s best we do this now.”
“Do what? No!” I came up behind her and grabbed the bag out of her hand. “No, ya can’t just feckin’ leave! Whatever I did, I’m sorry, but yer not even givin’me a chance ta fix it.”
“Because there is no fixing this.” She sighed and snatched the bag back, paying me no mind as she pulled clothing off the hangers and shoved them inside. A tight pain spread through my chest. I reached for her in one last ditch effort to keep her from leaving.
“Please don’t go, Kendall. I love ya.” I begged and pressed my lips against hers.
She didn’t kiss me back.
Her lips tightened into a frown and she slid out of my grip, turning away from me once more.
“I’m sorry, Kieran, but I just don’t love you anymore.”

Two Months Later
“Kieran, open the feckin’ door, arsehole. I know yer in there.” Niall, my younger brother, startled me as I sat in my study. I looked at the time on my laptop. It was three in the afternoon and the document I’d been working on was still a blank screen staring back at me.
“Kier…yer car’s in the drive. I know yer home even if ya won’t answer a feckin’ phone call. Open the door or I’ll break it down. I swear ta God, I will.”
I stood and looked out the window. Niall was downstairs on the front step, a fist raised to knock again. His gaze darted in my direction and narrowed before I snatched the blinds shut.
“Really, arsehole? I feckin’ saw that.”
I sighed and sank into my chair, but the loud thump jolted me back out of it. Another thump came as I went to the staircase, followed by a jarring crack.
“Hold on, Niall, don’t break the feckin’—”
 Splinters of wood flew across the foyer floor and the door swung open. I let out another sigh. Niall grinned at me but it quickly faded as he took in my haggard appearance.
“Jayhsus Kier, ya look like shite.”
I grumbled and made my way down the stairs, ignoring his assessment. “What are ya doin’ here?”
“Well, if ya bothered ta listen ta yer messages or return my calls ya’d know I was in town fer a shoot. I was worried since I hadn’t heard from ya so I thought I’d stop by. Where’s Kendall?” Niall glanced around the foyer to the living room and the kitchen, an eyebrow going up at their equally haggard states.
“She left.” I shrugged. “Just me here now.”
Niall leaned close to me as I came up to him and wrinkled his nose.
“Feck. When did ya last take a shower?”
I shrugged and shoved my hands into the pockets of my bathrobe. He narrowed his pale blue eyes at me, his lips thinning into a straight line.
“I can appreciate that as a writer ya get ta stay in yer jammies all day, but I’d like ta think that doesn’t excuse ya from personal hygiene. Why don’t ya go upstairs and grab a shower? I’ll take ya out fer something ta eat. Ya look like ya need a proper meal as well.”
I frowned at him, reluctant to be taken out for a pity meal. “I’ve got food around here…somewhere.”
“Kier, don’t make me drag ya upstairs and bathe ya myself. I’ll do it. I won’t be happy about it, but I’ll feckin’ do it.”
I glanced back to the broken lock on the front door, then to Niall with a look of defeat. “Fine. Give me ten minutes.”


Niall had been silent throughout the whole meal, simply listening to me recount Kendall’s swift and dramatic exit from my life. Strangely, I didn’t find myself getting emotional at all. The only thing I did feel was embarrassed and numb. How had I not seen it coming? After what happened with my older brother the night before our wedding, I should have seen it then. Kendall didn’t love me anymore, and I was starting to wonder if she ever had.
“I hope ya got checked after that shite. Who knows what kinds of arseholes she’s fecked behind yer back.”
I cringed at the thought, but nodded. “I did. I’m clean.”
“Well, thank God fer that at least. Ya know what I think ya need?” Niall spoke up, a thoughtful look on his face as he fidgeted with his phone. “I think ya need ta get away from this hellhole. For at least a bit.”
“And where do ya suppose I should I go?”
“Come ta Midtown.”
I looked up at him to be sure he was serious. “What? With ya and Liam?”
“Yeah. Why not? It’s a nice place and it’s about time ya two jackarses iron things out between ya.”
“Right. I’m sure that’s exactly what he wants too.”
Niall shrugged and brought a beer to his lips. “Don’t let his grumpy exterior fool ya. He misses having ya as a brother, even if he won’t admit it.”
“I don’t know. Kendall already made me feel like a jackarse. No need ta let Liam gloat that he was right about her.”
Niall frowned at this. “He won’t gloat. He’s yer brother. Seriously ya should think about coming.”
“I’ll think about it, I guess.”
“Good, ‘cause I just bought ya a ticket fer tomorrow night. I have ta head back in a couple hours and my flight was already full.”
I choked on my drink and glared at him. “I can’t leave tomorrow. I have work ta do.”
“Ya’ve got a feckin’ laptop, don’t ya? Last time I checked, ya could take those with ya.”
“And if I don’t want ta go?”
“Then yer an arsehole for wasting my hard-earned money.” Niall grinned and placed cash on the table for the waitress. “I emailed ya the ticket confirmation. Now, go home, shave that feckin’ beard so ya don’t look like a bum, and get on that flight tomorrow. I need ta get goin’.”
“Fine, whatever.” I groaned and followed him out of the restaurant. He gave me a discerning look before hailing a cab.
“I’ll pick ya up at the airport tomorrow night, alright? Ya better feckin’ show.”
 



CHAPTER TWO 
Ink
I like to leave a lasting impression on people. It’s part of the reason I got into tattoos. Some had deep, meaningful symbolism behind them. Others, like the ridiculous baby tiger I was tattooing on this Scottish man’s groin, not so much. Still it was sure to be a funny story.
“Feck, donnae get tae close there, love!” He squirmed and tried to peer down at the work in progress but the other two guys who accompanied him held his shoulders.
“Ye’ll see it soon enough there, tiger.” The other Scottish guy, a handsome man with shaggy light brown hair, snickered as he patted his shoulder. Nolan—the other man and a long time client of mine—smirked, his eyes glassy from one too many drinks.
“You know I wouldn’t normally do this.” I lifted a stern eyebrow at him and attempted to hide my own amusement beneath an unconvincing frown.
He flashed me a sheepish look, “but I’m yer best customer and it’s the night of my bachelor party.”
My lips eased into a grin at the mischievous gleam in his eyes. “If he freaks out tomorrow when he sees this, I’m sending him right back to you.”
“That’s fine. I’ll handle the little shithead.”
“Oi! I’m no’ a feckin’ shithead, ye arsehole!”
“Quit moving around, Grant! Yer goin’ ta make her mess up.” Nolan laughed and pressed the Grant’s shoulder back down. He let out a grunt, glaring up at Nolan. “Don’t give me that look. Ya lost the game fair and square. A bet’s a bet. Camden already got his nip pierced like he said he would.”
I tried to wipe the grin off my face, setting my attention back to the doe-eyed baby tiger I was shading in. Liam, my best friend and business partner, poked his head into the room, curious from all the noise. He and Nolan nodded at each other and he peeked over my shoulder to watch my work.
“Is that a feckin’ baby—”
“Shh!” The other Scot, Camden snorted. Liam pulled his lips straight, doing his best not to laugh and ran a hand through his dark brown hair.
“Ya goin’ ta be okay if I head out now?” He asked.
“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” I looked up at him. Agitation was clear on his features as his dark blue eyes watched me.
“I got a text. My brother’s comin’ in from Cali. He needs me ta pick him up.”
“Who, Niall? I thought he got back yesterday?”
“No, my other brother.”
I stopped tattooing again and raised a curious eyebrow at him. “Your other brother? I only thought you had one.”
Liam sighed, scrubbing a hand over his stubbled jaw and grimacing. “We don’t really talk anymore. It’s a long feckin’ story.”
“I’m listening.”
He glanced down at his watch. “Maybe later, I need ta get goin’ if I’m goin’ ta make it there in time. Ya still up for a couple drinks later? I have a feelin’ I’ll need it.’
“Of course.”
“Thanks, Shayne. I’ll see ya in a bit.” Liam winked at me and went for the door.
“Make sure the front is locked up!” I called after him, then smiled at Nolan.
“Shame on you guys for keeping me here late.”
“Ohh come on. Ya know I’m a good tipper, Shay shay.”
I glanced up at Nolan. “Shay shay? Really?”
Both he and Camden exchanged looks and giggled in a rather unmanly way.
“I’m sorry. I’m a bit drunk.” Nolan admitted with a lopsided grin and a well-timed hiccup.
I shook my head, adding white highlights into the tattoo and ignoring the giggle from the Scot laid out in my chair.
“Ye kin, love, yer hand’s gettin’ awfully close ta ma’—Ow!” Grant winced and glared at Nolan. “That hurt, ye bloody Irishman!”
“Don’t be disrespectful ta Shayne then, ya jackarse. She’s a good friend. We used ta go ta school together.” Nolan smiled at me and ignored the grumbling from Grant. We hadn’t been best friends or anything, but unlike most my other peers, Nolan and his friends had always been nice to me when we were younger.
“Been a little while since you got some ink.” I nodded at him, keeping my eyes on my work.
“I’ll probably get something again soon. Maybe add a bit more ta my sleeve. Might bring the wife in too, after she has the baby. She’s been thinkin’ about getting one.”
“Well, I’d be happy to make something for her.”
Thirty minutes later, I’d finished the tattoo. I was just taping the dressing over it when my cellphone buzzed with a text message.
:We started drinking already. Hurry up. I need reinforcements. Meet us at The Motorhead.:
“Oh dear.”
“What’s up?” Nolan looked over at me.
“Liam. Him and his brother are drinking. I have no idea if that is a good thing or a bad thing. I’ve never met this brother.”
 “Hmmph. Two drunk Irishmen with a grudge? No, that’s never good.” Nolan shook his head and handed me cash. The other two stumbled out of the room behind us. “Ya want us ta walk ya ta yer car? Can’t be too careful.”
“Yeah, I’d appreciate that, just let me turn off all the lights.”
I made my nightly rounds, checked the lock on the front door, and followed them out back to the small lot where my midnight blue 87’ Thunderbird was parked.
“Be safe, Shay shay.” Nolan laughed and gave me a hug.
“You too. And remember what I said about that one.” I nodded toward Grant. Unfazed by my stern look, Nolan beamed at me. The drunk and freshly tattooed young Scot flashed me what might have been a flirtatious grin and swayed on his feet unsteadily.
“Ye ken, love. If ye liked whit ye saw when ye were down there tattooing me, gimme a call—Feck! Stop hitting me ye big oaf!” He attempted to whirl on Nolan but instead stumbled into my car.
Nolan wiped a hand over his face, trying to rid himself of the satisfied grin as Camden steadied the younger Scot.
“Oh I’m sure it won’t be ya he comes swingin’ at when he wakes up tomorrow.” Nolan assured me.
“Right. Take care. And tell Harley I said hi.” I smiled
before getting into my car and heading for the bar.
 



CHAPTER THREE 
Bait and Switch
I took another drag from my cigarette and glanced around the pick-up area of the airport. I didn’t see Niall yet. I was relieved it was him picking me up and not Liam. Just the thought of seeing Liam made my stomach clench. I hadn’t talked to him in five years, all because I was an idjit. I took another drag then coughed as the cigarette burnt down to the filter and singed my fingers.
“Feckin’ shite! Lil’ bastard.”
“The feck are ya doin’ flailin’ about and talkin’ ta yerself?” Liam stood next to an older black Charger in the pick-up lane. I pulled my fingertips from my lips and wiped them on my shirt as my stomach did an uncomfortable flip. Feckin’ Niall. I should have known this was a set up.
“I burnt myself.” I grunted, avoiding my older brother’s stone-cold gaze.
He came around the back of the car but didn’t make a motion to offer me any sort of brotherly greeting. Instead he grabbed my suitcase and flung it into the open trunk.
“I thought ya quit smokin’.” He glanced at me over the roof of the car. I got into the passenger side and pulled out another cigarette.
“I did.”
He laughed, watching me. “What’s wrong, Kendall got yer knickers in twist?”
The cigarette broke in half in my fingers.
“I don’t really want ta talk about her right now. Can we just go?”
He let out a grunt but put the car in gear and drove toward the interstate. I hadn’t been to Midtown before, but both he and Niall seemed to like it. Maybe I would too. Not like I had anything waiting for me back home.
“Ya know, ya can’t just show up here after castin’ me out like ya did and say ya don’t want ta talk about the very reason ya did it.” Liam said, his eyes staying on the road.
“It’s just...could we talk about it after a couple drinks or something?”
“Feck off, man. Yer lucky I came ta get ya. Now tell me why the feck ya just decided ta show up here out of the feckin’ blue.”
I took a slow drag and let it out through gritted teeth. “Fine. Ya were right. That’s why I’m here.”
He let out an incredulous snort. “The feck does that mean? I was right? Right about what?”
“Ya were right about her.”
“That she was a stupid manipulative bitch? That she was just using ya? What?”
“All of it. Feckin’ all of it.” I drew in a sharp breath.
“Leave it ta ya, the feckin’ writer ta be all cryptic. Just tell me what the hell she did that has ya clear on the other side of the country from her.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to keep the anger from resurfacing. Liam gave me a sideways glance then rolled his eyes.
“Just feckin’ say it.”
“Five guys! FIVE FECKIN’ GUYS! That’s what she feckin’ did!”
The car jerked to the side and Liam’s eyes went round before he returned the car to its current lane.
“Ya mean...at the same time?”
Another cigarette broke in half between my fingers before I could light it.
“Jayhsus feckin’ Christ. Ya do need a drink.” He blinked, still stunned, and returned his attention to the road. I pulled another cigarette from my pack, lit it, and took a long drag.
“I need a whole feckin’ bottle of whiskey is what I need.” I grumbled, staring at the passing scenery as smoke snaked past my lips, curling and twisting into the air.
Liam turned onto an exit and ten minutes later we were parked outside of a bar called “The MotorHead.”
“What the feck is this place?”
“It’s more of a biker bar. My friend Shayne digs this place. Should be on the way ta meet us.” Liam strode toward the front, passing a long row of bikes parked out front. “They’ve got excellent wings as well.”
He pulled the door open and sure enough several men hung around the bar in riding leathers with various patches sewn to the back of their vests. One with wind-burnt skin, a long grey braid, and a Harley bandana on his head looked toward me and let out a grunt, sizing me up.
“They better at least have something decent ta drink.” I grumbled, sliding into a booth across from Liam.
“Hey, the feck kind of guy ya think I am?”
“Well, obviously we’ve established I’m a bad judge of character.”
“Right.” His lips pulled into a frown, no doubt recalling the last time I’d seen him and horribly misjudged the situation between him and Kendall. 
“Listen, I’m really—”
“It’s fine.” He waved me off and nodded to a waitress. “A couple whiskeys?”
She came back a few minutes later with tumblers of whiskey and I grabbed mine up, taking a gulp. “Christ, slow down, arsehole.”
“Sorry.” I slammed the glass down and squeezed it in my fist. “Feck! Feckin’ bitch!”
A smirk pulled at Liam’s lips, but Niall was right. He wasn’t the type to gloat when he was right about something. “So, ya goin’ ta tell me what the hell happened?”
I took another gulp, letting the heat of the liquid work down through my chest, mentally replaying the events from two months ago.
“I’d been out, looking fer a job ta supplement my royalties and trying ta finish my current project. Anyway, I told her I wouldn’t be back until six, but then I decided ta surprise her at lunch time.”
I took another sip of whiskey and closed my eyes for a moment.
“So, I got home and the front door was unlocked. I thought it odd, but pushed the door open and immediately heard Kendall crying out upstairs. Thinking the worst, I ran up ta our bedroom.”
“Oh jayhsus..right in yer bedroom?” Liam cringed and took a sip himself.
“Yeah. They were on her, all at the same time. One in every…” I drained my glass, unable to finish my sentence. “Not realizing what was really goin’ down, I ran in swingin’ and knocked one of them out with a lamp before it dawned on me what was really goin’ on. One of the bloody arseholes had even been in the kitchen makin’ himself a damn sandwich and just sauntered in completely naked. Still not sure how I missed him when I first got home.”
“Holy feckin’ hell.” Liam motioned the waitress to bring us more whiskey. “I’m sorry, Kier. That’s fecked up. So ya kicked her arse out, I’m assumin’?”
I glowered, embarrassment coloring my cheeks. “No, she feckin’ left me. Told me she didn’t love me anymore. I’m not sure she ever did.”
“I’m sorry ya had ta realize it that way.” Liam sighed and leaned back against the seat.
“Look. I should have talked ta ya sooner after it all happened. Ta tell ya what an idjit I am fer listenin’ ta her. I’m feckin’ sorry.” I took another drink. Anger tried to boil up again, but my senses were dulled from the liquor.
Liam waved off my apology, probably assuming I’d suffered enough for my mistake. His phone buzzed and he pulled it out, messaging someone. “Shayne should be here shortly.”
I nodded, not really in the mood to hang out with some other tattooed dude that was a fan of biker bars, but Liam was right about the drinks. They at least had decent whiskey. I finished off my second glass and Liam had the waitress bring around a couple pints. I brought the dark lager to my lips as the front door of the bar swung open. A gorgeous woman with straight black hair and bangs walked in wearing a red mini skirt molded to her curvy figure, a leather jacket, and black Doc Marten’s. Her eyes searched the bar and a moment later she smiled in my direction. I gasped, accidentally sucking in foam and coughing on it.
“The feck’s wrong with ya?” My brother shook his head at me and I wiped the dribbled beer from my chin. He stood and I realized then that the girl hadn’t been smiling at me. She’d been smiling at Liam. I cringed, realizing I’d just ogled my brother’s girlfriend. She hugged him around the middle and he put a large arm around her shoulder as they both turned to me.
“Kieran, this is Shayne, my friend and co-owner of The Knotted Needle. Shayne, this is Kieran, my arsehole little brother.”
I ignored his little brother comment and blinked up at her warm, caramel-colored eyes.
“This is Shayne?”
“Yeah, why?” Liam tilted his head and sank back down onto the other side of the booth.
“I just...” I looked over her a bit too leisurely. “I was expectin’ a big tatted up guy. Not ya.”
She grinned at me. “Yeah, I get that a lot. Um, you have some beer on your chin.” I scooted over, wiping at my face again and she settled down next to me. “How much have you two had? I’ve got some catching up to do, don’t I?”
Liam laughed and waved the waitress over again and she placed two glasses of whiskey in front of Shayne. She flashed me a conspiratorial grin and picked one up, downing it. I sat there gawking at her in amazement. No wonder she and Liam were friends. She could probably drink him under the table. 
“Yow!” She squealed and slammed the glass back down on the table. “So, what are we celebrating? Big family reunion?”
Liam’s gaze shifted to me and I shrugged, taking a long draw from my beer.
“My wife threw a gangbang and forgot ta invite me.”
Shayne’s eyes widened and she sputtered, spraying droplets of whiskey in Liam’s face. He shot me a dirty look and grabbed a napkin, wiping off his face.
“Wow.” Shayne wiped at her chin and sipped the remainder of her whiskey. “So what’s your lovely wife’s name?”
“Kendall.” 
Shayne beamed at me. “Mmm, I see. Well she sounds like a very inconsiderate bitch. The least she could have done was invite you.”
Liam made a strangled noise between a snort and a choke on the other side of the table and my eyes darted to him.
“What? That was little funny.” He admitted.
“Sorry,” Shayne blushed and dipped her head down so her thick bangs fell in her eyes. I wanted to be upset, but her eyes held a mischievous gleam that I couldn’t help but smile at.
“It’s fine.” I said and put a hand on my knee, rubbing it in agitation at the thought of Kendall. No. I wasn’t going to think about her right now. Shayne watched me with curiosity and her eyebrow ticked up. My thigh tensed under my hand and I realized then that it wasn’t my thigh. I was sitting there absentmindedly rubbing Shayne’s. My hand froze but she flashed me a sly grin then turned her attention back to Liam as if I hadn’t just been feeling her up like a drunken idjit. A small tingle of arousal ran through me. Whether from the effects of whiskey, or Shayne’s raw attractiveness, I kept my hand there. I would have felt bad that she wasn’t my wife, but with everything considered, I didn’t really care. She was nothing like Kendall, and I found that overwhelmingly attractive.
“So, how long are you staying?” Shayne asked, pulling my attention back to the conversation. 
“I’m not sure yet. I didn’t really make much of a plan.”
I finished my pint and the waitress came by with another. I drank it, feeling sufficiently numbed. My finger’s traced the hem of her skirt and she spread her legs so her thigh was pressing against mine. My face flushed and I took another drink, trying to hide it. Did she have any idea what she was doing?
“Well we’ll have to show you some of the local points of interest then.” She cast me a sideways glance and licked whiskey off her lips. Yeah, she knew what she was doing. My cock stiffened and I drained my pint, now pleasantly drunk and quite aroused.
“I’d like that.” My voice came out a little hoarse. Before I could stop myself, I gave her thigh a suggestive squeeze. Shayne grinned, and Liam frowned at us both.
“Ya ready ta head back ta my place? I’m sure yer tired from yer flight.” He said.
“Yea, sure. Let me take a piss first—oh sorry, Shayne. Um…I’ve got ta use the restroom.”
She slid out of the booth, giving me a nice view of her rear as she did. I climbed out, casually brushing against it. Well, if my wife could get all the cock she wanted, what was stopping me from admiring Shayne’s perfectly round arse?
Shayne bit her lip, gave me a knowing look, and nodded toward the hallway. “Bathroom’s that way.”
“Thanks.” I winked and strode toward the bathroom. After some difficulty given my aroused state, I managed to drain my bladder. I’d drank more than I thought and I swayed a little as I zipped myself back up. After washing my hands I came back out and ran right into Shayne leaned against the wall.
“Oh, sorry! Nearly knocked ya down.”
Shayne dragged her teeth over her bottom lip and stepped closer to me. “So do you always go around groping random women at bars?”
“What? No! That was an accident!”
Leave it to me to misread signals. Shayne giggled and put a hand on my chest.
“Relax, I’m just fucking with you.”
“Oh…Jahysus, ya nearly gave me a heart attack.” I let out a nervous laugh and leaned back against the wall, the minor spike in adrenaline leaving me lightheaded and only emphasizing my drunkeness.
“Had too much to drink?” She touched my cheek and I sucked in a deep breath.
“Feck. I think I have.”
Her grin widened and she took my hand, pulling me toward a small alcove that held a ledge and a pay phone.
“What is it? Ya need change?” I started to search my pockets, but she tugged my wrists, pulling me flush against her. Our lips connected and a low groan escaped my throat. Warmth surged through me, no longer from the whiskey. Maybe it was wrong, kissing a woman I barely knew, but I didn’t care anymore. I didn’t care about Kendall, and I didn’t care about my marriage after what she’d done. Right now, all I cared about was tangling my fingers into Shayne’s hair, tasting her full lips, and letting her feel exactly what she was doing to me.
“You okay?” She asked, pulling back from me. Her honey brown eyes studied mine, want and concern twisting together. I grabbed her waist, backed her against the opposite wall, and crushed my body against hers.
“More than okay.” I grinned, flicking my tongue across her bottom lip. Her eyes widened in surprise, but still held a lustful haze. I kissed her hard, exploring her lips, her mouth, her tongue. Shayne wrapped one leg around my hip and my crotch was flush against the thin fabric of her knickers. I growled, thrusting against her, nipping at her neck. My cock pulsed and I groaned against her lips. Christ, her body felt so nice pressed against me. I palmed her breasts, perfect handfuls, and her nipples hardened under my touch. I squeezed her lovely round arse and was rewarded with a trembling whimper.
“Kieran...” Shayne whispered.
“Mmm, yeah?” I ground my hips against hers and my lips found their way to her collarbone.
“Kieran!”
No, not Shayne. She untangled herself from me and I glared at Liam standing on the opposite end of the small hallway.
“What?” I panted, staring back at him, more than a little frustrated. He had the shittiest timing in the feckin’ world.
“We should get goin’.”
I started to object but Shayne nodded for me to go with him. “I’ll see you later,” she winked. I adjusted myself and grinned at her then turned to my scowling brother. He looked like he’d swallowed a glass of piss.
“Fine, let’s be goin’ then. Nice ta meet ya, Shayne.”
“Likewise.” She grinned.








CHAPTER FOUR 
Ribbed For Her Pleasure
“Shayne, we need ta talk about last night.” 
I grimaced at the sound of Liam’s voice and glanced over my shoulder at him.
“What about last night?”
He frowned at me and leaned back against the doorframe. “Ya know damn well what. My little brother.”
I tried to hide the smirk that crossed my lips at the mention of Kieran.
“We were just having a bit of fun. He seemed like he could use it. Besides, he was the one groping my thigh under the table.”
“He was off his feckin’ face because he caught his wife of five years feckin’ other men in their bed.”
“Even more reason to relieve stress.”
“Feck! I don’t want ta hear that, Shayne.” Liam fumed and scrubbed a hand over his face in exasperation. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. He’s still married and even if ya think it’s just a bit of fun, I know my brother. He won’t see it like that.”
“So you think I’m just going to mess with his head? You know I’m not like that. I don’t play games.” I frowned at him and busied myself with prepping my station for my first appointment.
Liam lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “I didn’t mean it like that. His wife’s a manipulative bitch and she did a feckin’ number on him. I just don’t think he’s in a good place right now.”
“Fine. Whatever. I’ll leave him be, okay? I thought you two hated each other before yesterday. Now you’re the protective older brother?”
Liam let out a sigh. “Feckin’ Kendall. She was the reason we weren’t talkin’.”
I started to ask him what happened but Kieran appeared in the doorway. I bit my lip, remembering the way he’d shoved me against the wall last night. His pale blue eyes flickered to mine momentarily before he turned to Liam.
“Hey, sorry fer interruptin’. Ya said I could set up my laptop in the office?”
Liam nodded. “Yeah that’s fine.”
“Thanks, man.” Kieran’s gaze flickered to me again and he gave me a shy smile then disappeared into the back of the shop.
“So, what else did that bitch do?” I whispered once I was sure he was out of earshot.
Liam was hesitant and glanced toward the office once more before coming into my room. “She accused me of tryin’ ta force myself on her the night before their wedding.”
“Obviously you didn’t do that, I presume?”
Liam let out an indignant grunt, turning up his nose. “Feck no. Up until then, I thought she was alright, sure a little controlling but harmless, nonetheless. I was outside, layin’ on one of the lounge chairs by the pool. I’d needed some fresh air. I’d drank way too much. She came outside and sat on the corner of the chair, makin’ small talk, then before I knew what was what she threw herself on top of me and started kissin’ me. Kieran came outside right then, and when he saw us, she screamed that I had tried ta take advantage of her.”
“Are you kidding me? What a fucking bitch!” I covered my mouth, hoping Kieran didn’t hear my outburst.
“Yeah, she was. Of course Kier couldn’t see that then. He was in love with her and furious with me. Fecker gave me a wicked black eye and told me ta leave. I tried ta tell him what happened the next day but he refused ta listen ta me. Up until yesterday it was the last time I’d seen him.”
“Damn.” I shook my head.
“Exactly. She fecked with him big time. So, ya can see my concern.”
I nodded, setting my tray out. “I get it. Like I said, I’ll leave him alone. Even if he was the one putting the moves on me first.”
“Ya didn’t exactly discourage him.” He gave me a flat look. The bell clanked and I looked past him. My first appointment was here. I flashed Liam an innocent smile.
“I’ll leave him alone.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey, Ian. Come in, I’m all set up for you.”
Ian smiled from the doorway and sauntered into the room. He nodded at Liam and, satisfied, Liam left me to my work.
“All set up to torture me, hmm?” Ian waggled an eyebrow and pushed his chin length black hair out of his face, a dimple showing on one cheek.
“You’re the one that wanted a rib piece, buddy. Now take your shirt off so I can check the design.”
“Yes ma’am.” Ian winked at me and slid his jacket and shirt off, revealing his trim, defined torso. He had a chest piece already. I did it for him several months back. A black and grey piece with skulls, bats, and highlights of red around it.
“That healed up nicely.” I smiled and traced a finger over my previous work. He bit his lip, shifting his gaze to the floor as his cheeks reddened. “Sorry.” I turned and grabbed the design for his rib piece.
“It’s alright.” Ian laughed and lifted his arm so I could place the design on him. I wet it down then peeled the paper off his side, leaving the stencil on his skin.
“How do you like that?”
He turned to the mirror, shifting and twisting as he stared at the design. “It looks great, Shayne. I like it a lot.”
“Good because it’s going to hurt. Now lay down.”
Ian grinned and laid on my chair, stretching out on his other side. “I’m ready when you are, baby. Put on some good music this time.”
“Oh whatever, you like my music.” I snorted and turned on my iPod.
He narrowed his eyes at me playfully, watching me slip on my gloves and open up the needles. “It’s alright, I guess.”
“You know how much I can make this hurt, right?”
His grin only grew at that statement. Ian was handsome and a sweetheart. He always flirted with me. I was tempted to push it further, but liked having him as a client. I knew better than to mess with the shop’s business. Ignoring the subtle glances he kept giving me, I settled myself on my stool, and rubbed Vaseline over the design. From the doorway I felt someone watching and glanced up to meet Kieran’s gaze.
“Did you need something?” I asked.
He shifted his gaze away, making me wonder if everything last night had been solely whiskey-induced. “I was just lookin’ fer Liam.”
“Oh. He might have stepped out front for a quick smoke before his appointment.”
“Right. Thanks.” He offered me a faint smile and disappeared from the doorway once more.
Ian shifted on my chair, looking over his shoulder. “Who’s that?”
“That’s just Liam’s younger brother. He’s visiting from Cali.”
He let out a grunt in reply and eased back down. “Well then, let’s get this bad boy started.”
I smiled at Ian and pulled my attention back to my work, turning on my machine.


“God, you’re a beast.” I laughed, gingerly wiping off the angry red skin over Ian’s ribs. “I still can’t believe you got through this whole tattoo in one sitting.”
“Yes, well, I got to lay here and stare at you for six hours,” he said. I turned away and grabbed gauze to cover his new rib piece, ensuring he couldn’t see me blushing.
“Did you want to check it out?”
Ian pulled himself up, stretched out, and walked into the hall to the mirror by the office.
“Damn, Shayne, you’re so fucking talented.” He admired his new tattoo in the mirror and a pleased grin spread across his face.
“Well from what I hear, you’re not so bad yourself.” I said, coming up behind him and looking over my work.
Ian turned to me and lifted an eyebrow. “So does that mean you’re finally going to let me put some ink on you?”
“Maybe some time in the next couple of months. You know as well as I do that I practically live at this shop.” I said. “Now turn to me and let me bandage you up.”
He listened, turning around with his arm over his head and I covered his tattoo, taping down the gauze with medical tape. Very aware of his roving gaze the entire time.
“Come on, you were telling me about that big phoenix you wanted on your back. You know I’m good with colorful pieces like that.” Ian brushed a fingertip over my shoulder. “I’d love to tattoo you.”
A tingle shivered down my spine at his touch and I stood, looking him in the eyes. He grinned and that little dimple showed once more. I couldn’t deny he was attractive. Every time he came here he did this.
“Like I said, maybe in a couple months.”
“Alright then, in a couple months. I’ll hold you to it.”
My lips eased into a relaxed smile. “Fine.”
Ian’s grin widened, the dimple on his other cheek showing. I went back to my room to start cleaning up. Ian followed, watching me as he slipped his shirt and jacket back on. He came up behind me and slid his hand over my arm, handing me the cash and letting his touch linger.
“Until later, thanks for the beautiful work, gorgeous.” His lips brushed my cheek and warmth flooded me.
“You’re welcome, Ian.” I patted his cheek. Satisfied, he nodded and left the shop.
 



CHAPTER FIVE 
Self-Satisfaction
My phone buzzed in my pocket again and I pressed the reject button. It was Kendall for at least the tenth time today. Knowing she wouldn’t stop until I answered her, I sent her a text message.
:I need space. Please just leave me alone right now.:
The phone buzzed a moment later.
:Fine. I love you. I’m sorry. We really need to talk.:
“Feck...”
“Something wrong?” I looked up from my phone to meet Shayne’s concerned gaze.
“No, I’m fine.”
She smirked and pulled herself up onto the desk, her eyes still watching me. “Kendall?”
“Yeah. Go figure the minute I leave town she decides ta try and talk ta me.”
“Hmmph. Fuck that shit. Ignore her ass and have fun while you’re here.”
 I shook my head, unsure of what to think of Kendall’s sudden need to “talk” and quickly changed the subject.
“How was yer tattoo session? Was a long one, no?”
“It was. Came out great though.”
“That guy seemed ta think so as well.”
Her gaze darted to mine and she grinned again. “Who, Ian?”
“Mmhmm, I heard him goin’ on about it.”
“He’s a bit of a flirt, but I don’t date clients.”
“No?” I raised an eyebrow, intrigued.
“Well, I don’t date, period. But I definitely don’t mess with clients. He’s also a good artist. We’re hoping to get him to work at our shop eventually.”
“Ah, don’t shite where ya eat.”
“Precisely.” Shayne nodded, laying back against the wall and rubbing her wrist.
“Hands sore?”
Her eyes blinked open. “Hmm? Yeah a little bit. I love doing those big custom pieces, but it’s a killer on my hands and wrists.”
“Give it here.” I held my hand out and she extended hers to me. I started on her wrist, kneading with my thumbs. Shayne let out a soft moan and her head lulled back against the wall.
“Mmm, that feels good.” She bit her lip. I kept my attention on her hand, working my way down to her palm. She let out a soft “mmm” and her body relaxed against the desk. Memories of the previous night flickered in my mind with the soft, satisfied noises she made, but I couldn’t think of that. Liam had spent the entire ride back to his apartment last night giving me a tongue lashing about messing with Shayne and I’d given him my word that I’d leave her alone, even if it killed me. With the sounds she was making, it just might.
“Ooh, God that’s amazing.” She moaned, melting against the counter. Her eyes were squeezed shut and I took advantage, looking her over in a slow perusal. Her legs relaxed and I was all too aware of the gap between her thighs. I tried to pull my attention away from the hint of black lace peeking out from under her skirt and dug my thumbs into her wrist. It only made things worse.
“Mmm, Kieran, you’re so good at that.”
My body reacted and my cock twitched to life as a pleasant warmth spread through me. I paused, taking a calming breath and Shayne wriggled against the desk.
“Please don’t stop.” She whimpered and I bit back the groan that shivered through me. I continued my ministrations, trying to ignore the rise and fall of her breasts and the soft moans that left her lips. Her foot absently brushed against my thigh and another soft mewl sent my desire over the edge.
 I stood up between her thighs and she opened her eyes, confusion clear in her features. She looked down as I ran a hand up the bare flesh of her inner thigh. Her gaze returned to mine and she sucked in a breath, round pert breasts rising high. My mouth was on hers before she could say anything. She kissed me back, her tongue dragging against mine with lustful hunger. My cock swelled as blood rushed to my groin and I groaned, pulling her hips to the edge of the desk. Promise or not, I couldn’t stop thinking about last night. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had kissed me like that. I slid my hand over her breast and cupped its pleasant weight. I pressed against those thin lacy knickers, feeling her heat once more and my cock strained against my jean. My thumb brushed against her hardened nipple and Shayne moaned, breaking her lips away from mine.
“Kieran, I think we should stop.” She gasped, putting a weak hand on my chest, her gaze avoiding mine.
“Wha? Why?”
“I just...don’t think this is a good idea. You’re Liam’s brother, and given everything going on with your wife…” Her words slammed me back into reality and I didn’t hear the rest. A pang of guilt and anger hit me in the gut, warring with the desire still throbbing through me.
“Right. I’m sorry.”
Shayne bit her lip and slipped off the desk, smoothing out her skirt. “I should go. I have another appointment that will be here soon.” She cleared her throat and with an awkward sideways glance, rushed out of the office. I sank back into my chair and tried to ignore the ache running through my body, but all I could think about was Shayne. I’m still married, I told myself. I shouldn’t be thinking about another woman like that. At least not until I get that shite sorted. But my mind wandered unbidden, right back to Shayne. Fantasizing about taking her right on this desk, tugging those black lacy knickers down to her knees, and burying myself deep inside her over and over again until she cried out.
“Feckin’ hell.” I slammed my laptop shut and pushed myself back from the desk, agitated and horny. I was still as hard as the feckin’ hobs of hell. Seeing nobody else in the back hallway I darted into the bathroom and locked the door behind me. Maybe it was wrong to think of Shayne like that, but right now I couldn’t help it. Months of stilted affection from my wife and two more spent completely alone had taken its toll, only adding to the growing frustration inside me. Hastily unzipping my jeans, I pulled myself out, wrapped my hands around my rigid cock, and barely concealed the groan that escaped me.
I braced myself against the wall, leaning over the toilet and let my mind wander back to Shayne. To those black lacy knickers, to the feel of her heat taunting me through my jeans. My hand moved faster, desperate for release. I imagined pulling her off of the desk, turning her around and taking her from behind, about those pouty red lips of hers taking in my full length as she stared up at me.
“Feck.” I hissed. My hips jerked forward and I came hard, nearly crumpling over the toilet. I bit my lip, trying to muffle the moan that shook through me and a metallic taste invaded my mouth.
“Feck…” I squeezed my eyes shut as the waves of pleasure waned. A few minutes later I stood up straight and tucked myself into my jeans. Illicit thoughts of Shayne still danced around in my head, but the shock of cold water from the sink helped push them away. My heartbeat returned to normal, and taking another breath, I pulled the bathroom door open—to come face to face with my brother, Niall.
He stood there, arms crossed over his chest with a wide, shit-eating grin across his face. “I hope ya washed yer hands after that.”
“What the feck are ya doin’ standin’ outside the bathroom?” I frowned at him.
“I was lookin’ fer ya. Really, I should be the one askin’ what the hell ya were doin’. Somethin’ got ya hot and bothered?”
“None of yer feckin’ business, perv.” I pushed past him and ran into Shayne. Just perfect. Her eyes widened for a moment and she dodged around me, shutting the office door behind her.
“Hmmph, should have guessed. Someone, more like.”
“Shut the feck up.” I glared at him.
“Hey man, I don’t blame ya. Shayne’s feckin’ hot. And a hell of a lot cooler than that wife of yers.”
“She can probably hear us, ya know.”
Niall waved a hand at me and rolled his eyes. “Please, there’s music playing. Besides, I came ta see if ya wanted ta grab a couple beers with me.”
I glanced toward the closed office door and back to him, letting out a sigh. It was probably a good idea not to hang around here the rest of the night, given the effect Shayne had on me.
 



CHAPTER SIX 
Spanking and Peacocking
The back door closed and I blew out a slow breath, listening to Kieran and Niall leave. Ever since Kieran had kissed me in the office, I hadn’t been able to concentrate. Lucky for me—and my sore hands—my other appointment had to postpone. I stared at the office desk and a shiver of pleasure ran through me. Had he really been pleasuring himself in the bathroom? I’d only heard part of his and Niall’s conversation, but Kieran’s flushed features said enough. I squeezed my thighs together and my muscles clenched at the thought. But I’d promised Liam I’d stay away from him.
Thoughts of him bending me over the desk and having his way with me teased me as I stood there. I needed to get out of here. I needed to get my mind off of him. Grabbing my cell out of my purse, I sent a text to my friend, Darren. He and I played together on a regular basis, but that’s all it was between us.
:I need to blow off some steam.:
My phone buzzed a minute later.
:I think I can help with that. :P Come on over.:
I grinned and tucked my phone into my back pocket, snatching my purse off its hook.
“Liam, I’m heading out.”
He looked up from his current tattoo and nodded at me.
“Drinks later?”
“Probably. I’ve gotta take care of some things first.”
I got in my car and drove the five minutes it took to get to Darren’s building. I reached the fifth floor and after one knock Darren pulled his door open. He appraised me with a lustful look and pulled me inside, locking the door.
“Mmm, that was fast.” Darren laughed then backed me against the wall. Our mouths met in a frenzy and I discarded my bag on the floor. “Normal limits?” His hand slipped between my legs, teasing me through my panties.
“Yeah.”
He let out a deep husky laugh against my neck. “Damn, Shayne. What’s got you so wet?”
“Nothing. Just a long day.” I said, pushing my hips against his touch. His lips stilled and he withdrew his hand, staring me in the eyes.
“You’re such a bad liar.”
“I’m not lying, Darren. You know how I get sometimes.”
He chewed at his lip ring and narrowed his sharp blue-gray eyes at me for a moment. “I don’t buy it.”
Darren grabbed my arms and turned me around, pinning them behind me. One hand slid my skirt up and cupped my ass. Heat pooled between my legs and I let out a whimper.
“Now, tell me, Shayne. What’s got you so wet? Hmm?”
“Liam’s brother. Kieran.”
Darren’s hand slapped my ass hard. The loud clap reverberated through me and I moaned.
“Mmm, what did he do? Tell me everything.” He whispered, and brushed his lips against my ear. I didn’t answer right away and his hand came down hard against my ass again. Finally, I told him about last night, about the scene in the office, and him touching himself in the bathroom afterwards. Darren let out an amused “hmmph”, traced his fingers over the red skin, and spanked me one more time.
“And now you’re over here, wanting me to fuck you so you can pretend it’s him, is that it?”
“No! I just…” My thoughts flickered to Kieran, to the feel of him pressing against me, aroused and hard. Darren spanked me again.
“Lies.”
“Yes, that’s what I want.”
Slap!
“Yes, what?” His tongue flicked against my earlobe.
“Yes, that’s what I want, sir.”
“Good girl.” Darren kissed me, then grabbed the back of my panties, pulling them taut so they rubbed against my already swollen clit.
“You want him to do that?” He asked. I nodded, biting my lip. Two of his fingers slipped inside me, working back and forth in a gentle motion and my whole body shivered. “You want him to touch you like that?” He slipped another finger inside me. I nodded and he withdrew his fingers.
“Don’t nod, Shayne. Tell me. Tell me what you want him to do to you.”
I whimpered and he tugged my panties again.
“Tell me, Shayne.”
“I wanted him to bend me over the desk in the office and fuck me.”
Darren laughed behind me and rewarded me with another hard slap. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”
“No, sir.”
Darren turned my face to his and grinned.
“Now then, bend over that side table and take off your panties.”
I listened, bent over the tall narrow table, and pushed my panties down to my knees before hiking my skirt up. I heard him undo his zipper and in one rough motion he was inside me. He thrust hard, banging the table against the wall with each thrust.
“Like this, Shayne? You want him to fuck you like this?” He groaned behind me.
I nodded and his fingers tangled into my hair, pulling my head back.
“Say it, Shayne.”
“Yes, sir. I want him to fuck me like that.” My lips shook with a moan and I squeezed my eyes shut, imagining Kieran behind me. Darren dug his nails into my hips and I imagined Kieran grabbing me like that. He drove into me harder and I cried out. My earlier fantasy of Kieran and me over the desk played in my head and my muscles clenched around Darren’s thick length. I whimpered Darren’s name and he leaned over me, wrapping an arm around my throat, just tight enough to make me gasp.
“Don’t call me that. Call me who you’re really fucking.” His teeth dragged against my neck and it sent me over the edge. I came, screaming out Kieran’s name. My body trembled and shook and Darren’s body tensed behind me with his own release. His hand tightened around my neck and his body convulsed behind me with a deep groan that only fueled the rush of ecstasy. A few minutes later he stood up, pulling me back against his chest. “Mmm, that was fun. You want a drink?”
“Yes, thank you.”
Gently, he pulled my panties back up and slid my skirt back down, planting a soft kiss on my neck. I closed my eyes, laying back against him as my heartbeat slowed from the hard gallop it had been beating at. With an affectionate squeeze he let go of me and went to the kitchen, returning two beers.
“Here. You look like you need one.”
“Thanks.” I took a long draw and sank down on the arm of his couch. He observed me with an amused grin.
“Since when did the Shayne I know get crushes on boys?”
“It’s not a crush...”
“What would you call it then? You’re the one that came over all rearing to go after hanging out with this guy, no?”
“He’s attractive.” I shrugged. Darren took a long drag on his cigarette and pushed his tussled dark brown hair back from his face. He exhaled, a wide grin spreading on his lips.
“Do you have any idea how easy it is to tell when you’re lying?”
“It’s complicated. He’s not exactly on the market. Even if he was, I’d rather not rock the boat and piss off Liam. He is my business partner after all.”
“Ah, right. Still…”
“Still nothing.” I frowned. My phone buzzed in my bag and I retrieved it off the floor by the door. There was one message from Liam.
:Thought ya were coming out?:
:Who’s going to be there?:
:Just me, Niall, and Kier.:
I sighed and took another drink before responding.
:Think I’m going to stay in tonight. Kind of tired:
“What’s with the sigh?” Darren came up behind me, giving me a playful nip on my neck.
“Liam wants me to come out for drinks.”
“And you’re sighing because?”
“His brother is with him.”
“Ah, yes, your crush.” He laughed and I spun around, narrowing my eyes at him.
“He’s not my crush.”
Darren frowned and swatted my ass with his open palm. “Don’t look at me like that.”
My lips twisted into a smirk. “Crush or not, I’m not going to go.” I said, settling myself back on the arm of the couch.
“Oh I think you are. And so am I.”
“What? No!” I choked on beer, glaring at him. Darren only laughed and patted my back.
“Yes. I’m going with. Go get washed up. I’m curious to see this Kieran that’s got you all flustered.”
“Dude, no. I’m not going and neither are you.”


Darren’s eyes scanned the pub, zeroing in on the back corner where Liam and his brothers were standing around. I glowered by the door for a moment before Liam’s eyes connected with mine. He tilted his head at my approach.
“Thought ya said ya were feelin’ tired?”
“I’m feeling better now.” I shrugged.
“Darren. How are ya doin’?” Liam nodded at him.
“Not bad. Thought I’d come out and shoot some pool with you guys.” He grabbed a pool stick off the wall.
“Works fer me. I don’t think Kieran here is much fer playin’ at the moment. You and Shayne can play against me and Niall.”
Darren studied Kieran sitting on a stool frowning down at his phone. He had to be talking with his wife again.
“That’s him?” The corner of Darren’s mouth curled with a grin. I nodded and he let out a soft laugh, clearly not impressed.
Kieran’s lips twitched in agitation and he shoved the phone into his pocket once more. His eyes met mine for a brief moment and a ghost of a smile crossed his lips until he noticed my escort. His pale blue eyes darkened as he appraised Darren. Darren only nodded at him as he racked up the balls.
“What do you say, ladies first?” Darren’s voice pulled my attention away from Kieran. I slid my jacket off and grabbed the pool stick from him. I didn’t miss the look Darren gave me as I came around the corner of the table and bent over to hit the cue ball only a couple feet in front of Kieran. The balls parted with the shot and I managed to get one of the solids in a pocket.
“Not bad, not bad.” Niall laughed and handed me a beer. His gaze moved from me to Kieran as he came around to take his shot.
“You did that on purpose, didn’t you?” I asked Darren as I came back up beside him.
“I thought you wanted to be bent over a table in front of him?” He mused and took a sip of beer. Heat moved through my cheeks and Darren flashed me a pleased grin. “From the looks of it, he enjoyed the view.”
I took another gulp of beer and turned my attention to Niall as a couple striped balls rolled into the corner pocket. He stood up and lifted a challenging eyebrow at Darren.
“Out of the way, sweetheart.” Darren strode past Niall, patted his cheek, and eyed the table, discerning his move. Confident in his plan, he bent over the table, sinking three more balls. “So we wagering anything?”
“Decidedly not,” Liam laughed, “I forgot how good ya are.” 
They both laughed and Liam took his shot, completely missing the balls. I started for the other side of the table to take my turn but Darren stopped me.
“Pull your skirt up, just a little.” He whispered in my ear. My eyes widened and Darren gave me a look that dared me not to. Casually, I tugged at the top off my skirt and pulled it up, very aware that the evidence of my earlier punishment was visible to anyone that chose to look. The cue ball was nearest to Kieran once more. Darren grinned at me, watching as I bent over the table. His gaze danced from me to Kieran, clearly enjoying this. Too distracted by them both, I missed the shot. When I stood up, Darren’s grin widened and I shook my head at him dismissively. But when I turned around to grab my beer back from Niall I met Kieran’s gaze. His eyes were wide, and his lips pulled tight together. A mixture of shock and curiosity moved through his features and he swallowed hard.
I snatched my beer from Niall and hurried back over to the other side of the table by Darren.
“He noticed that.” He whispered.
“You think?”
Darren cocked an eyebrow at me and I knew exactly what that look meant. Keep it up, I dare you.
I let out a grunt and settled myself on a barstool, fighting the smirk that crossed my lips.
Darren returned his attention to the game and shook his head. “What the hell is he doing?”
 I glanced back at the table. “Who, Niall?”
He was strutting around the length of pool table, eyes narrowed in concentration as he twisted the chalk on the end of his pool stick. For added effect, he frowned, slowly dragged his tongue across his bottom lip, and after placing the cube of chalk down, stroked his chin. I glanced around the pub and saw three college girls watching him, hands held in front of their faces as they whispered and giggled. Bingo.
“He’s peacocking. Twenty bucks says he tries a jump shot.”
“But he’s got a perfectly easy shot right there!”
“And yet…” I nodded as Niall made a big show, taking aim and making the cue ball hop over one ball before sending another into the corner pocket. Satisfied with his shot, he looked toward the girls and winked. More giggling ensued.
“I would have laughed if he messed that up and hit some poor girl in the head with the cue ball.”
I laughed, nearly dribbling beer down my chin. “Oh he’s done that before. I’ve never seen him run so fast.”
“Idiot.” Darren laughed, then turned his gaze to Kieran once more. “Is he just going to sit there all night and pout at his phone?”
“Most likely. His wife’s been messaging him.”
“Wife? You dirty girl. Lusting over a married man.” A sly grin crossed Darren’s lips.
“They’re separated. He walked in on her banging five other guys and then she took off.”
“Damn. Five men? I kind of want to meet her now.”
Without thinking, I elbowed Darren in the ribs. He grunted then narrowed his eyes at me.
“Do you think that’s wise?”
“Sorry. She sounds like a complete bitch. She hasn’t said shit to him for two months and just started messaging him today.”
“So make him shut his phone off.”
“No.” I scowled at him and that eyebrow went up once more.
“Go on.” He nudged me and I grudgingly walked over to Kieran. He was staring down at his phone, his jaw set tight with frustration. I reached out and took it from him.
“Hey! Oh…I was um.”
“You were looking like someone pissed in your Cheerios.”
He frowned. “Something like that anyway. Can I have my phone back?”
I pulled myself onto the stool next to him and tucked the phone into my bra.
“Shayne…”
“I’m doing it for your own good. You had the same look on your face earlier when I saw you in the…um, office.” My cheeks flushed at the thought of us in the office earlier. Darren grabbed up his pool stick and studied the pool table, but I knew he was keeping an eye on us.
“So, who’s he?” Kieran watched Darren line up his shot, sizing him up. Darren was a few inches taller and a bit more muscular than Kieran. Something Kieran appeared to notice.
“He’s a friend.”
“A friend?” His gaze darted in my direction.
“Yeah. I’ve known Darren a long time.”
Kieran made a grunt at that and I pulled my mouth straight, fighting off the grin that threatened.
“What?”
“Nothing.” I bit my lip and he glanced down at it, biting his own. My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my other bra cup.
“Jahysus, how many phones ya got in there?”
“Just yours and mine.” I laughed and opened the text message. It was from Darren.
:Yeah, he wants to fuck you.:
I frowned at him and he tipped his head at me, still typing furiously on his phone.
:And he’s totally staring at your tits. :P :
I jerked my head up and Kieran made a vain attempt to refocus his attention on the game of pool.
“I think you’re up.” He cleared his throat.
I took my shot, sinking another ball, then turned back to Kieran. “I’m going to get another drink, want one?”
Kieran nodded and followed me to the bar with both Liam and Darren watching.
“So when do I get my phone back?” He gave me a teasing narrow blue gaze as he grabbed his pint off the bar.
“Hmm…tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? What if I get an important call?”
“You have voicemail don’t you?”
“Yes, but—”
“But what? What are you going to do with your phone if I give it back to you now?”
He frowned into his pint. “It’s not like I want ta talk ta her. It’s just, I feel like an arsehole if I ignore her.”
“She ignored you for two months. Probably longer when she was still around.”
“Yeah…” Kieran lowered his eyes, embarrassment coloring his cheeks. My heart lurched for the poor guy. This woman really had done a number on him. I may not be girlfriend material for anyone, but at least I was up front about it.
“Look, you seem like a nice guy. Maybe a little too nice. If you told her you need some space but you’re messaging her back, she knows she has you by the balls. Let her have a dose of her own medicine tonight… then if you want to message her back, you can tomorrow.”
His eyes darkened and he gritted his teeth. “I don’t want ta talk to her. At all.”
“Then disconnect your phone altogether. Problem solved.”
“That easy, huh?” Kieran laughed. He was much more handsome when he did that, I noticed.
“It can be.” I smiled. We headed back toward the pool tables and Darren took the final shot, sinking the eight ball. Liam clapped him on the back, then glanced back toward us with a suspicious look.
Before he could say anything Darren came up and put an arm around my shoulders. “Ready to go?”
I nodded and said goodbye to the others.
“Tomorrow.” I told Kieran and he offered me a faint smile—the first that evening.
“So you going to see what she said?” Darren asked me as we walked out of the pub. I shook my head and he nodded. “Probably best. I kinda feel bad for him.”
 



