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      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      I stare through the windshield of my rental car as I pull into the Timber Run Eco-Historical Lumberjack Camp…what can only be described as a fantasy camp for lumberjacks…or at least a fantasy camp for those with a lumberjack fetish.

      Pine trees tower over the clusters of platform boardwalks, demonstration spaces, and log buildings like judgmental spectators as I make my way to the main lobby for check-in.

      My stomach churns with familiar anxiety.

      What were you thinking, Hazel?

      I was thinking about the promotion hanging in the balance, about my two years of research on recreational risk assessment, about proving that I can handle a simple conference presentation.

      What I wasn't thinking about was the fact that a conference like "Risk Assessment in Outdoor Recreation" would be held at an actual outdoor recreation facility crawling with actual people—both social and outdoorsy.

      The worst possible combination.

      But I paid extra for a private cabin specifically to avoid this exact scenario.

      While my colleagues are networking in the main lodge, sharing meals, and doing whatever socially competent people do at conferences, I'll be safely tucked away in Cabin 12 with my laptop, my research, and my carefully planned meal delivery schedule.

      Breathe in for four, hold for seven, out for eight.

      The familiar mantra does nothing to quiet the math humming in my skull—72% chance of embarrassment if I have to make small talk with staff, 89% likelihood of spilling coffee on myself during orientation.

      I brace myself as I head into the lobby. The woman at the registration desk—Kaylee, according to her name tag—is blonde, perky, and exactly the kind of person I’d avoid at places like this. She hands me my cabin key with a smile that suggests she might actually be happy to be here.

      "Your cabin's on the west ridge," she says, pointing toward a winding path. "Beautiful views, and nice and quiet for conference prep. The welcome mixer starts at seven in the main lodge, and⁠—"

      "I'll be working tonight," I interrupt. "Big presentation to prepare for."

      Kaylee's smile doesn't waver. "Of course! Be sure to pick up your conference materials from the event center. It’s the big building over there.” She points across the way. “If you need a break from work, Heritage Night is out at the fire pit at 9pm. Only if you want the full lumberjack experience.”

      I don’t.

      But she continues anyway. “Ewan tells the most amazing Highland logging stories. He’s very entertaining…and really nice to look at." She winks.

      “Wonderful,” I say, then leave before she can share more details about social events I have no intention of attending.

      Cabin 12 is exactly what I’d hoped for—small, private, with a desk positioned to face the wall rather than the windows. No distracting mountain views or wandering lumberjacks to derail my focus.

      I unpack my clothes into neat stacks, arranging my pencil skirts, slacks, and blouses in the closet. Then I set up my laptop, and lay my research materials and presentation notes precisely perpendicular to the desk.

      Safety lives in right angles.

      Within an hour, I've recreated my home office environment, complete with the statistical comfort of familiar routines.

      I order dinner from the camp's meal service, and when it arrives, I barely look up from my actuarial models to accept it.

      This is good. This is safe. This is exactly how I'll survive the next five days.

      But as evening settles over the mountains, I panic. I forgot to grab my conference packet.

      My presentation materials rely on the data in that packet—the charts, graphs, and handouts I spent months perfecting.

      In my rush to escape social interaction, I didn’t even think to get it before hightailing it to my cabin.

      I stare at my laptop screen, running probability calculations in my head. The event center will be empty now, right? Everyone's at dinner.

      That Heritage Night thing starts in twenty-six minutes, giving me a nine-minute window where foot traffic between cabins and the main buildings drops to an estimated 12% occupancy.

      If I time this correctly, I can retrieve my materials without encountering a single human being.

      At 8:41 PM, I venture out of my cabin. The path to the event center is well-lit but mercifully empty. Through the trees, I can hear chatter and distant laughter coming from the main lodge area where the welcome mixer is still going on, but the conference building sits in blessed silence.

      I slip inside and locate my packet on the conference registration table, next to a pile of name badges and lanyards.

      Success!

      I grab it and pivot to go when I hear movement off somewhere in another room. Ready to dash out the way I came, someone curses.

      Are they in trouble?

      The smart thing would be to leave immediately. The statistically sound choice would be to return to my cabin with my materials and avoid any further human interaction.

      But if someone needs help, I can’t ignore it.

      I may have social anxiety, but I’m not a monster.

      “Och, not again—” A man grunts.

      I find myself walking toward the distraught voice. The door is slightly ajar, as I push it open and freeze.

      Warm lamplight spills over a cacophony of flexing muscle, the man standing with his back to me. My brain temporarily stops processing information beyond "holy statistical outliers."

