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          CALLUM

        

      

    

    
      “Oi! Callum. Are you waiting for an engraved invitation, mate?” From the back of the work van we’d pressed into service for the move, Finley Patterson wiggled his fingers in a give-it-here gesture.

      I shoved the box I was carrying at him. “Just letting you finish rearranging. We all ken you treat this as a giant game of Tetris.” It was easier to sling shite back rather than admit the truth—that I hadn’t seen he was ready because he’d been on my bad side.

      Not waiting for a reply, I headed back up the stairs to Alex and Ciara’s apartment over The Stag’s Head, the pub owned by her brother Ewan, our former squad leader and one of my best mates. Although that position was in question given he’d somehow weaseled his way out of helping them move. The sneaky bastard. The rest of us were on deck because Alex was our brother in all but blood. And there was a bottle of excellent single-malt Speyside whisky for each of us on the other side.

      I moved through the mostly empty main room, hunting for the next box, and caught a glimpse of Alex and Ciara through the open bedroom door. As if they’d both forgotten we were in the middle of loading every bloody thing they owned into a van, Alex had his woman backed against a wall, one hand hitching her leg around his waist as he devoured her mouth.

      For a moment I stared, feeling like a voyeur, not because they were half a dozen steps from shagging, but because they were so totally lost in each other. Their mutual joy fairly radiated off them. Alex had been through a lot, and I was happy he’d found someone who understood him, who wanted to spend her life with him. But I couldn’t deny the whisper of envy twisting through me. I’d never have that. I didn’t deserve that. Not now. I was far too surly and short-tempered. No woman should be saddled with my piss poor attitude and all the issues I’d brought with me into my retirement from the Royal Marines.

      Taking a deliberately heavier step, I moved toward another stack of boxes. “Echo, the point is to christen the new place, no’ the one you’re leaving.”

      Alex shot up a middle finger and took his time finishing the kiss. By the time he lifted his head, Ciara’s cheeks were as flushed from embarrassment as from the snogging.

      “If you didn’t insist on walking like the bloody ghost we named you for, perhaps you wouldn’t end up with an eyeful.”

      An eyeful. I turned away at the sight of his wince. I was tired of everyone tiptoeing around the issue. I’d lost my sight in one eye. I’d been damned lucky not to lose my life. Objectively, I knew that. But it didn’t do a damned thing to dampen my rage over feeling like a broken man. And my friends knew it. They wouldn’t lighten up until I did, and I just… couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Hence the tiptoeing.

      Damn it.

      I hefted a box labeled Kitchen and headed for the stairs. Though this was at least the twentieth trip just today, I hesitated at the top, hating the need to check the location of the first step down. But I’d misjudged the distance on the first day and narrowly avoided taking a header all the way to street level. Thankfully, it had just been a box of clothes that had crashed instead of my skull. I had enough to deal with without adding brain damage to the list.

      Angling my head to better see with my one good eye, I eased my foot down. Assured I had solid footing, I swung into motion, trotting down to the alley that ran behind all the shops on this side of the high street. Even knowing there shouldn’t really be anyone else around, and that any of those who were hardly represented the kinds of threats I’d faced in the field, I kept my head on a swivel, constantly scanning, as if that could make up for losing half my field of vision. I barely registered the beauty of the Highlands stretching up behind the village proper, not beyond automatically noting vulnerabilities and tactical advantages. A low-grade headache was building in the back of my head, a sure sign I needed to give my eye a rest. But it would have to wait until we were finished. I’d take my whisky home and sit in the dark like the embittered hermit I was on my way to becoming.

      Half an hour later, we’d finished with the flat and relocated ten minutes away to the house they’d leased on the other side of Glenlaig. I breathed a silent sigh of relief that it was only a single level. No more stairs to navigate. We congregated at the rear of the van. Finn opened the back, as Alex went to unlock the front door of the cottage.

      “Oh! Ciara, hello! Finally moving in with your young man?”

      I turned and spotted an older woman with a sweep of silver hair tucked into a bun. She had a wee black cocker spaniel on a leash.

      “Mrs. Buchanan, hello. Yes, tonight will be our first in the new place.”

      I’d long ago learned that Ciara seemed to know everybody in the village. Partly because she’d lived here most of her life, partly because she’d worked as a server in Ewan’s pub for her first few years after uni, and partly because she was a sociable creature who actually liked people. As the two of them fell into easy conversation—how the hell did Ciara do that?—I grabbed up the nearest box.

