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      It turned out the Catholics were right—purgatory was real. And it was a small town in the Scottish Highlands. Oh, sure, the locals called it Invertary, but Agnes Sinclair knew better. She wasn’t fooled by the picturesque loch or the rows of crooked white houses. Invertary was where souls came to have the hope sucked out of them—or whatever it was that happened in purgatory. Not being Catholic, Agnes wasn’t sure what went on there, but with a name like purgatory, it couldn’t be good. All she knew for sure was that she’d only been in town for three weeks, and already she’d lost the will to live.

      “You called a security firm to investigate me?” She glared at her new boss, Dougal Jamieson, the owner of Invertary’s only hotel, and he didn’t even squirm.

      He tugged down his red tartan waistcoat, which he’d teamed with a pink button-down shirt, and glared back. “I called them in to investigate the thefts. The ones you informed me were happening. Was I supposed to ignore them?”

      “You were supposed to let me do my job and investigate them myself. That’s why you employed a hotel manager. To free you up to take care of the pub and build your new conference center.” The conference center that was still in the planning stage because the land Dougal wanted to build it on was being held hostage by an old woman the town called Satan. Which seemed appropriate, because if this was truly purgatory, Satan should live in it. Right? She really needed to find a Catholic and have them explain this stuff to her.

      “You might be the day-to-day manager, but this is still my business,” Dougal snapped.

      It was clear to Agnes, after only three weeks in the job, that Dougal didn’t actually want to let go of the responsibility of managing his hotel. So he’d taken to managing her instead.

      In detail.

      Every.

      Single.

      Day.

      His micromanagement was beginning to make her skin crawl, and the urge to gag him and lock him in a closet grew stronger by the minute.

      Dougal’s white brows furrowed as he huffed a breath that made his matching mustache and beard flutter. Her boss was Santa dressed as Elton John, with a booming voice and a deep Highland burr. Talking to him was like having a bad acid trip.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to demand to know why he’d hired her when he seemed so set on doing the job himself. But Agnes already knew the answer—her sister’s husband had talked him into it. Yep, that’s how pathetic she’d become. Even though she’d spent ten years studying part time to get a degree in hotel management and had countless hours of practical experience under her belt, she needed her sister to find her a job.

      There were days, like this one, when she second-guessed the decision that’d landed her in her current predicament. She’d been offered a job managing a large hotel that was part of a famous chain, and all she’d had to do to secure the position was have sex with the owner. Agnes had politely declined, kicking his nuts into next week as she did so. Less than twenty-four hours later, she’d been blacklisted throughout the entire UK hotel network, leading her to this moment—a face-off with disco Santa.

      She should have had sex with the creepy hotel owner.

      Taking a fortifying breath, she reached deep for what little patience ran in her genes. “I know this is your hotel, and I understand that I work for you. But I just want the opportunity to do my job before you decide you need someone else to do it for me.”

      “This isn’t a judgment of your abilities.” Dougal’s voice reverberated off the walls. “It’s an attempt to give you some help. Benson Security can investigate the thefts while you manage the hotel.”

      What was left hanging in the air between them was the fact the bulk of the thefts had only started after she’d arrived in Invertary. She looked her boss straight in the eye. “I’m not the one stealing from you.”

      He smacked a beefy hand on her desk. “Did I say that?” He turned to the man leaning in the doorway. The man Agnes had been steadily ignoring since he’d arrived with her boss ten minutes earlier. “Did I, at any point, suggest my manager was stealing from me?”

      Agnes tossed her long, straight blonde hair over her shoulder, folded her arms over her gray suit jacket, and tapped her toe. Yes, what exactly did the almighty ‘security specialist’ think of this situation?

      The corner of the man’s mouth quirked as he uncrossed his arms and ankles and stepped into the room. At about five foot eight or nine, he wasn’t massively tall, but he would still tower over her. He wore a black long-sleeved tee with the sleeves pushed up, a pair of dark blue jeans, and brown suede boots. His thick, mahogany hair, shorter at the sides, was pulled back in a rough right parting. He reminded her of a younger Tom Cruise. Only with a nose that’d been broken at some point and set crooked. They shared the same lean, muscled physique, and the same amused sparkle in their eyes.

      “What I think,” he said, “is that we all need to take a step back and calm down.”

      And that was all she needed to hear to know he was an ex-cop—it was in his tone. The same tone she’d heard many times over the years. Perfect. This was just what she needed. She could have coped with one of the ex-soldiers Benson Security employed—someone taciturn and bad-tempered like her brother-in-law Callum—but not an ex-cop. She’d discovered at an early age that cops had been put on earth purely to rub her up the wrong way.

      “I don’t need to calm down,” she told him. “I’m perfectly calm.”

      He cocked his head and shot a pointed look at her tapping toe.

      “This is impatience.” She exaggerated the tapping. “Not irritation.” Although, she was getting there fast.

      “Look.” He spread his hands wide. “I’m sure if we work together, we’ll get to the bottom of this situation in no time at all. That’s what we all want, right?”

      Agnes bit her tongue. What she wanted was for everyone to get out of her office and let her get on with her crappy job. The only job she could get. The job that was right in the middle of bloody Scotland when all she’d wanted was to work her way out of the damn country, not become more entrenched in it.

