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Candy Canes and Ireland





Blue and red lights flashed in her rearview mirror, and a siren whooped. “What? No!” Quinn groaned. “Crap, crap, crap.” She exhaled in frustration. The entire drive, she’d had it on cruise control, but running behind and dying to see her friends, she sped up a little. Fine, more than a little. “Arghh,” she growled as she reluctantly pulled over to the shoulder on the quiet stretch of highway, pained knowing her friends were probably already at the inn enjoying a nice boozy eggnog. 

Quinn blew out a breath as she sat in her baby blue Volkswagen bug that whirled with the scent of spiced holly berries car freshener, hoping and praying to the girls-Christmas-weekend-vacay-Gods that she would get a nice understanding cop. It was Christmas time after all. Surely cops didn’t want to give out tickets over the holidays. She absently grabbed a candy cane from her stash of road trip snacks on the front seat, peeled it open, and began sucking with a nervous gusto.

There was no room in her well-planned budget for a speeding ticket. What had she been thinking, taking it off cruise control? She was kicking herself now. As she contemplated how she was going to talk her way out of a ticket, she paused to appreciate the sweet, fresh peppermint flavour of her candy cane. Savouring it, she told herself everything would be fine because, as her grandmother would say, Quinn had the gift of the gab. She could talk her way to the North Pole if need be.

Her Grandmother would also say that honesty was the best policy. Quinn would simply explain the situation. She was not a speeder. It was just a momentary slip, and with the excitement of getting close to the mountains and seeing her friends, well, she’d gotten ahead of herself. Next time, she’d be more attentive. Yes, it would be fine. A smile touched her lips as she looked out the windshield to the massive rocky snow-capped mountains. This weekend was going to be epic. Nothing could put a damper on her spirit. Or so she thought.

Quinn caught movement in her sideview mirror and almost regretted looking as she saw the officer get out of his truck. Yikes! Her pulse kicked up a few notches, and she crunched down on the candy cane. Holy hell. This cop was the kind you steered clear of. Tall, broad, and positively lethal-looking in his black uniform. Shit. Yeah, probably not the nice understanding type.

Was it always like this? Quinn felt a bit queasy as her heart rate ticked faster than a court reporter typing. Her confidence from a minute earlier evaporated. This was the first time she’d been pulled over, and she could say, with one hundred percent certainty, that the holy shit surprise of receiving a photo radar ticket in the mail was a far nicer option than the current anxiety-inducing experience of having to come face to face with a cop. Especially a cop who appeared as intimidating as the dude stalking towards her car right now.

Quinn felt like a kid who’d just been caught smoking in the high school washroom. She felt absurdly anxious and guilty. Gawd Quinn, it’s not like you have a dead body in the trunk, she thought sardonically. No matter how she tried to rationalize the situation, she just felt more skittish. Her overactive imagination was in full swing. It was a speeding ticket, not a jail sentence, she tried to assure her overzealous brain. Peering in her rear-view mirror, she saw him closing in on her car, and her heart leapt. God, he was big, and his deadly serious expression from under the shadow of his police cap sent a cold shiver down her spine.

The officer knocked on her window, jarring Quinn from her spiralling thoughts. The first thing that caught her eye was a black gun holstered on the belt around his waist.

“Jeezus.” She drew in a shaky breath. Perhaps she’d lived a sheltered life, but she had never seen a real gun up close. Her overactive nervous brain immediately considered the possibility that he could shoot her if he wanted to. Cops could do things like that. You’re being ridiculous, she scolded herself. Then another horrifying thought came to her. What if he had shot people with that very gun? He knocked again, stirring her out of her odious train of thought. Quinn anxiously pressed buttons and finally hit the right one, and her window slid down.

“License and registration.” His voice was deep and brusque, and he didn’t spare her a glance.

“Wow, not even a hello,” she muttered under her breath. Irritation momentarily superseded her nervousness at his curt manner. Despite her current state of anxiety and deranged thoughts, deep down Quinn believed that police officers were inherently good people. After all, they swear an oath to serve and protect or something like that. So was civility too much to ask?

“I clocked ye at nineteen clicks over the speed limit.” His deep voice dripped with disapproval. Not giving her a moment to think, never mind respond, he snapped again, “I asked for yer license and registration. Tell me ye dinnae huv a problem with that.”

Quinn was stunned into silence, causing him to lean down and peer at her through the open window. Her breath hitched at the piercing, stormy, blue eyes that glowered at her. A fresh wave of nerves rippled over her skin.

Despite his deadly serious gaze pinned on her and even though he was completely unnerving her, the most ridiculous thought came to mind. Dark stubble shadowed his strong jaw, and his lips were set in a serious line. And for some reason, Quinn wondered what it would be like to kiss those scowling lips.

“Looks like we do huv a problem then?” His voice was irritated and gruff as he looked at her expectantly.

His icy glare almost made her shiver. Right, the man was terrifying, not kissable, she decided, scolding herself for even thinking such a thing.

Her heart fluttered nervously. “Officer, I didn’t mean to…” but he abruptly cut her off.

“License and Registration,” he repeated, enunciating every consonant, not interested in anything she had to say.

That got her back up. Terrifying or not, she didn’t appreciate him being a total dick. Maybe she had been going too fast, but it was only for a moment. He should at least allow her to explain. Didn’t she have a right to state her side of things?

“Yeah, I heard you the first time,” she snapped without thinking. Reaching into her oversized tan leather tote, she dug around for her wallet.

“I need ye to step oot of the vehicle.”