      At the sudden motion, Mrs. Buchanan glanced toward me. She did a double-take, her eyes going wide before she took an unconscious step back. That step was a punch in the gut.

      Fighting the scowl that wanted to set in, I moved around them and marched toward the house.

      Good job, Quinn. You look so terrifying, you’re scaring little old ladies.

      I wished I could say it was the first time, but the locals had been giving me a wide berth since I moved to Glenlaig to go into business with my mates. It was no doubt a combination of the resting ogre face, as Finn called it, and the fearsome scar that ran down the left side of my face, right through my eye. No one ever knew how to react. The deliberate avoiding of it was just as bad as the stares, and there really was no in between. I had a permanent reminder of exactly how not normal I was. On top of the fact that I hadn’t peopled well to begin with, it meant I wasn’t fit for human company most of the time.

      It was why I’d chosen to buy my own house well out from the village, away from everyone and everything. In my own home, I didn’t have to worry about how I looked or what I said. I didn’t have to interact with anyone at all. If I sometimes found that lonely, well, I offset it by all the time I spent with Alex and Finn at the outdoor adventure company we’d opened or being dragged to group dinners organized by Ciara or Ewan’s fiancé, Isobel. They could handle my bark and my bite without batting an eye.

      Damn it, why were so many idioms sight based?

      The adventure company had been my idea. A way we could all utilize the skills we’d gained in the military and keep active, which I knew would be key to us all staying sane. Finn and Alex had been all in, and through all the build-out we’d done to the building and setting up of things, everything had been fine. But the moment we’d opened the doors to actual customers, I’d felt out of my depth. I was struggling with a key part of our business, and I knew I was letting my business partners down. I couldn’t abide that. I never wanted to let my team down. Ever. It might not be life and limb at stake now, but it was our livelihoods, and I couldn’t be the one to tank that. My mates didn’t have a fallback like I did if Out of Bounds Scotland failed. So I had to find some way to make this work. To be better. For them.

      And I didn’t have the first fucking clue how.

      Alex passed me on the front walk. “You alright, mate?”

      “Fine.” I snapped the word, accidentally shoulder-checking him as I misjudged the distance when I moved by.

      Rattled and a little ashamed, I wasn’t properly focused on where I was going, and I rammed straight into the door frame. The box in my arms promptly collapsed, the bottom springing open and disgorging the contents all over the front stoop.

      Fuck!

      I wanted to scream it to the sky but managed to choke the words back down as I closed my eyes, breathing through the rage and embarrassment. When was I going to get used to having only one eye? The doctors had told me my brain would adapt to monocular vision, that depth perception wouldn’t be as difficult as it had been right after the injury. But of course, they hadn’t put any kind of time frame on it, and I was starting to think the whole thing was just a crock of shite they’d cooked up so patients didn’t lose all hope. It hadn’t done that for me.

      At the sound of footsteps, I jerked my head around to see Finn and Alex approaching with far more caution than friends ought to. Fuck. Even my best mates were wary of me.

      “I’ll get another box,” Finn offered. “Looks like that one’s done for.”

      Alex started to reach for some of the scattered items.

      “I’ve got it. It’s fine.” I was aware that my rage was creating a bubble around me, repelling everyone, but I couldn’t seem to rein it in.

      “Um, I think Ciara would prefer I gather it up.”

      At his careful tone, I glanced down to see what had been in the box. Toys. Of the kind kept in a bedside table that nobody outside the relationship talked about.

      My lips twitched and a little of the rage bled off. “Aye, right. I dinna think I need to be touching that.”

      I turned toward the truck.

      Ciara moved past, carrying a box. “What was in that one?” Her choked noise told me the moment she realized. “That’s it. I can never look any of your friends in the eye ever again.”

      No one wanted to look me in the eye as it was. And that was something I was still learning how to live with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          PARKER

        

      

    

    
      I stood on the sidewalk outside the headquarters of Out of Bounds Scotland, bouncing with a sense of giddy anticipation and excitement.

      After months of dreaming and planning, I was finally here, surrounded by scenic vistas at every turn. Everything about Scotland was so dramatic, from the sweeping mountains to the forests and lochs. I’d spent the entire series of trains and buses I’d taken to get here glued to the window, soaking in the views. I’d come so much further than the literal miles I’d traveled from Tennessee, and I’d had to do a few things I was less than proud of to make it this far. My guilt over that was going to be with me for a while, but at this point, the ends justified the means. I’d come to Scotland for an adventure, and I’d landed in the tiny Highland village of Glenlaig because the sister of a friend had raved about it.