      “Exactly.” Dougal nodded decisively as he tugged down his waistcoat—again. “I’ll leave you two to sort this out. I have a council meeting to organize. We’re going to confront Betty and make her negotiate the sale of the land I need for my conference center. She’s holding up progress. This town will die if we don’t attract new business.” When he reached the door, he turned back to Agnes. “I expect you to cooperate fully with this investigation.”

      Deep breaths. Think zen thoughts. Don’t imagine strangling your boss with his tartan waistcoat…

      “Of course.” She bit out the words through clenched teeth.

      Dougal nodded once and strode off, leaving her with the security specialist who was there to investigate her. Because she would bet everything she owned—which wasn’t very much—that she was suspect number one.

      It was the story of her life.
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      Logan smiled at the woman who clearly wanted him to leave with her boss. “We weren’t introduced. Logan McBride.” He stuck out his hand. “And you’re Agnes Sinclair. I met your sister Isobel when I visited the London office.”

      “That’s nice for you, but you should know that I’m nothing like her.”

      For a minute, he thought she was going to leave him hanging there with his hand out, but grudgingly, she shook it. A strange tingling sensation ran up his arm, and he had the urge to hold on tight and never let go. Reluctantly, he released her. His hand warm from her touch.

      Agnes took a step back, a faint pink blush dusting her cheeks, making him wonder if she’d experienced the same irrational urge to hold on tight. Her chin lifted, and she stared him straight in the eye. “Aren’t you going to ask if I’m the thief?”

      “Are you?” he said, because she seemed to expect it.

      “No.” Her green eyes blazed as if daring him to say otherwise.

      Logan felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He’d been with the Strathclyde police force for almost ten years before going to work for Benson Security. In that time, he’d asked people about their guilt so many times he’d lost count, and they’d always clarified their answers. Always. He’d expected her to say something like, ‘No, I’ve never stolen anything in my life.’ Or, ‘No, I’m not a thief.’ To have her reply with just a ‘No’ had his instincts tingling.

      “Okay,” he said slowly. “Do you want to fill me in on what’s been happening here?”

      “Hasn’t Dougal done that already?” Her eyes flicked between him and the door, giving the impression that she was fighting the urge to ask him to leave.

      “Aye, but I’d rather hear it from you.” He motioned to the guest chair facing her desk. “Do you mind?”

      Her jaw clenched for a second, telling him she definitely did mind. “Please,” she said instead.

      Fighting a smile, Logan took a seat. Agnes was a conundrum. She was right when she said she was nothing like her older sister. While Isobel was sweet and soft, and slightly dippy, Agnes was sharp as a tack, prickly, and growing more impatient by the second.

      She pulled back her chair and sat on the edge. The lapels of her gray suit jacket fell open to reveal a stiff white shirt underneath. No jewelry. Only a Timex watch with a classic white face and a black leather strap. This woman was all about business. And he was getting in the way of it.

      “So,” he said, leaning back in his chair, “things have been going missing from around the hotel?”

      She slid a piece of paper over the desk toward him. “It ranges from worthless stuff, like soaps and shampoos, to food from the kitchen and jewelry belonging to guests.”

      He glanced down the list. “What kind of jewelry?”

      “The expensive kind,” she said evenly, making him think it was an effort for her to remain calm. “We’ve had things go missing from guest rooms, storage, and back of house. There’s no pattern to it. I mean, who steals soap and a diamond ring? It makes no sense, but it has to be someone with access to all areas of the hotel.”

      He let out a low whistle. “Why haven’t you called in the police?” If people’s valuables were missing, this was definitely a case for the local cop.

      “We want to see if we can sort it ourselves.”

      “In other words, you’re afraid of the bad publicity.” It wasn’t a question. “So, you think a staff member’s behind the thefts?”

      Fire flashed in her eyes. “Yes, Logan, I think it’s the staff.” The ‘you idiot’ at the end of that sentence was definitely implied.

      “Which one do you think it is?” he asked, just to see how she’d react.

      Her jaw clenched and unclenched before she spoke. “I don’t know. That’s what I was looking into before Dougal called you in to take over. Maybe you could tell me who’s been doing this.”

      He nodded with fake solemnity. “I’ll definitely do my best to get that information to you, Ms. Sinclair.”

      Her fingers twitched on the desk, and her eyes flicked to a heavy glass paperweight with a tiny Eiffel Tower inside it. It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots between the paperweight and his head.

      “Have you discovered anything that might help me in my investigation?”

      “Yes,” she said before slowly enunciating the words, “Someone’s stealing stuff.”

      It took all his self-control not to burst out laughing. “Do you want to show me where this stuff was stolen from?”

      “All over the place.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You were in the police, right? What were you? A traffic cop? Community liaison? Worked with dogs?”

      It was too much. Laughter exploded out of him. When he caught Agnes’ eye, it was clear she wasn’t joking and was waiting for an answer. And she wasn’t doing it patiently—her hand had inched closer to the paperweight.

      “I was with the Strathclyde Police,” he told her, before she started lobbing things at his head. “I made detective, specializing in organized crime, until circumstances brought me back home to Invertary.”

      “Really?” The incredulity on her face almost made him laugh again.