What in the heck? Quinn wondered what was with this guy commanding her about like he was some kind of eighteenth-century lord of the manor. And was that an Irish accent she detected? Maybe in Ireland, his abruptness was normal, like a cultural thing. Although she always thought Irish people tended to be chipper-like. Trust her to notice something like that at a time like this. Quinn’s mind tended to wander away. She was a slave to her curiosity. Occasionally, her rabid inquisitiveness could be a problem—the present perhaps being one of those occasions—but she was who she was, take it or leave it.

“Are you from Ireland?” She eyed him quizzically. Any irritation she’d felt had all but flitted away, at least for the time being. In typical Quinn fashion, she didn’t even think before she spoke. “My great-grandparents on my mom’s side were from Cork, or wait, Derry, no Dingle?” She couldn’t quite recall. “I’ve never been myself, but I love how in pictures all the villages look like the houses are trying to snuggle up closer to each other to keep warm. Just all cozied up, you know?” When he didn’t answer, she added, “They must be extra cozy at Christmas time, I would imagine.  Although I don’t think it gets as cold there as it does here.” She looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to join the conversation.

Quinn wouldn’t call herself an extrovert. Far from it, really, she loved solitude, but she also thoroughly enjoyed meeting new people, especially if they were from other parts of the world. She had never travelled outside of Canada, and aside from visiting her best friends who lived in B.C., she’d never been anywhere other than the Canadian Prairies.

People and their stories fascinated her, but people from other countries were like the cherry on top of her fascination cupcake. It was probably what made her love reading and writing so much. Nothing better than intriguing characters and their stories. She was feeling skeptical about her present company, though. When she looked up, she found his piercing blue eyes, the churning depths of a stormy ocean, glowering at her again.

“I believe I asked ye to step oot of the vehicle,” his deep voice rumbled.

As gruff as he sounded, Quinn still found herself oddly charmed by his accent, but that was immaterial. Shooting him a look from under her brow, she clarified, “You didn’t ask, more of an order, but it’s fine, I have my license and registration right here,” she said once again ignoring his request for her to get out of her car. “Here you go,” she threw him a dimpled smile as she re-inserted the half-eaten candy cane into her mouth and handed him her papers.

From what Quinn could deduce, the cop had two expressions. One was an irritated scowl, and the other—which he was throwing at her now—was a mystified scowl. The mystified scowl intrigued her, especially when his eyes locked on her candy cane. Quinn found herself slowly moving the candy cane in her teeth and between her lips as if in slow motion, as she grew self-conscious under his study. Then his stormy eyes snatched back to hers. If she were a weak woman, she’d have cowered under his domineering glare. Instead, she snapped off a bit of candy cane in some kind of weird defiance, and when he abruptly turned away, she had a feeling the man was the living embodiment of the Grinch.

She snuck a glance at him as he was looking down at the clipboard that now held her papers. Hmm. Even with that accent, he was still 100 percent intimidating, but he was also rather easy on the eyes. His jaw was nothing short of a masterpiece, really, topped with a sexy five o’clock shadow accentuating all that raw manliness. She hadn’t determined whether he tipped more towards sexy or towards danger, or perhaps he was the balance of both.

A thin scar ran diagonally down the side of his squared chin. How had he come by it? Had he been in a brawl? She almost snorted, thinking how that would have gone for the other guy. Hmm, or maybe it was one of those childhood scars from playing outside with his friends. She imagined him as a child running in the emerald hills of Ireland. It made him seem much more enchanting.

It was intriguing that the scar only seemed to add to his handsomeness. Her eyes slipped to his mouth again. It was rather sensual. Scowl and all. She was curious, though, about what those lips would look like if he smiled. At this point, she wondered if he ever smiled. The man was awfully serious as he concentrated on the clipboard.

She continued her study of him, taking in his nose. It was long and narrow with slightly flared nostrils. It was a strong-looking nose, proud. Her gaze continued upward to his piercing, stormy blue eyes… Oh shit, those eyes were glowering at her with an intensity that sent electricity pinging down her spine. She flushed, feeling embarrassed. If he hadn’t caught her open perusal before, he certainly had noted it this time. Nice, Quinn, she chided.

“Oot of the vehicle now.” His brogue was thick, and this time there was no doubt in her mind that he meant it. She felt a pang of trepidation. Lilting Irish accent or not, he was making her nervous. Why did he want her to get out of her car? So she was speeding a bit, okay, maybe more than a bit, but still, what was with this guy? Such a Grinch. A giant intimidating Grinch. Well, she wasn’t one to be intimidated—nervous, yes, intimidated no. Despite his size and the fact that he was a cop and, sure, she had been speeding, it didn’t give him the right to be a total ass about it.

Quinn crunched off a big piece of her candy cane, chucked the wrapped bit down on the passenger seat, and got out of her car, slamming the creaky, heavy door behind her, demonstrating her displeasure.
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Hot Jerk





The grumpy giant glanced up at her from his clipboard; disapproval was written all over his too-handsome face. His eyes penetrated her with their intensity. 

The shiver she felt dance down her spine had nothing to do with the cool mountain air. Quinn shifted, uncomfortable with her body’s sudden, unexpected reaction to him. Now that she stood before him, his height and breadth were so distinctly masculine. It made her feel petite and…feminine. Like he was some kind of alpha god, and she was the woman his intentions were set upon. Quinn slowly crunched the piece of candy cane in her mouth as she openly stared at him, but this time, his glowering blue eyes gave way to something akin to male satisfaction. Her breath hitched at the not-so-subtle change in his countenance, and a bit of candy cane nearly choked her.

