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	Prologue

	Kirk

	Staring down a MacWraith is like gazing into the heart of a black hole. It's a stupid idea, but then, I've never been known for my sensible decisions. Dougal MacWraith's face is lined with barely perceptible scars, each one telling a story of battles won and lost. His gaze is fierce and unyielding, locked onto his target with a predator's intensity. Aye, he's not the sort you want to meet in a dark alley. The bod ceann uses his stature, tall and imposing, as a means of frightening his marks. He's calculating too, daring anyone to challenge him.

	But ahmno afraid of him. It's Kenny I worry about, and the laddie's the only reason I haven't thrown Dougal off a cliff.

	What would my Mam think if she saw me in this den of iniquity, The Blue Wraith Club, a gambling establishment owned by the bastard himself.

	"I'll do your stunt," I tell Dougal, keeping my voice level. "But I set the terms."

	MacWraith's thin lips curl into something that might be a smile on another man. On him, it's a warning. "Bold words from a man whose career is hanging by a thread, Balfour. But I'm feeling generous today. What sort of terms?"

	I'm acutely aware of the weight of my mobile in my pocket, recording every word. Tam would call me a reckless bastard for confronting the Highlands' most notorious criminal alone. But I cannae let a friend hang for making a stupid mistake---accepting a loan from Dougal MacWraith for an online bet gone bad.

	"Double the fee." I keep my voice as steady as a Highland pine. "And the footage is mine, exclusively. No duplicates, no tricks. Ye get one viewing before it airs, and that's it."

	Dougal's laugh holds no humor in it. "You think you're worth twice what I offered? The great Kirk Balfour, reduced to negotiating with me in a back alley. How far the mighty have fallen."

	"Aye, but I'm still the best stuntman in Scotland, probably the world too---and you know it." I lean forward, close enough to catch the scent of expensive whisky on his breath. Not the peaty richness of Thane Black Label, but something sharper. "No one else will jump off Beann Dealgach with nothing but a wingsuit and live to tell the tale."

	Dougal considers me for a long moment, his dark eyes boring into mine like he's trying to drill through to the back of my skull. I dinnae flinch. Cannae afford to.

	"Twice the money for twice the risk," he finally agrees, tapping one long finger against the scarred wooden table between us. "But I want exclusive rights to the footage for forty-eight hours before you can use it."

	"Twenty-four," I counter. "Any longer and the stunt loses its media value."

	He snorts. "Thirty-six, and I'll throw in something extra. Information about who really sabotaged your equipment at the Glasgow show."

	My pulse quickens, but I keep my expression neutral. That accident cost me my contract with Highland Extreme Sports and nearly my life too. The official investigation ruled it user error, but I've always suspected otherwise.

	"Thirty-six hours," I agree, clenching my fists under the table. "And everything you know about the sabotage."

	Dougal slides a folded piece of paper across the table. "Details of the stunt. My associate will meet you at the base of Brothers Point at dawn tomorrow." He rises, his movements reminiscent of a panther. "Don't disappoint me, Balfour. I'd hate to have to explain to your brothers why they found your body smashed against the rocks."

	I'm fair certain he would dance a jig if that happened.

	Still, Dougal's threat hangs in the air between us like Highland mist. I pocket the paper without looking at it. "I've survived worse."

	"Your boastfulness gets you into trouble often, aye?" His lips curl into something vaguely resembling humor. "We'll see what happens, Balfour."

	As Dougal walks away, I release a breath I didn't realize I was holding, taking a moment to pull my mobile from my pocket and stop the recording. Tam will throw a fit when he hears about this, but what choice do I have? Kenny is a good laddie who made a mistake. And MacWraith used Kenny's naivete to his own advantage.

	Once I've left the underground casino, I begin to feel more human, as if I hadn't just made a deal with the worst gangster in the Highlands. I have no idea where Dougal's home is, though I've heard plenty of rumors. Supposedly, he resides at a place deep in the woods called Cairntorran Manor that isn't shown on any map---the physical sort or the digital kind.

	I jump into my car.

	"Fuck me sideways," I mutter, unfolding Dougal's paper. The details of what I've agreed to make clench my jaw. The drop is steeper than I'd anticipated, with a landing zone barely wider than my gran's kitchen table. One wrong move and I'll be fertilizer for the heather.

	My phone buzzes. Tam, right on cue.

	"Where the hell are ye?" His voice is tight with worry. Clearly my brother has a sixth sense that I'm about to do something stupid.

	"Just finishing up some business, Tam."

	"What sort of business ends at half past ten on a Tuesday night?" my brother demands. I can practically see him pacing around his bakery. "Tell me ye didnae go see MacWraith."

	"Fine, I willnae tell ye."

	Tam's explosive Gaelic curse makes me hold the mobile away from my ear. "Have ye gone completely mental, Kirk? That man has people disappeared for looking at him sideways."

	"It's handled," I assure him, starting toward my motorcycle. I know what I'm doing."

	"No, ye don't," Tam states matter-of-factly. "Nobody ever does with the MacWraiths."

	I swing my leg over my bike, feeling the familiar comfort of the machine beneath me. "I need this, brother. It's the only way to clear Kenny's name and maybe mine in the process."

	"And what good is a cleared name if you're dead at the bottom of a cliff?" The worry in his voice is evident. Tam's always been the sensible one of us Balfours.

	"Look, I'll come by the bakery in the morning before I head out." I start the engine, letting its powerful rumble fill the silence between us. "You can fuss over me then."

	"Kirk---"

	"Dinnae say it," I cut him off. "I'm forty-two years old. I've been jumping off things ever since I was old enough to climb them. This is just another stunt."

	"This is MacWraith." Tam's voice drops to a harsh whisper. "He doesnae want a stunt man. He wants a fall guy."

	My brother's words hit me hard, but I can't let that stop me. I rev the engine a bit louder to drown out the misgivings creeping into my mind. "I'll see ye in the morning. Have a fresh bannock waiting. Might be my last meal."

	"That's not funny, Kirk."

	"Wasn't meant to be." I end the call before he can lecture me some more, and tuck the mobile away.