      “Really.”

      “Have you been out of the job long?”

      “You mean, so long I’m rusty and have forgotten what I’m doing?”

      She gave him a look that said she thought that was another stupid question. “Well…yeah.”

      She was just too much. “Look.” He held out his hands in supplication. “We both know you’re perfectly capable of finding out who’s stealing from the hotel. Unfortunately, we both answer to our bosses. And your boss asked my boss to look into things. So how about we work together, get to the bottom of this, and get it done?”

      For a minute, he didn’t think she’d take him up on the offer, but then her shoulders slumped. “I hate that you sound reasonable. Fine. But I’m in charge.”

      This was the most fun he’d had with a woman in years. “I’m the one with the investigative experience,” he pointed out.

      “And I’m the one with the hotel experience.”

      “How about we share the lead role?”

      “How about you just follow my lead? I’m in charge of this hotel.” She lowered her voice and muttered, “When Dougal lets me.”

      “Okay, how about this? Think of me as your consultant. An expert you’ve called in to assist. Can you live with that?”

      “That depends. Are you an expert who follows orders?”

      “Is there any other kind?” He stood and motioned to the door. “Why don’t we start with you showing me the scene of the crime?”

      “Well, seeing as the last thing that went missing was the toilet paper from the downstairs loo…” Her eyes sparkled, letting him know she was messing with him.

      “If that’s where you want to start,” he said, “then who am I to argue?”

      “Right answer, Clouseau.” She stood, rounded the desk, and strode toward the door. “You coming?” she called back over her shoulder.

      With a grin, Logan followed Agnes out of her office—watching her voluptuous backside sway in her staid gray suit trousers.
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      Agnes would be the first to admit that, when it came to men, she was somewhat shallow. She wasn’t proud of it, but she put it down to not having a whole lot of time to invest in dating. Which meant there was no need to get to know guys on any deep level. And when you didn’t have time to get to know someone, you chose brawn over brains. Yeah, it didn’t sound any better when she tried to justify it to herself. Nevertheless, Logan McBride, as unwanted as his help might be, was definitely eye candy. It made dealing with him a little less painful.

      “I gather we aren’t starting with the toilet paper theft,” he said as she led him upstairs to the first floor.

      “I’ll save that treat for later.” Agnes pointed to an inconspicuous door at the end of the corridor. “That’s the main storage closet for the hotel. We’ve lost some bedding and sundries from in there.”

      “Who’s got keys?” Logan crouched down to take a look at the lock, the action pulling his jeans tight over solid thighs, making the material cup his rear like gentle hands. She began to drool at the sight, losing track of the question.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Are you checking out my backside?”

      If he was hoping to embarrass her, he’d be sorely disappointed. Donna was the only Sinclair sister who did embarrassment—much to her sisters’ disgust. “Seems only fair. You were checking out mine while we climbed the stairs.”

      “True.” He flashed a cocky smile at her over his shoulder, proving he didn’t embarrass easily either. “Ogle away but talk while you’re doing it. Who’s got access to the closet?”

      It wasn’t as much fun ogling him when she had permission, so she stepped up to his side and watched him examine the door instead. “Dougal, of course, me, head of housekeeping, and whichever cleaner is on duty.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is that there are several copies of the key floating around. Are they all accounted for?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. And neither does Dougal. The locks haven’t been changed since he bought the place. And whenever a key goes missing, he has another cut. He keeps no record of how many are out there or who has them or what’s happened to them.”

      He studied her for a moment. “If this was your hotel, you’d know where the keys were.”

      “Well, duh.” Hadn’t she already made her point about liking control?

      His lips twitching, Logan returned his attention to the door. “I don’t think the keys are the issue.” He pointed at the scratches around the handle. “The lock’s been jimmied.”

      Agnes leaned over, aware it put her firmly in Logan’s space. His scent engulfed her. Spicy and fresh, it reminded her of a walk through a pine forest or…car air fresheners. Hmm, not so sexy when you looked at it like that.

      “Why are you frowning?” His deep voice was close to her ear, making her tingle.

      “You smell like those little green tree air fresheners you hang from your rearview mirror. Which kind of cancels out the effect of seeing you in those jeans.”

      He threw back his head, laughing. It was a delicious sound.

      “Time to change deodorant, I think,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to dull the power my jeans have over women.”

      “Probably wise.” Her attention drifted back to the lock.

      There were scratches all around it, and paint had flaked off the door at the point where the lock met the jamb.

      “See? Someone’s picked the lock. And by the looks of it, tried to force the snib up with a credit card or something.”

      “That is a seriously amateur job.” Agnes was disgusted. She could have done better blindfolded and armed with a ball point pen.

      That made him arch an eyebrow at her. “You know how to pick a lock?”

      Like she’d admit that to a cop. Even an ex-cop. “So, it could have been a guest, or just someone wandering into the hotel. Which means the suspect pool has opened right up.” She frowned. “Well, that’s annoying.”

      “Looks like you might need me after all.” His cocky, and very sexy, grin was back. “This isn’t the open and shut case you thought it would be.”

      Agnes rolled her eyes as she straightened. “Come on, Clouseau, maybe you can use your awesome detective skills on the woman who lost her diamond ring.”

