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      I had no family, no friends. I was utterly alone and always had been. And once I aged out of the system that raised me, I decided to find out exactly who I was.

      Where did I come from? Who were my parents? What made me… me?

      It became the fire in my veins.

      My journey led me to Scotland, the Highlands, and for the first time in my life, I had this feeling of… belonging.

      What should have been a simple hike through the Scottish countryside led me to things far more mysterious than trying to find out who I was.

      There were other things—creatures—lurking in this world, ones who were stronger, fiercer. Ones who were not human.

      Everything I’d ever known seemed like a fable now. And what was once a fable was now true.

      It was one of those otherworldly creatures who stalked me—chased me. I knew I couldn’t outrun him. I couldn’t escape.

      He was bigger than any man I’d ever seen, stronger than anyone should be. His growls were feral, his fangs animalistic, and when he watched me, it was with glowing eyes.

      I found myself at his mercy, chained to a bed and alone with this man who wasn’t really a man at all. I asked him why I was there, why he took me, held me against my will.

      And all he said was… I was his mate.
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        Darragh

      

      

      “I’m putting it on record that this is a stupid fucking idea.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at Evelyn’s choice of words. She was my best friend—really, more like my sister. We were all we had in this world anymore. It was a sad reality. Literally. She was family, and I was hers, because we had no one else.

      No siblings. No parents. No extended family.

      We were both orphans in every sense of the word.

      Being foster kids, Evelyn and I hadn’t been given the best path in life starting out, but we’d made due.

      My grandparents had died shortly after moving to America.

      My mother died giving birth to me.

      My father was unknown.

      Evelyn had pretty much the same upbringing, except her mother was a junkie who wanted her next fix more than she wanted to take care of a baby.

      We’d connected in the same foster house, both of us there for a couple of years—the longest we stayed in one place. We’d both been fifteen, almost sixteen, and I could see this fighting spirit in Evelyn. I’d latched on to that, because she made me feel stronger just by her presence.

      We’d been thick as thieves since.

      But life hadn’t been easy. We had to struggle, fight for everything we had or wanted. And it was hard. We went without a lot of things, went hungry more times than we should’ve, because there was always someone bigger, stronger, who could take it easily.

      We didn’t have anybody to root in our corner but each other, and so I was pretty sure, even if it was temporary, even if I assured her over and over again that I would be back, it probably felt like a betrayal—another person abandoning her.

      “Yeah, bad fucking idea,” she muttered under her breath. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

      I rolled my eyes but chuckled. “That’s just because you don’t want me to leave. You’re just nervous.”

      She grumbled, but I could see on her face that, yeah, that was the truth. I could see her blinking rapidly and heard her clear her throat a few times, and I knew she was trying not to break down and cry. And I was trying not to do the same too.

      When I decided to go on this wild-goose chase, it had pretty much been four years in the making. I’d had to save up, be stable in my life before I went balls to the wall on this crazy hunt to see if I had anyone who’d give a shit about me out there. I might come up to a big fat dead end, but it was worth the risk to me.

      If I didn’t find anything out, then I was exactly where I was now. But if I found something out… anything… that was priceless to me.

      I’d been working odd jobs since I was sixteen and saving anything I could. I’d gotten a small sum from the state after I turned eighteen, which really meant, “here’s some money, but it’s time for you to get out and grow up now.”

      I’d immediately taken a DNA test, one of those spit-in-the-tube kind you mail back. Six weeks later I got an email with my results. I assumed, like most people living in America, I was probably a mix of many different countries. I’d been surprised to see I had pretty much all Scottish ancestry, with the barest hints of Irish and English thrown in for good measure. It even broke down the part of Scotland my ancestors had originated from. Double score on that.

      So I had a starting point to go off of. And then the years had passed, and I worked my ass off while going to college. After four years I graduated with my bachelor’s in history.

      And now here I was, getting ready to say goodbye to my best friend and hoping like hell I didn’t come back empty-handed.

