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      Did you know that there’s a backstory PREQUEL to Alex and Ciara’s story? You can technically read Before Highland Sunset without it, but it’s really so much better if you have the proper context. You don’t want to miss One Fine Night!

      
        
        As a Royal Marine, I've taken on countless missions, but navigating life as a civilian might be the biggest challenge of all. I need to stay focused and figure out what the hell I'm doing with this early retirement.

        Then she crosses my path. A stranger on a train, she instantly captures my imagination. A beautiful, vibrant distraction I didn't know I needed. And maybe something more...

        When my charming companion faces unwanted advances, I step in, pretending to be her boyfriend. But the connection between us is too real to be an act.

        What might have been only a brief encounter turns into an unforgettable night as we both find far more than we were looking for, if only we both have the courage to hold on.
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      I stared down at the final signature line on what felt like a mountain of paperwork and wondered if I was signing my life away. Not that I regretted going into business with two of my best mates, but buying property felt like a huge commitment when so much of my life had been lived for the short-term. Especially as I hadn’t even seen the place yet. But I trusted Callum Quinn and Finley Patterson with my life. We’d survived far worse than purchasing joint real estate during all our years together in the Royal Marines. All of us were retired now, and this was the first real step in putting down roots. If I came to regret it, it wouldn’t be because of my friends. I had unfinished business here in Glenlaig that they knew nothing about.

      Resigned, I scrawled my name one last time.

      Alexander Conroy

      “I reckon that’s the last of it.”

      Hamish Colquhoun, the local lawyer who was overseeing the paperwork and title transfer, flipped through the contracts to verify all three of us had signed and initialed in the requisite spots. “Aye, everything seems to be in order, gentlemen. My office manager will see that everything is filed appropriately and copies are made for each of you. You’re welcome to stay here while she does that, or you can take the keys now and pop back by later.”

      Finn predictably shoved to his feet. The man waited for nothing unless he had to. “I’m for picking up the paperwork later.”

      As Theo Gordon, the seller, had already done his bit earlier, in order to get back to a job site, it was Hamish who handed over the keys. “Congratulations. We’re all very excited about your outdoor adventure company.”

      Callum paused, fingers clenched around the keys. “We havenae said what sort of business we’re opening.”

      Hamish’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Ewan mentioned it at poker night a while back. And, well, it’s a small village, aye?”

      Ewan McBride—aka Sentinel—aka our former section leader, who’d retired before all of us and come home to buy the local pub. He was most of the reason we’d chosen to settle here instead of elsewhere in the Highlands along more typical tourist routes.

      Callum grunted in a tone I knew meant annoyance. As the last of us to retire, it would likely take him the longest to acclimate to civilian life, especially since he’d had no intention of giving up his career for years more. I knew what that was like, though it hadn’t been injury to put an end to my service.

      Three years into my own retirement, I was still finding my way, feeling almost as untethered as I had the day I’d walked away. There’d been a moment when I’d had another choice. A shot at a very different life. But I’d chosen the familiar instead and botched that chance beyond belief. I’d been waiting for it to bite me in the arse all this time. By moving to Glenlaig, the wait would be over. I just didn’t know exactly how soon I’d have to face the consequences of that decision.

      “We will actually have to advertise, ye ken?” Finn prodded. “There’s no business without customers.”

      Callum’s grey eyes narrowed.

      I pushed back from the table. “Aye. Right. We’ll be going then. Thanks, Hamish. C’mon, lads. I want the full tour.”

      The village itself wasn’t large. Our new building was easily within walking distance of the law office. But as it was currently pelting rain, we elected to drive. I was fine with that. From my position in the backseat, my head stayed on a swivel, scanning the street and buildings beyond the water-streaked glass. Few people were braving the weather, though I expected that to change after working hours. For many, the warm, inviting pub on a rainy evening was just the thing. I fully expected my business partners to suggest we head that way for a toast after the tour, and I was already trying to come up with an excuse. I wouldn’t be able to put them off long. In truth, it was pure cowardice that had prevented me from dealing with this years ago. But I just wanted another day to find my footing before I faced what—or rather, who—potentially awaited me inside Ewan’s pub.

      Finn turned off the high street just past the newsagent and onto a tree-lined road that wound away from the village proper. A quarter mile down, he pulled to the kerb in front of an unassuming building that disappeared back into overgrown trees. The sign out front read Furry Friends Highland Haven.