      Without waiting for him, she strode down the hallway, expecting him to follow. The thick, red tartan carpet softened her footfalls, and the cream walls made the corridor feel airy. Gorgeous pencil drawings of the town, framed subtly in matching cream, adorned the walls. The whole effect was one of wealth and comfort. It never failed to astonish her that a man like Dougal, whose taste in clothing could only be termed Scottish Disco, had managed to put together a hotel that was both cozy and classy.

      Rapping on the door to room twelve, one of two suites in the building, she kept her eyes on Logan as he crouched down to examine the lock.

      “This one hasn’t been jimmied,” he informed her as the door swung open.

      “Oh.” Mrs. Edwards smiled widely at them. Today, the older American woman was dressed in a gray velvet jogging suit, sparkly sandals and diamante horn-rimmed spectacles, and there was a white Scottish terrier puppy under her arm. “Did you find my ring?”

      “Not yet, but rest assured we’re taking its loss very seriously, and we’re looking into it.” She waved a hand at her sidekick. “This is Logan McBride. He’s from the local security company, and he’s going to help us get to the bottom of this.”

      “Pleased to meet you.” Logan flashed his panty-melting smile, making Mrs. Edwards simper, and proving that his sex appeal worked across all ages. “What a cute wee pup.” As he petted the dog’s head, Mrs. Edwards looked like she might faint.

      Honestly.

      “He isn’t mine.” Mrs. Edwards sounded breathless. “He’s Dougal’s. I just borrow him now and then because he’s such good company. Aren’t you, Arnold?”

      Oh yeah, Arnold was great company—until he chewed your shoes or peed on the carpet.

      Logan caught Agnes’ eye and mouthed, “Arnold?”

      “It’s Dougal,” she muttered, as though that explained it. Which, if you knew the pub owner, it probably did.

      “Mrs. Edwards,” Logan said, all business and polite charm. “Would you mind answering a few questions about your missing ring?”

      “Of course not.” She swung the door wide. “Come on in.”

      Agnes motioned for him to go ahead of her—that way she could enjoy his reaction to seeing the suite for the first time. Two steps into the living room, he tripped over his own feet, righted himself with a suspicious cough that might have covered a laugh, and motioned for Agnes to join them.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Mrs. Edwards looked around the room with pride. “Not many hotels would let you decorate for your stay, but Dougal had no problem with me swapping out the drapes and bedding.”

      Logan opened and closed his mouth a couple of times before settling on, “Um, that’s a lot of…Josh McInnes.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      She’d replaced the curtains with ones printed with massive photos of Josh in his trademark black suit. Cushions with his smiling face were scattered over the sofa, the bedding showed a shirtless Josh lazing at the beach, and on the table were piles of signed photos of the star waiting to be mailed.

      “So, um, you’re a fan?” Logan said.

      Mrs. Edwards giggled like a schoolgirl. “No, dear, I’m the fan. I just got voted in as head of Josh’s American fan club. That’s why I’m here. Part of the job is to collect signed memorabilia and do special interviews with him, just for the fan club. I only intended to stay a week to get it all done, but I fell in love with Invertary, so I’ve been here a month so far. I can totally understand why Josh moved here. This town is so quaint.”

      “I don’t think it was Invertary you fell in love with,” Agnes said. “I think it’s the fact that Josh wanders around town and eats in the pub downstairs.”

      “There is that,” the older woman said, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “But I would never bother the man. Unlike some fans, I understand a celebrity needs their space. I only enjoy admiring him from a distance.”

      Logan cleared his throat. “Can you tell us where you lost the ring?”

      Agnes bit her lip to stop herself from reminding him that there was no ‘us.’ She already knew about the ring. He was the one playing catch-up.

      “It was right over here.” Mrs. Edwards wandered over to the dining table, which was covered in bags, merchandise and envelopes. “I was making up packages to send to fan club members. Not all of them, of course. That would take a factory working around the clock. These are only for the fans who won a pack. Even then, it would still have taken forever to bag everything, but Caroline McInnes, Josh’s wife, rounded up a group of teenagers to help me. Caroline’s amazing and very efficient, isn’t she?”

      The question was aimed at Agnes, who’d never met the famous Caroline McInnes. But the customer was always right, so she answered, “Oh yes, so efficient.”

      “I gather you took off the ring while you were making up the bags,” Logan prodded.

      “It kept snagging on the gossamer bags, so I put it in my purse at my feet.”

      “Who was in the room at the time?”

      “Like I said, several teenagers. They kept coming and going, in shifts.” She waved a hand toward the door. “I propped the door open. The hotel sent up snacks too, which the teens loved. You don’t think it was one of the kids, do you? They were such a great bunch.”

      “I wish I knew, but we’ll do everything we can to find out.”

      “I’m sure you will,” she said as the dog wriggled in her arms.

      She bent down and released it, and it ran from the room. No doubt to find another corner to pee in. How long did it take to train one dog?

      “I suspect he’s off to find his daddy,” Mrs. Edwards said. “Are we finished here? Because I wouldn’t mind a nap. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

      “Of course.” Agnes imagined her pulling her Josh curtains, climbing in between her Josh sheets, and putting on her Josh sleep mask before placing her head on her Josh pillow and falling asleep to one of Josh’s CDs. She supposed there were weirder things to be obsessed with, but none came to mind.