He held her gaze for only a split second, but it was long enough to leave her certain that he knew all too well the heady effect he was having on her. When he turned away from her to talk into his two-way radio, she wondered if she’d imagined that look in his eyes. The moment passed so quickly. Was it just her overzealous imagination?

Quinn had taken her coat off in the car for the drive, and the crisp mountain air that now snaked its way through her thin sweater was more than enough to cool any fires. She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to keep warm.

“It’s freezing,” she muttered, subtly trying to indicate that he should hurry up with whatever it was he was doing.

With his broad back turned to her, he paid her no attention. He was still talking back and forth on his radio. She didn’t hear what he was saying. She didn’t care, really. What she did care about was why the heck he had her get out of her warm car if he was just going to yak away to someone else. She just wanted to get back in her toasty car, crank her Christmas tunes, and get on her way to see her friends and start their girls’ weekend.

Was the sadistic man deliberately taking his sweet time as she stood there shivering? Frustrated, her impatience got the best of her.

“Excuse me, officer, I hate to interrupt, but could we speed things up here? I have plans, and this is putting a dent into them.” She hadn’t meant to come across as snarky, but even she heard the sarcasm in her voice.

The cop turned back to her and looked down at her with a dark, arched brow. She wasn’t sure what was more annoying, his intimidating manner or the fact that he was decidedly hot. He currently towered over her. He had to be well over six feet and built like a bull, but she refused to be intimidated. Standing her ground, she gave him a challenging look.

“Have ye been drinking?” he asked, leaning in closer to her; his sheer size made her step back. A hint of cologne wafted in the crisp mountain air, tickling her senses. She suddenly had an urge to reach up and pull him to her so she could breathe him in. How could someone with his demeanour smell that amazing? Such a contradiction. God, what was with her? He just asked her if she’d been drinking, and all she could focus on was his cologne? Quinn stood a little taller, despite herself.

“Not yet, but thanks for asking,” she quipped matter-of-factly with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She thought she saw a slight twitch in his lips. If he was going to crack a smile, he reigned it in quickly. Pity.

“Where are ye headed, Ms. West?” He was looking back down at his clipboard and started to scribble something.

Ooh, so formal, she thought. But she was cold and just wanted to go already. “Calen.”

“Visiting?” he asked, not looking up.

“Yes,” she said, her teeth beginning to chatter. “Well, sort of.” The sun hung low in the sky and would likely set within the hour. Out of nowhere, big, fluffy snowflakes began to float around them, and Quinn was instantly distracted, as if there wasn't a giant cop glowering at her. “Look, it’s snowing,” she said breathlessly, as she lifted her palms to the air like those snowy puffs held some kind of Christmas magic.

Feeling his glare, Quinn looked back and caught the cop’s gaze on her. He had that mystified scowl again, but less scowly this time. Realizing she’d gotten distracted, she carried on with what she’d been saying, “I’m going to Calen to meet up with my girlfriends. We haven’t seen each other in ages.” She sighed and then grinned, adding, “It’s going to be an epic girl’s weekend, but I’m planning…”

“Come,” he cut her off, not the least bit interested in what she was saying, and the irritated scowl reappeared.

So rude, she thought, but she reluctantly followed the brute as he led her to the back of her car. He pointed to her broken taillight, and she cringed. She planned to get that fixed, but it wasn’t in the budget this month. Damn. She was kicking herself now. She supposed she could have pulled some money from this weekend’s party with the girls’ budget.

“Ye huv a broken tail light,” he said more calmly than she’d expected.

“Mm-hmm.” She nodded in quiet agreement. She couldn’t very well lie and pretend she knew nothing about it. She’d come out to it about two weeks ago after picking up some groceries. No one was in sight, and she stood there looking around the parking lot, wondering what in the heck had happened. Frustrated, she’d gotten in her vehicle and put it out of her mind.

Quinn could feel his cool gaze penetrating her as she stared blankly at the back of her vehicle, at a rare loss for words.

“Ye knowingly drove on the highway with a broken taillight?” It was more of a scolding statement than a question, and she felt well and put in her place. She didn’t say anything.

“When exactly do ye plan on getting it fixed Ms. West?”

She looked up at him. Why did he have to be such a jerk about everything? Clearing her throat, she tried to keep the snark from her voice as she said as calmly as she could, “I’ll find a shop in Calen, Officer.”

“Sergeant,” he corrected her.

She barely held back an eye roll.

“Bob’s shop. It’s just on the corner of Main Street and 4th Ave.”

“Lovely. Bob’s. I’ll go there tomorrow. Now, can you just give me my ticket or whatever and let me be on my way?” She didn’t even try to hide her impatience this time. This time, it was the cold that made her shiver. She was freezing, and as she pulled her arms a little tighter across her chest, she couldn’t stop her teeth from chattering in the crisp mountain air.

“Ye can get back into yer vehicle.” Mean Hot Cop seemed to finally take pity on her.

“Thank God,” she muttered as she brushed past him to hurry back into her car.

Cranking the heat when she got back in, trying to warm up, she realized she was getting hungry. Looking at her dwindling pile of road trip snacks, she picked up another candy cane, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth while she awaited her fate. A moment later, the cop walked up to her driver’s side window.

“Scotland. Not Ireland.” His deep voice sounded proud and strong. Quinn was taken off guard as he bent to look at her. Her breath caught with his face almost eye level with hers. His piercing stormy blue eyes looked downright sexy this close-up. She felt oddly flattered that he’d told her where he was from. Like they’d finally made some headway, and he gifted her by being a real person and not just a jerk cop.