      I leaned forward. “What exactly did this place used to be?”

      Finn shut off the motor. “A pet spa, apparently.”

      “Seriously?” I squinted at the red brick facade and tried to picture it. “I can’t imagine there’d be much need for such a thing somewhere like this.”

      “Aye. Which is why the building’s been for sale for more than a year.” With that pronouncement, Callum got out of the car and rounded the bonnet.

      Finn and I followed, reaching the door just as Callum got the lock open. We stepped inside, out of the chill autumn rain. Someone switched on the overhead light. A half-dozen anemic fluorescent bulbs flickered madly for a few seconds before finally deciding to stay on. I looked around the front of the shop, which contained only a dusty counter set on peeling linoleum tiles. It was clearly meant to be a reception area of some sort. The bulk of the building presumably lay beyond the door on the back wall, but I suddenly had grave trepidations about what they’d gotten me into.

      “Really? This is what we just paid for?”

      Finn swung an arm around my shoulders. “Just wait till you see it. It’s got lots of potential.”

      “Lots of work, he means,” Callum grumbled. “But it’s the best pre-existing building in the village that can be converted to suit our needs. It would’ve been a lot more expensive to buy land and build from scratch.”

      As I noted a wet spot on the ceiling that needed addressing in short order, I hoped he was right. I’d spent most of the last three years working for my brother’s construction company, doing restoration work and additions. I well knew how much rot and ruin could be hidden behind walls and beneath floors. We wouldn’t know for sure what we were in for until we started ripping things out. At least I had the skills to do something about most of it.

      I followed Callum through the door into the back. Again, we were met with fluorescent lights. The back of the building was fairly massive for a village this size. The walls were lined with empty chain-link kennels. Most of the center portion was covered in artificial turf that had, presumably, been the play area during snowy winter months and rainy days. I appreciated the fact that it had been cleaned and there was no lingering odor of pet waste. Small mercies. As I walked around, Callum began talking about what needed doing.

      “Obviously, we’ll need to do a facility build-out to better suit our needs.”

      I was only half listening as I scanned for signs of impaired structural integrity or other major issues. It didn’t look too bad on the surface, though I wouldn’t know for sure until I had a look at the foundation outside and checked the beams and joists in the attic. This part of the building had clearly been added on to a previous structure at some point in the distant past. There was no guarantee it had been joined correctly, so we’d want to make any necessary repairs there before we got too far down the list on Callum’s build-out.

      “—split our time between renovations and exploring the area for adventure opportunities.” Of course, Finn would want to get out in nature immediately. The man would probably never come inside if not for inclement weather.

      “Aye, that’s grand as a plan,” I interrupted, “but before we get started on any of that, I’ve got to find a place to live.”

      Finn blinked. “I thought you were bunking with me.”

      He’d rented a cottage on the outskirts of the village, within a stone’s throw of the nearest trailhead. The best descriptor of the place was cozy—which was fine for one person. But for two—well, I’d done my time in small spaces with my former teammate. I didn’t relish the idea of sharing with him, or anyone else, for that matter.

      “For the short term. But much as I love you, mate, I want my own space.” Not least because Finn was a nosy bastard, and there were things that would come up from being here that I didn’t want to talk about.

      Unconcerned, Finn just crossed his arms. “I’m sure we’ll find you something in a week or two. Now, what do you think about converting these kennels into individual storage for equipment?”

      As the two of them continued discussing the potential of the space, I added more items to my mental to-do list. I wondered just how much of it I’d be able to accomplish before running into the one person I’d been avoiding for the past three years.
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      The problem with being bottom of the pecking order at work was that I drew the short straw by default. Not that being the official errand runner was a bad thing, and, God knew, I was ecstatic to have been hired on full-time as a staff member at Ardinmuir Event Planning. Being able to quit my second job as a server at my brother’s pub had been a fine day indeed. But the last thing I wanted to do today was make this trip to the neighboring village of Braemore to pick up lamb chops from the butcher there for our event tomorrow.

      Really, it was my own damned fault. If I’d told my bosses—one of whom was also my cousin, Kyla—why I didn’t want to go to Braemore, they’d have made other arrangements. But telling them would inevitably involve the news leaking to their significant others, who were all bonus protective big brothers on top of the one I already had. No doubt they’d get it into their fool heads to give my ex, Brodie Drummond, some kind of threat or ultimatum if they knew he wasn’t leaving me alone. He was harmless, really. It was just that he was having a hard time accepting that I really meant it when I’d broken off our relationship.