      “It's hard leaving,” I said softly and smiled. I didn’t know what else to say that wouldn’t cause both of us to be blubbering messes.

      “I know. You need to go do this, and I was only kidding that this was a bad fucking idea.” She smiled, and it was genuine. “You need to find out who you are. I want you to, and then you’ll come back and tell me all about it.”

      “And bring you sweet-ass souvenirs.”

      “Well duh. That’s the best part.”

      We both laughed, but when she glanced away, I felt my own throat tightening. “Hey,” I said softly and waited until she looked at me before smiling. “I probably won’t find out anything, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      She snorted and shook her head before grabbing my shoulders and giving them a reassuring squeeze. “No, you need to find out information on your family. I want you to, even if I’m acting like a little bitch right now.”

      I chuckled softly, knowing I had to get going if I planned on making it through security and to my gate on time. But I hated leaving.

      The security line was slowly getting busier, and yet I was still waiting until the last possible minute to leave my friend, sister… family.

      “Don’t worry about me, because I know you are. I’ll be here when you get back, and I want to hear all about your adventures. I also want to hear how you found your family and they are Scottish royalty.”

      I grinned so big my cheeks hurt, and I shook my head slowly. “I think royalty is the farthest thing from my lineage.” We both sobered for a minute; then I gave her what felt like a watery smile.

      “I expect at least a text, video call, or phone call once a day. Please.” That last word was laced with this kind of panic that Evelyn tried to hide.

      But I didn’t address that and just nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll be five hours ahead of you, so if you do call me or text me and I don’t get back to you right away, just remember I may be sleeping off the scotch I had.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “I don’t think you’ve ever had anything more than one of those wine coolers they sell off the bottom shelf at gas stations.”

      This was true, and I was happy she was making light of the situation. If there was one thing I could guarantee from Evelyn, it was that she didn’t take things too seriously and always made sure I didn’t either.

      “Don’t go getting married or anything while I’m gone.”

      Evelyn snorted and shook her head. “Girl, I have to find a guy first, and I’m pretty sure I’m the natural deterrent for the opposite sex.”

      Yeah, she and I were the same in that regard, it seemed.

      I gave her one more big hug, said about five more goodbyes, and then I was making my way through security. After I was out and on the “other side,” I found my gate easily enough but didn’t have much time to sit and wait, not with how long I’d stayed with Evelyn.

      Once I was boarded, my suitcase—which had been deemed a weekender—was stowed above. I settled in the window seat, set my backpack on my lap, and stared at the runway.

      The scent of recycled air tinged with jet fuel was a sour singe to my nose, but I focused on the men finishing up loading the baggage into the belly of the plane. I watched them for a good five minutes, the commotion around me of people finding their seats, stowing their luggage, the whining and crying of children settling in for a very long flight, and of the flight attendants walking up and down the aisle to assist people, all helped to keep my focus on the very real nervousness I felt.

      I’d never left the city, let alone the state, so going across the ocean to a foreign country would no doubt be a culture shock. This was an entire new venture for me, and I was terrified. Of course I never voiced that, had never told Evelyn or anyone else for that matter.

      But as I sat on this plane and stared out the window, that fear started to creep up and take control, and there was little distraction that could keep it at bay, I was finding out.

      I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly, sensing the people taking the two seats beside me, but I didn’t bother looking at them. When I opened my eyes again, I stared at the headrest in front of me. I probably looked weird as hell just staring straight ahead. I didn’t even know if I blinked as I tried to focus on every little sound around me, every minute detail of that seat, the fibers, the little placard that was stuck to the tray table.

      When I felt a semblance of calm once more, I unzipped my backpack and pulled out the rolled-up stack of papers. I unrolled it and started flipping through them.

      Birth certificate. A map of the town, village, whatever the small community was called in Scotland where my mother and grandparents had come from. The B and B and car rental information for when I landed. I had printouts of information I’d found about my mother after she’d come to America and their life before that. I looked at the last piece of paper that showed the immigration information for my grandparents. They’d come from Scotland when my mother had been about my age. And eight months later she’d given birth.