CHAPTER SEVEN 
Crotch Cheese
Shayne was perched on the edge of the desk when I walked in with Liam the next day and I gave her crossed legs a compulsory once over. She really had that sexy boots, tiny skirt thing down to a science.
With a playful smirk she pulled my cellphone out of her bra and held it out to me. “Going to turn it on?”
At that moment, with her sitting in front of me like that, the only thing I wanted to turn on was her. I took the phone from her and dropped it in my pocket without another thought.
“Well, look at you, putting your foot down. Nicely done.” Shayne grinned very cat-like, and slinked off the desk. “Don’t let me catch you messing with it when I come back here.” She teased.
I stood there smiling after she’d already disappeared around the corner, but wiped the look off my face as Liam came in.
“What was that about?”
“Nothing. She just gave me my phone back.”
Liam grunted, stared at me for a moment, then left me alone as well. I opened my laptop and started to pull up my email but thought better of it. If she hadn’t heard from me via text all night, Kendall might have sent me a long email. At first I’d been annoyed that Shayne took my phone, but as the night wore on I’d felt a sense of relief. I couldn’t talk to Kendall even if I wanted to. I supposed I still could have emailed her or messaged her over the computer, but I didn’t. For that, I felt rather pleased with myself. Shayne was right, let her have a taste of her own medicine.
I opened up a previous project and started to read through it, but quickly got bored with it and wandered out into the hall. Buzzing came from both Shayne and Liam’s rooms.
“Gave up on writing already?” Shayne looked up from the ankle tattoo she was working on.
“Yeah…you knew I write?”
“You look like the type.”
“What does that even mean?” I frowned at her. She laughed, still concentrating on her tattoo.
“Do you ever wear beanies and sit at coffee shops with your laptop?”
“I…maybe.”
“That and Niall told me.” She flashed me a mischievous grin. I let out a grunt and crossed my arms over my chest. It only amused her further. “I should be done with Adrienne here shortly. Did you want to go grab something to eat?”
The girl laying on her chair turned her head and gave me a blatant once over before looking back to Shayne with a smirk across her lips. A similar smirk twitched at the corner of Shayne’s mouth as well but she didn’t look up.
“Well?” She asked.
“Sure. I’ll leave ya ta finish yer work.”


“I love it!” Adrienne squealed as she looked down at the angel I’d tattooed on her ankle. She’d gotten it in memory of her mother. Tattoos like that I always tried to make extra special. She threw her arms around me, embracing me in a tight hug. “My mother would have loved it.” She sniffed. I hugged her back, a small lump forming in my throat. Even though she’d lost her mother, I envied Adrienne. I’d never had a good relationship with my own mother. Still, I was happy I could give her something nice to remember hers by.
I walked her to the door and she paid me, giving me a generous tip and one more hug. When I turned around Kieran was lounged on one of the couches in the front, watching me with an appreciative look.
“That was a nice thing ya did fer her.”
I shrugged, my cheeks flushing a little. “I like doing tattoos like that the most. You ready to go eat?”
It was already after noon and my stomach was gnawing at itself.
“Sure, where we headed?”
“I was thinking pizza. Gino’s makes the only decent pizza around here. That good for you?”
“I’m fine with that.” He licked his lips, probably hungry as well. Though judging from his smile, I wasn’t sure it was entirely for food.
My stomach quivered, though I also wasn’t sure if it was from hunger alone, and I spun around, heading for the hall. “I’m going to see if Liam wants anything. He’s got a long session.”
“A slice of cheese and a coke.” Liam said before I could even ask. He looked from me to Kieran standing behind me, but his expression was unreadable. “Kier goin’ with ya?”
“Yeah, I figured he needed the full Gino’s experience.”
Liam’s face relaxed and he nodded before returning his attention to his tattoo. “Don’t forget my pizza.”
“I won’t. Extra cheese, I know.” I waved him off, grabbed my purse from the office, and led Kieran out to my T-Bird.
“Nice wheels.” Kieran commented and got in the passenger side. I grinned and slid on a pair of sunglasses, patting the steering wheel.
“Betty here’s the only long-term relationship I’ve had.”
Kieran tilted his head, watching me as I backed out of the alley. “Why is that?”
“Why do I love my car?” I asked.
“No, why no relationships?”
I chewed my lip, staring at the road. “I just don’t see a point to them.”
“So ya’ve no desire to share yer life with anyone, settle down, have two point five kids and a house?”
I cringed at his words. “Definitely no on the kids. That’s impossible for me and I don’t know that I wouldn’t want any even if I could have them. Maybe a house, but I’d be fine living there on my own.”
“Really?” Kieran tilted his head with interest and shifted so he was facing me from his side of the car.
“Yeah. I’ve been on my own for most of my life anyway. What about you?”
“Well, the wife part didn’t really go well and I sorta need that for the kid part.” He let out a dry laugh.
“Sorry.”
“It’s fine…so no American dream fer either of us I suppose.”
“Nope.”
I could tell he wanted to ask me more, but knew he was treading on dangerous territory. I surprised even myself bringing up the fact that I couldn’t have kids. The fact that I couldn’t didn’t bother me, but the incident that had caused it did. Very few truly knew about my family life growing up— or lack thereof. But Kieran didn’t probe any further on that.
“So tell me about Darren.”
I frowned at him as we pulled up in front of Gino’s.
“I told you, Darren’s my friend.”
Kieran let out a thoughtful grunt as he got out on his side and trailed behind me to the front.
“Well, ya tell me that, but ya two seem a bit cozier than friends, if ya catch my meaning.”
I slid into a booth toward the back, giving him a pointed look as I pulled out one of the laminated menus. “What kind of pizza do you want?” I asked, completely sidestepping his not so subtle line of questioning.
“Extra cheese works for me…now back to Darren.”
“Oh my God, why are you so interested in Darren?”
“Come on. I saw the way ya two were playin’ with each other. I mean, ya say ya don’t do relationships, but I highly doubt yer celibate.”
I slapped the menu down. “Excuse me?”
“Feck! I didn’t mean it like that. I meant…that ya well…we almost did…so.” His voice trailed off as the waitress came over to get our drinks and I ordered us a large extra cheese pizza, ignoring the awkward, flushed Irishman sitting across from me.
“I’ll just have a coke.” Kieran kept his blue gaze on me as the waitress walked off. “I just meant—”
“It’s fine, I was just fucking with you.” I flashed him a grin and took a sip of my drink after the waitress placed them in front of us. He chewed his bottom lip, looked me over with narrowed eyes, and took a sip of his drink.
“That’s not very nice, ya know.”
My grin widened. “I figured you could take it. So, tell me about your books.”
He glowered at that, then shrugged. “I’ve only got a few out right now. They’re doing alright, I guess.”
“What are they about?”
“I like writing darker stuff. Thrillers, gothic romance.”
“Well, you do have that brooding writer thing going on, so I suppose it’s good you aren’t trying to write fluffy little romances.”
His lips quirked at the corner, showing a small dimple. “No, no fluffy romances. Especially not now.”
Sadness flickered through his gaze and his fingers fidgeted with the peeling edge of his menu. I had the urge to touch his hand, but slid mine under my thighs. What’s wrong with me? No, I was just being empathetic.
The poor guy is dealing with a lot.
“So what else is there to do around her besides drink, play pool, and eat pizza at Gino’s?”
“There’s usually good concerts. One big festival that happens every fall. Darren and I always go to that.”
A mischievous look moved through his gaze again. Shit, why did I mention Darren?
“Oh, ya go with him, do ya?”
God, not again.
“Yeah. We have a lot of fun there.” I said benignly.
His eyes lit up and he waggled a suggestive eyebrow. “Oh, I bet ya do.”
“What are you, ten years old?”
The waitress came back, placing a steaming pizza pie between us, but Kieran didn’t break his gaze from mine.
“Ya know it’s easy ta read yer face. Ya can tell me if Darren’s yer
secret lover.” He winked. If it wasn’t for the fact that I was rather enjoying him grinning like a buffoon, I would have slapped him already.
“Careful, the pizza is really hot. Make sure you fold it over so the cheese doesn’t slip off.” I tried once more to dodge his intrusive questioning.
He let out a snort and pulled a piece free, gazing at me over it with a challenging gleam in his eyes. “Just tell me. I saw the handprint he left on yer arse.”
I choked on my drink and a look of gleeful amusement pulled at his wide grin. Well, he asked.
“Fine. If you must know, Darren and I aren’t lovers.”
“Really?” He paused, holding the pizza slice with both hands.
“Really.” I nodded, then as he brought it to his lips, added. “He just occasionally ties me up and spanks me.”
“Oh…wait what?!” The grin was gone, replaced with a shocked gawking expression.
“He’s my Dom.”
“Yer wha?” He screwed his face up in confusion, trying to process what I’d said.
“My dominant. I’m his submissive. You know, the whole ‘sticks and stones may break my bones but whips and chains excite me’ thing?”
Kieran sat stock-still, staring at me with wide eyes. For a moment I thought his brain had short-circuited with this new information. He reached up and scratched his head with one hand, and I noticed his slice of pizza tilting forward precariously.
“Careful, the cheese is going to—”
Too late. The steaming wad of cheese slid off the pizza and landed against his lower abdomen with a splat. Stunned, it took Kieran a moment to realize he just spilled burning hot cheese on himself.
“FECK! Sonofa!” He jumped up from the table and slammed his knee against it. More cursing ensued and the offending cheese slapped against the floor.
“Are you okay?”
“No! That feckin’ burned!” Kieran grimaced, hopping on one foot and clutching his side.
“Come on.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the bathrooms, ignoring the giggles from the other diners. Kieran hissed in pain and I shoved the small bathroom door open.
“Let me see the burn.” I told him. He pulled his shirt off as if it were on fire, revealing a broad tan chest with a light sprinkling of fine chest hair. I blinked, staring at the defined lines of his abdomen. I forgot what I was doing entirely until my gaze fell on the angry red skin just above the waistband of his jeans. I pulled several paper towels from the dispenser, soaked them with cold water, and pressed them against the burn, applying gentle pressure. “Better?”
Kieran let out a groan and dropped his head back. The sound ran right through me. “Jahysus, that feckin’ burned. Thank ya, Shayne.” He gasped. His hand slid over mine and I let out a slow breath. The muscles of his abdomen tightened under my hand and mine own muscles clenched between my thighs in response.
“Just hold that there.” I started to pull my hand away but his hand closed around mine and pulled it up his chest. “Kieran…”
His crystalline gaze held mine, a curious, thoughtful look in them, and his adam’s apple bobbed with a nervous gulp. He stepped closer, backing me against the sink and I swallowed hard as his lips drew close to mine. Nope. I cannot do this with him. With more willpower than I thought I possessed, I pulled away from him, not missing his disappointed look.
“I think we should head back to the shop. I’m going to get a box for the pizza.”
I slipped out of the bathroom, lightheaded and short of breath. Since when did that happen? It was no secret that we found each other attractive, nor that there was chemistry between us. Okay, that was an understatement…there was enough chemistry between us to recreate Chernobyl. If that disaster was any indicator of how things would go if we hooked up then maybe Liam had a point. Despite the amusing flirtatious side of Kieran that had emerged today, he was still coming to terms with the end of his marriage, and whether he wanted to admit it or not, it wasn’t hard to see he was trying to fill the hole his wife had ripped through his chest.
It could be one hell of a night between us, but that’s all it would be as far as I was concerned. For him, it would only be a temporary fix. He’d feel just as shitty as he did before, and I didn’t want to be responsible for that.
Our waitress stood by our table staring down at the mess on the floor. When I came up beside her she smiled at me with a knowing look.
“He burn himself?”
I nodded, a faint grin pulling at my lips. “Can I get a box and an extra coke to go?”
The waitress looked toward the bathroom sympathetically then retrieved a box and three to-go cups from the back.
Kieran slinked out of the bathroom a couple minutes later, his shirt held in front of him. I stifled a giggle at his sudden modesty. A couple younger girls whispered and openly ogled him but the scowl on his face made it obvious he didn’t notice. Neither of us said anything as we walked out to the car and Kieran slid into the passenger seat. Safely out of the view of the patrons of Gino’s, Kieran dropped his shirt into his lap, giving me yet another eyeful of his bare chest.
“Not going to put your shirt back on?”
“It’s filthy. Got cheese and sauce all over it.”
I frowned at him. “Don’t be such a wuss. Put your clothes back on.”
“Why? Does it bother ya?” Kieran stretched out against the seat, apparently recovered from the awkwardness in the bathroom. I turned around and snatched a random shirt off the backseat of my car and tossed it at him.
“That’s clean.”
He sniffed the shirt suspiciously then slid it over his head, stretching Joan Jett over his pecs.
“It’s a bit snug.” He frowned down at the shirt. It stopped just above his belly button. “Am I less offensive ta ya now?”
I wiped a hand across my lips, unsuccessfully concealing my amusement. “Much better.”
We drove back to the shop in uncomfortable silence, neither of us wanting to bring up the incident in the bathroom or the conversation that led to it. Liam stood outside the back of the shop when we returned, taking his smoke break.
“The feck ya wearin’?” He snorted as soon as he saw Kieran.
“I spilled cheese on mine.”
Liam laughed and stole a glance at me. “Did ya not warn him?”
“I tried to.” I shrugged, choosing not to add why he’d spilled the cheese.
“There’s some shop shirts in the office. Go grab yerself one. Ya look ridiculous.”
Kieran shoved past him without so much as a word and Liam gave me a questioning look, then stared at the back door. “The hell crawled up his arse?”
 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
You Wouldn’t Like The Girl I Used To Be
After our eventful conversation at Gino’s I expected Kieran to be put off and keep his distance from me. Instead it appeared to have the opposite effect on him. I was disinfecting my chair and prepping for my first appointment when I felt him watching me from the doorway.
“So, Darren is what? Your master?” He asked.
“No. My dominant. I’m not his slave.”
“There’s a difference?”
“Yes. It’s not necessarily a twenty-four seven thing. We have play sessions, I guess you could say.”
Kieran eased onto the chair in the corner, quietly contemplating what I’d said. “Why though? Why let him control ya?”
I shrugged. “I find it rather freeing, actually.”
Being a submissive was always hard to put into words, especially when talking to someone outside of that lifestyle. Kieran shifted against the chair and tilted his head.
“How’s being tied up freeing?”
I closed my eyes, remembering the first time Darren had dominated me. The pain, the pleasure, the rush of endorphins. It was stronger than any other drug I’d put in my body. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes to find Kieran staring at me.
“Giving up control helped me find control in my life.”
“What do ya mean? Ya didn’t have that before?” He was sitting up now, fascinated by this small confession, this little peek into something not many—even Liam— knew about.
“No. I didn’t. At all.” Kieran’s brows drew together at my words and the gears of thought turned behind his eyes. I flashed him a wry smile.
“What do ya mean?”
“I did a lot of stupid things. Got myself into trouble.” My throat tightened. Why am I telling him any of this?
Kieran frowned, more a look of concern than disappointment.
“Ya know, we all do stupid things sometimes. Hell, I should be the poster child for that, considering my own situation.”
I smiled despite myself, and a pleased grin spread over his lips. Kieran stood and came over to me. A rush of shyness forced me to turn away from him and busy myself with organizing the containers on my countertop.
“Hey. It’s alright. Ya don’t have ta tell me anything. I was just curious.”
His tone was sweet and genuine, but he really had no idea where he was treading. His hand touched my shoulder and my muscles tensed.
“Shayne? Ya alright?” His breath tickled my shoulder and I bit my lip doing my best to ignore the reaction it sent through me.
“Sorry.” I spun around. My stomach fluttered uncomfortably with him standing this close and I took a step to the side to put space between us.
“I don’t mean ta pry, but we can be friends, ya know? If ya ever wanted ta talk about it, I’d listen. I wouldn’t judge ya.”
I laughed then, a sour, bitter laugh.
“Trust me, you wouldn’t like the girl I used to be. You don’t want to hear about her.”
He let out a snort, disbelief clear across the frown on his lips. “I doubt that.”
His sentiment was nice, but I knew better. I was a wreck before Darren. Nobody gave a shit about me, so neither did I. Nobody told me no, so I did whatever the hell I wanted. And I let others do whatever the hell they wanted to me too. But I wouldn’t tell him that. He didn’t need to know. He was just fascinated with me the way someone was when they passed a ten car pile-up. You wanted to know what happened, but you didn’t want to be a part of it.
“Shayne?”
I shook myself from my thoughts and offered him a smile, but his frown deepened, seeing right through it.
“I have an appointment in a few. You should probably get back to work too.”
Kieran’s shoulder slumped in resignation and he nodded. “Right. I’ll see ya later.”


I’d barely gotten any sleep last night. I was exhausted but couldn’t clear my head enough to rest. My mind kept wandering to Shayne.
You wouldn’t like the girl I used to be.
Her words and that haunted look that moved through her eyes stuck with me the entire day. It was a peek beneath the surface. One she quickly pulled back under. I couldn’t help wondering about that other girl.
Shayne laughed, smiled, and joked the rest of the day, hiding it well, but I knew that darkness was still there, hiding underneath. Whatever put it there must have left deep scars.
Then there was the other revelation she’d shared yesterday. I still had a small burn mark left on my stomach from it. I’d never met a girl that was into that sort of thing. Or maybe I had and I just hadn’t realized it. Hell, I hadn’t realized what my own wife was into until I walked in on her little sex party.
Still, Shayne didn’t come off as submissive in any way. She seemed quite the opposite in fact. I knew it wasn’t easy to put up with Liam. Growing up with him, it was either his way or the highway. Only someone equally as strong-willed and hard-headed could stand running a business with him. My mind wandered to her bent over the pool table in front of me, the curve of her arse, and the red mark that peeked out from her skirt. When I first saw it, I was shocked. It looked painful. I knew some men enjoyed that sort of thing, but I couldn’t even fathom laying my hands on a woman like that—not that Kendall would have let me try. But Shayne let Darren. And she liked it?
I glanced around the office, as if the mere thought of Shayne would cause her to appear behind me. Loud music played, bleeding through the wall the desk was against and I knew she was deep into her tattoo session. Relieved at that, I let my mind wander further into the mystery that was Shayne. What else did she let him do to her? She’d joked about whips and chains, but did Darren use those too? Was it like they portrayed on TV, or in those weird late-night documentaries I’d seen once when I was too lazy to grab the remote a few feet away? Shayne seemed mostly normal, if not a bit eccentric. Not like some of those people they’d interviewed on that documentary.
Curiousity picked at me, making me abandon the current story I was working on. Some girl in a haunted apartment. She’d have to wait. I opened a browsing tab and typed in “BDSM” and “Submission”. A couple BDSM 101 pages came up, and I scanned over them. I read about subspace, the high a submissive can experience during play. Was that what she found so freeing? She’d gotten that little smile on her face talking about it. Christ, that was sexy.
Several images came up. I found some erotic, others disturbing, but I couldn’t stop looking at them. Shayne’s face replaced some of the girls’ and warmth spread through my stomach. She’d pushed me away again yesterday at Gino’s and knowing the things she was into now, I could see why. I wasn’t like Darren. I certainly wasn’t a feckin’ dominant. With Kendall, I did what she wanted me to do. A few times I tried to explore other positions, only to be met with sharp opposition. I’d tried to go down on her once and she’d nearly ripped my hair out trying to stop me. The warmth left my stomach, replaced with a heavy knot. I thought maybe she was just uncomfortable with it. Obviously, I thought wrong.
“I was going to grab some lunch, Kieran did you want to—”
I slammed the laptop shut and jerked my head around at the sound of Shayne’s voice. I hadn’t even heard the door open. She stared at the laptop, lips parted and eyebrows raised over wide brown eyes. “Oh.”
“It’s research! For a book!”
I caught the twitch of a smile, but she quickly regained control of her features and cleared her throat. “Did you want to um…go to lunch with me?”
 



CHAPTER NINE 
I’ve Got a Paddle in my Trunk
Lunch with Kieran had become a daily ritual over the last couple weeks he’d been in Midtown, and I was finding I rather enjoyed his company—minus the occasional snarky comment regarding my choice in extra-curricular activities. Liam had relaxed some, seeing that our interactions had turned quite platonic for the most part.
“Gino’s again?” I asked as we walked out to my car.
“Sounds good to me.”
I nodded and tossed him my keys. “You can drive Betty today. My wrists are killing me.”
A playful smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth and I rolled my eyes. “From tattooing, perv.”
He made himself the picture of innocence, drawing his lips into a pout and batting his long dark lashes.
“I didn’t say anything.”
I pulled the passenger door open and slid inside so he didn’t see my smile. “You didn’t have to.”
Kieran let out an indignant grunt, but mischief played behind those eyes of his and a grin spread across his lips. He pulled out of the alley and fifteen minutes later we were at Gino’s. We went inside and Kieran slid into the booth we’d sat at the first time we came here. I slid in across from him and sat down a little too hard. With a wince, I eased down against the seat. Kieran took notice, a wide toothy grin crossing his lips.
“Ya alright over there?”
“Yep, just fine.” I answered and flipped open one of the menus. I refused to give him anymore fuel.
The waitress came, placed our drinks in front of us, and took our orders. Calzones this time. Kieran gnawed at his bottom lip, gears turning behind his eyes. Here we go again. I shifted against the padded bench, winced, and his eyes lit up.
“Arse a little sore?”
“Maybe.” My eyes darted up to him. Two could play this game. Admittedly, I found his attempts to pry more than entertaining. He grinned at this little morsel and stabbed his straw in his drink, waggling an eyebrow at me. “Was somebody a naughty girl last night?”
I took a long sip from my soda, narrowing my eyes at him speculatively. The minute I answered him, he’d blush and change the subject, I just knew it. So I answered him. Honestly.
 “Yeah, I was. Darren bent me over his kitchen table and spanked me with a wooden paddle.”
Kieran blinked and his eyes widened a little, but to my surprise he quickly returned to his former, teasing expression. “Ya really like getting spanked, don’t ya?”
A trickle of warmth moved through me and I sat up, amused and somewhat turned on by this bolder side of Kieran. I wondered just how far he would take it.
“Yeah, I do. I’ve got a paddle in my trunk if you want to go outside and give it a couple swings.”
Kieran’s eyes went round again and he sucked in a breath—and soda, which he promptly sputtered across the tabletop. Lucky for him, the waitress came back with our food, though she frowned at the spray of soda. She wiped down the table then placed our dishes in front of us and Kieran gave her an apologetic look. His cheeks flushed and I turned my attention to the hot calzone on my plate, giving him a chance to recuperate.
“So ya said ya had ta pick up a few things fer the shop?” He asked, finally looking up from his plate.
I smiled. Of course he changed the subject. 
“Liam wanted to find some more furniture for the front of the shop so I thought we could drive out to this second-hand furniture store outside of town a little ways. They usually have some funky stuff. I can take you back to the shop if you don’t want to go.”
“No, I’ll come with.” He answered quickly, though some traces of embarrassment still colored his cheeks. We finished our lunch in companionable silence, then headed out to the furniture store.


I followed Shayne through the maze of mismatched furniture that cluttered the interior of The Dirty Rich Hippie. Liam and she had apparently furnished most of their shop with finds from here. She strolled ahead of me, running her fingers over a curved red velvet sofa. It looked like something she’d put in her place. From the small grin on her lips, I guessed I wasn’t that far off in her tastes. I liked hanging out with Shayne. She was cute, funny, and I was finding myself thinking about Kendall less and less. When I did, I found I didn’t feel as devastated as I once had. It had happened, and it hurt me, but I felt like I could start moving past it. I hadn’t even turned my phone back on since that night at the pub. It was strange being completely disconnected, but also a bit freeing in its own right.
“What do you think? Anything stick out?” Shayne asked me. I glanced around the shop, at the assorted chairs, sofas, and lounges, then back to her. She bent over another sofa, inspecting a fringed pillow and I couldn’t help admiring the perfect curve of her arse. What the hell would have happened if I’d said yes? Heat rose up my neck at the thought. I’d never so much as tried to slap a girls’ arse, and Kendall had only been the second woman I’d slept with. It couldn’t be that hard, I thought, pulling myself up straight. Just a swat of the palm against her arse, right? My da had given me a few lashings once when I’d gotten in a fight at school. Surely it wasn’t a matter of great skill.
“Kieran?” I lifted my gaze to hers. I’d been caught. Play it off, jackarse. Play it off.
“Yes?” I flashed her a bright smile.
“I was just asking you what you thought of this table.” She nodded down at a wrought iron coffee table with a colorful mosaic glass top.
“I like it. It’s a nice work of arse—errr art. Nice work of art.”
Shayne’s lips pulled tight in a poor attempt to hide a smirk at my slip-up. I turned away, pretending to admire another piece of furniture.
“I think it would look nice in the front. We could put magazines and our portfolios on it for clients.” She called after me. I grinned. At least she didn’t mind my blatant ogling. There was a large four-post bed in the corner, the wood stained a dark chocolate. She came up beside me and tilted her head, eyeing the carved posts and reaching a hand out to touch the polished wood.
“Looks like something ya’d have Darren tie ya up ta.”
Shayne whipped her head around and gave me a wide look.
“Feck! I shouldn’t have said that.”
Her features softened and a giggle bubbled to the surface. “You really should loosen up. If that had offended me, you would know. Trust me.” She spun back around and continued around the bed. “And actually, it’s a gorgeous bed. I’d love to have it, and not just for that…though yes it would certainly be sturdy enough.” She gave one of the posts a tug in demonstration and her gaze flickered to mine with a playful gleam.
“So, ya do have him tie ya ta the bed?” My words tumbled out before I could stop them. Apparently I was suffering from a severe case of verbal diarrhea today.
Shayne gave me a thoughtful look before returning her attention to the bed. “Yeah, I do.”
I dropped my gaze to the intricate lines running through the quilt that laid on the bed. More thoughts and questions pulled at me, and though I knew it was none of my business, I couldn’t help myself.
“What else do ya have him do ta ya?” My mouth went dry and I chanced a look back up at her when she didn’t answer. She stared back at me, her lips pursed in contemplation. Not a frown of disapproval as I had expected.
“You really want to know?”
I should have said no, but my head nodded in complete disregard for the rest for me.
A small smile crossed her lips and she turned, continuing to browse the other items crowding the shop.
“I serve him. When I step into his apartment I do whatever he tells me to do. A lot of times he makes me tell him about my day, any dirty thoughts I had, things I did or wanted to do.” Her gaze flickered to me briefly and I swallowed hard, listening intently as she continued. “He punishes me when I lie, or when I don’t do what he says. Sometimes he punishes me because I enjoy the pain and he knows it.”
“Last night, was he,” I hesitated. “Last night, why was he punishing you?”
She stopped in front of a large antique vanity, lifted the price tag, then let it drop before looking at me. Shayne stared off with a distant but wistful look and for a moment I wondered if she’d heard me.
 “I wouldn’t admit something to him.”
I thought maybe I should back off, but I couldn’t help myself. I was pulled in. I wanted to know more.
“What wouldn’t ya admit ta?”
Panic spread through her features for a moment, but she quickly pulled it back under. Then she smiled, a melancholy smile as her gaze met mine.
“Fantasies I had about someone yesterday.”
I started to ask who, but a thought struck me then. After lunch yesterday I’d spent most the afternoon with her. We’d walked around downtown, laughing and joking with each other. We’d taken our time going back to the shop, people watching and window-shopping.
The words didn’t leave my lips, but she knew what I wanted to know. I gripped one of the bedposts, eyes fixed on her.
Was it me?
Shayne pulled at her bottom lip with her teeth and let out a sharp exhale. She didn’t look away from me, and my own breath left my lungs.
Was it me?
Her mouth moved, attempting to form words, but the sudden shrill ring of her cell phone forced her attention away.
“Hello? Yes this is her…yes, okay I’ll be there as soon as possible.” Her frown deepened with every word and she hung up the phone with a sigh.
“Is everything okay, Shayne?”
“No. We need to go. I have to go see my mother.”


“Shayne, ya alright?” Kieran asked.
“I’m fine.” I nodded, keeping my attention on the road.
“Yer nails are digging into the steering wheel.” I glanced down and loosened my grip.
“Sorry. It’s just…my mom’s sick.”
“I’m sorry. Is she going ta be okay?”
“It’s more of a mental issue.” I admitted. I supposed Kieran already thought I was a freak. Admitting my mother was nuts wouldn’t come as that much of a shock.
The car fell into silence and I turned on the radio to fill the awkward void. My mind drifted back to the conversation at the furniture store…and last night. My stomach lurched. He’d known, hadn’t he?
 
“Tell me, Shayne. Tell me what you really want.”
Silence. 
Thwack!
“You were with him today, weren’t you? I can tell.”
“We’re friends. That’s all.”
“Hmmph. You’ve been over here every day for the last two weeks. I know it’s because of him.”
“No, it’s not. I’ve just been stressed.”
Thwack!
“Don’t lie to me, Shayne. Just admit you want him.”
“But I don’t.”
Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!
“What are you afraid of, Shayne?”
“Nothing.”
Thwack!
 
 I didn’t want him. Not like Darren thought. Sure, I was attracted to Kieran, but I was attracted to plenty of men. I shifted against the seat and the dull ache only served as a reminder. Kieran noticed, and I saw him watching me from his side of the car.
“Shayne?”
“We’re almost there.” I said, and turned down the long dirt road that led to Rolling Hills Treatment Center. Kieran returned his attention ahead as the car approached the concrete block walls that ran around the perimeter of the hospital. It was very out of the way, but she’d worn out her welcome at any closer treatment facilities.
“Look I’ll just be a few minutes. Can you wait in the car?”
Kieran nodded, his blue eyes piercing me with the concern in them. I had to get out of the car, get away from him. The problem was, I didn’t want to be here either. I didn’t want to see her.
 



CHAPTER TEN 
It Was You
Shayne had been gone almost an hour now, and I was starting to get concerned, but I told her I’d wait in the car. I didn’t mind that she was taking a long time. My bladder however, had other opinions on that matter. With a cursory glance around the property I got out of the car and headed for reception. There was a bathroom to the left of the waiting room that the receptionist said was for visitors.
I relieved myself with a deep sigh of relief, washed my hands, and hurried back outside hoping Shayne hadn’t returned yet. As soon as I stepped outside though, I saw her standing next to a tree. She was staring my way with a cold, angry look and an apology formed on my lips. Drawing closer to her though, I realized she wasn’t looking at me at all. And she wasn’t angry, she was upset.
“Shayne, ya okay?” I asked. Her eyes widened on me, panic making her gasp.
“What are you doing, Kieran? I though you were going to wait in the car?”
“I’m sorry. I just went ta use the restroom, then I saw ya standing here and I—”
“Heh, let me guess. This is your latest sugar daddy?” An older woman with straggly black and gray hair glared daggers at me from a face that looked merely skin and bone. I’d never seen the woman before but she bore some strange familiarity. Her mother.
“It’s not like that. Kieran’s just a friend.”
“Friend? Aren’t they all?” She sniffed at Shayne, rubbing a bony hand under her reddened nose.
“I’m just a friend.” I added. She narrowed her eyes at me and let out a snort.
“So what is it you’re doing for her, then? Coke? Heroin? Or just a fun piece of ass?”
“I’m just her friend and how dare ya talk about yer own flesh and blood like that?”
“Wow, Shayne! He must not be that good of a friend. He doesn’t know you at all.” Her mother laughed and patted my arm. I took a step back, not wanting her anywhere near me.
“Mother, leave him alone.” The muscles at the side of Shayne’s neck strained as she tried to keep her calm.
“Shayne, I can just go back ta the car—”
“You know, Kieran, was it?” Her mother tilted her head, eyes narrowed like a lion spotting its prey. “You know Kieran, Shayne thinks she’s better than her dear mother. She sticks me in this God forsaken rehab because I’m the one with the problems, never mind her own! She dresses in her slutty little clothes, covers herself in those disgusting tattoos, and acts like she’s got her shit together, but I know the real her. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Cover up those arms with that ink, Shayne, but I can still see the track marks…and everything else.”
“I don’t do those things anymore.” Shayne said, her voice defensive but hushed.
 “Well not at the moment, sweetheart. But you’ll go back. Just like me.”
Shayne balled her hands into fists. Instinctively, I grasped her wrist and her muscles relaxed.
“Mother, just tell me you’ll behave. They’re giving you one more chance to be compliant, and once they kick you out there isn’t another treatment center for a hundred miles that will take you.”
Her mother looked over her with a disdainful eye, then to me with a silent scoff.
“I’ll play by their rules…for now. But remember what I said. I can’t do this much longer.”
“Goodbye, mother.” Shayne pulled out of my grasp and turned for the car, saying nothing else. I looked from her back to her mother.
Her mother flashed me a cruel, teasing grin and nodded. “Well, run along.”
Ignoring her comment I hurried after Shayne, more concerned for her than her mother’s snide remarks. She already had the car started and the engine growled, only echoing the anger and hurt rolling off of her.
She didn’t look at me when I got in the car, but shifted the car into gear. “Buckle up.”
I did as I was told and she spun the car around, flooring it as soon we passed the gates and hit the dirt road. The car fishtailed and a cloud of dust ballooned up behind us. I gripped the door handle and stole a glance at her. Her fingernails were digging into the padding on the steering wheel again.
“I’m sorry. I tried ta hold it.”
She laughed, an uneasy, frantic laugh, and shook her head. “You don’t have anything to apologize for. I’m sorry you had to witness that.”
“It’s fine. Ya don’t have anything ta apologize fer either.”
“Look, I can drop you back at the shop, but I need to calm down. I don’t know if I can deal with working on people right now.”
“I’m fine, Shayne. I don’t have anywhere ta be.” I told her. After what her mother said, and her current behavior, I was more concerned for her well-being than my brother not knowing my whereabouts.
Shayne sucked in a deep breath and slowly let it back out. I reached a hand out as hers dropped onto the shifter.
“Yer not like her.”
“Yeah, well she’s right, Kieran. You don’t know me very well.”
“Then tell me. Let me know ya.”
Her hand slipped away and like that her wall was back up. Her darkness was pulled beneath once more but simmering just under the surface. She turned left as we reached the heart of Midtown and parallel parked in front of an aged brick apartment building.
“Where are we?” I asked, following her up the stairs. The inside of the building was as aged as the outside, with fading white walls and worn blue-gray carpet that greeted us as we reached the fourth floor. She stopped in front of a black door with the brass numbers “433” under the peephole and looked back at me.
“It’s my apartment.”
“Oh.” I followed her in.
“Will it bother you if I smoke?” She dropped her purse on the kitchen counter and looked toward me expectantly as her hand fumbled with a carved wooden box. I wasn’t sure exactly what she was talking about smoking from the looks of it, but shrugged.
“Go on.”
Shayne pulled out a glass pipe and packed weed into the bowl, then pulled out a lighter and lit it, taking a deep inhale. She exhaled, closed her eyes, and leaned back against the counter, the tension flowing right out of her.
“Want some?” She held the pipe out to me and I stepped toward her, carefully taking it from her hands. I hadn’t smoked pot since high school, but after the conversation with her mother, I could use something to calm my nerves as well. Shayne watched me as I took a hit. The light from the window caught her brown eyes and they glowed like sunlit honey.
I started to speak, to say something comforting, but she grabbed the pipe out of my hand and pulled away, wandering toward her bed. I studied her belongings. The apartment was small. Nothing more than a studio with a kitchenette, a bathroom, and a couple closets, but the walls were a fresh shade of white. She had bright colored frames, holding black and white photos of places I’d seen around town and a large stereo system with a CD tower next to her bed. Her furniture was funky and unique like many of the items I’d seen at The Dirty Rich Hippie. They were kind of like her, I realized with a grin. Shayne kicked off her boots next to the bed, and I noted the knee-high Bambi socks she was wearing with amusement.
“What? I like my socks.” She frowned at me and handed me the pipe. I took another hit and smirked.
“I just didn’t expect Bambi. I like them.”
Shayne grinned and looked down at them. “Yeah? Hmm, you thirsty or anything?” She stepped closer, plucking the pipe out of my fingers, and wrapping her lips around the tip. I nodded and sucked in a breath, a pleasant buzz already settling over me. She flashed me a cat-like grin, handed the pipe to me again, and sauntered to the fridge.
I sank down onto the couch, unsure whether it was the weed or her that was making me lightheaded. A minute later something brushed against my knee and I opened my eyes, not even realizing I’d closed them. Shayne was leaned over me holding a can of soda.
“Here.” Her breasts heaved inches from my face. I took another hit, long and slow to calm the heat rolling through me, then took the drink from her hand.
“Thank you.” My voice came out gruff. Shayne laughed and pulled herself up, taking an equally deep hit. I wanted to pull her down into my lap, but right now wasn’t the time. Despite our altered states, I knew she was still upset. “Shayne, maybe we should—”
“I feel like dancing, hmm?” She was already across the room, bent over in front of the stereo system. I fought back a groan, watching her arse wiggle in the air as she rummaged through her CD collection and finally slipped one into the player.
“Shayne, wait—”
“Do you like the Yeah Yeah Yeahs? I saw them in concert once” She looked back at me with a wide grin, eyes narrowed and heavy. Yeah, she was baked.
“I do, actually. But Shayne—” Music blared through the speaker, drowning out my words. I sighed and stood up, intent on talking to her. Shayne swayed to the music with her arms draped over her head and her hair falling in her face. Her eyes were shut and tears glinted in the corners. The sight made my heart drop and I took a cautious step toward her, feeling a little unsteady myself. I touched a hand to her shoulder and she turned, nudging her cheek against my palm.
“Shayne…” My voice was just loud enough to hear over the music. Her eyelids fluttered open and a slow, relaxed smile curled on her lips. “Shayne maybe we should talk about—’
“Mmm, I don’t want to talk right now. Dance with me, Kieran?”
“Um, okay. But I’m not that good.”
Shayne giggled and it spread through the room like a million tiny chimes. How could I tell her no with those wide brown eyes pleading with me?
“C’mere.” She grabbed my hand, pulled me closer, and wrapped her arms around my neck. The sweet yet earthy scent of her and the pungent scent of weed filled my nose. I breathed in and closed my eyes, tentatively putting my hands on her hips. Shayne emitted a soft, content noise. She raked her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck and I shivered.
“Shayne…” my voice came out in an odd croak. I opened my eyes, startled by the noise. Shayne giggled again, smiling at me with half-lidded eyes, apparently finding the sound rather amusing. The song changed to one with a slow tempo carried by a heavy drum beat and Shayne turned around in my arms, relaxing against me. My hands moved on their own, running down the curve of her hips. She pressed her arse against me and breath rushed from my lungs at the feeling of her slow, rhythmic gyrations.
I tried again to say something, to stop her, but her name left my lips in a deep groan. Shayne slid her hands over mine and dragged them up her body in response. She pressed them to her breasts and gave them an encouraging squeeze. I fondled them, circling my fingertips over her nipples and let out a harsh hiss of breath against her neck My cock roused to life and I pressed my stiffness against her arse.
I tried to pull my hands away. She didn’t want this, she didn’t want me. But her grip tightened and she pressed my hands into her breasts, her nipples pebbling between my fingers.
“Please.” She moaned and dropped her hands away. I could think of a million reasons not to. We were both high off our arses, she was upset about her mother, she wasn’t thinking straight. But that plea, that begging in her voice drove all of it from my mind. Something inside me took over. I pinched her nipples in my fingers and dragged my teeth over the back of her neck, intoxicated, needing more of her.
“Bite,” she whispered. And I did. She shuddered with a soft mewling sound and I thrust against her, growing harder by the moment. Shayne reached her hand back, stroking me through my jeans, and I groaned against the salty taste of her skin. My hands clawed at the front of her shirt, desperate to feel more of her bare skin, but made little to no progress.
“Take it off.” I growled against her ear in a deep, ragged breath. She let go of me, pulling both bra and shirt over her head. I was on her again before either article hit the floor. Her skin was warm and soft, and another groan shook from my throat. She turned her head, brown eyes clouded with desire and I kissed her lips, grinding hard against her. Lust and want crashed into me and my hand scrambled down the flair of her hips and over her skirt. I tugged the fabric up and cupped the heat between her thighs, pulling her against me as our hips moved together.
Not enough. I pushed the thin fabric aside, running my fingertips up her opening to the swollen nub. She moaned and rolled her hips against me and I rolled my fingertips over her clit, drunk on the sound of her. My cock swelled, painfully hard and I slid two fingers inside her, needing more. Shayne gasped and rolled her head back, her hair falling over my shoulder as her fingernails dug into my arm. More.
“Shayne…do ya have a condom?”
I braced myself, waiting for her to pull away like before. But she didn’t. Christ, I wanted her…and she wanted me too?
“I don’t, but I’m clean.” Her words came out in a breathy pant. “And I told you, I can’t get pregnant.”
My breath left me in a deep exhale. I’d thought about what it would be like with her since that first night at the bar, but I’d long since assumed there would not be a repeat of that. Slowly, I resumed my movements, working my fingers inside her. Shayne whimpered. She turned her head and her eyes met mine with a pleading stare . It sent a pleasurable shiver down the base of my spine. I leaned in to kiss her once more, but something else trembled from her lips.
“It was you.”
My movements stilled. I stared at her in a mixture of confusion and lust as I processed her words.
“It was you.” She repeated. “Yesterday. It was you I was thinking about.”
Realization slammed into me and I crushed my lips against hers, my tongue desperate, searching for hers. No, still not enough. I pushed her forward with my body and bent her over the stereo system—the closest thing to us. Shayne glanced back at me, wide-eyed and panting. I pulled my shirt off, undid my belt, and slid my pants and boxers down my hips. She hastily tugged her knickers down around her thighs, giving me a clear view of the marks Darren had left on her. I groaned and my cock twitched at the sight.
“Say it again.” I swallowed hard and came up behind her, brushing the head of my cock against her. She whimpered and I spread the lips of her warm cleft, teasing her opening. Shayne squeezed her eyes shut and pushed against me, but I couldn’t stop the words from coming again. “Say it, Shayne.”
“It was you.”
I pushed into her and a groan tore from my throat as her warmth surrounded me. I grabbed her hips, thrusting deeper, needing more. Shayne gasped, arching her back and steadying herself against the stereo speaker. I drove into her. Harder. Faster. She cried out and I squeezed her arse in my hands, burying myself inside her over and over until her legs trembled. Her knees buckled beneath her, and I caught her around the waist, pulling her up against me.
“Ya alright?” I asked against her cheek, my voice ragged with exertion.
Her chest heaved and she nodded, barely able to speak herself.
“Don’t. Stop.”
Shayne’s words sent electric jolts through me and I fisted a handful of her hair, plunging into her as deep as I could go. From this position I could see our bodies in the full-length mirror on the other side of her bed and the look of complete esctasy etched across Shayne’s face. Her body tensed in my arms and I pulled her tight against me, sinking my teeth into the soft flesh at the curve of her neck. She came, screaming my name. Her muscles squeezed and spasmed around my cock, and I collapsed with her over the stereo as my own body gave into its release. Wave after wave of pleasure shook through us both, mixing with the bass and treble of the music blaring from the speakers.
Several minutes later we sank to the floor, boneless and spent. I laid flat on my back with her in the crook of my shoulder. Shayne’s breathing was already slowing with the rhythm of sleep and I watched her in amazement before staring up at the ceiling. Out of all the times I’d made love to Kendall, it had never been like that. It had never been that powerful, that intense. Small tremors still moved through me in the wake of it all. Rather trite as the phrase was, the only words I could think of to describe what I’d just done with Shayne was utterly mind-blowing. I hadn’t ever lost myself so completely before. Maybe I didn’t have a lot to compare it to, aside from my wife and the one girlfriend I’d had on and off during high school. But why, with Shayne, was it so different? I glanced at her again, still filled with disbelief. Her features were relaxed with sleep, exhaustion from the day finally settled in. Just like her though, I was exhausted and my mind refused to think on it further. I fell asleep then, with Shayne’s naked warmth curled against mine.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
I’m Not Broken
It was early evening, I realized as I awoke. I also realized quite quickly that I was on the floor of my apartment, next to Kieran. Both of us in various states of undress. His chest rose and fell as he slept, his pants still around his ankles. I studied him in repose, from the shape of his lips, his jaw, his defined chest, the taut planes of his abdomen…and lower. The earlier events of the day rushed back to me and I swallowed hard, squeezing my thighs together. It only amplified the pleasant soreness between my legs, and I bit back a whimper as tendrils of awareness crept through me. I’d never had an orgasm from just regular, vanilla sex. After everything I’d gone through, I didn’t even think it was possible. Apparently, I was quite wrong.
Kieran shifted against the floor next to me, and I looked back up at his face. His lips stretched into a sleepy grin and heat rose in my cheeks. Had he seen me checking out his goods? He put his arms behind his head and stretched, lifting his hips and drawing my attention back down to his crotch. Yes, he had.
“Hey.” He cleared his throat and pulled up his pants.
“Hey.” A sudden wave of shyness washed over me and I turned away from him, pulling my panties back up and searching for my bra. It left me unsettled. Since when did I care if a man saw me naked after we’d slept together?
“What’s wrong?” His lips brushed my shoulder, sending goose bumps prickling over my skin. I paused, letting out a slow exhale. A mixture of happiness and unease moved through me at his touch, and I found myself wanting to pull away from him but craving more simultaneously.
“Nothing. I should probably get you back. Liam’s already going to throw one of his temper tantrums.”
Shit. Liam.  Guilt assailed me and I slumped down, staring at the floor. He’d asked me not to mess with Kieran. To keep away. Instead I’d done the exact opposite.
“He’ll be alright. Ya sure nothing’s wrong?” His hand trailed down my bare back and I shivered. The fresh memories of the visit with my mother came back and I suddenly felt cold and sick. No, I hadn’t just gone against what I’d promised Liam. I’d done it for my own sake, to erase the venomous words my mother seared into my brain.
“I shouldn’t have done that.” I whispered, not sure if I was saying it to him or myself. Panic settled in my stomach and I started to stand but Kieran pulled me back down next to him.
“Hey, what’s goin’ on? Talk ta me.”
I squeezed my eyes shut as if it would block out my mother’s words, or even him.
“Shayne, look at me.” Kieran slid his arms around my waist and turned me toward him. “Open yer eyes. Look at me.”
I listened, slowly opening my eyes to find his staring back. Kieran’s fingers brushed my cheek and I froze.
“Ya keep doin’ that. When I tried ta talk ta ya earlier ya shut down. Talk ta me.”
“You don’t want to know.” My voice came out small. Why was he having this effect on me? If anyone asked about my past, I’d tell them to fuck off— especially a guy.
“I’m not going ta force ya ta tell me but I see that darkness that creeps out sometimes. I can tell there’s something underneath that tough exterior of yers.”
I stared at him in shock. How in the hell did he see any of that? 
Kieran stroked my cheek again, sadness deep in his blue eyes.
“It’s yer mum, the things she said ta ya, isn’t it? What the hell did that woman do ta ya?”
A sudden laugh bubbled up in my throat, taking even me by surprise. “She didn’t do anything. That was the problem.”
“What do ya mean?” Kieran’s hand stroked my shoulder and I melted into his touch. Every instinct inside me told me to run. I’d only known Kieran a couple of weeks, and here he was, asking me about things only one other person knew about me. Things I’d prefer no one knew. But something pulled me fast to the spot I was sitting in. Something in Kieran’s eyes forced the words from my lips.
“She was always more concerned about her next fix than me. The only thing she did for me was make me get a botched abortion.” An involuntary shudder ran through me at the memory. “It left me completely infertile. Given the mother she was, I figured that was a blessing in disguise.”
“Ya had an abortion?”
“I was thirteen. She made me get one…It’s a long story.” I averted my eyes. It wasn’t something I was proud of, even if I wasn’t given a choice. “She was never a good mother. My grandmother was the main reason I survived most my childhood, but then she died and the shit hit the fan. I was very developed for my age. My mother would disappear for days, sometimes weeks on end. I didn’t have money for food, for a warm jacket for winter and I didn’t want to get her in trouble. I was afraid of what would happen if she got locked up, so I did what I had to do. With men.”
“Thirteen?” I saw the horror in Kieran’s gaze and my stomach turned with a terrible lurch. But it was out, and I couldn’t stop the rest.
“At first, at least. It was for food, necessities, at times even shelter. But a couple years later, I was with a guy. He promised me one hundred bucks. I could feed myself for weeks on that if my mother disappeared for days on end like she usually did. But he didn’t tell me it would be him and his friends. I got upset and started crying. He wanted me to calm down so he had his friends hold me down and shot heroin in my arm. It felt like nothing you could believe. Then, just like that, I didn’t care about what they were doing to me. I didn’t care about anything. I just wanted to feel like that forever.” I closed my eyes in recollection and took a deep breath. “I spent the next three years chasing that high, but it never was the same. And like her, I didn’t care about anything else. Including myself.”
“Then what happened?” Kieran’s voice struck me and I saw the hint of tears in the corners of his eyes. The look of pure and utter shock.
“On my eighteenth birthday, my friends threw me a party. There were all kinds of drugs around. It’s amazing I didn’t manage to overdose. I was hoping I would. When I didn’t, I thought I’d finish the job off myself.” I laughed. It wasn’t funny but I laughed. “Nobody gave a shit about me. Not the guys at that party, or the girls. They all blurred together. Sweat and skin and body parts that didn’t care who I was. I stumbled into an apartment building. It was the tallest building I could get into. I don’t know how I managed the stairs. I don’t even remember stumbling up them, just coming out onto the roof and staring down at the blurred lights of the city. I was ready, I was just about to step off the edge, when someone yelled. ‘Don’t!’ they told me. It startled me and I almost fell, but they caught me. We fell down against the roof and I even tried to get back up. To get away from him. Who the hell was this guy to tell me what I could or couldn’t do? Nobody else fucking cared. But he caught me around the waist and I was no match for a guy his size in my fucked up state. He pinned me down, stared me straight in the eyes, and told me I was not allowed to jump. Not then, not ever.”
“Darren?” Kieran’s voice pulled me out of the memory and I nodded.
“Yeah. I guess you could say it was the first command he ever gave me. He made me get clean. I still smoke obviously, but even that he controls. I only get it from him, and if I go through it too fast, he won’t give me more. Nowadays, I only need it after seeing my mother.”
“I can imagine.” He shook his head then chewed at his lip. Questions sprang up behind his eyes. He moved his lips to speak, but instead kissed me. It was a soft, tender kiss, and it slayed me. What am I doing? I barely knew Kieran and I’d bared my soul to him. The air around me thickened, stifling me, and I pulled away.
“Come on. We should get you back to the shop.”


Shayne and I didn’t speak during the drive back to the shop. I wanted to say something comforting or reassuring, but how could anything I say make what she’d gone through any better? I was starting to see why Darren and her were so close though. As much as I hated to admit it, I liked the guy a little more now.
“I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that. I’m not broken.” Shayne’s voice cut into my thoughts. Embarrassed, I looked away.
“I never thought you were.”
I started to say something more, but stopped when I spotted Liam standing outside the back of the shop, scowling at us both.
“The hell happened ta ya two?” He started in on us before we even made it out of the car. “I tried calling the both of ya, but yer phone’s off and she never answered hers.”
I held my hands up as if approaching an angry bear. It really wasn’t much different, considering my brother’s size. “We got held up—”
“Ya two could have feckin’ called!” Liam got inches from my face, features hard in anger, but Shayne quickly wedged her way between us in an attempt to diffuse the situation.
“I had to go see my mother.” She said and Liam’s features immediately relaxed.
“Oh. Sorry. Is everything okay?”
“For now. We were already out by The Dirty Rich Hippie, so Kieran tagged along. Took longer than expected, otherwise I would have called.”
“It’s fine. I was just closing up the shop. Ya ready ta go?” He turned his attention back to me, his gaze still suspicious.
“Ya. I’ll see ya tomorrow, Shayne?”
“Not tomorrow, I’m afraid. I’m off.” She gave me a passive smile and turned back to her car, the ghosts from earlier still lingering in her gaze.
“C’mon, Kier. I’m exhausted.” Liam said after Shayne’s car disappeared down the alley. I nodded and got into his Charger, relaxing against the seat. I was exhausted as well, but for entirely different reasons. I closed my eyes, thinking about Shayne. Despite the horrid details she’d poured out to me, and the anger it lit in me, a warm glow of content still lingered over me. Both from the memory of her body joined with mine and the fact that she’d opened up to me.
“The feck ya smilin’ about?” Liam grunted, slicing through my thoughts. My eyes flew open and I settled a frown on my face, not even realizing I had been smiling.
“What?”
“That look on yer face a second ago.” Liam’s gaze darted to me, his mouth in what seemed to be a permanent scowl.
“I don’t know what yer talkin’ about.”
He snorted, not the least bit convinced. “The feck ya don’t. Did something happen?”
“Yeah, she had some issue with her mum and we had ta drive out ta the treatment center.”
Liam braked hard at the light and it jerked me forward in my seat. “Ya know what I mean, arsehole. Did something happen with ya and Shayne?”
“No, of course not.” I answered, hoping I sounded convincing. I still didn’t understand just why he was so worried about something happening between us, but it really didn’t seem like any of his business either way.
Liam studied me a moment longer then hit the gas. “Good. Just…keep it that way.”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE 
The Motorboat
I stared down at my phone. One hundred fifty-seven messages. Kendall had sent one hundred fifty-seven messages total since I’d been here. Twenty of them just in the last day.
:You don’t know how sorry I am. I miss you. Please talk to me. XOXO:
Part of me still wanted to run back to her, to fix our marriage. But everyday spent away from her, that part of me shrunk. Sometimes distance doesn’t make the heart grow fonder, I supposed. At least not with Kendall. Shayne hadn’t left my mind all night. My thought swayed between the horrors she’d told me, to the unbelievable pleasure that rolled through my body with every single thrust. In the early hours of the morning, it finally hit me what made things so different, why everything felt amplified with Shayne. Of all the times I’d made love to my wife, I’d given her every part of me. But she’d always held back. Shayne hadn’t. Even in the throes of lust and passion she’d shown her vulnerabilities. She’d given more to me in one afternoon than Kendall had given me in six years.
I looked down at the phone once more, shut it off, and left it on the dresser before walking into the kitchen.
“Ya comin’ in with me?” Liam asked when he saw me.
I shook my head. “Thought I’d do some sight-seeing. Maybe take the laptop with and chill at a cafe or something.”
Liam sighed and rolled his eyes. “Ya really do that shite?”
“People watching can be very inspirational.”
“If ya say so. I’m going ta head out in a few. I have some errands ta run before opening the shop. Did ya want me ta drop ya somewhere?”
“Coffee shop?” Liam was one of those weird creatures that didn’t believe in caffeine, and therefore didn’t own a coffee maker. I, on the other hand, lived on it. He studied me for a minute, still uncertain. I knew he still had suspicions about last night, but frankly I didn’t care.
“Fine, ya want me ta drop ya at Starbucks?”
I shrugged. “Unless ya got a locally-owned one around here. Those have more character. Probably more interestin’ patrons as well.”
A reluctant grin spread across Liam’s lips. “Yeah, I know a good place.”