      It would’ve been easier if he’d been a jerk. I’d have told him off without compunction. But it had been a classic case of “It’s not you, it’s me.” I just… didn’t love him the way I needed to love him. Instead of acknowledging that sucked and moving on, Brodie had begun a campaign to win me back. Sending me gifts and assaulting me with puppy dog eyes on the regular were hardly crimes. But three months on from our breakup, I was moving past sympathetic and into exasperated.

      The anxiety I felt at simply turning onto the high street in Braemore annoyed me. As a rule, I didn’t mind confrontation. But I hated hurting people’s feelings, and it seemed like that’s all I’d been doing lately, whenever I’d seen my ex. I’d started changing my habits to avoid the possibility of seeing him, and that was ridiculous. While he didn’t live in Glenlaig, this area of the Highlands was one big community. Our paths would inevitably cross. Unfortunately.

      But I was a grownup, and this was my job, so I’d pull on my big girl pants and do the thing. It was the middle of the workday, anyway, so the chances of running into him were lower, right?

      Parking was at a premium, with the weather being what it was. Not that rain was remotely unusual in Scotland. I tugged up the hood of my red rain slicker and slipped out of the car. By the time I made it the two blocks down to the butcher shop, I was wishing I’d put on my Wellies this morning. My feet squished inside my sodden socks, and my toes were already starting to cramp from the cold. As soon as I got back to the castle, I was hunting up Angus and begging a cuppa and whatever sweet he’d baked today.

      Behind the counter, Ross McFarlane looked up with a smile. “Och, good day to you, Ciara. Here for the chops?”

      “Aye. You’re saving our event, you are. I can’t believe they wanted to change the menu the day before.”

      “It’s no trouble. These just came in this morning, and they’re gorgeous. I’ll just get them all packaged up for Afton, aye?”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Ross.”

      He disappeared through the door to the back, and I moved to the refrigerated cases to browse his other offerings. Cooking wasn’t my best skill. With the wide variety of food offerings in Edinburgh, where I’d gone to university, there’d been little impetus to cook for myself. Since I’d moved home, my saint of a mum was prone to popping by to stock my wee freezer with my favorites because she knew I often worked long hours. But I wasn’t entirely useless in the kitchen, and Afton Colquhoun, our chef at Ardinmuir Event Planning, had been teaching me a thing or two. Maybe I’d pick up a roast or pork loin to put in the slow cooker this week.

      When the shop bell jangled, it was instinct to turn toward it. The moment I caught sight of the newcomer, I wished I’d done anything else because, of course, it was Brodie.

      His face brightened at the sight of me. “Ciara! It’s so good to see you.”

      Politeness was too deeply ingrained for me to say nothing and ignore him. Especially as the shop wasn’t large enough to hide. “Brodie.”

      “How have you been?”

      “Good. Busy.” It was the truth, if not the detailed version.

      “Business is clearly good. There have been cars up by the castle every time I’ve been by.”

      A prickle of unease trailed down my spine. You couldn’t just see cars at the castle from passing by on the road. You had to actually drive up to the castle to see that. How often had he “been by” since we’d broken up?

      “Wedding season is slowing down now, I’d guess, what with autumn arriving.”

      That unease shifted to a full-on knot in the pit of my stomach because I knew where he was going with this. The busyness of work had been part of my reasons for breaking up with him. He’d begun resenting the fact that I simply wasn’t available most weekends and quite a few evenings because of events we were running. If he believed that was going to change, it would just add fuel to the fire for his win-back campaign.

      “It’s not really slowing down that much. We’re booked out solid almost all the way to Christmas.” It wasn’t a lie. We were booked up that far, just not entirely with weddings.

      A flash of… something darkened his expression. Frustration maybe. “I know you love your job, but it’s important for you to have a life. To take time for yourself.”

      I struggled to hang on to my patience. This was just more evidence that we truly didn’t suit. “Brodie, I have a life. I do take time for myself. And I’m sorry that doesn’t include you. But I already explained I just dinna think we’re a good fit.”

      For just a moment, his lips flattened. Then he was back to the hang-dog expression that had become his norm around me. “How can you just up and decide that after more than a year?”