      To me.

      And that’s where any and all information I’d been able to find out about my family—maternal, that was, because I had zero information on my father—had stopped.

      I exhaled and rested my head back on the seat, my entire family history—or lack thereof—contained in a thin, lightweight stack of paperwork on my lap. And as I stared back out that tiny window, watching as the workers walked away, as they prepared for this plane to get airborne, I smoothed my hands over the most precious cargo I had with me.

      I didn’t know what the future held, didn’t know if I’d find anything out in Scotland, but I had a good feeling I’d find something and wouldn’t come back empty-handed.

      I felt like going to the Highlands would bring me the biggest revelation of my life.
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      “Drinking isn’t going tae make the situation better,” Tavish said, but there was no masking the fact that he was pissed at me.

      And I don’t give a fook.

      I looked him square in the eye, brought the bottle of one-hundred-year-old scotch to my lips, and took a looong pull from it. When I brought the bottle away from my mouth, I said, “It makes me feel better, and right now that’s all I can control.”

      His scowl deepened, and his expression told me he disapproved of my getting sloshed while the Ainslee situation was in full swing.

      Ainslee’s situation…

      Shit, that was a clusterfuck if there ever was one.

      Not only did our little sister have a mate, but it was to an over four-hundred-year-old crazed Lycan. Our sweet and innocent twenty-year-old sister who was half-vampire, half-Lycan—the same as us—but who was as weak as a human, making us constantly fear for her safety.

      Even though me and my brothers were hybrids as well, our Lycans had taken dominance, allowing us to shift, all but suppressing our vampiric sides.

      We’d sheltered Ainslee her whole life. I knew we were overbearing, overprotective, and didn't give her the space and independence she probably craved. Hello, she was a grown woman now, but I’d always see her as Leelee, my baby sister. And fuck, I felt guilty that we’d coddled her for so long, but our alpha sides had demanded no less.

      I ran a hand over the back of my head, my short, dark hair no doubt standing on end from the act.

      “Where’s Da?” I asked, although my mind was elsewhere and not really focused on where our father was—the ruler of the Scottish Lycan clan.

      “He called it a night with Mam. They went tae bed maybe half an hour ago, although I doubt Da will sleep. He’s too fired up tae rest.”

      Yeah. We all are.

      “Besides, Luca keeps howling, and that sound carries. I’ve got one hell of a fooking headache from his bellowing.”

      As if on cue, Luca roared out on the other side of the massive, mystically protected wall that surrounded our ancestral home and property.

      I clenched my teeth and then took another drink from the now half-empty bottle. Although I knew deep down keeping her away from her fated mate was wrong, Luca had slowly started to lose touch with reality and let his beast reign free within him. That breakdown had caused his human side to become partially shifted, to allow Luca to be more animalistic, to be a stronger version of a shifter male in human form.

      In other words, he was hella dangerous, and even more so because his mate was being kept from him.

      “The wall, magically protected or no’, will no’ keep him out forever,” Tavish murmured and came to stand next to me.

      I was by the large stained-glass window in the library that overlooked the front of the property. A roaring fire crackled behind us, but I didn’t feel any of the heat.

      We stayed like that for so long I was only focused on the rolling hills of the Highlands, our property stretching out as far—and beyond that—as the eye could see.

      “I’ll be honest,” Tavish said softly, his voice gruff, deep. “I canna fault the male for the way he acts.”

      I exhaled but didn’t respond. Of course he was right. It was wrong to keep a male from his fated mate, but shit, they were doing the right thing, doing what was best for Ainslee.

      Aren't we?

      I scowled and stared at my reflection that looked back at me in the glass. “He’s dangerous in the state he’s in. Right. Wrong. Good. Bad. It does no’ matter. I’m tired of second-guessing shit. Until he can calm down, he canna be near Leelee.”