	The ride back to my flat is a blur of streetlights and cold air that seeps into my bones. I am not anxious. I've done stunts far more dangerous than this one and came away without a scratch. I've been practicing the Beann Dealgach stunt for three weeks, and I know I'm ready for it. Or maybe that's wishful thinking. Either way, I cannae let down a mate whose life is literally on the line.

	By the time I get home, I'm knackered. My flat greets me with the familiar emptiness that's become my constant companion. I flick on the lights, revealing the sparse furnishings and the wall covered in photos and newspaper clippings that serve as the only real evidence of a career that once soared higher than any mountain I've jumped from.

	I toss my keys on the counter and head straight for the cabinet where I keep my liquid courage. The bottle of Thane Black Label I keep on hand---a gift from the distillery owner, Thane Buchanan, after I did that promotional stunt for his company last year. The bottle is nearly empty. I pour what's left into a tumbler and knock it back, savoring the burn as it slides down my throat.

	My wingsuit hangs in the corner of my bedroom like a giant sleeping bat, the worn fabric a testament to all the times it's carried me safely to the ground. I run my fingers over the patches and repairs, each one a memory of a jump that pushed me to the limits of my abilities. Tomorrow's stunt will test those limits more than any other I've attempted.

	"Sod it," I mutter, pulling down the wingsuit and laying it out on my bed. I need to double-check every seam, every connection point. No room for error when I'm hurtling through the air with nothing but fabric between me and oblivion.

	No matter what happens tomorrow, I will never let a mate down or leave him hanging. Never. My code of honor won't allow it.

	Heaven help me, I pray I'm doing the right thing.

	 


Chapter One

	Gretchen

	"Okay, I can do that," I assure my client as sweat begins to dribble down my temples and my hands grow clammy. Instead of making lame excuses---like my computer went crazy this morning---I take the high road and admit the truth. "I overbooked accidentally, but I swear I'll get everything you asked for done by six p.m. That'll get you up to speed in plenty of time."

	My client, Mr. Jameson, sighs heavily through the phone. I can practically hear him pinching the bridge of his nose on the other end of the line. "Gretchen, this is the third time this month. I need reliability."

	"I understand completely," I tell him while frantically clicking through files on my second monitor. "And I promise this won't happen again. The presentation will knock your socks off, I promise."

	The second he hangs up, I let my head fall onto my keyboard with a thunk. Another disaster narrowly averted, or at least postponed until six p.m. this evening. I lift my head and glance at the clock. 11:47 a.m. That gives me just over six hours to complete what should have been a two-day project. Nothing like a teeny bit of pressure to get the creative juices flowing.

	My phone pings with a text from my roommate, Heather . Needing a roommate when I'm thirty-two years old makes me feel like a loser. Having a string of failed relationships doesn't help either.

	The text comes with a signature Heather emoji explosion: 🔥👀🙌 GURL! Have you SEEN what the hottie from 4B posted on Insta??? Dead. I'm literally deceased. Call the funeral home. ⚰️"

	I roll my eyes but can't help smiling. Heather's dramatics are exactly the thirty-second break my anxiety needs right now. I type back: Can't look now. Drowning in work. Tell me at dinner?"

	Three dancing dots appear immediately. Dude with the abs and the full beard. Hiking shirtless. I CANNOT. 🥵

	Great. Now I'm distracted thinking about our neighbor who moved in last month. The guy does have a great body, but I've never been a fan of bushy beards. Kissing a man like that would chafe my skin red. Still, I might give it a try. It's been months since I had a date, much less hot sex. Or any kind of sex. At least Heather always manages to make smile. And get frazzled at the same time.

	Focus, woman.

	I pull up my master file, the one I should have organized last week, and start the desperate search for the right background templates. Mr. Jameson wants "corporate but approachable" for his presentation to the board. Whatever that means.

	Suddenly, my stomach growls, reminding me I skipped breakfast. Again. I grab a protein bar from my desk drawer and take a bite of what tastes like cardboard with chocolate chips. Ah, the glamorous life of a virtual assistant.

	Why do I eat this shit? Ugh.

	"Focus, focus, focus," I remind myself, clicking through slide templates that all look the same after a while. Blue with graphs? Gray with bullet points? The exciting choices are endless.

	My phone buzzes again. Heather, obviously.

	He has a TATTOO on his back. Some kind of writhing serpent thing. I'm investigating what it means.

	I ignore the text and instead open another browser tab, searching for "corporate but approachable presentation templates" like my life depends on it. Because it basically does. My freelance virtual assistant business has been my lifeline since I quit my soul-crushing office job last year. The freedom is amazing, but the chaos? Not so much. I've always prided myself on being organized, a responsible woman who had her life together. But lately, I've been dropping balls left and right.

	"One crisis at a time," I tell myself, selecting a sleek gray template with subtle blue accents. Mr. Jameson's favorite colors. I'm not completely hopeless.

	My phone buzzes again. This time it's not Heather but a notification from my calendar app. "IMPORTANT: Send invoice to Haraldsen Group!!!"

	Oh shit. That was due yesterday.

	I quickly switch tasks, pull up the Haraldsen invoice, and start filling in the hours I've worked for them over the past two weeks. My brain feels like it's splitting in two as I toggle between this urgent task and Mr. Jameson's presentation. Multitasking at its most desperate.

	"Sorry, sorry, sorry," I mumble to no one, calculating my hours and trying not to think about how unprofessional it is to be late with an invoice. The Haraldsen Group is one of my steadiest clients, and I can't afford to lose them.

	My phone rings again. Unknown number. I hesitate, then answer it because at this point, what's one more catastrophe?

	I clear my throat. "Gretchen Carver speaking. How may I help you?"

	"Ms. Carver?" a raspy male voice asks.

	"Yes, that's me."

	"I need your services desperately. Can you handle a rush job? I'll pay any price."

	Desperation never sounds like a great opportunity. But I could use a cash infusion, so...I force my voice to sound professional despite my sweaty palms. "The price depends on the job and the timeline. What exactly do you need?"

	"A complete website overhaul by tomorrow morning. Our developer quit without notice, and we have investors coming."