It was somewhat of a relief not to have to work today. Part of me wanted to see Kieran, but after everything that happened yesterday, space from him was probably what I needed. It was a little chilly out, so I slipped on a leather jacket before heading out. I was intent on doing some shopping. Maybe that would get him off my mind. 
The Pump & Grind was a few blocks away. It was the coffee shop I frequented whenever I needed an extra kick of caffeine in the morning. After last night I definitely needed it. I can’t believe I told him about that, I scolded myself. Why had I done that? I still didn’t know the answer to that.
The door jingled as I walked into the coffee shop and Elle, one of the baristas, grinned at me from behind the counter. I smiled back and got in line behind the few people ahead of me when my phone buzzed in my pocket.
:Everything okay? Never heard from you yesterday.:
I bit my lip, reading Darren’s message. After what happened with Kieran I’d gone home and collapsed on my bed, but couldn’t sleep. I hadn’t even thought to call Darren and let him know I was okay.
:I’m fine. Just made it an early night.:
The line moved up and my phone buzzed again.
:What really happened? Kieran?:
I clenched my teeth in agitation. How did he do that? He couldn’t even see my face, yet he knew I was lying.
I responded with a simple, “yeah” and got a smiley face in return. I didn’t care what Darren thought. Kieran and I were not a good idea. He had his situation…and I had mine.
Elle grinned at me when I reached the counter and handed me a steaming cup of coffee with little hearts in the foam. “A Twelve Inch Throbbing Hip Thruster for the lady?” She said, with the same subtle hip thrust she always did when she served me one.
Okay, so I came here a lot.
“Thanks, Elle.” I handed her cash, took a sip of my coffee, and nearly collided with Kieran as I turned around. Stunned, I blinked up at him stupidly. “What the hell are you doing here?”
He studied me, amusement playing across his lips. “Getting coffee. What about ya?”
“Same.” I held up my cup. He smiled and adjusted the beanie on his head. I noted, with my own amusement that he was also carrying a laptop bag.
“A Twelve Inch Throbbing Hip Thruster?” His eyebrow ticked up.
I blushed despite myself. “That’s their sizes. Small is A Chubby, Medium is a Stiffy, and Large is—”
“A Twelve Inch Throbber?”
“Yep.”
He chuckled under his breath and shook his head. It was a rather sexy look. I turned my attention back to my cup of coffee. Nope, not doing this again. Yesterday was a mistake.
“So what are you going to get?”
“I don’t know.”
Kieran glanced at the menu, and his face screwed up as he read over the various specialty lattes.
“The Karma Sutra? The Ball Buster? I don’t think I want that one. What’s in The Motorboat?”
I smirked. “I don’t think you want that.”
“Why not?”
“It’s got at least eight shots of espresso in it.”
Kieran let out a snort and stepped up to the counter where Elle was waiting. Her long dark hair was twisted up in a loose ponytail. She watched Kieran with interest and rubbed the large turquoise amulet hanging around her neck from a leather cord.
“What’ll it be, big guy?” She grinned at him.
He looked back at me and I shook my head. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Kieran’s mouth quirked up on one side and he turned his attention to Elle. “I’ll have a Stiffy Motorboat.”
Elle cocked an eyebrow, glanced at me then back to Kieran with a slick grin. “It only comes in one size, darling. A big black…cup.”
Kieran blinked at her and gave a furtive glance in my direction.
“That’s fine. I’ll have The Motorboat.” He nodded. Elle’s face lit up.
“He’s serious?”
“As a heart attack.” Kieran pulled himself up straight, looking at both of us in disapproval.
“Well, you might have one after drinking it. I hope you read the warning beneath it.” I said.
He glanced up at the menu and I watched his eyes scan over the warning. It read as follows:
All patrons who insist on ordering The Motorboat: BEWARE! This drink contains enough caffeine to explode your testicles and/or ovaries. If it feels like your blood has grown legs and is running through your veins, CALL A DOCTOR. You’re about to die. We, The Pump and Grind staff, take no responsibility in the case of death. You have been warned. (This is NOT a joke.)
Kieran’s eyes widened, then he shrugged it off. “I’ll be fine.”
Elle smirked and busied herself making his coffee. She came back to the counter a couple minutes later carrying a big black cup, filled to the brim with a light brown crema at the top. I watched Kieran’s face but if he was intimidated by the ominous cup he hid it well. Cautiously, he handed his card to Elle then brought the cup to his lips, taking a preemptive sniff and blowing on it to let it cool.
“Go on. Take a sip.” I teased. Both Elle and I and a few other employees were watching him. Waiting.
Kieran narrowed his eyes at me and brought the cup to his lips. “Why do they call it The Motorboat anyway?”
“Because it’s so strong it makes your lips do the motorboat thing when you drink it.” I couldn’t fight the grin pulling at my lips as he took a long sip.
“Sssssppppffffffff! Whoa!” He blinked, stared down at the coffee in disbelief, and smacked his lips a couple times.
Someone snorted from back in the kitchen and I unsuccessfully stifled a giggle. “See?”
He shrugged, cheeks reddening. “It’s not bad.”
“Mmm hmm.” I hid my grin, tilting my coffee cup to my lips. Kieran had a mustache of crema on his upper lip and before I could stop myself I ran a finger across it. His eyes shimmered and he flicked his tongue out to get the rest. It grazed my fingertip and I pulled my hand away as blood rushed to my cheeks. “Well, I should get going.”
“Where ya headed?” He took another sip and gritted his teeth to keep from motorboating again.
“I was just going to do some shopping. Um…you know you don’t have to drink that whole thing to prove anything.” I giggled watching him shake his head after another sip.
“Pfft. It’s just a bit of caffeine.” He grabbed a lid and handed me one. “I was just going ta sit around and write…unless ya wanted some company?”
I should have said no, but nodded instead. Well, at least hopped up on that much espresso he could carry all my bags for me. Hell, with the amount of caffeine in that cup, he could probably haul a whole a semi over his head. He followed me out and we headed a few blocks away to a clothing store. Kieran stopped and tossed his cup into a trashcan before following me in.
“Did you finally give up finishing it?” I glanced down at his empty hands.
“No, I finished the whole cup.”
I coughed and tried not to sputter out my own coffee. “Please tell me you’re joking.”
“What? I feel fine.”
I shook my head and turned to one of the clothing racks. “For now, you mean.”
He shrugged again and slumped down into a chair. I eyed him nervously but for the time being he did seem fine. I grabbed a few sales items off the rack and went to the back to try them on. When I came back out he was slipping off his jacket and beanie.
“You alright?”
“Yeah. Perfectly fine. Just feelin’ warm.” He smiled a bit wide. His pupils were huge and black and his feet bounced against the floor.
“Um, maybe we should go for a walk. Get you to sweat off some of that caffeine.” I placed the clothes down and went over to him. He jumped up to his full six feet like a spring.
“Sounds good ta me!”
Oh dear God…
 I grabbed his arm and led him out of the store, but had to double my pace to keep up with his huge strides. “Slow down there, buddy.”
“Hmm? Sorry.” Kieran slowed down but it was still a brisk stride. I grabbed his hand and his fingers drummed against mine. I cast him a nervous sideways glance and saw beads of sweat running down his jawline.
“Have you had anything to eat today?”
“Nope! Not really hungry though.” His words jumbled out together and he rubbed his eyes.
“Maybe we should go back to my place for a snack. You sure you’re still okay?”
“Yeah. Feck! It’s feckin’ hot out, innit?” He let out a huge breath and I shook my head at him.
“It’s fifty degrees and windy.” I slid a subtle finger up to his wrist and felt his pulse. It was thrumming like a hummingbird’s. “Yeah let’s go back to my place and get some food in you. And water. I think you need it.”
Kieran didn’t fight me and we made it back to my building in record time. I probably could have just hopped on his back and had him run there. He trudged up the stairs behind me, losing steam halfway up. His breaths started coming in heavy pants and I cast another wary look at him. The front of his shirt was soaked with sweat. We made it to my apartment without him collapsing or going into cardiac arrest and I went straight for the kitchen to make him a sandwich and a glass of water.
“Jahysus, I’m sweating like a pig!”
I turned around to find a shirtless, glistening Kieran standing in the middle of my studio apartment, dabbing sweat off his chest with his t-shirt. Suddenly it did feel a little warm out. I placed the food and water down on the coffee table and grabbed his hand, steering him to the couch.
“Why don’t you have a seat and eat something, hmm?”
“Oh, thanks! Feeling a little lightheaded, actually.” He said in a breathless voice. I sat down next to him, watching him wolf down the sandwich and water. I grabbed him another glass, then another.
“Helping any?”
“A little.” He nodded, blinking and rubbing his eyes again. I touched my fingers to his carotid. His heart was still racing. I gave him another glass of water and his hands shook as he brought it to his lips.
“Maybe a hot shower will calm you down a little.”
“Shayne, I’m fine. Really!” He laughed, his voice equally as shaky as his hands. Unconvinced, I pulled him off the couch and to the bathroom, sitting him down on the closed toilet. “I’m okay. Just a lil’ wound up.”
I turned on the shower and held my hand under the stream of water until it was comfortably warm. Kieran stood up behind me but I paid him no mind—until something brushed against my ass.
“Kieran?”
“Mmm hmmm.” The low husky sound told me exactly what it was that had touched my ass.
“You’re naked, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, ya said we’re taking a shower.” He ran his hand over my backside and pressed his erection against me again. I swallowed hard in an attempt to maintain my composure.
“No. I said you were.”
He giggled—actually giggled. “No, ya said a nice hot shower would calm me down. Ya didn’t say it would be by myself.”
Another hand slid around to one of my breasts.
“I-it was implied.” I stuttered. His breath tickled my neck and my muscles clenched with need, completely betraying my words.
“I must of missed that.” He laughed and planted kisses down side of my neck. “What, ya don’t want another twelve inch throbber?”
I snorted. “That’s not twelve inches.”
“No, but it’s certainly more than a stiffy, innit?” He pressed his cock against my ass in demonstration and my stomach quivered, as did my voice.
“Kieran, I don’t think—”
“C’mon. Ya said I need ta sweat out some of this caffeine, right?” He giggled in my ear.
“That wasn’t what I meant…” His fingers rubbed my clit through my panties and the ability to speak left me completely. With no other objections from me he relieved me of my clothes until I was naked, leaning against the wall.
“C’mere.” He grunted and pulled me into the shower with him and backed me against the wall.
“Was this your plan all along?” I asked. A mischievous grin crossed his lips.
“No, but it worked out pretty nicely, no?” He ran his fingers between my legs then kissed my mouth. My legs threatened to buckle beneath me and I moaned against lips. Needing no further encouragement, Kieran lifted me up with little effort and I wrapped my legs around his hips. His head pressed against my opening and he swallowed hard, studying me. His pupils were still dilated but had shrunk since earlier and his dark, wet hair clung to his face. Instinctively, I reached a hand up, brushed my fingers over his jaw, and watched a shiver run through him. I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t be encouraging him. But something about Kieran kept pulling me to him. Just like whatever kept pulling Kieran to me.
With one quick motion he was inside me, thrusting hard. I dug my nails into his back and I moaned against his lips. He let out a strangled grunt and slammed into me, giving me his full length. He didn’t let up and I came within minutes. My muscles seized around his rigid cock and I fisted handfuls of his hair. I tugged hard, squeezing his hips with my thighs and his name left my lips in a pitiful whimper as my body shook. Kieran grunted against my neck and he came with one last thrust, crushing me against the wall.
“Jahysus, Shayne. Feck.” He panted when he was finally able to speak again.
“Did that help?”
He grinned, breathless, and gently eased me back down on my feet. “Maybe. Might need ta do it a few more times ta be sure though.”
“Hmm, I think you should finish your shower. I’m going to dry off.” I said and pulled the shower curtain back.
He tried to pull me back to him but I wriggled free, toweled off, and grabbed my clothes off the bathroom floor.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Down The Rabbit Hole
When I came out of the bathroom Shayne was sitting on the bed still toweling off her hair. My heart was still thumping in my chest but I didn’t feel as jittery as I did ten minutes ago. She was probably right. I shouldn’t have gotten that coffee.
Her gaze met mine and a crooked grin pulled at her lips. “Better?”
I nodded and sat across from her on the couch. Her long black hair was still damp and tangled and incredibly sexy. “Sorry fer attacking’ ya like that.”
“It’s okay…Helped calm you down at least.” She smirked and her gaze roved over my bare chest and stomach. I bit my lip and shifted in my seat, trying to ignore the rush of blood running down to my groin. If Shayne noticed, she didn’t react. Her phone buzzed next to her. She picked it up, looked at the screen then me, and went completely red before putting it back down.
“What?”
“Nothing, it was just Darren.” She said in an attempted nonchalant manner, but her cheeks were still flushed. Embarrassed, Shayne looked positively adorable. I scratched at my stubble, doing my best not to grin.
“What did he have ta say?”
“Nothing. He’s just being stupid.”
I sat forward, narrowing my eyes at her. “It was about me, wasn’t it?”
“No!” She answered a little too quickly.
I grinned. “Yer a terrible liar. What did he say about me?”
“It’s stupid! He’s being stupid!”
“Is he talking’ shite about me?”
Shayne slid her phone behind her, redness rising up her throat and cheeks again. “No.”
I got up and strode toward her and she let out a nervous giggle, scooting further back on her bed.
 “Oh come on, just tell me what he said about me.”
Shayne chewed her lip and looked past me, but before she could make it off the bed I caught her around the waist and dropped her back down against the mattress. She let out a surprised squeal, doing her best to fight the smile tugging at her lips and instead forcing them into an overly dramatic pout.
“Come on…it can’t be that bad.”
“He was messaging me because I didn’t go over there last night.” She reluctantly surrendered her phone to me, avoiding my gaze. I stared at her for a moment, surprised at that. Why had she not gone? Did it have anything to do with me? Her features didn’t give up anything and I looked down at the phone. Darren’s message was still on the screen.
:I see how it is. Guess you found someone new to dole out your spankings. :P :
“Oh.” I cleared my throat and handed the phone back. Shayne stared up at me, still laid out on the bed, breathing heavy from our little tussle.
“I told you it’s stupid.” Her brown eyes stared up at me.
“What’s so stupid about it?” I asked, crawling onto the bed next to her. Just like yesterday I could see the walls going back up behind those eyes. She sat up, putting space between us.
“That’s not something you’re into.”
“Well, it’s not something I’ve ever tried, no.” I was too embarrassed to admit just how little I had tried.
Shayne looked down at me, appraising my expression. Her lips scrunched together, trying to determine whether I was just trying to tease her again or not.
“Is it…something you wanted to try?”
“With ya, yes. I think I do.” I admitted. Shayne sucked in a shallow breath and bit her lip. Her eyebrows furrowed together with uncertainty. I sat up on the edge of the bed, not wanting to make her uncomfortable. “I mean, if ya wanted me ta. I know Darren’s yer dominant.”
“Yeah, he is. And I haven’t let anyone else dominate me before.” She stared down at her hands, folding and unfolding her fingers. The room fell into uncomfortable silence and I pulled myself off the bed, suddenly feeling quite stupid. Of course she wouldn’t want that. I scrubbed a hand over my face, hoping to camouflage the embarrassment etched in my features.
“Perhaps I should go.”
“Kieran, wait.” She sighed, but I kept my eyes on the floor, searching for my discarded shirt.
“Shayne, it’s fine. Really. I shouldn’t have even made ya show me the message.” My face grew hot. I snatched my crumpled shirt off the side of the couch, keeping my back to her.
“Kieran.” Her voice was more insistent. I took a deep breath and turned around, forcing myself to face her. Shayne was on her hands and knees, facing away from me on the bed. Her brown eyes stared at me over her shoulder, vulnerability and want pulling at her features. She smiled, a sweet, nervous smile, then reached back and tugged her skirt up with one hand, presenting herself to me. Offering herself and her control over to me.
I swallowed hard and discarded the shirt once more as I came over to her. She hadn’t put her knickers back on and I ran my hand over her smooth, pale arse. I traced my fingertips over the small heart tattoo on her right cheek and drew in a ragged breath.
“Ya sure?” I looked back up at her.
Shayne pressed her lips together and nodded, a nervous glint in her eyes. I raked my fingernails over skin, drawing in another slow breath.
“What do I do? Just spank ya?”
“If I say yellow, ease up. If I say red, that’s too much and I want you to stop.”
“Right, then.” I swallowed hard and drew my hand back. Sweat dampened my palm and I wiped it on my jeans. “Ready?”
“Yes.” Shayne’s answer came out breathless. She kept her eyes straight forward and pushed her arse back in anticipation. With a deep breath I lifted my hand and brought it down in a light slap.
“Harder?”
“I’ll let you know if it’s too much.” She said.
“Right.” I took another breath and brought my hand back down a little harder. Shayne let out a soft whimper. My breath caught and I brought my hand down again, even harder. The force of it jarred her forward and she let out a low moan. My cock twitched at that sound and I spanked her again. And again.
Shayne moaned, the sound a mix of pleasure and pain. Her arse, normally fair and pale, reddened under my touch. This sight of it made me drunk with the need for her. My hand came down against one cheek then the other, over and over. More splotches of redness spread across her skin and my cock swelled with the ache to be inside her. I had no idea the sight of it would have this effect on me, but I didn’t want to stop. I spanked her again and this time she fell forward. She pressed into the pillow and twisted the sheets, fisting them in her hands. For a moment I thought I’d hurt her. She mumbled something against the pillow and panicked I leaned forward trying to hear her.
“Ya alright, Shayne?”
“Fuck me, Kier. Please fuck me.”
Need rippled through me in an overwhelming shiver and I tugged at my jeans in lustful haste. I managed to get them down to mid thigh and thrust into her without hesitation. Her muscles tensed around me and she whimpered. Shayne was slick and tight. I swatted a hand across her arse. She arched her back and her hair fell against her shoulders, messy and wild. “Harder, Kier. Harder.”
Her pleading threatened to send me over the edge. Everything about Shayne threatened to send me over the edge. I put an arm around her throat and thrust deeper. Shayne let out a guttural moan and collapsed against the mattress, unable to hold herself up as her orgasm overtook her. Her body quaked and shivered. More muffled moans came from her and my own orgasm welled to a crescendo. I dragged my teeth across her shoulder and tightened my arm around her neck. My cock twitched, my hips bucked forward, and I came inside her, moaning into her hair.
“Feck, Shayne…Holy feck.”


 Several minutes passed. We laid together as the waves of pleasure waned, a heap of sweaty bodies. I was afraid to look at Kieran, unsure of what was running through his mind. His fingernails trailed down my spine, then over the curve of my bottom and I finally looked at him then.
He stared at the marks he’d left on my skin, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth. My flesh was red and he traced the red blotches, the outlines of his fingers still visible against my normally pale complexion. I waited for him to say something—anything—but he leaned over, his mouth moving over mine in a lazy, drunken kiss.
“Jahysus, I want ta do that again.” He laughed in a deep, ragged voice.
“Really?”
He kissed me again, giving me a satisfactory answer and I lay boneless against the bed. I’d never let anyone besides Darren this close before. Given Kieran’s initial reaction to my lifestyle, I’d expected him to run, to think I was some sort of freak. But he didn’t do any of those things.
He cleared his throat, pressing his forehead against mine as he came up for a breath.
“What else are ya into?” His blue gaze held mine with a curious, hopeful look. I slid out from under him and tugged my skirt back down before kneeling down on the floor beside my bed. Kieran shifted around, looking over the edge at the box I pulled out. “What’s in there?”
My pulsed thumped in my throat, and I fidgeted with the latch. Darren had given it to me a long time ago, in case I wanted to play with someone else. He and I weren’t exclusive, but I’d still never felt comfortable playing with anybody else. Now, though… I looked at Kieran’s hand, the palm still red, then met his gaze. His eyebrow twitched up and that hopeful yearning burned in his pale blue eyes.
 “Do you really want to see?”
“Yes.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Just The Tip
“Where ya been?” Liam appraised me with a suspicious look as soon as I walked into his apartment that evening.
“I was just hangin’ out with Shayne.” I said, quickly wiping the grin from my lips.
“Hangin’ out? I didn’t know ya two made plans.”
I shrugged, a little exasperated by his questioning. It wasn’t like I was still a punk little thirteen-year-old kid brother he had to watch.
“We ran into each other. She was out shopping.”
He let out grunt, narrowed his eyes at me, then turned for his room, satisfied with my answer for the time being. I went into the guest room and collapsed onto the bed. Thoughts of the last several hours ran through my mind, mixing with Shayne’s sweet, earthy scent that still lingered on me. The image of her bent over on her bed was burned in my mind. I’d never thought something like that could have that effect on me, but I found myself wanting more. More of Shayne, more of her strange little world. Her moans and whimpers still echoed in my ears and even with as tired as I was, I couldn’t fall asleep.
I closed my eyes, remembering the feel of our bodies moving together, the tight warmth of her as she took me inside her. I breathed her in with a soft groan and undid my jeans. Just the mere thought of doing those things to her again was enough to make me hard. My mind shifted to the box she’d shown me. The gags and blindfolds, the paddles and clamps. I wanted to use them on her, tie her down and spank that beautiful arse of hers until it was red again. Christ, I wanted more. I came with a grunt and my seed spilled on my stomach. I wiped it away with my shirt and discarded it on the floor. My breath came in heavy pants and I stared up at the ceiling, completely satisfied and finally ready for sleep.
“Feck, Shayne.”


“Why are ya in such a good mood?” Liam gave me a sidelong glance, parking his charger behind the tattoo shop.
“I slept well.” I said. It wasn’t total lie. I had slept very well after my eventful day with Shayne.
Music was already playing when we walked into the shop and Shayne was in the front, sweeping the floor. I drank in her smooth pale thighs and the fitted black skirt that hugged her bottom. I was beginning to wonder if she even owned a pair of pants. She shifted back and forth in her knee-high boots and I bit my lip. I could watch her do that all day. Finally she noticed us standing there and looked over her shoulder. A grin spread over her lips when our eyes met but she quickly hid it when she looked at Liam.
“Why ya here early? Ya never get in before me.” He asked her. She shrugged.
“I slept well. Woke up early.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed and he looked between us. “Right. I’m goin’ ta set up fer my appointment. Ya goin’ ta set yerself up in the office, Kier?”
“Hmm? Yeah.” I nodded. Liam stood there and waited until I turned for the office in the back. Once in the solitude of the office, I pulled up the half-written manuscript that I hadn’t been making any progress on and tried to absorb myself in re-reading it but my mind wandered back to last night.
“That good, hmm?” Shayne’s voice startled me and I closed the document, looking up at her.
I relaxed against the plush leather chair and laughed. “Um, no. Actually it’s shite.”
“Won’t let me read?”
“No, not that one.”
She eased herself back against the desk with a sly grin and my gaze drifted over her. “You know I read your other book.”
I cringed. “Oh God, why the hell would ya do that?”
Shayne laughed and her bangs fell in her eyes. “Niall gave me a copy the other day. I read most of it in one night. You’re talented.”
Heat rose in my cheeks. “Quiet, you.”
Her grin widened and her big brown eyes connected with mine, challenging me. “Make me.”
Tendrils of desire sprang up, and my cock stiffened noticeably, making me shift in the chair. I bit my lip and my voice came out in a low growl.
“Turn around.”
Liam’s tattoo machine buzzed away down the hall and I kicked the office door shut. Shayne stared at me with hungry, lustful eyes and turned around, placing her palms on the desk. I locked the door and came up behind her, pulling her against me.
She pushed back, thrusting her arse into me and I let out a low groan. My hands groped her thighs and I buried my face against her neck, breathing in her scent and tasting her skin.
“Stick yer arse out more.” I told her. She did and I ran my hands down over her hips. “Lift yer skirt up.”
She glanced back at me, swallowed hard, and tugged her skirt up. I traced a finger over the little heart tattoo that adorned her right cheek, then brought my palm down hard, jarring her against the desk.
She whimpered and I smiled, watching the red bloom over her skin. Another smack and she gasped. She looked back at me and her eyes darkened. Blood rushed to my groin and I spanked her again. She moaned. I shivered.
“Knickers down.” I ordered, my voice thick with want. Shayne tugged the red thong down her legs and I dropped to my knees behind her. My hands grasped her thighs, spreading her open to me. “Whatever I do ta ya, don’t make a sound.”
Shayne nodded, and I dipped my tongue into her folds, tasting her. She let out a sharp gasp but did as I said. Her hands balled into fists against the desk and she shifted, pushing her hips back. I dragged my tongue over her warm folds and closed my lips around her clit, gently sucking.
“Mmm,” she couldn’t stifle the moan that escaped and I spanked her again but kept my mouth on her. I let out my own moan against the hardened nub and her thigh muscles tensed. I slid one, then two fingers inside her. Her thighs trembled. She clenched tight around my fingers and my cock stiffened.
I undid my jeans, then stood and pressed my head against her pussy.
“Do ya feel that Shayne?” I whispered in her ear. She nodded and I dragged my teeth against her neck. “Everytime I see that arse of yers in those wee little skirts I want ta bend ya over and feck ya.”
“O-oh.” She stuttered and the sound made me smile.
“Don’t sound so surprised, love. Ya know damn well what yer doin’ wearing those, don’t ya? Hmm?”
Shayne nodded, and I pushed into her, a fraction of an inch. I swatted my palm against her ass and she whimpered. I grinned, holding back the urge to thrust into her.
“Christ, that’s very naughty of ya, Shayne. I really should punish ya. Tie ya up, spank ya til my hand hurts, then feck ya til’ ya can’t even stand.”
Shayne gasped and tried to push her hips back, but I withdrew, letting my cock brush against her arse before I zipped my pants up.
“But…I’m afraid ya’ll have ta wait til later fer that.” I nodded toward the clock. “It’s almost time fer yer appointment.”
“What?” She looked back at me with wide eyes.
I chuckled and pulled her knickers back up her thighs. “I saw it on the bulletin board there.”
“But...”
“Later.” I kissed her mouth and her tongue flicked across my lips, the taste of her still on them. That simple action alone threatened to shatter my restraint, but I managed to pull myself away. “Later,” I repeated. 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Cordially Invited
Kieran’s blue eyes burned into me as we stood there in the office. His chest heaved with deep breaths. He was a different man than the one I’d first met. He was playful, confident, and sexy as hell. My legs still trembled and I sucked in a breath, trying to pull myself together. 
“Go on. Later. I promise.” A smile pulled at his lips and he adjusted himself, doing his best to hide the hard on he’d teased me with. My own thoughts of what I’d like to do to him sent a shiver through me and I bit my lip. “Shayne?”
“Hmm?” I glanced up at him and realize he’d caught me staring at his crotch. Blood rushed to my cheeks and a smug look moved over his lips. The bell on the front door jingled and I sighed. That would be my next appointment.
“Shayne? Where are you?”
“Shit.” I squeezed my eyes shut as I remembered exactly who was my next appointment. Darren. Kieran’s eyebrow ticked up and I shook my head. “It’s Darren.”
He frowned. Despite what I had told him about Darren, I knew he was still unsure about him.
“Shayne?” Darren called again.
“Later.” I smiled at Kieran and pushed the door open. My eyes met Darren when I walked out of the office and a sly grin crossed his lips.
“Was wondering where you were hiding.”
“I was just tidying up. Ready for your tattoo?” I pushed past him and went to my room.
“Tidying up, eh?” He laughed and followed me in.
I nodded and busied myself, pulling supplies out of my cabinet.
Darren let out a snort behind me. “So who were you tidying up the office with?”
“Hmm?”
“Well I doubt you made your own ass that red.”
My eyes widened and I stood up straight, tugging the back of my skirt down further. “I...”
Darren’s grin broadened and he slid his shirt off, exposing the wide muscled expanse of his chest. “You’re a terrible liar, Shayne. We’ve been over this.”
“Kieran.” I fidgeted with my equipment, not bothering to look at him.
He let out a hoot behind me, slumping onto my chair. “He made your ass red? I guess you are replacing me then.” He winked.
I finally turned around, frowning at him. “Quiet.”
“I’m sorry. I know you’ve got a thing for him.” Darren lowered his voice but couldn’t wipe the amused look from his face.
“It’s not a thing. We’re just messing around.”
“Right. Still hard to believe though. When I first met him, I’d have figured him to be the one getting spanked.”
I ignored his comment and the fact that my cheeks were now a bright crimson. His laughter died off and I pressed the outline to his chest, and ensured he liked the positioning.
“Alright, ready?” I asked and slid my gloves on. He nodded, his eyes watching me with a gleam of mischief to them.
“You know,” he started, watching my hand move over his chest, the low buzzing filling the silence. “I’m having one of my parties tonight.”
“Mmmhmm.” I kept my eyes on the lines and followed them with a steady hand. I already knew where he was going and I wouldn’t have any part of it.
“You should come. And bring him along.”
“I already have other plans.” I said. It wasn’t a complete lie. Later. I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth at the thought of the drunken look in Kieran’s eyes when he’d said it.
“Hmmph. More spanking? Surely, if you’re so smitten with him slapping your ass, he’s capable of a bit more than that, no?” I lifted my foot off the pedal of my machine and gave him a flat look. “Oh don’t look at me like that, Shayne. Honestly, is he even experienced? Has he ever done anything like that before?”
“No...I don’t think so. But—”
“But nothing. If he’s new, then there is probably plenty he doesn’t know. Besides that, I know you like him and I think it’s a good thing, but just remember he still has the whole messy situation with his wife.” This time Darren was the one frowning.
“We’re just having fun with each other. Is that so terrible?”
“No,” Darren sighed and his fingers brushed over my cheek. “You just seem different. I worry about you, that’s all.”
I looked down at his half-started tattoo. “I know you do. But you shouldn’t. I’m fine now and I’ve been that way for a long time.”
Darren had seen me at my very worst. Not even Liam knew about everything. Sure, he knew a few details of my life before the tattoo shop and Darren, them being friends and all. But only Darren—and now Kieran— knew all the shadowy depths of my former life, the sickening, shameful things I’d done before. His soft blue-gray eyes watched me and a warm smile spread across his lips.
“I know.” His voice was softer. “I just never want to see you go back there.”
“I won’t.” I turned my cheek against his palm that still rested on my face. A moment later it dropped away and his eyebrow lifted.
“So come on then. See if he wants to come tonight.”
“Darren, I really don’t think Kieran—”
“Don’t think Kieran, what?” I jumped and took a sharp breath. Good thing I hadn’t resumed working on Darren’s tattoo yet. Darren glanced at Kieran standing in the doorway. Kieran’s blue eyes were a mix of curiosity and suspicion as he eyed Darren and his bare chest laying on my chair.
Darren’s grin stretched across his face, making him look not unlike the Cheshire cat.
“I was just inviting you and Shayne over tonight. I’m having a party and from the looks of things,” Darren’s eyes darted downward behind me. “You might enjoy the festivities we’ll have going on.”
Kieran’s eyes darkened as he stared at Darren, his lips a tight line. “You told him about last night too?” His eyes darted to me.
“No, I—”
“Oh she didn’t have to, you just did. Besides, you spanked her a little low. I saw the mark on her upper thigh.”
Kieran’s tongue ran over his lip in a thoughtful swipe. His eyes shifted to me and heat moved through my cheeks again. “Do you normally go to those parties?” He asked me.
“Sometimes, yes.” The heat rose even higher and I averted my eyes. “We don’t have to go.”
“No. We can go.” Kieran answered and I looked back up at him. He and Darren were staring at each other, no doubt sizing each other up once more. I swallowed hard, watching their little pissing contest. Darren laughed and put his hands behind his head.
“Well then, this should be a fun night. I guess you don’t scare as easily as I thought.”
Kieran let out a grunt and returned his attention to me. “I was going to grab a coffee. Did you want one?”
“Sure. An iced one?”
He nodded and turned for the door.
“I’ll have one too! A caramel macchiato?” Darren called after him. The door slammed a moment later and Darren looked at me, the mischeivous grin of his still plastered on his face. “I don’t think I’m getting that macchiato am I?”


“Hey, get any more writing done?” I peeked into the office a few minutes after Darren had left. Kieran looked up from his laptop and his lips eased into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
“Not really, no,” he sighed, “I just can’t get myself writing.”
I looked back toward Liam’s room. He was busy with another appointment.
“Why not write about something different?”
“Like what?” He asked. I walked over to him and slid onto his lap and this time his smile did make it up to his eyes. I brushed my lips over his, pushing his dark brown hair out of his face.
“Write about something that excites you.”
“Like you?” His mouth quirked up on one side and he ran his hands down my hips.
I blushed and kissed his lips again, “if it gets you writing again, sure.”
He lifted his hips and deepened the kiss, his tongue flicking against mine. ”Mmm, ya definitely inspire me, but I don’t know that I’d get much writing done.”
I kissed him again, my body already aching for him. “We don’t have to go to Darren’s tonight, you know.”
His body stiffened and his lips stilled against my jaw. “No, it’s fine. We can go. Wouldn’t want to disappoint him.” He flashed me a wry smile.
I frowned. “Don’t let him intimidate you. He’s just protective of me, that’s all.”
“Right. I’ll be fine. Ya finished up here?”
I nodded and slid off his lap. “Yeah, I’ll just let Liam know we’re heading out to Darren’s to hang out.”
“Hmm, hang out, eh?” His smile returned.
I went into the hall and peered into Liam’s room. He looked up from the tattoo he was working on, a zombie Hello Kitty on some girl’s ass cheek. He smirked up at me, in an awfully chipper mood. Gee, wonder why.
“What’s up, Shayne?”
“Nothing. I’m all finished up. I was going to hang out with Darren tonight and he invited Kieran along. I thought it would be good if he made some more friends while he’s here.”
Liam’s eyes narrowed at me for a moment, but then his features relaxed. “Yeah, I guess it would do him some good.”
I nodded, relaxing some.
“I’ll make sure he gets home safe.” I winked and Liam nodded, letting out a grunt.
“Right. See ya later.”
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Give ‘Em a Good Show
My heart thudded in my chest as I followed Shayne up the stairs to Darren’s apartment. It’ll be fine, I told myself, just like yesterday. 
“Ready?” She glanced back at me. She was dressed in a beige corset with a black lace overlay that pushed her breasts up, and a short leather skirt with a zipper down the back. I glanced down at my rather plain black t-shirt and jeans.
“Ya sure I shouldn’t have changed?”
“You look fine. Don’t worry about it.” Her hand slid into mine and she gave it a gentle tug. She knocked on the door and a moment later Darren answered, shirtless again, his new tattoo still red around the edges.
“You guys made it. Come in.” He said, staring at me again. A loud slap came from inside the apartment and I glanced toward Shayne. She nudged me forward and I followed, keeping my face expressionless. The apartment was huge. According to Shayne, the building used to be an industrial one and was converted into an apartment building several years back. The ceiling was high with exposed ducts and metal rafters.
“How the hell does he afford all this?” I whispered to her.
“He runs The Castle. The local dungeon.”
Well, that explained all his friends. Several men and women lounged about in the living room, chatting and drinking. A few others were engaging in play. One girl was tied up in silky black rope. It wrapped around her breasts and came around her back, binding her wrists behind her. The man had her bent over a padded saw horse and he lifted a black leather flogger with a silver handle, swinging it down against her bare arse with a loud thwack.
“I have more of those if you want to give them a try. I know Shayne’s a fan of floggers.” Darren leaned toward me and I frowned at him. He smirked and turned his attention to Shayne. “Why don’t you slip into something a bit more comfortable?”
Her brown eyes glanced toward me and I nodded. She disappeared into one of the other rooms, leaving Darren and me alone.
“So, you ever flogged anyone before?”
“No. Can’t be that hard, can it?”
Darren snorted next to me. “We’ll see, won’t we? Just make sure you don’t hit certain spots.” He pointed to the girl on the sawhorse. “You see how he is only hitting her on the meatier parts and keeping away from where her major organs would be? It hurts too much and you can actually cause damage to someone if you hit them in those areas.”
One of the men sitting on the couch, a particularly lanky fellow with shaggy blonde hair noticed us standing there and walked toward us in a pair of tight leather pants. “This Shayne’s little friend you were telling us about?”
I glared at Darren and he laughed, clapping a hand on my shoulder.
“Yeah. Kieran, this is, Zeke. He’s one of the regulars at the club. That girl on the far end of the couch is his slave, Leah.”
I nodded. “Nice ta meet ya.”
Zeke and Darren exchanged looks. “So you going to play tonight? Or just here to watch?” Zeke asked. The snap of leather against bare skin came from another room followed by a soft moan and I glanced around, anxious for Shayne to return.
“I plan to play.” I answered finally. Zeke made a similar snort as Darren’s, looking me over with doubt.
“You know, I think this is the first time Shayne’s ever brought her own playmate. I’m rather curious to see you in action myself.” He thrust a brown leather flogger into my hand. “Why don’t you warm this thing up while you’re waiting for our dear girl, hmm?”
“What, on you?” I couldn’t help the mortified look that moved over my face. Darren coughed in a poor attempt to camouflage his laughter.
“While I’d pay money to see that, I think he was talking about using it on Leah.”
“Right.” My ears burned in embarrassment but I kept my face straight. Zeke waved a finger at the voluptuous redhead perched on the couch, next to another woman I instantly recognized as the barista from the coffee shop. Elle winked at me, playing with her turquoise amulet then tugged on the leash of a man who I also recognized from the coffee shop. Well, I guess you really never know what people are into.
 The redhead bounded toward us in nothing but a leather collar, pulling my attention away from Elle. Zeke curled his finger around the metal ring that dangled from the front of her collar and pulled her toward him. “Leah, darling, our friend Kieran is going to give you a nice little flogging.”
She nodded her head obediently. “Yes, Master. Where do you want me?”
Zeke stroked her bare breast with his other hand and tugged the ring, leading her to the end of the couch. “Bend over, darling. Let him get a nice view of that beautiful ass.” He grinned. She did as he said, positioning herself with her arse in the air. Zeke nodded, stepping out of the way after giving me a quick demonstration. “Go on. Don’t be afraid. She won’t bite—unless I tell her to.”
I gulped and stepped toward her, glancing back at the girl on the sawhorse again. I watched the man flogging her, twirling his wrist as he brought the leather down against her skin. The motion reminded me of twirling glow sticks, like I’d done so many times when Niall and I snuck off to raves in our teenage years. With a deep breath I returned my attention to Leah’s bare arse and did my best to ignore the several pairs of eyes watching me. I squeezed the leather handle in my hand and lifted my arm, bringing it down and twirling it so the leather danced across her skin with a light thwack. Darren and Zeke nodded but looked rather unimpressed. I lifted my arm again, bringing it down the opposite way. The leather slapped harder across her skin and red lines bloomed across her flesh. It brought back visions of last night and I did it again, a little harder. Leah whimpered and lifted her arse higher. I twirled my wrist again, dragging the falls lightly over her arse before delivering another solid swing. She gasped and Zeke stepped in, holding his hand out for the flogger.
“Not bad. Not bad at all. I thought you said you’ve never used one of these before.” He teased. I smiled, glancing at Darren.
“Couldn’t be too hard to learn, could it?”
He let out a snort and shrugged. My eyes found Shayne standing in the corner, and she flashed me a shy smile. She wore a black leather harness. Straps ran down the front of her body, between her thighs and around her breasts, putting them on full display. My breath caught in my throat as I took in her naked form. Her small but full breasts stood at attention, her pale pink nipples begged for me to taste them. She walked toward us and I admired how the tattoo running down her side and over her hip moved with her. Desolate, beautiful vines that accentuated her figure, striking and dark against her pale skin.
“Shayne, there you are. I’ve got something special planned for you.” Darren grinned and motioned her to him with his finger. She glanced at me as Darren placed a hand on her shoulder. “You too, Kieran.” He added.
I followed and he brought Shayne to the middle of the room, tugging her by the front of the harness. A bar hung down from a pulley on the ceiling. He grabbed leather cuffs with handles on them off of a nearby table and secured them around Shayne’s wrists.
“Hold your arms up.” He told her. She obeyed and he attached the cuffs to the bar, tugging to ensure they were secure.
“That’s my girl.” He winked at her and patted her cheek. I gritted my teeth, a twinge of jealousy moving through me with his words.
Next he brought a rubber bit gag to her lips and she opened her mouth. He fastened it around her head with deft fingers. I glanced back toward the girl on the sawhorse again but the man was no longer flogging her. His fingers twisted into her hair as he thrust himself into her mouth. I averted my eyes, embarrassed, but others were watching as if this was an everyday occurrence. Perhaps at Darren’s little parties, it was. I chewed my lip and returned my attention to Shayne and Darren. He was securing a bar between her ankle with cuffs so that her thighs were spread apart. Darren waggled an eyebrow at me and went to the wall, pulling the other end of the chain. It hoisted Shayne up so that her toes barely touched the floor. He grabbed two floggers and handed me one.
“You take one side, I’ll take the other. If you hear her hum ‘Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star’, stop.” He said and spun her so she was facing me. Shayne’s eyes met mine. Fear, want, and anticipation blurred together and she let out a muffled whimper against the gag. Her chest heaved, and I traced a fingertip over her breast. Darren smacked the flogger against her arse and she arched her back, her moan muffled against the gag. Her eyes pleaded with mine, glancing down at the flogger still clutched in my hand. I lifted it and dragged the leather falls over her breasts. Her nipples budded into tight little nubs and her eyes burned into mine. I dragged the leather lower. Her eyelashes fluttered against her flushed cheeks and she whimpered once more.
Please.
 I took a calming breath. Nerves and desire made my heart race. She whimpered again, sticking her chin out at me and I twirled the flogger. It came down across her thighs and her head rolled back with a muffled groan. Another thwack came behind her as Darren swung his flogger down against her arse. Her chest heaved harder and I held back my own groan watching the rise and fall of her breasts. A tingling trickled down the base of my spine and I squared my jaw, bringing the falls down against her other thigh.
“Now to mix it up a bit.” Darren grinned from behind her and grabbed her hips. Giving her a push, he sent her into a gentle spin. He flicked the leather across her skin, with flair and confidence. I took his lead, realizing just how much of the room was watching us. I twirled my wrist, bringing the leather across her arse, her shoulders, her thighs and her arse again before the twirling slowed. Her eyes caught mine and the ecstasy in those golden brown depths made me throb against my jeans. Darren stopped her so that her back was to me, and I ran my fingers over the red lines across her arse. I gave it a firm squeeze and she pushed back against my touch. Unable to help myself, I brought my hand down in a heavy slap and a small squeak escaped against the gag. God, the sounds she could make. 
A drunken haze settled over me and I slid my hand between her thighs. She wriggled against my touch and my fingers teased her already slick opening—then tugged the leather strap taut against her. Shayne threw her head back with a deep, full-throated moan as another thwack sounded across the front of her thighs from Darren. Her thigh muscles tensed but the bar kept her from closing her legs. I tugged the strap again, slapping her ass with my other hand and found my own breath growing ragged.
I groaned softly and dragged the flogger up over her arse and back, letting the falls tickle her skin. I grated my teeth over her shoulder and pressed my swelling cock against her. Another thwack came from in front of her as Darren flogged her thighs again but I didn’t pay him any attention. All I heard was Shayne’s heavy breaths punctuated with her muffled moans. After a minute I stepped back and swung the flogger hard. Redness blossomed across her round little arse. I grinned and brought it across her other cheek.
Darren spun her around and she stared at me with wide eyes, her breasts rising and falling hard. I smiled at her and glanced to a small table where various other tools were laid out. I grabbed a pair of nipple clamps—something I recognized from last night—strode back to her, and pulled her to me by the straps of her harness. Staring into her eyes, I closed my lips around one nipple. Her body jarred with another blow from Darren’s flogger and I swirled my tongue around the hard pink tip, eliciting more muffled moans. With on last flick of the tongue, I released her nipple and secured the rubber tip of the clamp on it. Her head lulled back and I turned my attention to her other breast. My teeth caught her nipple, and I gave it a playful tug, circling it with my tongue. Her body shivered and she let out another helpless whimper.
After securing the other clamp I gave the chain connecting them a teasing tug. She let out a groan, and a shiver rolled through me. I still didn’t understand how these things aroused her—or how it aroused me—but just like last night it crashed over me like a tidal wave. My hand moved on its own accord and the leather danced across her skin, leaving red trails in its wake. Blood rushed to my groin, my cock hard as steel as it strained against my jeans. I wanted her. Now.
“Feck,” The flogger dropped from my hand and I spun her back around so her arse was to me. I reached around her, one hand drifting down between her legs, tugging the leather. She moaned against the gag and I spanked her hard, a deep growl ripping from my throat. I pulled the strap aside and thrust my fingers inside her.
A gutteral groan shook through her entire body and my cock pulsed, painfully hard now. Hastily, I unbuckled the strap of her gag and it dropped to the floor. I slid my fingers out of her and brought them to her mouth. She took them readily, closing her lips around them with a moan. The sound reverberated right through me, straight down to my cock.
“Give me your mouth,” I grunted and pulled her lips to mine. She obeyed, the sweet tartness of her still on her lips. My tongue thrust against hers, wanting more. Needing more. I tugged at the leather strap between her legs again and she moaned into my mouth. Want raced through me and I couldn’t hold back anymore. I had to have her. I broke away from her lips, gasping for breath and pulled my shirt off. My pants slid off my hips and I pulled her back to me by the harness.
“Aw, feck, Shayne.” I slammed into her and clamped my teeth on her shoulder. She cried out and I slammed into her again, the chains clanking overhead. I forgot where we were and that we weren’t alone. I didn’t care. I only wanted her. Her moans surrounded me, spurred me on. I buried myself inside her, over and over again. My thoughts and my attention only focused on her. 
Her muscles squeezed me tight, she moaned, and I couldn’t hold back. My cock twitched inside her and my release hit me hard. I gasped against her skin and my body folded over hers, straining with effort. I turned her face to mine and kissed her, muffling our moans as our bodies shuddered in unison.
“Christ yer so feckin’ sexy.” I whispered against her ear as our lips finally broke apart. She gasped as I slid out of her and I finally looked around. The room was still—not one moan, not one breath. Everyone had been watching us.
My gaze met Darren’s and his eyes were unreadable. He had stopped flogging her when I’d taken over and was leaned against the wall with a cigarette between his lips. He studied me with a hard gaze as I slid my pants back up. Uncomfortable, I looked away and busied myself with the cuffs around her ankles. When I turned her around, Shayne’s eyes met mine, drowsy and half-closed. Her lips pulled into an equally drowsy smile. I gently removed the clamps from her nipples and she let out a small “mmph” and winced. Then with Darren’s help, I unbuckled her wrists. She melted against me and I took her freed wrists in my hands, massaging them.
“I’ll go grab her something to drink. There’s an empty love seat in the corner.” Darren motioned to a couch by the large floor-to-ceiling windows. I wondered momentarily if anyone outside of the party saw our little display but shrugged it off, more concerned with Shayne. She giggled against my chest and I led her to the leather love seat. I sat down, pulling her into my lap, and she curled into me.
“Well, you certainly gave ‘em a good show, didn’t you?” She stared up at me from beneath her dark lashes. I laughed and pulled a small throw blanket off the back of the couch and covered her with it. The other partygoers resumed their activities, no longer watching me as they had when I first walked in and I smiled to myself. Shayne giggled again and I stroked her bare shoulder. Darren returned with a bottle of water and I held it for her as she took a long drink. After cleaning up from our little scene, he settled himself next to me—a little to my disliking—and grabbed one of her feet, gently kneading her sole in his hands. We stayed that way for a while and Shayne drew herself up between us, a little less giddy but still smiling.
“I’ll be right back. I’m going to get another drink.” She wandered toward the kitchen.
“So maybe I was wrong about you.”
I glanced over at Darren, still sitting next to me.
“What?”
“I didn’t think you had it in you. Honestly, I was trying to freak you out a bit.” He admitted, unabashed. “When I first met you, you didn’t seem like the dominant type at all. But with Shayne, you are. You’re her dominant.”
I wasn’t sure how to react or what to say to him, so I only nodded.
“You best take care of her, Kieran. Being her Dom is no joke.” His gaze hardened and I understood then it wasn’t any sort of jealousy, or possessiveness he felt over Shayne. He cared for her deeply. He didn’t want to see her hurt. My thoughts wandered to what Shayne had told me about the night she met him. Yes, he was definitely protective of her. Shayne came around the corner and both of us watched her make her way from the kitchen. Her eyes met mine and a honey-sweet smile crossed her lips. I liked seeing her smile like that
“I like Shayne. I won’t hurt her.” I said and meant it.
“Good. If you need any pointers, let me know…oh, and Kieran?”
“Yeah?” I glanced at him once more. His gaze was hard as steel.
“If you hurt her, I’ll have your fucking balls in a vice.”
Looking around the room at the various equipment laying around, I didn’t doubt that was possible.
“Right.”
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Eating Out and Ordering In
It was late when we left the party. After our grand performance, Kieran and Zeke had spent a while chatting. Several of the other Doms there seemed impressed with him as well, including Darren. Walking to my car, I saw a difference in Kieran too. He walked a little taller, smiled a little more. It suited him and I found it utterly sexy.
“You want to come up or should I take you back to Liam’s?” I asked when we reached my car. He backed me up against the driver’s side and kissed my neck.
“I’ll come over fer a bit.” He laughed against my skin. “Maybe we could play a little more tonight.”
“You’re not tired?” I asked. He lifted me up and wrapped my legs around him in response. I let out a soft moan and pressed my forehead against his shoulder as I felt him pulse and harden against me. “Mmm. Come on. Let’s get going then.”
He nodded and lowered my legs to the ground.
His eyes were intent on me the whole drive and it sent a shiver down to my core. I still couldn’t believe the way he’d handled himself at the party.
“You want something to drink?” I asked as I led him into my apartment.
“Sure, just a beer.”
I went to the kitchen and pulled the fridge open, bending down to grab two bottles of beer. A hand squeezed my ass cheek and I smiled. “Don’t want that beer anymore?”
“Not with ya bending over like that.” He said, his voice deep and gravelly. He tugged the zipper of my skirt down and it fell to the floor. “Put the beers back. Stand up.”
I did as he said and his fingers tugged at the back of my corset. The motion jerked me back against him and his cock throbbed against my ass, torturing me. Once the laces were loose, Kieran spun me around and his blue eyes stared into mine, darkened with need. My heart thumped in my chest and I stood there frozen, staring back. The hooks of my corset popped free one by one and it fell to the floor as well. With a sexy, crooked smile Kieran took my hand in his and rubbed it against the bulge in the front of his jeans. His cock jumped against my touch and he bit his lip.
“Touch me.” He said, his eyes not leaving mine. I undid his jeans and took him in my hand, slowly stroking him from base to tip. Kieran’s eyelids lowered and he groaned, pushing against my hand. He leaned forward, kissed me, and pulled my bottom lip between his teeth. “Take me in yer mouth.” An ache came through the strain in his voice and another trickle of pleasure ran down to my core. With legs ready to turn to jelly, I knelt in front of him and wrapped my lips around his sensitive head. Kieran’s hips jerked and he held onto the counter for support. “Mmmph, Shayne.”
I took his full length in my mouth and was rewarded with a deep groan. His fingers slid through my hair and I swirled my tongue against his hard shaft. His long, heavy breaths and the gentle tug of his fingers in my hair sent a strong shiver through me. I moaned and his fingers twisted tighter, letting me know how much he liked it.
“Jahysus Christ, Shayne.” Kieran’s voice wavered and I opened my eyes to find his gaze intent on me. He dragged his teeth over his bottom lip, hooded eyes burning into me in a lust-drunken haze. One hand gripped a handful of hair, and the other was clamped onto the counter for dear life. I stroked him in my hand, trying to hide the pleased smile that crept over my lips.
“You alright?” I asked. Without answering, he grabbed me by my arms and hoisted me to my feet. He pulled me toward the bed and pushed me down onto my back. I sat up on my elbows and watched him, curious what he planned to do. His features were unreadable.
“Lay back.” Kieran brushed his fingertips over my thighs. I did as he said. He peeled off his shirt and slipped out of his jeans, letting his cock brush against my thigh as he climbed onto the bed. I reached for him, but he shook his head and gently pressed my wrist against the bed. “No. Just lay back. Talk ta me. Now’s my turn ta pleasure ya.”
He traced a finger over a red mark on my upper arm then kissed my lips.
“What do you want me to tell you?” My mouth went dry as his mouth trailed lower. His lips brushed against my neck, over my collarbone and down to my breasts. His warm breath tickled my skin.
“Tell me how this all started. How ya got into it.”
His tongue flicked against my nipple with a light, gentle stroke.
“I told you.” I closed my eyes, concentrating on the soft brush of his tongue.
“Ya told me how ya met Darren. That he got ya clean. Tell me, Shayne.” His voice was almost pleading. He dragged his hand lower, his fingers splayed against my stomach.
“It started when he got me clean. I went through withdrawals. He kept me at his apartment and took care of me. They would come in waves and my body would tremble. A horrible ache would run through me, straight down to my bones. All I wanted was to get another bump, to make the pain go away. He kept me going and when I felt like I was dying, he told me I wasn’t allowed to give up and go back to that life.”
I cringed at the memories of that time in my life. What I did remember of those days was a blur of anger and pain, of feeling completely powerless as my body warred with itself.
Kieran’s lips trailed lower, down the middle of my abdomen, and he made an encouraging sound against my skin. “Then what happened?” He asked.
“I still had the itch. I needed something. I was going out of my head. Darren saw I was struggling and suggested I come with him to The Castle one night.”
Kieran paused and looked up at me, his hand resting on my abdomen.
“The dungeon he runs?”
“Yeah.”
Kieran’s tongue ran across another red mark and I shivered. He pushed my thighs apart and slid lower. “Keep goin’. What happened there?”
“At first, nothing. I sat back and watched. There was a couple there. The man had the woman cuffed to a St. Andrew’s cross—you know that big X-shaped thing you were looking at earlier?”
“Mmm hmm.” The low sound rumbled against my inner thigh. He kissed another mark left over from the earlier flogging and I shivered. Darren was always gentle with me after play, always caring. But not like that. Kieran ran his fingers down another mark, his eyes intent on the raised pink skin, admiring it. I gasped and his gaze met mine. “You were saying?”
I blinked at him, confused. Was I saying something? Oh right, the couple…
“He had her cuffed to it with her back to him, and I watched, speechless as he flogged her over and over. At first it upset me…but then I felt something else. I saw the woman’s face. A few times she winced in pain. Other times she moaned and her eyes rolled back.”
“I think I know that look yer talkin’ about.” He peered up at me with a mischievous glint in his eyes. His fingers traced my opening and his tongue flicked out, brushing across my clit. I dropped my head back against the pillow and a soft moan rose up through my chest. “Ah, yes. That look.” Kieran laughed.
I giggled, but it was cut off as he spread me open. His tongue traced its way up to my pulsing cleft and two fingers slid inside me. I reached for him but he pushed my hand away, his focus on the slow, drawn out strokes that tingled through every nerve in my body. I lifted my hips to his mouth, yearning for more.
“Mmm, Kier…”
“Keep going.” His words reverberated against my clit. I gripped the sheets, trying to remember where I’d left off.
“D-Darren asked me what I thought of it…and I told him…I...I wanted to feel like her.”
It took a huge effort to form words with his tongue tracing teasing circles against me.
Kieran pushed my leg up over my head and buried his face against me, licking and sucking, and thrusting his fingers. I moaned, arching my back off of the bed, and he stopped abruptly.
“What? Why?” I sucked in a huge breath and looked down at him. He lifted his gaze, eyes darkened and intent on mine.
“Tell me.” My hips bucked with his deep growl and I whimpered. “Keep going.” He repeated.
“He took me into another room…t-told me to bend over…t-told me to say red, if it hurt too much.” I bit my lip, clenching my muscles around his fingers. “Th-then he spanked me…over and over. And I liked it. It…it was a different kind of high.”
This time Kieran moaned, a deep throaty sound. I reached for him again but he grabbed my wrist.
“No.” His breath came out in a ragged huff. He let go of my wrist and pressed my thighs against the bed, sucking at my clit. His fingers thrust into me, curling and stroking my g-spot. I bit my lip as my orgasm welled inside me.
“Kier, I’m goin to—”
His fingers and his tongue moved with even more urgency “Do it. Come fer me, Shayne. I want ta watch it. I want ta hear it.” He moaned and flicked his tongue against my clit. His fingers pumped into me, jarring the whole bed. With a scream, I came. My fingers twisted into his hair, and this time he didn’t stop me. I rode out each wave, bucking my hips as my muscles spasmed and clenched. Kieran kept his mouth on me, moaning and sucking. I cried out his name, completely lost in the sensations vibrating through me. It felt like an eternity before I came back down.
When I did, he pulled himself up next to me and kissed my lips, still tasting of me. He pulled me into his arms, spooned me, and his cock pressed against my ass, still rigid with need. I reached behind me, but he stopped me. His own breathing still heavy from his own exertions.
“Just rest for a bit, love…we’ll get ta that soon enough.”