      In truth, I’d known it pretty early on, and I’d deluded myself into thinking that it would be okay. That I’d grow to feel what I needed to feel for him. But there was another part of me that knew that was horse shite. If I was going to feel it, I’d have felt it straight out of the gate. I knew from previous experience that was how I worked. And that wasn’t what I’d had with Brodie. I’d let our relationship go on way too long because I’d been lonely. It felt like everyone around me was falling in love, getting married, having kids. Not that I was ready for all those things, but I wanted someone to share a life with, and I’d thought Brodie could grow to become that person.

      Instead, I’d hurt him by not acknowledging the truth, even to myself.

      “Brodie, I am sorry. I should’ve made the call a lot sooner than I did. I didn’t set out to lead you on. But let me be as transparent and clear as I possibly can to save you from further grief: we are not getting back together.”

      “But if you’ll just give us another chance, I⁠—”

      In that moment, Ross stepped back out front. God love him. “I’ve got your order here.”

      Desperate, I turned back toward him. “Thank you so much. These will be perfect.”

      I felt Brodie’s gaze on me as I finished paying for the food, but he said nothing. Feeling ten kinds of awkward, I grabbed the bag and dared to meet his eyes. “I have to get back to work. Take care, Brodie.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I rushed back outside into the rain.

      He didn’t follow me this time, and I counted that as a win. Maybe this would be the end of it. Maybe he’d finally listen. I hoped so, because I was so over having to tiptoe around male feelings.

      As I slid behind the wheel of my car, I wondered briefly about what might have been if things had actually worked out with the man I’d felt that instant flash of connection with all those years ago. Where would I be now?

      Before my mind could even conjure his face, I shook my head. What use was it wondering? My instincts couldn’t be trusted because what I’d believed was a mutual connection had turned out to be nothing more than a one-night stand with a man who’d made promises, then ghosted me.

      With him and Brodie in my past, it was fair to say my personal radar was broken, and I ought to resign myself to staying single for a while.
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      “I’ll take it.” Relieved to have sorted out my own place so quickly, I turned to shake Hamish’s hand.

      When we’d stopped back by the law office at the end of the day on Friday to pick up our copies of the sale contracts, I’d told his office manager, Marsaili, that I was looking for somewhere to let, and she’d mentioned that Hamish and his wife had just recently finished renovating the flat above his office. He’d already gone for the day, but Marsaili had called him and arranged for me to see the place late Saturday afternoon.

      It wasn’t huge. One bedroom, one bath, with a surprisingly spacious main room that made up the kitchen and lounge area. I didn’t have need of much, and the location couldn’t be beat. Right around the corner from the pub, it was also within easy walking distance of work. Unlike Callum, who’d bought a house in what felt like the middle of bloody nowhere, I didn’t mind being right in the heart of the village. I could have continued to stay with Finn, but I wanted my own space. Eventually, if everything worked out, I’d buy something. Put down some real roots. For now, this suited. Best of all, it came mostly furnished, so I wouldn’t have to waste time or money on that myself. I traveled pretty light. I had things in storage down in Dumbarton where my family lived, but I could make a trip down to get it when it was convenient, rather than rushing.

      “Fantastic. How soon are you wanting to move in?”

      “As soon as possible. Tonight? Tomorrow?”

      If Hamish was surprised, he didn’t show it. “We can make that happen. Let’s just step downstairs to sign the lease.”

      I followed him down to the office, skimming through the paperwork and signing on for a year. If I ended up needing to break it, I’d only be out a month’s rent and my deposit. I wrote out a check.

      Hamish handed over the keys and a business card. “We’ve just finished renovations in the last few weeks, so everything should be set, but if you have any trouble with anything, just give me a call, and we’ll get it sorted.”

      “What about the utilities?”

      “Och, Monday will be soon enough to get them switched over. Welcome to Glenlaig, Alex.”

      “Thanks.” I followed him outside so he could lock up the office and waved when he got into his car.

      For a moment, I simply stood there, soaking up the quiet of the autumn evening and debating with myself. I could go straight to Finn’s and begin packing my things to bring over. It wouldn’t take me long. I’d been living out of a duffel bag for the few days I’d been here. But I’d promised him and Callum that I’d meet them at the pub so we could have the celebratory drink we hadn’t gotten around to last night. I couldn’t really beg off again without rousing sufficient suspicion from them both to spark an interrogation.