      Also, because no one would think to look for me here. I was supposed to be in London, after all.

      But I was through doing only what I was supposed to. This wasn’t the first step toward taking control of my life. I’d been making dozens of small ones in that direction for the past couple of years. But it felt like the biggest, if only because it was symbolic of how I wanted to live from here on out. No more thinking small. No more letting other people decide what was best for me.

      You’ve got this.

      Squaring my shoulders, I strode up the walk and stepped inside the building. A massive, broad-shouldered man stood behind the counter, the phone to his ear, his face set into a scowl that pulled at the wicked scar that bisected his left eye.

      “I dinna ken who you think you are, but I’ve never heard of such entitled⁠—”

      My inner Southern debutante clutched her pearls in horror at the blatant rudeness, even as I marched across the room and took the phone straight out of the giant’s hand. The handset was warm from his grip. I had absolutely no idea what I thought I was doing, but I was in it now, so I put on my best polite tone and focused on the call. “Hello? Hi. I apologize. Someone answered the phone who shouldn’t have. How can I help you?”

      “I was simply going over all the customizations I’d like to add to my package.”

      American guy. Definitely huffy. Probably thought the world revolved around him. I’d had plenty of experience with his ilk, and while they were annoying, it wasn’t an excuse to be rude.

      “Uh-huh.” In all the time I’d spent combing the company’s website, I didn’t remember there being a single thing said about customizations, but it wouldn’t hurt to write down his requests. “And what would those be?”

      As the guy on the line, whose voice sounded solidly Silicon Valley, prattled on about high-end whisky tastings, gourmet catered meals, and a host of other things that he’d be far more likely to find at some kind of all-inclusive five-star resort rather than an outdoor adventure company, I grabbed a pen and notepad and began to scribble down his requests, murmuring encouraging replies to make sure he felt heard. The guy was an A-plus asshat, and I absolutely understood the frustration of the man whose stare I’d been concertedly ignoring through the conversation.

      “Yes, sir. I understand. Well, I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see that all this gets to the appropriate people for discussion.” It was the best offer I could make, considering I had less than zero power here.

      “You’ve been most helpful. Thank you. Have a good one.”

      “Uh-huh. You, too. And I’m sorry for your experience earlier.”

      “Between you and me, whoever the first guy was deserves to be fired.”

      I wasn’t about to voice an opinion on that. Time to wrap this up. “Uh-huh. Buh-bye now.”

      With careful deliberation, I hung up the phone and set down the pen, bracing myself to face the consequences of my impulsive action. The man I’d interrupted was even bigger up close, towering over me by the better part of a foot, with shoulders that would do any linebacker proud. His brows were drawn together, a furrow dug between them as he stared down at me. No doubt he wasn’t accustomed to someone who stood only a few inches over five feet, daring to take charge.

      Knowing I’d probably just killed any shot at getting what I’d come here for, I straightened and prepared to take my lumps. “I am so sorry. I know that was overstepping and incredibly inappropriate of me, but you cannot talk to people like that.” If I’d already destroyed my opportunity, it wouldn’t hurt to use this as a teaching moment.

      He loomed over me, an intensity to his expression that I probably should’ve found alarming. “You’re hired.”

      I went brows up, positive I’d heard him wrong. “I’m sorry?”

      “As the new office manager,” he explained. “When can you start?”

      It was my turn to knit my brows. He couldn’t be serious. “I… what?”

      “Do you already have a job?” He took a half step forward before he seemed to catch himself. I probably should’ve been intimidated, but there was an unmistakable edge of desperation in his tone.

      “Well, no—” I mean, I technically had a job, but it wasn’t full time, and I could do it from anywhere.

      “Do you need a job?”

      I hesitated. I did need a job. Finding one had, in fact, been my number one priority after booking my Scottish adventure.

      “Do you?” he pressed.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “Then you’re hired.” He pronounced this with a tone of finality, as if we’d just solved world hunger.

      Scooping a hand through my hair, I couldn’t do anything but laugh at the absurdity of this situation. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know you just saved my business a potential client, and you’re apparently no’ afraid of me.”

      The rumble of his Scottish burr stroked over me like an almost physical touch, and I had to repress a shiver as I angled my head to peer up at him. No doubt there were people who were put off by that scar and the one milky eye. But I sensed no malice in him, only a deep well of frustration and pain. When was the last time anyone had acknowledged that for him? “Everybody has bad days.”