      As the door closed behind them, Logan shot her a look. “I feel like I should rush back to the office and open a file on that woman, just in case she snaps and goes full Misery on Josh.”

      “She’s harmless.” Agnes headed back down the corridor, expecting him to follow. “Josh knows all about her, and he isn’t worried.”

      “Josh doesn’t play with a full deck.”

      Logan wasn’t wrong. “Back to the thefts. If half of the kids in town were traipsing through the hotel to help stuff bags for Josh’s fan club, it looks like everyone in Invertary is on the suspect list.”

      “Not so clear-cut, eh? Maybe I’ll be of some use after all.”

      It took a second to realize he was teasing her, because it wasn’t something many people did. “Maybe. The jury’s out on that for now.”

      “Well, while the jury’s debating my worth, I’d better make sure the evidence is on my side. I’ll get a proper description of the ring and see if she has any photos, that way I can circulate it around the Glasgow pawnshops. Or see if it’s turned up online. If you have details on the other jewelry that’s been stolen, send it through to me, and I’ll add it to the search.”

      “There’s no point in hunting down the other pieces. They weren’t worth anything. The ring is the most expensive thing that’s gone missing.”

      They stopped outside her office on the building’s ground floor. “I’ll also run some background checks on the staff, make sure no one has a record for theft.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Agnes fought the urge to place her hand on her roiling stomach. “Will you run a search on me too?” Had that sounded casual enough? She hoped so.

      “No, because I’m pretty sure Lake will have already done it. He has a habit of checking out the love interests of the people close to him, which means Isobel would have got the treatment when she met Callum. I expect he covered you and your sisters as well. And, seeing as he was the person to talk to Dougal about giving you this job, I’d say I can strike you off my list.”

      Relief made her knees go weak, but she locked them in place. “Good to know.” Although, Lake couldn’t have delved that far into her history. Otherwise, he would never have helped her get the job.

      “I think the best course of action in the short term,” Logan said, “is to put up cameras and try to catch the culprit in action. Or at least prevent them from taking anything more.”

      Like she wouldn’t have already done just that if she’d been able. “Dougal doesn’t want cameras. He says it interferes with the guests’ experience while they’re here, makes them feel like they’re under surveillance.”

      “Which they would be.” Logan leaned against the doorjamb, the image of a man at ease. But the look he gave her was anything but casual—he was assessing everything she did and said. “How do you feel about cameras?”

      “If this was my hotel, I’d put them up, but I’d make sure they were unobtrusive, then I’d post notices saying they were there—in places that weren’t easy to spot.”

      Amusement flashed in his eyes. “In other words, you’d skirt the law.”

      She shrugged. It was what she did best. “I wouldn’t break it though.” She wanted to make that clear. Her reputation and her future depended on it. As he considered her, she calmly stared him straight in the eye. She refused to shift uncomfortably, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to look away. “Why are you asking about this anyway?”

      His eyes turned from hazel to dark brown. And just like that, she was back to being aware of him as a man instead of as an obstacle in her way. “I thought we could meet up at the Benson Security office and pick out some cameras.”

      Oh, that was such a tempting offer. But she was trying to be good. Which meant doing as her boss told her, no matter how wrong that boss might be. “Not without Dougal’s permission.”

      “Strange, I didn’t have you pegged as a woman who liked to follow the rules.” When she didn’t rise to the bait, he carried on. “How about I take responsibility for the cameras? We can tell Dougal it was a strong recommendation from your security consultant.”

      That wicked panty-melting smile of his was back, and she definitely wasn’t immune to it. Not even a little.

      “Well, he did say we should work together to get this done.”

      “He wouldn’t call in a security specialist and not expect them to do their job.”

      Honestly, the man was the embodiment of temptation. A sensual devil coaxing her into sin.

      “There’s no need for him to know about the cameras,” Logan said. “As soon as we find the thief, we’ll remove them. What do you say, Agnes, do you want to live a little dangerously?”

      Oh, he had no idea how much. “Okay, I’ll meet you when I’m finished for the day. It won’t be until late. I have guests coming in mid-evening and no receptionist to greet them, so I’m covering.”

      “I’ll be in the office behind the shop, come when you’re ready.” Logan pushed away from the doorjamb and headed down the corridor toward the main entrance. But before he disappeared, he glanced over his shoulder and called to her, “Wear something pretty.”

      Arrogant sod. “This is not a date,” she shouted after him.

      All she heard was a deep chuckle that vibrated right through her. With a huff and a strange dancing sensation in her stomach, she turned to her office, only to find Dougal’s dog peeing on the leg of her desk.
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      Against her better judgment, Agnes found herself walking up the high street to the security shop as soon as she’d settled her last two guests for the night. She was tired. Her feet hurt. And she’d had to deal with another complaint of missing jewelry, this time from a very whiny woman who wanted instant compensation for the item. Agnes had forced a smile, replying in a polite and professional manner—exactly as she’d been trained. Each word had stuck in her throat, reminding her that there were days when she just hated people in general.