      The truth of it was I was being a coward.

      I’d chosen to move to Glenlaig with my mates, knowing that she was here. It wasn’t a large village. We’d inevitably cross paths sooner rather than later. I just hoped that whenever that happened, I had some genius idea for what the hell to say. Three years hadn’t been enough time for me to figure it out, so I was relying on the pressure of being under the gun to get me out of this mess of my own making.

      But it was Saturday night. Given her line of work, she probably had a wedding today. She’d either be working or too tired to come out after wrangling clients all day. Right? Surely, I’d have a reprieve and get more than two days before I had to face the consequences of my past?

      Decided, I pocketed the keys to the flat and strode around the corner and across the street to The Stag’s Head Pub. A roar of sound greeted me as I stepped inside. It was a good place Ewan had here. When he’d left the Royal Marines, he’d bought it from the younger generation of a family who hadn’t wanted to continue the business. Other than adding a few more televisions for coverage of the various sporting events his clientele enjoyed, he’d changed little. With its tartan wallpaper and dark wainscoting, The Stag’s Head looked like what it was—a friendly neighborhood pub.

      The latest Premier League football match was on the two screens I could see. Patrons clustered around them, pints in hand. More were shooting pool at the table in the back. I wove my way through mostly full tables toward the bar. Ewan moved behind it with the same fluid ease he’d once used for infiltration on missions, but he no longer wore the shadows of the things we’d done in the name of duty.

      Credit for that went entirely to Isobel Donnchadh, the world-renowned violinist everyone else knew as Elizabeth Duncan. When she’d gone on the run to escape her controlling and abusive manager, Ewan had been the one to rescue her and give her a place to hide out until the legalities could be disentangled. He’d fallen arse over teakettle for her, as had she with him. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. But Finn and I had joined them as security on the last leg of her final concert tour, so we’d gotten to know her well. She was a total sweetheart, and our former section leader was a lucky bastard. He’d taken the lot of us ring shopping a while back, but so far, he hadn’t worked up the nerve or found the right time to ask her to marry him.

      I bellied up to the long stretch of polished bar, where Finn and Callum perched on stools.

      “Decided to join us, then?” Ewan asked.

      “I said I would.” Never mind that I’d had to talk myself into actually following through. “Where’s your better half this evening?”

      “She’s visiting with my mum, but said she planned to stop by later.”

      Callum pivoted on his stool. “Did you find a flat?”

      “Aye. I ended up leasing the one above the law office.”

      “Close enough to stumble home,” Finn declared. “Though I dinna ken why you had to move out so bloody fast.”

      In the way of old friends, I lightly shoulder checked him. “Because you snore like a bleeding freight train. I had enough of that on missions, thanks very much.”

      Finn clutched his chest like a heroine in one of the historical period dramas my mum liked to watch. “I’m mortally offended, sir.”

      I grinned at him. “Your ego needed some deflating.” Turning back to Ewan, I slapped a hand on the bar. “What’s a man got to do to get a pint around here?”

      “We’re drinking to business. That calls for whisky,” Callum announced. “The good stuff, McBride, aye?”

      Ewan pulled out three glasses and poured. We each picked one up.

      “To Highland Hooligans Adventures,” Finn proclaimed.

      Callum and I stared.

      “We’re no’ calling it that,” I insisted. “What about Caledonian Quest Adventures?”

      “That makes it sound like we’ll be taking clients on a hunt for Nessie or some shite. No,” Callum vetoed. “To the business, the name of which is to be determined. There’s no one I’d rather trust my future to than you lot.”

      Finn faked blinking back tears. “That was beautiful, mate.”

      Callum scowled, which only served to highlight the scar that ran through his left eye. “Shut yer puss and drink.”

      We clinked glasses and did exactly that.

      The whisky slid down my throat like warm, smoky butter.

      As we’d talked, more and more people had come inside, raising the noise level and with it my own twitchiness. I was back to wanting quiet. I finished off the whisky. “I think I’m going to call it an early night. I want to go back to Finn’s and start packing.”

      Finn draped an arm around my shoulders. “Come on! It’s Saturday night. We’re here to celebrate. You can move tomorrow.”

      I opened my mouth to make excuses again and glanced back toward the door. Whatever words had been on my tongue simply died as she walked into the pub, surrounded by other women.