	I do some quick math. Jameson's presentation is due at six, the Haraldsen invoice is already late, and now this other person wants me to rebuild an entire website overnight? I should say no. I absolutely should say no.

	"What's your budget?" I hear myself asking instead.

	"Triple your normal rate."

	My fingers freeze over the keyboard. Triple rate? That would cover next month's rent with plenty left over. Maybe even enough for that digital planner system I've been eyeing that promises to organize my chaotic life.

	I shut my eyes briefly, then clear my throat as I jot down the client's information. "I'll see what I can do and get back to you this evening."

	"Thank you so much, Ms. Carver."

	I hang up and confirm I have the website URL and access credentials as promised. Then I sit here for a moment, staring blankly at my screen. Did I really just agree to another impossible deadline?

	I drop my head into my hands. "You're out of your freaking mind, Gretchen."

	Then I turn back to Jameson's presentation.

	For the next hour, I'm in the zone, fingers flying across the keyboard, brain on fire, pulling together charts and graphs that actually look semi-professional. I'm about to reach for my water bottle when my phone starts vibrating with an incoming call from...

	My mother.

	I hesitate, then answer. "Hi, Mom. I'm kind of in the middle of a work crisis right now."

	"Gretchen Marie Carver, don't you 'work crisis' me." My mother's voice carries that distinct tone that means she's been waiting to deliver news.

	"Oh no, what did I forget this time?" I try to keep my voice light, but I'm biting my lip. The last time Mom used my middle name, it was because I forgot Dad's birthday. In my defense, I'd been in the middle of a website launch for a client who kept changing the font size every thirty minutes. "Sorry, no time for a chat."

	"You sound exhausted, sweetie." Mom pauses for dramatic effect. "Are you taking on too many clients again? You'll never find a husband if you keep working eighteen hours a day. The last time we saw you, Dad and I both noticed the dark circles under your eyes."

	Thanks a lot, Mom. I needed to hear that.

	"Honey, you need some time off." She clucks her tongue. "Gatlinburg is a wonderful place to live, but you really should take a vacation. My only daughter will work herself into an early grave if she doesn't stop taking on too much."

	"I am not working myself into an early grave." I wince because she's kind of right. Not about the grave, but about my desperate need for a vacation. But there's a problem. "I can't afford a holiday anywhere except in Knoxville."

	Mom laughs. "Oh sweetie, we've already arranged everything."

	I swear a chill is shimmying down my spine. "What do you mean?"

	"Your flight leaves tomorrow morning at 10:30 a.m. from McGhee Tyson Airport," Mom announces with too much cheerfulness in her voice. "Your dad and I used our airline miles. It's nonrefundable, so you have to go."

	My jaw drops as I stare at the half-finished presentation on my screen. "Mom, I can't just leave tomorrow. I have deadlines, clients---"

	"You need to relax, Gretchen. All that stress isn't good for your complexion. Or your chances of meeting someone nice."

	I pinch the bridge of my nose. "This isn't about meeting a man, Mom. It's about my business. My livelihood. I can't drop everything on a day's notice."

	"It's Scotland, Gretchen." She announces that as if it's the ultimate trump card. "You deserve a getaway to another land where men wear kilts and throw trees at each other."

	My brain needs a moment to understand that last statement. "Throwing trees? Yeah, that sounds terrific."

	But I realize I have no choice. My parents worry about my hectic work schedule, and I can't deny they have a point. But Scotland? Well, maybe I could find out for myself whether Scotsmen wear anything under those kilts.

	"Okay, Mom. I'll do it."

	Two days later, I leave Gatlinburg and Tennessee behind me as my plane races toward the land of kilts and haggis. And just maybe...

	A man worth waiting for.

	 


Chapter Two

	Kirk

	I'm not the sort of man who believes in fate, but when you're dangling upside down from a medieval castle turret with nothing but a frayed rope between you and certain death, you start to wonder if the universe has a twisted sense of humor. Well, I did volunteer for this stunt. And Rory MacTaggart did warn me about jumping off Dùndubhan. But I haven't hit the ground yet, so I'd call this a semi-successful stunt.

	"Kirk! For pity's sake, are ye trying to get yerself killed?" Tam's voice echoes from below, his concern wrapped in that uniquely Scottish blend of exasperation and brotherly terror.

	"Just adding flare of drama for the cameras," I shout back, feeling the rope slip another inch. The cold Highland wind whips around me, making the ancient stones of Dùndubhan Castle blur in my vision. What was supposed to be a straightforward stunt for the whisky commercial has turned into something considerably more life-threatening.

	Ahmno worried, though.

	The cameras are still rolling, of course. Nothing sells whisky like a man risking his life for it, or so Rory's marketing team believes. I can practically hear the director salivating at this unexpected drama. Authentic danger sells better than staged peril.

	"Hang on!" Tam bellows. "The safety team is coming up!"

	"Tell them not to bother." I doubt he can hear me over the wind. My fingers are going numb, and not just from the cold. The blood rushing to my head makes my temples throb painfully. But this is the sort of risk I love to take.

	When I glance down, I see Tam's broad figure as he gestures wildly to the crew. His bakery apron is still tied around his waist. He must have dropped everything when he got the call that his barmy brother was attempting to become a permanent fixture on the north face of Dùndubhan.

	Something seems to shift in the rope, and I feel my body drop another few inches. The adrenaline surging through my veins throbs in my ears.

	"If ye die, I'll kill ye myself!" Tam roars, his voice growing fainter as the wind picks up.

	I can't help but laugh despite my precarious position. My brothers have always been protective, even when we were wee lads climbing the crags of Bidean nam Bian. Some things never change.

	The director's voice crackles through someone's walkie-talkie below. "Keep rolling! This is gold!"

	Of course it is. Nothing sells Sensual Secret whisky like a man dangling from a medieval turret with the sprawling Highlands as his backdrop. I'd suggested this stunt myself, though admittedly, the part where the rope frays wasn't in the original plan. But that's the story of my life, always pushing things further than intended.

	The rope does another sickening lurch. I grit my teeth as I drop another foot.

	"A Dhia!" someone shouts from below.