      I saw Tavish’s reflection nod. “I know. I’m just saying⁠—”

      I looked at the male beside me, an identical replica of me and Lennox and us of him. “There’s nothing tae say. If anything happened tae Ainslee, if we let her go tae Luca and he inadvertently harmed her because his mind is no’ right, then what? Ye think ye can live with yourself? ’Cause I sure as fook canna.”

      Tavish clenched his jaw, his eyes narrowed, and a low, dangerous growl left him.

      “Until we can gauge the situation, until we can figure out what the best course of action is, this is the only route we can take.” I took another long pull from the scotch bottle and turned back around to stare out the window. Luca bellowed again, and I growled low.

      I heard the anguished, aggressive sound come from Luca again and couldn’t even imagine what he was feeling right now. Was his mind so far gone he didn’t fully understand why we’d done this? That we kept him away from Ainslee for her own protection? He wasn’t making his point of view very convincing that he could control himself, not when he kept howling like a wounded animal in a trap.

      I supposed that was a pretty fair and accurate description of the situation and what he was going through.

      We had sentries guarding the property, big Lycan motherfuckers who guarded King Banner and the Scottish Lycan “royal” family—us—with their lives. But I wanted to be out there doing the job of protecting the ones I held closest.

      Although, by all accounts, Luca couldn’t get through the wall—not with the thick magic woven within the stone and metal—I wouldn’t underestimate the need for him to get to Ainslee.

      We’d only been back in Scotland, in our ancestral estate in the Highlands, for a week now. After we’d gone to Romania to help celebrate Ren Lupinov’s mating with his human female, nothing had been the same. Not when Ainslee saw Ren’s brother, Luca, there. Then the Linking Instinct had kicked in for the male… and all fucking hell broke loose.

      And the wolf had been hanging around for the last week, showing up damn near as soon as we’d gotten back home. And he wouldn’t leave. He’d just pace. And pace. And pace some more on the other side of that wall, touching it every once in a while, testing how the magic drained his strength before he relinquished his hold and bellowed again to see his mate.

      “Sometimes I regret how sheltered we’ve made her,” Tavish said softly, a whole lot of remorse in his voice. I wouldn’t let myself feel those emotions, not right now, not even if a part of me agreed with him. “We should have been teaching her how tae protect herself, defend herself. We should have been letting her train with us and the Guard.”

      “We should have done a hell of a lot of things, but right now none of that shit is gonna help us.”

      It was our fault Ainslee knew nothing about the world, and in a matter of days her entire life had been turned upside down. She was strong, but she wasn’t that strong, and it was our fuckup.

      “Overbearing assholes, the lot of us,” I grumbled.

      Tavish grunted in agreement.

      I didn’t know what else to say, so I took another long drink from the bottle before passing it off to Tavish to take a swig. I didn’t know what else to do but stare out that window at where I knew Luca was ever pacing.

      All I knew—felt—was this bone-deep fire in my belly to keep the ones I loved safe. And I knew short of the world swallowing me whole or, hell, me finding my mate, nothing would deter me from making sure I stayed on this path.
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      I’m going to die. This is how my life ends. I know it.

      I tightened my hands on the steering wheel, my body small even by female standards, but right now, shoved into this sardine-sized car I’d rented in Scotland, I felt like I was a giant stuffed in a clown car.

      I’d landed in Edinburgh hours before. Since I hadn’t checked my luggage, I’d gone straight to the rental car agency, pretended like I wasn’t scared as hell driving on the “wrong side of the road,” and accepted the paperwork with a smile and nod. I’d thought about video chatting Evelyn as soon as I’d gotten off the plane, desperately wanting to latch on to something familiar, but it had been barely seven in the morning—Scotland time—so it would have still been the middle of the night for Evelyn back in the States.

      So after a quick text letting her know I’d landed safe and sound and giving her the B and B address once more for good measure, I was on my way to what would be my home for the next couple of weeks.