      “Every day is a bad day for some.”

      The words fell between us, vibrating with a ring of truth that I felt down to my very core. I understood that hopelessness. I’d been there myself. Still slid back from time to time. As I didn’t think it was appropriate to wrap him in the hug I wanted to offer, I gave him the gift of holding space for his pain without flinching away. I suspected it was another thing he didn’t experience very often.

      The door opened behind us, and another man came inside. “We’ve got ten new kayaks. Finn’s pulling around back. We need to open the loading bay door.” He stopped when he caught sight of me. “Oh, who’s this?”

      The giant of a man didn’t tear his gaze away from me. “Our new office manager. This is…” He paused, a fresh intensity coming into his expression. “What’s your name, lass?”

      You can call me anything you like, if you’ll just keep talking.

      Flummoxed by the thought and the job offer, I blinked at him. Surely, it shouldn’t be this easy to execute my plan. I’d expected it to take weeks to find a job. I hadn’t even checked postings yet, as I hadn’t decided where I wanted to settle. Was this kismet? Maybe it was a sign from the Universe that I was in exactly the right place at the right time.

      There was only one way to find out.

      I extended my hand. “Parker. It’s nice to meet you.”
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          CALLUM

        

      

    

    
      “Parker. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Instinct and long-dormant social training prompted me to take the hand she offered, but something far deeper struck me as our palms met. A sense of like recognizing like. Another moment of connection I hadn’t anticipated. My fingers closed automatically around hers, so small in mine. Those big brown eyes widened fractionally, but she didn’t pull away, and I couldn’t seem to make myself let go.

      “Right. Parker. Nice to meet you, as well.” Alex’s voice broke through whatever spell this woman had managed to cast. “Will you excuse us for just a moment?”

      “Oh, of course.” Cheeks turning a pretty pink, she withdrew her hand and stepped back. “I’ll just be right here.”

      My palm still tingled from the soft rasp of her delicate fingers against my skin as Alex propelled me through the door to the back.

      “Are you lot expecting me to unload all these kayaks by myself, then?” Finn demanded.

      “It can wait,” Alex insisted. “Did you post an ad for an office manager without telling us?”

      Finn swung toward me. “What’s this?”

      “I didn’t, no. But she’s perfect.” A gift from bloody God, the way she’d marched in and taken over without even batting those Disney-princess eyes. I was willing to go to great lengths to get her to stay. Up to and including paying her salary out of my own savings. It would hardly make a dent.

      “Who’s perfect? What’s happening?”

      “Callum thinks he’s found us an office manager,” Alex explained.

      “Oh, well, we need one of those, for sure. Who is this woman?” Finn wanted to know.

      Alex folded his arms. “Parker, of no last name, whom he’s basically offered the job to without knowing a thing about her.”

      “I know what I need to know. She took over with a difficult customer on the phone before I could tell him to go fuck himself.”

      Finn blinked. “She… took over?”

      “Grabbed the phone right out of my hand.” Which I’d been too stunned to protest, then too fascinated by watching her in action to interrupt.

      “Brave woman,” Finn murmured. “However, leaving that aside, if you didn’t post an advert for an office manager position, then she didn’t walk in looking for a job. So why is she here? To book some of our services? Rent some equipment? Ask for directions?”

      That was a fair point, but I couldn’t shake the idea that she was exactly what we needed. What I needed to save my sanity and the business. “She said she could use a job. We need somebody.”

      “Aye, we do need somebody, but hiring someone who literally just walked in off the street doesn’t seem like the best way to go about it. There are protocols for such things. Interviews to be conducted. References to check.” Alex was big on protocols.

      All of it sounded like a colossal waste of time to me. “I dinna need to check references. She can do the job.” I knew I was edging into belligerent, but I just needed them to go along with this.

      Alex studied me for a long moment. “Why her?”

      “Apart from the fact that she waded in and simply handled the situation… she’s no’ afraid of me.” The admission hurt, because it meant I had to acknowledge that plenty of people were afraid of me. And we all knew that would ultimately impact who’d be willing to work for us.

      My mates exchanged a look.

      Finn nodded. “Okay. Well, let’s go talk to her to find out if she’s even remotely qualified for this job. Then we’ll go from there.”