	"Oh God" is the appropriate statement for this moment. I twist my body, trying to get a better grip, but that only makes the rope spin. The ancient stones of Dùndubhan swirl around me in a dizzying dance, and I briefly catch sight of Beann Dealgach looming in the background, its snow-dusted peak indifferent to my plight.

	"Safety team's two minutes out!" It's a female voice this time, probably our production manager, Carmen Fierro. She's a sexy lass with a Spanish accent to match her fiery temperament.

	Two minutes might as well be two hours in my current predicament. The rope continues to unravel strand by strand beneath my weight. I fix my eyes on the jagged silhouette of the mountains, refusing to look down again. If these are my last moments, at least the view is stunning.

	"Kirk, ye bloody eejit!" Tam's voice grows more desperate. "Can ye reach the ledge to yer left?"

	I swing my body, pendulum-like, toward the narrow stone outcropping he's spotted. It's barely wide enough for a bird to perch on, let alone a full-grown Scotsman, but it's all I've got. My fingertips graze the rough stone once, twice---

	The rope snaps.

	For one heart-stopping moment, I'm in free fall with the wind whistling past my ears. Then my hand connects with something solid, and I scramble for purchase. My muscles scream as I haul my body onto the ledge. The sound of gasps and shouts rises from below, but I'm too busy clinging to the sliver of medieval masonry to respond.

	"I'm all right!" I shout, though my voice has grown hoarse.

	My heart hammers so hard I swear the ancient stones beneath me vibrate with each beat. The ledge is narrower than it seemed from above, barely the width of my boots. I press my back against the cold stone wall, gasping for breath. The wind tugs at my kilt, reminding me that I'm putting on quite the show for the gathered crowd.

	"Don't. Move. A. Muscle." Tam says, his voice imbued with that deadly calm quality it gets whenever he's truly terrified.

	Last time I heard him sound that way was when I nearly set fire to his bakery trying to flambé some whisky-soaked scones. I stifle a laugh at the memory despite my predicament. I seem I have a talent for putting myself in mortal danger.

	"The rescue team is coming up the north stairwell," Carmen shouts. "Just stay put!"

	My chuckle reverberates off the trees. Before my brother can stop me, I take a deep breath and blow it out---then I leap off the ledge. Screams ensue. For pity's sake, everyone is making more of this moment than I do. My feet smack down on the grass, cushioned by the soft, damp soil.

	And I raise my arms to shout, "Kirk Balfour has done it again! Defying all the laws of nature!"

	Maybe I am laying it on rather thick. The crowd cheers, though, which means I've done my job well.

	But now I'm limping. Slightly. Nothing to worry about.

	My brothers race up to me.

	I grin. "What a bloody amazing stunt, eh?"

	Neil grabs me by the shoulders and shakes me, then drags me into a bear hug. "Ye absolute madman! What in the world were ye thinking, ye bod ceann?"

	Maybe I am a dickhead, that's irrelevant right now.

	"I was thinking this advert needs to go viral." I smirk, crossing my arms while trying not to wince as I put weight on my left ankle. "Nothing sells whisky like a brush with death."

	"Nothing sells whisky like staying alive to drink it, ye numpty," Tam growls, his hands clenched into fists. "Ye promised me no more death-defying stunts after the incident with the caber at last year's Highland Games!"

	I wave away his concern with a dismissive hand. "That was different. The caber was improperly balanced."

	"And the rope was improperly secured," Neil points out.

	"You two act like little old women clutching their Zimmer frames." I start walking toward my car, but my brothers catch up to me just as I'm opening the driver's door.

	"One of these days," Tam growls, "your luck will run out."

	Neil eyes me up and down. "Seems it's running out now. Tam, did ye notice Kirk's limping?"

	I wave away my brother's statement, though he's right about that. "I'm heading back to Loch Fairbairn---alone."

	Before my brothers can object, I jump onto my bike, racing down the drive with gravel spraying up behind me. I pull out onto the paved road that will take me to the village of Loch Fairbairn. Rather than going straight home, I stop in at the café for a wee piece and a dram of Thane Buchanan's best whisky. I asked for Sensual Secret, naturally. Though many townsfolk insist that the whisky can make a man, or a woman, randy enough that they'll do things they've never tried before.

	Och, that's rubbish.

	My food arrives shortly, hot and delicious, within ten minutes of me walking into the café. The whisky does make me feel...pleasantly warm. I let the amber liquid percolate on my tongue, letting the smoky notes dance across my taste buds before I swallow. There's a hint of heather and oak, with that distinctive Thane Buchanan finish that lingers like a lover's kiss.

	"You're all over social media already," Moira, the café owner, declares while sliding her mobile across the counter to show me.

	She wasn't lying. There I am, dangling from Dùndubhan's turret like a demented bat before making that spectacular leap. The video already has thousands of views. The comments range from "total lunatic" to "Scottish Superman" with a healthy sprinkling of marriage proposals thrown in.

	"Thane Buchanan's marketing team will be pleased," I say, handing Moira's mobile back to her. "Glad they shifted some whisky."

	"And what about that ankle?" Moira asks. "You were limping as you got onto your motorcycle."

	"Never mind that. It was only a wee twinge."

	She seems less than convinced, shaking her head at me. "Ye take too many extreme risks. Everyone says so."

	I slide off my stool and grab my plate and drink. "Think I'll enjoy my meal alone."

	Finding a lonely corner of the café, I settle in to eat without any further interruptions or complaints about my lifestyle. Just as I've finished my last bite, a figure catches my attention peripherally. I swivel my head and see...

	A bonnie lass. Very bonnie. She has the sort of body that would make any man go hard in an instant. Her hair cascades in waves of rich mahogany, catching the afternoon light that streams through the café windows. She's dressed in a crisp white blouse and a pencil skirt that hugs curves in all the right places. The lass is no local, that's for certain. I know everyone in Loch Fairbairn, and I'd definitely remember her.

	Bod an Donais, I must have that woman.

	And if there's one thing Kirk Balfour excels at, it's seducing beautiful lasses.