My whole body was pleasantly sore when I awoke the next morning. I smiled and stretched under the covers. I didn’t even remember falling asleep, just Kieran touching me, fucking me, kissing me. Wisps of electricity ran through me and I shifted against the sheets.
“Mmm, good mornin’. Ya look like a wee little kitten stretchin’ out like that.” Kieran’s deep laugh came behind me and I rolled over. Shit, I hadn’t realized he was still here. I’d meant to take him back to Liam’s. He lounged on the couch in his boxers, a book on his lap. I sat up and wrapped the bed sheet around me.
“Is that one of my books?”
He flashed a sheepish grin, “I was doin’ a bit of reading. Thought I’d let ya sleep.”
I swung my legs off the side of the bed, the sheet still wrapped around me, and strode toward him.
“So, um... what did you find in your reading?”
Kieran’s blue eyes glimmered and he tossed the book onto the coffee table.
“Oh, some other things we could maybe try.” He pulled me into his lap and rolled over so he was on top of me.
“Mmm, do tell.”
I pushed his hair out of his eyes. His lips brushed over mine and I cupped his face. I never did the relationship thing, but laying there with him, I’d never felt so content. I liked Kieran. A lot.
“What’s with that look?”
“What look?”
His hand brushed my cheek and he planted a soft kiss on my lips. “Ya just got a strange look in yer eyes.”
I blushed and swallowed hard. “Nothing, I was just...”
“Wow, Darren was right. It is easy ta tell when yer lying.” Kieran smirked. “Seriously, what’s on yer mind?”
“I was just thinking that I like this. I like having fun with you.” I said quietly. Kieran’s eyes widened and panic struck me. Why had I just said that?
“Shayne. I—” He stopped, frowning at the sudden knocking at my door. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or mortified. Kieran pulled himself off of me, slid on his jeans, and went to the door.
“What are you doing?”
“I got breakfast delivered. That’s probably it now.” He said, his tone unreadable.
“Oh.” I remained on the couch and pulled the sheet tight around me.
Kieran glanced back at me with a nervous smile and swung the door open, “Thank God, I’m starv—oh…what are ya doin’ here?” Kieran’s tone dropped and he backed into the apartment. Liam walked in, a deep brooding frown on his lips. His eyes met mine with a fiery glare.
“Helping him make new friends, hmm?” He said to me.
I shifted, holding the sheet tight around me. “It wasn’t a lie. We did hang out at Darren’s last night.”
“And then ya took Kieran back here and did exactly what I asked ya not ta.”
“Liam, lay off it.” Kieran stepped forward. “Whatever happened between us, we’re both grown adults. I came here because I wanted ta.”
Liam wheeled around, an angry jaw jutting out at Kieran. “Grown adults?” He snorted. “Ya couldn’t bother calling me ta tell me ya weren’t coming back last night because yer too busy runnin’ around with my best friend?”
“So that’s what it’s about? That I slept with yer best friend?”
Liam looked between the two of us, anger flaring in his dark blue eyes. “Yes, Kier, that’s exactly it. Ya spent the night with my best friend.” He answered flatly. “And while I was sitting at my apartment waiting fer yer stupid arse, yer wife kept blowing up my phone.”
Kieran’s eyes went wide and his face blanched. “Kendall?”
The name was like a kick in the gut. I lowered my gaze to the floor, suddenly feeling completely naked despite the sheet wrapped around me.
“Yes, Kendall. Ya shut yer phone off so she had no other way ta reach ya. Maybe ya should deal with that situation first before hoppin’ in ta bed with the first girl ya get the hots fer.”
My head shot up and I fixed Liam with my own angry stare. “Excuse me?”
“Ya heard me, Shayne. Ya’ve got plenty of men drooling over ya, but ya just had ta go fer my brother.”
“Get out of my apartment. Now.” I stood and yanked the door open, nodding for him to leave. With a huff, Liam turned on his heels and walked out, stopping in the hall.
“Ya comin’, Kier?”
Kieran’s gaze shifted from his brother to me. With a frown, and an apologetic shrug, he snatched his shirt off the floor and slid on his jacket. “I’ll, um...see ya later, Shayne.” He said quietly. His eyes avoided mine as he passed me and I knew he was thinking about his wife.
I said nothing, sadness and doubt tugging at me. I shook them away. Kieran and I were just having fun. It shouldn’t bug me if he still had feelings for his wife or that he didn’t say he liked me back. Still I stood there for several minutes, staring at the empty hall.
No, this is fine. We were just having fun, I told myself.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
The Betrayed
My chest ached as I trailed behind Liam. I like you too, Shayne, I thought, glancing back at her building. But there was still Kendall. My heart wrenched at the thought of her. She’d broken my heart and ground the pieces of it under her heels when she walked out of my life. Why couldn’t she leave me alone like she’d planned to? And why the feck did I just leave Shayne’s apartment? The past couple weeks with her I’d never felt so happy. So free, as she put it. I did like her. A lot.
This just isn’t working, Kendall’s words echoed in my memory.
If it wasn’t then, why would it now? What had changed? Did I even want to know? Three months ago maybe…now? I didn’t know.
“Get in the feckin’ car.” Liam hissed. I rolled my eyes and climbed in the passenger side.
“Ya didn’t have ta be like that ta Shayne, ya know.”
Liam grunted and pulled onto the road. “Yeah, well I told her ta leave ya alone, that ya were still dealin’ with a lot. But no, all she cares about his having her fun.”
“Did ya ever think maybe it wasn’t Shayne that started this? I wanted her.”
“And yer a bigger feckin’ arse fer it!” The car jerked to a stop at a light and he turned to me with a snarl. “Almost three feckin’ months since yer wife left ya, yet ya’ve not filed for a divorce. Ya sat at home, sulking and hoping she’d come back ta ya until Niall dragged yer arse here. Kendall, Shayne, ya don’t know what ya feckin’ want, do ya?”
“No, I do.”
“Oh, so it’s Shayne now, is it? A couple weeks with her and yer startin’ ta have feelings fer her? Ya don’t know her like I do, Kier. She doesn’t do relationships, she doesn’t do anything long term. Yer just setting yerself up. Again.”
I kept my mouth shut the rest of the drive. I knew better than to keep fighting with Liam when he was in this type of mood. There was something more between Shayne and me. With her words and the feelings she stirred in me, it wasn’t just about the sex. I knew she felt it too. I just wasn’t sure what it was yet, but I wanted to find out.
“Ya should get a shower and give Kendall a call so she quits callin’ here. I’m heading inta the shop in a bit.” Liam said as we walked into his apartment. I nodded and headed for the bathroom, relieved to be away from my brother at least momentarily. Shayne’s scent lingered on me. I breathed it in, thinking about last night—when Kendall was the furthest thing from my mind. When my emotions weren’t being tugged in a million different directions.
After what happened with Kendall, I’d begged her not to leave. I’d cried after she left. Feckin’ cried. Now, my previous actions only made me ill. I got in the shower and let the water run down my back and over my sore muscles, my mind swaying between Kendall and Shayne. When I finished, I strode to the guest room and grabbed the phone in the hall.
My finger was poised over the call button, but I hesitated. I didn’t want to hear her voice or her excuses. Taking a deep breath, I finally called her number. She picked up after two rings, her voice groggy and thick with sleep.
“Kieran?”
I cringed at the sound of my name. “Yeah.”
“Baby, why have you been ignoring me? I miss you. When are you coming home?”
I was tempted to tell her the truth. Why I’d been ignoring, exactly what and who I’d been doing that kept me otherwise occupied. But no, I wouldn’t use Shayne like that. Instead I simply answered,”I don’t know that I am comin’ back home.”
“Babe?” Her voice was sickly sweet and the sound of it made acid rise in my throat.
“I’ve got ta go, Kendall. I need time ta think.”
“But you’ve had a few weeks.”
“Yeah, well ya had nearly three months.”
She sucked in a breath and I heard the sound of a muffled sob. Christ, I can’t do this right now.
“I’ve got ta go. I’ll call ya later. Don’t call Liam’s again.”
I hung up the phone before she could respond and walked back into the hall.
After I dressed, I walked into the living room, but Liam was already halfway out the door.
“Don’t want me comin’ with?”
He cast a fierce look toward me. “I figured it best ya didn’t.”
“Ya know ya can’t stop me from seein’ her. I’m not yer feckin’ kid brother anymore.”
Liam whirled around and shoved me against the wall, knocking the wind out of me. “Feck you, Kier! My life was just fine with ya pretendin’ I didn’t exist while ya lived the American dream with Kendall. Ya believed that bitch’s word over mine and I forgave ya fer it, but I won’t forgive ya fer this.”
“Liam, I—”
“She’s my best friend. I asked ya ta stay away from her. Why? Why couldn’t ya just listen ta me one feckin’ time?!”
“Because I like her!” My own anger swelled and I shoved him off me. “I can’t help it, I feckin’ like her. A lot. Okay?”
Liam’s jaw tightened and he turned away from me, silent as he stalked to the door. “Maybe ya should go stay with Niall fer the rest of yer visit.” He gave me one last disdainful look then slammed the door.

I chewed my lip as I sat in my car behind The Knotted Needle. I wasn’t sure what I was dreading more. Facing Liam after this morning, or facing Kieran after what I said. I’d thought about calling out, but I had a couple long sessions booked. At least I could hide out for most of the day. With a sigh, I finally pushed my car door open and strode to the back entrance. 
“Shayne,” Liam started as soon as the door swung shut behind me. Without looking at him I went straight to my room. “Shayne, wait.”
“I need to prep for my first session.”
He stood in the doorway, watching me as I pulled out needles and ink caps and checked my machine. “Shayne, I’m sorry fer what I said.”
“Don’t. Just don’t.” I growled, finally looking at him. Liam’s lips thinned into a frown and his gaze shifted to the floor with a pitiful look. It almost lessened my anger. Almost.
“It’s just not a good idea, messing with Kier. I told ya that.”
“We’re just having fun. I like...having fun with him.” His features darkened but I continued. After what he’d said to me I didn’t care about his feelings right now. “You know, he’s been through enough without you giving him a hard time over this.”
“What he’s been through?” Liam let out an incredulous snort and threw his hands up. “What he’s been through was all his own doing. I warned him about Kendall.”
“So you did.” I shrugged and sprayed down my chair with disinfectant.
“Ya know what, Shayne. Fine, don’t listen ta me, but don’t be surprised when this blows up in yer face either.”
“Right. Thanks for the warning.” I gave him a sharp look and shoved past him to put my bag in the office—and frowned when I found the room empty.
“He didn’t come with me today. Wanted ta stay home.” Liam came up behind me and I caught the hint of a cruel smirk. With a deep breath I wiped the frown from my face and spun around. So what, he didn’t come in today. That didn’t mean anything, right? Liam studied me with narrowed eyes and I smiled at him.
“Whatever, I have to get to work.”
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Latex & Awkward Kisses
Niall shook his head at me when he opened the door to his apartment. “Heard ya boinked Shayne.”
I rolled my eyes and shoved past him, throwing my bag on the couch.
“What? It’s not like nobody saw that happening. Liam included.”
“Yet he still got his knickers in a twist over it”
“Well there’s Kendall fer starters.”
“I’m done with her. I’m filing fer divorce.”
Niall grinned, sinking onto the arm of the couch. “That have anything ta do with Shayne?”
“What? No! I mean...maybe a little. I like her, but I need ta end it with Kendall, regardless.”
“Glad yer finally seein’ that at least.” Niall laughed and pulled himself off the couch. “Well, ya can go get yerself settled in the room at the end of the hall. I need ta get back ta work.”
“Ya work from home?” I raised an eyebrow. In answer, a couple giggles came from the other room. Niall’s grin widened.
“I’m doin’ some work fer a fetish wear magazine.”
“What do ya mean, fetish wear?” I followed him, my interest piqued.
“Some of the stuff ya seen Shayne in, I’m sure.”
“Wait, ya know she’s into that stuff?”
Niall snorted, pushing the door to his studio open. “Well, now I do.”
I frowned at him then looked over his shoulder to the three girls clad in skin-tight latex outfits.
“Jayhsus, how the hell did ya land this job?”
Niall winked at the girls, and turned back to me. “Shayne, actually. I took pictures of her tattoos so she and Liam could submit them ta a tattoo magazine. They liked the pictures and gave them a small feature and I got more business for sexy tattooed ladies and then...well, fetish wear.”
“Do ya still have those pictures? Of Shayne, I mean.” I couldn’t help but ask. “She’s not in clothes like that is she?”
I glanced toward the girls and one of them, a rather voluptious brunette with a full head of long springy curls, licked her lips appreciatively.
“No, actually. She wasn’t wearin’ anything.”
“What? Ya got naked pictures of her? Did ya two...?”
“Did I shag Shayne? In my head a few times, maybe.” I frowned at him and his face glowed in amusement. “No, I’ve not hooked up with Shayne.” He pulled a magazine off a shelf, flipped the page, and shoved it into my hands. Shayne was against a dark backdrop, her legs crossed and arms across her chest to hide her breasts. Nothing was showing, but Christ, it was sexy. Her eyes stared at the camera with that usual guarded look she wore. Why had I let Liam drag me out of her apartment like an idiotic, helpless puppy? I traced a finger over her image, wishing I could feel her soft skin right now.
“Ey, Don’t be gettin’ a stiffy.” Niall snatched the magazine out of my hands. “Ya’ll frighten the girls.”
I glanced at the girls in question as they let out another round of giggles. “They don’t look easily frightened.”
“Frightened, distracted. Either way, I’m workin’. It needs ta stay a professional environment.”
The petite blonde of the group came up, hanging an arm over Niall’s shoulder and whispering something in his ear that made his mouth twitch in a rather devious manner.
“Right. Professional environment. I’ll leave ya ta yer work.”
In the back bedroom I tossed my bag on the floor, and turned on my phone. Kendall had sent several more texts. Apparently, “I need time to think”, didn’t mean the same thing to her. With a sigh I messaged her back.
:I told you I needed time.:
The phone buzzed a few minutes later.
:But I love you. I want to make this better. I want to make this work.:
:I don’t think you can make this better. I don’t think I want to make this work anymore.:
:What are you saying, Kier?:
A knot twisted in my chest as I stared down at my phone. Even with all she’d put me through, I still didn’t want to hurt her. My fingers twitched over the screen of my phone and my heart sank. But no, I had to do this.
:I’m saying I want a divorce.:
I swallowed hard and pressed the send button. I should have felt relieved but I felt sick to my stomach. The phone rang a minute later but I turned it off.
“Feckin’ hell.” I groaned and laid my head back against the pillow. Thoughts of Shayne made their way back into my mind and I ached to be lying next to her right now, all of this shite with Kendall forgotten—if only momentarily. It wouldn’t fix anything, I knew that. Shayne didn’t want anything more and I was a bloody feckin’ mess as it was.
Still, as my eyes drifted close, I thought of her. Visions of her stretched out against her bedspread and smiling up at me pushed away the painful visions of Kendall. The ones that reminded me that my marriage was over, and had in fact been over for quite some time now.


Things between Liam and I had been incredibly awkward the entire day and I took extra pains to avoid him. My last client left and after I’d cleaned up my station, I made a beeline for the restroom to splash cool water on my face. A couple times Liam had tried to talk to me, but I didn’t want to talk. I wanted to get out of here. I needed to put some space between us so both of us could cool down. Unfortunately, as things always go, I ran right into his broad chest the moment I stumbled out into the hall.
“Shayne,” he said softly.
“I need to get going.” I kept my eyes down and attempted to step around him, but he stepped closer and blocked my path.
“Wait, please.” Liam’s hand gently grasped my arm and my resolve melted. I looked up at him to see his blue eyes intent on me. They were a similar blue to Kieran’s, just a few shades darker.
“Fine. What else do you have to say?”
He frowned at my cold tone, but didn’t falter.
“What I said earlier, about ya and my brother, I shouldn’t have said it like I did. It’s just…ya deserve more than that. More than being someone’s rebound.”
With a sigh I tried to pull out of his grasp but his grip on my arm tightened. I fixed him with a sharp, exasperated look.
“I’m a big girl, Liam. I can take care of myself.” I growled and pulled against his strong hold on me. 
“I know ya can. It’s not that. But this thing with Kieran, ya say ya two are just having fun and that’s all ya want, but I know ya. I know ya need more. Ya need someone that really cares about ya.” His features softened with the last words and a lump swelled in my throat. Surely he wasn’t talking about what I thought he was talking about.
I stilled for a moment, staring at him. His hand came up and brushed my cheek.
“Liam, I don’t think that’s—”
Liam closed the gap between us and backed me against the wall. His lips pressed against mine before I could pull away and a soft, yearning groan shook through him. He tasted like Dr. Pepper and his stubble scraped against my chin as he urged my lips apart. I tried to protest and instead our front teeth scraped together, making both of us wince. 
“Feck, I didn’t mean ta do that. I didn’t break yer tooth did I?” He rasped, holding a hand to his mouth to check his teeth.
“Liam…” I started, forcing myself to hold his gaze. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. I guess I was just a little too eager.” He joked, but I saw the broken look in his eyes.
“You’re my best friend…I just don’t feel that way about you.”
Liam’s hand dropped off my arm, and he turned away. “Right,” he said with a dry laugh. “Of course ya don’t.”
I reached for him but he shrugged away without even looking at me.
“Liam, wait.”
“I need ta go. Lock up before ya leave.”
The door slammed behind him, jarring me. I stared at it, listening to Liam storm to his car, rev the engine, and peel out of the alley behind the shop. Life would be so much easier if I could have just kissed him back, could have just felt something. But when his lips touched mine, all I could think about was Kieran. Kieran, who had obviously been avoiding me since everything had happened this morning.
Wasting no time, I snatched my purse out of the office, locked up the shop, and headed to Finley’s Pub. I needed a drink.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY 
Popcorn & Drive Ins
 
A bang on the door awoke me and I glanced toward the window. The sky outside was a deep blue-black. Had I really slept that long?
“Kier, ya plannin’ ta sleep all day or what?”
“Maybe,” I grunted and rubbed a hand over my face. Niall walked into the room and appraised me with a look of disapproval.
“Get yer lazy arse up. I want ta go fer a drink, maybe look fer some new models.” His lips curled up at the corners with his last words.
“Fine…I could use a drink. I told Kendall.”
Niall’s eyes widened. “Be ready in five. First round’s on me in that case.”
I nodded and pulled myself out of bed as he disappeared into the hall. The icy water from the tap helped to wake me up and calm the thoughts of Shayne and Kendall that swam through my head. I had no idea what to say to Shayne after letting Liam drag me out of her apartment with my tail between my legs. For now, I’d try not to think about it. Try not to think about anything. I dressed and met Niall in the living room five minutes later and we headed to Finley’s pub to grab a drink and a couple rounds of pool. 
“So what did Kendall say when ya dropped the bomb?” Niall asked after he’d parked the car. 
“I don’t know. I turned off my phone.”
He snorted next to me and pulled the door open. “Please tell me ya didn’t tell yer wife ya want a divorce via text.”
I gave him a wry grin. “I might have. Not like she didn’t deserve it.”
He didn’t argue with that. Instead he went toward the redhead behind the bar, flashing her a grin that had little effect on her. I started to follow, but slowed my steps when I spotted Shayne at the far end of the bar. She sat alone, which seemed unusual. A couple empty glasses littered the bar in front of her. I glanced toward Niall but he was still busy trying to flirt with the bartender.
“Looks like ya started the party without me.” I said and slid onto the empty barstool beside Shayne. She swung her head around with a scouring look, but it softened into a simple frown when she saw it was me.
“Oh…yeah it’s been a long day.”
“Yeah. Liam kicked me out after this morning. Niall was kind enough ta take me in.”
Shayne’s frown deepened at the mention of Liam and she took a long draw from her drink, successfully draining the glass. 
“I take it things didn’t go so well fer ya either.” 
“Not exactly. No.” 
She waved the bartender over and I glance back toward Niall. A sly grin crossed his lips and he disappeared into the crowd, most likely in search of “models.”
“Two more of whatever she’s been drinking,” I told the redhead. She pulled two glasses from behind the bar, and with a well-practiced flourish, poured our drinks and slid them over to us. I took a sip to find she’d been drinking whiskey sours. After the bartender disappeared I returned my attention to Shayne.
“Listen, about this morning—”
“It’s fine. You don’t need to explain anything. I get it.” She quickly cut me off. I frowned down at my drink.
“Get what? I just wanted ta tell ya that I like ya too.”
Her gaze widened, caught in the headlights. “Oh.”
“I mean. I like…whatever this is with ya. That’s all.” I flashed her a warm smile and the tenseness eased out of her.
“I just thought…I mean, it doesn’t matter.”
She smiled, pulling up that wall once more. Had she thought she’d frightened me this morning? Surely admitting ya enjoy someone’s company wasn’t that much of a confession…then again, maybe with her it was.
Shayne twisted the glass in her hand, frowning down at it. I caught the sadness in her eyes, though I knew she hadn’t meant for me to see it.
Sidling closer, I put my hand on her back, pulling her attention back to me.
“Look, we both had a shite day…it’s still early. Why don’t we go out and have some fun? I’ll drive since I doubt ya should be. Just tell me where ya want ta go.”
Shayne tilted her head, then decisively slid off the barstool and headed for the door. I looked around the room for Niall. He was busy talking to a couple girls over by the pool tables. I gave him a quick nod and followed after Shayne.
“Where we headed, milady?”
She snorted, fumbling with her keys and handing them over. “Milady? We’re going to the movies. I’ll tell you how to get there.”
I climbed into the driver’s side of her Thunderbird, stealing a glance at her pale thighs as she settled herself in the passenger seat. On her left thigh she had a white rabbit tattoo. He was falling, his coat tails flailed out behind him and his pocket watch trailing in the air above him. I’d noticed it before, but hadn’t really thought about what it meant. At first glance, you just think of tattoos as pretty, or cool, or interesting. But just like the marks Shayne had tattooed over on her arms, this one also seemed to hold some meaning. Without thinking, I traced a finger over it. Shayne tugged at her skirt and I pulled my hand away.
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay.” Her own fingers were tracing the image, a thoughtful look on her face.
“Was that…from before?”
“Yeah, I got him after I was clean. A reminder.”
“I like it.”
We drove out of Midtown for twenty minutes, not saying much else until I saw a sign for a drive-in theater. 
“Here?”
“Yeah. I used to come here a lot when I was younger. One of my favorite places.” A wistful look moved through her eyes as we drove under the lit sign displaying two movie titles.
I pulled the car up to one of the windows and got us tickets to the more comedic movie. I figured both of us could use a laugh after today. When I parked the car and turned the engine off, she smiled at me, and for the first time since I’d seen her tonight, she looked genuinely happy.
“So ya used ta come out here, eh?”’
“I’d sneak out and take the bus out here most weekends. Sometimes during the week too. My mother wasn’t usually home anyway, so it wasn’t hard to do and nobody paid attention to the skinny kid watching from the playground over there. Probably thought I was here with my parents so they never asked me to pay.”
A pang of sympathy hit me in the gut. After seeing her mother, I could only imagine how coming here and escaping reality for a couple hours at a time could be solace for her. 
“My parents took me a few times. Not to a drive-in though.”
Shayne looked up at me, pursing her lips. “Liam told me they were killed.”
“Yeah. I was nine at the time. Niall was seven.”
Just the mention of my brother brought guilt. He had raised me and Niall after our parents’ murder. He’d given up a lot for us…and here I was with his best friend. Was it wrong of me? It wasn’t like people could help who they were attracted to. Then again if Kendall wanted to, she could use that same excuse for her indiscretions.
“Sometimes I wonder if it would have been easier if she’d just died.” Shayne glanced at me apologetically. “I mean…given how she is. I can’t imagine what you guys went through.”
 “No, I get it. My parents were great. I miss them every day. But if I’d gone through what you had, I can’t say how I’d feel.”
My jaw tightened at the thought of my parents, the thoughts of our old home and our old life back in Ireland, but I forced them away. Shayne’s lips thinned into a straight line and she nodded, but I was relieved she didn’t push the subject of my parents any further. No doubt, she already heard the story from Liam at some point. She sighed, tilting her head thoughtfully at the screen. I wondered what she was thinking. Perhaps her life would have been better if her mother had just died, or perhaps not. I found my mind wandering as well, thinking about what my life would have been like if my parents had lived. Would I have come to America eventually? Stayed in Ireland? I might not have met Kendall…then again I might not have met Shayne either.
“Ya want anything ta drink? Any popcorn?” I asked after several minutes in an attempt to pull both of us from our thoughts.
Her eyes lit up. “Popcorn would be nice. I usually didn’t have money for it when I came out here.”
“Comin’ right up.” I winked at her then climbed out of the car and headed for the concession. The previews were just finishing up by the time I made it back to the car and her gaze was on the movie screen. Sitting there unaware of me, she looked blissful, and innocent. I could imagine her as a girl sitting on the nearby playground, engrossed in the latest film. A little sliver of happiness in a life that had been filled with heartache. She noticed me finally and gave me a curious sideways glance.
“You just going to stand there?”
I wiped the wistful grin off my lips and got in the car, handing her the popcorn. Shayne tossed a couple pieces into her mouth then held the bag out for me.
“No, I’m good.”
She watched me with a discerning look, determining whether or not to accept that as a suitable answer. I grinned at her and her eyebrow ticked up before she popped another kernel into her mouth and licked her lips. No, I don’t want popcorn, I thought, doing my best to refocus my attention from her lips to the movie screen. 
She caught my attempt to subtly re-adjust myself, but kept quiet. A small grin crossed her lips as she popped more popcorn into her mouth.
 “Adam Sandler, eh?” I nodded at the screen. Shayne giggled but returned her attention to the movie and relaxed against her seat, continuing her industrious munching. I watched her from the corner of my eye, her rapt attention on the movie. Not that it was all that good. Still, coming out here had lifted her mood, and for that I was happy. Something stupid happened on screen and she giggled, missing her mouth entirely and dumping a couple pieces down her shirt. She put the bag between her thighs and pulled her shirt forward, peering in for the stowaway kernels.
“Ya need help over there?”
“I can get it. Not the first time it’s happened.” She said, sticking her fingers into her cleavage. My lips twitched with mischief and I leaned over.
“No really, allow me.”
I grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away, dipping my tongue between her breasts and coming up with the two pieces on the first try. Even that surprised me. I bit down, chewing them with a loud crunch then grinned at her. Shayne only blinked, equally surprised, before her mouth eased into an amused grin.
Spurred on by her reaction, I said, “Mmm, this popcorn is pretty good. Maybe I’ll have some after all,” and dipped my head down, fishing out a few more pieces from the bag still between her thighs in a very suggestive manner.
“Kieran!”
“Wherth? I warsh jhush gerring merrr popcern!” I tried to say through a mouthful.
Shayne shook her head at me and ran a finger across my jaw. “And now you’re covered in butter.”
“Mmm.” I flicked my tongue out and swiped it over her finger. I meant it to be playful, but her eyes widened, and I caught the flicker of her tongue brushing her own lip. She wiped more butter and salt from my chin and I grabbed her wrist, pulling her fingers to my mouth.
The mood in the car shifted and the air thickened. Neither of us paid any more attention to the movie on the screen. She kept her gaze intent on me and I slid her fingers between my lips, slowly swirling my tongue around them and emitting a throaty groan. A gleam moved through her eyes and she shifted against the seat, squeezing her thighs together, completely forgetting the bag of popcorn—which promptly exploded across the passenger side and the dashboard.
“Oh shit!”
“Well I’ve certainly never made a girl do that before.” I sniggered.
Her cheeks flushed and she reached out to clean up the pieces on the dashboard, but I stopped her.
“C’mere.” I tugged her arm and pulled her against my chest. Her mouth found mine and I caught her bottom lip, flicking my tongue across it and tasting the leftover saltiness there. Her body relaxed against me, and her lips parted, her tongue searching for mine. Shayne moaned and wisps of arousal ran through me at the sound. Despite the crap with Kendall and Liam, or whether this was right or wrong, I wanted Shayne. Her lips pulled at mine, hungry and wanting and I slid my hand between her thighs.
“Take off yer knickers.” I whispered, my voice thick and gruff. Shayne nodded, not pulling her lips away from me. She wriggled out of them and tossed them into the backseat. “Now touch herself.” I told her. “Let me watch.”
I had no idea where the words or where the commanding tone it came out in came from, but Shayne pulled away from me, laid back against her side of the car, and spread her legs. Her fingertips trailed her already moist folds up to their peak and she traced little circles around the swollen pink nub. She mewled softly, moving her hips with her delicate strokes. My breath caught and blood rushed down to my cock at the sight.
“Mmmmph, now taste herself.” I groaned, undoing my jeans and gripping the growing stiffness in my hands. Her gaze darted to my exposed cock and she sucked in a harsh breath.
“Go on.”
She looked around, wary of the other moviegoers, then slowly brought her fingers to her mouth.
“Worried about getting caught?” I laughed, my own breathing heavy as I slid my hand over my shaft. 
“A little.” She admitted with a sheepish grin and licked at her fingertips.
“Now let me have a taste.”
I motioned to her fingers, and she brought them to my lips. My tongue darted out, tasting her. Another jolt of pleasure ran through me, and I grabbed her wrist, sliding her fingers into my mouth once more, wanting to taste more of her. “Mmm, feck Shayne.”
I took her mouth and dragged my tongue across hers, tasting her there as well. My cock pulsed with need and Shayne reached down, sliding her hand over mine. I thrust into her grip, kissing her with deep, languid strokes, needing more, wanting more of her. It wasn’t enough. With Shayne, I never felt like it was. She was intoxicating, addicting.
“C’mere.” I grabbed her hips and slid her onto my lap, positioning myself against the slick warmth between her thighs. A visible shiver shook through her and passed through me. “Take me inside ya. All of me,” I told her, my voice thick and raspy.
Shayne glanced around at the other cars and the people milling around. I shifted my hips, encouraging her. Her eyes flickered back to mine and she slowly wriggled her hips, easing me inside her. The warmth of her stretched and enveloped my cock and I groaned against her neck. My fingers dug into her hips and I fought the urge to thrust full force inside her.
“Like that, Shayne. Just like that.” I whispered. In the dark of the car I explored the curves and contours of her body. My hands squeezed her luscious arse as my mouth found its way to her breast. She teased me with her slow, teasing movements, lifting herself so that I was nearly out of her before taking me in again, inch by torturous inch. I groaned, pulling her hardened nipple between my teeth. Shayne whimpered, a trembling sound that melted away any restraint I had left.
I released her nipple, letting out a sharp breath and pressing my head back against the seat. “Faster, Shayne.” The words choked out of me as I thrust into her. She whimpered again and brought her hips down to meet my strokes in perfect rhythm. One hand still gripped her waist and I reached up to grab a fistful of her hair with the other. I breathed in her sweet earthy scent that clung to her and mixed with the scent of sex. My cock throbbed inside her, and I sank my teeth into her shoulder with a low growl. I was close. So close.
“Like that?” Her voice trembled. I could tell she was close too.
My cheek brushed hers as I nodded. I caught her earlobe between my teeth and gave it an encouraging tug. “Come for me, love. Let me hear that moan of yers.”
Shayne bit her lip but the cry escaped her, unrestrained. Her arms tightened around me. She rode me, bouncing on my lap. Whatever curious onlookers she had been worried about had all but been forgotten as her body collided with mine. Another jolt ran through me and I held her tight, nails digging into her skin. With a high-pitched whimper, she threw her head back and her muscles clenched around me. I drove into her harder as the threads of my own control slipped away.
“Kier!” Her breathless gasp sent me over the edge. A deep groan escaped me as my hips bucked beneath her. I bit into her shoulder and Shayne’s body shivered in my arms. My own body convulsed and tensed as I succumbed to the waves of release rushing through me.
Several minutes passed and I just held her, breathed her in, and stroked her hair. She shifted in my arms, and I loosened my grip, my heart still pounding in my chest.
“You’re amazing, Shayne.” I said, sucking in a deep breath. Her cheeks flushed and she started to pull herself off my lap, but only succeeded in landing her arse smack dab on the car horn.
Several moviegoers in their cars and walking by stopped and looked in our direction.
“Did you still want to finish the movie, or would now be a good time to leave?”
She slid into her seat and ducked her head down, her cheeks now a dark crimson. “Let’s go. I can always rent it later.”
I smiled, tucking myself back into my pants and avoiding the disapproving look of one older woman.
“Yeah, that’s probably best. Let’s go get the popcorn cleaned up.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
The Lube Incident
Work had become a lot less interesting in the last two weeks without Kieran there, but I didn’t want further tension between me and Liam. We hadn’t been talking much, only when necessary. I mumbled a goodbye and snatched my purse out of the office, heading for my car. With nearly perfect timing my phone buzzed in my pocket. Niall’s number flashed across the screen.
“Kieran?”
A low, husky laugh came from the other end. Oh boy. “Ya finished with work?”
I grinned to myself. “I am.”
“Got any big plans?” I didn’t, but from the suggestive tone of his voice, he did. We’d been seeing each other every night after I got off work, and each time had been amazing. He was still far from experienced in the art of domination, but he was an eager learner.
“I was just going to go home, wash my hair, you know, the usual.”
Kieran let out a soft, “mmph”, like he usually did when he bit his lip. I bit mine in response as my stomach fluttered. Still I played along. “Why, did you have plans?”
“Niall’s out fer the night fer a photo shoot.” His breathy voice gave me a good visual of what he was doing on the other end of the line. I sucked in a deep breath and settled into the driver’s seat of my car.
“And you want me to come over?”
“Mmm hmm, but I want ya ta go ta yer place first. Pack a bag. Bring over some goodies ya want me ta use on ya.”
“Anything else?” Heat ran through me at the sound of his heavy breathing.
He let out another breathy laugh, then a groan. “No. Just hurry up.”
The phone clicked off and I stared down at it, blinking in surprise. Was he serious? Illicit images floated through my head of what exactly he had been doing on the other end of the line. My own breathing caught and I started my car. After the day I had, spending the night letting Kieran do whatever he wanted to me sounded more than perfect.
I got to my apartment in record time and went straight to my bed, pulling out my “playbox”. Hmmm, what should I bring? Eyeing the various contents, another jolt of excitement ran through me and warmth flooded my core. Decisively, I grabbed a duffel bag and threw several things in. Some he’d already used on me, like the rope, handcuffs, and paddles. Other things he hadn’t. I wondered if he planned to get adventurous tonight. I could only hope. I threw a few more things into the bag then stood up, looking myself over in the mirror.
Yeah, I should definitely change. Tearing off my clothes, I went to the bathroom, washed up, and lathered my skin in lotion before donning a hot pink lace bra and panties, a black micro-mini skirt, a sheer long-sleeve shirt, and my knee-high boots. Much better.
I hefted the duffel bag over my shoulder and headed back down to my car after spritzing on some perfume. It was a short drive to Niall’s apartment, but the mere presence of the black bag on my passenger seat set my nerves sizzling in anticipation of what was to come. My boots thudded against the stairs as I made my way up to the apartment, echoing the pounding in my chest. I knocked two times and the door swung wide open. Kieran leaned across the doorway, giving me a dark, smoldering look as his eyes trailed over my outfit. My own gaze ran over his bare chest, following the sculpted planes of his stomach and the light sprinkling of hair that ran from his belly button down below the waistband of his…Star Wars boxers?
“Are those Storm Troopers?” I tilted my head in amusement. He laughed and thrust his hips forward, the fabric barely concealing his erection.
“The rest of my clothes are in the wash. What, ya don’t like ‘em? I liked yer Bambi socks.”
I fought the grin tugging at my lips and stepped forward, brushing my fingertips over the bulge in his boxers. “Oh, I like them just fine.”
Kieran’s gaze darkened, and with a quick glance into the hall he pulled me into the apartment and slammed the door shut. He backed me against the closed door and his lips crushed against mine, his stiff member pressing against my stomach. The bag dropped to the floor with a thud and I tangled my fingers into his hair, kissing him back.
“What has gotten into you?” I gasped once our lips broke apart for more than a second. His cock swelled against me and he pressed his forehead to mine, his hands kneading my breast.
“I wrote today. I don’t even remember what I meant to start writing, but instead I wrote about ya. About the things I want ta do ta ya.” His tone grew husky again and it rippled through me. I squeezed my thighs together as heat rolled through me. Kieran glanced down at the duffel bag and dragged his nails over my thighs as his fingers curled around the hem of my skirt. “What did ya bring?”
“Just a few things. Maybe they’ll help your imagination.”
A grin pulled at the corner of his mouth and he picked up the duffel bag, testing the weight of it as he gave it a thoughtful look. “Go into the guest bedroom, strip down ta yer knickers and I’ll have a look at what ya packed.”
I went to the guest bedroom and stripped down to my underwear. Butterflies fluttered through my stomach with the anticipation and I settled myself on the foot of the bed. A couple minutes later, the door opened and Kieran came in, duffel bag in hand.
“Stand up. Face the bed.” He placed the duffel on the dresser nearest him. Heat rolled down through my stomach and I stood facing the bed, ears perked. He unzipped the bag with a quiet “zzzzip” and I swallowed hard. Waiting. His breath tickled my bare shoulder and I shivered. He tugged at the clasps of my bra and kissed my shoulder where goose bumps still lingered.
Kieran undid the clasp of my bra and slid the straps down my arms, discarding it on the floor so that I was only in my panties. He reached around, cupping my breasts and I felt his breath on my neck.
“Put yer arms behind ya.”
 His hands dropped away and more rustling came from behind me. I did as he said and leather wrapped around one wrist, snuggly buckled. Then the other. He moved closer, only a few inches behind me. A devilish smile crept over his lips in the edge of my periphery. A mixture of lust and anticipation rolled off of him, running through me like electricity jumping from one synapse to another. He ran his fingers down my spine, light and teasing, then withdrew his touch just above the curve of my ass. He grasped the short chain connecting my cuffs and lowered me onto the mattress.
“Push yerself up so yer head is on the edge of the bed.”
I wriggled forward and he came around to the opposite end, helping me until I was where he wanted me. Eye-level with his crotch. I glanced up at him and he grinned. His fingers ran through my hair and brushed my bangs to the side.
“I wanted ta get a good look at those eyes.” He dragged his teeth over his bottom lip then traced a finger under the curve of my mouth. “Open up, love.”
My breath left my lungs in a rush of air and I opened my mouth. Kieran slowly pushed his boxers down his hips, his gaze locked with mine. His rigid length sprung forward a couple inches from my face and he let out a deep, husky laugh as my gaze broke away from his.
“Look at me. I want ta stare inta those beautiful eyes of yers as ya take me in yer mouth.”
I lifted my gaze back to him and his velvety head brushed against my bottom lip. Tentatively, I flicked my tongue against it. Kieran’s lips pulled up slightly on one side, in a pleased but devious expression. He cupped my face and I moaned as he entered my mouth, flicking my tongue over his sensitive head once more. His jaw tightened and his eyes fixed on mine with a lusty, half-lidded gaze. Whatever mood he had gotten into today, it was driving me crazy. With a gentle motion, he slid his hand around the back of my head and thrust himself in further, testing the depths of my mouth.
I mewled softly, letting him feel the vibrations over his rigid length. Kieran’s grip on my hair tightened and his hips bucked at the sensation. He let out a low grunt, his cock pressing against the back of my throat and pulsing with a gentle throb. I closed my eyes and let my muscles relax to accommodate him. His breath came out in a sharp huff and he pushed his full length past my lips. I opened my eyes to find Kieran’s mouth open slightly, his wide gaze transfixed on my mouth, a clear look of lustful wonderment in his blue eyes. For added effect, I let out a full-throated moan and pushed my head forward.
He tried to hide it, but I saw shiver run through him and heard the soft “feck!” under his breath as he slowly pulled himself back out. His hand fisted my long black locks and I grinned at him before he rocked forward and gave me his full length once more. I saw him trying not to moan, trying not to show his pleasure across his features, but the flex of his thigh muscles and the way his abdomen contracted with each thrust let me know exactly what I was doing to him. 
His eyes caught mine, and for a brief moment a lazy grin crossed his lips. Not letting go of my hair, he bent over me and squeezed my ass with his other hand.
“Spread yer legs.” His voice was deep, gritty, and commanding. I inched my knees apart and he slid his hand between my thighs, tracing the delicate folds. I whimpered, the sound muffled by his cock. A soft “mmph” escaped him and his hand withdrew so that he could watch me again. His hips rocked in a gentle motion and he bit his lip, another shiver running through him. His head lulled back, his restraint slowly slipping.
“Feck, I won’t last much longer with that mouth of yers.” He laughed, breathless, as he pulled out. I took a deep gulp of air, equally breathless and watched as he strode to the opposite side of the bed, just out of my view. Music came softly from the stereo on the dresser. Not loud, but loud enough that I couldn’t hear what he might be pulling out of the bag. Instead of straining to see what he was doing, I relaxed against the cool cotton comforter and listened to the lazy, sensual beat of Portishead drifting through the room.
The song sounded familiar and a giggle escaped me as I realized it was one of the same albums Darren liked to put on when we played together. The bed shifted behind me and Kieran put a hand on my ass, his touch feather-light. “Something funny?”
“I just liked your music choice. Good album.”
“Their live album’s the best one.” His voice was very matter-of-fact. Another giggle escaped me and Kieran grunted. “What?”
“That’s exactly what Darren said.” I tried not to let the amusement play through my voice. Kieran made another noise that I could only describe as a thoughtful Irish one.
“Well, I guess we have similar taste in a few things.” His own tone was amused. He dragged his nails across my skin, light and teasing. “Now then, no more talking or giggling. Behave.”
“Yes, Sir.” I answered. His movements stilled for a moment. He was straddling one of my thighs and his cock twitched against it. Another soft “mmph” left his lips. I grinned, pressing my cheek into the comforter. So he liked being called, Sir. Interesting.
Recovering, Kieran moved between my legs and pushed my thighs further apart. He ran his hands up my inner thighs, then withdrew, leaving me flustered and yearning. Hot breath and teeth dragged over one ass cheek, then disappeared. I shifted against the comforter, lifting my hips, but a stern hand pushed me back down.
The deliciously warm mouth reemerged against my inner thigh and I let out a sound between a whimper and a squeak. The surprised sound elicited a soft chuckle from him that only teased me more before it disappeared again, leaving goose bumps in it’s wake.
The bed shifted and he put his hands on my hips. “Lift up.”
I did as he asked and he put a pillow under my hips so that my ass was in a more accessible position for whatever he was planning. That devilish mouth of his gave me a teasing bite on the back of my thigh and I let out another squeak. His laugh tickled my skin and he slid a leather cuff around my thigh. I smirked, knowing exactly what he was putting on me. Sure enough, a moment later he grabbed my ankle and brought it against my thigh, buckling it in place. He repeated the same procedure with my other leg then shifted back against the bed, most likely admiring his handiwork. Laying there, exposed and bound, I wondered what exactly he’d written today. I was half-tempted to ask him if I could read it. His muse certainly seemed to have hold of him right now.
The mattress shifted again and Kieran picked something else up off the bed. A buzzing noise came from behind me and I tilted my head. Kieran laughed that deep, husky sound that set my body tingling and pressed the toy against my clit. I pushed my hips back, holding in the moan that crept up my chest. He applied more pressure and moved so that his knees kept my legs spread apart.
“So I’ve been wondering,” he started, sliding the vibrator inside me so that it pressed against my g-spot. “The night we met, why didn’t you stop me?”
I blinked, trying to look back at him. “Wh-what?”
His eyes were intent on me. His other hand slid over my ass and squeezed my hip. “I put my hand on yer thigh. I was so drunk I didn’t realize it at first, but ya didn’t stop me. Ya spread yer legs fer me. Ya barely knew me and ya just spread yer legs fer me. Why didn’t ya stop me?
I stumbled over my words. Why hadn’t I? The memory of his hand absently sliding over my thigh still sent a wave of heat through me.
“I liked you touching me.” I answered lamely. Kieran let out a soft laugh and leaned down, giving me a playful bite on my backside.
“Ya were waiting fer me when I came out of the bathroom.” He withdrew the toy and traced his fingertip over my clit, continuing. “If we hadn’t been interrupted, ya would have fecked me right there, wouldn’t ya?”
I nodded and Kieran slid two fingers inside me, working them back and forth until they were thoroughly covered in my wetness. “Don’t nod. Tell me, Shayne. Tell me why. Tell me how ya’d have fecked me that night.”
I came up short, unsure of what to say. The memory of that night rushed back, and a shiver ran through me. “Go on, tell me.” Kieran said. He withdrew his touch and traced a wet finger up to my ass, circling the tight opening. My muscles tensed, then relaxed as he slid one finger inside.
“You were drunk, handsome, and feeling used.” I paused, biting my lip as he slid a second finger into my ass. “I wanted to take you into one of the bathrooms and let you use me. I wanted you to fuck my mouth, my pussy…my—”
I gasped at the sudden cold as liquid dripped down, running over his fingers. The scent of blueberries wafted in the air and I hid the grin on my lips. He was using my favorite flavored lube.
“Would ya have let me feck yer arse?” He asked in a deep, gravelly tone. A stray drop dripped down one cheek and he bent down, licking it off.
I nodded and he withdrew his touch. “Answer me.”
“Yes, I would have. I would have let you use me however you wanted to.” I panted, yearning for his touch. He pressed his cock against my ass, teasing, then slid it down, brushing against my opening.
For a moment he stilled, then thrust his cock into me. I pushed back against him, wanting to feel his entire length inside me. But he pulled back, stopping me.
“I wanted ta use ya too.” He paused, his own breath catching, his voice strained. “I wanted ta bury myself inside ya right then and there. And then that little sound ya made, Jayhsus Christ.”
He thrust all the way inside me, stretching me, and I moaned into the comforter. He didn’t move. His nails dug into my skin and a strong pulse throbbed through his length, making me whimper.
“Yeah, that sound.” Kieran laughed. My own muscles tensed as he said it. His nails threatened to break skin and after a moment he pulled back again. I waited, yearning to feel him, wanting his restraint to slip. The thought of him grabbing my hair, shoving my face down against the mattress, and taking me without mercy or discretion was nearly enough to send me over the edge as it was.
Instead, he kept his thrusts slow and controlled. His fingers moved with a similarly slow and torturous rhythm. I squirmed, pushing back against him. Needing more. Kieran slapped my ass and let out another laugh that set my body tingling.
“Be patient, Shayne. I’ll give ya more when I’m good and ready.”
I gasped, turning my head so my gaze caught his darkened, heady one. His lips twitched into a crooked grin and his fingers slid out of my ass. Keeping his gaze on mine, he grabbed the chains connecting my cuffs and slammed into me without warning. I bit into the comforter, the fabric muffling the cry that forced its way up my throat. He grunted behind me, thrusting again. Harder. Faster. Over and over until my body trembled, ready to shatter into a million tiny pieces as the pressure built to a fever pitch. Then, abruptly, he pulled out and climbed off the bed, leaving me gasping.
“Wha-what? Why?”
Kieran sauntered around the bed so he was in front of me. He leaned down and gave me a lingering kiss, slowly pulling his lips away from mine so he was staring me in the eyes.
“I didn’t say ya could come yet, did I?”
I swallowed hard, trying to catch my breath. “No, Sir.”
God, I’ve created a monster. A sexy, sexy monster.
He pulled his bottom lip between his teeth and stood, letting his fingertips trail over my body then disappear once more. Though I knew he was out of my line of sight I tried to peer back to see what he might be pulling out next. My knee hit something amidst my squirming and the bottle of lube rolled off the side of the bed and onto the floor toward Kieran. Shit.
“Kier, I knocked the—”
“What did I say about talking?” He stopped me, stepping toward the bed.
“Kier, the lube!”
“Shayne, I’m not gonna stick it in yer arse without lube. Ya don’t have ta—” His words cut off with a yelp as his foot went out from under him. A short, “Feck! Shite!” followed as he tried to catch himself, and spun, falling right outside of my line of sight with a heavy clunk that jarred the dresser.
“Kier?” I strained my neck, but the only thing I could see was his toes, motionless as he lay crumpled in an unconscious heap on the floor. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me…Kieran?”
Panic set in and I struggled against the leather cuffs but couldn’t reach the buckles. “Dammit, Kieran, please wake up! I’m stuck!”
A new set of horrors struck at the sound of the front door opening, followed by Niall’s voice calling out, “Kier, I’m home. Shoot got canceled!”
“Kieran, wake up you son of a bitch!”
No answer. Shit shit shit!
Footsteps grew louder as Niall came down the hall and stopped outside the door. “Kier? Ya in there? I thought I heard ya.”
I glared at his stupid big toe and struggled in vain once more to get free before resigning myself to answering.
“He’s in here…with me.”
A rather unmanly giggle came from the other side of the door. “Oh really? And what might ya two be doin’ in there?”
“I um…need your help actually.” I said through gritted teeth. Niall’s tone only grew more amused.
“Oh, ya need a helping hand, do ya? I figured Kier couldn’t handle the likes of ya.”
“No! I…just…come in— but don’t look on the bed!”
“Why…What the feck’s on the bed?!”
“Nothing! Just don’t look, okay?” I growled.
“Fine, fine.” Niall sniffed, and a second later the door creaked open.
“Well helllooooo, Shayne!”
“Goddammit, Niall! I TOLD YOU NOT TO LOOK!”
He snorted behind me then let out a gasp as he saw his brother laid out on the floor. “Jayshus! Did my brother knock himself out with a feckin’ dildo?”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
Sex & Blueberries
I frowned at my brother, who was sitting next to me in the small curtained exam area of the ER. “Quit grinning at me like that, ya arsehole.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t help it. Ya smell like sex and blueberries, ya dirty little freak.”
I rolled my eyes at him, exasperated and already thoroughly embarrassed from the state he’d found me and Shayne in.
“Like ya’ve never done any of that with a chick.”
“Oh no, I have. I just managed not ta bash my head against something and give myself a concussion in the middle of it. That’s a whole new level of kink.”
“Yer not going ta shut up about this, are ya?”
My brother’s grin widened to proportions comparable to the Cheshire cat, with an equal amount of mischievousness behind it. “Probably not. So were those all Shayne’s toys?”
“Jayhsus…shut up.” I shook my head and winced, immediately regretting it as the skin around the small gash on my forehead throbbed angrily. “Where is she anyway?”
I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d stormed out of the apartment the moment she was freed, given the equally embarrassing state she was in.
“Ya don’t remember?”
“No. Things were fuzzy there fer bit.”
“Ah, well. She came with us. She was worried about ya but the blood made her a bit queasy, so she’s hanging out in the waiting room. Well that and she didn’t want ta have ta be there when I explained how ya injured yerself.”
I glared at him. “I told them I fell. Ya didn’t need ta add the rest.”
“No, but the nurse certainly seemed amused.”
“I hate you.”
“Yes, but where would you be without me, hmm? Oh I know. Passed out on yer floor with a dildo in yer hand.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you done?”
“Not even close. Don’t worry I won’t say shit ta Liam though.”
I gave him another wary sidelong glance before looking up at the clock. “I thought they were goin’ ta discharge me.”
“Ya know how long doctors take. Ya want me ta go get Shayne?”
“Nah, I’ll wait till I’m not sitting here in a damn gown.”
“Oh, worried about maintaining yer dignity, are ya?”
“Please just shut up.”
Niall beamed next to me but didn’t say anything else. Twenty minutes later the nurse came back with discharge papers. I signed them hastily, ready to get the hell out of there and away from the amused looks I was getting from the nursing staff. After I put on my clothes we walked out to the waiting room.
I noticed Shayne wasn’t in the outfit she’d been wearing earlier, but a pair of Niall’s slim fit jeans and a t-shirt. Perhaps considering the cause of my injury, she didn’t want to draw any further attention to herself. She saw me and came over, her forehead creased in concern.
“What did they say?”
Despite the embarrassment, I smiled at her worried tone.
“Just a mild concussion.”
She touched a finger to the side of my head, careful not to prod too close to the injury.
“Well, if ya two are ready ta go, we still need ta stop and get some pain meds fer this clumsy arsehole.” Niall interrupted us and Shayne pulled her hand away, averting her eyes.
“Actually, it was my fault the lube ended up on the floor.” She leaned toward me as we followed Niall out to his car. “I was trying to see what you were doing and I bumped it with my knee.”
I shook my head at her, fighting the urge to laugh.
“I should spank ya fer that, but I have a feelin’ I won’t be in any shape ta do that the rest of the night.”
“Maybe I can take care of you, then?” I opened the passenger door and glanced at her. Shayne’s eyes held a sweet, hopeful look and my mind drifted to where we had left off.
I nodded for her to get in and brushed my hand against her arm. “I think I’m up fer that.”
I climbed in the front seat and Niall drove to the closest pharmacy. Shayne and I went inside to put in the prescription. The pharmacy tech informed us it would be a few minutes so we sat in the waiting area. Shayne scooted close to me and I leaned against her, enjoying the close contact. I grabbed her hand and ran my fingers between her smaller, delicate ones, admiring her luminescent purple nail polish.
“Oh, I talked to Darren while I was waiting for you.”
“What? Why?”
Shayne ducked her head down with a guilty look. “He called and when he asked where I was he was worried so I told him it was because you hurt yourself. He pressed on and well…”
“And ya told him?”
“No! He guessed. I tried to deny it but, you know how well that went.” Her lips pulled into a thin line. I wanted to be upset, but I could just imagine her fumbling over a terribly fabricated lie.
“How did he guess?”
“I told him it was a probably just a concussion and he asked if you fell while we were playing. He didn’t guess the bit about the bottle of lube. I told him that, but it was my fault it got knocked down.”
“Christ, Shayne.”
“I’m sorry!” She looked horrified, nearly on the verge of tears, but I squeezed her hand and let out a laugh.
“It’s fine. What did he have ta say about it?”
“Not much. He wanted to have lunch with you tomorrow.”
I tensed. “Why? Ta lecture me?”
“No. He wouldn’t lecture you. He just said he felt it was time you two hung out.”
“Hmmph. I don’t know about that.”
Shayne leaned over and kissed my neck. “I think you should go. He really is a good guy.”
I knew she was right. He’d done a lot for her. Still, this was Darren. Her Dom for the last several years. To say I felt intimidated around him was an understatement.
The pharmacy tech held up a white paper bag and motioned us back to the counter. I got up, disentangling myself from Shayne and paid for the meds before we left.
“Fine. I’ll go see him.” I told her once we were back in the car.
Niall gave both of us a curious look, then drove back to his apartment. We went upstairs and Niall stretched in a rather dramatic manner, letting out a huge and not at all convincing yawn.
“Woooo, I think I’m goin’ ta turn in. Had a long day. Ya two goin’ ta be alright?”
I eyed him suspiciously but nodded. “I think we’ll manage.”
“Alright then, ya two behave.” He winked at me, a gesture that didn’t go unnoticed by Shayne, then slinked down the hall to his room.
“That wasn’t obvious at all.” Shayne shook her head and took the pharmacy bag from me. “Why don’t you go lie down and get comfy. I’ll get you a glass of water and bring you your meds.”
I gave her arse a playful squeeze and went to the guest bedroom. The smell of blueberries hit me full force as soon as I opened the door. The whole bottle must have broken when I stepped on it. My cheeks grew warm at the thought, but I pushed the tinge of embarrassment aside and shed my shirt before laying back on the bed.
“Hey, don’t be going to sleep just yet.” Shayne’s soft teasing tone awoke me. I hadn’t even realized I’d drifted off. She straddled me and held two pills to my lips. I took them and drank the glass of water she held out to me. The jeans she’d worn to the hospital were gone so she was just in the t-shirt. I rubbed my hands over her bare thighs and around to her backside, noting she wasn’t wearing knickers either. Despite the dull throb in my forehead, something else throbbed much lower.
“You seem to be recovering nicely.” Shayne rolled her hips, teasing my growing erection and I took a deep breath.
“If ya keep doing that I’ll be upright in no time. Well, part of me anyway.”
“Har har.” She gave me a wry grin then leaned down and kissed me. Her tongue brushed over mine in much the same slow, teasing rhythm as her hips.
“Mmmph, is this payback fer earlier?”
 She only grinned against my lips, and kissed me once more.
“No, as mean as that was.” Her eyes took on a mischievous gleam as she spoke. “You didn’t get to finish either. I thought I’d help you out.”
She ran a hand down my chest and unzipped my jeans with a quick hand. I lifted my hips, letting her pull my boxers and jeans off. I was already quite hard at the prospect of feeling her warmth around me once more. She’d been all I could think about today…all I could write about.
Shayne grasped my cock in her hand and lifted her hips, positioning the head against her wet heat. I sat up, reaching for her, but she put her hand on my chest and urged me back down.
“Lay back, relax. I said I was taking care of you.”
Using the same, torturously slow motions I’d been teasing her with earlier, she lowered herself onto me. Her warmth sheathed me and my head fell back against the pillows with a deep moan, not taking any care that my brother was in the other room. For all I knew the little pervert was probably listening. Shayne leaned down, gave me a slow, lingering kiss, and brought her hips down again.
“Jayhsus, Shayne. Ya feel so good.” I closed my eyes for a moment, focusing on the feel of her, the scent of her, the sound of her body colliding with mine. Instinctively, I reached for her and she obliged, her mouth molding to mine, hungry with unfulfilled need. I may have teased her and tortured her earlier, but she was intent on getting her satisfaction now.
Shayne pulled her lips away and her hips slammed down against mine with increased urgency. She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and emitted a long moan that told me she was getting close. So was I. I slid a hand down between us, circling my fingers over her clit and the moan lifted in pitch to a shuddering whimper.
“What I told ya earlier, Shayne. Come fer me. I want ta hear it. I want ta see it.”
Her muscles tightened at my words, squeezing my cock as it pulsed with it’s own readiness. I put more pressure on the wet swollen nub and her eyes squeezed shut.
“Come on, Shayne. Come fer me.” My words came out shaky as the pressure growing inside me neared its limit. I was lightheaded and the pain in my head was gone, but I thought it was only the rush of blood to my lower extremities causing that. Running my hands over her thighs and hips, I gripped her round arse and her body tensed, seized with an orgasm. Not caring, or not remembering that Niall was sleeping just a room away, she cried out, moaning my name.
Despite her orders to lay back and relax, I took over then, thrusting up into her as my own orgasm came on. I pulled her down to me once more and bit her shoulder as my hips jerked up and my cock twitched with release, finding that moment of pure bliss deep inside her.
“Christ, Shayne.” The words came out barely audible. My head fell back once more and I closed my eyes, exhaustion hitting me hard. I drifted off, the last thing I remembered was her head on my chest.
I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep until I woke up the next morning to an empty bed. My head now just a dull ache, but a small pang lingered in my chest at the sight of the rumpled empty spot next to me.
No, it’s fine, I told myself. She probably had to get to work and wanted to go home and change first. Besides, I had my own errands to attend to. First a call to my lawyer, then lunch with Darren.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
The Proposal
“So, Shayne told me about what happened.” Darren smirked as he settled into the seat across from me. We’d met up at a small cafe and found a shaded table just outside on the sidewalk.
“Yeah…” I absently prodded at the cut on my head. The doctor had glued it together while trying not to laugh at Niall’s retelling of what he’d dubbed “The Lube Incident.” It was still quite tender despite the lessened headache.
“Well, I can appreciate your enthusiasm, and Shayne seems to like you a lot. First guy I’ve seen her really take an interest in.”
My ears perked. “Really?”
“She told you about her mother and all the shit that happened before she met me, didn’t she?”
“Yeah.”
Darren nodded and flagged down the waitress. “A couple beers?”
She nodded and rushed off. He returned his attention to me.
“The only reason she told me about her mom was because I met the woman.” I said.
“Yeah but she didn’t have to tell you the rest.” He thanked the waitress and took a draw from his beer, eyeing me contemplatively. “For some reason, she really trusts you. I mean, it’s crazy because it took her a long time to tell even me all of that. Fuck, Liam doesn’t even know the whole story and they’ve been friends for years now. I’ve seen her hook up with plenty of guys, even try to date a few, but she always keeps them at an arm’s length and she’s never let anyone other than me dominate her. I’m sure it’s a huge turn on for you when she does it, but you realize just how much trust she is placing in your hands when she lets you tie her up and spank her, don’t you?”
I was at a loss for words and could only nod.
“Shayne’s been through hell and back. She may pretend like this is something else, but she likes you, Kieran. A lot. It’s part of the reason I wanted to talk to you. I love that girl and I would kill for her, make no mistake.” His eyes burned holes through me but I gulped back my beer, not breaking my gaze from his.
“I like her too. I don’t want ta hurt her.”
“And the shit with your wife?”
“I’m divorcing her. Sent out the papers this morning.”
“Good. From what I heard, you’re better off. I just wanted to make sure this isn’t some bullshit rebound crap. Shayne deserves more than that.”
“I know she does.”
Darren sat back in his chair and his shoulders relaxed. “Good. Now that brings me to the other thing. I can see you would be a good Dom with Shayne, but you really don’t have a clue what you’re doing, do you?”
“I’ve been reading up on…stuff. I mean, I know…some things.” My voice came out less confident than I would have liked. Darren laughed and took another swig of beer.
“Look, it’s fine to admit it. Do you think I came into the scene knowing everything I do?”
This time I laughed. “Well…yeah, actually.”
Darren snorted. “Well, I didn’t. I used to be big on goth, back when that was a thing. You meet some interesting chicks that way.” A grin crossed his lips, apparently recalling said “interesting chicks” but he waved a hand dismissively, dispelling those thoughts and the curious look I was giving him. “That’s a story for another time. My point is, I had to learn, and so do you.”
“Alright so…is there some sort of class?” I asked, with more than a hint of sarcasm.
“Actually I have some beginners’ workshops I run out of The Castle as one of the Dungeon Masters. But I had another idea.”
“Oh?” I lifted an eyebrow at the odd smile creeping over Darren’s lips.
“With those classes I go over basic stuff, and for the most part you do have that. There’s a couple safety tips you still need to know. For example, using another safe word when your sub doesn’t want you to stop but needs to say something out of scene…like hey you’re about to slip in lube.”
I glowered at him. “Uh huh.”
“Sorry, that’s still funny.” He snorted and scrubbed a hand over his face. “There are other things that I know Shayne in particular has preferences towards. And also a few fantasies she has.”
I nodded, still wondering where he was going with this.
“She um…also told me a few things she noticed about you.” Darren’s eyebrow ticked up.
I leaned forward, rather curious what exactly she had noticed. Darren’s grin widened.
“You like to watch, don’t you?”
“What?! Like a feckin’ peeping tom?”
“Well, yeah except you don’t go peeking into other people’s windows…do you?”
“No!” I huffed taking a swig of my beer and glaring at him.
“She told me you get off watching her, or watching the two of you in the mirror when you two are having sex. Is that not true?”
I shrugged. “No, it is.”
“So, you’ve got a bit of a voyeur in you. Nothing wrong with that. Most men do. We’re visual creatures. Now Shayne…likes being forced to confess things. I think it’s her way of allowing herself to open up about stuff she would normally not tell anyone. Anyway, she’d told me one time, she thought about being shared.”
“Shared?”
“That’s what I just said.” Darren laughed. “I mean…not like what happened to her before. With two men that care about her. Two men that she trusts. So I was thinking, we could do our little lesson with Shayne…and then give her something she’s always wanted to try.”
I blinked at him, dubious. “You want me to share her with you?”
“Yeah.” He nodded in a casual manner, as if he’d just suggested going halfsies on lunch—not on Shayne.
“No! That’s…no.” Heat rose through my face and I chugged the rest of my beer. “Besides, what makes ya think she’d still want that?”
“Well for starters it didn’t come up until after she met you. Granted I think the interest was always there…she just didn’t have another guy in mind.”
“Where’s the feckin’ waitress? I need another drink.”
Darren flagged her down again and I lit a cigarette as I waited for her to return.
He tilted his head at me as I tried to light the cigarette, then held up his own lighter. “Why does the thought of that bother you? The thought of sharing her.”
“Oh, I don’t know, walking in on my wife feckin’ five well hung men, maybe?”
Darren unsuccessfully hid a grin at that.
“That’s not feckin’ funny, arsehole.”
“Oh, calm down. What she did and what I’m suggesting are two different things. Your wife excluded you. Not that you’d have given that idea the green light, but she didn’t even bring it up to you. She didn’t give you that option. She didn’t take your feelings into consideration at all. It was all about what she wanted. It wasn’t some fantasy. It was her being a cheating bitch.” He nodded toward my cigarette pack and I held it out to him, letting him grab a smoke before he continued. “It made you feel like you weren’t enough for her…didn’t it?”
“Yeah.” I admitted, flicking cigarette ash on the sidewalk.
“Right. And that’s what you believe Shayne thinks now because she has those fantasies, isn’t it?”
I nodded. Shayne was right. It was hard to get anything past Darren. He knew just how to cut to the core of something. He took a long drag, studying me.
“Shayne hasn’t come to me to play ever since you two started messing around. Believe me, that speaks volumes. Like I said, I can tell she really likes you. And honestly, if it really weren’t something you were willing to try, Shayne would be fine never indulging. It’s purely a sexual fantasy she’s had. Just like her and I…we really are just friends…but when she’s needed that release, I’ve given it to her. I mean, she’s hooked up with a guy here and there, but usually it isn’t very fulfilling for her. I think, deep down she can’t let go with just anyone. Not the way she does with you or I.”
I took in a deep inhale and blew the smoke out slowly, considering his words. “I don’t know…”
“I’ll tell you what. You think it over, weigh your feelings on it. We can chill today and chat some more and I’ll have her meet us at The Castle tonight. If you still don’t want to, we’ll just go through the things I wanted to show you and teach you about…but if you’re willing to try it for her, then we’ll go from there. Personally, I think it’s something you’d enjoy. And if you’re worried about feeling left out or something. I won’t let that happen. Neither will Shayne.”