      Some of the knots that had set up in my shoulders began to loosen a bit. We went back out front. Parker stood beside one of the picture windows, examining the array of photographs that lined the back wall, displaying the assorted services and adventures we offered. Sunlight broke through the clouds outside, limning her in gold and flashing off the nearly black strands of her hair. She glanced over as we came out, her lips curving into a faint smile. She looked so at ease. What must it be like to be that comfortable anywhere? When was the last time I’d felt at ease in my own skin?

      Alex took point. “Let’s backtrack a little. I’m Alex Conroy. This is Finley Patterson and Callum Quinn. We own Out of Bounds Scotland. And you are Parker…?”

      “Lawrence.” Her accent made the word sound like warm honey.

      “Well, Parker Lawrence, I presume you didn’t actually come in looking for a job today, so why are you here?”

      Her faint smile dialed brighter, and it was as if someone turned up the sun in the room. “I was hoping to book an excursion with y’all.”

      “You’re a tourist, then?” Finn asked.

      My heart sank with the implication. I’d jumped the gun, made assumptions. I knew better.

      Parker’s gaze flicked to me. “Well, not exactly. I actually am looking to move over here, which will ultimately require a job. But I came in because I’ve been following y’all’s YouTube channel and Instagram, and the trips look so lovely, I wanted to go on one myself.”

      “We can certainly help you with that,” Alex confirmed. “But since it got brought up, would you be interested in a job?”

      “Definitely interested, but I’d like some more details before I commit to anything.”

      She wasn’t saying no. I took a firm grip on the hope that wanted to leap like a rabbit in my chest. Just because she felt like my salvation from having to people didn’t mean she’d take the position.

      Again, Alex took the lead. “What we’re really looking for is an office manager. Someone to handle the phones, the filing, and organizational stuff. We have an online booking system, but as you’ve evidently already experienced, there are people who will call instead, and they need to be taken through the options. Hand-held, as it were. There are also equipment rentals to manage.”

      “Would that require physical wrangling of the equipment?”

      “One of us should always be around to manage that. It’s more the documentation side. Do you have any experience with that kind of thing?”

      “Well, I’ve been a virtual assistant for a popular romance author for the past few years. There are a lot of moving parts to her business, and she’d rather someone else handle the details so she can stick to writing. That’s what I do. Handle those boring details, so she can do what she wants to do. I like to organize things, and spreadsheets are my love language. I’m Southern, so I’m morally obligated to be good with people. The phone doesn’t bother me, and I’m the picture of self-restraint when it comes to entitled stuffed-shirt blowhards who have more money than sense.”

      This last she directed at me, with a quirk of her mouth that made the corners of her eyes crinkle, as if she were inviting me to laugh with her.

      I folded my arms. “He was a total wanker.”

      “He was,” she agreed. “Bless his heart.”

      My lips twitched. “Is that the polite Southern way of saying ‘fuck him’?”

      “It’s a multi-purpose phrase that’s heavily dependent upon context and tone.” She winked. “But if the shoe fits.”

      In my inexpert opinion, Parker Lawrence seemed like a fantastic fit for our needs. But that might simply be my abject desire to never have to answer a phone again. “Is this all something you’d be interested in?”

      Please say yes.

      “Well, it’s kind of tough to say. Probably. But there are things like pay rates and work visas and I don’t know what-all kinds of details. I literally just got to town today, and I wasn’t prepared for any of this.”

      Neither was I.

      “Are you looking for temporary work for a few months or something longer term?” Alex asked.

      That was something I hadn’t considered. That she could intend to work her way across the country. It was something I’d have expected of someone younger, closer to university age. But I pegged Parker closer to late twenties. Was I off in my estimation? Or was she simply doing things in her own time?

      Something clouded those big brown eyes. “I have six months to see if I can make this work, and I don’t want to be going back to the States at the end of it. In the end, I’d like to settle somewhere.”

      What was in the US that she didn’t want to go back to? A life she didn’t like? A problematic partner? An unsupportive family? What made a woman like her up and decide to move across the world?

      “What if we do a trial period of, say, two weeks?” Finn suggested. “That should be ample time to see if we all suit, if you like the area, and if you even like the job before we pursue the more complicated matter of getting you a work visa and such, if you decide to stay. And while you’re here, we can take you on the excursion of your choice.”

      “That sounds very fair and reasonable. I appreciate the opportunity, gentlemen.”