	 


Chapter Three

	Gretchen

	Am I hallucinating? Or is that guy in the corner checking me out? As he rakes his gaze over my entire body, I experience a strangely seductive sensation that makes me wet between my thighs. Never have I ever wanted to approach a stranger and beg him to screw me. But now, I do want that. Like crazy. Like I could jump onto his lap and ride him like a naughty cowgirl.

	Holy heaven, that man is gorgeous. He has just the right amount of muscles---not overly buff but enough to make any woman swoon. His hair is tousled in an effortlessly sexy way, and he's sporting a five o'clock shadow that I long to run my fingers across. And those deep blue eyes...They're intense, piercing, and locked on me like I'm the only woman in this crowded café.

	I take another sip of my Rob Roy, letting the liquid courage burn down my throat. The whisky is doing its job, making me feel all warm and tingly. Or maybe it's just him giving me that feeling.

	"Are ye meaning to stare at the lad all night, or will ye talk to him?" Moira, my new Scottish friend, nudges me with her elbow, nearly making me spill my drink. She appointed herself as my buddy, or maybe "hall monitor" is a better term. I don't mind. She's bossy but kind. "Well, lass, what'll it be?"

	"Oh, I can't walk up to a stranger and proposition him." But my body is screaming for me to do exactly that.

	"Yer in the Highlands, lass." Moira tips her head to the side. "I never did ask your name. How rude of me."

	"I'm Gretchen Carver from Gatlinburg, Tennessee."

	"You truly are far from home." Moira winks at me. "All the more reason to walk over to that man."

	Biting my lip, I glance back at the hot stranger. "What if he's a serial killer?"

	She laughs. "Why dinnae I introduce you."

	Moira slings an arm around my shoulders, virtually dragging me out of my seat---and toward the strange, hunky man. Once we've reached the hidden corner where he's sitting, Moira abandons me. "Here ye are, lass. Introduce yourselves to each other and see what might happen."

	The café owner doubles as a pimp. Who knew?

	Not that I plan on getting naked with him.

	Moira scurries away, smirking over her shoulder at me.

	The man sits there in a casual pose, his hand wrapped around a whisky tumbler, and roves his gaze up and down my body. Then he licks his lips. "Who are ye, lass?"

	"Gretchen Carver. Who are you, anonymous guy?"

	"I'm Kirk Balfour." His lips twitch faintly in a slight smile. Then he pats the semicircular bench. "Sit, lass. I willnae bite."

	Maybe I want him to do that. His smoky voice is turning me on even more, and the scent of his cologne, or whatever, is making my clit throb. Never before have I reacted to man this powerfully.

	Kirk Balfour gazes at me as if I'm a whisky he's about to savor. Good lord, I want to be consumed by this man. My heart pounds as I slide onto the bench next to him, leaving just enough space between us to be decent, but not so much that I can't feel the heat radiating from his body. The scent of him wafts over me too, though it doesn't seem like cologne. I think he just naturally smells delish.

	"So, what brings an American lass to our wee corner of the Highlands?" Kirk asks, his Scottish brogue rolling off his tongue in the erotic way.

	"My parents ordered me to take a vacation, and for some reason, they picked Scotland as my destination."

	He studies me for a moment. "You must be a workaholic, aye?"

	"Why would you assume that?"

	Kirk chuckles. "Your family sent you away to a foreign land. Most people come to Scotland to experience the beauty of the Highlands or the history." He takes a slow sip of his whisky. "Not many are sent here on a forced vacation."

	I can't help but smile at his assessment. "Well, when you put it that way, it does sound kind of pathetic. But yes, I'm what you might call...extremely dedicated to my job."

	"Dedicated?" His eyebrow arches, and his lips kink upward. "Is that what Americans call it? I'd say you're obsessed."

	My cheeks grow warm, and I feel oddly exposed. "I prefer 'passionate,' thank you very much."

	Kirk slides closer, eliminating some of that carefully placed distance between us. His thigh brushes against mine, and I swear electricity tingles up my spine in places that haven't felt electricity in far too long.

	He leans in, his heated breath carrying the scent of whisky. "And what is it that you're so passionate about?"

	"I'm a virtual assistant."

	His brows knit together. "You're a real human being, not AI."

	"That's not what a virtual assistant is. I have clients, but I never see them in person. I do my work in my apartment and send the project to the client via the good old world wide web."

	"I see. That's an awfully isolated way to work."

	"Not really." I clear my throat while trying not to bite my lip. "I have a roommate. Her name is Heather Forsberg. She's a little immature for her age, but she has a good heart."

	Kirk slides closer to me, his breaths teasing my lips. "I can show you far more excitement than the internet ever could."

	"Like what?" Is that breathy voice mine? Yeah, it is.

	He slides his arm lower to encircle my waist, bringing our faces close enough that I could kiss him. Damn, I want that. But no, I should not do it.

	"Come to my flat, Gretchen. You won't regret it."

	"Um, I'm not sure if that's a good idea." I fidget with the napkin in front of me, trying to maintain some semblance of composure while my body aches for his touch. "What kind of excitement are we talking about?"

	Kirk's eyes darken, an obvious sign of lust. He slides his hand across the table until his fingers are just brushing mine. "The sort that makes your heart race and your skin flush. The kind that reminds you that you're more than just your work."

	I swallow hard. His touch feels like liquid fire on my skin. I'm caught between wanting to pull away and needing to grab his hand so I can shove his hand between my thighs in a much less innocent place.

	"I don't usually do this," I whisper, surprised by my own honesty.

	"Don't do what?" His smile is pure sin. "Ye'll need to be more specific, lass."

	"I-I don't talk to strange men in cafés. Or consider...whatever it is we're, um, considering."

	"Let me make it crystal clear, then." He brushes his lips over mine. "I mean to fuck ye, Gretchen."

	"Oh." My mouth hangs open, and I try to close it. But my jaw might be hanging open far enough to let a bird fly in there. Did he really just say that? In a pub. Full of people.

	I should run. Any decent woman with an ounce of self-respect would run, or at least slap him and storm out dramatically. But I don't feel threatened or even offended. I'm instantly, pathetically turned on.