      I was now only a few short minutes from entering the little town of Búraló, which an Internet search told me was a Gaelic word for wolf. It had been so weird as I’d looked at that name, at the translation, and felt something so familiar about it. It had been this tingling sensation at the base of my spine as if it meant something more, as if that hadn’t been the first time I’d ever heard, read, or seen it.

      The female, slightly robotic voice of the GPS that came with the rental alerted me that I was to turn at the next intersection.

      I shifted on the seat, my entire body stiff and aching. The long drive, coupled with the crappy sleep I’d gotten on the plane thanks to the only seat I could afford being “luxurious economy,” had made me feel like shit warmed over. It also wasn’t helping that I was anxious as hell for so many reasons it wouldn’t do any good to try to list them all.

      I moved on the seat again and felt every ache and creak in my body as if I were an eighty-year-old woman. I tried to relax, as the road was now a little wider than it had been almost the entire trip. If I pushed my anxiety away, I could actually notice the beauty of Scotland. The lush greenery, the magnitude of thick trees. The rolling hills.

      Everything was… thriving, unlike the city atmosphere I was used to, with concrete and steel, bricks and mortar surrounding me. The only “wildlife” I’d ever really been around was the strip of grass in the front yards of a few of the foster homes I’d been at, or when Evelyn and I would sneak off to the park just to get out of the house.

      I made the last turn, the trees on either side seeming to widen more, the road giving me more breathing room. I saw a little wooden sign that alerted me to the tiny village of Búraló.

      My destination.

      The sign looked ancient, with scarring, fading, and a few chunks missing from the slab. In the center was a wolf’s head made up of Celtic knot detailing. The wolf was fierce and snarling, his eyes fixated right on me. It brought back a memory, one I’d had many times growing up, a dream of glowing eyes and belonging to a creature in the woods. It would hunt me in these dreams, stalking me. I knew it was dangerous, but I never felt fear.

      And strangely enough, when I grew older, it was as if something in my body had been triggered, my maturity awakening, and those dreams where I ran and ran and ran because I’d known it loved the chase, had turned sexual.

      God, they’d turned so erotic.

      I exhaled as those dreams lashed my mind, so vivid that I was right back in them all over again. I thought of the creature in the woods chasing me. It liked the chase. But more importantly… it liked chasing me.

      And despite the fact that there was never any sex in the dreams, no touching, nothing sexual at all except the chase, which seemed highly sensual, I’d always wake up sweaty and hot, and so very wet between my thighs. I'd be so needy for something, anything, that I would end up touching myself. But the orgasms were always empty, a frustration that, after a few times, I started refusing myself. I withheld that pleasure I so desperately wanted.

      I blinked several times to focus back on the present—on the road, which there wasn’t much of to begin with—and realized I’d already made it into town.

      My heart raced at the realization this was where I’d find my answers—if there were any to be found, that was. I felt excitement and for the first time in my life, hope.

      Búraló was quaint, very old-school-looking, with a little town square, and despite the small size, it had more roundabouts than I thought were necessary. And the fact that I’d never actually been on a roundabout before made me circle the damn thing three times before finally getting off.

      After getting turned around, I finally came across the bed-and-breakfast I’d be staying at. I’d booked it for two weeks, although I didn’t know if I would be staying that long. I probably wouldn’t even stay half that time.

      The roads were different than what I was used to, with no real “parking lots,” so I parked as best as I could on the side of the road, nervous that a car would no doubt slam into the mirror that stuck out into the lane. But I didn’t care enough about the sardine-can rental to find another spot.

      Once out of the car with my backpack slung over one shoulder and my carry-on bag in hand, I made my way up to the entrance of Isla B and B.

      It was quaint. Cute. It reminded me of an old-timey mom-and-pop joint, but with a very European/Celtic flair to it. I liked it.

      I pulled the little door open and instantly smelled cinnamon and something sweet. Vanilla maybe. Maple. It tingled my nose as the door shut behind me. In front of me was a small check-in desk, a vase of fresh-cut flowers on it, and a computer that looked older than me sitting beside the vase.