      The sky loomed black overhead, heavy with dark clouds that threatened snow. A chill wind rushed up the high street from the loch, and even though she wore several layers under her padded coat, Agnes still imagined she felt the wind go right through her. Tugging her woolen hat down over her ears, she wondered again why she was making this trip. It wasn’t like Dougal was going to thank her for the initiative anyway. And she was self-aware enough to know she should probably have kept her current mood away from the public. She wasn’t exactly a bundle of seasonal cheer. But still, she carried on, dragging her feet toward the Benson Security shop.

      Despite her morose mood, she had to admit the town had done a half-decent job of decorating for Christmas. Large red tartan bows adorned lampposts, while twinkling lights zigzagged between them, back and forth over the cobblestoned street. Their colored lights bounced off the facing rows of whitewashed buildings, old houses renovated to turn them into shops.

      Windows were decorated with trees and gifts. In the lingerie shop, mannequins in red tartan underwear wore Santa hats. And the newsagent’s window had been sprayed with fake snow. Even the big Presbyterian church at the top of the street had bright wreaths hanging from its doors.

      A banner strung across the street proudly proclaimed that the Christmas market was the following weekend and included the town’s annual lingerie runway show. She cocked an eyebrow. It was an interesting choice for a Christmas celebration, that was for sure. Of course, Agnes already knew about the market. It was an Invertary tradition and attracted much-needed business to the town. The hotel was booked out for that weekend, and Dougal had been over the details of what the pub was doing during the event. Apparently, they were having Christmas karaoke. She needed to remember to buy earplugs.

      Someone with a sense of humor had decorated the Benson Security shop window. It was filled with elves waging war on each other, armed with various stun guns, radios and assorted weapons. There were even casualties. One elf lay sprawled in the fake snow, a pocketknife sticking out of his chest and what looked like tomato sauce blood spilling out from under him. In her current mood, it was definitely a scene Agnes could relate to.

      After banging on the door, she turned to watch the street as she waited for Logan. There were only a couple of other people out, and they were heading into the pub. This place was a ghost town, and yet, sadly, it was positively buzzing compared to the town she’d grown up in. The best thing you could say about Arness was…

      She drew a blank. There really was nothing good to say about it. Located at the bottom of the Kintyre Peninsular, the dot of a town suffered from flat landscape, constant wind, and long car trips to anywhere interesting.

      Man, she hated Scotland.

      What was she doing still living here? What cruel fate was this to work ten years and end up in a worse position than when she started? She was the butt of some cosmic joke that just wasn’t funny. When the door swung open behind her, she turned to find Logan looking annoyingly hot in a royal blue crewneck sweater, faded jeans and tan suede boots.

      “I hate Christmas,” she said.

      A slow smile curled his lips. “Well bah humbug to you too.” He motioned for her to come inside.

      “My sister Mairi’s in Canada.” She followed him into the warm interior of the shop. “She’s freezing her backside off under mountains of snow. Here, we get icy rain and endless darkness. In New Zealand, Christmas is in the middle of summer. Why can’t we have Christmas in summer? Nothing happens then anyway.”

      “This is Scotland,” Logan said. “We’d still have rain for a summer Christmas, it just wouldn’t be icy.” He grinned. “Probably.”

      She found his grin irrationally annoying. “I hate Scotland. And I hate rain. Cold rain. Warm rain. All rain. I hate all rain. And I particularly hate Scotland because all it does is rain.”

      “Oookaaay.” Logan studied her long enough for it to become uncomfortable.

      “What?” Hadn’t he cottoned on to the fact she wasn’t in the mood to be annoyed? Did he have a death wish?

      “Have you eaten?” he asked, after what felt like an eternity of him staring at her.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” She was there to pick up some cameras. That was it. Then she’d head back to her hotel room and spend another night alone, staring at the tartan carpet.

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess you haven’t. When was the last time you ate?”

      Now that he mentioned it, she wasn’t sure. “Breakfast?”

      “Figures. Come on, Suzy Sunshine. Let’s get some food into you.” He snagged his jacket off the back of a chair as they headed through the shop and into the back of the building. Like a numpty, Agnes followed.

      Before she knew it, they were in the alley behind the shop, and Logan was unlocking the car. “I don’t want food,” Agnes whined. “I don’t want to go out. There are people out there, and I hate people. I just want the cameras, and then I want to return to Fawlty Towers and continue my sad existence.”

      “I know you do.” He patted her shoulder. “But everything will look much better once you’ve eaten.”

      She glared at the hand on her shoulder. “If you pat me again, I’ll rip off your hand and smack you with it.”

      “Right.” He opened the passenger door for her. “Get in and stop talking while I still like you.”

      “I especially hate men,” she snarled as she climbed into the car.

      Five minutes later, they parked outside a huge stone building that must once have been a church. Now it sported a sign proclaiming it Invertary’s spa and restaurant.

      “I’m not dressed for this place.” She was wearing jeans and a sweater. This didn’t look like the kind of place that had Casual Tuesday.

      “Nobody will care. Stop making excuses and get out of the car.”

      “Fine. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can get back to the hotel.”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      Like a recalcitrant teen, she stomped up the steps to the front doors, frowning as she went.

      Logan held the door for her. “Try not to terrorize anyone before they feed us.”