	Kirk rakes his lips over mine, flicking his tongue out to tease me, as if he's relishing my stunned silence. "I see we're in agreement, then."

	"I didn't say yes."

	He shrugs, unconcerned. "You will."

	Unbelievable. I mean, the balls on this man. The balls and...what I hope the rest of him is packing.

	I glance over my shoulder for an escape route, but Moira is watching from behind the bar with a knowing smile. The other locals are busy drinking or eating. Maybe they're discussing the Loch Ness Monster. But the only thing I can focus on is my lust for Kirk.

	The man himself leans in until his lips brush the shell of my ear. "Or we can finish our drinks and ye could pretend this never happened. But ye'll be thinking of me tonight, when you're lying in your lonely bed, won't ye?"

	Maybe he's a mind reader. Or maybe I'm too easy to figure out. Either way, he's right. I'll be dreaming of him. I already am.

	Once I've I guzzled the rest of my Rob Roy, I sit up straighter and set the glass down firmly. "All right. Let's see this flat of yours. But I warn you, I know karate."

	"Do ye now?" He seems skeptical of my claim. "I'm adept at karate as well as tae kwon do, Judo, Muay Thai, Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, and Kung Fu, as well as boxing and MMA."

	My eyes must be bulging now. He knows every way to kill someone. All I can muster in response is, "I also have brass knuckles."

	"You are the most intriguing woman I've ever met, though I'm fair certain you're lying about your martial arts training." He settles a hand on my thigh, then slides it down between my legs. "But I dinnae give a toss about anything except pleasuring you. Please come to my apartment so I can ravish you in every way imaginable and some only I know."

	I can barely breathe as I respond, "Yes, take me to your place."

	Kirk slides off the bench and clasps my hand. Something electric passes between us, and I grow more aroused every second. Sex with a stranger? No, no, don't do this, Gretchen.

	But then he flashes me a wicked smile, leading me out of the café. And I feel as if I've agreed to sign a contract with the devil. Outside, the sun is giving way to dusk little by little, giving everything a soft, moody filter. My mind registers the chill in the air, but my body is too hot to care. I'm doing this, and there's no turning back now.

	Mind-blowing sex is coming my way. Right now.

	 


Chapter Four

	Kirk

	The scent of Gretchen's lust permeates the air, and it feels as if someone has cast a spell over us both. Can I blame the whisky? Or maybe the realization I'm about to ravish a strange American lass? Everyone knows me as a fearless man who has no boundaries---when it comes to stunts. But this might be my most audacious feat yet.

	I have never before seduced a woman at first sight.

	Once I'm settled into my seat, I pat the bike. "Come, lass. Cannae whisk ye to my flat without riding there. Unless ye prefer to walk. But I wouldn't advise that since I live on the other side of the village."

	She climbs on, snuggling up to my erse. "I've never ridden on a motorcycle. Might be fun."

	"Hold on to me, and I'll give ye the ride of your life." I twist the key in the ignition, and the deep, sensual purr of the engine beneath me awakens my slat. "Slide yer arms around me and we'll be away."

	Gretchen nuzzles my neck as we ride toward my flat, her hunger for me palpable, especially when she wriggles her sexy erse. But when she pulls my earlobe into her mouth and sucks, I nearly careen off the road. I've never met a woman who wants me this much and with such obvious lust. The way Gretchen nestles her legs around me is driving me mad. She seems determined to nibble on every part of me she can reach. When she touches her lips to my ear and blows gently, every part of my body craves the lass even more intensely. Tapag, when she slides her hand down to my groin, I nearly crash us into a sheugh. I expected to hear a terrified scream, but the lass remains silent, instead hugging me tighter.

	Once we've parked in the underground garage, I help Gretchen off the bike. "Hope I didnae frighten ye, lass."

	"Why would you think that?"

	"Because I, ah..."

	She smiles. "Oh, you mean when we almost fell into a ditch."

	"Aye. We call it a sheugh in Gaelic."

	"Uh-huh." Gretchen rubs up against me, cradling my cock with her hand. Even through my jeans, she can feel how stiff I am. "Give me the Gaelic lesson later, hey?"

	The lass follows me up the three flights to my flat. She doesn't lag behind me, doesn't hesitate at all, and every time I glance back, she licks her lips like she means to devour me. My traitorous mind conjures up all sorts of wicked things I'd love to do to her. But my first task will be to strip her naked and finally learn whether my fantasies are accurate. I have one more obstacle, though. I need to open the sodding door.

	That simple task takes five attempts.

	And then, at last, I slam the door behind us.

	We stand here in silence for a few seconds while the lass appraises me from head to toe. When she cradles my cock in her hand, I nearly caith right then. Spilling myself before I've even kissed her would be the ultimate shame. I'd never live it down if anyone found out. When she gazes up at me with her pupils blown, I know she craves me as much as I crave her.

	"Are ye positive ye want this with me? Because we can shake hands and go our separate ways." Please say no, lass. I need to fuck ye like I've never needed to fuck any woman before.

	"Don't you dare kick me out the door," Gretchen sidles up to me, fondling her own tits in the most lascivious manner. "I'm so fucking hot for you I might erupt like a supernova. So no, I don't plan on leaving until you've given me mind-blowing orgasms at least five times."

	Thank the stars. My cock is hard as steel, and the only thing it hungers for is her lush body.

	I kick the door shut and pin her to the wall with my hands braced above her head. Her jacket has already slipped off her shoulders and lies puddled at her feet. I cannae stop myself from rubbing my slat into her groin over and over. The hard length of my erection must be impossible to miss. Then she curls a hand into my shirt, yanking with a surprising boldness. Her chest heaves as she issues a soft, desperate plea.

	"Please hurry, Kirk. Need you inside me."

	I tug one hand away so I can roughly fondle her tit, and she gasps, arching into my palm while I flick my fingertip over her nipple again and again. I'm usually the slow-burn sort, but I need to caith inside this woman until she cannae breathe anymore, until my cock buried deep inside her is all she needs or wants. With trembling hands, she yanks at my belt, but then she hesitates.

	"Get rid of your jacket first, Kirk. That's an order."