      The interior was small but cozy, and I walked up to the desk. I set my bag down and adjusted my backpack so it was slung over both arms now and resting between my shoulder blades. There was a door to the right with a sign taped to the wood that read EMPLOYEES ONLY.

      I expected an elderly Scottish man to come bustling out, his wool knit sweater a little too big on his slight frame, his glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. This place seemed like that’d be who owned it, at least.

      The employees-only door opened as if my thoughts willed it so, and the man who stepped out certainly wasn’t what my imagination had conjured up. He couldn’t have been much older than me, maybe thirty, but that was pushing it. He was tall, and the white shirt and jeans he sported showcased a swimmer’s body. His blond hair was short and smoothed away from his face, and his smile was already in place as he stared at me.

      “Welcome to Isla.”

      His voice was deep and held an accent I couldn’t quite place, and the corners of his blue eyes crinkled as his smile widened.

      “Uh, yeah. Hi. Hello.”

      He made his way behind the desk, straight white teeth still flashing. “Darragh, I presume?”

      I was surprised he’d gotten my name correctly—Dar-Awe. Most of the time when people say it written down they butchered the hell out of it, but even if it was clear he wasn’t a Scottish native, he pronounced it clearly.

      I cleared my throat and nodded, trying my own smile on for size. It wasn’t that I was attracted to him or anything and that’s why I’d suddenly become speechless. It’s just that he certainly wasn’t what I was expecting when I entered the B and B.

      Definitely the son. Or maybe the owner’s grandson.

      “Um,” I said and took a step forward. “Yes. That’s me. How did you know?” I reached down for my carry-on and grabbed my wallet, assuming he’d need my ID or credit card or maybe even my passport for check-in.

      “We don’t get a lot of visitors in town, and especially not young American women.” His smile widened. “It’s always exciting getting a guest, but especially so when they are foreign.”

      I felt my brows lower. That was… a weird way to put it, but then again, English clearly wasn’t his first language, so maybe there was a language barrier type of deal going on.

      “I’m Christo, the owner. How about we get you checked in?” He didn’t wait for me to reply, just booted up his computer, the tap-tap-tap of his fingers flying over the keys drowning out everything else. Once he made a copy of my passport, got all my information for registration, and I gave him my credit card, he turned and stared at a pegboard where old-school keys hung in a neat row. There were only four of them in total.

      “I’m going to give you the Rose Suite. It has the best view of the village.”

      I smiled in thanks, although at this point I would have been fine with a bed tucked into a closet. I was really starting to feel that jet lag.

      His smile was still in place as he led me up a narrow set of stairs. He started talking about the history of the B and B when it came into his family’s possession, and I idly listened as I followed him up, responding at the appropriate times and smiling in agreement with what he said when he glanced back and waited for a response.

      Exhaustion was suddenly hitting me like a ten-ton ball to my body. I’d planned on jumping right into investigating and finding answers, but a nap was sounding far more realistic for my future.

      “My father bought the property about a decade ago, then renovated and converted it into the B and B. We knew it wouldn’t get much traction, of course, not with the location and the town so small, but every summer we do get a small rush of visitors because of the Búraló Forest surrounding the town, and then of course there are the Cliffs of Moira. It’s quite breathtaking.” He looked over his shoulders and smiled. “In fact, I can give you a pamphlet on it. There’s a gorgeous walking trail that will take you right to it. Although it is a good distance away, at least an hour each direction. But it is worth it.”

      He slid the key into one of the locks of the closed door, and I looked around and noticed three other identical doors in the hallway, presumably the rooms he rented out.

      With a click and a turn, he pushed the door open and stepped inside, moving out of the way so I could follow him in.

      The room was everything I’d expected it to be, given the look and feel of the establishment. No frills or nonsense decor. Then again, I wasn’t here for luxury.

      The bed itself was smaller than a full-size mattress but bigger than a twin. The bedspread was this brown-and-mint paisley pattern, the frame situated against the wall and in the center of the room. I noticed there were a couple of pictures hanging on the walls, both of them depicting wolves. Now that I thought about it, the few pictures I’d seen lining the staircase and in the front office all had wolf decor.