A magnanimous feeling washed over Quinn, and she smiled brightly, “I haven’t been to Scotland either, but I bet it’s amazing. I saw Braveheart years ago. Such a great movie. I don’t know if it was actually filmed in Scotland, but if it was, the scenery was just beautiful and the castles…” She sighed dreamily, thinking about it.

And just as she was about to ask if he’d watched Braveheart, it all went sideways. Quinn had thought she’d cracked his façade, but no, the moment flitted away into oblivion like steam from a mug of hot chocolate. Completely ignoring that Quinn had spoken at all, never mind complimented the man’s homeland, the cop pulled a ticket from his clipboard and unceremoniously handed it to her.

“Three hundred dollars!” Quinn spat, shocked. Apparently, she was wrong, and he was a cold, mean jerk cop after all. How could he gouge her like that? She hadn’t been going that fast, and she’d promised to get her taillight fixed. Grinch was too nice to describe him.

“Next time, slow down, Ms. West, and make sure ye get that tail light taken care of.”

“Oh yes, because I’ll have plenty of cash left over after having the tail light fixed to pay for this ticket too.” Her voice was shrill with frustration.

“Something to think about next time you want to blow past the speed limit,” he snapped sternly. He gave her one last look of disapproval before he turned and strode away.

Quinn was incensed. Any heated tingles she’d felt were thoroughly doused. Cocky ass.

She growled frustrated, and then hollered out her window to him, needing to have the last word, “Oh, don’t you worry, I’ll be a star driver ’cause I definitely wouldn’t want to chance running into you again, Sergeant!”

He stopped but didn’t turn, and Quinn decided not to stick around to see what he’d say or do next. Signalling to pull out, she took one last glance at him in her rearview mirror and breathed a sigh of relief to see that he’d gotten into his truck. As she drove away, she took a deep breath, relishing the Christmassy scent in her car. She wasn’t going to let some grumpy jerk cop ruin her excitement. Cranking her Christmas tunes, she set her focus on getting to Calen to see her girls.
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Bad Fucking Day





Alex was in a black mood. For the better part of a year, he’d had the plan to go back home to Scotland for Christmas. When he’d booked the flight, his focus had been on seeing his family again, but since booking, he’d considered cancelling it more times than he could count. It was one thing for him to make that decision, but without his consent or knowledge, his plans had been changed for him, and that pissed him off.

Out of nowhere, and only a couple of days before he was supposed to get on a plane, he had been informed that his vacation days were going to be cut short. Instead of two weeks off, he’d have less than a week. Six days. It annoyed the shit out of him just thinking about it. He was given some bullshit story about a clerical error, but he knew better.

Rod had been busting his balls for weeks about Alex getting time off, even though Rod had seniority. He had no doubt who’d be getting time off for Christmas now. It didn’t matter that Alex had put in the request last year, and it had been approved. It should have been a done deal. As much as he enjoyed his job, the politics could be infuriating. At least it was not like the politics in Scotland. Canada was a walk in the park in comparison, but the whole situation frustrated the hell out of him anyway.

As he’d sat in his cruiser, his mood ever darker, the VW flew past, and he’d wondered why in the hell people thought it was okay to blast over the speed limit like it didn’t apply to them. He wasn’t a traffic cop, but the thought of hand-delivering a ticket to some ignorant arse was an irresistible prospect.

The moment the lass stared up at him with big innocent eyes, he wished he’d left traffic policing to the next guy. It annoyed him that he had to silently remind himself that he was immune to the lasses. Every last one of them. She was work to him, and that was it.

Alex was well aware that he looked dangerous and menacing with zero effort. But when he did try, well, he could make grown men piss their pants in fucking fear. That was never pleasant, but in his line of work, having an edge wasn’t a bad thing.

At six foot four and built like his Norse ancestors, Alex was intimidating to most. Never mind the fact he was in a dark mood this afternoon, but apparently, the lass he’d pulled over was completely oblivious to the danger he knew emanated from him.

When he gave her a direct order to give him her license and registration, and she blatantly ignored him, he didn’t know what to think. Alex stared at the lass mystified, wondering what in the hell was happening. Was this tiny, innocent thing honestly going to give him grief? With his foul mood, he’d almost relished in it, daring her in his head, Go on, little lass, give me yer best. But then she started blethering away like they were old friends having a chinwag over tea, rambling about bloody Ireland. And the entire time, he couldn’t seem to tear his eyes from her too-full lips and her red tongue occasionally darting out as she sucked on a damn candy cane.

Annoyed at his wayward thoughts, his jaw clenched tightly, and the dreamy smile vanished from her lips, leaving Alex to question the strange, remorseful feeling that snaked through him. No. He wasn’t here to make her smile or to play nice.

It galled him that he’d given her a very direct order and she casually dismissed him more than once and even had the nerve to chide him for not ‘asking.’ This did not happen to Alex. Ever. Christ, he wanted to command her to stop sucking on that bloody candy cane, too. He had no doubt the lass wouldn’t listen to that order either.

Didn’t she understand that he could cause her a boatload of trouble? Alcohol could perhaps explain her overconfidence, and he asked if she’d been drinking, although he knew the answer. He asked, expecting her to smarten up, but instead, it seemed to make her even more feisty. She might have bravado, but she didn’t show the telltale signs of alcohol consumption. He could have leaned in close to her to check for the sour smell of liquor on her breath. It would have been perfectly acceptable for him to do that, but he didn’t. Instead, it was like an urge he fought, knowing damn well she’d smell like a minty candy cane and lord knows what other tempting sweetness.

Christ, and then when the snow fell—that pleasure-filled look on her upturned face. The woman acted like she’d never seen snow before. Alex found her both odd and fascinating. He was about to give her a hefty fine, and there she was, with not a care in the world, as she delighted in the damn snowflakes.