      She was even more gorgeous than I remembered, with all that rich, dark hair I itched to sink my fingers into and those lips I still woke up convinced I could taste. My tongue promptly glued itself to the roof of my mouth, and I knew I was well and truly fucked.
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      Some of the tension slid off my shoulders as we stepped inside the pub. The Stag’s Head was my brother’s place, and so far, it was the one location Brodie had avoided since our breakup. Probably because he was afraid of my brother.

      Justifiably. As a former Royal Marine, Ewan was a certified badass.

      Beyond that, I’d worked here for my first two years after uni, so it felt like home. Even so, I was relieved not to be carting drinks and meals around the room. After the day we’d just had, I was too damned tired to even lift a tray. The wedding, which was the first time the bride’s divorced parents had been in the same room since their split, had gone off, if not without a hitch, at least without bloodshed, and that felt like a win we were all here to celebrate.

      It was crowded tonight, and I found myself grateful for the room in the back that Ewan habitually kept roped off for family and close friends or private parties.

      As we collectively moved in that direction, Sophie MacKean, who’d married my cousin Connor, Kyla’s brother, laid a hand over the gentle swell of her baby bump. “I’ve been dreaming all day of Dom’s cottage pie. Do you suppose anyone would look at me funny if I ordered two?”

      Dominic Bassey, the genius in the pub’s kitchen, had a tendency to father the entire staff and a love of feeding people that transcended boundaries and endeared him to the entire village. He was also the reason I’d added more than a few curves to my figure since I’d moved home from Edinburgh. If the tradeoff for finally having cleavage was hips, I could live with that.

      I looped my arm through Sophie’s. “I say you’re eating for two, so why should it matter? An order for each of you.” Especially as she hadn’t been able to keep anything heavier than rice down for the past couple of months. “For my part, I plan to sweet talk him into making me a steak and ale pie with a side of his famous garlic mashed potatoes. After which I intend to haul myself upstairs to my flat and fall face-first into bed. Maybe for the next three days.”

      Kyla pressed both hands to the small of her back and stretched. “Getting off my feet sounds heavenly.”

      “I’m grateful to work back of house so I can at least wear comfortable shoes. Nobody cares what’s on the chef’s feet,” Afton declared.

      I mock glared at all of them. “At least you lot have partners who will offer up a foot rub at the end of a long day.”

      It was bad enough that I spent most of my time planning other people’s nuptials. But all three of the owners of Ardinmuir Event Planning were disgustingly, happily married, with babies already here or on the way or actively hoped for. Not that I was ready for that. At twenty-five, my biological clock still had years to go. But I missed sex and intimacy. The dating pool here was small, so there was no such thing as a casual hookup that wouldn’t lead to complications. And after what had happened three years ago, I’d been soured on the idea, anyway. Nothing like having the most mind-blowing night of my life, only to find out that crazy chemistry didn’t equal a future.

      Brodie and I hadn’t had crazy chemistry. He’d been… adequate. We’d been comfortable. For a long time, I’d let myself believe that I could have one or the other. In the grand scheme of things, I wanted comfort and stability. A partner to share my life. That was more important than chemistry.

      Except I needed more.

      It was just one of many reasons I’d ended things. I had to believe there was more out there. That I’d find someone I didn’t feel like I was settling for.

      Of course, that would be far easier if I didn’t have a completely unrealistic standard in the back of my brain. The man I’d let into my bed, and far too deep into my heart, hadn’t been real. He’d played me, and I’d learned my lesson. But I still hadn’t been able to let go of the dream he represented.

      It was probably just because I’d gotten no closure. He’d been an open wound for so long, and I hadn’t been able to move on properly.

      Eejit. You’ve already wasted too much time and brain space on the likes of him.

      “I say we get company-wide pedicures this week,” Kyla suggested.

      Grateful for the save from my own spiraling thoughts, I grinned at my cousin. “You’re on.”

      “Ciara, Kyla.” My brother’s voice rang out over the din. “Come meet my mates.”

      I tensed, everything in me going on alert for reasons I couldn’t name. Then I promptly lost my breath as my gaze met familiar brown eyes that I’d once seen across a train car.

      Alex.