“Heard Kieran landed himself in the ER last night.” Liam grunted from the doorway of my room. I looked up, wide-eyed, but from his expression Niall must not have told him just how he’d ended up there. Still it brought back memories from last night and I averted my gaze from Liam.
“Yeah. He got a concussion, but he’s fine.”
He let out another grunt and pushed himself off the doorframe.
“Liam, wait.”
“I’ve got an appointment comin’ in, Shayne.”
“I know you’re upset with me, but I’m tired of us ignoring each other. Can we please talk?”
On top of the mixed feelings I’d had since last night, I didn’t want to have this rift between us. With a sigh he turned back to me with his arms crossed over his chest.
“Fine, talk.”
“You’re my friend. I’ve missed you and we have this amazing shop together. I’m sorry that things happened with Kieran how they did. I can’t help…that I like him, but that’s how things happened. You can stay mad at me for it, or we can try to get along again, but I’m tired of us ignoring each other.”
Liam let out a deep sigh, and the scowl he usually wore faded. His dark blue eyes glistened and I realized there were tears brimming in the corners. “I just thought…I always thought there was more between us. That first day I met ya when ya started here, back when James still ran it, do ya remember that?”
I nodded and swallowed hard.
“I thought ya were beautiful. I couldn’t concentrate on my work that day. I nearly misspelled someone’s kid’s name on their tattoo and got cursed out by his wife fer it.”
I smiled, remembering the incident. Everyone in the shop that day heard the man’s wife cursing him out in Spanish. I’d felt bad, so I’d offered to take him out for a beer after work. But still, what did that have to do with Kieran?
“Then we went ta The MotorHead bar, got drunk off our arses…then went back ta yer place.” He looked up at me, eyes wistful and sad. I did remember that night. We’d been flirting all evening, and at the time, I thought I was attracted to Liam. We’d kissed then, the whole way up to my apartment, tripping and giggling and kissing some more. But we were drunk, and when the clothes started coming off, the sexual chemistry wasn’t there…it wasn’t enough. He wanted slow and gentle, I needed it rough and hard. It had turned into an awkward type of tug of war, with me pushing his hands down to my ass only for him to pull them back up to gently cup my face. Finally, drunk and frustrated I’d yelled for him to take me up against the bookshelf, and in his equally drunk and over-eager state he shoved me into it—toppling me and the whole bookshelf.
“Yeah, I remember.”
“I mean… I was drunk and then I accidentally hurt ya and smashed yer bookshelf. I felt like an idjit, but then ya laughed it off and we stayed up talkin’. I thought maybe it was good we didn’t just hook up.”
“We work together. It was better that we didn’t. You know that.”
Liam looked down at the floor, tightening his jaw. “I know. I know yer right… It wouldn’t have been good then. But we’ve gotten so close over the years, then ya wanted ta buy the shop with me when James left…I thought maybe then ya’d realize it was right. For us.”
My eyes widened. I tried to say something, but what could I say to that? He’d been in love with me? I tried to recall a time that he might have attempted to make his feelings known, tried to get closer, but no…he hadn’t. I was sometimes aloof, but no. I would have noticed, wouldn’t I?
“Liam, you never said anything. You never talked to me about it. How was I supposed to know?”
“Feck, just nevermind, Shayne. Forget I said anything.” He stalked back to his room, anger taking over once more. I followed after him and grabbed his arm.
“You can’t tell me all this now and be mad at me because you never told me how you felt. That’s not fair.”
“Just forget it, Shayne. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“No, you should have and that’s the problem. You built up this idea of me and when it didn’t magically come to fruition, you took it out on me and Kieran. I’m sorry. Maybe if you’d spoken up or given me some sign that you had feelings for me things would be different…but this is what they are.”
“I was too busy watching ya hook up with all those random arseholes! Ya always were goin’ on about how ya don’t do relationships and I respected that. I thought, maybe ya weren’t ready, so I gave ya yer space. Then my brother strolls into town and ya two are spendin’ every wakin’ moment with each other. When exactly did ya want me ta speak up?”
I loosened my grip on him, taken aback from his furious tone. “I don’t know. I’m sorry.”
“And I’m sorry I said anything.” His eyes burned with anger and hurt.
I tried to say something more, but the bell on the door jingled and a man walked in, nodding at Liam.
“Now if ya’ll leave me alone about this, my appointment’s here.”
“Fine. I’ll see you later. I’m going home.”
“Shayne…”
“No, you’re right. I should leave you alone. Goodbye.” I was out the back door with my purse before he could stop me. He was right though. We needed space, especially after this new development. On top of all this, thoughts of last night still lingered, adding to the inner turmoil swirling around in my head. I sat in my car, breathing deep, trying to calm my anger with Liam and the unsettling feelings that kept arising every time I thought of Kieran. He’d fallen asleep almost immediately last night. His pain meds had kicked in and I’d laid there studying his face, relaxed with sleep. I’d curled into him, tracing the outline of his nose, his lips, and his jaw. I’d breathed in his masculine woodsy scent and traced my fingers through the light sprinkling of chest hair. I’d felt happy and content lying there with him. At one point, he stirred, turned his head to me, and stared at me through long, dark lashes, blue eyes unfocused in a sleep and painkiller induced haze. I’d smiled at him and he’d smiled back. Heavy limbed and drowsy, he’d reached a hand over and stroked my cheek, then pulled me into his arms before his eyes drifted shut once more. My heart had thumped in my chest and I’d realized at that moment that whether I wanted to or not, I was falling for Kieran. Hard.
Startled and horrified by this sudden feeling, I’d left at once. There were so many reasons that feeding any sort of emotion like that was a bad idea. Surely it hadn’t meant anything to Kieran and he certainly didn’t remember it in the state he was in. He knew what things were between us and he was okay with that. But then why, every time I thought about him, did that same pang come back? I wasn’t under any disillusion that we had any sort of future together and I didn’t want that. Right? 
Liam hadn’t come out of the shop after me, but I glanced at the back door warily and finally started my car. I pulled out my phone and dialed Darren.
“What’s up, cutie?”
“Can I come over? I need to talk?”
“Talk?” He teased. I let out a sigh.
“Yes, talk.”
“No can do. I’m out. Everything okay?”
Frustrated even more so, I pounded the steering wheel with my fist. “Fucking Liam!”
He lowered his voice, confused. “Wait…you’re fucking Liam?”
“What? No! I tried to talk to him about things with Kieran and he told me he was in love with me.”
“Oh….Ohhhh.”
“Yeah. It was a mess. I just left the shop.” I wanted to tell him about Kieran, about my panicked departure last night, but I couldn’t say it. I wouldn’t. I was just being stupid. I’d been worried when he’d hurt himself. Maybe those were just feelings of relief that he was okay…not anything else.
Darren cleared his throat, pulling my attention back to him.
“Tell you what. Go home, fix yourself some tea or a drink. Something to calm your nerves. Then draw a nice warm bath, listen to some music, and put on some of your favorite lotion. Then, around six, slip on something hot, get yourself all sex-kittened up and meet me at The Castle.”
“I don’t know. Not really in the mood for any of that tonight.”
For once, I really wasn’t. That was even more alarming.
Darren let out a soft laugh. “No? Kieran will be disappointed.”
I swerved and a horn blared behind me as I came back in my lane. “Kieran? Wait, he’s going?”
“Please don’t get in an accident, Shayne. And yes, he’ll be there. We’ve been doing a bit of male bonding today.”
“Oh?” I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.
“Mmmhmm. So you’ll be there?”
I couldn’t very well say no. Curiosity alone wouldn’t let me. I’d known they were meeting for lunch, but had they really been spending the day together? And what exactly were they planning, the two of them together? Despite my mixed emotions, I sighed in resignation.
“Yeah. I’ll be there.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
Double Up
I followed Darren into The Castle and my heart thumped in rhythm to the beat of the industrial music blaring from the speakers. He led me through a large main room where several stations were set up. Couples played under the glow of multi-colored lights. I watched them, entranced, anxious to see Shayne, and unsure of what would happen tonight.
“Up this way. There’s a private room toward the back.” Darren called to me. I followed him up the stairs.
“Are we even allowed to do that here?” I asked. I hadn’t noticed anyone else having sex like at his little private soirée. 
“Not down there, no. They have some designated areas, but you have to okay it with the Dungeon Master first.”
“Let me guess…”
“It’s okay with me if it’s okay with you.” He grinned.
“And Shayne too, ya mean.”
Darren’s eyebrow lifted in question and he pushed a crimson door open. It was a smaller room with several stations set up like downstairs. A spanking horse, a St. Andrew’s cross for whipping and flogging, and what looked to be an engine lift in the middle of the room.
“What’s that fer?” I asked, eyeing the lift with a suspicious look.
He laughed and tugged on one of the chains. “For later.”
I let out a grunt and turned my attention to the other side of the room. “What’s in there?” I nodded toward an open door to what looked to be a sort of workroom.
“Oh that? That’s where I make leather goods. Floggers, cuffs, other little creations I dream up. This is my office, I guess you could say.”
“Interesting. I didn’t know ya made stuff. Mind if I take a look?”
“Go ahead. Shayne should be here soon.”
My nerves returned with a vengeance and I strode into the room, busying myself with examining the various items hanging on the wall. I still wasn’t sure if I could go through with sharing Shayne with Darren. But he’d said she wanted it. The thought of her between the two of us was both unsettling and arousing at the same time. I wanted to pleasure her, I wanted to fulfill her fantasies, but could I fulfill this one?
I looked down at my clothes. I’d changed from my usual jeans, sneakers, and t-shirt to a pair of slim-fitting black jeans with boots that came up to my calves and finished it off with a fitted grey t-shirt that Shayne had told me showed off my muscles quite nicely. Not my normal style, but I thought maybe she’d like it. Darren was dressed similar, wearing mostly black and serious looking boots, but our differences were glaringly apparent. This was his natural environment and for the most part, I had no idea what I was doing. Still, she let me dominate her. She trusted me. She let me past the wall she kept up around everyone else.
The door opened in the main room, and I peered around the corner. Shayne walked in wearing a low cut black dress and her infamous black boots. I smiled to myself. Her gaze searched the room, but she didn’t glance in my direction. I backed into the room a little, keeping myself hidden. Watching her.
“There you are. Took your sweet time, didn’t you?” Darren beckoned her over to him with the curl of his finger and she obeyed. “Take off that dress. Let me see if you did as I asked.” His gaze shifted to me with a subtle twitch of the eyebrow. Unaware of his amused look, Shayne slid the dress off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Her back was to me and I got an eyeful of her backside in a black g-string as well as the intricate lacing of a matching corset. Shayne started to ask something but Darren put a finger to her lips.
“Why don’t you give me a little turn, let me see the whole package.”
Shayne turned, slowly, giving both Darren and me a full view. Her bare breasts were high, pushed up by the corset. Her nipples were already at attention, whether from the cold or anticipation. They were a lovely shade of pink, like freshly bloomed roses in spring. I wanted to take them in my mouth, tug those little rosebuds between my teeth. I ran my tongue across my bottom lip and clutched the doorframe, my fingers squeezing tight at the thought. I wanted to. But I couldn’t. Not yet.
“Now, come here. I’ve got something for you.” Darren’s voice pulled my mind back to the present. He grasped her arm before she could look in my direction and grabbed a contraption of leather and buckles off of a hook on the wall. “Arms behind your back.” He told her. Shayne put her arms behind her and Darren pushed her against the wall, sliding the leather restraint over her arms. With a deep breath, I stepped out of the workroom, quietly making my way toward them as he secured her arms behind her.
“Darren?” Shayne spoke and he swatted her arse.
“Oh come on, you know better than that. Address me properly.”
“Sir?” She corrected herself.
He caressed the red mark that was starting to form. “Yes, Shayne?”
“I…I thought you said Kieran would be here.” Her disappointment leaked into her voice. The corner of Darren’s mouth quirked up and he glanced back at me, expectantly.
I swallowed hard, then slid my hand over her other arse cheek. I gave it a firm squeeze and let out my breath, dragging my teeth over her bare shoulder.
“I’m here.”
Shayne gasped and turned her head to me. I caught the hint of a smile before her gaze raked over me, taking in my appearance. Her lips parted and I leaned forward, kissing her. As I pulled away, Darren tugged her back from the wall.
“Kieran, want to help me with those straps?” He nodded toward the pieces of leather hanging down from the harness.
“Yeah, I got it.” With a heated look at Shayne, I dropped to my knees in front of her, buckling the straps around her thighs, and giving her pussy a teasing stroke with my tongue. Darren gave me an approving grin when I stood back up.
“Now, like I was telling you, during a scene, you should have a safe word, but you can also have others to break a scene momentarily in order to communicate something.”
“Like, blueberry?”
Shayne’s eyes darted to mine in surprise and I dared her to laugh. She didn’t.
Darren did. “Blueberry works. Now, Shayne, I’m going to start this scene with you, show Kieran a few things, and then he’s going to join in. Sound good?”
She stared at me, her eyes darkened, and she bit her lip. “Yes, sir.”
His lips curled into a satisfied grin. “Good. Kieran, why don’t you pick out a nice toy for Shayne.”
I raised an eyebrow and he nodded to a large metal tool chest a couple feet away. The top drawer was pulled out and various vibrators and dildos were laid out neatly. I glanced back at Shayne then picked an odd shaped bulbous toy with a fishtailed end on it. Her gaze remained intent on me as I walked back over, her eyes wide. I supposed she hadn’t quite expected this. Darren stood behind her, holding her in place and I ran my fingers up her slick opening, lightly circling her clit.
“Spread yer legs.”
Shayne’s eyes glimmered and she spread her legs. I ran the toy against her opening, ensuring she was adequately wet, then pushed the bulbous end inside her, the other end of it pressing snugly against her clit. Her breath caught and I gave it a light upward tug, smiling as her eyelashes fluttered against her cheeks.
Darren leaned forward and pressed his lips against her earlobe. “Now, keep that in there and get on your knees, young lady.”
With his help. she knelt on a padded mat. Her brown eyes stared up at me. Darren came around from behind her and grabbed a set of clamps from another drawer. I stepped back and he secured them onto her nipples. He twisted the small nobs on the sides, tightening them, and Shayne pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, emitting a soft “mmph.”
 “Open your mouth.” He gave the chain a teasing tug. Shayne opened her mouth and he put the chain between her lips so that the clamps were tugging her nipples up. “Remember, sit up straight and keep your chin high.”
She held her chin up, pain and pleasure mixing in her features. Her chest rose and fell with heavy breaths, making her breasts heave. Darren shoved something into my hand and I looked down to find a red tea light candle in my palm.
“Have you tried wax play yet?”
“No.”
A scheming grin pulled at his lips. “Well, it’s a good way to get your sub’s blood pumping, and Shayne here rather enjoys it. Don’t you, sweetie?”
Shayne grunted and Darren shook his head at her.
“Oh come on, Shayne. Give him a big nod.”
Shayne nodded and the chain pulled taut, tugging her reddened nipples.
“Good girl.” He patted her cheek then turned to me, lighter in hand. “Just light the wick. Since you haven’t done it before, you can test it on your own arm. You don’t want to drip it from too close or you’ll burn her skin. While we sometimes inflict pain, we don’t want to damage our pretty little sub.” He thrust the lighter into my hand and winked at Shayne.
I was a little nervous at the prospect of dripping hot wax on Shayne, but with both of them watching me I steeled my resolve and lit the candle. A few test drips on my wrist confirmed I was holding it much too close. I winced and held it a little higher. Much better.
“You’ll want to stay away from very sensitive areas, like her pussy—but since that’s currently occupied, that isn’t too much of a concern.” Darren had another candle lit in his hand and held it over one of her breasts. He tilted it and red wax speckled her her chest. Shayne’s nostrils flared and she sucked in a deep breath. He tilted the candle again and it dripped down her inner thigh. “The back, the breasts, the thighs, the abdomen, and the ass are all good places though.”
He dripped more scarlet wax over her other breast and I moved behind her, kneeling down. She arched her back and I tilted the candle, dripping wax down the curve of her arse. A muffled whimper escaped her and the sound ran straight to my groin. Unable to help myself, I dragged my teeth over her shoulder, and followed it with more droplets of wax.
She wriggled as Darren dripped more wax onto her chest and I stood, watching her squirm and tug at her chain. Darren looked at me and blew out his candle and I did the same with mine. Putting them aside, he hauled Shayne to her feet. She wavered slightly. He grabbed one of the rings on the back of her harness to keep her upright and pulled her toward the lift.
“Don’t drop that chain.” Darren warned. Shayne’s eyes fluttered closed as he attached the lift hooks to the back of her harness and her long black lashes swept against her cheeks. I reached a hand out, tracing the dried wax that ran down her chest. Her eyes fluttered open again and she looked at me, eyes drowsy and dreamlike. My breath caught as I took her in. Bared, vulnerable, no walls surrounding her. She was beautiful. Behind her, Darren ran his fingers through the falls of a black leather flogger, then dragged them across her arse.
“Keep your eyes on Kieran, Shayne.” He ran the falls over her arse again, then twirled his wrist, bringing it down against her skin. “It’s good to alternate, from light hits, to harder ones. Keeps your sub alert and in the zone, so to speak. Releases those happy little endorphins and adrenaline in waves too.”
The leather falls hit her skin again with a solid thwack. Shayne tensed and her eyes rolled back with a whimper. Blood rushed down to my crotch and I moved closer to her, cupping her cheek. Would I really be able to do this? Share her? She smiled, a sweet smile, and pressed her cheek against my palm. For her, maybe I could.
Darren flogged her again and she jerked forward, tossing her head back with a low moan. I curled my finger around the chain of her nipple clamps and slid it out of her mouth, giving it a gentle tug. Lust flooded through her gaze and I bit back my own moan at the sight of it.
“So,” Darren started casually and brought the leather down across her arse again. “I was just thinking, Shayne. Remember the day after you met Kieran?”
Her eyes widened on me and the lusty gaze dissipated into a panicked one. Darren hit her again. Harder.
“Shayne, I didn’t hear you.”
Thwack.
“Yes. Yes, I remember.”
I watched her and my eyebrows furrowed together in curiosity. She tried to look away, but I tugged the chain.
“What about the day after we met?” I asked nobody in particular, but didn’t take my gaze off hers.
“Go on, Shayne. What happened after you two made out at the tattoo shop, hmm?”
Darren ran a hand over her arse and lightly swatted the flogger between her legs.
Shayne bit her lip, hesitating. I gave another light tug.
 “I went to Darren’s, before the pub. I didn’t want to stop when you kissed me in the office, but I was trying to behave. To respect Liam’s wishes.”
Her words were punctuated with a moan as another thwack sounded against her pale skin. I winced at the mention of my brother, but visions of that afternoon were enough to chase unpleasant thoughts of him away.
“You went to Darren’s?”
She nodded. I knew that much. The memory of her bent over the pool table and that hint of reddened skin peeking out from her skirt rushed back to me. I swallowed hard, dropping my other hand between her legs. Her eyes burned into me. I worked the toy slowly out, just an inch, then pushed it back in. Her knees buckled and the chains of the lift clanked together with her movement. . If it wasn’t for them holding her up, she might not have stayed upright.
Behind her, Darren cocked an eyebrow and ran the straps of the flogger down her back. “Shayne, why don’t you tell him why you came over? What you wanted me to do.”
Color rose in her cheeks and she chewed at her lip. I tugged the chain again.
“I wanted him to fuck me.” She answered, wide brown eyes intent on mine. “The way I wanted you to fuck me when we were in the office.”
I swallowed hard, and my cock swelled within the confines of my jeans. I felt lightheaded and aroused. To my surprise, I wanted to hear more.
“Tell me. Tell me what ya had him do ta ya.” My voice came out gruff and strained. She ducked her head down for a moment but I tugged the chain again. “Look at me, Shayne. Tell me.”
“I told him what I’d wanted you to do. That I wanted you to bend me over the desk. I wanted you inside me.”
I glanced back up to Darren and his lips twisted thoughtfully. “Bet you can’t guess whose name she moaned.”
I shifted my stance, my pants growing all too constraining. “Shayne?”
She swallowed hard, her breath ragged as her exposed gaze met mine.
“It was you.”
I froze at her words, my own breath catching. My gaze held hers for a long moment, burning hot as my ragged breath matched hers. Instinctively, my fingers curled, twisting the chain around them.
“Say it again.”
 She arched her back and a small whimper left her lips, but her eyes met mine once more. “It was you.”
A shiver rolled down my spine and I swallowed hard, my gaze still locked with hers. I kissed her lips and a deep groan rumbled from my throat. I let go of the chain, and pulled the toy out of her. It dropped to the floor, forgotten as my fingers sought out the warmth of her. My tongue flicked against hers hungrily. I tasted her mouth, her tongue, her lips, and slid my fingers deep inside her. The thought of her in as desperate a need of release as I was that day overwhelmed me.
“Show me.”
Shayne gasped against my lips and pulled back, a clear look of confusion moving through her eyes. “Wh-what?”
I wasn’t even sure where it came from, but I said it again. “Show me how he fecked ya. How ya wanted me ta feck ya.”
Darren’s flogging stilled and he watched me over her shoulder, eyebrows crowded together in question. I nodded at him then kissed Shayne, slow and tender.
“Show me. I want ta see.”
I backed away from her, slipping my fingers into my mouth and tasting her. Breath shuddered from her lips and an answering tremor shook through me. Shayne stared at me, eyes still filled with disbelief. I was in disbelief too. Six months ago, this would have been my worst nightmare. Now?
Christ, I still wasn’t sure, but I couldn’t stop it now.
Darren had already discarded the flogger. He snaked his arms around her hips and roughly pulled her back against him. I settled back onto a metal chair, my attention fixated on her. She reacted to him, pushing her arse back against him and Darren groaned, biting her neck. His hands groped her breasts and I swallowed hard, shifting against the chair.
Shayne moaned, her eyes still intent on me and the air rushed from my lungs. With one rough motion Darren unhooked her from the lift and threw her down against the padded spanking horse in front of me. He breathed hard, and hastily tugged at the fly of his pants. I found my own hands undoing my jeans as I watched. Shayne dragged her teeth over her bottom lip, and I pulled myself free, gripping my hardened cock in my hand.
Darren thrust inside her and Shayne moaned, eyelashes fluttering as she kept her gaze on me. My grip tightened and I stroked myself in response. The moment Darren had brought this up, the thought of seeing Shayne with another man had terrified me. Visions of the afternoon I’d found Kendall had come back tenfold. But this? This was different. Darren thrust into her again, jarring her against the spanking horse with every stroke. She cried out every time—but her gaze remained locked with mine.
Darren twisted his fingers into her hair, his features strained with effort. Shayne whimpered, her body moving with his, and I couldn’t fight the need for her any longer. The chair clattered against the floor and in two strides I was in front of her. I stroked her cheek, running my thumb across her jaw, and her lips parted for me. The heat of her mouth surrounded me and my cock twitched, tendrils of pleasure stretching through me and taking root. Darren slipped two fingers into her arse and she groaned. The sound of it vibrated against my cock, threatening to undo me on the spot.
“I want ya, Shayne.” My voice shook with need. “Get her back on the lift.”
With a deep grunt, Darren slipped out of her and pulled her up by the back of her harness. Shayne stumbled, weak-kneed, but Darren held her, leading her back to the lift and attaching the hooks. I pulled my shirt off and strode toward them, aware of Shayne’s yearning gaze on me. Darren busied himself, grating his teeth over her neck and kneading her arse in his hands. I moved in front of her, teasing her clit and she sucked in a breath. Her lips pursed and a nervous look moved over her features.
“What’s wrong? Tell me.”
Shayne shifted against Darren’s touch and looked up at me through her lashes. “Are you sure you want this?”
“I want this.” I stroked her breast, her stomach. “I want ya.”
She bit her lip and those beautiful brown eyes searched mine “Really?”
I didn’t answer her. Instead I kissed her again and reached my other hand down to her thighs. A moment later I thrust myself inside her, my arms hooked under her knees, holding her up. She rolled her head back and Darren’s mouth moved over the side of her outstretched neck with a low feral groan, his own lust for Shayne echoing my own.
Shayne’s chest heaved and a small trickle of sweat ran between her breasts. I ran my tongue between them, licking the saltiness from her skin and her body trembled under my touch. Darren brushed his lips over her neck again and I growled against her skin.
“Kiss him.”
Shayne’s eyes darted to me in question and I thrust into her in response, my own gaze burning into her. She turned her head and Darren caught her mouth with his in a slow, savage kiss. Her muscles tightened around me in reaction and heat rolled low in my stomach. I dragged my teeth over one clamp and gave it a tug before biting on it, releasing her nipple. She whimpered against his lips and I repeated the move on her other nipple, letting the clamps clatter to the floor.
“Ya want this, Shayne. Don’t ya? “ I whispered against her ear as her lips broke free from Darren’s. She nodded.
“Say it, Shayne. Ya want us both inside ya, don’t ya?”
“Yes…please. Sir.” Her mouth trembled. Darren kissed her shoulder and his arms moved behind her before he tossed a bottle of lube on the tool chest. With a groan, Darren pushed himself into her arse and she fell forward, pressing her forehead against my shoulder. Darren slid his hands under her thighs and bit the back of her neck, working himself inside her.
“Doing okay there, sweetheart?” Darren asked, his voice low and breathy. Shayne nodded, her forehead still pressed against me. He let out a laugh and moved his hips, thrusting deeper. I countered his movements with my own thrust and Shayne let out a pitiful murmur against my skin.
“Look at me.” I told her.
Shayne rolled her head back against Darren’s chest, her own heaving with exertion. She looked at me through drowsy slits, her brown eyes barely visible through her dark lashes. Her eyes were unfocused, washed over in hedonistic bliss. She was breathtaking, a force of nature that I couldn’t deny. She pressed her lips together to suppress a moan but I slammed into her, forcing it out, needing the sound.
“No. I want ta hear ya moan, I want ta hear ya scream. Don’t hold back.” I crushed my lips against hers as a shudder ran through me, the kiss a frenzied mix of lips, tongue, and teeth. Darren slid his arms out from under her thighs and around her torso, pulling her back against him as a deep gasp threatened to break his restraint.
He dug his nails into the fabric of her corset, and bit down hard on her shoulder. The metal chains clanked as he drove into her with a low grunt and I pulled my lips away from her, nudging her cheek with mine.
Without a word she turned her mouth to his and kissed him again. I pressed my lips against her ear as my own moan joined the chorus. She bucked her hips forward and her muscles squeezed tight around my cock. She tried to do the same with her thighs, but I held them higher, driving into her as I picked up the pace.
“Come, Shayne.” I rasped, nearly there myself. “Come fer me, love.”
She did, and it ran through the three of us like a shockwave. I dug my fingers into her thighs as my body strained with release. My mouth found whatever part of her I could and latched on with lips and teeth. Darren let out a series of deep-throated grunts behind her and pressed into her, crushing her against me. Her whole body shook and heaved between us and she cried out—his name, my name, possibly several saints and deities. I let go of her legs and they clamped around my waist, pulling me in deeper as I rode out the tremors of my own body. Darren kissed her, deep and languid as he moaned. Her lips broke free from his and I caught them with mine, my moans echoing hers…and his. Our sounds mixed together and our bodies melded around her, lost in the sea of pleasure that consumed us, drowning us in their depths.
My legs trembled beneath me as I came back down and my calves twitched like I’d just run a marathon. I supposed in a way that wasn’t far-fetched. Darren slid out of her, struggling for breath, and unhooked her from the lift. I wrapped my arms around her and carried her to a sofa in the corner, carefully undoing her restraints. She rolled over as I moved to undo the arm binder and she pressed her face into the leather cushions. With her arms free, I pulled her against me. Warm tears dripped down my chest and I turned her face to mine.
“What’s wrong?”
She laughed, giddy. “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong. I’m just…” She broke into giggles again and I grinned, amused. This had been what she was talking about. That feeling she’d said she’d felt when Darren had first dominated her. A different kind of high.
Darren held a bottle of water out to her and an amused smile crossed his lips.
“She’s fine. Just fine.” He brushed a few damp strands from her face and planted a soft kiss on her forehead, settling himself behind her.
“That was…I can’t…he told…” Shayne blinked, trying to pull her words into a coherent sentences and failing horribly. She burrowed her face against my chest, her mass of black hair covering her face. I held her close, kissing the top of her head as another giggle shook her and tickled the hairs on my chest. Darren stroked her back and appraised me with a curious look. I could only nod in response, exhaustion settling in with Shayne’s body already relaxing against mine.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
There’s a War Inside Me
I didn’t remember leaving the club, or getting in my car for that matter. Darren’s lips brushed my cheek and I heard him whisper a goodbye, then I drifted into blissful sleep once more. A short while later, a pair of strong arms lifted me out of the car and the smell of cedar hit my nose. I peered one eye open and Kieran smiled down at me. 
“You okay to walk?” He asked. I nodded and he placed me on me feet. I was in the dress from earlier with Kieran’s jacket over me. He grinned, watching me teeter toward my apartment building. “A little worn out?”
I nodded and flashed him a drowsy grin. His hand pressed against my lower back and we slowly made our way up to my apartment. He fished my key out of his pocket and held the door for me. My alarm clock blinked four in the morning in the dark apartment as we stumbled inside. Kieran locked the door and came up behind me, rubbing my back.
“That was quite a night.”
“Yeah, it was.” I let out a tired laugh and he pulled the jacket off my shoulders.
“Let’s get ya ta bed, hmm?”
I nodded, too exhausted to do anything else. Too exhausted to care that he might spend the night. Kieran lifted my dress over my head and discarded it on the floor, then made quick work of unfastening my corset. It fell away and he nudged me toward my bed with a gentle kiss on my shoulder. I let myself fall against the mattress and pressed my face against the pillows as another wave of drowsiness rolled over me. The bed shifted behind me and Kieran slid his hand over my leg. He unlaced my boots and let them drop to the floor one by one with a soft thunk, then went still.
“Shayne, did ya like it?”
The uncertainty in his voice pulled me out of whatever exhaustion I felt. I rolled onto my back and looked up at his dark form, unsure what to say. I knew Darren had suggested it, that he’d told him about my fantasy. But was that the only reason he’d done it?
“I did…did you?”
“I…yeah, I did.” Still, something sounded off in his voice.
“Did it bother you that you enjoyed it?”
He let out a soft laugh and his shoulders eased slightly. “No. I thought it would, but no. It’s so strange.”
I sat up on my elbows, now thoroughly interested in his train of thought. “What is?”
“You, and your little world. I never thought I’d do any of these things. Or be as turned on by them as I am. I thought…”
His voice trailed off and I tilted my head at him. “What?”
“I…well when Darren brought it up, I thought it would only bring back thoughts of what happened…with Kendall.” His words were hesitant and a small knot formed in my chest at the mention of her. “It wasn’t though.” Kieran added, knowing where my own thoughts were.
“C’mere.” I pulled him down on the bed with me and kissed him, wanting to feel his warmth against my skin again. Kieran tugged his shirt off and chucked his boots and pants, then laid down next to me. His body curled around mine and we fit together perfectly. I eased myself back against him, reveling in his naked flesh. He slid his hand over my hip and a content sigh tickled my ear as he nuzzled his face against my neck.
“It’s hard ta explain,” he continued with his previous thoughts, “but even as I was just watching ya with him, I felt like it was me inside ya, touchin’ ya and kissin’ ya. And watchin’ the pleasure wash over yer face as he touched ya, knowin’ that ya wanted me ta touch ya too…Jayhsus, I nearly lost it from that alone.” He grew noticeably hard as he talked and an answering warmth pooled between my legs.
“I liked watching you too.” I admitted. “Seeing that hunger in your eyes as you touched yourself…”
My own words drifted off with Kieran’s gentle thrust. His cock pulsed against my ass and his large warm hand slid down my hip. He kissed my shoulder, gentle but wanting.
“Ya said doin’ those things, feeling that pain and pleasure gives ya a different kind of high, aye?”
“Yeah.” I sighed, closing my eyes and savoring the feel of his touch. He slid his hand between my thighs, shifting his hips and positioning himself so his shaft rubbed against me, teasing my entrance. Then, ever so slowly, he entered me, pressing his lips against my ear.
“That’s how I feel every time I’m with ya.”