	My leather jacket is gone in a second, two at most, joining her coat on the floor. The lass issues a tiny, breathless moan as I rub myself into her again, both of us desperate for the friction of skin on skin. I palm her other tit, squeezing and rolling the nipple between my thumb and forefinger until I feel it harden into a stiff bud. She tilts her head back, baring the elegant column of her neck, and I take a gentle bite that makes her shudder. My cock throbs like it might explode any moment.

	Gretchen thrusts her fingers into my hair, moaning and rocking her hips into me.

	I have only one option. I sweep her up in my arms and carry her straight to my bedroom. I have never done this before, bringing an unfamiliar woman home, not even when I was younger and far more irresponsible. Even then, I never had a one-night stand. But I need Gretchen sprawled across my sheets with her dark hair fanned out against my pillow, consequences be damned.

	She backs away toward my bedroom, neither of us giving a shite about decorum. Then she sits down on the edge of the mattress. The lass gazes up at me with no fear in her eyes, only an appetite as ravenous as my own. The way she drags her tongue across her lips while staring at the bulge of my slat has my chest heaving.

	Mhac na galla. No lass has ever gotten me this excited.

	I kneel before her, pushing her skirt up her thighs, inch by decadent inch. "Need to fuck ye right now, Gretchen. Over, and over, and---"

	"Yes, please, all of that and more." She feigns a pout. "But could you hurry the hell up and screw me?"

	"Aye. Your wish is my command."

	I shove her skirt up to her waist and growl with satisfaction at the flash of black lace that's wet with her lust for me. "I know ye want me like ye've never wanted anyone else. Dinnae deny it, lass."

	"Tear my panties off," Gretchen demands. "If you can handle me, that is. Or maybe you aren't as hot in bed as you claim."

	I hook my thumbs inside her waistband and drag the panties down her legs, slow enough to make her gasp and writhe, but never breaking eye contact. "I could spend all night just tasting ye."

	"Oh, for shit's sake," she moans. Hurry it up, Kirk."

	I graze the back of my hand along her inner thigh oh-so delicately. Within seconds, she's reaching for my cock.

	But I seize her wrists, halting her action. "Uh-uh-uh. We'll do this my way."

	 "Then do it. Whatever the hell 'it' is."

	She's goading me, the wicked minx, and I love it. Though I would prefer to go slow, ahmno the sort who's known for his restraint. My insane stunts prove that. As I kiss and lick my way up her thigh, my stubble scrapes against her sensitive skin, and she gasps. Then I bury my mouth in the slick heat of her folds and suckle her clit like I mean to imprint my skin on her body. I've never behaved this way before. The taste of her, sweet and savory, does me in.

	Gretchen cannae wait any longer either, that much is obvious. She detonates beneath me, her gasps turning into desperate noises she fists her hands in my hair. The lass arches her back so high that she might levitate off the bed. But dinnae stop lapping up every iota of her juices. Her cries are ragged and raw as she rides the waves of pleasure while they gradually fade away.

	That was the appetizer. We aren't done yet.

	My cock has never been this stiff before, and a bead of pre-cum lies poised on the tip. The flavor of her cream reminds me of single-malt Scotch whisky. My face is coated with her juices by the time I back off with my chin glistening and my slat so hard I think I could break stones with it. She's still gasping, and her pupils have blown. I swear the entire Highlands could fall into those eyes and I would gladly sink into the depths with her.

	I straighten up, looming over her on all fours. "My turn, lass. Ahm going to fuck ye like the devil himself."

	And it's time to drill my cock into her sweet body. I toss her onto the bed and leap on the lass like a ravenous lion.

	Once I've rolled the condom on, I spread her thighs with both hands, anchoring Gretchen to the bed. She launches her hips upward as if she's trying to impale herself on my cock before I'm even fully in position. I love her impatience, and how her slick heat calls to me more than any other woman's body ever has.

	I drive into her with one hard, deep thrust. The lass cries out so loudly that the sound echoes off the walls. Her cream feels as hot as molten lava, and her inner walls pulsate around me. Her eyes go wide, her mouth forming an "O" of shock and delight as I begin pounding into her like a wild demon and snarling like one too. When I grasp her wrists, pinning them above her head, she arches her body off the mattress, thrashing her head in ecstasy. Her juices trickle down her thighs. The sheer force of my cock slamming into her repeatedly makes the bed thump, but I keep her trapped, thrusting deeper, rougher, with every stroke.

	"You like that, eh?" I growl in her ear, nipping the lobe with my teeth. "Ye want to be fucked senseless, dinnae ye, Gretchen?"

	My statement makes her gasp and whimper, nodding frantically. "Don't stop. Oh God, Kirk---harder, please---"

	She shouldn't have said please. Those words, spoken in her desperate tone...they do me in. I snare both her wrists in one of my hands, pinning them with a strength I didn't know I needed to use on her. With my other hand, I tangle my fingers in her thick hair, yanking her head back so she has no choice but to look me in the eye. "You take all of me, understand? Every fucking inch."

	"Yes---God---yes---" She can barely speak, her voice husky in a way that pushes me over the edge.

	I crush my lips to hers, taking her mouth as brutally as I pound her body. Her thighs shudder and tremble, then lock tight around my waist. She's greedy for the pleasure I mean to give her, and mhac na galla, I'm starving for her. With one final push, the deepest one yet, I let go and spill everything I've got inside her lush body. With three more thrusts, I'm completely spent. I roll off Gretchen and onto my back, tugging the lass half on top of me. Her legs remain sprawled over me even as she nuzzles my cheek.

	Oh aye, this has been the best sexual experience of my life. But I cannae let her stay with me, not when we're both high on hormones. Besides, I am not the "staying the night" sort of bloke. How do I handle this dilemma? The only way I can.

	I boot her out of my flat.

	 


Chapter Five

	Gretchen

	The door of Kirk's flat slams shut behind me the moment I've walked out the door. That bastard. Who does he think he is? The hottest man on earth, sure. But it turns out he's also the biggest jackass in the world. Ohhh, I'd really love to march back into that flat and tell him exactly what I think of the rat fink. What would be the point? I let a stranger screw my brains out and, what? I expected him to cuddle with me afterward?