Alex shook his head, blowing out a breath and shaking off the memory, as he looked down at the clipboard in his hand. Quinn West. He refused to feel bad about giving her that ticket. It was the set amount for her infractions. In his opinion, if you choose to break the law, you pay the price. He sighed. Maybe he’d been a bit tough on her, though. He wouldn’t feel bad about the ticket, but he shouldn’t have let her stand there shivering. He felt like a bit of an arse for that. He could hear his mam’s voice now, scolding him that she’d not raised her boys to be uncouth. It was a shame he’d not be seeing his family now this Christmas.

Scraping a hand across his stubbled chin, his thoughts turned back to the lass. She hadn’t shied away from eyeing him in the way lasses do. Why he cared was beyond him. He was plenty used to the women’s wandering eyes. Even his coworkers razzed him about his ‘effect on the ladies.’

It wasn’t something he gave much thought to. He had a job to do. He wasn’t on the squad to pick up women. Hell, that was the last thing he wanted. Alex preferred a solitary life. He had no intention of settling down with a lass. Relationships only brought complications. He’d learned that the hard way. The last thing he wanted was for things to go awry in his world. He’d finally found some peace and contentment. Canadian lasses were as lovely as any other, but he’d decided to steer clear, especially while living in this country. Canada was his refuge, and he didn’t want anything to take away from that, not even a lass. Especially not a lass.

Alex wasn’t unfriendly per se, but he didn’t make a lot of small talk while he was on the job. He found it often led to more trouble than it was worth. As a cop, a healthy distance was generally wise. That and Alex wasn’t an idiot. He knew he was a decent-looking guy, and he didn’t want to risk any starry-eyed lass getting the wrong idea because he was ‘friendly.’

The running joke with Alex’s workmates when they teased him about the lasses fawning over him was that he was immune to women. Truth be told, it was less of a joke and more of a reality. He was a man of discipline, and he was incredibly disciplined when it came to women. He was disciplined with everything in his life, and that was how he liked it.

This lass had given him that appreciative once over, and she wasn’t exactly coy about it. With the way she sucked on that damn candy cane, Alex had to admit, being indifferent didn’t come easy.

For such a small thing, she certainly had plenty of attitude. She barely stood as tall as his chin, but she didn’t hold back when she threw daggers at him—or when she blatantly checked him out. She was bold and God, but she could talk. If Alex were on the prowl, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that Quinn West would not be on his radar. The woman was a handful, and he’d only been in her company for maybe twenty minutes.

Alex sighed. There was one thing that was gnawing at him, though. Lasses checked him out, and Alex barely noticed for the most part. But when Quinn West checked him out, for some fucking reason unbeknownst to him, he felt his cock bloody tighten in his uniform.

What in the hell was that about? He never allowed that to happen. It was not that lasses weren’t appealing to him, but it was literally the very last thing on his mind when he was on duty. For that matter, it was far from front and centre when he was off duty. Acting on any kind of attraction while in uniform would be completely unprofessional and inappropriate. Not to mention, the last thing in hell he wanted. He rubbed his jaw, staring out at the snow that was now coming down in earnest.

Alex was always cool and in complete control, and that was how he liked it. He prided himself on being disciplined with everything in his life. It was the reason he’d been in special operations back in Scotland. He didn’t get distracted. Except today, apparently. He frowned, irritated.

And why did she make him feel like he was sharing something intimate with her when he told her he was from Scotland? Alex ran a hand through his hair. People always asked where he was from, and he never thought twice about answering. But with her, he had to admit, he felt a distinct pride in telling her his heritage. He loved Scotland and was a proud Scotsman, but why he wanted her to know where he was from was beyond him.

She hadn’t hidden her irritation when he’d asked her to step out of her vehicle. He had the distinct impression that he annoyed her, much like wet snow in your boots. People reacted in many different ways to cops. He was certainly used to people being pissed off at him, but something about this lass, all hot and cold, got to him.

He shook his head, fed up with thinking about it. His thoughts turned to his Christmas holidays. Now there was another cluster fuck. He’d have to cancel his trip. Bloody pish. At least he had cancellation insurance, but he hated that he wasn’t going to see his family.

It had been two years since he’d left Scotland, and he had been looking forward to seeing his two nephews. They’d probably grown and changed so much. And God, it would be good to see his siblings and parents. They’d all been through so much with the loss of his oldest sister, Helena. Drew, his youngest brother, had fallen off the rails for a few years, but he’d started to come back around again. Everyone seemed to be healing and doing well up until Alex’s world got turned on its head, and he’d moved to Canada.

Even though he spoke with his family fairly frequently on FaceTime, he missed them. It was a good thing he’d intended the trip as a surprise. Lachlan, his brother, with the two boys, was the only one who knew of Alex’s plans to come home for Christmas. At least they wouldn’t all be let down.

Alex had been hesitant to book a trip home. As much as he looked forward to seeing his family, there were some things in Scotland he’d rather not revisit. Perhaps Rod had done him a favour.

Looking out the front window of his police truck, snow blew across the highway. He hoped the lass made it to Calen safely.

Alex looked down at the copy of the ticket he’d just written her. What the hell? He’d left the date blank! How in Mother fuckin’ Mary’s name did that happen? In all his years as a cop, he had never forgotten to put the date. A low growl escaped him. Automatically an invalid ticket. He didn’t make mistakes, especially not on something as basic as the date. He had almost started to feel a bit better, but now, a fresh wave of irritation gnawed at him.