      I’d guessed back then that he was military. But I hadn’t known he’d served with my brother. I’d heard stories about these men that Ewan had served with for years. But he’d always referred to them by their last names. Not until Isobel had come along had I found out that Conroy was Alex Conroy. Even then, I hadn’t imagined that his squadmate was the same Alex Conroy I’d known so briefly. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to try to wheedle information out of my brother. Not when I had no reason I was willing to share as to why I was asking. Not when it wouldn’t change what had happened.

      But here was the confirmation I let myself seek out.

      I’d wondered for years what had happened, wasted so much time pining over this man. And there he was, big as life, as if he had a right to be here. Seeing him was an absolute punch in the gut. He looked even better than he had three years ago. Civilian life hadn’t made him soft. That body that had once ranged over mine was still fit as hell, and my fingers itched to touch, as if he hadn’t stomped all over my heart. Heat flushed my body from head to toe.

      He didn’t appear shocked to see me, which meant that, at some point in the past three years, he’d put two and two together about who I was. Had that been why he’d ghosted me? Because he’d realized he’d slept with his mate’s little sister?

      Or had he always known? Had he taken me to bed knowing exactly who I was?

      God, I hadn’t ever thought of that. I’d always assumed that if he was Ewan’s squadmate and if he knew who I was, he’d found out after. But if he’d known from the beginning, that made all of this worse.

      My friends carried me toward him in a wave I was helpless to resist.

      I barely heard Ewan’s introductions to Callum and Finley. Handshakes and nods were going round. When Alex came to me, he said only, “Nice to meet you.”

      I stared at him, searching for some hint of recognition. Some spark. Either this man was an award-winning actor, who didn’t want my brother to know we knew each other, or he… didn’t remember me.

      The flush of heat faded to a chill. Meeting Alex had been a life-altering moment in my life. Had our time together meant so little to him that I hadn’t even made an impression?

      There was a distinct possibility I was going to be sick.

      “—so nice you’re all here for a visit,” Kyla said.

      “Not a visit,” Finley announced. “We’re opening an outdoor adventure company here.”

      “Here? In Glenlaig?” They were the first words I’d managed to speak.

      “Aye. We thought it would make a good base,” Callum said.

      They’d moved here. He’d moved here, to my tiny village, where I wouldn’t be able to avoid seeing him. Not only because it was small, but because he was one of my brother’s best friends. He’d be a part of the circle of people I saw all the time.

      I physically felt my world shrink around me. I was already avoiding places and people because of Brodie, and now I’d have to do the same because of Alex.

      Abruptly, my temper kindled.

      What was wrong with me? I wasn’t going to change my life because of some man. I shouldn’t have changed it because of Brodie. I sure as hell wasn’t going to waste another moment on the likes of Alex Conroy.

      Fuck him.

      It was my village. My people. I was here first.

      I’d avoid him when I could, and when I couldn’t, well, it was fine. Because he didn’t matter. I wouldn’t let him matter anymore.

      I turned to my brother and forced a smile that was probably a little feral around the edges. “I need a drink, brother. I’ve had a real pisser of a day.”

      God knew I was going to need one to get through the next half hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      So much for the pressure of being under the gun.

      Faced with an older, wiser, more beautiful Ciara McBride, I hadn’t been able to come up with a single bloody thing to say.

      I was a bawbag of the highest order, falling back on my training not to react. Just so I didn’t have to admit to her brother that we’d once shagged each other’s brains out. He’d beat me to a bloody pulp, and I would absolutely deserve it. But I hadn’t missed the flash of hurt in her bonnie blue eyes when I’d pretended not to know her.

      Fuck. Fuck.

      I hadn’t really expected to run into her like this, in front of Ewan and all these other people. All these years, I’d hoped for a chance to speak to her privately. Not that I had any better idea of what to say to her now than I had when my life had gone completely off the rails. If I hadn’t already known that I owed her an apology for my behavior, the carefully neutral but still frosty look she’d shot in my direction as she had a drink with her friends—coworkers?—certainly would have told me.

      I had reasons for going back on my word. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the security clearance to allow me to tell her what most of them were, which just made the whole damned thing worse. I couldn’t regret the countless lives and careers saved because of what I’d done, but if I’d known what would happen when I’d gotten that job offer, I’d have turned it down flat. The things I’d lost because of it were a far higher price than I would have been willing to pay.

      If I’d followed my heart instead of my pride—if I’d chosen her—everything about my life would be different now.

      But I hadn’t. And here we were.