      Agnes attempted to incinerate his brain with the power of her mind, but it didn’t work. Meanwhile, he asked the woman who greeted them for a table for two. As she followed him through the old church, she realized he was right—the place wasn’t exactly hopping, and no one turned to look at them. There were only three other people in the dining room.

      After they settled at their table, their waitress approached. The middle-aged woman looked like she’d seen life and then some, but she smiled cheerily enough. “Have you had enough time to look at the menu? Can I get you drinks while you wait? Our soup of the day is roasted butternut squash with toasted pine nuts and crispy bacon. And today’s special is confit belly and braised cheek of pork, truffle and cauliflower purée, and roast carrots with toasted nuts and brown butter jus. Tonight’s dessert is warm pistachio souffle with chocolate sauce.”

      And just like that, Agnes’ hunger made itself known—with a huge stomach rumble that the waitress pretended she didn’t hear, but that made Logan chuckle.

      She cast him a frown before answering their waitress. “Yes. I’ll have all of that. And bread. It comes with bread, right? I really need bread.”

      To her credit, the waitress politely replied, “Yes, it comes with bread.”

      “I need wine too,” Agnes added. “Red. Lots of it.” She knew nothing about wine, so there was no point in asking for it by name. “Something rich and smooth, with no tangy aftertaste.”

      “I’ll get you some Malbec.” the waitress asked. The name meant nothing to Agnes. “Would you like a bottle or a glass?”

      Agnes glanced at Logan. “You drinking it too?” He nodded, so she said, “A bottle, please.”

      When the waitress looked at Logan, he said, “Make it two of everything, thanks, Joyce.”

      “Sure thing, Logan.” And with that, she gathered their menus and hurried away.

      Leaving Agnes with a grinning man.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Never heard anyone order wine like that before.”

      She couldn’t help the burn in her cheeks. Sometimes her poverty-ridden roots showed through, no matter how far she managed to distance herself from them. “I know what I want to taste. I just don’t know names and types.” She should have done the wine course when she was at college, but it didn’t count toward her degree, so she’d deemed it non-essential. And there’d been no room in her budget for anything that wasn’t essential.

      “There wasn’t anything wrong with it.” His face softened. “I just haven’t heard it before.”

      They lapsed into silence. Agnes wasn’t in the mood for idle chitchat and, thankfully, Logan was smart enough not to attempt it with her. After what seemed like an eternity, their soup arrived, and Agnes fell on it like a lion who’d chased down an antelope, moaning in delight when she tasted it.

      Catching Logan’s eye as she reached for the bread, which was warm and baked to perfection, she stilled. He was looking at her the same way she imagined she was looking at the bread—like she’d died and gone to heaven.

      “It’s good?” he said in a low, gravelly voice.

      All she could do was nod. Suddenly, the atmosphere in the restaurant seemed far more intimate than she’d noticed. There were candles on every table, soft music playing in the background, and a large open fire roaring on the back wall. In the bay window, a white Christmas tree decorated in rose gold sparkled at them. From the rich hues of the wooden floor to the exposed brickwork and the crisp white linen, it was clear the place was designed for romance. None of her dates had ever taken her somewhere quite so lovely.

      But this wasn’t a date.

      As if reading her mind, Logan said, “It was either eat here or at the pub, and I figured you’d seen enough of the hotel.”

      Agnes didn’t quite know what to do with his thoughtfulness, so she concentrated on finishing her soup, and when the waitress arrived with their main course, she switched her focus to that. It was definitely worth her attention. The confit melted in her mouth, the carrots were deliciously sweet, and the creamy cauliflower made her taste buds sing the ‘Hallelujah Chorus.’

      Although she actively kept her gaze from Logan, she was painfully aware of his every move. And it distracted her from her food. Honestly, his sexiness should have been a crime. From the way his bicep flexed as he reached for his wine to the way he patted his lips with his napkin. It was all overtly sensual. As though he’d been designed to make every movement an enticement. And it was annoying.

      “Stop it,” she said. “You’re distracting me.”

      His eyebrow shot up. “Stop what? I’m just eating.”

      “I know. But it’s the way you’re doing it. Maybe you should eat over there.” She pointed to the other side of the room.

      “Am I chewing too loud? Did I slurp the soup?” His eyes twinkled at her, which was also sexy and therefore rubbed her up the wrong way.

      “You’re being too…sexy. It’s seriously irritating.”

      That slow, panty-melting smile of his lit up his face. “Too sexy?”

      “You need to tone it down. This isn’t a date, but you’re still oozing sex appeal. I’m embarrassed for you.”

      “We can’t have that.”

      They stared at each other for a moment, and Agnes could have sworn the temperature in the room shot up.

      “You’re still sitting here,” she said, her voice sounding strangely husky. “Shoo. Go sit over there.”

      “Agnes, I’m not sitting on the other side of the room because you find me irresistible when I’m not even trying.”

      “I didn’t say I found you irresistible, just distracting.”

      “And embarrassing,” he added helpfully. “Maybe you should eat with your eyes closed and solve the problem that way.”

      She shook her head. “I’d still hear you and smell you.”

      “And I sound and smell sexy too?”

      “I don’t think you’re taking this seriously. I’m not attracted to you. I’m just embarrassed for you. You need to rein it in.”