  
  

4    


The Girls





Despite armfuls of luggage and bags, Quinn managed to get through the front doors of Calen Mountain Inn. Green pine garlands wrapped in white Christmas lights decked the rich, warm wood-panelled walls, and a bushy, fresh Christmas tree twinkled in all its glory in the front lobby. 

“Quinn!” She turned and saw her two friends as they ran up, embracing her in a crazy, wonderful hug. Quinn almost toppled over, but her heart was bursting. The three women had been best friends since junior high, but now they lived in different parts of the country. Unfortunately, they didn’t see each other as often as they’d like, but when they did get together, it was always epic.

They headed down the hall to the four-person room they had booked. Megan Mitchell and Belle Chan had arrived about half an hour before Quinn and had already settled in.

“He was hot though, right?” Meg teased, taking a sip of her red wine as she winged black eyeliner on her already cat-like gold eyes. Meg and Belle had pretty uneventful journeys to the mountain town, making them all the more intrigued to hear about Quinn’s experience with the cop.

“Pfft. Upon reflection, I think he was too much of an ass to be hot.” Quinn puffed back, still frustrated that he’d actually given her a ticket at all, never mind one for three hundred dollars. It was ridiculous, and she didn’t even want to think about how she was going to pay for it.

Her friend Belle eyed her in the way that only best friends could when they detected a lie.

Quinn huffed. “Well, I’m not saying he wasn’t attractive physically, but seriously, he was cold and mean which made him completely not hot.” Her mind agreed with the sentiment even if, at the time, her body had not.

Meg laughed. “You already said he was hot. His piercing blue eyes, perfect jawline, accent, and all that.”

“I lied. Hot is pushing it.” Quinn felt irritated that she couldn’t seem to make up her mind. Yes, he was good-looking, but his mean personality wrecked it. What personality, really? He’d barely said a word, just glowered at her.

Meg ignored her. “Scottish accent, tall. Even the mean part doesn’t sound so bad,” she quirked her brows playfully.

“Yeah, well, how about the three hundred dollar ticket! And I swear he made me get out of the car just to be a jerk. It’s like he took pleasure in letting me freeze my butt off.”

“Maybe he wanted to check out your frozen butt.” Belle quipped, giving Quinn a sly look over her shoulder from where she stood primping in front of the full-length mirror.

“Noo,” Quinn half-whined, denying the very possibility. Had he really even looked at her? In the way a man looks at a woman. He’d watched her, but mostly with his irritated or mystified scowl. There was that one moment when he was almost eye to eye with her at the car window. His eyes had held something more—something she couldn’t put her finger on, except that it was decidedly sexy. Quinn had definitely checked him out, though. She could barely help herself. The man was far too good-looking.

Other than that smouldering sexy look that lasted for just the briefest, tastiest moment and was likely some figment of her imagination, there was no doubt in her mind Mean Hot Cop definitively did not notice her. Not in that way, anyhow. Nope, instead, he looked at her with almost contempt in those stormy blue eyes. So grouchy. And such an ass.

“Trust me. All he cared about was punishing me.” She threw the offending ticket down on the bed.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Meg murmured with a quirk of her golden blond brow.

Quinn glared at her.

“I mean think about it, he even has his own handcuffs.” She bit her lip and looked ready to swoon.

“Megs!” Quinn chided, and Belle gave her a friendly, shush-it-up shove with her hip.

“What?”

Quinn rolled her eyes. Belle had grabbed the wine bottle from the oak dresser and began filling up Quinn's glass, before topping up Meg’s and her own, emptying the bottle.

Quinn took a hearty sip. It was frustrating. She really couldn’t afford any extra bills right now. She had worked out a budget to get her through the next couple of months, but it was tight. This stupid ticket would take its toll. Even going out tonight, she would have to choose her food and alcohol frugally.

“It does seem on the high side, especially considering it’s Christmas time,” Belle said, picking up the ticket off the festive red and green plaid bedding to examine it.

“Exactly,” Quinn huffed, crossing her arms, wine glass still in hand. She took another deep sip, then bit at her lower lip worriedly.

“Fine. He’s an asshole,” Megs conceded, but then grinned slyly. “A hot asshole, with handcuffs. Come on, girls, like who doesn’t like that??”

“Ugh, Megs!” Quinn shouldn’t be surprised by her friend. Megan always seemed to fall for the bad boys. She openly preferred her men a little on the asshole side.

“You know I’m right.” She winked playfully.

“Hmm, he didn’t put a date on here,” Belle said, casually interrupting their exchange.

“What? Really?” Quinn sat on the bed beside her, slipping the ticket from her hand.

Meg leaned over them both, and all three of them stared at it. “Ha!” She scoffed. “No date, no crime.”

“It was hardly a crime,” Quinn defended herself, ignoring the point altogether. She was still feeling touchy about it.

“Quinn, you can fight that ticket. They’ll throw it out. They have to,” Meg said more seriously.

“Really?” Quinn didn’t know about such things.

“I’m 99.9 percent sure no date equals no ticket.”

“Ha! Ha! Ha!” Quinn laughed like a slow clap and felt a rush of triumph in her veins. It was like an odd kind of Karma. The cop seemed to take such pleasure in fining her, and now the fine would be thrown out. Too bad for him! She felt like she’d won. Big jerk. And she also felt some relief. Now, she wouldn’t have to worry about where she’d have to cut into her budget. Thank God.

“I wonder if he realized?” Belle asked curiously, her thin black brows knit together.

“I hope he did, and I hope it ticked him off and ruined his day.” Quinn huffed, polishing off her wine, feeling pleased at the turnaround of events.