      As my business partners began to hash out the details, I let out a long, slow breath. She was staying, at least for a little while. She’d be taking over almost all the shite about the business that I hated, and if she was as good as I suspected she’d be, maybe I’d never have to answer a phone again. That might be a bit of a pipe dream, but finding her felt like the first real win I’d had in a very, very long time.

      I’d take it.
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      I had a job.

      At least for the next two weeks.

      Alex and Finley hadn’t seemed nearly as desperate as Callum for me to take it. Not that they’d been unwelcoming, but I gathered finding an office manager hadn’t yet been on their radar. Finley was a natural-born flirt, and Alex seemed perfectly at ease with people. It wasn’t hard to guess that Callum didn’t share those skills. He didn’t strike me as a patient man. Definitely not one who had any tolerance for bullshit. I suspected that had been true even before whatever accident had taken his eye. The scar that bisected his brow and trailed down to the top of his left cheek was still pink. Not brand new, but not old, either. He was still adjusting to his new normal.

      I understood what it was like to have the normal world altered forever in a second. Being forced to find a new way to live. I’d been doing that for a decade now, and there were still days I struggled. Maybe that was part of why I’d been so quick to say yes, even though I hadn’t seen nearly enough of the country to decide where I wanted to ultimately land. Because I thought I could help him. Maybe not with the deeper issues. I wasn’t a therapist, after all. But maybe I could take some of the burden off, so he had more bandwidth to focus on himself and whatever changes he needed to make. And, if nothing else, maybe he could just use a friend.

      A friend? Come on, Parker. The man isn’t a stray puppy.

      But he pulled at my heartstrings just the same.

      My head spun as I walked back through the village of Glenlaig from the Out of Bounds Scotland headquarters. Office? What did they even call the place? I’d have to ask.

      On the way there, I’d casually strolled down the high street, glancing in shop windows and being generally charmed by the look of the place. But I looked at it through fresh eyes on the return trip, because visiting was one thing. Living here was another.

      I knew a little about the village from my research prior to the trip. There were two estates in the area. Ardinmuir Castle, which had been a seat of the MacKean clan for some stupid long hundreds of years. It had been converted into an event venue, though I understood part of the family still lived there. The other, Lochmara, was newer—though that was relative. It, too, was several hundred years old. They were both the kinds of places I’d have expected to have huge tourist draw, but instead, I found the village proper to be off the beaten tourist path, geared far more toward the locals, though there were, of course, a handful of shops with the expected kitschy souvenirs highlighting Highland coos, wooly sheep, and tartans. Other than that, I spotted a small grocery store, a newsagent, a couple of takeaways, a charity shop, a bakery, and a tearoom. I’d only seen one pub, The Stag’s Head, at the far end of the street. I hadn’t yet ventured off the main drag, but what I could spot from here looked more residential.

      The dramatic Highland hills rose behind the village, their slopes thick with pines. The late afternoon sun painted them in shades of gold and deep green. Even from here, I could smell someone baking bread—probably from that little bakery I’d passed. Everything about Glenlaig felt cozy and intimate, like stepping into a snow globe version of a Scottish village. One on the verge of what they called spring. I’d already spotted half a dozen locals who’d given me warm, welcoming smiles as I’d walked past. One woman had even stopped sweeping her front stoop to ask if I needed directions, her accent so thick I’d had to ask her to repeat herself twice.

      This place was teeny.

      I was from Nashville, albeit one of the suburbs. At home, I had access to anything I could want within an hour’s drive or less. Nothing here would be about convenience. I had no idea what the UK’s version of Walmart was or where the nearest one was located. And I suspected the shipping of internet orders wouldn’t be fast either up here in the Highlands. That would be an adjustment. But those were all first-world problems. I hadn’t gone to such great lengths to get here because I was looking for more of the same as home.

      I liked the idea of a close-knit community, where I knew the shopkeepers and my neighbors. As a people, the Scots seemed to be friendly and helpful. That was a great trait, considering I was here with no support system whatsoever. By my own choice. Too many of the supports in my life felt like chains. I’d elected to go solo or bust on this adventure. Reckless? Maybe. But I needed to prove to myself that I could stand on my own two feet.

      Back at the B&B, I found my hostess had left a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies out with the makings for tea. Snagging two, I carried them back to my room. I’d have a snack and a little lie down before going out to find something for supper.

      As I toed off my Chelsea boots, my phone vibrated with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Paisley

      

      
        Get settled in okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Parker

      

      
        I did. And I have news.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Paisley

      

      
        I’ve just emerged from the writing cave. Time for a video call?