      He's enormous—way over six feet with shoulders that could support actual architecture—and he's bare-chested, holding several yards of tartan fabric that pools around his hips wearing an expression of someone trying to solve advanced calculus.

      His body is a masterpiece of functional anatomy. Broad shoulders that roll down to contoured hips, every muscle defined from what's obviously years of physical labor. His sun-streaked locks curl slightly at the nape of his neck, and he's muttering what sounds like Scottish curse words at the kilt in his hands.

      I should absolutely, definitely turn around and pretend this never happened.

      Instead, I stand there like an idiot, clutching my conference packet and trying to remember how breathing works.

      "Come on, you stubborn piece of shite—" He breaks off, apparently sensing my presence, and whirls around.

      “Christ, you’re tall,” he exclaims, as crystal blue eyes meet mine, and my statistical understanding of anything flies straight out the window.

      He's even more devastating from the front—broad chest covered in tattoos and just the right amount of hair, defined abs that suggest he does more than demonstrate logging techniques for tourists, and a striking face with a thick beard that belongs in Highland romance novels.

      Words evaporate. I open my mouth to apologize, to explain, to flee, but what comes out is a strangled noise that might charitably be called a squeak.

      I manage to turn, ready to run.

      “Please don’t go.” He grabs the collapsing fabric at his hips. “I can’t give chase, as you’ll learn the secret of what a Scotsman wears under his kilt, if I do.”

      His accent wraps around the words like warm honey as his mouth curves into a grin that should be registered as a lethal weapon.

      I don’t move, but then his voice is doing something illegal to my vertebrae.

      "You wouldn't happen to know anything about Highland dress, would you, lass?"

      "I—what?" I blink at him, trying to process the question while my brain is still stuck on the visual of all that exposed muscle and skin.

      He holds up the tartan fabric, and I notice his hands are calloused, strong, entirely too attractive for someone who's playing dress up. "The pleats are giving me trouble. I can fell a tree in under five minutes, but apparently dressing myself like a proper Scotsman is beyond my capabilities."

      "I don't know anything about kilts," I manage, then immediately feel stupid for stating the obvious.

      "Aye, well, neither do I, apparently." He gestures helplessly at the fabric. "I usually have a helper, but Sky’s on her honeymoon.” He glances up at a clock on the wall. “And Heritage Night starts in ten minutes. The good news is I can't possibly embarrass myself more than I already have."

      Something about his self-deprecating humor breaks through my paralysis. "You're not embarrassing yourself. You're just...geometrically challenged."

      He raises an eyebrow. "Geometrically challenged?"

      "Your pleating’s inverted. The pleats follow a mathematical pattern. If you think of it as a series of calculated folds rather than random fabric manipulation..." I trail off, realizing I'm about to explain Highland dress construction using statistical principles to a half-naked Scottish lumberjack.

      "Go on," he says, not mocking. "I'm listening."

      I step closer, drawn by the intellectual puzzle. "See, if you start with the back panel centered on your spine, then create uniform pleats at measured intervals..."

      I reach out to demonstrate the folding pattern, and my fingers brush against his forearm as I position the fabric. He goes very still, and I take a deep breath to focus.

      It’s nice to be able to look up slightly to meet his eyes, rather than constantly gaze downward or hunch to make myself look shorter. At 5’11, it’s hard for me to fit in.

      "Like this," I whisper, trying to concentrate on the fabric instead of the way his muscles shift under my touch as I arrange the pleats. "Each fold needs to be equidistant from the center point."

      "You're brilliant," he murmurs, and something in his tone makes me look up. His blue eyes are warm, appreciative, focused entirely on my face like I'm the most fascinating thing he's encountered all evening. “For someone who doesn’t know kilts, you sure understand them. You must be a sorceress.”

      “Actuary,” I reply.

      “Even better.” He turns carefully, kilt clutched like a towel. His chest hair glints above the bunched wool.

      "It's just basic geometry," I offer weakly.

      "Nothing basic about it when you can't figure it out yourself." His smile is soft, easy.

      I swallow. “You need a 45-degree fold every three inches to maintain pattern continuity. Here—may I try?”

      His brow shifts. “As long as you’re not angling for a peek, lass.”

      I level my gaze at him. “This is a geometric emergency.”

      Teasing crinkles bloom around his eyes. “Aye. Let’s fix it then.”

      Cold brass buckles bite my palms as I kneel. His spruce and bergamot scent overwhelms the rational part of my brain.

      Statistical anomaly: 98.7% of theoretical probabilities cannot account for this man’s gravitational pull.

      “You start here.” My voice sounds alien, assured. “Each pleat overlaps at a ratio compensating for the uneven length.”

      His rough fingertips brush mine, adjusting the wool. “Like rigging sails.”