“Good morning, beautiful.” Kieran’s breath tickled my bare shoulder and I grinned. His arms wrapped around me and pulled me back against him.
“Morning.” I turned over, pressing my cheek against his chest. “Sleep okay?”
“Mmm, with ya in my arms, yes.” A broad grin stretched across his lips and my face flushed.
With me in his arms? 
I swallowed hard and pulled him down to me, kissing his lips so he didn’t see the look on my face. What did he mean by that? Suddenly, more words drifted back to me from last night, a soft longing whisper that set a cold feeling in my stomach.
That’s how I feel every time I’m with ya.
“Ya okay?”
“Hmm? Yeah. Sorry. I was just going to take a shower.”
“Can I join ya?”
I wanted to tell him no. I needed space. The feeling of waking up with him holding me was nice, but with things still unresolved with his wife I knew not to get comfortable. What am I thinking? It was just a simple statement. We’re just having fun.
“Shayne, yer bein’ quiet.”
“Sorry…was just thinking about my appointment today. Going to be a long one. Come on, let’s get that shower.”
I pushed the covers off and untangled myself from him, taking a short breath. Last night had been amazing. I’d never told anyone but Darren about my fantasies. I would have thought Kieran would be revolted by my desires considering what happened with Kendall…but he wasn’t. And he did that…for me? When we’d come back to my apartment, I’d been so swept up by everything that had happened. But in the light of day, things were a bit clearer. Why would he do that for me? Kieran’s hands slid over my shoulders, breaking me from my thoughts. I jumped and he quickly withdrew his touch.
“Shayne?”
“Come on, before the water gets cold.” I pushed the shower curtain back and stepped in. Kieran frowned, but followed in behind me. The warm stream of water felt good on my skin and it calmed my nerves, if only a little. Kieran moved closer and slid his hands around my waist.
“God, yer so beautiful. Do ya know that?”
He traced my hips with his fingertips and kissed the curve of my neck. His heavy breaths were warm and soothing against my skin, but I froze up. No, they didn’t mean anything. They were just words. He was just talking. Last night was just us having fun again.
“Shayne?”
I turned around, a smile across my lips and pulled him to me, giving him a deep, sensuous kiss. His body relaxed, and he backed me against the tiled wall. See? Just sex and good old reliable lust, I told myself.
He laughed, a deep husky noise, and ran his hand between my legs.
“We won’t be able ta leave this shower if ya keep kissing me like that.”
“Didn’t get enough last night?”
“I don’t think I could ever get enough of ya.” He swept in to kiss me again, but I slid out of his grip.
“Kier, quit talking like that.”
“Like what?”
“Waking up with me in your arms? Not able to get enough of me? You’re making it sound like there’s more to what we’re doing here.”
Kieran stepped back, a wounded look in his eyes. “I didn’t mean anything. It’s just…I like ya Shayne.”
I pressed my hand against the wall to steady myself, a sudden rush of lightheadedness making me sway.
“I like you too, Kier…but this was just us having fun. We both know that. I mean, you still have to deal with your wife and—”
He edged me back against the wall, and the dizziness came back tenfold. “I sent her divorce papers.”
“What?” My voice came out in an insignificant squeak and he tilted my face up to his.
“I sent them. Yesterday. Whatever this is between us…I want ta see where it goes. Don’t ya?”
He leaned in, but I turned my face away and squeezed my eyes shut.
“No. No I don’t.”
A heavy whoosh of breath left him and I kept my eyes closed. I couldn’t bear to look at him.
“Really, Shayne? That’s really how ya feel?”
I forced my eyes open, but didn’t look in his. “You know I don’t do relationships.”
Kieran’s lips twisted, angry and hurt. “I know…I just thought—”
“You thought wrong. I’m not that kind of girl.” My tone came out harsh and Kieran winced, instantly mixing guilt with the unsettled feeling in my gut.
He backed away, jaw clenched and fist balled at his sides. I looked up at him finally, but this time, he was the one avoiding my gaze.
“I think I should probably go.”
“I think that’s best.”
“I’ll just grab my things and head ta Niall’s.” He said and stepped out of the shower. I listened as he dried himself off. An ache pulled at my chest and I wanted to tell him to stop, to come back in here with me and stay. But the words wouldn’t come. Was I scared? No. I was the first woman he’d slept with after finding his wife cheating. I was a rebound. Something new, shiny, and exciting to play with. It wasn’t like it never happened to me other times. Before I met Darren, I’d always fallen for it. People convince you that they want more, that they want you, but they always fall through. My own mother made promises to me, and look where that relationship went. No, this was better. We needed space. Given time, he would realize his notions of pursuing a relationship with me were nothing more than a lust-filled fantasy. I did the right thing…didn’t I?
The front door opened and shut without so much as a goodbye. I let out a breath, even as tears stung my eyes. He was mad…but this was better. Better to let him go now than hurt him later. I finished my shower, scrubbing my face and body, trying not to think about him. Don’t be stupid, Shayne. You did the right thing.
I wrapped a towel around myself and tried not to look at the used towel hanging over the hook on the door. My heart clenched and I hurried out of the bathroom, but stopped when my gaze fell on my discarded boots. The ones he’d taken off of me. The corset he’d unlaced still lay in a heap. The crumpled bedsheets lay tangled on the bed and the pillows were still indented from our resting heads, evidence of our presence there. And I knew, more likely than not, his pillow still held his woodsy scent.
Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I walked over to the bed and lifted his pillow to my face, breathing him in. Another painful squeeze made my chest ache and I winced as Darren’s voice echoed in my head.
“What are you afraid of, Shayne?”
“Nothing.”
Thwack!
“Don’t lie to me, Shayne. There’s a reason you come here every night lately. It’s him. Just admit it.”
“No.”
Thwack!
“Why don’t you just sleep with the guy if he drives you this crazy?”
“Because.”
Thwack!
“That’s not an answer. Tell me what you’re afraid of.”
“Him.”
Thwack!
“What scares you about him?”
“I think I might like him.”
Why had the thought of having feelings for Kieran scared me? What’s more, why did the thought of him having feelings for me terrify me even more? I’d hid behind the fact that things were still unresolved with his wife. Convinced myself that as long as that was there, this was only a physical thing. But last night, after we came back here, it wasn’t. He hadn’t shoved me down against the mattress, he hadn’t bitten me, or spanked me or anything else. He’d made love to me. I’d felt it, and I knew he must have too. Still, in my mind that invisible wall was up. I was safe. There were still reasons to deny what it was. Or so I thought.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
Change of Heart
Still wrapped in a towel, I sat on my bed staring at the door. A couple hours had passed and I hadn’t moved. It wasn’t as if Kieran would come strolling back in any minute. I’d told him to leave. I’d shoved him away. 
I’d gotten what I wanted.
No. I wanted Kieran.
Fuck, what am I doing?
Without further thought, I pulled myself off the bed. My body moved on automatic, my nerves strung tight like a bow. I didn’t want Kieran’s body or Kieran’s domination. I wanted him and I needed to tell him that. Now.
My hair was nearly dry now. The ends were still wet and clinging to my back, but I didn’t have time to dry it. I grabbed a skirt off the floor and scoured my laundry basket for a bra and a shirt before slipping on a pair of boots. I gave myself a hasty appraisal in the mirror and frowned, but I didn’t want to take any more time getting over there.
Grabbing my keys I hurried downstairs to my car. My mind drifted back to last night and the early morning hours. He’d held me, kissed me slow and sweet. Our bodies had moved together in a gentle, fluid motion, both of us weighed down with exhaustion but still wanting. I’d never made love like that. Emotions welled up inside me, and in the dark, I’d pretended they weren’t there. But I was right. Things were much clearer in the light of day. Unfortunately, so were my fears and weaknesses.
I parked in front of Niall’s apartment and flipped the mirror open on my car visor. My terrified brown eyes stared back at me. I put on a little eyeliner and lipstick with shaky hands and ran my fingers through my hair, trying to look a little more presentable. Still, I couldn’t convince myself to get out of the car. I just sat there staring back at my reflection, fists squeezing the steering wheel.
What are you afraid of, Shayne? Darren’s words echoed in my ears.
Just do this, I told myself. Kieran’s a good guy. Quit pushing him away. There’s nothing to be scared of.
I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, but it did nothing to calm the heavy thump in my chest. I needed to do this. After a few more minutes I managed to pry myself out of my Thunderbird and made my way into Niall’s building. I had no idea what I’d say to Kieran when I saw him.
By the time I reached Niall’s apartment door my stomach was doing enough somersaults that I doubted any coherent speech would be possible. I smiled to myself thinking of the last time I was here. When Kieran had slipped and cracked his head open, all because of stupid lube. A nervous giggle escaped me. He really had a lot to learn still, but I wanted to be there with him as he learned it.
Another deep breath and I knocked on the door. I heard footsteps inside and a moment later the door swung open. Kieran stood there, wide-eyed.
“Shayne? What are ya doin’ here?”
“I, um…” My courage faltered and I looked down at my shoes.
“What are you afraid of, Shayne?”
“Nothing.”
Thwack!
“Shayne?” Kieran frowned at me. I pulled his face down to mine and kissed him before I could lose my nerve. I wrapped my arms around him, willing his lips to move with mine. But they didn’t. His whole body was rigid, his shoulders tense.
“Shayne…”
I pulled back from him and that’s when I saw her. A picturesque blond perched on the couch with a long cascade of wavy curls that could only come from a set of hot rollers.
“Who’s that?”
“I’m his wife, now care to say who the fuck you are?” Her cold blue eyes appraised me with a look of disdain before she turned her attention to Kieran. “Well?”
“Shayne’s a…friend.” Kieran gave me an sideways glance. I wanted to feel hurt by that, but what was I to him exactly? I wasn’t his girlfriend…or anything more. I’d made that clear this morning, hadn’t I?
Kendall stood and let out a little huff. “Right. A friend. More like fuck buddy. Sorry about ruining your plans with my sudden appearance but I needed to speak with my husband. If you could just shut the door on your way out that would be great.”
I stepped back but Kieran grabbed my wrist. “Shayne, I didn’t know she’d show up. And as far as I’m concerned she was just leavin’.”
“Wow dear, gotten ballsy since I last saw you. I like it.” Kendall stepped toward us and Kieran pulled me behind him as if she was a venomous snake. That wouldn’t be that far off from the things I’d heard about her.
“Ya need ta leave, Kendall. I’ve got nothin’ else ta say ta ya.”
She blinked, and tears formed in the corners of her eyes. Manipulative didn’t even start to describe her.
“Is she the reason you refuse to talk to me? Found some two-bit slut to run around with and now I’m nothing to you?”
“Don’t feckin’ call her that. Not after what ya did. Just go.”
“No. I needed to talk to you. I made a mistake.”
I rolled my eyes and caught the sharp glance she gave me as Kieran scrubbed a hand over his face in exasperation.
“Ya feckin’ cheated on me. I don’t even know how many times or how many men ya screwed behind my back. What do ya want me ta say? All’s fine? All’s forgiven?”
Her bottom lip trembled, no doubt for added effect, and a tear rolled down her cheek.
“I want you to give me a second chance. I want you to give us a second chance. I took you for granted and I’m sorry.”
God, she was so full of shit. Kieran had to see that. At least I hoped he did.
His grip on my wrist tightened and I heard the slow breath blow past his lips before anger exploded in his voice. “Dammit, do ya know how much ya fecked with my head leavin’ like ya did? I loved ya and ya ripped my feckin’ heart out! I don’t want ta go through that again. I won’t.”
She threw herself at him, forcing him to let go of me as he caught her by the arms. “I’m sorry, Kier. I love you.” She sobbed full force against his chest and a small crack in his otherwise stony composure surfaced.
 A tight knot swelled in my gut and I fought the urge to interfere. No, this was between them. I couldn’t do that.
“The feck’s she doin’ here?” Niall’s voice came from the open door, a deep scowl—not unlike Kieran’s—etched across his face. Kendall gave him a helpless look then returned her gaze to Kieran for help.
Kieran let go of her elbows and his own scowl softened as he looked at his younger brother. “She came ta talk ta me.”
Niall snorted, giving Kendall a disparaging look. “Feck the cheatin’ bitch, what’s there ta talk about aside from her feckin’ every man in Cali?”
“Fuck you, Niall!” Kendall’s tears came in another uncontrolled wave and Kieran had to hold her back.
“Oh, ya goin’ ta hit me fer callin’ it like I see it? Go on, love! I won’t hit a lady, but since we all know yer certainly not one, I’m willing ta make an exception.”
“Enough!” I jumped, startled by the loud boom of Kieran’s voice and took a step back.
“No, why the feck would ya even waste yer breath on her, Kier? She’s a feckin’ whore—”
Kieran’s hand clamped on his brother’s arm, roughly tugging him toward the front. “Outside! Now!” He growled, and for a moment I thought another scuffle was about to break out. From my vantage point I saw both of them gesturing wildly down by the stairs, their muffled argument unintelligible. I felt Kendall’s gaze boring into me and turned my attention to her, letting my features smooth into an unreadable expression.
“So how long have you been fucking my husband? Hmm? You did know he was still married, didn’t you?”
I clenched my jaw and gave her a faint nod. “And when you fucked five guys, you knew you were still married, didn’t you?”
Her lips twisted with anger and her nostrils flared in a rather unladylike expression. I couldn’t help the small smirk that crossed my lips with the ounce of satisfaction I got from it. She quickly recovered with an undignified huff and pulled herself up straight, crossing her arms over her chest once again as she appraised me with a smug look.
“You do know he’s going to listen to me, don’t you? I know Kieran.”
“And so do I. Probably better than you do.”
She let out a laugh and turned up her nose at me. “Just because you’ve had my husband’s cock inside you doesn’t mean you know him. We’ve been together for over six years. Married for five of those. I know how to make him do whatever I want. I’ve got him wrapped around my finger.”
“So you think being a manipulative bitch is something to be proud of? Do you even really love him, or is it just that you don’t have someone taking care of your pampered ass anymore?”
Kendall smiled at that. A cold-hearted look that gave me my answer.
“It doesn’t matter, does it? All I’ve got to do is turn on the waterworks and he’s mine.”
Disbelief and anger boiled over and before I could stop myself, my fist connected with her jaw, sending her stumbling back. She caught herself on the arm of the couch and swung back around, grabbing my hair, and sending me off balance. I tried to catch myself, but missed. My face caught the corner of the coffee table and split open the skin over my cheekbone with a searing sting, dazing me momentarily. Kendall huffed in satisfaction and I swung back around ready to lunge at her once more.
“Whoa! What the feck is goin’ on in here?” Kieran came between us, hauling me up by the waist to stop me.
“She hit me!” Kendall wailed, holding the side of her face.
“And from the looks of it, ya hit her too!” Kieran ignored her, fuming as he snatched a take-out napkin off the coffee table and pressed it to my bleeding cheek. “Ya alright, Shayne?”
I started to speak, but Kendall let out another little huff.
 “She hit me while I’m carrying your child!”
Kieran froze, turning his attention to her.
“What?”
“I’m pregnant…and I know it’s yours. I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else at that time.”
The color drained from Kieran’s face. His hands dropped away from me and a sinking feeling settled in my gut. I held the napkin to my swelling cheek, glaring at her.
“She’s a liar. What’s it been? Four months? Why isn’t she showing yet?”
Kieran glanced at her stomach, then me, his own war of emotions pulling at his features.
“Why aren’t ya showin’?” He asked.
Kendall huffed and pushed her hair out of her face, glaring at me once more. “Unlike some of us, women don’t always show as fast as others…though I’m sure with your fat ass, you would.”
“You fucking—” Niall’s arms were around my waist, lifting me off the floor so that all I managed was a pitiful flailing of limbs as I lunged for her. She flashed me a satisfied smirk that only set my blood boiling. Then with a poised air of satisfaction, she pulled something out of her purse. An ultrasound.
“There…not lying. That’s your baby. Remember? The child you always talked about wanting, Kier? We were happy once…we could be again. You, me, and our baby.”
Kieran took the paper from her and his mouth fell open. His shoulders slumped and I saw the look of defeat move through his eyes. My heart dropped into my stomach. I was right. I did know Kieran. He was sweet, loving, and loyal to a fault. But Kendall knew him too, and as she’d said, they had a history. He had a past with this woman and had loved her for years. And if she was pregnant with his child, then he wouldn’t abandon her. The sad, heartbreaking look he gave me only confirmed my suspicions. Just like that, the fight went out of me. I leaned back into Niall for support and he held me tighter as her words struck me hard.
The child you always wanted.
That was one thing I hadn’t known about Kieran…and one thing I could never give him. He’d known that too. Kendall certainly had me there—if she was even really pregnant.
“She’s lying. She has to be.” My voice was weak, more filled with disbelief than outrage this time.
“Excuse me? I’ve got the proof right here.” Kendall snatched the ultrasound out of Kieran’s hand and waved it in my face triumphantly.
“Kendall, stop! Can ya give us a minute?” Kieran caught her wrist and pulled her back.
She smoothed her blouse and smiled at him, before giving me one last scouring stare. “Fine. I’ll just go start packing your things.”
Kieran winced, watching her go down the hall and Niall let go of me, stepping out of the apartment to give us privacy.
“She’s just using you.” I whispered, tears pooling in my own eyes.
“But, she’s pregnant. Ya know I can’t just…”
“Yes, you could. You could stay here with me and…” And what could I offer him? Not a child. Hell the thought of being his girlfriend was terrifying enough, let alone my inability to have a child.
“It’s my child, Shayne. I have ta try.”
I grabbed his hand, pressing it against my uninjured cheek as more tears escaped. “Please, Kieran. She doesn’t love you. She just wants to control you.”
Kieran’s lips pressed together and he brushed his thumb against my cheek, frowning at the injury.
“I’m sorry, Shayne.” His voice broke and tears glistened in his eyes.
I wanted to tell him more. That she didn’t love him, but I did…or I could if he’d just stay. But they lodged in my throat as I drowned in his pale blue eyes.
“Don’t go, Kier.” I pleaded. Kieran let out a sigh, and leaned forward, planting a soft kiss on my forehead before he let go of me.
“I have to go.” He whispered. I went for the door as calmly as possible, ignoring the swelling pain in my cheek and in my chest. The door closed behind me, and all at once the emotions came rushing up. I choked off a sob and shoved past Niall standing next to the stairs. He tried to stop me, but I was halfway down the first flight already. I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t want comfort. All I wanted was to get to the safety of my car and get as far away from here as possible.
What are you afraid of, Shayne?
That things might be different this time. 
But they weren’t.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
Denial and Dartboards
It had been a week since Kieran left. I went about my life, much like I had been before he walked into it. But I didn’t feel as if I was really there. My brain was on auto-pilot. I smiled and joked with my clients as they came and went, but I didn’t really feel anything. I couldn’t. 
If I did, then I’d have to admit how upset I was about Kieran going back to Kendall. And as a result of that, I’d have to admit how idiotic I was for thinking he would stay. The last month with him had been unreal. I’d felt connected somehow. But that’s all it had been. A month. Not years together, not even a relationship. We weren’t boyfriend and girlfriend. We weren’t even dating. We were fucking. That was all. There weren’t any stupid, senseless emotions attached. Certainly not love.
Just the memory of my previous hopes formed a lump in my throat. No, I wasn’t going to do this. I wasn’t going to cry over Kieran. He’d made his choice. The need to be there for his child and wife outweighed any feelings he might have had for me…and could I really blame him for that? No, and crying would be giving voice to that stupid, selfish hope. Even if Kendall was a stupid bitch.
“What are ya doin’, Shayne?” Liam’s voice pulled my gaze away from the lightbox where a half-drawn stencil lay. I looked up at him and forced a friendly smile, hoping he didn’t catch the mist in my gaze. I didn’t need any more shit from Liam about this either, though surprisingly he’d been uncharacteristically quiet about the whole ordeal.
“I was just working on something for an appointment later this week.”
“Oh,” he flashed me an awkward, half-hearted smile and took a tentative step toward me. “Look, I was just thinkin’. It’s been a while since we went out fer a drink and just hung out. Ya want ta go ta Finley’s with me?” Liam asked with a hopeful look, and as an afterthought added, “I already invited Niall. He’ll meet us there.”
I relaxed some and smiled a bit more genuinely this time. “Sure that would be nice. I’m ready to go when you are.”
Liam’s lips relaxed into a similar smile and he nodded for me to follow him out. “We can take my car, if that’s okay with you. I can always drive ya back ta yers later.”
I paused for a moment, feeling a little uncertain. Neither of us had said a thing about what had happened between us—the horribly awkward kiss and the blowout in the middle of the shop. And admittedly both of us had been avoiding each other quite a bit since, given the situation with Kieran. Now though, there was no Kieran, and I missed my friend. Maybe we could get back to that at least. I nodded to him, slid into the passenger’s side of his car, and ten minutes later we were parked in front of the pub. Niall was already waiting for us out front and his grin widened when he saw me.
“Liam didn’t say ya were joinin’ us. First rounds on me.” He winked at me with a mischievous look in his eyes. I laughed but felt a small pang at the sight of him. Of the three brothers, he and Kieran held a closer resemblance to each other, even in some of their mannerisms. I’d never known that until I’d met Kieran, but now their similarities were painfully obvious.
No. Not going to think about him, I told myself. Niall noticed my stiffened posture and his pale blue eyes—so much like Kieran’s—searched mine.
“Ya doin’ alright, Shayne?”
“Never better.”
Niall’s lips thinned into a frown, but he didn’t push it. He knew better. Instead he grabbed three drinks from the bartender. “Here.” He pushed a pint into my hands, his eyes still searching mine.
“Thanks.” I took a sip and looked away from him. He knew what I refused even to admit to myself. But I wouldn’t do that now. Not in front of him and Liam. “Both of us knew what this was. We were just messing around, and now it’s over. I’m fine.”
“Niall, leave her alone. We’re hanging out. Having fun. Remember?” Liam pushed in front of his brother, grabbing his drink off the bar and flashed me a smile. I smiled back, happy to see the hints of old Liam returning.
“Fine. A game of pool? Darts?” Niall shrugged, giving up any further questions for the moment.
“Darts, since there’s the three of us.” Liam took my arm and pulled me to the other side of the room, grabbing the darts from the board.
Gently, I pulled my arm away. “I’ll just watch you two for a bit. I haven’t had nearly enough to drink yet.”
A line formed on Liam’s brow but he gave me a nod and I settled onto a nearby stool to watch them. Niall strode over, eyeing me then the dartboard.
“So, loser buys the next round then?”
Liam nodded with a grin that said it probably wouldn’t be him buying the next round and I shook my head at them. I watched them start in on their game but my mind quickly wandered elsewhere. Right back to Kieran. I’d had no problems separating feelings and sex before. What changed? Why him? Why did I care? Why did the thought of him with her make my heart twist into a painful knot? I shook my head, decisively grabbed my pint, draing the glass, and let it clank onto the table.
“Jayhsus, Shayne.” Niall blinked at me as the dart left his hand and stuck into the wall several inches from the target. Liam followed his gaze, looking down at my empty glass, then me.
“I’m fine.” I shrugged, forcing my lips into another smile and slipping off of the barstool. “I’m going to get another drink. They both studied me with concern, then turned their attention back to the dartboard. By the time I wandered back another drink later, Liam was beaming a triumphant smirk at his younger brother and nodding toward the bar.
“Go on, then. Fer all three of us.” He wiggled a playful eyebrow at me. “Feel like playin’ now?”
“I’m not very good. You know that.”
He took another swig of beer and grinned into his pint. “Oh, ya’ve just not done it in a while. C’mere.” He waved me over to him. Conceding, I put my drink on a nearby table and walked over to him. Liam gave me a warm smile, whether it was from a couple beers or from us hanging out again I wasn’t sure. Still, it lifted my mood, if only a little.
“Alright, stand here.” Liam grabbed my hips, turning me so that I was facing the dartboard. He plucked three darts from the board and placed one in my hand. I held it up and he shook his head. “No, yer grippin’ it too hard. Hold it like this.” He adjusted my grip on the dart so I held it nice and loose then came around behind me, placing a gentle hand on my elbow, and another on my hip.
I looked over my shoulder, raising an eyebrow at him. “Okay, now what?”
“Well, first ya keep yer eye on the target.” He teased. “Concentrate on a spot and aim fer it. Keep as little of yer hand touchin’ the dart so ya get a clean release and only move yer arm. Not yer shoulder, or yer hips.”
I nodded, took a few breaths, and let the dart fly. It stuck itself in the wall a foot away and Liam let out an amused grunt behind me.
I gave him a light jab with my elbow that only made him giggle.
“Don’t laugh at me! I told you I’m bad.”
“Oh come on. Just try again.” He snorted and attempted to wipe the amused look from his face. I spun back around, not letting him see my own amusement, and picked up another dart. That one barely hit the board.
“See? Much better. One more.” He nudged me. I smiled to myself and grabbed the other dart. For the first time in a week I wasn’t thinking about Kieran and enjoying the company of my best friend once more. I closed my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, then threw the last dart. It landed right on the bull’s eye. I spun around, eyes wide in amazement, and let out a squeal.
“See, yer not so bad. Just needed a little help. Try a few more throws?” He plucked the darts from the board and brought them back to me. “I’ll even stand over here. So ya better not miss the board again.” Liam leaned against the wall with a coy grin.
“Fine, but if you end up with a dart in your arm, don’t blame me. And where the hell did Niall go? I thought he was bringing more drinks.
Liam glanced past me and shook his head. “Talkin’ ta some chick. Figures. Throw yer darts and I’ll grab us some beers since that arsehole is slackin’.”
“Deal.” I lifted one of the darts up and concentrated on the target, aware of the way Liam was watching me. One after the other, each dart stuck into the target. Not in the bull’s eye, but not too far off either. Feeling rather pleased with myself I strode toward the dartboard to pluck them back out and Liam came up behind me, putting an arm around my shoulder.
“See yer not so bad at it.”
“Yeah, well you’re a pretty good teacher. I guess.”
Liam let out a grunt and I leaned my head on his shoulder, closing my eyes and relaxing against him. I was glad to have my friend back. Things felt almost normal.
“Shayne.” Liam’s voice lowered and his fingers brushed my cheek. Alarms went off in my head and I opened my eyes to see that yearning look in his eyes again.
“Liam,” I put a hand on his chest to stop him, but he backed me against the wall and kissed me. For a moment, I didn’t want to fight it. Liam cared about me, Liam wanted to be with me. Things would be easier, being with someone like him. I kissed him back, wanting to feel something, hoping to feel that spark. But there was nothing. Slowly, I pulled away.
“Liam, I’m sorry.”
“Don’t. Please don’t.” His lips pressed against mine once more but it was no use. I pulled out of his grasp, unable to look at him.
“I’m sorry,” I repeated, knowing it didn’t soften the blow at all. Liam’s posture stiffened and his jaw jutted out, angry and hurt.
“Why not? I actually care about you.”
His words slammed me in the gut. Or rather the words he didn’t say did. He actually cared about me…and Kieran didn’t.
“I need to go.”
“Shayne, I didn’t mean it like that.” He grabbed my arm but I wrenched free and started for the door.
“Shayne, where ya goin’?” Niall tried to stop me as I passed the bar but I didn’t answer him either. I didn’t look back as I barreled out of the pub. Tears burned my eyes and I wiped at my face, not paying attention to where I was going. I just wanted to get away from that pub. Away from anyone with the last name Donovan. He was right. Kieran didn’t care about me. But I cared about him.
“Such an idiot. God, I’m such an idiot!” More tears blurred my vision. I tried to blink them away and crashed into someone, knocking them down. I wiped my face to see a man pulling himself off the ground. No, not just a man. My client, Ian.
“Shayne, fancy bumping into you?” He joked, but the amusement quickly drained from his face as he took in my distraught appearance. “You alright?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” I nodded, even as a few more tears escaped.
Ian frowned and nodded toward Finley’s. “Want to grab a drink? Talk about it?”
“No. That’s the last place I want to be right now.”
“Well, where do you want to go? I can take you.”
“It’s okay. I’ll just get a cab.” I shook my head and backed toward the curb, but he grabbed my wrist.
“Please? I’m going to worry about you all night if you don’t let me at least see that you get somewhere safe.”
Against my own good sense, I met his worried gaze. “Okay.” I mumbled. A sweet smile crossed his lips and he slid his hand over mine, gently leading me around the corner to a small black hatchback. He opened the passenger side door for me then climbed in the driver’s seat.
“Where to?” One hazel eye peered at me from the other side of the car.
“Just back to the Knotted Needle. I left my Thunderbird there.”
He nodded and started the car without any further questions. We drove in comfortable silence back to the shop. With as much as Ian always flirted with me, I expected more, at least a couple questions, but maybe he really did just wanted to make sure I got home safe. He pulled into the alley and parked the car next to mine, then turned to me. My grip on the door handle tightened but he didn’t move closer.
“Look, whatever’s going on, you don’t have to talk to me about it. But you could if you wanted to. I don’t have any appointments earlier in the day tomorrow…you know, if you wanted to come in for that back piece you always talk about letting me do. Maybe a little you time would help.”
I studied him and my hand relaxed some. “Maybe I will. I think I need a break from this place. Even just for a day.” I sighed and looked up at the building. Mine and Liam’s shop. We’d bought this place together. No, I didn’t want to see it tomorrow. Or Liam. He probably didn’t want to see me either after what happened tonight.
“Come by my shop around noon?” Ian gave me a hopeful look. I nodded.
“See you tomorrow, Ian. Thanks for driving me.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
Fresh Wounds, Fresh Ink
I left a message for Liam on the shop’s answering machine before he would be there. No way was I going to try talking to him. I didn’t want to deal with any of that right now. A day off was just what I needed. Snatching a half-smoked joint off the glass ashtray by my bed, I lit it and took a long, slow inhale. I sauntered over to my stereo and put on a Gorillaz album just loud enough that my neighbors wouldn’t feel the need to come over and complain again. Fuck them. Assholes. My neighbors, Kieran, Liam—all of them as far as I was concerned. 
It was only ten in the morning so I had plenty of time before going to Ian’s shop. It was about damn time I did something just for me and I’d been wanting a tattoo from him for a while. Flirations aside, he was a good artist, and if Liam wanted him to come over to our shop, spending some time with the guy didn’t seem like such a bad idea. More than pleased with my plans for the day, I started a warm bath and pulled off the oversized t-shirt I’d slept in. The phone rang as I slipped into the bath but I ignored it, settling myself into the soothing warmth of water and bubbles.
“Shayne, it’s Liam. Please pick up. We need ta talk. I’m sorry about last night. I—”
My answering machine cut off with a well-aimed boot that sent it toppling off its stand. I grinned to myself and laid back against the tub. Nope. Me time. Kindly fuck off, Liam. I finished the joint and discarded it in the trash bin then dunked my head underwater, letting my body completely relax. Once the water started to cool I pulled myself out of the bath and toweled off. Staring at myself in the mirror, I touched a finger to the cut on my cheek. It was nearly healed, just a pink line, but the memory of it was still raw. If I ever got my hands on Kendall again, she’d be sorry she did that, pregnant or not.
By the time I finished getting dressed and dried my hair it was closing in on a quarter ‘til noon. I grabbed my bag and headed downstairs to my car. When I got to Trinity, Ian was lounging on one of the couches watching cartoons. His face lit up when he saw me and he pulled himself up.
“You came! Come on, I already drew up the design for you.” He grabbed my hand and led me toward a room in the back of the shop.
“Really?”
He flashed me a bashful grin, looking rather adorable as he did. “Yeah. Call me an optimist, but I hoped you’d show up.”
“I figured it was time I took a day off. Thanks for driving me to my car last night.”
“Don’t worry about it.” He shrugged and turned around, grabbing a stencil off of the counter and holding it out for me. “What do you think?”
I took the stencil from him and looked over the design, completely speechless. It was gorgeous…and quite huge.
“I tried to make it so it flows down your back…it would probably reach down onto your, um…”
I grinned, watching his cheeks grow red. “My ass?”
“I can make it a little smaller if you want!”
I shook my head, rather amused at his sudden bout of shyness.
“No, the size is good. But do you actually have time to do this all today?”
He beamed at me, recovering quickly. “If you’re up for it, I am.”
“Fine then. Let’s get this stencil on me and see who taps out first.” I winked and pulled my shirt off. I’d worn a bikini top underneath, but I caught Ian’s momentarily stunned expression.
“Oh…that’s clever.” His cheeks flushed red once more and I was aware of his gaze on my hands as I tugged down the back of my shorts. I had to admit I was enjoying this just a little too much.
His gaze sprung up to meet mine as I peered over my shoulder. “That low enough?”
“Um, yeah, that should be good.” Ian swallowed hard behind me, tugging at the bottom string of my top and I found myself grinning again. At least Ian was amusing me. He fumbled with the disinfectant bottle, cursed under his breath, then with a tentative touch, rubbed the liquid down my back. I relaxed at the scent of the disinfectant. I always liked the smell of it. He took his time placing the stencil, gently pressing it against my skin.
He peeled it away and nudged me toward the mirror. “Go on, take a look. Let me know if you like the placement.”
I turned my back to the mirror and peered over my shoulder at it, shifting around to watch its movement.
“I love it.” I looked back at him and he relaxed some.
“Now it’s my turn to torture you, I suppose.” He waggled his eyebrows and wiped down his table.
“I never torture you.” I stuck my tongue out at him and climbed onto the table, still holding my bikini top in place. A mischievous flicker moved through his eyes and I shook my head at him. “It’s not my fault if you have a low pain tolerance.”
He let out a snort, slipped on gloves, and set up his needles and ink. I closed my eyes and laid my head against the headrest, comforted by the sound of him testing his machine. “Ready?” He asked, and I gave him a nod, relaxing against the table. I didn’t even flinch when he pressed the needles to my skin. The dull sting and familiar buzzing lulled me into a haze. Ian hummed softly to the music and my breathing grew heavier.
“Were you seriously sleeping?”
I peered my eye open to find him watching me with an amused grin. I hadn’t even realized I’d fallen asleep until then.
“How long was I asleep?”
“A good thirty minutes. Had a little grin on your face so I didn’t want to wake you.”
“Tattooing relaxes me. Both doing them and getting them.”
He continued his work, one hazel eye peering over at me. “After last night, it seemed you could probably use that.”
“It’s been a rough week.”
“That cut on your face have anything to do with it?” My back tensed at his question and I tried to hide the frown that crossed over my lips.
Ian ducked his head back down and turned his eyes back to the tattoo. “I shouldn’t have asked. Sorry.”
“No, it’s okay. I just had a minor lapse in judgement…about someone.”
I wasn’t sure why I added that last part, perhaps the need just to say what happened without really saying it. Ian nodded, not asking anything more and we settled back into silence, the buzzing of his machine and the low hum of music filling the void. My mind wandered to Kieran again, wondering if he was happy now, back with Kendall. Must be, I thought, closing my eyes from the threat of tears. I certainly haven’t heard from him.


“Kieran, honey? You still working? I thought we could go out for lunch.” I cringed at the sound of Kendall’s voice as she came up the stairs. “Honey?” She poked her head into my office but I didn’t look up from my computer.
“Still working. Not really hungry.”
She let out a heavy sigh, came up behind me, and I slammed my laptop shut before she could see the words on the screen. “What? I can’t read?”
My back tensed and I shrugged out from under her grip. I couldn’t stand for her to touch me. Putting distance between us, I strode toward the window, looking out at nothing in particular.
 “You know I don’t let anyone read what I’m working on. Maybe we can go grab something for dinner later, okay? I just need to get some writing done.”
“Fine. I’ll leave you to your work.” She turned for the door with a saddened look, adding “I love you, Kier.”
I hesitated. I once loved Kendall. At least, I thought I had.
“You too.” I mumbled, not looking away from the window. Her footsteps faded back down the stairs and I closed the door and locked it. After a moment, I went back to my laptop, flipped open the screen once more, and stared at the words. They were all about Shayne.
I still didn’t know why I’d come back here. Because she was pregnant? We didn’t have to be together for the child, but then part of me had felt obligated. After losing my parents at a young age, part of me wanted my child to have both his parents around. But it was obvious now that Kendall and I didn’t have a future. Not anymore. Before, I would have begged her to come back. I would have bent over backwards trying to make this marriage work. Now? Maybe she had gotten it right before…there was no fixing this.
I closed my eyes, thinking about the time I’d spent with Shayne. However brief it was, her memory stuck with me, invading my thoughts at will. Without warning or mercy. Maybe if I hadn’t met her, I would still be that guy that would do anything to be with Kendall. The one that despite how she hurt him, would take her back without hesitation, because he loved her. Even if she didn’t love him back.
Now, however, I only wanted Shayne. Was that why I couldn’t bring myself to reconcile with Kendall? Why I was keeping my distance from her? If the words staring back at me from the screen were any indication, yes, it was because of her. I’d heard people talk about falling out of love with someone, and I always thought it was just a bad excuse, a reason for them to try and find greener pastures without looking like an asshole. Maybe they were telling the truth after all. I had loved Kendall at one point, with all my heart. But now, I felt nothing for her.
Maybe Shayne and I wouldn’t have had a future either. After all, she’d told me she never wanted that. But there had still been a small chance. At least up until I left. With a sigh, I glanced at my phone. I wanted to call her, to hear her voice. But what would I say? That I was a feckin’ idjit? That I still cared about her and I was sorry for leaving? No, she was better off not hearing from me.


The buzz of the tattoo machine cut off and I opened my eyes, glancing over my shoulder. Ian placed the machine on the counter, stretched out, and reached for the bottle of disinfectant
“I’m done?” I asked, blinking a couple of times. My body was pleasantly sore from my shoulder all the way down to the meatier part of my bum. I must have dozed off again. Ian shook his head at me with a disbelieving look.
“I still don’t understand how you can just sleep like that. I can take the pain…but fall asleep during it?”
“Guess I’m just tougher than you.” I smirked at him and arched my back in a much needed stretch.
He let out a soft laugh and started wiping off my back, taking noticeable care as his hand moved over my ass. “Nine hours? I’d say you are.” His hand ran up my back and I noticed the sudden bashfulness move over his features once more. “You want to take a look at it?”
I nodded and he helped me up. I kept one arm over my chest, holding the bikini top in place, and waddled over to the mirror, holding my bottoms up with my other hand. Bright wings of orange, yellow, blue, and purple ran over my shoulder and down my back, the colorful tail feathers following the curve of my bottom. It was stunning, beautiful, a true work of art. For the first time that day, a real smile spread across my lips.
“Ian, it’s beautiful. I love it. I absolutely love it.” I turned and hugged him, catching him by surprise.
“Oh! I’m glad.” He gently patted my other shoulder and backed away, flushing deeply. I backed up, realizing it was only triangles of fabric separating my naked breasts from him.
He cleared his throat and managed to pull his features under control “I’m glad you like it. You seemed so upset last night…I just wanted to make you smile.”
My own cheeks grew warm at his statement, but I brushed it off. “How much do I owe you for it?”
“It’s on the house.”
“Ian! No, you spent a lot of time on it.” I objected, but he held a hand out.
“Spending the day with you and seeing you smile is payment enough.”
Refusing, I reached into my purse for my wallet. “How much?”
“I’m serious, Shayne.”
“And so am I. How much?” I repeated.
“If you really want to pay me, let me take you out.”
I frowned at him. This was exactly what I was afraid of. “Ian, I don’t really date…”
“One date. That’s all. You don’t even have to kiss me goodnight. Unless you want to of course.” He gave me a playful wink, but it did nothing to settle the uneasy feeling running through my gut.
“Can’t I just pay you?” I held out cash and a crease formed between his eyebrows. “I didn’t mean it like that. I find you very attractive, it’s just not a good—”
“So, you do find me attractive?” His mouth quirked up in amusement. Of course that would be the only part he heard.
“Of course, I just…” I tried to pull my thoughts together. I did find Ian attractive, and unlike other people, he was interested, had been interested in fact for a good while. Why couldn’t I go out and have a good time with him? Because of what Kieran did? For all I knew he was back at home in California playing house with that conniving bitch of a wife. And Ian…well Ian was here, standing in front of me, watching me with those pleading hazel eyes. He’d spent his whole day doing something for me, because he wanted to spend time with me.
“It’s okay, Shayne. C’mere. Let me bandage you up.” He busied himself with the wrap and tape he’d set out, doing his best to hide the embarrassment at my supposed rejection. I came over to him and remained silent as he bandaged my back, chewing at my bottom lip. “Well whatever asshole upset you. I’m sorry for it, and I really am glad you like the tattoo. Honestly.” His voice was soft and his touch was soothing and gentle as it secured the bandage over the tattoo.
“Ian?”
“It’s fine. You don’t owe me anything for it. I wanted to do it for you.” He flashed me a ghost of a smile, but avoided my gaze.
“Ian, listen, I—”
He cut me off once more as he moved around me to clean up his workstation. “You don’t need to explain anything to me. I get it.”
“Ian!” He looked up, startled, and I grabbed his shirt collar, planting a kiss on his lips. “Pick me up at eight on Saturday?”
He blinked at me, his mouth hanging open, but finally managed to regain composure. “Oh…eight. Right. I’ll see you then I guess.”
“Yeah, eight. See you then.” I nodded, then turned for the door. Maybe this would be a good thing, going on a date. At the very least, I knew Ian didn’t already have a wife. That was a step in the right direction, wasn’t it?
 



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
Substitutions
Ian’s nails dug into my thighs and a groan tore from his throat. He pulled me down to him, kissing my mouth as he thrust into me. I clenched my muscles around him and let out a soft, convincing whimper. With a strangled sound, he flipped me onto my back, eyes glazed with heat and pleasure as he stared down at me.
He smiled and I smiled back before I pulled him back down to me. I couldn’t stand to look him in the face right now. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Ian or that I wasn’t attracted to him. It wasn’t that the sex was bad. But there was something missing. I wrapped my legs around his hips, urging him on with another encouraging moan. The muscles of his abdomen tightened against my stomach and his mouth moved over my throat with a gentle nip.
“Bite.” The words escaped me without a thought and he obeyed, pulling the soft skin between his teeth. Still, it wasn’t enough. “Harder.”
Ian growled against my skin, thrusting harder into me and I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to concentrate on the feeling of his body, the flex of his muscles as his movements grew more unrestrained. Still it wasn’t enough. I needed more.
“Harder,” I pleaded again, my nails digging into his back. He gasped against my shoulder, winded already, but gripped a handful of my hair and drove into me. All he wanted was to please me, and all I wanted was to lose myself in the passion of Ian’s efforts, but still…something was missing.
Unbidden, thoughts of Kieran pulled at me. Ian’s fingers twisted into my hair and I thought of Kieran doing the same. “Harder.” My voice shook with a moan and I could almost feel Kieran moving inside me.
Ian grunted, near release and I heard the deep, throaty sounds that Kieran always made when he was about to come. A shiver ran through my core and my own moans came, unforced as my muscles seized around him. His own release came a moment later and he moaned my name. I kissed him, not wanting the illusion to break away as another powerful wave shook me. Our bodies joined together in blissful release, yet I wasn’t there with him. I was with Kieran. I felt Kieran’s muscles tensing and relaxing against me, smelled Kieran’s woodsy scent as his arms held me close.
Ian’s arms released me and my body relaxed against the bed. I gulped in deep breaths and my chest heaved. Ian collapsed next to me, equally as breathless. I opened my eyes and looked at him. A lazy smile traced over his lips and guilt hit me hard in the chest. I smiled back, but when he reached for me, I rolled out of his grasp and swung my legs off of the bed.
“I should go.”
“Wait, but why?”
He disposed of his condom in a wastebasket near the bed and scrambled off the other side. I hastily dressed, avoiding his gaze.
“I just have a lot of stuff to take care of tomorrow. Early morning.” I answered, struggling to clasp my bra.
He made a disappointed noise, but came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Well, when can I see you again?”
I swallowed hard and forced a smile across my face. After what I did, I shouldn’t see him again. I didn’t deserve to. But Ian was a nice guy. We’d had a good time together on our date. He’d made me laugh, made me smile. He was the type of person I needed to be around right now. Sure, things hadn’t ignited between us like they had with Kieran, but maybe that was a good thing. Maybe normal relationships weren’t meant to start like that. If they did, maybe it meant they would just as quickly implode and consume those involved. Well, at least one of them, I thought with a frown.
“Shayne?” Ian’s voice pulled me out of my own head and I met his waiting gaze. I smiled, this time more genuine, despite the lingering guilt.
“I’ll call you tomorrow, maybe we can hang out after I finish at work.” I said. He grinned, pleased with this suggestion and I gave him a quick peck on his lips before hurrying from his apartment. I wanted things to work with Ian, but right now I needed to get the hell away from him.


“Kier, you still awake?” Kendall’s voice whispered in the darkness of our bedroom. I laid with my back to her, facing the window, staring out into the night. “Keir? Babe?” The bed shifted behind me, and I still didn’t answer her. She lifted the covers and slid in behind me, molding her body to mine. Her bare legs shifted against mine and I closed my eyes. More than anything I wanted to go back. Back to when I felt something for her, back to when I thought there was no one else.
“Kier, hey…” her lips brushed over my neck and she slid a hand around my hip, cupping the crotch of my sweatpants. With effort, I relaxed against her and rolled onto my back. “I love you, baby.” She whispered and slid a hand underneath the waistband. I tried to feel something—anything—at her touch. But the only emotion that moved through me was disgust. Her fingers grazed my cock and all I could think about was her touching those men. Here. In our bed. With a grunt I slid out of her grasp and kicked the covers off my legs.
“Kier?” Her darkened silhouette reached for me, but I shook my head.
“I’m gonna sleep on the couch tonight, I think.”
“Again? You’ve been sleeping out there almost every night since you’ve been back…or not sleeping at all.”
Grimacing I shrugged, “I just…I’m not ready, Kendall. Not yet.”
 If ever again, I thought. Would it be different, I wondered, if I still loved her? Would I be able to forget what she did?
“You need to try. For us.”
“I am tryin’. I just can’t stop picturin’…” I couldn’t even say it.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice came in a sad whisper, and she slouched back down onto the bed, giving up. With a sigh I grabbed my pillow and headed for the stairs, half in a daze. I settled myself on the couch and pulled the quilt that had been laying across the back over my legs. Closing my eyes, I yearned for sleep. I was exhausted, but wide awake now. The memory of Kendall and those men shook my nerves and whatever sleep I’d nearly had my grip on was far out of my reach. I tried to chase away those thoughts, but they were only replaced with ones of Shayne.
 Guilt and want swayed together, torturing me with the thought of her. I closed my eyes, giving in. I could almost taste her on my lips still, feel the pleasing weight of her in my lap. My cock twitched, awakening at the memory of her and I bit my lip. With a quick glance toward the stairs, I slid my hand under the waistband of my sweatpants and gripped my stiffening length. I thought of Shayne’s hands on me, stroking me, those soft little whimpers that escaped her. A shiver shook threw me and my grip tightened, visions of Shayne consuming me.
Pressure welled inside me and I let out a strangled grunt as I tried to hold on to the sensation just a few seconds longer. My other hand splayed out on the coffee table next to me, groping madly for something, a napkin, anything, before I came on myself. I managed to grab a napkin out of Kendall’s purse that was sitting a foot away just in time. My hips thrust forward and I bit my lip, muffling my moan as I came.
Sweat beaded my forehead when I finally sank down against the couch. I pulled my pants back up and discarded the napkin on the floor for now. I felt calmed, but only somewhat sated. Thoughts of Shayne were just a bittersweet reminder of my unhappy state here. I frowned up at the ceiling and rolled onto my side, trying to get comfortable. Kendall’s purse lay on it’s side, toppled over amidst my desperate search. I eyed the contents suspiciously, looking for any strange numbers scribbled on scraps of paper or some random man’s business card. I still didn’t trust her, but I didn’t find any strange numbers lying amongst the bag’s contents. With a shrug I yawned and turned over, drowsiness pulling at me. But just as my eyes started to close, I caught a familiar name scrawled on the front of an envelope that was stuffed in the bottom of Kendall’s purse.
My agent’s name. And the envelope was addressed to me. Sleep was once more set aside. I sat up and pulled the envelope out of her bag, tearing it open. If something had come from my agent, why hadn’t she just given it to me? I scanned over the letter and anger rose with each sentence until I crumpled it in my fist and threw it on the floor.
“Christ, I’m a feckin’ idjit…she was right.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY 
The Last Straw
My phone buzzed on the dresser, waking me from a restless sleep. I groaned and reached a blind hand out, answering without looking at the screen.
“Shayne, were you still coming to see me?” My mother’s raspy voice answered on the other end. I sighed and pried one eye open, glancing at the clock. It was past noon.
“Yea, sorry, I had a late night.” I rubbed a hand over my face and sat up.
“Oh, I see.” My mother sniffed coldly, “So glad I’m high on your priorities.”
I gritted my teeth, refraining from comment. It was never as if I was one of her top priorities either.
“I’ll be there in an hour.”
“Fine.” She answered flatly. “Could you pick me up some food on the way? The food here is shit. I’m going to kill myself if I don’t eat some real food.”
“Yeah, fine.” I answered, still groggy from sleep. The phone disconnected with a click. No goodbye, no I love you. That was my mother for you. Not one for affection. Ever. I stretched out against the mattress and with a deep groan, mustered the strength to pull myself out of bed. Still half-asleep, I managed to get myself into the shower. The water against my bare skin helped me gain my bearings, but it brought back the events of the previous night in an unsettling rush. I touched the tattoo on my back. The skin was still warm and tender to the touch as it healed and guilt swept through me.
Thoughts of Kieran came to me too. Last time I’d gone to see my mother he’d been with me. He’d seen a part of my life most people had no idea about. Darren was the only other person who knew as much as Kieran, and like Darren, he hadn’t judged me, hadn’t repelled away from my ugly past.
I turned off the water and toweled off, trying to shake him from my mind. It seemed no matter what I did, Kieran took up permanent residence there. Always there, sending tiny little reminders. He’d gotten under my skin like a painful itch I couldn’t reach. I hated it.
My phone rang again as I was pulling on a pair of jeans and Liam’s name flashed on the screen. More than anything I wanted to keep avoiding him, but I knew that wasn’t an option.
“Shayne?” His voice held a distraught tone and another pang of guilt hit me like a punch to the gut.
“Hey.”
“Everything okay? Ya comin’ back ta the shop?”
“I’ll be there this afternoon. I have something I need to take care of first.” I told him as I wrangled on my boots.
“Oh. Alright. I was beginning ta worry. It’s quiet around the shop without ya here.” Any anger I’d had toward him over the other night vanished at the pitiful tone in his voice.
“I just needed some time to myself. I’ll see you in a couple hours though.” I assured him.
“Guess I’ll see ya later then. I just wanted ta check on ya…and say I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay, really. Let’s just forget about it.”
He didn’t say anything else about it and it gave me some relief. We hung up and I hurried out the door to go see my mother.


Bacon sizzled in the frying pan, fried nice and crisp. I arranged them on a plate next to a warm stack of French toast. Kendall’s footsteps came down the stairs and she poked her head into the kitchen, sniffing the air.
“You…made breakfast?” She asked, wiping sleep from her eyes. I smiled at her, despite the urge to throttle her on the spot. She licked her lips appreciatively and I nodded for her to have a seat. “What’s the big occasion, Kier?”
“What? I can’t make breakfast fer my lovely wife? Just want ta make sure ya and the baby are eatin’ well.”
She eyed me for a moment, a hint of suspicion moving through her gaze, but then her lips eased into a sleepy smile. “I suppose you can. I haven’t had your French toast in forever.”
I slid a plate in front of her and leaned forward, watching as she tasted it.
“Do ya like it?”
She let out a moan, savoring the syrup-drenched food and I smiled. Let her enjoy that first bite. Her eyes fluttered back open blissfully and she looked at me then to the empty plate in front of me.
“Did you already eat?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I’m not really hungry.”
Kendall’s lips formed a thoughtful pout and she popped another square of French toast into her mouth.
I cleared my throat, letting my lips curl up into what I hoped looked like a doting smile. “So, I’m curious, what really made you decide to come back? Hmm?”
Her head cocked to the side and she put her fork down on her plate. “I came back because I love you and I’m carrying your child.”
She touched her stomach for emphasis and I fought the urge to laugh.
“It just seems a little odd ta me, ya know? ‘Cause the day ya left me, ya told me ya didn’t love me. I begged ya ta stay because I loved ya…but then ya still left.”
“I was just confused.” She let out a small huff of frustration, cold blue eyes boring into mine.
“Oh, I understand, but what happened? I mean, something had ta have happened while ya were away that helped ya figure it out, no?”
“I…I just missed you…and then the baby.”
Kendall’s voice was small and uncertain. She avoided my gaze and shrunk down into her chair.
“So, let me get this straight. Ya thought ya didn’t love me anymore, so ya left, then ya missed me, realized I knocked ya up, and then ya decided ya wanted me back?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
I drummed my fingers against the table in a quiet staccato and tilted my head at her. “Ya sure that’s how it happened?”
“Kieran.” She held me with a severe look, growing increasingly more frustrated.
“What? Ya didn’t care if I was even alive for two feckin’ months. When ya were here ya barely came near me and somehow one of those few times, I managed ta knock ya up quite conveniently? Sorry, if I’m just a bit confused by your sudden interest in having a happy little family with me, Kendall.”
“You’re my husband.” She said, lips tight, anger edging near the surface.
“That’s just a fact, not a reason. The fact that I was yer husband before didn’t seem ta bother ya in the least.”
Her jaw clenched, and I knew she wanted to say something about Shayne, but she wouldn’t dare. After all, if she hadn’t left, I probably wouldn’t have met Shayne. In a way, I supposed I should be thanking her for that at least. I stood, expressionless, hands resting against the tabletop, waiting for her answer.
Kendall’s nostrils flared and a deep frown marred her perfect features. “What’s gotten into you? Why are you acting like this, Kier?”
“Because yer feckin’ lying ta my face. Just like before. Just like always.”
Kendall’s eyes widened and the chair scraped against the floor. She stood and slammed her hands against the table. The anger that had been beneath the surface boiled over as she glared at me.
“And just what the hell am I lying about?”
With no further need for pleasantries I pulled the envelope out of my pocket and slammed it on the table. “That! That is what yer feckin’ lying about.”
Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open, speechless as it registered what I’d found.
“Kieran, that’s not…”
“Please enlighten me as ta what it is, love, because ta me it looks like ya’ve informed my agent that I’m ready and willin’ ta sign over my film rights ta my book for quite the handsome sum.”
“I had already come back for you before he contacted me!”
“BULL. SHIT. KENDALL.” I threw my chair across the kitchen floor and Kendall stumbled back, frightened. In the six years we’d been together I’d never yelled at her, never raised my voice. “Bullshit,” I repeated. “I spoke ta him this mornin’. He called ya a month ago, when he couldn’t get hold of me.”
Kendall stood there silent, bottom lip trembling.
“That’s not why, Kier. That’s not why I came back. I came back for you…and the baby.” Tears rolled down her cheeks, but they did nothing to dissuade me.
“Fer once, just tell me the truth, Kendall. Are ya even feckin’ pregnant?”
She stared down at the paper, saying nothing as her silent tears fell.
“Ya knew I wouldn’t come back otherwise, didn’t ya? Ya knew what ta say ta pull me back in. Ya feckin’ played me. Again.”
“That’s not true. I’m carrying your baby, I swear!” She sniffed and sunk back down onto her chair, cradling her stomach.
“Fine. Let’s go then.” I came around the table and grabbed her arm.
“What? Where?”
“Ta the doctors. I already made ya an appointment fer this mornin’.”
“No! I’m not going!” She tried to pull out of my grip but her petite frame was no match for me. I hauled her roughly onto her feet ignoring the yelp of pain. “Let go of me, Kieran! That hurts! I’m not going anywhere right now!”
 “The hell yer not! I want ta get another one of those little pictures of the baby fer my desk!” She dug her feet into the hardwood, but I yanked her forward. Tears, pajamas, and all.
“Stop it! Let me go!”
She clawed at my arm with her free hand and I flung her forward, letting her fall flat on her arse.
“Tell me the feckin’ truth, Kendall! For once in your goddamned life!”
I towered over her, clenching my fists at my sides. She whimpered, and pulled her legs to her chest.
“Fine! I’m not pregnant, but I do want to have a baby with you.”
“That why ya’ve been trying ta make moves on me every night? Ya think I’m an idjit? I can feckin’ count nine months! Ya just wanted me back for the money, didn’t ya?”
She said nothing as tears streamed down her cheeks.
“Tell me, Kendall. Tell me the feckin’ truth. It was never about me. It was about the money.”
After another minute of silence I moved past her, heading for the door.
“Where are you going?” Kendall tried to stop me and grabbed my arm but I jerked out of her grasp.
“I’m leaving. I’m done with the lies, I’m done followin’ after ya like yer little dog. I’m just feckin’ done.”
“Kier, please!”
I squared my jaw and turned away from her. My chest ached, but not because it hurt to leave her. It hurt to realize just how blind I’d been for so long, how much I’d let her play me. It hurt to realize just how much I’d fecked things up with someone that actually cared about me.
“Leave and you’ll be sorry.” Kendall’s voice took on a bold, cold-hearted tone and I stopped at the door, my car keys at my fingertips.
I turned my head, meeting her glare with my own sharp-edged look. “I’ll be sorry?”
“Leave me and I’ll drag you through the fucking grinder, you asshole!”
I laughed. Actually laughed. Was she joking?
“Ya seem ta forget, Kendall, ya already did that when ya fecked five guys in our feckin’ bed.” I snorted. I slid the house key off my keyring, and pulled the wedding band off my finger, letting them clank against the foyer floor. “Goodbye, Kendall. Do yer feckin’ worst.”