      

      

      

      

      

      I flopped onto the bed and toggled over to the proper app.

      After only one ring, her face filled the screen. “What’s the news? Is everything okay?”

      I bit into a cookie, humming with pleasure as the salty, sweet flavor melted on my tongue. “Yeah, everything is fine. I already have a job offer.”

      Paisley blinked. “Well, that was fast. How did that happen?”

      As she took me into her kitchen and began putting together food, I gave her the rundown. “Honestly, I can’t really believe I just did it. It was kind of rude in its own right, but it paid off.”

      “Sounds like kismet. Tell me more about the broody hottie.”

      Paisley Parish was not only a friend, she was the romance author I worked for. She habitually saw the potential for love everywhere. Some might have thought it an occupational hazard, but she’d been a romantic all her life, despite two divorces before Fate landed her back with the first love who’d broken her heart at eighteen. Now she was living her best life with the former Army Ranger husband who adored her and the world’s most adorable and friendly mutt. And when she wasn’t matchmaking people on the page, she tested out her skills in real life, which I found generally amusing until it was aimed in my direction.

      “Slow your roll. That broody hottie is now one of my bosses. A relationship is not on my itinerary.”

      With an exasperated huff, she leaned closer to the screen. “Come on! The grumpy-sunshine workplace romance practically writes itself.”

      Given how Paisley’s brain worked, that was probably true. By the end of the phone call, she’d have the entire plot mapped out, down to the bonus epilogue with braw little Scottish bairns. Did they still call babies that here, or had I read one too many historical romances?

      “This is my life, Pais—not one of your books.”

      “Exactly. All the more reason for you to leap in head first. That’s the entire point of this adventure of yours and all the hoops you’ve jumped through to take it.”

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d come here because I wanted to live my life, not just go through the motions. And that was going to upset a lot of people in my world.

      “Speaking of those hoops… have you heard from Jade?”

      It was part redirect, part legitimate concern.

      Paisley settled at the kitchen table with her sandwich. “Oh yeah, and she’s pissed you gave her the slip. I’d say 50% is that you would dare and the other 50% was that you pulled it off.”

      I winced. I wasn’t especially proud of any of this. “I knew she would be. I’m sorry you’re catching the flak for it.”

      Paisley waved that away. “Hey, I volunteered to be the go-between, so she didn’t lose her shit and think you’d been kidnapped. I stand by that decision.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I mean, she’s not going to hop on a plane to fly back to the States to interrogate me. That may only be because it would mean leaving you alone over there, but I’ll take the reprieve. Either way, she’s definitely on the hunt to track you down.”

      My heart squeezed. “Did you let anything slip?”

      Paisley snorted. “What do you take me for, an amateur? We set up all new accounts she doesn’t know about. You already got a new phone under my name, and the lodging and travel that’s already been booked was paid for through pre-paid credit cards. I’ve made it clear that we’re in contact, and that she can consider that proof of life, and that you’re safe.”

      “Thanks for that.”

      “How long do you plan to wait before you tell her where you are?”

      I considered as I started in on the second cookie. It was a good thing I was currently without a vehicle, because the walking was the only thing that would save me from the consequences of indulging in my temporary landlady’s cooking. “I’m at least taking the two weeks to see if I want to stay here. Probably longer. I need time—as much as you can buy me.” God, I hated to do this to Paisley, but as she’d said, she’d volunteered for this.

      “You know I’m on your side. How long do you think she’ll wait before telling your parents?”

      This was the riskiest part of my whole plan. If my very over-protective parents had any clue what I was actually doing, they’d promptly lose their shit and send out the National Guard—or whatever the international version of that looked like. And my father had the resources to do it.

      “The blowback on Jade would be significant—” Something else I wasn’t proud of. “—so I’m hoping she’ll hold off. She’s always been overprotective and just a little paranoid about theoretical threats that turn out to be nothing. Part of the job, I guess. So long as she’s reassured that I’m in no legitimate danger, I should be fine.” That was what I was telling myself, anyway.

      “Well, I hope you know her as well as you think you do.”

      A furry head popped into the frame, offering some much-needed levity to the conversation.

      I grinned. “Hey, Duke. Who’s the best boy?”

      He barked and wagged hard enough it shook his whole body.

      Paisley draped an arm across his back and pressed a noisy kiss to his head. “This one says it’s time for one of those things.”

      Duke glanced back at her with a look that said he knew perfectly well she was talking about a walk, whether she said the word or not.