	Gretchen, you damn idiot.

	Shame like none I've ever experienced before rushes through me in a tidal wave as I hustle down the stairwell. My cheeks have turned lava hot. My legs feel weak and wobbly, and I grip the railing to keep from tripping over my own feet. Fortunately, I regain enough of my balance that I don't fall down. Wouldn't that just be the icing on my guilt cake?

	Once my feet hit the pavement, the crisp Highland night slaps me in the face---God's own wake-up call, I suppose. I'd left my jacket in Kirk's flat, too distracted and disgusted by the aftershocks of screwing a total stranger. Never have I hated myself more than I do right now, here on a darkened street in the Highlands. As I stalk down the sidewalk, grumbling about that Scottish jackass, I glance around wildly as if I expect a bear to jump out and rip me to shreds.

	Do they have bears in these parts? I almost wish they did. American idiot killed by Scottish bear would at least make me big news.

	Get a grip, woman.

	My phone buzzes like an angry wasp in my trembling hand. It's from Heather, but I ignore it. I need oxygen, not a reminder that my best friend will want every excruciating detail of my worst mistake. I make it back to my hotel---the Loch Fairbairn Arms---and barely manage to fake a smile for the sweet older lady at the desk. Once I'm finally inside my room, I strip naked and take the longest, hottest shower ever. Okay, maybe that's an exaggeration. It probably wasn't the longest shower in history.

	When I wake up in the morning, I feel so much better knowing I've washed that jackass out of my mind---and my body. Today, I plan on visiting some of the best sights in the Highlands and enjoying the hell out of them all.

	First up, breakfast.

	The Loch Fairbairn Arms treats breakfast as an art form, apparently. When I shuffle into the dining room, I'm wearing a dress that's trying way too hard to project both innocence and an "I lost sleep last night over a man who called me 'lass' and then tried to rip my soul out via my cervix" vibe. The spread on the buffet table stops me in my tracks. Bacon, sausage, eggs, creamy oatmeal, grilled tomatoes, and a mound of toast that's teetering so high it must be auditioning for Britain's Got Talent.

	"Good morning, dearie." Mrs. Agnew, the older lady from the desk, stands behind a sideboard with her hair up in a bun so tight it looks surgically installed. She watches me with the precise, clinical interest of a botanist observing a rare fungus. "Sleep well?"

	She must see the afterglow, or maybe the after-guilt clinging to my skin. I lie anyway and say, "Slept like a log, thanks. I may never leave my room again."

	Mrs. Agnew's eyes twinkle. She clearly doesn't buy my bullshit, but she's polite enough to let me preserve the shreds of my dignity. I load my plate with reckless abandon, then retreat to a corner table where sunlight slants in at just the right angle to remind me that fresh starts are, in fact, possible.

	The eggs are gloriously buttery, the bacon a revelation. American bacon is a plastic imitation compared to this. I'm halfway into my second helping when a very tall shadow looms over me, flooding my table with a presence too irritatingly familiar.

	"Mind if I sit?" Kirk asks, looking freshly showered and infuriatingly smug. He nods toward the opposite chair.

	His hair's still damp and streaked with the kind of tousled perfection only models and sociopaths manage before 9 a.m. The jerk has traded his jeans for khakis and a faded T-shirt that strains his biceps. The sleeves give him an Incredible Hulk vibe, and I expect him to rip his shirt in two at any second while snarling like a beast.

	"Go back to your cave," I mutter as I stare down at my toast. "There's nothing left to conquer here."

	He slides into the chair, ignoring my statement. "Are ye planning to climb Beann Dealgach in that frock?"

	There's a dangerous glimmer in his eye, the kind that might either make me drag him into a coat closet to screw him or enrage me to the point of committing murder. The jerk is needling me, but he's also waiting---really waiting---for an answer. What the hell. I set down my fork and try to glare hard enough to unsettle him. Yeah, sure, that'll happen.

	"Is it wrong to want to look presentable while exploring the local wonders?" I inquire. "Besides, not all of us are born with thighs fit for scaling actual rock faces."

	He shrugs and slouches in his chair, looking infuriatingly comfortable---and gorgeous. "I'd take ye just like that up any Munro." He stabs a sausage with my knife, splits it in half, and chews thoughtfully. "That's a bonnie scarf."

	I touch my hair while my pulse accelerates, and I feel oddly bashful. How dumb is that? This man saw me naked less than twelve hours ago, and he's impressed by a frigging scarf. I smile, strangely charmed by his brazenness.

	"Thanks. Borrowed it from the gift shop," I lie, though actually, I'd found it on the floor of my room. Probably left by some equally dramatic American before me. I'm about to ask if he plans on following me around all day in case I choke on a tomato, but he's already leaning in with his elbows on the tiny table like this is a high-stakes negotiation.

	"So lass, what's the real plan for today?" He's got a stellar poker face, but his foot bounces beneath the table, betraying a restlessness that probably can't be cured by anything except scaling mountain peaks or wrestling alligators.

	"I came here for fresh air and, you know, magnificent Highland vistas. Not another round of mansplaining from someone whose biceps could double as tourist attractions." My words came out sharper than I meant them to be, but I regret nothing---except maybe the part where I stared at his mouth, which is so distracting that I forgot to chew. I snap my attention back to my breakfast and try to appear impervious to his charms.

	"Noted." Kirk chuckles. The sound is low and throaty, almost polite. Except I'm pretty sure it's the sound of me being scoffed at. "Ye're on a solo exploration today, then? Or are ye secretly hoping for a repeat of last night?"

	I put down my fork and narrow my gaze into something I hope resembles a laser scalpel. "I do not need an escort, Mr. Balfour."

	He has the stones to wink at me. "Och, but you might need a guide."

	I would rather bleed out from a thousand paper cuts than admit the obvious. I have no frigging idea how to get to any of the trails outside Loch Fairbairn, much less how to avoid dying from exposure or, knowing my luck, tripping over a sheep. I also don't want his company. I want...to be left alone long enough to remember my own last name. But the universe seems determined to make Kirk my own personal shadow. 
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