“Oh, Quinn, play nice,” Belle scolded her for her pettiness. It wasn’t like Quinn to be spiteful.

“Fine, I know, I know.  I’m just relieved that I don’t have to pay this stupid ticket. And maybe it’s not nice, but  I can’t help taking the slightest pleasure in knowing Mr. Hot Cop, Mean Cop, screwed up!”
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It Could Be Any Cop





As they got ready to go out for dinner, Quinn felt a peace in her heart that she hadn't in a long time. Life hadn't always been easy, but here she was, on the precipice of new beginnings. The need for change in her life was almost choking her, so she finally just decided she was going to go for it. Once the decision was made to move to the mountains, she wondered what she had been waiting for. It seemed that people were always dreaming of one day doing “something,” but when was that one day? What moment in time would propel them to go after their dreams and do that ‘something’? 

In the summer, her best friends had talked about meeting up in the mountains for a little pre-Christmas girls’ trip. It was the perfect opportunity. Quinn always dreamed of living in a small town. She'd head to the mountains, meet up with the girls, and then stay for a while. Try it on for size and see if it was the right fit. Maybe it was her thirtieth birthday looming on the horizon that helped drive her to just go for it, but somehow, it seemed the perfect time for a change, the perfect time to get on with the rest of her life. The perfect time to finally write her novel.

After her girls left, Quinn intended to stay at the inn for a week or two in a smaller room until she found a place to rent. She would continue to do her freelance writing, and if she had to pick up some work in one of the local bookstores or cafes, she could do that. But at least here in Calen, she would make writing her novel a priority, and she would get a chance to live a different life.


      [image: ]All freshened up and makeup on, the ladies headed out for dinner. They wandered through the town, taking in all the sights and sounds. Cute boutique shops, cafes, and artisan restaurants lined the main street. Each was decked out in boughs of greenery and twinkling Christmas lights. Holiday tunes played from outdoor speakers, and even the air smelled of the season with some outdoor vendors selling spiced cider and mulled wine.

Of the many restaurants lining the main street, each looked to have its unique appeal, but Belle had researched the one in particular that the girls were headed to. It was known across the country for its hearty home-cooked flavour and cozy aesthetic. As they strolled through the town, Quinn’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten anything much aside from cereal in the morning and candy canes on the drive.

“Are we close yet?” she asked.

Belle smiled. “Right here.” She nodded towards the charcoal black framed windows through which soft candlelight created a warm glow against the backdrop of richly coloured walls.

“Perfect.” Quinn grinned pulling open the door to the mouth-watering scent of cuisine.


      [image: ]“Good call, Belle. This may have been the most satisfying meal I’ve eaten in my entire life,” Meg leaned back in her chair patting her belly as if she were Santa post Christmas Eve cookies.

“Scrumptious,” Quinn concurred. “Oh my God, I’m full though.”

After paying their bill, they headed back out to the main street. The temperature had dropped a bit, but after all the food they’d eaten, they agreed to wander about the town before heading back to the inn.

Quinn felt on a high as she and her friends strolled the decked out street taking in all the Christmas festivities. It was so good to spend time with her girls. She always felt more herself around her best friends. They never lacked conversation, and they were always laughing about something. Quinn was sure she could be stuck in jail with her girls and still have an incredible time. But being in Calen with them felt extra special. The town had so much natural beauty, and with all the Christmas charm everywhere, it was like a dream. She was giddy to go on some hikes and discover all this mountain town had to offer. Quinn loved to write, but she equally adored being in nature. This place could be the perfect fit for her. It could be home. A wave of excitement washed through her.

As they rounded the corner of one of the town streets, Quinn spotted a parked police truck and her heart skipped a beat immediately thinking of Hot Cop. Mean Cop, she corrected in her mind.

“Are you okay, Quinn?”  Belle asked, seeming to notice the change in her friend.

“What?” she asked distracted. “Oh yeah, fine.” She smiled, trying to tamp down her ridiculous reaction to seeing a stupid police truck.

“Oooh, a cop truck. You think it’s your cop?” Meg asked with way too much enthusiasm.

“Who cares?” Quinn sniffed. “And he’s not my cop,” she added with a scowl.

“Oh please, you’re not fooling anyone missy,” Meg retorted, chuckling.

Quinn couldn’t help but smile at her friend calling her out. Her girls knew her too well. She couldn’t keep any secrets. As they got closer to the truck, Quinn felt her pulse quicken, and it annoyed her. Was she worried about seeing him? Well, she had told him she hoped never to run into him again.

“Aww, look there’s a dog inside!” Belle said as they approached.

“It’s definitely not the cop who pulled me over then. That guy isn’t nice enough to have a dog,” she scoffed. “Come on, girls. Let’s just go.”

Even though she doubted it was his police truck, Quinn still felt a growing anxiety about possibly crossing paths with him again. A perverse part of her wanted to see if he was as handsome as she recalled, but the wiser part knew better. It didn’t matter. He was a jerk, and she didn’t need him ruining her lovely evening with her friends.

Belle and Meg ignored Quinn and made their way to the truck window to get a closer look. The moment they did the dog began to bark ferociously.

Belle jumped back and stumbled into Meg. “Holy shit.”

The door to the cafe opened and the cop, Mean Cop…Hot Cop…strode out with a coffee in hand. God help her, he was tall, dark, and stupidly handsome, and for a moment, her heart stopped before it stuttered and started again.

He glanced up, seeing the women at his truck, and his incredible blue eyes caught hers for the briefest of moments. Long enough to send a little shiver down her spine. Why’d he have to look so good?