My mother was waiting for me out in the garden when I arrived at the treatment center. She was fidgety and agitated. Her fingers tugged at the long sleeves of her shirt and her eyes met mine as I approached.
“Finally. You took your sweet time, didn’t you?”
I frowned, handed her a bag of fast food, and sat down next to her. “I told you an hour. It’s only been forty five minutes.”
“Well, it felt longer.” My mother huffed, slouching.
She stabbed the straw into her drink and took a long sip, staring out across the empty garden. I may as well have not been there except to deliver her food.
“How have you been, mother?”
Her dull brown gaze darted to me for a moment, a hint of annoyance flashing through them. “Are you kidding? I’ve been here three months now. This place is a hell hole.”
“It’s not that bad.” I said, taking a sip of my own drink. I remembered places from when I was growing up that were much more deserving of the title of “hell hole.”
She let out a disdainful grunt next to me and took a huge bite of her burger. Despite my mother’s frail appearance, she could put away a burger and fries without issue. I brought her fast food almost every weekend and she inhaled it. The rest of the time she apparently starved herself, claiming either the food was shit, or that she suspected they were drugging her that way, trying to control her. Years of drug use had rattled my mom’s brain to the point that I knew any deep, meaningful relationship between us was out of the question, but there were times, brief as they were, that she had moments of clarity, days where she showed some capacity to give a shit about me. Today, was obviously not one of those days.
“Shayne,” she said, and I looked up at her lined, patchy face. She looked much older than her mid-forties. She used to be beautiful. I remembered seeing old pictures of her in high school. She’d been absolutely breathtaking. It was never the woman I knew though. Since I could remember, she’d looked like this. Pale, sallow skin, sunken in around her eyes and cheeks, with dark scars and pock marks left from sores and cuts. I never understood why she couldn’t see what all those drugs did to her. Sure, I still smoked a joint here and there to relax, but nothing else. I could still function in everyday life. My mother could barely manage to bathe herself some days.
“What is it?” I asked, watching her with concern. Something was bothering her. She looked away from me, refusing to hold my gaze and I reached a hand out to hers—which she quickly snatched away.
“I can’t stay here any longer. It isn’t helping. I just think it would be for the best.”
I turned, facing her on the bench, and grabbed her hand. “Mom, no. You need to finish the six months like you promised. We’ve been through this I don’t even know how many times.”
“Don’t you dare yell at me! I’m your fucking mother!”
 “And I’m the one paying for this little fucking vacation for you. What exactly are you going to do if you leave here, huh?” Anger shot through me and it took every fiber of my being not to smack her.
“I’ve been clean three months! I already went through all that withdrawal bullshit. I can manage well enough on my own. This stupid kumbaya, ‘let’s talk about our feelings’ crap isn’t helping. If anything it makes me want a fucking bump just so I don’t have to listen to all the other patients drone on about their little sob stories.”
I sighed. “See, that just proves my point. You’re not ready to leave. You don’t give a shit about anyone but yourself and that’s been the problem all along.”
With a fierce look, she stood and stalked away from me. I ran after her, grabbing her discarded trash off the ground.
“I’m not sitting here listening to you act like a condescending little bitch. I raised you, I fed you. Don’t fucking say I never gave a shit about anyone else. I gave a shit about you at least!”
The trash dropped from my hands, and my soda spilled out across the grass as I stared at her. For a moment, nothing, not even breath passed my lips. My mother might as well have reached into my chest and ripped out my heart right there. It felt as if she did.
“You…you gave a shit about me? When?” I asked, my tone shocked and incredulous. She glanced back over her shoulder at me, but said nothing, still walking away from me. I gritted my teeth and strode toward her, flinging her around by her thin shoulders. “When, mother? When did you give a shit about me?”
Her eyes were wide, yellowed, and dim. They stared at me, startled at first, but defaulted back to the dull uncaring gaze I was used to as she quickly recovered. “Let go of me, Shayne. I don’t need to count out everything I did for you over the years. I’m your mother.”
“No.” I squeezed tighter and she winced under the pressure. “Tell me, mom. Tell me one time you gave a shit about me. While you were gone for three days getting high when I was seven? Did you know I survived on one packet of Ritz crackers that weekend? Or maybe the times you locked me in my closet because you didn’t want some asshole to know you had a kid?”
“I didn’t do that to you!” She shoved me off of her and started away from me again.
“Yes you did, mom. Maybe you were too fucked up to remember it at the time, but I remember. Just like I remember Paul.”
 My mom spun around, holding me with a furious gaze. “That wasn’t my fault.”
I swallowed hard, fighting back the nausea that came anytime I thought of him.
“No, you’re right, it wasn’t. But maybe if you hadn’t been busy trying to get your next fix you might have noticed your boyfriend going into your thirteen year old daughter’s bedroom. You might have noticed your daughter screaming out for you as he raped her every fucking night for six months!”
Sobs tore through me uncontrolled but they didn’t faze her. I was just another sob story she wanted to drown out. “You know, I thought maybe you didn’t know what was going on. Maybe if I screamed you’d see what he was doing…but you never came to help. You never stopped him. I stopped screaming for you after the first month, because at thirteen years old I realized something. You didn’t give a shit about me. No, the only time you stepped in was to make sure that baby was aborted so Paul didn’t go to jail, and thanks to you finding the cheapest doctor for it, I can’t even have a child if I wanted to.”
I gasped in a deep breath, refusing to let the thoughts of Kieran, Kendall, and that stupid ultrasound come back to me. Another painful reminder of the permanent scars my mother had left me with. My mother tried to pull free from my grip, but I refused to let go.
“You know mother, maybe it’s better that way. Maybe it’s better I can’t have a child. That way I can’t fuck up their life the way you fucked up mine. Do you realize, you’re probably one of the worst mothers someone could ever have?”
Without warning my mother let loose an angry cry and her nails came down, swiping my face. I cupped my cheek to calm the sting and blinked at her. Had she really just hit me?
“Just stop it, Shayne! I messed up. Big deal. You turned out fine, didn’t you? Yet all you can do is blame me for how terrible your life was. Do you know how horrible it was having to deal with a child alone? God, I wanted to smother you in your crib when you wouldn’t stop crying, but I didn’t. I never wanted a fucking baby, but your grandmother wouldn’t let me get an abortion. God, if only she would have let me, I wouldn’t be dealing with your shit right now.”
I didn’t even realize my hand was raised until it came across my mother’s face with a hard clap. She fell backwards into the grass and I lurched toward her, my body no longer my own. Profanities screamed from my lips, but I didn’t know what I was saying. I may as well have been speaking a different language, foreign even to myself. The years of anger, hurt, and fear poured out of me all at once and I reached for her— not my mother but this monster that claimed to be her. I wanted nothing more than to tear her to pieces. Jagged little pieces, fragments of herself, until she was just like me.
Hands came out of nowhere, grabbing my arms and pulling me away from her. I struggled against them, but the two orderlies’ grips tightened as they mumbled soothing words that I didn’t hear.
My mother stared up at me, horrified, but unpitying. Another orderly helped her to her feet, but her eyes never left mine.
“Miss, I think it’s best you go.” One of the men next to me said. I nodded, still feeling as if I wasn’t in my own body. I didn’t want to leave like this, but it wasn’t as if my mother cared. She never had. Just like when I was seven, just like when I was thirteen. I’d never mattered to her. That was always clear.
The orderlies loosened their grip on my arm and I turned for the parking lot, attempting to reign in the anger charging through me. Inside my car, I fixed my hair and put some make up on to tone down the redness on my cheek. I sat there for a couple minutes, staring at the building and the impeccably manicured garden. If she didn’t want to stay here any more, fine. But after today she could be damn sure the next time she needed money, she wouldn’t be getting any from me. I was done with her. She could drop dead for all I cared.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
Under My Skin
My fist banged against Darren’s door, frantic. God, I hoped he was home. The thud of his feet hitting the floor came and I let out my breath in a sharp whoosh. I was supposed to go to the shop, but I couldn’t after the fight with my mother and after last night with Ian. It was too much. Everything was too much. I just wanted to forget right now. I needed to forget.
“Hey Shayne, what are you doing over—” I cut Darren off with my lips as soon as he swung the door open. Not missing a beat, his arms came around me, picked me up, and he slammed me against the wall. Throwing one shoulder back, Darren pushed the front door shut and carried me to the living room. “What’s wrong?” He asked once he’d lowered me onto the sofa. I averted my gaze from the deep concern lingering in his.
“Not right now, please.” I pulled at the front of his shirt, desperate and pleading. That only seemed to trouble him further, but he didn’t push it. He pulled his shirt off so that he was only in a pair of jeans and held himself above me so he was straddling my hips.
“What do you need from me, Shayne?” Darren’s finger brushed my cheek and he frowned at the scratches my mother had left. I was sure he could tell I’d been crying too from the blotchiness on my cheeks.
“I just need to forget.” I closed my eyes, still not able to look at him. “Please.”
 His lips came down on mine, gentle at first, but he knew that wasn’t what I needed and quickly deepened the kiss. I tangled my fingers into his hair and his tongue darted past my lips, searching for mine. My mother’s words were still sharp as a razor and it did nothing to dull the sting. I wrapped my legs around Darren’s hips and he responded, pressing his himself against me. Still, the pain resurfaced and so did the tears.
“Shayne…” Darren hooked a finger under my chin, forcing me to look at him. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.”
I shook my head and buried my face against his bare chest. “I just want to forget. Please!”
He pulled back, his stormy eyes filled with worry. I peered up at him through misty eyes and traced my fingers over his angular jaw. “Please, Darren—Sir. Please. I just need to forget. Spank me, flog me, fuck me, do whatever you want! But just make me forget!”
Darren blinked at me, taken aback by my words. Not waiting for a reaction, I kissed him, hard enough to knick the inside of my lip. I ignored the pain and pulled him down to me. I knew he was worried, but talking about it only made it real. He let out a groan and his tongue darted into my mouth once more. His hand slid under my shirt and I tried to lose myself in the feel of his touch, but it didn’t help. Darren pulled away again, this time sitting up completely.
“Shayne, stop this! You’re shaking. Tell me what happened.” He hauled me up so that I was on his lap and cradled me against his chest. I laughed, letting my hair fall in my face. I still couldn’t look at him.
“She wished she’d aborted me.”
Darren let out a deep sigh and ran his fingers through my hair, not saying a word. He knew what I’d gone through with my mother, he’d seen how horrible she could be. He didn’t offer any comforting words. He knew just as well as I did that she wasn’t getting any better. I’d blinded myself from the truth long ago, thinking somehow I could fix her. But she’d never wanted to be fixed in the first place. Just liked she’d never wanted me. He traced a finger over the scratches on my cheek thoughtfully, waiting for me to continue.
“I confronted her about Paul…and she slapped me.”
At that Darren’s features darkened and his jaw tightened, straining the muscles in his neck. He knew all about Paul. He’d paid him a visit once on my account. I didn’t know about it until he’d come back to the apartment with bloody knuckles one night.
“I hit her too. When she said what she did.”
“Good. She deserved it. Fucking bitch.” He reached toward the ashtray on the table and grabbed a joint, lighting it then holding it out to me. I took a long hit, closed my eyes, and tried to calm my nerves. “You know, it’s not your responsibility to take care of her. I told you before, she’s only nice to you when she wants something from you, when she needs money.”
“I know. She told me she wants to leave treatment. If she does I’m not giving her anything.”
“Good. It’s not right what she puts you through after all the things you’ve done to help her and after what she’s let happen to you.” Darren’s scowl deepened as he thought over his words. “Some people are toxic. You don’t need them in your life, Shayne. People like her.”
I didn’t say anything. I knew he was right, but she was still my mother. Something in me still cared about her and worried about her, even if she didn’t care about me. Darren pushed my hair back, kissed my bared collarbone, and the ghost of smile crossed my lips.
“You know I’m right. I remember how bad off you were when I met you. I never want to see you that way again.”
“I know.” I said. His hands caressed my hips and lower back and I relaxed against him, letting him pull my shirt over my head. The thoughts of my mother had quieted some, though my heart still felt heavy. He kissed my lips once more in an attempt to quiet them further and I kissed him back.
“You said you wanted to forget. I’ll help you forget.” He said. His voice was soothing. It covered me like a blanket. Since I’d known Darren he’d always been that way. Protecting me, helping me, teaching me. He was the closest to family I’d ever had aside from my grandmother. “Lay back, relax, and close your eyes.” He whispered, tenderly coaxing me back down onto the sofa.
I did as he told me and lay down across the sofa, letting the weight of the day’s events flow out of me. His hands splayed across my stomach and slowly dragged down to my shorts. I lifted my hips for him and he tugged them off along with my panties, tossing them on the floor. I reached down for him but he shook his head at me. I closed my eyes once more, focusing on his touch. He massaged my thighs and I let them fall open against the cool leather of the sofa.
“You’re one of the strongest, most beautiful, and talented women I know, Shayne. Don’t let anyone make you feel any less than that. Ever.” He said, planting a trail of soft kisses up my inner thigh. Two fingers slid inside me, slow and gentle as he ran his tongue up to my clit. It wasn’t the same as when Kieran touched me, but Darren and I always had a special chemistry between us and I was able to enjoy his touch. I was able to forget the heartbreak I felt, if only for a little while.


It was a day later and somehow I had ended up in New York. When I left Kendall, I drove for hours, not really going anywhere. I’d finally seen her for who she really was, I’d finally left. Eventually, I ended up at a ticket counter in LAX, debating where I should go. I thought about going back to Rhode Island, going back to see Shayne and apologizing, but I couldn’t do that. It had been a few weeks. How would that look to her?
Things didn’t work out, so I came crawling back like the asshole I was? No, I couldn’t do that. She deserved better. I’d been with Kendall since high school. Maybe it was best I spend some time on my own, at least until I got through the divorce. As vindictive as Kendall could be, it might get messy and drawn out. Well, if I didn’t have the proof I did about her cheating and lying.
I’d always liked New York. I’d only been there once before on a book signing tour, but I had a friend out there I could crash with. So the decision was made. I bought a one-way ticket to New York and left Kendall and California far in the rearview. Maybe one day I’d see Shayne again and we could start over. If not, it was probably best for her.
I fell asleep on the flight and woke as we were descending into JFK airport. Once I was outside the airport, I texted my agent Bryce. A few minutes later he messaged back and I caught a cab to his place. I knew he’d be accommodating considering the offer on the table. We’d talked about shopping my first book around and seeing if someone might be interested in making it a film but I’d never dreamed that someone would. Despite everything that happened, I found myself smiling at the thought.
“Kier.” He grinned when I arrived at his place. “No luggage?”
“No. I just left.” I shrugged and walked inside. “I brought what was important at least.” I held up my messenger bag that contained my laptop.
“I’m sorry about Kendall, man.”
 I laughed. “I’m not. Got anything ta drink?”
He nodded and disappeared into the kitchen, returning a minute later with two beers.
“So, you two going to divorce?”
“Yeah. I already got a lawyer on it.”
Bryce sat across from me, a crease forming between his brows. “So, what are you going to do about the rights?”
“Sign it. She won’t be able to touch it after what she did. She should consider herself lucky I’m giving her anything.” A bitter laugh left my lips. I really was blind not to see the real her sooner.
Bryce shook his head and took a long draw from his bottle. “You’re a hell of a lot nicer than I would be in that situation.”
“If it will get rid of her faster, that’s all I really care about.”
“I’ll set up a meeting so we can finalize everything. So, are you going to move out here now? Not like you won’t be able to afford it.”
I looked up at Bryce as he pulled himself off the couch across from me. “Honestly, I have no idea yet.”
The thought itself was a little freeing, but really there was only one thing I wanted to do, one place I wanted to go. The one place I knew I couldn’t go.


“I should get going. I told Liam I’d be at the shop hours ago, and I’m supposed to meet up with Ian tonight.”
Darren lifted himself up on an elbow and I slipped out from the covers.
“Ian, eh? How did your date with him go? I’m guessing okay since you’re seeing him again.” He waggled an eyebrow at me. I wrestled with my bra, finally managing to get it clasped, then looked at him.
“I don’t know. He’s a nice guy and all, and the sex was nice…but there was just something missing.”
“Missing?” Darren sat up at this, intrigued.
“I don’t know how to describe it.” I pursed my lips, embarrassed to admit it. “Ian’s an attractive guy, a great kisser…but I couldn’t orgasm. Not until I thought about Kieran.”
Both Darren’s eyebrows raised at this.
“What? Don’t look at me like that! I feel horrible about it as it is. I want to like this guy, it’s just—”
“Kieran got under your skin.” Darren interrupted and leaned back against the headboard with a smug look.
“No! That’s not…”
“If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you again, you’re a terrible liar, Shayne.” He laughed and pulled himself out of bed. “I could see it earlier. Sure, you had a good time and I made sure you came, but I could see a tiny piece of you missing, a certain enthusiasm you used to have. It left when he did.”
If I didn’t know Darren better, I would have sworn I’d heard a hint of sadness in that last bit, but those always stormy eyes of his gave up nothing, as usual. I shook my head, dispelling his words, even though I knew they were the truth.
“You’re wrong. He made his choice, so its over and done, whatever we were.”
“You’re obviously still thinking about him though.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, fixing him with a narrowed look. “I didn’t mean to. I like Ian.”
Darren shrugged. “I’m not saying you don’t. Keep seeing the guy. Maybe it’s just a matter of time. Take it easy, date, things don’t have to be complicated. We’re not.” His lips eased into a grin and I couldn’t help but smile back. He was right. Things didn’t have to be complicated right now. I was just seeing Ian. There didn’t have to be labels on anything yet. I could just see where things went, if they went anywhere at all.
Once I managed to make myself presentable once more, I climbed back on the bed and leaned over him, a smile still across my lips.
“Thanks, Darren. For everything.” I kissed his cheek.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
Meet Me in Manhattan
Four months later 
“Congratulations Mr. Donovan. You’re single.” My lawyer clapped a hand on my shoulder and flashed me a plastic smile. I let out a wry laugh and grabbed the large envelope off the table in front of me. Five years of marriage, done just like that. Along with several thousands of dollars. Still that meant Kendall was gone too. Out of my life. The few items I’d requested were given to me by her lawyer and the house was already getting offers. None of which she’d get any money from. Despite the big game she’d talked, she’d folded at the sight of a little money, just as I thought she would. She knew if she’d fought me she’d have gotten nothing. Before, the thought of my marriage ending tore me to shreds. Now, it was a huge relief and a part of my life I quickly wanted to forget.
“Is there anything else I need to do?”
“No. We’ll forward you everything at your current address in New York. You’re probably ready to get back home, no? I had my secretary call you a cab. It should be waiting for you downstairs.”
“Thanks.” I nodded at him, pushed my chair back, and headed for the door, not needing any further prompting. I wanted nothing more than to leave Los Angeles as soon as possible. My flight wasn’t until this evening, but if I could get onto an earlier flight I would.
The yellow cab waited by the entrance and I pulled my tie loose as soon as I got into the back.
“LAX, please.”
The cab driver nodded. I rifled through my bag and pulled my phone out, checking the text messages. Bryce had sent me a couple messages, but nothing urgent. Aside from him, I hadn’t spoken to anyone else since I’d left. I thought to message Niall or Liam, but I doubted either of them wanted to hear from me. Especially Liam.
The cab pulled up in front of LAX and I put my phone away. I needed to call them, but that could wait. I paid the driver, grabbed my bag, and headed for ticketing. Thinking about my brothers only brought about thoughts of Shayne. I didn’t need to think about her right now either.
There was a short line at the ticket counter, and after a couple minutes, an older woman with graying, curly brown hair motioned me to her.
“I have a flight to JFK tonight, but I wanted to see if I could get on an earlier one.” I told her. She nodded and her fingers clacked away at the keyboard for a couple minutes as she gave her computer screen a scrutinous stare.
“What time were you wanting to leave?”
“As soon as possible.”
She looked back up at me, lifted an eyebrow, and took in my appearance with a similarly scrutinous stare.
“How fast can you run?”
“Excuse me?”
“Theres a flight leaving for New York in thirty minutes. If you don’t have a bag to check, you might be able to make it to the gate before they stop boarding.”
I glanced down at my dress shoes and sincerely regretted not changing out of my suit before I got here. “That’s fine.” I nodded. She printed out the boarding pass and I hurried toward security, intent on getting the hell out of California and getting back to the comfort of my apartment as fast as I could.

I looked around my apartment, trying to remember if I’d packed everything. Ian would be here in a few minutes, then we were swinging by Liam’s to pick him up and heading for New York. Ian had gotten us into a tattoo convention up there and it would be great exposure for The Knotted Needle. I should have been more excited, but instead I just felt anxious. This would also be mine and Ian’s first trip together. He’d gotten us our own hotel room and had been talking about places he wanted to take me for the last few weeks. Things were going well with Ian and all, but this felt like a step toward something more serious and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. But I liked Ian, so I was going. I was playing along. 
Once more, I made a quick round through my apartment to make sure I didn’t leave any necessities behind. My cell phone rang and I answered it, figuring it was Ian telling me he was downstairs.
“I thought you were going to come up and help me with my bags?” I asked.
“Sh-Shayne?” My mother’s raspy tone answered instead. I frowned and cleared my throat.
“Mom.” I answered coldly.
“Hey… how are you doin’?” Her speech was slurred, slow. She was strung out. Dammit, why now?
“I’m fine, what do you want?”
“I um… I wanted to know if you could maybe lend me some money. I’m a little short on groceries.”
I groaned inwardly. I hadn’t talked to my mother in months. She’d called and tried to apologize for the things she said to me the last time I saw her, then checked herself out of rehab a few days later, And I’d kept my word. I hadn’t given her one dime, and up until now, she hadn’t tried to ask.
“Mom, you know I can’t do that. You left treatment.”
“Oh come on, Shayne. I just need to buy some fucking food for myself.”
I glanced at the clock. There was no time to run out and get her groceries myself and I really didn’t want Ian to meet her either.
“I’m leaving in the next few minutes for a convention for work. I can have Niall bring over some groceries for you for the weekend then take you to get more when I get home on Monday night.”
My mother let out an angry snort on the other end of the line. “You can’t drive out and just give me some cash? I’m a grown woman for fuck’s sake, I can buy my own groceries.”
My fist tightened around my phone. I knew that was what she wanted. She couldn’t give a shit about buying groceries. “You know I won’t do that, mom. It’s your choice. I have Niall get you stuff to tide you over for the weekend, or you figure it out on your own. You’re lucky I’m willing to do even that after the crap you said to me.” I knew whatever I said or did, she would still find a way to get one of her many choice substances. Nothing I could do would stop it, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to make it easier on her.
“You know what, Shayne. Never fucking mind. If I starve to death this weekend, it will be your fault.” She growled and slammed the receiver in my ear. I winced, shook my head, and tried to take a few calming breaths, but less than a minute later there was a knock at the door. Ian.
“Hey beautiful, what’s wrong?” His smile disappeared as soon as he saw my aggravated expression.
“It’s nothing. I was just trying to remember if I packed everything I needed. How are you? All set for New York?” I wrapped my arms around him and kissed his lips before he could question me further. He backed me against the doorjamb with a soft groan, running his tongue across my bottom lip.
“Well, I’m doing better now.” He laughed, giving my backside a playful squeeze. “New York’s going to be a lot of fun.”
“Mmm, yes it is.” I gave him one more peck on the lips and pulled away. Yes, New York would be fun, I decided. If my mother called again I wouldn’t answer, and regardless of what Ian and I currently were, we would have a good time together. “Come help me with my bags?” I nodded to the bed and he followed, grabbing the handle of my rolling suitcase that was resting on the floor.
“Is that coming too?” He asked and I glanced at him to see him staring down at my playbox peeking out from under the bed.
“Um, no.” I kicked it back under, ignoring the curious look from him. I hadn’t told him about any of that yet. It was just another aspect of my life I wasn’t yet ready to let him in on. Besides, as of yet, we weren’t in any sort of relationship. It wasn’t his business. I grabbed my overnight bag off the bed and slid the strap over my head.
“Ready when you are.”
“Let’s go then. Liam will be waiting for us. He already texted me twice.” Ian gave me a wry grin. He and Liam got along just fine, but things were still a little stilted between us. We’d made up and managed to get along almost like we used to, but there was still an unspoken tension between us. He liked Ian, but I knew there was still a hint of jealousy beneath the surface.
We went down to Ian’s rental car and loaded my stuff in the trunk. When we got to Liam’s apartment building, he was already waiting—bags and all—by the curb.
“You ladies ready ta go?” He smirked after he’d climbed into the backseat. I shook my head at him, my lips curling into a grin. He offered me a playful wink, more reminiscent of the old Liam, and it lightened my mood. Maybe I was right. This would be a fun weekend. With my mind settled, I turned up the music as we headed for the interstate.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
The Call
A hand shook my shoulder and I grunted, swiping blindly at it and repositioning myself in the passengers’ seat.
“Hey, sleepy, we’re in the city.” The hand patted my cheek and I blinked my eyes open to see the sky filled with lights from the surrounding buildings. I gasped, sitting up in my seat, and peered out the passenger window at the passing skyscrapers. I’d never seen buildings so big. Then again, I never really left Midtown, and when I did, I didn’t go far.
I grinned at Ian and Liam, both equally as fascinated with the new sights as I was. My previous apprehensions with all of Ian’s plans dissipated at the metropolis unfolding in front of us. Maybe he’d just been excited to see the city and wanted to experience as much of it as possible. He knew where we stood and had yet to push me toward any sort of commitment. I was just being paranoid.
“Now to find the hotel.” Ian laughed, glancing down at the GPS.
A few blocks away we found it. Ian pulled up to valet parking and we unloaded our luggage. I was rather relieved he wasn’t going to attempt parking here. Best to leave it up to the experts in this place, I thought. I watched the mass of cars passing by, car horns and obscenities mixing in with the other foreign sounds. Midtown could be a bustling place, but it was nothing like this.
“What do you think?” Ian came up behind me and kissed my neck. I smiled, still staring up at all the buildings.
“It’s amazing.” I turned in his arms and kissed his lips. If it bothered Liam, he said nothing but kept his eyes on the skyline.
“This is great, Ian. We should all go out tonight fer a drink, do some explorin’ before the convention tomorrow,” Liam suggested and relief flooded me. I’d been so worried about things being awkward between us during this trip, but more and more, Liam was acting like his old self. It gave me hope that we would eventually gain back what was lost between us. I reached a hand out, giving his large hand a squeeze and the hint of a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth.
“I think that’s a great idea. Let’s go get checked in, freshen up, then head out for dinner and drinks.”
Ian nodded, and pulled me to him once more, giving me a lingering kiss before leading me to the entrance. The look in his eyes said he wanted to do much more than freshen up before he headed out on the town.


It was late when my flight landed in New York. I breathed a sigh of relief as the seatbelt light dinged off and grabbed my bag out of the overhead bin. I’d spent most of the flight writing, or attempting to at least, but kept finding myself writing about Shayne. I’d managed to keep her from my mind most of the time in the last few months, but after going through finalizing the divorce today and thinking about my brothers, I couldn’t keep her out of my thoughts. 
I hadn’t deleted my writing this time. It wasn’t as if I’d see her any time soon. And if I did, I’d blown my chances with her. Shayne was the type of person to keep her heart under lock and key and she’d let me see more than most. It only made what I’d done that much more despicable. Still, reflecting on my time with her brought me respite from my current state of being. The time spent with her was fun, exciting, and it brought out parts of me I never knew were there.
The plane taxied into the gate and a few minutes later the passengers started filing out. I took my time making my way through the airport. A row of waiting cabs sat outside of arrivals. I approached one, gave him the name of my apartment building, and relaxed against the pleather seat, my mind still on Shayne.
The lights from the buildings and street lamps danced across the back window in waves, bathing me in light one second and darkness the next. If I ever went back to Midtown to visit my brothers, there was a good chance I would see her again. If I did, what would I say to her? Would she even talk to me? We passed a hotel and I smiled at the sight of a woman with long black hair—just like Shayne’s. A man came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing his face into her hair. Illicit memories of me gripping Shayne’s hair in my fist sent a shiver down my spine and I shifted against the seat as the cab stopped at a red light. The woman in front of the hotel looked up toward the buildings and light from the awning outside the hotel illuminated her face just before she turned and kissed the man that had been holding her.
She didn’t look like Shayne. She was Shayne.
I stared, open-mouthed as she embraced the man. He was another familiar face, one of her clients from the shop. So she has moved on, I thought, still reeling from the sight of her. It wasn’t as if I’d expected her not to. It would be my luck, the day I’m finally free of Kendall, I find out Shayne’s already taken. I hoped at least he was better to her than I was. She deserved someone good in her life, someone that wouldn’t take her for granted. Liam came up beside them before I looked away and I pulled my phone out, sending him a text.
:I’m in NY. I see you are too. We should talk.:
I pressed the send button and as the cab lurched forward with the flow of traffic I saw Liam glancing around, searching the sidewalks for me.
:Where the hell are you?:
I smiled to myself and messaged him back.
:I live here now. I just got back in town. What are you doing for dinner tomorrow?:
:I’ll be at a tattoo convention most of the day, but we can do dinner. Where do you want to meet?:
I was at least relieved to see we were on speaking terms. I messaged him the address to a nearby pub then shoved my phone into my pocket, settling back against the seat as my heart sank into my stomach.


I heard footsteps on the tile floor of the bathroom as I dipped my head under the spray of water. A moment later, Ian pulled the glass door back.
“Sleep well?” He asked, drinking in my wet, naked form.
“Mostly.” I answered. In all truth, I felt like I hadn’t slept at all. My night had been a blur of dreams I didn’t remember. Regardless of if I recalled what they were about, they’d left me with an uneasy feeling that still clung to me like a heavy fog. Ian got into the shower behind me and slid his arms around me, trailing soft kisses over my shoulder.
“I had fun last night. Did you?”
“Of course.” I smiled at him. He beamed mischievously and I continued sudsing up my body with a washcloth. His hand slid down over my hip, stopping at the juncture between my thighs, and I laid back against him with a grin.
“You know, these last few months, we’ve had a lot of fun together.” He started and my back tensed. Please tell me he isn’t actually bringing this up now. 
“Yeah, we have.” I said, trying not to let the annoyance bleed into my voice.
“Look, I know what you said, that you wanted to just see how things go, but they’re going well. Why is it such a big deal if I call you my girlfriend or not?”
“I’ve told you before, I’m not ready for that yet. I like where we’re at right now. Besides, it isn’t like I’m sleeping with anyone else.”
It was true, I wasn’t even messing with Darren out of respect for Ian.
Ian sighed behind me, unable to hide his own annoyed tone. “Then if we are exclusive why do you get your panties in a twist if I want to call you my girlfriend?”
I pulled out of his grasp and reached for my towel, thoroughly aggravated with where this day was already headed. Maybe this was why I’d woken up in a sour mood. I should have trusted my initial suspicions about this trip. He did want to take things in a more serious direction.
Ian called after me but I ignored him, dried off, and dressed. He came out of the shower ten minutes later, not meeting my gaze and stomped over to his suitcase. I busied myself with my makeup as he dressed and we met Liam in the hall, neither of us saying anything.
“You two look cheerful.” Liam commented, following us to the elevator. I ignored him too and stared up at the descending floor numbers until we reached the lobby. The convention was opening in an hour. I was relieved that I had setup to keep me busy for that hour. Less time to talk to Ian about what we were or weren’t currently.
Liam gave me a curious look as we stepped out of the elevator and I only shrugged. Ian walked ahead of both of us toward the ballroom we were supposed to set up in. Liam didn’t miss the tension between us. Maybe he was relieved that, for once, the tension wasn’t caused by him.
“You alright?” He whispered to me so Ian couldn’t hear.
“I’ll be fine.”
He didn’t say anything else and we found our booths toward the back of the expansive room. Most of the other artists were already there setting up and I quickly got to work. My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it. With my luck, it was my mother calling again to bitch at me for money. I turned on my iPod to drown everything else out. By the time people started milling into the convention, I had my station sanitized and my portfolio set up. Ian was in the booth next to me. He looked up when he felt my gaze, but didn’t offer me a smile and quickly looked away once more.
The first few hours of the convention were slow, but I managed to pull in a couple tattoos. Normally, the buzz of my tattoo machine calmed my nerves, pulled me into my work, and wiped my mind of everything else. But not today. I didn’t know if it was just Ian, or something else, but I felt on edge, anxious about something.
I was just wrapping up a gorgeous botanical shoulder piece when my phone buzzed in my pocket again. I clenched my jaw in agitation, but forced a smile as the woman thanked me and handed me cash. There was a lull in the crowd so I pulled my phone out, looking over the list of missed calls.
The same number had called me fifteen times in the last few hours and it was a local number from Midtown, but not one I knew. I glanced at Ian then Liam but both were busy tattooing. With a shrug I left my booth, intent on having a smoke break and calling the number back. Maybe my mother was staying somewhere else and that was where she’d called from.
I hit redial on the number as I walked out of the front lobby. The phone rang once before a man picked up.
“Detective Jacob Dawson.”
“Oh,” I blew out a puff of smoke in surprise. “I’m sorry, I think someone called me from this number.”
The detective let out a long breath. “Am I speaking with Miss Shayne Wickham?”
“Yes.” My stomach clenched. This had to do with my mother, I just knew it. I could only imagine what she’d done now for me to get a call from the police.
“We’ve been trying to reach you all morning. My partner and I stopped at your apartment earlier. Is it possible for you to come by the station?”
“No. I’m actually out of state at the moment. Why? What has my mother done now? It has to do with her, doesn’t it?”
I heard him hesitate and there was another long breath. “I’m sorry Miss Wickham, but unfortunately this does have to do with your mother. We found her body this morning.”
“What? What happened?” A strange numbness started through me and I lifted the cigarette to my lips, drawing a deep inhale.
“Several gang members broke into the house of Julian DaMico last night and gunned down everyone there. Unfortunately, your mother was one of them. We’re still investigating the cause for the attack but it appears to be retribution over a bad drug deal.”
The cigarette dropped from my hand and I stood there, silent as the world shifted around me. I wasn’t sure how to feel, so I felt nothing.
“Miss Wickham, how soon are you able to come back? We need to discuss some further matters as soon as possible.”
I blinked, trying to shake myself from the haze his words put me under. “I’m supposed to come back Monday. Is that okay?”
“Yes. If you can come back sooner it would be best, but Monday is fine. I’m very sorry to have to tell you this way. You have my condolences.”
“Thanks.” I mumbled and hung up the phone, shoving it back into my pocket. I pulled another cigarette out of my pack, lit it, took a few puffs, and tossed it into the large ashtray outside. What was I supposed to do now? I had no idea. Cry over my mother? So many times I expected never to see her again. I’d expected something to happen to her, whether she just abandoned me or overdosed in a public restroom somewhere. But for something to actually happen…none of it felt real.
I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and headed back into the hotel, my body moving on auto-pilot. Ian looked up and offered a tentative smile. I tried to smile back, but nothing happened. I thought for a moment that I should tell him or Liam, but Ian didn’t know about my mother and Liam was in the middle of a tattoo.
Instead, I sat down at my booth and said nothing. Ian frowned and returned his attention to the tattoo he was working on.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
What If I Don’t Want To Be Careful
Why don’t I feel anything? I should cry at least, right? What am I doing? I looked down at the ankle tattoo I had just finished in surprise. I’d been doing it for the last hour, but I couldn’t recall how I finished it. My hands had worked separate from my brain, like when you are on a long drive and it all blurs by. 
“Oh I love it!” The girl on my table gushed and I forced a smile to my lips. I wrapped it for her and she handed me cash before bounding off with her boyfriend. A strange wave of emotions rose within me and I let out a long exhale to keep the tears from rising up as I watched them walk away. I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or horrified that the numbness I’d been feeling for the last few hours was wearing off.
A sharp pain shot through my finger as I sat there staring at nothing in particular. Looking down at my fingers I realized I’d snapped a nail against the tabletop. Blood pooled around my fingertip. I stuck it in my mouth and consciously eased my other hand off the table.
I should probably tell someone, I thought calmly. An indistinguishable mix of painful emotions formed a fireball in my chest, tearing through me and I just sat there unmoving, trying to keep a feeble grip on my sanity. If my nail was any indication, the thinning shreds of my composure were burning into fumes at neck-breaking speeds. Mechanically, I forced myself to my feet, flipped up the cardboard “I’ll be back” sign and walked the short six feet to Ian’s booth. Maybe it was time I told him about her, maybe it was time I stop pushing him away.
“Mmmm, so how low do those tattoos go?” A voluptuous girl with wavy brown hair ran her finger down Ian’s stomach as he held his shirt up for her and I balled my fists at my side waiting for him to slap her hand away. To my surprise, he didn’t. Not right away at least. His lips curled into a mischievous grin, and he licked his bottom lip in the way he did when he was getting aroused.
“Ian?” My voice trembled and he glanced up at me with a hardness to his gaze. The girl dropped her hand away and at least had the decency to look embarrassed. “What are you doing?” I blinked away a couple tears that had escaped and Ian shrugged.
“You said you didn’t want labels. I’m not your boyfriend, right? I didn’t think flirting with a woman would be something that bothered you, since I’m not your boyfriend.”
“But I’m not flirting with other guys.” I wiped at my face. Why was he being like this now? I did want him to be my boyfriend. I wanted him to wrap his arms around me and tell me things would be okay. Instead he was letting some random girl trail her fingers down his happy trail.
“I’m sorry, Shayne, but your rules for whatever the hell we are aren’t exactly clear.”
I blinked at him, struck dumb by his words as if someone had doused me in a bucket of cold water.
“So what is it, Shayne?” He said my name with a particular edge as he stood a few inches from me. “Did you just come over here to tell me what I’m not allowed to do as your non-boyfriend because I need to finish off this girl’s tattoo.”
“It’s nothing. It’s nothing.” I repeated and turned away from him before he could see the tears flowing down my cheek. Liam’s booth was empty at the moment too. There was nobody here I could talk to. Without another thought I made a beeline for the hotel entrance. I needed to get away from here.
I kept up a brisk pace as I stepped out onto the sidewalk. My breaths came in deep rasping gulps as more tears threatened. I shouldn’t be upset, I told myself. It wasn’t like she was ever my mother. Still, the wrenching pain in my chest tightened. I wiped a sleeve at my face again. The tears wouldn’t stop. They just kept flowing.
Blindly I shoved my way through a large group and broke into a run. Too many people. There were too many people around. This city was huge. I ignored the odd looks I got and even the few obscenities shouted at me. I ran for several blocks and my heart thumped in my chest, threatening to burst. A few more blocks away my legs felt like jelly and I slowed to a halt, laying back against the building to catch my breath. When I finally lifted my head, I saw a pub across the street. One that reminded me of Finley’s back home. I took a few breaths to slow my thumping heart then crossed the street and went inside.


“Another?” The bartender lifted a dark brow at me and I nodded, pushing my empty glass forward. His lips eased into a smile that stretched across a handsome face and reached his pale blue eyes. He had a familiar look to him that I couldn’t place. At the very least he was pleasant to look at as I drank myself into a stupor.
“Alright, this one’s on me.” He winked, at me and slid another glass toward me. I took it and downed the glass in a few easy gulps. “Easy there, I don’t want ta have ta pick ya up off the floor, love.”
I noticed his Irish brogue then and realized what it was that I’d found so familiar…He reminded me of Kieran.
“Of course!” I snorted to nobody in particular.
“‘Scuse me?”
“Nothing. Sorry. I’m just having a horrible day.” I laughed at the Kieran look-a-like. 
“Well I can see that. The hell did ya do ta yer finger?”
“I um, broke a nail.” I looked at my finger. It had stopped bleeding but still looked pretty nasty.
“I’ve got a first aid kit in the back, why don’t ya let me clean it up fer ya.”
“I’m fine.” I told him, but he shook his head and came around the bar.
“Come on. Ya don’t want it gettin’ infected or something. It’s time fer my break anyway.” He took my other hand and pulled me off the stool. My legs wavered slightly beneath me after a good hour of drinking but I managed to keep upright and followed him down the hall. We passed the restrooms and he pushed a door open on the opposite side of the hall. Racks of kitchen supplies and bottles of various liquors and beers filled the room except for a narrow walking space. The bartender pulled a red plastic box off one of the shelves and nodded for me to sit on a case of beer. “Now let me see.” He reached a large hand out and I held mine out to him.
“You really don’t have to do this.”
He ignored me, ripped open an alcohol wipe, and gently cleaned blood that had crusted around what was left of my fingernail. “So, how exactly did ya break yer nail like that? Boyfriend piss ya off?”
I laughed. “No. I don’t have a boyfriend.”
His blue eyes darted up at that. “No? A gorgeous girl like ya? Must be a bunch of arseholes wherever yer from.” He teased.
“Rhode Island.” I said and he let out an amused snort.
“Mm, that explains it then. Not much there, eh? So what’s got ya drinkin’ like a fish? I’ve been watchin’ ya down drinks fer the last hour. Ya looked pretty upset when ya first walked in.”
My heart lurched painfully in my chest and despite how lightheaded I already was, I desperately wanted another drink. “I lost something.”
He glanced up at me for a moment as he wrapped my finger in gauze. “Do ya need help findin’ it?”
“It’s gone. I can’t get it back.” I said around the forming lump in my throat.
“Oh,” he frowned, still looking down at my hand. “I’m sorry. There anything I can do fer ya then?”
I blinked away a couple more tears and his frown deepened as he watched me.
“No. Sorry. I’ll be fine.”
“Oh come on, love. No tears in my pub.” He wiped a tear from my cheek and I let out a soft laugh.
“I’m sorry.”
“Stop that! Why are ya apologizin’?” He let out a deep husky laugh, one that echoed laughs I’d heard from Kieran and a faint smile crossed my lips. The bartender put the first aid kit away and looked me over, brushing his palm over my cheek in a sweet manner. “Well at least I got a small smile out of ya. Yer even prettier when ya smile. Ya know that?”
I blushed despite myself and laughed even as a couple more tears escaped.
The bartender took a step closer to me, hooking a finger under my chin. “Oh, a laugh? Even better. Though we need ta do something about these still.” He said and wiped another stray tear from my cheek. A loose strand of brown hair fell into his eyes as his gaze met mine and I let out a soft gasp. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe he really did look like Kieran, but the resemblance at that moment sent a shiver racing through me. I reached a hand up, ran my fingers over his stubbled cheek, and the bartender’s eyes darkened.
“Careful, love.” He teased, clearing his throat and turning his cheek against my palm. His hand slid over my knee and I thought back to what Ian had said to me. No, he wasn’t my boyfriend, despite the fact our relationship had been going in that direction. Something held me back from taking that step, but maybe it was a good thing. I wasn’t good with anyone, and right now, I just didn’t want to think. I wanted to do something stupid, I wanted to forget how everything in my life felt like it was spinning out of control. My other hand slid over the bartender’s and dragged it higher up my thigh.
“What if I don’t want to be careful?”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
She Saw Me
It was a little before six o’clock when I walked into the pub I’d told Liam to meet me at. I sincerely hoped he didn’t bring Shayne with, but I’d dressed in a nice pair of jeans and a t-shirt, just in case. The usual bartender wasn’t behind the bar when I walked in so I flagged down one of the waitresses for a beer. She grinned at me and grabbed me a drink while I waited for my brother.
I’d barely slept last night. My mind drifted to Shayne standing in front of the hotel with that guy, only cementing the fact that I’d missed the boat. I took a heavy gulp of my beer and looked down at my watch. Liam would be here any minute. I finished off my beer and he still hadn’t arrived yet. Checking my phone I hadn’t gotten any messages from him, but he was doing tattoos today. Maybe he’d just gotten held up.
After polishing off another beer, I had to piss something wicked. Leaving cash on the bar, I strode toward the bathroom and found a urinal in the nick of time. I let out a deep groan of relief as the urine flowed out of me with a shudder.
“Jayhsus, that was a long piss.” I grunted as I zipped up then washed my hands.
A nice buzz settled over me and I pulled the bathroom door open, hoping Liam was waiting in the pub for me finally. I stepped into the hall, but a loud thump gave me pause. I glanced toward the door at the end of the hall that read “Storage” across the front. The door was cracked open, but the room was completely dark. Another thump came and I stepped forward cautiously, my nerves on high alert. I was a foot from the door when a man’s deep groan came with another thump and I relaxed. Ah, just a couple having a bit of fun. I let out a silent laugh and turned back for the pub, but a soft whimper froze me in place.
“Harder!” She whispered, and I knew it was Shayne. I turned back, peering into the darkness of the room. I didn’t want to know it was her, I didn’t want to see her with another man, but I couldn’t stop myself. It was hard to make out anything more than two figures moving together but my eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness and I saw her face. He had her on top of a stack of boxes on the opposite side of the small storage room. Her skirt was hiked up around her waist and his pants around his thighs. He thrust into her and she let out another whimper, wrapping her legs around his hips and urging him on. A ray of light came in from a small window and I saw that her eyes were squeezed shut, black lashes damp against her cheeks.
I was an intruder. I knew that. I had no right, no claim to her whatsoever, but I couldn’t look away. I couldn’t help the ache that welled in my chest as I watched her with him. A voice inside my head screamed for me to leave, but I stood there. Frozen. Watching, lusting, agonizing over Shayne as her head rolled back with another moan of pleasure. The man tugged her shirt and bra down, taking one of her nipples between his teeth and I groaned inwardly, remembering the sweet taste of her flesh. I’d thought about her like this so many times since I’d left, wanting nothing more than to bury myself inside her like he was. A ripple of pleasure moved through me and I closed my eyes, trying to calm the arousal I was feeling. No, what am I doing? I need to go, I told myself. Still, I couldn’t move.
When I opened my eyes, he had her bent over the boxes. His body collided with her in hard, unrestrained thrusts and she whimpered again as his hands grasped her hips. My body ached, remembering her bent over in front of me, and my cock twitched against my jeans. Shayne’s back arched and he slammed into her, jarring the boxes as they both came, moaning simultaneously. I let out a gasp, and stepped back from the door, realization and embarrassment finally winning over. I needed to get out of here before either of them saw me. What the feck is the matter with me?
“Kier? That you?” My brother’s voice came from the other end of the hall. Startled, I stumbled and toppled a box beside the storage room door as I nearly lost my balance. It was too late. As I righted myself I saw those rich brown eyes watching me from the darkness of the storage room, mirroring my own shock and embarrassment.
Without a word to her or my brother, I ran from the pub, too horrified to look back.

“Um, that someone ya know?” The bartender’s gruff voice asked behind me as I tugged at my rumpled clothing.
“Yeah.” I swallowed hard. What is Kieran doing here? I thought he was still in California…with her. At first I thought I was going crazy, but the bartender had seen Kieran too before he ran from the pub.
“Do ya need ta go after him?” I looked back at the man as he slid the used condom off and he gave me a sympathetic look.
“Yeah, I should.” I said. “Sorry.”
“I told ya, quit apologizin’.” He winked. “Go on.”
I went out into the hall and he followed behind me with a gentle hand on my back. We walked back to the front and I looked around for any sign of Kieran. Someone cleared their throat to the left of me and I met Liam’s glaring blue gaze.
“Really, Shayne?” His jaw jutted out angrily and his nostrils flared as he took in my disheveled appearance—and the bartender’s.
“Why’s Kieran here?” I asked, ignoring his comment.
“I don’t know. Didn’t get a chance ta ask him before he ran out of here. I didn’t even know why he’d run like that until I saw ya two coming out of the back room there.”
“How was I to know he’d be there watching me? The last time I saw him he was leaving Midtown with his wife.” I couldn’t help the biting tone in which I said that last part.
“And what if it had been Ian?”
I said nothing at that. What if it had been Ian? Guilt stung me despite what he’d done earlier. “We..aren’t together.”
Liam shook his head, giving me a look of disgust. “Right. Ya let him pay fer the trip here, take ya out all the time, but he’s not yer boyfriend. I forgot. How convenient fer ya.”
“It isn’t like that, Liam.”
“No? I bet ya would have pulled the same shit if Kieran had stayed.”
I gritted my teeth, glaring at him. “That isn’t true.”
“No? We’ve been friends fer a while now. I see how ya work. It’s all fine and dandy if a guy fulfills yer needs, but when they ask fer more, ya run fer the feckin’ hills.”
I wanted to tell him that wasn’t true, but every other guy I’d been with, I had run from. I didn’t want any more from them. But I’d wanted more with Kieran.
“Christ, Shayne it was one thing when ya weren’t with someone, but ya’ve been with Ian for four months now. Ya try and act like yer nothing like yer mother. Ya bitch that all she does is use ya, but what the feck are ya doin’ ta Ian right now?”
I cringed at the mention of my mother, but maintained my composure, even as it was crumbling around the edges. “I wasn’t trying to hurt him. You don’t understand. Something happened and I—”
“No I think I understand perfectly.” He cut me off, moving so his face was inches from mine. “Maybe yer not snorting or injecting every feckin’ substance ya can get yer hands on, but yer a user just like her.”
“I’m not like my mother.” My voice shook and tears brimmed in my eyes, but Liam’s anger didn’t wane.
“No, maybe not. Ya feck with whoever ya want until they no longer meet yer needs. At least yer mother made men pay when she was being a whore so they knew what they were signin’ up fer.”
My fist slammed into Liam’s cheek hard enough that he stumbled back. He shook his head and blinked at me, nostrils flaring in anger. I stood there, tears streaming down my cheeks. His features softened, a look of confusion and doubt overtaking the ferocity that had been there moment ago.
“Shayne?”
I shoved past a crowd of younger guys, ignoring the burning pain in my knuckles, desperate to get away from him. A bus was getting ready to pull back into traffic and I ran for it as Liam yelled behind me. Sure, he was right about a lot of it, but it hurt coming from someone I’d been close to for so long. Maybe he had been right when he first told me to stay away from Kieran. Maybe if Kieran had stayed I would have only hurt him too. The bus pulled away from the curb before Liam could reach me and my phone buzzed in my bra. I settled into a seat in the back and pulled it out to see Ian’s number.
“Hey! Where are you? I’ve been looking everywhere around the hotel.”
“I went out for a bit.” I answered.
“Look, I’m sorry about earlier. It just hurt when you brushed me off this morning, you know?”
I wiped more tears from my face. “I know.”
“Where are you? Can we talk?” His tone was sweet, genuine. It tore a hole straight through my chest.
“I’ll be back at the hotel in a bit.”
“Okay, come up to the room. I’ll see you soon.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
Slipping Off the Edge Again
I was a few blocks away from the pub when my phone rang. I saw Liam’s name and shoved the phone back in my pocket. I wasn’t ready to talk to him after what had just happened. My stomach twisted in knots at the thought of Shayne and the feckin’ bartender. I had no right to be jealous. Still I couldn’t help the ache in my chest as I thought of her body entangled with his. Maybe it had been a bad idea to tell Liam I was in New York. Had he told her come to the bar with him? Why would he do that? From the look on her face she had no idea I’d be there.
“Hey, arsehole. Ignorin’ my calls now?” A voice huffed behind me. I spun around to see Liam, out of breath with a red mark over his left cheek.
“How’d you find me?”
He held up his phone “It’s called GPS.”
“Right.” I turned and continued walking, letting him catch up to me.
“Slow the feck down, I just ran my arse here.” He growled and I slowed to a stop once more. “Look, I’m sorry fer what happened back there. I didn’t know Shayne would be there, but are ya goin’ ta tell me what the hell yer doin’ here?”
“I divorced Kendall and moved out here a few months ago.”
Liam blinked, surprised at this news. “What about the baby?”
“Kendall wasn’t even pregnant. She was just tryin’ to get more money out of me. Found out some studio wanted to buy my film rights.”
“Feckin’ bitch.”
“Yeah,” I let out a half-hearted laugh. As usual, I figured things out a little too late. “What happened ta yer face?” I nodded at the bruise forming on his cheek.
“Shayne punched me. I might have said somethin’ ta her after ya left.”
“What the feck did ya say ta her?”
Liam looked abashed and let out a long sigh. “Things I shouldn’t have said. I just got so defensive after I saw the look on yer face and the way ya ran out of there. And that wasn’t even the guy she’s been with! Just some random arsehole. She hasn’t pulled shit like that in a long time. I mean, I know ya two only had yer thing fer a month, but I’ve seen her string guys along for months only to break their heart when they want things to get more serious.”
“She looked like she was cryin’.”
Liam glanced at me, confused. “What?”
“Shayne. When she was with that guy it looked like she’d been cryin’.”
“You don’t think he did somethin’? Forced her?”
I shook my head, considering the look on her face. “No. It looked like she was tryin’ ta forget something else goin’ on with her in the only way she knew how.”
I’d seen that look before. The first time we’d had sex. The day I’d met her mother.
“Feck. I’m an idjit. She was tryin’ ta tell me somethin’ but I cut her off. I was so pissed. Maybe I should call her?”
I shrugged. “She probably won’t answer ya right away if that mark on yer face is any indication.”
“Right. I guess not much ta do about it right now. Are ya hungry?”
I wasn’t, but he probably was after running after me. “Sure. We can grab a couple slices if ya want.”