      “Exactly. The Fibonacci sequence in wool.”

      His low chuckle vibrates in my bones. “Now there’s a pickup line I’ll need to steal.”

      I’m imagining our intimate position—down on my knees in front of this Scottish rogue. My blouse brushes his scarred knees, competent hands smoothing wrinkles from his clothes. He shifts, cords of muscle sliding beneath golden skin.

      Hell, don’t look up at him. It’s much too…accurate for something inappropriate I really shouldn’t be thinking about right now.

      “Tell me, Miss Actuary⁠—”

      “Hazel.”

      Even without looking up at him, I can feel his smile lines deepen. “Hazel.” I resist the shiver at the way his accent caresses the syllables. “What’s your professional opinion?” He gestures to his half-clad form. “Survival odds for a Scot in the wilds of Montana?”

      “D-depends.” I fumble the final clasp. “Your BMI suggests above-average cardiovascular health, but that kilt’s a liability…in many ways.”

      “Duly noted.” He pivots as I finish and stand up, the movement bringing his bare chest inches from my mouth. “Better?”

      Catastrophic.

      I move back and rake my eyes over him. The finished drape showcases his powerful thighs and decadent abs. My nod comes out jerky.

      “Sensational.” His kindness unfurls something behind my ribs. "I'm Ewan MacLeod. And I'm in your debt for your geometric expertise."

      “Glad I could help,” I say, my face feeling like it's radiating enough heat to power the entire camp.

      “Seriously. Most women don’t solve my problems within ten minutes of meeting me.”

      Reality slams back. Women. Plural. Of course.

      I grab my conference packet. “I should go.”

      “Wait—” He catches my elbow and everything in my packet comes flying out, papers scattering all over. In my hyper focus on geometric pleats and mouth-watering Scottish anatomy, I apparently picked it up upside down.

      "Oh no," I breathe, dropping to my knees to gather the materials.

      Ewan immediately joins me, after he finishes tugging on a white tunic.

      Our hands collide retrieving pages, his engulfing mine completely.

      As he hands me a chart showing "Probability of Injury During Sawing Demonstrations," he glances at the data with what looks like actual interest.

      "Fascinating," he murmurs. "According to this, I've got about a fifteen percent chance of surviving my next demonstration."

      I stare at him. "That's... that's not what that means. These are baseline risk assessments for insurance purposes, not individual probability calculations, and besides, your safety protocols would significantly alter the⁠—"

      I stop, realizing I'm babbling about actuarial science to a man I just helped dress while trying to pretend I wasn't memorizing every inch of his drool-worthy torso.

      His grin widens. "Ah, so you're the clever statistician who's going to tell us all how dangerous we are."

      “Safety saves lives,” I mutter.

      “Aye. But living’s more than risk mitigation.” His thumb traces a whorl of ink—the Venn diagram where preparation meets luck.

      "I'm not—I mean, I don't—this isn't—" I scramble to my feet, clutching my papers like armor. "I should go. You have Heritage Night to get to."

      "You’re not attending?" He tilts his head, studying me with an intensity that makes my stomach do things that violate several statistical models. "And here I was hoping you might stay to see how well your geometric expertise holds up under performance conditions."

      The thought of sitting in a crowd watching him tell stories while remembering exactly what he looks like underneath those clothes makes my face burn even hotter. "I really have to get back to my cabin. Work to do."

      "Of course," he says easily, but something in his expression suggests this conversation isn't over. "Sleep well, Hazel. And thank you—for the lesson in geometry."

      The way he says my name, with that rolling Scottish brogue, makes something flutter in my chest that has nothing to do with anxiety and everything to do with a massive Scottish lumberjack who’s looking at me with those heavenly blue eyes.

      I flee.

      Back in Cabin 12, I lean against the closed door and try to understand what just happened. I just spent fifteen minutes in close physical proximity to the most attractive man I've ever met, helped him get dressed while desperately trying not to stare at his perfect body, and had an intelligent conversation about mathematical principles.

      And I didn't completely humiliate myself.

      This is a problem.

      I have five days to give the presentation of my career, prove my professional competence, and return to my carefully ordered life. I don’t have time to be distracted by crystal blue eyes, Highland kilts, and the memory of his warm skin under all that fabric.

      But as I organize my rescued materials and prepare for tomorrow's conference sessions, I can't stop thinking about the way Ewan said "clever" like he actually meant it, or how he’d watched me work—not a quirky nuisance, but a puzzle he wanted to solve, and how for a few important moments, I forgot to be terrified of human interaction.

      Statistical anomaly, indeed.

      I bury my face in a pillow.
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