      “You guys like your wolves,” I said softly, not realizing I’d spoken loud enough he’d heard. He glanced at me and smiled, his head cocking to the side slightly.

      “It's a bit much, isn’t it?” His grin widened. “I thought the same thing when I first moved to town.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “But this town is heavily influenced by lore, especially werewolves, or Lycans, as they call them. It’s all pretty fascinating stuff.”

      I shrugged my own shoulders and smiled. “I’m not really into the fairy-tale stuff. I’m too much of a realist, I guess.”

      His expression sobered as he stared at me, and for a second I felt this heavy weight pressing down on me, his focus was that powerful. A shiver caused goose bumps to pop out along my arms, and I cleared my throat, shifting on my feet and otherwise acting as if I couldn’t stand still. Because I couldn’t. I suddenly felt very aware. I just didn’t know what I was aware of.

      I felt confusion settle in me again when he said he purchased the inn and not his father. But once again I pushed the nagging, weird feeling to the back of my mind. I was overly tired, in a new country, and it was clear he was from another country as well. Lost in translation is a very real thing, I told myself and kept looking around the room to focus on other stuff.

      There was an antique looking dresser across from the bed, and when I said antique, I mean from the ’70s. A small TV sat atop the wood and looked just as “modern” as the computer downstairs.

      “The closet is there.” He went over and opened it, then went about telling me the other amenities in the room.

      He showed me the bathroom, one of the nicest I'd ever seen, and he even boasted and was very proud that it’d just been installed the year prior. I was thankful for at least that. Last thing I wanted to do was share a communal shower with strangers.

      He made his way to the window and pulled open the curtain with the same paisley pattern that graced the bedspread. I could see genuine pride in his face as he showed me the village that was revealed. Although all I wanted to do was sleep, I walked over and marveled at the view. He hadn’t been lying. It was pretty incredible.

      I could see so much greenery that stretched far behind the town. The rolling hills were lush and abundant on either side of the forest, and I could even see the tiny tip of what I assumed was a lake. Or maybe a massive pond. But I didn’t ask him about it. Because that meant more talking, and right now the bed was calling to me.

      “Well, that’s about it,” he said, his accent seeming a little thicker. “If you need anything, let me know, and I’ll bring the tourist information and pamphlets later.”

      “Thanks again, Christo. I really appreciate it.”

      He stood there, hands clasped in front of him, a smile stretching his face.

      And the longer he stood there, the more antsy I got. Should I tip him? Was that what he was waiting for?

      “I’ll leave you to it,” he finally murmured and turned, shutting the door softly behind him.

      Confusion filled me again, and as if my legs had a mind of their own, they took me to the door, where I reached out and clicked the lock into place. And then I turned, eyed my two bags, then the bed, and said fuck unpacking.

      I kicked off my shoes, pulled off my hoodie, and face-planted on the mattress, where I was pretty sure I’d dream about my beast chasing me through the woods once more.

      Or maybe I was hoping I’d dream of it.
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        Darragh

        The next day

      

      

      “How long are you supposed to feel like ass from the jet lag?” I adjusted my phone so it was propped up on the pillow. The video chat with Evelyn was a little delayed and fuzzy, sometimes freezing up, but at least the B and B had Wi-Fi, so I couldn’t complain.

      “You’re asking the wrong chick. I haven’t left the city, let alone been on a plane.”

      I grabbed my shoes and moved to the bed to sit on the edge. “It was rhetorical,” I said and laughed when Evelyn rolled her eyes.

      “You’ve only been there twenty-four hours. I’m sure it’ll take a few days for your body to get acclimated.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. I crashed as soon as I got here and woke up twelve hours later to it being pitch-black in the room and a heinous cramp in my lower back from not moving position for hours upon hours.”

      “Did you at least feel better?”