The elevator stopped on the floor to our hotel room and my stomach clenched. I didn’t want to do this, but Liam was right. I was stringing him along. I didn’t care about Ian. Not the way he cared about me. Seeing Kieran again only made that clear to me. I was trying to find something in Ian that just wasn’t there. 
I hesitated outside our hotel room. I didn’t want to hurt him, but there was no way around it. The door swung open, startling me. Ian took in my disheveled presence and my tear-stained cheeks. His lips compressed into a concerned frown that only made me feel worse.
“Are you okay? What happened?” He swung the door wider, ushering me in and pulling me into his arms. I stiffened at his touch and gently disentangled myself.
“I slept with someone.” The words tumbled from my lips without pause. It was better to just get it out, there was no way to make the blow any softer.
Ian took a step back from me, his eyebrows pressing down as he took in my words. “You did what?”
“You upset me, so I went and had sex with someone else.”
His mouth fell open and he shook his head, still disbelieving. “Because of what I said? Shayne I was upset, but I wouldn’t have done anything. You have to know that!”
“I do. You’ve been nothing but sweet to me. I know you were just upset.” I nodded, chewing at my bottom lip.
“And you still went and fucked someone else?” His words came out harsh, a tinge of pain bleeding through them. I nodded and finally met his tear-brimmed eyes.
“I’m sorry, Ian.”
He paced the length of the hotel room with his shoulders hunched tight. His words were incoherent and angry as he cursed under his breath. I stood silent, not daring to stop him. He was hurt. He had a right to be. Abruptly, he stopped and swung around, his hazel eyes boring into me.
“I care about you, Shayne, and you’ve been keeping me at a distance this whole time…then you just go and do that?”
“I’m sorry.” I repeated, keeping my head down.
“I get it though. It’s hard for you to let others close. I’ve been able to see that since the first time I met you.”
I looked up at him, startled by his softened tone. It would be easier if he just yelled, if he got angry with me and told me he hated me. But he didn’t do any of those things.
“You’re not mad?”
He came back over to me and grabbed my hand. “It hurts. A lot. But I know what you’re trying to do. You’re just scared. We can work through this.”
His words hit me hard and I pulled my hand away. “No…no we can’t work through this.”
“Shayne?” He reached for me again but I backed away.
“I don’t want to be with you, Ian. I’m sorry. You’re a nice guy. You deserve better.”
Ian said nothing. I tried to look away from him, but I couldn’t. His eyes narrowed into a cruel stare and his mouth tightened into a thin angry line. “I’m a nice guy? I deserve better? That’s such a load of bull, Shayne!”
I jumped at his outburst and pressed my back against the wall. “It’s the truth, Ian. I’m sorry. I tried to feel something for you but I just don’t. I don’t care about you how you care about me.”
He laughed then swiped an arm out, knocking the desk lamp to the floor with a crash. “You felt nothing for me, yet you stayed with me for four fucking months?! You let me take you out everywhere, pay for this fucking trip? And you never felt anything for me?”
I shook my head as tears threatened my own eyes again. “I’m sorry…”
“Ha! You’re sorry? You fucking lead me on then go fuck some asshole during the trip I fucking paid for, and you’re sorry?!” Ian shook his head and flung something else off the desk, jolting me. “You know what? You’re not the one that should apologize. I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry I didn’t listen to the other guys at my shop when they told me about you. Do you want to know what they told me? Hmm, Shayne?”
I shook my head and glanced at the door, the guilt I felt now turning to fear. No, I didn’t want to know. He let out an angry snort, continuing anyway.
“They called you a fucking whore. Said your mom was a strung-out prostitute and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. And you know what, Shayne? Now that I’ve known you for a bit and I’ve seen what you are capable of…I think they’re right. You’re a whore, just like her. A stupid fucking whore.”
His words sliced through me and I gasped, shocked that he would say something so hurtful. His lips curled into a sneer and the face I’d found so handsome, so sweet, turned into someone I barely recognized
“Fuck you! You know nothing about me!”
Ian fumed, glaring at me, and snatched a decorative vase off the side table. I flinched as it smashed against the wall a foot away from me.
“I don’t need to know any more, Shayne. Now get the fuck out of my hotel room!”
I didn’t even bother grabbing my bags. I just wanted to get out of that room. Tears streamed down my face as I waited for the elevator to reach the lobby. People got on but took no notice of my silent tears or the trembling that I couldn’t stop from running through me. I shoved past them when the elevator finally stopped and made my way outside, hailing a cab. Unsure of where I was going, I wiped away the tears that were now flowing freely down my cheeks and texted Darren.
:I think I’m slipping off the edge again.:
 



CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
I’m Sorry…For Everything
“I can’t believe ya gave her anythin’ at all. But I suppose I understand. Better ta be rid of her.” Liam shook his head as we walked back to his hotel.
“Yeah. Just wish I hadn’t been such an idjit. Why couldn’t I see what she was doin’ from the beginnin’?”
“Because ya loved her. Ya didn’t want ta see it.”
“Maybe.” I shrugged. “So ya gonna go talk ta Shayne?”
“Ya, I need ta apologize. I texted her but she hasn’t answered me. Maybe she just came back here and crashed.” Liam nodded at the hotel. I hoped that was the case at least.
“When ya talk ta her, tell her not ta feel bad. I don’t think any less of her after seein’ her like that. She’s been through a lot.”
Liam tilted his head at me quizzically and his lips pursed together. “It wasn’t just sex with ya two…was it?”
I shook my head. “No, it wasn’t. I made a mistake leavin’. She’s an amazin’ woman. Even if she can’t see it sometimes.”
Liam smiled, a thoughtful look moving through his eyes. “I’ll tell her.” He said, then gave me a hearty pat on the back. “I’ll call ya and let ya know she’s alright.”
“Thanks.” I nodded and turned to leave just as someone barreled into me, nearly knocking me onto my arse.
“Watch it, arsehole!”
The man spun around and when I met his gaze, I recognized him at once. So did Liam.
“Ian? Are ya drunk, man? Where’s Shayne?”
Ian let out snort and the pungent stench of alcohol hit me like a brick wall. “Fuck her. I don’t know where the hell she went. Probably out blowing some asshole for all I know.”
Liam and I both exchanged concerned looks.
“What happened?”
“She told me she fucked some guy at a bar, then said she didn’t want to be with me. Fucking whore. I should have listened to my friends about her.”
My jaw clenched and I lunged for him, but Liam gripped my arm, yanking me backwards. Ian looked at me, unfazed, and gave a derisive snort. “Oh, I see we got Prince Charming here. Going to defend her honor? A little late for that, don’t you think?”
“Feck ya, ya feckin’ gobshite!” I pulled against Liam’s grip. Ian’s face screwed up as he glared at me.
“The fuck is that?”
“It means yer a feckin’ idjit.” I spat at him.
“I’m the idiot? You’re the one defending her. Doesn’t take an idiot to see what she really is.”
“Say another thing about her and I swear ta God I’ll—” Liam jerked me back again, this time nearly sending me off balance.
“Enough! Where’d she go?” Liam pressed on, staring at Ian. He managed to keep his own anger at bay, but I noticed the twitch of agitation around his mouth.
“I don’t know. I told her to leave and she did. I left her bags outside your room in case she decides to bring her miserable ass back here. Either way, I’m not fucking staying.”
Ian shoved past us toward the valet and handed them a ticket. I started for him again and Liam gripped the back of my shirt.
“Don’t. We’ve got bigger things to be concerned with.” He warned me. I looked back to him, then Ian, and a heavy sense of foreboding churned in my stomach.
“Where do ya think she went?” I asked. He too, looked like he might be sick. He touched two fingers to the swollen bruise on his cheek and I knew he was entertaining the same fears I was.
“I don’t know. She came back here, and told him about it?” He looked down at his phone again, feverishly texting, then clicked send. “Christ, I yelled at her fer stringin’ Ian along, called her horrible things, and she came back here and confessed ta him?”
“She must have felt guilty.”
“Come on, let’s go up ta the room. Maybe she came back?”
“Maybe.” I shrugged, but a tightness in my chest made me think otherwise. She’d told me how bad things had been for her before, how out of control things got with her. I prayed that wasn’t the case now. But what would set her off the edge like that? Surely not just seeing me. No, something else must have happened. I followed Liam up to his hotel room, and sure enough, luggage was sitting outside his room. I grabbed her bags and pulled them into the room. Liam’s phone rang and I breathed a sigh of relief—but it was only temporary.
“Darren? Kieran’s here with me too. I’m puttin’ ya on speakerphone. What’s goin’ on?”
“I’m worried about Shayne. She found out her mother was killed last night.”
Liam’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “What do ya mean she was killed?”
“Some assholes from a gang shot her. She left treatment a few months ago and she was at her dealer’s house last night when they came and shot the place up.”
A sinking feeling settled through me and the expression on Liam’s face only mirrored my own fears.
“What else did she tell ya?” I asked.
“I don’t know.” Darren sighed. “She was frantic, kept going on about being just like her. I tried to calm her down, but she said she needed a drink and hung up on me. Honestly, I haven’t heard her that upset in a long time. She hasn’t answered my calls or texts since. It’s been about an hour now.”
“Feck…did she say where she was?” Liam asked.
“Not sure. She said something about going into a club, but it’s fucking New York… I have no clue.”
“The Meatpackin’ District isn’t far from here.” I said.
Liam looked up at me then, with a wary but hopeful look. “Maybe we should start there. Keep tryin’ ta call her, Darren. We’ll let you know if we find her.”
“Will do. It’s not off at least, so maybe she’s just ignoring me right now.”
“Let’s get goin’.” Liam nodded to me and shoved his phone into his pocket. We wasted no time getting back down to the lobby and caught a waiting cab to the Meatpacking District. Liam continued calling Shayne’s phone, leaving message after message to no avail. Each unanswered call only ratcheted up my anxiety another notch. This area was packed with clubs and lounges. There was no telling where she was—or worse—what sort of trouble she was getting herself into. I’d only heard a few tales about her life before, but they were enough to drive my deepest fears home.
Liam handed the cabby cash and we climbed out, scanning the street. “Where the hell do we start?”
“Check with the bouncers. See if anyone’s seen her.”
“Right.” Liam grunted and headed straight for the nearest line of people. The bouncer lifted a suspicious eyebrow at our approach and stood up straight, letting his biceps bulge as he crossed his arms. Liam pulled out his phone and held up a picture of Shayne.
“Sorry ta bother ya, but we’re lookin’ for this woman. She’s a friend of ours. There’s been a family emergency and we have ta find her.”
The bouncer, an older black man with a baldhead, eyed us for a moment, then glanced down at the picture.
“I see a lot of girls come through here.” He shrugged. Liam gave me an annoyed look and I pulled out a couple bills and handed them over.
“I think ya should take one more look. Ya sure ya haven’t seen her?”
He stuffed the cash in his shirt pocket and casually glanced back down at the picture. “She didn’t come here. Judging from her look though, you might want to head down that way. There’s clubs more her speed over there.”
I didn’t bother to ask what he meant by that. The line of people waiting outside this club were a mix of neon clothes, platinum blonde hair and unnaturally orange skin that most definitely came from a bottle. With a few drinks in her she’d be ripping out hair extensions and fake eyelashes in no time.
“Thanks, man.” I nodded to him and motioned for Liam to follow me. “There’s a club down this way with graffiti everywhere and a tattoo parlor inside. I have a feeling she might be around there.”
If not for the current situation, Liam might have laughed. Instead he just nodded and called her phone again. Still no answer.
We reached the club, a grungy place with loud rock blaring out from the entrance. When we got to the bouncer, Liam held the picture up and asked him if he’d seen Shayne. The man chewed at his lip thoughtfully, tugging at a lip ring, then nodded. “She might still be here. Saw her a while ago.”
I thanked him, handed him cash for our cover, and Liam and I hurried inside.
“You look around that way, I’ll go this way.” Liam shouted to me, then proceeded toward the opposite end of the club. The music blared in my ears and I searched the faces as the strobe lights hit the crowd. I didn’t see any sign of Shayne.
“Dammit, Shayne, where the feck are ya?” I headed toward the bar. Maybe she would still be there drinking herself into oblivion. After everything that had already happened tonight, I wouldn’t blame her. A few women stood at the bar, several with black hair like hers, but none of them were Shayne. “Feck.” I growled, and slouched against the bar. Maybe the bartender had seen her. I waved the stocky man with a buzz cut down, holding out more cash.
“What can I get for you, man?”
“I’m looking fer someone. Pretty girl, black hair, bangs, red lips, lots of tattoos?”
He laughed. “You’re describing half the women here.”
“She was probably upset. Drinkin’ a lot.” I tried to recall what she’d been wearing earlier, though I couldn’t see much when she was in the dark. “She had on boots, a short black skirt and a ripped up black t-shirt.”
The bartender nodded. “Oh, her. Yeah she was here for a while. Sitting over there. Some guys were chatting her up about a twenty minutes ago but I haven’t seen her since.”
“Shit.” I thanked him and looked toward the end of the bar he’d been talking about. Still no luck. The lights flashed toward the bar and I noticed something pink resting on the black graffitied bar. It lit up a second later and I grabbed it up. Liam’s name flashed on the phone’s screen.
“Shayne?” My brother’s relieved voice answered.
“No. It’s me. I found her phone, but not her.” I shouted over the music. Still, if her phone was here, she couldn’t be far, could she? I surveyed the room once more for Shayne, but didn’t get one glimpse of her amongst the mass of writhing, sweaty bodies. Hanging up the phone and pocketing it, I walked toward the restrooms, keeping an eye out for her. As I came around the corner, I was met with a sharp glare from a pair of deep-set brown eyes before the man slipped into the restroom. Something about the look of him didn’t sit right with me.
Concerned, I strode toward the door just in time to hear the lock click in place. I leaned close, straining to hear anything.
“Hey, I’ve got ta piss. Open up!” I banged my fist on the door. Maybe I was being paranoid and the man just liked to do his business in private, but the cold chill that trickled up my back made me suspicious.
“Fuck off!” A shout came from the other side, along with the rustling of clothing and a thud. Undeterred, I banged again, harder. Fabric ripped and I heard a groan—a painful groan, a female groan. Regardless of who he had in there, it didn’t sound like she wanted to be there. Panic and rage tore through me and I banged my fist against the door one last time.
“Open the feck up! Now!”
“Go fuck yourself!” Another voice shouted in reply.
With no more hesitation, I backed up, lifted my foot, and kicked hard below the lock. The door swung open, slamming against the wall and chunks of wood scattered across the tile. Shayne lay a few feet away, limp on the floor, and I met the wide, startled gaze of the man positioned between her thighs. Three other men stood around her, scowling at me. 
A vicious sound tore from my throat as I charged at them. I grabbed a piece of broken wood off the doorjamb and swung hard, catching the man hunched over her under his jaw and knocking him to the floor. Someone’s fist came at me from the left and caught me under the eye before I could dodge it, but I didn’t feel it. Rage pulsed through me and I kicked the man on the ground with another growl. Another fist came at me and I swung to the side, throwing my shoulder back. He slammed into the bathroom stall and I swung around grabbing him by the hair and bashing his face against the metal partition.
“Ya motherfeckers!” I kicked the man on the floor again, hard in the groin and he curled into a ball.
“Stop! Please!” He cried out, but my boot caught him in the ribs.
“Oh, ya want me ta stop? And what the feck were ya plannin’ ta do a minute ago?!” I lifted my foot again, but someone else barreled into me, slamming me against a mirror on the far wall. Glass shattered and dug into my shoulders, but I ignored the pain.
The man punched me in the gut, and I winced, then lifted my foot, kicking him off of me. He stumbled back and I caught Liam’s form standing in the bathroom doorway. He glanced around the room and down at Shayne. She was conscious, but barely. She groaned again. Her eyes opened then rolled back with a pitiful whimper. The other man came at me again, and I slipped to the side. His shoulder slammed into the mirror and I grabbed him, punching him low in the side with a jab to his kidney.
It didn’t take Liam long to realize what was going on. Liam was bigger, much more built than me, and with the menacing look that took over his features, any sane, smart man wouldn’t dare feck with him. But it was already clear those weren’t the type of men we were dealing with. The brown-eyed man charged at him and Liam didn’t miss a beat. He caught him in the throat with a heavy fist, sending the man crumpling to the floor. The man in front of me lifted his fist once more, but froze when he noticed Liam a few feet away. He gulped, but Liam flashed him a wide grin.
“Oh no, go on. Please continue.” He laughed and cracked his knuckles. The man took a step back from me just as another man in a black security shirt appeared in the doorway.
“What the hell’s going on here?” He looked around the room from Shayne lying on the floor to the man still curled in pain with his pants around his ankles.
“They attacked her. I was just stopping them.” I said, my chest heaving as I tried to catch my breath. The man’s eyes darted to Liam.
“I was just helping him.” Liam nodded to the brown-eyed man still gripping his throat and letting out gurgled curses.
“You know her?”
“She’s our friend.” Liam said.
“Get her out of here.” The security guard said, his gaze softening for a moment. “I’ll take care of them.”
I knelt on the floor, gently shaking Shayne. She mumbled and her head lolled to the side as her eyes fluttered closed once more. The security guard called for back up over a walkie-talkie then looked back to me and Liam.
“Do you need to take her to the hospital?” He asked, staring down at her in concern.
I lifted her in my arms gently shaking her once more, but she remained slack against me. “I’m not sure. I don’t know if they gave her anything.”
“Jim, hold a cab. I got a few coming to you.” The man said into the walkie-talkie then moved out of our way. Another security guard came down the hall to meet us and cleared a path, leading us back outside. I ignored the stares and mumbling around us. My only concern was the woman in my arms right now.
“They might have slipped her a roofie.” The man leading us outside said. I gritted my teeth and held her closer, listening for her breath. It was even but slow.
“The bartender said he hadn’t seen her fer about twenty minutes. Whatever they gave her, it couldn’t be that long ago.”
“Kieran?” Shayne’s voice was shaky. One dull eye squinted up at me and I looked down at her, cupping her cheek.
“Shayne! Are ya okay?”
“I don’t feel good, Kieran.” She blinked, her eyelids closed in a sluggish motion, and a tear ran down the side of her cheek.
“Maybe ya should get her ta throw up whatever they gave her.” Liam suggested.
I lowered her to the sidewalk and her hand gripped my arm, shaky and weak like her voice.
“Come on, love. If yer feelin’ sick, it’s best ta just get it out.” I coaxed her, pushing her hair out of her face. Some snotty woman made a comment about not being able to hold her liquor and I shot her a venomous look before returning my attention to Shayne.
“I can’t. I don’t want to. I want to lie down.” Shayne whimpered, more tears dripping down her cheeks. Helpless, I looked up at Liam. He held two fingers in front of his face, miming a gagging motion. I shrugged and wiped the stray tears away from Shayne’s cheeks.
“Try. It’s important.”
“I can’t, Kier. I don’t feel well.” Her words slurred off and her eyes rolled back once more. Panic rolled through me and I whispered an apology, before slipping my fingers down her throat. She grunted and fought back, but her feeble grip couldn’t find purchase against my chest.
“Come on, Shayne.” I pressed harder and she gagged, then with a lurch, heaved the contents of her stomach on the sidewalk in a messy puddle that wreaked of liquor. She sniffled and whimpered, trying to push me away, but I did it once more. More liquid came out before she dry-heaved, unable to bring up anything else.
“Please…stop.” She pressed her face against my chest and my heart broke into a million pieces.
“Come on. We need ta get fluids in her. Let’s take her back ta the hotel.”
I shook my head. “My apartments closer.”
Liam nodded and I lifted her up, carefully getting into the cab. “Where’s yer place at?”
“I’ve got an apartment over in Greenwich Village.” I said, looking toward the driver. “A few blocks south of Washington Square Park.”
The driver nodded, and took off, taking us away from the gawking club-goers. I returned my attention to Shayne. Guilt welled in my chest. I couldn’t help feeling at least partially responsible for her. I’d left. She’d cared about me, and I’d left. Maybe I hadn’t called her the things Ian had, but my leaving had said enough. I don’t care enough about you to stay. I don’t care enough about you to fight for this. You were just a fling. You were just the other woman.
Maybe I hadn’t spoken those words, but I may as well have.
The cab stopped in front of my building, pulling me back from my thoughts. I carried her upstairs. Neither me nor Liam said anything. Surely he was feeling his own guilt over everything tonight. Liam took my keys from me, opened the door to my apartment, and I carried her to the bedroom, laying her on the bed. Liam went to the kitchen to get her water and I looked her over. Her shirt was torn open down the front. Her skirt was still intact, but the remnants of her torn knickers hung around her thighs.
I took a deep breath, trying to calm the heavy thud of my heart. The only comfort I had was that I’d gotten there when I did. The bastard hadn’t yet gotten a chance to penetrate her. From the quick glimpse I’d seen he wasn’t completely hard when I’d intruded. But if I’d been just a few minutes later…what then?
Tears brimmed my eyes. Pain and anger swelled together. Anger at them. Anger at myself. I glanced around my bedroom and grabbed a clean shirt and pajama pants off the corner of my bed. Hastily wiping at my face with my sleeve, I slid off her boots then her ruined knickers and her skirt. I didn’t want her to wake up and find herself like this. I slid the pajama pants up her smooth legs and traced the white rabbit on her thigh as my heart clenched in my chest. She’d gotten away from her past and I’d let her fall right back into that hole. Never once had Shayne tried to manipulate me, try to use me for her own selfish needs. But that morning when Kendall showed up, I’d left her there, like she was nothing.
Stray tears rolled down my chin, dripped onto the flannel material, and I pulled them up the rest of the way, covering her. She wasn’t mine to look at. I grabbed a washcloth from the bathroom and dampened it. A lump swelled in my throat as I returned to her and wiped down her face, neck, and arms. She was limp against the bed and I took care taking off her torn shirt and replacing it with one of my white undershirts.
I traced the full curve of her bottom lip and my jaw tightened at the thought of those animals kissing her, forcing their tongues down her throat, or… No. Christ, I prayed they hadn’t done that. Anger and guilt surged up with renewed fears and a shudder ran through me unbidden. No, they couldn’t have done that. I’d gotten there in time, I tried to reassure myself. More tears escaped and I pulled the blanket over her then brushed her hair out of her face, wiping at my damp cheeks.
“I’m sorry, Shayne. Fer everything.”
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
In His Bed
I had strange dreams that night. One minute I was sitting on my grandmother’s couch. Six years old, dressed in pink corduroy overalls and a My Little Pony t-shirt. My mother came in the door with her suitcase, and seeing me, dropped it on the floor and ran to me, scooping me into her arms.
“I’ve missed you, peanut. Things are going to be so much better now.” She whispered in my ear and I pressed my nose to her shoulder, breathing her in and closing my eyes. When I opened them, I was older, taller, a girl of fourteen. My mother was passed out on the threadbare living room carpet again. I knelt down beside her, plucked the still-burning cigarette from her fingers, and pulled her onto the equally threadbare couch.
I got up and walked out of the room and came out on a rooftop. Taller now, a young woman of eighteen. My feet stumbled atop patent leather stilettos. Tears ran down my face, and the lights of the city danced around like pixies in my blurred vision. Things were supposed to be better, but they weren’t. They were so much worse.
One unsteady step, then another and I was standing on the ledge. Wind rushed around me, and the cold air made me gasp. My heart raced and I closed my eyes, willing myself to let go. Just let go and things will be better. Just let go.
“Don’t.” A deep voice said behind me. Startled, I nearly lost my footing, but large, muscular arms caught me around the waist and pulled me away from the ledge. We fell to the ground and he let out a grunt of pain. I blinked away the tears in my eyes and looked up to see Kieran’s blue eyes watching me.
No, I wasn’t dreaming any more.
Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I blinked at him and lifted my head. The sudden onslaught of stabbing pain in my skull made me wince and drop my head back down onto the pillow.
“Careful.” He said in a soothing tone. He was sitting on a chair next to the bed a couple feet away. I had the urge to reach for his hand, but my arms felt like lead, sore and heavy. 
“Where am I?” I asked. It didn’t look like the hotel room. It didn’t look familiar at all. The walls were a freshly-painted white that hurt my eyes and several half-emptied boxes sat in one corner.
“My apartment.”
I didn’t say anything, still trying to figure out how exactly I ended up in Kieran’s apartment, in his bed and in what appeared to be his clothes.
“Did we?”
His gaze widened and he answered with a swift. “No.”
I looked away, feeling embarrassed for asking, even more so by his sharp answer.
“I brought ya some headache medicine. Ya should take it. And drink all the water.” I looked back at him and he held out the pills and the glass for me. I managed to prop myself up on my elbows but it took effort. My abdomen ached like someone had used me as a punching bag, and my arms shook underneath my weight.
He watched me, his face expressionless if not for the troubled look in his eyes. I eased myself back down and tilted my head at him. “What’s wrong?”
Kieran hesitated, running his fingers through his hair, not meeting my eyes. “Do ya remember anythin’ from yesterday?” He asked.
I tried to think, to remember what I was doing. My thoughts were hazy and scattered but I remembered I was at the tattoo convention with Ian and Liam. I got a phone call.
“My mother died.”
My stomach twisted painfully at the memory of that phone call and I gripped my abdomen.
“Ya going ta be sick again?” He asked and I gave him an odd look. Again? Had I been ill?
“No. I just…why can’t I remember anything?” I gritted my teeth and my head throbbed in sharp, pulsing aches.
“Because ya were drugged.”
“Drugged?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to ease the pain, trying to wrap my head around what he just said.
“Ya and Ian had a fight, so ya went out fer a drink, then some arseholes must have slipped somethin’ in yer drink.”
More memories came back, still fuzzy around the edges, but I remembered the fight and what led to it—and Kieran. Sickness rose in my throat and I swallowed hard, squeezing my eyes shut. “You saw.”
“Yeah.” Kieran’s voice thickened and he cleared his throat. No wonder he’d been so quick to correct me in my assumptions of what had happened between us last night. If I had the strength I would have run from the room, but I could barely manage sitting up at the moment.
“I just wanted to forget.” I gasped. A tight pain swelled in my chest, and I couldn’t breath. “I just wanted to forget everything.”
 I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to recall more. Ian had been furious. He’d kicked me out of the room and I went to a club. I drank and drank. Someone came over to talk to me but I couldn’t remember what they looked like. I squeezed my eyes shut and covered my face with my hands, not wanting him to see me cry. The bed shifted, and Kieran’s arms came around me in a heartbeat.
“I know. It’s alright. Shh, it’s alright.”
“You said I was drugged…what happened?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the truth, but I needed to know.
“Liam and I were out lookin’ fer ya. Darren called us and told us about yer mom.” He paused, and his arms tightened around me, protective, as if I was still in harm’s way now. “They had ya in the bathroom when I got there. They were tryin’ ta get yer clothes off, but I didn’t let them get any further than that.”
I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. He’d stopped them? Kieran stroked my arm and I saw the scabs across his knuckles. “Thank you.” I said, gingerly tracing my fingertips over the reddened marks.
“Ya don’t need ta thank me. I’d never of stood by and let something like that happen ta ya, no matter what.”
I didn’t doubt that. Even if it hadn’t been me but another girl, Kieran would never let something like that happen. He was a good guy, it was as simple as that. It had nothing to do with any feelings he had toward me. If he’d had any lingering fondness for me, I’d destroyed that in the storage room of the pub. All too soon, he let go of me and I slouched back against the headboard. He stood, walking the length of the room and busied himself with various items hanging out of the boxes. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to put space between us. Right now, I didn’t want to be in the same room with myself.
“Liam will be back soon. He went ta fetch yer bags from the hotel. I should probably get packin’ myself.”
“Are you moving?
He let out a quiet laugh and glanced toward the boxes once more. “No. I’ve been here a couple months. I just never got around ta unpackin’ my things. It’s just me here.”
“Oh…What about Kendall…and the baby?”
“There wasn’t a baby. I divorced her.” He let out a wry laugh as he pulled a suitcase from the closet and tossed it on the foot of the bed. “Turned out ya were right about her.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. I was an idjit ta believe her.” Kieran paused and his lips pulled into a hard line. He glanced up at me like he wanted to say something more, but quickly turned away and pulled clothing from the closet.
“So where are you going?” I changed the subject. I figured his ex-wife was something neither of us wanted to discuss.
“London. My book’s being re-released and my publisher is sendin’ me on a book tour.”
“Wow, London?”
“A film studio bought the rights ta it, they’re goin’ ta be makin’ it into a movie, so they want ta drum up more attention fer it.” He admitted.
“That’s amazing, Kier.” I said, then quickly corrected myself. “Kieran. That’s great, really.”
“Thanks.” The ghost of a smile crossed his lips and he shoved several shirts and jeans into his suitcase. “And here I thought the book was shite.”
“I told you it was really good.”
Kieran paused, looking up at me once more, that same brooding look that hid something more behind it. His forehead creased as he tried to form the words that were pulling at him.
“Shayne…”
A door shut in the other room, along with the sound of suitcases being placed on the floor. Liam came striding into the bedroom and Kieran busied himself with packing, turning away as Liam’s distraught gaze met mine.
“Does she know?” He asked Kieran. Kieran nodded, not looking in his brother’s direction. Liam slumped down on the bed next to my legs and reached for my hands. “I’m a feckin’ arsehole, Shayne. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay.” I told him. “You didn’t know.”
“I shouldn’t have said that shite ta ya, though. I’m sorry.”
“Liam, it’s fine. Really.” I gave his hand a squeeze and forced a smile to my lips. He smiled back, though guilt still lingered in his eyes.
“Kieran’s leavin’ fer London this afternoon, so he got us tickets back home since Ian was our ride out here. Ya feelin’ okay enough ta fly home?”
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I nodded, but decided that wasn’t the best idea, even if the headache medicine had dulled the pain.
“I put a clean towel in the bathroom fer ya if ya wanted to take a shower.” Kieran said and nodded to another door. I thanked him, then pulled myself out of the bed, my legs trembling beneath me. “Ya need help?” He asked.
“No. I’ll manage.”
Shutting the door behind me, I let out a slow breath and stared myself down in the mirror. I looked rough. There were dark circles under my eyes, my skin was a sickly pale shade, and my hair was dull and messy. Right, just the way I wanted to look when I ran into Kieran. With a sigh I took off his pajama pants and t-shirt, holding them to my nose for a moment. He was divorced now. I wished I could ask him what happened, but I didn’t have the right. Did it have something to do with me? No, that was stupid. Of course it didn’t.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
Parting Ways
Liam and I were packed and ready to leave when Shayne reemerged from the shower. Damp strands of hair clung to her face and she smelled like my shampoo. If only it was just me and her here and neither of us had anywhere to be, I’d have lifted her in my arms, marched her back into the bedroom and spent the next several days worshipping every inch of her. But she had her mother’s death to deal with, and I had to be in London. That and the whole fact that I was the jackarse that left her behind put a damper on those desires.
“Ready ta go?” I asked her. She was dressed in a pair of jeans, Chuck Taylor’s, and a gray t-shirt that hugged her chest.
“Yeah,” she answered, barely glancing at me. My heart sank but I forced a smile to my lips. She’d been through so much and I was sure my presence wasn’t helping any. I grabbed both of our suitcases and headed for the door, my brother following behind. The cab I’d called for us waited just outside my building when we reached the lobby. I tossed our bags in the trunk and climbed in the back of the cab next to her. She slid her hands into her lap and kept her eyes forward the whole drive.
“So, how long will you be in London?” She spoke up when we were just a few blocks away, filling the unbearable silence.
“A few months.” I told her. 
The car pulled up in front of Departures and we piled out of the cab. Shayne grabbed her bag as I set it on the curb and insisted she could take it despite the signs of exhaustion that lined her features. I glanced back at her a few times and caught the slight teeter in her step, but she slowed and straightened her posture, refusing to ask for help. We made it through security, then checked our tickets. My gate was in another terminal but I still had time before my flight started boarding, and admittedly, I wasn’t ready to part ways with her just yet.
“I’ll walk ya two ta yer gate.” I said. Liam nodded at me, but Shayne kept her eyes forward, avoiding me at all costs. It had felt so good to hold her in my arms earlier, to feel her warmth and solidness against me, and just for a moment I had hope for us. Given her behavior since, however, I was pretty sure my first suspicions were much closer to the truth.
We reached their gate ten minutes prior to boarding and from the looks of the plane being prepped outside the window, it wasn’t a very large flight. Liam settled himself into a thinly padded seat and let out a relieved groan, but Shayne continued toward the window to watch the crew finish prepping the plane for their flight. I thought to go over to her, but instead settled into a seat across from my brother.
Liam appraised me with a grunt then glanced in Shayne’s direction. “Ya should go talk ta her.”
“What?”
“Did one of those arseholes knock ya in the skull a little hard? I said go talk ta her.”
“Ya’ve seen how she’s been actin’ towards me. I’m the last person she wants ta talk ta.”
Liam narrowed his eyes at me and shook his head as if I’d just tried to convince him the world was flat.
“Do ya have any idea how much it broke her heart ta see ya go? She really liked ya. I got on her about what she did at the pub here, but I knew better. Ian was just a filler fer ya…so was that guy at the pub. I’ve liked Shayne for a long time, and I thought after ya left, maybe she’d finally see me in another light. But she still had ya on her mind. She acted different after ya left, like she was doing everything possible to forget ya. But ya see where that got her.”
I just wanted to forget.
I thought about her words. What was she trying to forget? Her mother? Me? Both?
“And given what ya told me last night, I doubt that contract was the only reason ya finally manned up ta Kendall.” My brother pulled me back from my thoughts, lifting one brow as he waited. My expression must have said enough, because he slouched back against the seat with a satisfied smirk. “Thought so.”
Shayne leaned close to the glass so that her forehead was almost touching it. Her eyes stared intently at the crew outside, though she didn’t see them. Those normally radiant brown eyes were dull and tired, but beneath that, there was a sadness to them. A shameful sadness that seemed to envelope her. 
“I don’t even know what ta say ta her.” I admitted quietly. “I fecked up.”
“Well I’m glad yer admittin’ it, but that’s not the point, now is it? Neither one of ya arseholes are perfect, that’s quite obvious. But what was it ya were tellin’ me ta tell her yesterday? She’s amazing, even if she can’t see it sometimes? That ya don’t think any less of her? Maybe start there, that doesn’t seem like a bad start.”
I weighed his words, looking from Shayne and back to him. Annoyed, Liam grunted at me and cocked his head in her direction. “Go, idjit.”
I sighed, then grudgingly pulled myself out of my seat. What if he was wrong? Liam wasn’t always the most perceptive guy. It wasn’t really his fault though. Growing up, he was too busy trying to keep order between us after our parents’ death. He often misread people, especially women. Still, if there was a chance for me and Shayne—maybe not now, but someday—I wanted to know.
I came up beside her as an announcement was made that her flight would start boarding momentarily and her eyes refocused on me. She forced another smile. “Almost time to go, I guess.”
I nodded, took a step closer to her, and slid her hand into mine. She looked down at my hand, pulling her lips into a straight line, as uncertainty registered in her eyes.
“Kieran?”
“Shayne…” I frowned, staring at the floor. Why was it so hard to put what you felt for someone like her into words? It wasn’t complicated or difficult to understand, but we made it complicated. We confused ourselves, fighting it or denying it because maybe the timing wasn’t perfect. Or maybe because we were just scared. Who knew why humans made everything so complicated? I only had a matter of minutes before she was gone once more. No time at all, so best to just say it and hope for the best, I supposed.
“You were saying?” Shayne tilted her head at me when I didn’t speak, a glint of light flickering in her eyes.
“I was saying that I like you, Shayne, and nothing that happened yesterday, or the day before, or any time before will change that.”
She blinked, her eyebrows lifting in surprise, but didn’t say anything. 
“I was wrong when I left and ya should know that. I knew it, even as I made my choice, but I can’t take it back. I should have listened ta ya. I know ya’ve got ta go now, and so do I. But maybe when I get back we can start over and give this a real go.”
“Kier—”
I stopped her, not wanting to hear the rejection. Not, at least, until I got everything out. “I know we both said we were just having fun then, but you know as well as I do that was never true. Ya mean more to me than that.”
Doubt lingered in her gaze. Whether she was doubting me or herself I didn’t know. She stepped back, pulling her hand away.
“Now seating zones three and four.” Someone announced over the speakers and she looked down at her ticket.
“I should go. That’s me.” She said, holding up her ticket. I nodded, and stepped out of her way, but wasn’t ready to resign myself to the loss just yet.
“Shayne, wait.” I called after her. She looked up from the flight attendant scanning her ticket and I grabbed her around the waist, kissing before I lost my nerve. Shayne put a hand on my chest but I growled in protest and pressed harder against her lips. I needed to make her see they weren’t just words. I wanted her. The hand resting on my chest curled into the fabric of my shirt and her mouth moved with mine, no longer fighting it.
Behind us, someone let out an annoyed, rattling cough, letting us know we were holding up the line of passengers waiting to board. Hesitantly, I pulled back and pressed my forehead against hers, completely breathless. I had to go now, and so did she. Everything else was up to fate. I cupped her face with one hand, trying to catch my breath.
“Ya don’t need ta answer me now. I know ya’ve got so much else ta deal with…but I’m goin’ ta come back, and when I do, I want ta be with ya.”
“Come on, man! Get the fuck out of the way. I’ve got places to go!” I glared over my shoulder at the stuffy businessman that kept checking his watch, but when I turned back to Shayne she was laughing.
“I really should go now.” She smiled at me, this time a real smile. “I’ll see you later, Kieran.” She hugged me—much to the annoyance of the businessman— then went down the jet bridge, glancing back at me one last time before she disappeared around the corner. I stood there a moment longer, smiling to myself. Even if she didn’t give me an answer, she’d kissed me back. That had to count for something, right?
Someone elbowed me hard in the side, and I spun around, ready to clock whoever it was in the face until I realized it was Liam. He glanced toward the plane then back to me, with a smirk.
“So I suppose I’ll see ya around as well.”
“Yeah.”
“Alright then. Best go catch yer own flight, arsehole.” He clapped me on the shoulder then handed his ticket to the flight attendant.
“Right. Bye, Liam.” I said and headed to my terminal to catch the flight to London.
 



CHAPTER FORTY 
Marks On My Skin
Some days things were still tough. My mother had never really acted like one, but I still mourned. I wasn’t sure if it was for her or for the loss of any possible relationship with her. Growing up, that was all I’d ever wanted from her. She’d ignored me, left me to fend on my own, and never once told me she loved me. Yet I had still loved her.
They’d found her killers quick enough and they were currently behind bars where they belonged. I wanted justice of course, but I couldn’t help but think that, one way or another, her life was bound to come to a tragic end. Once her body was released to me I had her buried in the Midtown Cemetery, a quite, serene resting place. I didn’t have any sort of funeral, but Niall, Liam, and Darren came out to pay their respects.
All three had been there for me after the events in New York. Niall made me laugh when I needed it most, Darren was always there to give me advice, and Liam and I had learned to be friends once again. Whether he’d gotten over any romantic feelings for me, or simply accepted that I didn’t feel the same for him, I didn’t know. Still, I was glad to have him back and that there wasn’t any ill blood between him and Kieran.
In regards to Kieran, I hadn’t heard from him but a few times. He’d sent me post cards from England, each with a picture of something iconically British—a red phone booth, Big ben, that sort of thing— and a simple message saying he hoped I was well. There was never any mention of anything he’d said at the airport, nor was there a mention of when he might be coming back this way. It was fine though. I still had my reservations about Kieran. He said he’d made a mistake, that he never should have gone back with Kendall…but what if things hadn’t gone the way they had with her? Would he still be singing the same tune?
I walked out to my car, trying not to let my thoughts linger on him. I had a long session scheduled that started in about an hour and needed my mind on that instead. I put on some music for the short drive and it helped.
“Mornin’, Shayne.” Liam smiled a little too brightly when I walked in.
“Um, good morning.” I blinked at him, caught off guard.
“I cleaned up most the shop already, so ya can just go prep fer yer session.”
“Oh, thanks.” I said and hung my bag up in its usual place in the office. Liam remained in the hallway watching me and I couldn’t help feeling that he was up to something. “What are you doing?”
He pushed himself off the wall, letting out a laugh. “I’m just standing here. Don’t be silly.”
I narrowed my eyes, studying him for a moment. His grin only widened. “Right. I’m going to set up my station.”
“Ya do that.” He nodded with a mischievous twinkle in his eye, and went into the office, leaving me standing there, dubious.
Yeah, he was definitely up to something. I shook it off and went into my room to see a book sitting on my tattoo chair. I glanced back into the hall. “Liam, did you leave a book in here?”
He popped his head out of the office, a confused, but not at all convincing eyebrow raised. “Hmm? What book?”
“The one on my chair.”
“I haven’t the slightest idea what yer talking about.” He said, again with the stupid grin. “Also, yer appointment left a message. They need ta reschedule fer tomorrow.”
I frowned at him. “Why didn’t you check the messages earlier? I could have come in later and slept in.”
He let out a snort, as if he was offended by my question. “I didn’t check them because I was busy cleaning the shop!”
“Okay, fine. I guess I get to sit around and hope for walkins.”
He shrugged and disappeared into the office once more and I grabbed the book off the chair, studying it.
The cover was a girl’s back that was covered in beautiful tattoos.
The title read: Marks On My Skin By K. Donovan
Kieran Donovan.
I looked back toward the hall, scowling. Of course Liam had something to do with this. Still, curiosity got the best of me and I opened the book.
I left marks on your skin, you left marks on my heart. I wrote this for you.
Underneath the dedication was a hand-written note. Simple instructions.
Read. Don’t skip ahead.
I glanced around the room, expecting someone—namely Kieran—to be watching me, but I was completely alone. Hesitantly, I sat down on my tattoo chair, which was already at a comfortable incline, and flipped the page. I had no idea what to expect.
The story opened with a guy-Kellan- talking about a girl named Sara, that he couldn’t get off his mind. A girl with long black hair. She was covered in tattoos. She had bangs, red lips, and a penchant for wearing short skirts and tall boots. I surveyed my own outfit. Well, he had me there.
Intrigued, I continued into the story that bared a very close resemblance to our own. It was all written in the guy’s point of view. Kellan—not unlike Kieran— had a wife that left him, and admittedly had a terrible history of women walking all over him and leaving when they were done with him. But this Sara, this tattooed girl with the red lips, brought out something different in him. She didn’t want nor ask anything of him. He just liked being around her. He felt like himself for the first time. He hadn’t even realized he’d felt like someone else before that.
An hour passed, the door chimed, but I didn’t even bother looking. Whoever walked in, Liam took them into his room and the buzz of his machine followed shortly after. I kept reading. Reading how Kellan felt when he was with Sara, all the new experiences he explored with her. It wasn’t about control, it was about the trust she willingly handed over to him, the way she made him feel.
I found myself smiling as I read about the first time Kellan spanked Sara and the strange tingle of pleasure that ran through him at the sight of her reddened skin. I read about the party Sara took him to, the events that ensued there, and a tingle of pleasure ran through my own body at the memory.
Liam poked his head into the room momentarily but said nothing. I was tempted to flip to the last page to see what he or Kieran were up to, but no. If Kieran had gone through the trouble of writing all this, I’d read what he had to say. I’d follow his orders. For now.
My stomach growled. A few more hours had passed and I was hungry, but I couldn’t stop reading. Sadness seeped through my chest when Kellan left Sara behind, mixing with the anger from the still raw wound. Kellan was an idiot, but even he realized that. He’d betrayed Sara. She’d bared herself, her secrets, and he left. He’d believed his wife and went back, out of duty for the baby. But he couldn’t bare the sight of her and he couldn’t escape the thoughts of Sara. Or the longing for her.
Then I got to the part where he left his wife. Where he realized the type of person she was. At one time he had loved her, and his love for her blinded him to her flaws. But he didn’t love her anymore and finally he saw who she really was, what she really wanted.
The book skipped ahead four months, and Kellan was now on his own and he was happier. Still, thoughts of Sara pulled at his mind daily. He tried to work, to write a new story, but all the words that came out were about her. I read on, knowing exactly where the rest was going. I cringed, remembering that night, remembering the guilt, the shame, the complete loss of control over myself. But that wasn’t the same thing he saw. He saw Sara, alone, trying to be strong, trying not to slip into the void she’d watched her mother slip into so many times. Trying to forget. Trying to forget her mother and trying to forget him.
I like you, Shayne and nothing that happened yesterday, or the day before, or any time before that will change that.
I drew closer to the end, and it switched to Sara. She sat in her room at the tattoo shop, reading a book that Kellan had written for her. The book wouldn’t be printed for sometime, if at all, but he’d gotten a special copy made and bound just for her.
For the first time in several hours I looked up once more, sure that Kieran was watching me. He wasn’t, of course, but it was clear he had much more up his sleeve. Sara finished the book and found a note on the last page, telling her to meet him if she wanted to try again. Kellan would be waiting at a little Italian restaurant. The only one in town that made a decent pizza.
I flipped the page, expecting more, but instead I found another note from Kieran.
 
I’m not sure how this story ends yet, but I’m hoping you can show me.
 


It was cool out, but beads of sweat ran down my forehead. I wiped them away and looked down at my phone again. Liam’s text was still on the screen from twenty minutes ago.
:She just left. Didn’t say where she was going.:
I’d left his apartment as soon as I got the text and in a last minute decision, grabbed flowers from the shop around the corner. I glanced down at the small bouquet of tiger lilies and frowned. Maybe the flowers had been a stupid idea. The trashcan outside the restaurant a few feet away tempted me but if she was coming she would be here any minute. I didn’t want her to see me stuffing her flowers in the trash.
Twenty five minutes and there was still no Shayne. Maybe she wasn’t going to show. At the very least, then I would have my answer. I didn’t deserve a second chance, and I knew Shayne never did relationships. Asking for the possibility of both was a long shot. Five more minutes passed and I slumped down into a chair at one of the outside tables. The shop was a fifteen-minute drive at most.
She’s not coming.
Defeated, I dropped the flowers on the table in front of me, debating how long to wait. Another half-hour? Another hour? The prospect of her showing after that was even less likely. Fifteen more minutes passed and I eyed the bouquet on the table with disdain. A mixture of anger and disappointment ached through my chest. I snatched them off the table and strode toward the trashcan, gritting my teeth. “Stupid flowers.”
“They look nice.” A soft voice said behind me. I spun around and Shayne was standing there. I sucked in a sharp breath at the sight of her. It was Shayne but not the one I’d seen before. She still had a pair of boots on, but her usual little skirt and t-shirt ensemble was replaced with a gray and black dress that came down in a v-neck with buttons down the front. It hugged her curves and flared out into a full skirt, stopping just above her knees. She tugged self-consciously at a gray cardigan and shifted on her heels. “Were they for me?”
I let out my breath, not even realizing I’d been holding it, and handed her the flowers. “Yeah. I was afraid ya wouldn’t show.”
Shayne smiled and her cheeks flushed. “It took me a little while to get here. I wanted to look nice for our first date.”
I blinked stupidly, then nodded. “Ya look amazing.”
Her smile widened and I kissed her on the lips, unable to resist. Relief, excitement, and a multitude of emotions ran through me. Shayne kissed me back then slowly pulled away, a sweet smile still on her lips.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come back. I can give you a second chance, but I know there’s some things you wanted that I won’t ever be able to give you.”
Her gaze darted downward and the memory of Kendall’s words burned. I had left because of the baby…something she couldn’t have. I slid my fingers under her chin and lifted her lips to mine once more, giving her a slow, lingering kiss.
“I made my choice. I don’t want those things. I just want ya.”
Her lips eased back into a smile. I slid her hand into mine and pulled her toward the restaurant.
“C’mon. Let me buy ya dinner.”
 



CHAPTER FORTY ONE 
Breakfast In Bed
 
Four months later
The smell of cooking pancake batter filled my nostrils as I awoke. I stretched my arms above my head and rolled over, sniffing the delightful scent. In the kitchenette, Kieran hummed to himself with his back to me and I admired his ass in a nice pair of faded low-fitting jeans.
I shifted against the bed and Kieran looked over his shoulder. “Finally awake? Sleep okay?”
I nodded and a grin spread over his lips.
“How many pancakes ya want?”
I held up two fingers. He plated two warm pancakes, drenched them in butter and syrup just the way I liked, then placed them on a tray along with a glass of water and sweet tea.
“So, Darren texted me earlier. Wanted ta know if we wanted ta come over tonight. Ya up fer it?”
I nodded again and Kieran’s lips pulled into a mischievous grin. He lifted the tray off the counter and carried it over to the bed, still humming to himself. With a soft kiss on my cheek he placed the tray on the bed next to me and busied himself with cutting up the pancakes. I brought my hands back down into my lap, and pushed my feet against the mattress, sitting up against the pillows. Kieran was turned partially away from me and I watched the muscles in his shoulder shift. I had the urge to reach for him, to feel them move under my fingertips, but I knew better. His pale blue eyes glanced down at my hands and he gave me a knowing smirk.
“Alright love, breakfast is ready.” Kieran pushed my hair off my shoulders and reached around, unbuckling the leather strap and taking the bit gag out of my mouth. Instinctively, I worked my jaw, but it wasn’t too sore.
“Here, rinse out that pretty little mouth.” Kieran held the glass of water to my lips. I drank, swished the water around, then spit it back in the glass. He smiled and brought a napkin to my lips, dabbing them and wiping off leftover lip balm from last night.
“Better?”
“Yes, sir.”
Kieran’s gaze raked over my naked body, from my breasts, down to my wrists and ankles that were bound in leather cuffs. I shifted against the bed, a tendril of awareness running through me at his slow perusal. I arched my back and pushed my breasts out, willing him to touch me. Instead he stabbed a fork into a square of syrup-drenched pancake and lifted it to my lips.
“Open up, love.”
I parted my lips a centimeter and he pushed the fork against my lips, then frowned at me. Syrup dripped onto my bottom lip and I opened my mouth, finally taking a bite with a satisfied smirk.
“Now, Shayne. I know ya know better than that. Don’t go makin’ a mess.”
Placing the fork down, Kieran tilted my chin up with his thumb and index finger and leaned toward me, licking his lips. I let out a slow breath and closed my eyes, waiting to feel his teasing lick. Instead I felt a napkin and a soft laugh brushed my ear.
“Nice try.”
“Sorry.” I tried to hide my disappointed pout as Kieran sat back and stabbed another piece of pancake with the fork. He cocked an eyebrow at me and held the fork to my lips and this time I took a bite without hesitation.
“No pouting. Be a good girl and finish yer breakfast, then ya know what comes after that.”
A slow grin spread across my face as he brought the sweet tea to my lips.
“Yes, Sir.”


The End
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