      I didn’t know how to make it right, only that I had to say or do something. So when I spotted Ciara pushing back from the table and heading for the door after finishing the drink she’d ordered, I turned to make my own excuses.

      “Okay, I really am done for the night. I want to head back to pack. That way, I can do whatever I need to do to settle in tomorrow so we can dive into work on Monday.”

      My mates made a few more ball-busting remarks but didn’t try to get me to stay. I made for the door, stepping outside just in time to see Ciara rounding the corner of the building.

      I rushed to catch her. “Ciara.”

      She stopped in her tracks, halfway down the alley. Her shoulders rose and fell, as if she were breathing hard.

      “I’m sorry.” It was the only thing I could think to say, and it wasn’t nearly enough.

      Ciara swung around, and there was no careful neutrality now. Every line of her lovely face was dialed to livid. “You’re sorry? What exactly are you sorry for, Alex? Why dinna you spell it out for me?”

      I’d known this was coming, and still, I didn’t know the right thing to say. “I’m sorry for disappearing on you. You deserved better than that.”

      Her hands curled into fists, and I wondered if she’d actually use them on me. “Why the hell did you even say you wanted to see me again in the first place? I never expected more.”

      Scrubbing a hand down my face, I thought back to that day in her flat in Edinburgh, when she’d filled my world with hope for a future brighter than the one I’d lost. When I’d refused to say goodbye and promised I’d see her soon. When I’d assured her that the moment I knew my plans, she’d be the first to know.

      I’d wanted to remember her exactly as she was right then. Skin still flushed from a shower and the things we’d done to each other in it, lips full and rosy from mine. And I had. With high-definition clarity, I remembered every millimeter.

      “Because when I made that promise, I had every intention of keeping it.” This was one of the few pieces of honesty I could offer her.

      “Then why didn’t you?” Sarcasm gave her words a bite that said she didn’t believe anything I was saying. But there was just a hint of vulnerability. Of hope that there was a good explanation that would take away the sting of what she’d no doubt interpreted as resounding rejection.

      Because it wouldn’t have been safe for you.

      But that was part of the long list of things I couldn’t tell her.

      When I didn’t answer, her expression hardened, her eyes glimmering. “Was I just some grand joke to you? Did you get some sick satisfaction from screwing your friend’s sister?”

      “God, no. I had no idea of your connection to Ewan when we met.”

      “Is that why? You somehow found out he was my brother and freaked out?”

      It was a reason. Not a good one, but it was an excuse I could actually offer her that was the legitimate truth. But I didn’t have it in me to pretend that was all it was. “That was part of it.”

      Again, she waited for me to elaborate.

      When my brain continued to give me nothing but static, she shook her head, face twisting. “Did I mean so little to you that you couldn’t even admit you had regrets or had changed your mind right after you left me?”

      God, that look of betrayal was worse than a knife to the gut. “No. No, it was never that.” Wanting to comfort, I took a step toward her, but she took one back. That, too, was a slap.

      “You hurt me.” Those three words shook with emotion I could see her desperately fighting back, and they made me bleed. “I waited for you a hell of a lot longer than you deserved because I didn’t want to believe you were the kind of man who would sleep with someone and then just ghost her without a word.” She gave a humorless laugh. “But hell, I’ve learned that I was wrong about all kinds of things.”

      What did that mean?

      Before I could ask, her shoulders squared, and she lifted her chin in unmistakable defiance. “I know you’re going to be living here now, and it’s a small village. We’re going to see each other. You’re going to end up as part of the circles that I travel all the time. So I’ll be polite, because that’s who I am. But do me a favor and stay the hell away from me, Alex.”

      Turning her back on me, she walked away. I watched her go, wishing I could do anything to make this better. When she disappeared behind the building, I followed. Glenlaig didn’t strike me as the sort of place with a lot of crime, but a woman alone in the dark was at risk anywhere. I made it to the corner of the building in time to see her climbing a set of stairs at the rear. Because apparently, she lived in a flat above the pub.

      At least she’d made it home safely.

      Lost in my thoughts, I headed back toward the law office, where I’d left my 4x4. I’d already felt like a clarty bastard for how I’d handled things—or not handled them—with Ciara. But now I could see that this wasn’t just wounded pride or a woman scorned. I’d well and truly hurt her.

      It was just one more reason on a very long list of why I hated myself.
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