He strode past the women to his barking dog in the truck and put his arm up in a precise well-practiced move. “Enough,” he commanded, and the dog instantly calmed turning from a feral beast to a docile pup. It was like watching the transformation of a Marvel film character.

All three women stared in awe and fascination. The cop turned to them, with an apologetic look on his too-handsome face. “I hope Bear didnae scare ye. He takes his job very seriously when he is on duty,” he explained in his deeply accented voice.

Much like his owner, Quinn thought.

“’Tis fine now if ye’d like to see him closer. He willna hurt ye.”

To her chagrin, her friends had also transformed, but into tittering girls. They were all flirty smiles as they stared up cow-eyed at the cop. Unbelievable. Her best friends were charmed by the brute.

“He’s so cute,” Belle cooed, moving closer to the window again.

“Och, Lass, ye’ll hurt his ego with words like that. He’s a trained killing machine,” the cop teased with a grin that could break hearts.

Quinn’s mouth almost hit the ground. Who the heck was this guy? Mean Cop actually had a sense of humour? Mean Cop could actually be nice? It was like a total 180 from what she’d experienced with him. And that smile! She’d known it would be good, but God, her legs felt boneless even as her mind was irritated by the whole scenario playing out in front of her.

This switch in him frustrated her. Why had he been such a royal ass to her earlier? It grated, and she felt the need to say something bubbling up inside her. Without thinking she blurted, “By the way, that ticket you gave me is defunct.”

The words flew out of her mouth like she was a prize fighter taunting a challenger to a match. His cool gaze fell on her, and she instantly regretted saying anything at all.

Like his police dog, his demeanour changed in an instant. Suddenly, he seemed taller and broader if that was even possible. And intimidating, God, he was intimidating. Quinn stepped back, feeling a wave of tingly nerves, but as she stepped back, he stepped towards her, closing the distance between them. His hulking muscular form all dressed in black with his eyes glowering on her. Quinn’s pulse beat furiously as fear infused her veins.

“Say it again, I dinnae think I quite heard ye.” Mean Hot Cop looked down upon her with danger emanating off him. Their bodies were only inches apart.

Quinn swallowed starting to tremble. “You forgot to put a date. On the ticket. So it doesn’t count,” she said with more bravado than she felt.

A slow menacing smile curved his lips. “Aye, but I can easily arrange a replacement fer ye, Ms. West.” His stormy blue eyes were icy cold on her as they glared at each other in a stand-off. Quinn was about to retort when she felt her best friend’s arm wrap through hers and yank her away. She almost stumbled as Belle practically dragged her down the cobbled street.

“What the heck Belle?” Quinn grunted.

“No need to write any more tickets, Officer. We’ll keep her out of trouble. Have a nice evening,” Meg called back to him looping her arm around Quinn’s, flanking her on the other side.

The two girls hauled Quinn away not wanting her to get herself in any more trouble. Fortunately, she had the good sense to go with her friends and not open her mouth again. But she wanted to. She wanted to turn right back around and give him a piece of her mind.

As her friends led her away, she glanced over her shoulder to where he stood, watching them go, his chiselled jaw angled with a cool, unshakable arrogance.

“What a total ass!” Quinn huffed as they rounded the corner. “Like, who does he think he is?” She was infuriated as adrenaline coursed through her. Obviously, he was trying to intimidate her. Well, she wasn’t going to let him. If she saw him again she would tell him exactly what she thought. “Seriously, girls, just because he’s a cop, doesn’t give him the right to be such a jerk.” Her girls had dropped arms with her now and were suspiciously quiet.

Quinn stopped walking and looked at Meg and Belle. “Okay, what’s going on?” They looked at her as if neither wanted to speak. “What?” She looked back and forth between the two.

“Honestly, Quinn, I think he was actually really nice,” Belle said quietly.

“What?” Quinn was incredulous. “Didn’t you hear him threaten me with another ticket? And all that bravado, he was trying to intimidate me.”

“If he’d wanted to give you a ticket, he totally could have. And you asked for that, Quinn. He was being completely lovely, and it was you who brought up the ticket.” Meg shrugged.

“Pfft.” Quinn blew out an exasperated breath. “He’s not lovely.” She sniffed righteously.

“Oh yes, he is.” Belle smiled dreamily. “Did you see that smile?”

“The one that could make a nun stray?” Meg grinned, completely ignoring Quinn’s indignation.

“Right?” Belle quipped.

“He is a beautiful, beautiful man,” Meg announced as if she’d never encountered a more perfect specimen.

Belle was nodding heartily in agreement.

“Ugh! Girls, you are supposed to be on my side!” What was wrong with them? Sure, he was good-looking, but seriously, he wasn’t a flipping god.

Belle laughed. “We are on your side, silly!”

“I think he likes you,” Meg added with a sly smile.

Quinn scoffed. “You are insane. He can’t stand me!” It annoyed her that he clearly disliked her. She got along with practically everybody! She was a likable person. But for some reason, it was like she was a thorn in his side. Well, the feeling was mutual.“I don’t like him, and he doesn’t like me. Not that it matters anyway. I highly doubt we will be running into him again.”

“Uh-huh.”  Meg’s appeasing tone grated. Quinn stopped walking and turned to her. 

“Why would you think that he likes me?” she asked,  floored by her friend’s ridiculous assertion. “It’s obvious I tick him off, and he definitely ticks me off.” She huffed, crossing her arms.

“Sparks were flying, Quinn. There is some kind of electricity crackling between the two of you,” Meg countered, and Belle nodded in agreement.

“Whatever. I’m done talking about that jerk cop.” 

“Hot cop,” Meg corrected breathily. Quinn rolled her eyes, over it.
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