      “I appreciate the advice.” But he still didn’t move.

      With a grunt of frustration, Agnes attempted to focus on her meal.
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      Logan honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun having dinner with a woman. She was priceless, and she wasn’t even trying. She genuinely wanted him to move away because she found his ‘sex appeal’ annoying. Agnes gave the word hangry a whole new level of meaning.

      “So.” Logan leaned back in his chair as he toyed with the stem of his wine glass. “Tell me about yourself.” Now that she’d gotten some food into her, she didn’t look quite as feral as she had when she’d first turned up on his doorstep. The woman wasn’t taking care of herself. And for the sake of everyone around her, she really should.

      “What is this? A job interview? I’m already employed,” she said with a frown as she dug into her meal.

      “This is what most people call polite conversation, Agnes. It generally occurs between two people who’re sharing a meal, and it doesn’t mean anything other than we’re civilized. You can do this. I have faith in you. We’ll start with something simple. What’s your favorite color?”

      He fought to stop from laughing when she rolled her eyes. “Can’t we talk about politics or religion instead? Something where we can have a decent debate.”

      She meant an argument. It seemed the food hadn’t quite kicked in enough to mellow her out, and she was still looking for a fight. The whole thing was so damn funny. “No, we can’t debate. We’re keeping this light. It’s called small talk.”

      “I don’t like small talk.”

      “I’m going to take that as a sign you’re feeling better just because you didn’t say you hated it.”

      Her lips twitched as though she wanted to smile but wasn’t quite ready to give up her mood just yet.

      “Okay, I’ll start. My favorite color is green. And yours is?”

      “Did you know that’s the favorite color of most serial killers?”

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Is that true?”

      “No.” Forgetting she was irritated with him, and the world in general, she flashed a mischievous smile. “It’s orange. And my favorite color is cornflower blue.”

      His heart thudded loudly in his chest at the sight of her. She was gorgeous when she was in a bad mood, but a playful Agnes was breathtaking. As the waitress swapped out their plates for dessert, he kept his eyes on the woman opposite him, watching her mellow as her belly filled. Feeling an irrational pride at being responsible for her mood.

      “Okay then, what’s your favorite food? Mine’s haggis.”

      The horrified expression on her face was priceless. “Nobody’s favorite food is haggis. We just eat it because we’re Scottish.”

      “Cross my heart.” He made the gesture. “I love haggis. Your turn. What’s your favorite?”

      “I can’t answer. I’m too traumatized over finding a Scots person who loves haggis. Please tell me you hate bagpipes. At least give me that.”

      “No can do. I’ve been to the Edinburgh Tattoo three times.”

      “That is my worst nightmare.” She shuddered. “Being stuck in an enclosed space filled with bagpipe players. Or fighting cats. They’d both make the same noise.”

      “How can you not like haggis and bagpipes? It’s in our DNA.”

      “Not mine. I don’t like black pudding, Scotch pies, or oatcakes, either.”

      “I don’t understand it—you sound Scottish, you look Scottish, and you definitely have that special Scottish charm… Wait! I’ve got it. It’s because you grew up so close to the English border. Their proximity’s infected you.”

      “And you’re the poster boy for every Scottish cliché in the book. You’ve got a kilt, haven’t you? And I bet you don’t just wear it to weddings.”

      “I’ve been known to wear it while fishing…or to the odd football game…” He leaned forward and folded his arms on the table.

      The candlelight brought out the golden streaks in Agnes’ white-blonde hair and made her green eyes shine like emeralds. Her skin, damn her skin, looked like the surface of the palest pink rose petal. It made him want to touch.

      “I knew it,” she said triumphantly, flashing a wide grin.

      Damn, she was stunning.

      He cleared his throat. “Here’s the thing about kilts. They’re made of heavy wool, which is perfect for winter, but then you have the whole draft issue to contend with. So, that makes you think the built-in ventilation system would make the kilt a good summer option, but then the heavy wool makes you sweat. Really, we need a summer kilt and a winter kilt. And the winter kilt should probably come with thermal shorts.”

      “You’ve spent way too much time thinking about this.”

      “A man’s balls are no laughing matter, Agnes. They must be kept at the optimum temperature. Otherwise, his ability to think is seriously affected.”

      She burst out laughing, and damn if the sight didn’t make his blood rush south and his heart soften just a little. He wasn’t sure why, but he got the feeling that Agnes didn’t laugh much, and that life had been far too heavy and serious for her.

      “Come on,” he said. “We’d better get those cameras and install them.”

      Just like that, the light in her eyes faded. “I should probably run it past Dougal first.”

      “No, this time, I’m putting my foot down and saying that, as a security specialist, I highly recommend you help Dougal to get out of his own way by not telling him what we’re up to.”

      The look she gave him was so weary and earnest, the weight of it drilled right to his soul. “I’m trying to be good.” A pretty pink blush colored her cheeks. “I mean, I want to do well in this job. My future depends on it.”

      Logan got the impression she’d meant exactly what she’d said the first time. “You’ll have done a good job if you get to the bottom of the hotel’s thefts and put a stop to them. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about when I say we need cameras. I’ll deal with any fallout. Now, what time does he go home?”
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