      “No. I felt like crap and am so groggy. Then couldn’t sleep until the sun started to rise, at which point I went back asleep and woke up with only enough time to spend like an hour at the public records office before the old lady working the front desk kicked me out.” Once my shoes were on, I twisted so I could see the phone. Evelyn was propped up on her bed, her phone resting on her chest. “So it wasn’t the most productive day, but I did find out a little bit, which is exciting and better than nothing.”

      “That’s fantastic!” Evelyn sounded animated and genuine. “So what did you dig up?”

      I exhaled and rubbed my eyes, wanting to crawl back under the covers again. “Well, when I say I found a little bit, it was basically just the birth records of my grandparents and mother. They were residents here and had no family aside from each other.” I rested my head in my hand and stared at the screen. “That’s weird, right? Like only the three of them. No cousins. No nieces or nephews or siblings or anything like that.”

      Evelyn shrugged. “I think that can be normal in circumstances. I mean, look at me. Aside from my cracked-out mother, I’ve got no one else in the world but you.”

      That brought a smile to my face. “You’ll always have me. But needless to say, I didn’t find out much more than that. And with it being Sunday tomorrow, they won’t be open. And there are so many possible hits I could get if I have enough time to weed through all the documents and files.”

      “Good Lord, this angle makes me have three chins,” Evelyn mumbled and sat up, holding the phone away from her, then grumbling about how uncomfortable that new position was and fuck her chins.

      Sometimes her attention span was little to nonexistent.

      “Before you say it, because I can see it on your face, yes, I’m listening, and yes, I heard everything.”

      I grinned and flopped over so my belly was flush with the mattress.

      “So what are you doing the rest of the day? It's only, what…?” She held her hand up and counted off. “Five?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, dinnertime. I guess, on Saturdays, businesses here close early, if they even open at all.” I rubbed my face, feeling tired but not in the way that I needed to sleep. “Pretty sure bars are open until calling hour, which is like sunrise,” I joked.

      Evelyn started laughing. “Wish I was there. We could have hit up the pubs. Wait, there are pubs there, aren’t there?”

      “A few, which should be weird because the town is so small, but they are more like family-owned restaurants where people go to get trashed regardless.”

      “Any cute guys? Maybe you’ll fall in love there.” She sounded so whimsical.

      I snorted. “Hardly. The average age of the population here is like sixty. Although you’d probably think the B and B owner is cute. He looks around our age. Blond hair, blue eyes, and a Michael Phelps–type body.”

      That had Evelyn perking right up. “You don’t say?” Her grin was slow, but it spread across her face in no time. “Maybe I should make a trip to Scotland and put on my charm with the bed-and-breakfast boy. He’ll fall for my witty sense of humor and stunning good looks,” she teased.

      I snorted again, but then it turned into a laugh. “Yeah, he’s nice and all, but…” I looked over at the bedroom door, which was closed and locked still.

      “What?”

      I focused back on Evelyn and shrugged. “I don’t know. He just comes off as a little bit weird.”

      Her eyebrows pulled low. “What do you mean ‘weird’? Like how?”

      “I don’t know. I’m being stupid. He’s really nice. He’s not Scottish, but I’m not sure where he’s from. I can’t place his accent.”

      I saw the hard look on her face. “I’d comment on him being a sexy foreigner, but if he’s making your weird-radar go off…”

      “No, no. He’s harmless. I’m sure it’s just different cultures, a language barrier, and me being in another country for the first time that things just seem weird. I’m probably the one who seems strange to him.”

      I saw Evelyn rest back on the bed, clearly relieved. I’d seen how worried she was. Despite us being the same age, she’d always taken on a kind of motherly role. But then, I guess I did with her as well. I supposed you naturally do that when you had no one else.

      “But I’m actually going to brave socialization and eat dinner at one of those pubs.”

      “Eat something exotic. Like haggis. Is that considered exotic?” She furrowed her brow as if she was actually trying to figure it out. “I don’t know, but try it anyway and report back to me.”
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