      “Go do the thing. I’m gonna get a nap.”

      “Keep me posted, and good luck, sugar.”

      “Thanks. I’m gonna need all of it I can get.”

      I ended the call and pulled out my planner and a legal pad to start making notes for everything I thought I’d need to learn for the job. I suspected I had a lot of work to do, and I couldn’t wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          CALLUM

        

      

    

    
      “You’re no’ just going to leave me here.” I recognized the faint desperation in my voice but couldn’t quite pull it back as I watched Alex and Finn gather gear.

      Alex pulled one of the mountain bikes down from the rack. “We have clients booked. This whole thing was your idea, so you’re in charge of onboarding Parker and getting her up to speed on where we are and what we need.”

      Finn grinned from where he was checking climbing rope. “Dinna tell me you’re afraid of a wee lassie.”

      That put my back up, as he’d probably meant it to. “Of course not. I just thought there’d be more than me to welcome her on her first day.”

      “It’s the nature of our business that we’re out of the office a lot. She might as well get used to it.” Alex’s lips quirked into a smirk. “Besides, you seemed perfectly ready to welcome her all by yourself the day she walked in here.”

      He said it as if there’d been something going on besides the professional, and I didn’t appreciate it. “That was pure desperation because she took over the phone.” I wasn’t ashamed to admit it. They knew how much I hated to people.

      “And she’ll take over the rest of it. But she’s got to be oriented to what we have going on here before she can do it properly, so don’t think you can hand off everything just yet.”

      That was logical. I guess I’d just thought one of them would be the one to do this bit, as they were both considerably better with people than I was. Parker hadn’t shown any fear or discomfort with me the day we’d met, but that had been a relatively short interaction. Maybe it would change when she got stuck up close and personal with me and realized that my lack of sociability wasn’t just in the face of entitled rich twats.

      I didn’t relish the idea of it.

      But neither did I want to give my mates any more fodder for ribbing me. “I can handle it. But anything other than the basics of the booking system, I’m referring back to you.”

      Alex nodded. “Fair enough. I doubt she’ll get that far today. I expect it’ll take her all week just to make sense of our filing system.”

      “Lack of filing system,” Finn corrected. “I really hope she works out. We’re shite at the paper trail components of this business.”

      “You just want to play outside all day and get paid for it,” I pointed out.

      “That would be the high point of this job. Anyway, I’ve got to get going. I’m meeting my client for a rock climb in forty-five minutes, and I’ve got a drive.”

      Alex was right behind him after loading up three mountain bikes for his excursion. Then I was alone in the empty office. At least I’d have half an hour to get my head on straight before Parker arrived. She’d been told the workday started at nine. In truth, we kept variable hours, depending on bookings, but we had to put official hours on the website. After years in the military, none of us were late risers, so one or more of us were usually here by eight or earlier. Now that Alex had Ciara, it was more typically me and Finn.

      I supposed if I’d had a beautiful woman in my bed, I’d prefer to start my day there, too. But there was definitely no one warming my sheets but me, and that was only when I managed to sleep. Sometime in the past many months, that balance had shifted to sleeping more often than not. Improvement, if not as much as I’d have hoped for. I wasn’t a patient man under the best of circumstances. Not when it came to my expectations for myself. All the doctors and physiotherapists and the mandatory psychological professionals I’d had to meet with after the accident, while I transitioned to civilian life, had cautioned me to be patient, warning that these things took time. But I’d spent my entire military career demanding the most from my body and mind, and getting it. I refused to accept that I no longer had that degree of mastery. Because if I didn’t, what did that make me?

      I’d just sat down at my computer when I heard the bell over the door jingle. I closed my eyes. All I wanted was some peace and quiet. Couldn’t the walk-ins wait until someone else was here to deal with them? I should’ve locked the door.

      “Hello?”

      My head snapped up. Not a random walk-in. Parker.

      Shoving back from the desk, I strode out to meet her. “You’re early.” I realized after the words left my mouth that they’d sounded like an accusation.

      “I know, but I brought coffee and pastries for everybody, and didn’t want to slow anybody down from starting work, in case y’all had appointments first thing.”

      I stared at the little caddy of drinks and the box she carried under one arm. She’d brought us breakfast on her first day. I mean… it was nice. But who did that? Actually, we probably should’ve done something for her to welcome her to the office. I felt a little like a bawbag for not thinking of it.

      Apparently undeterred by my lack of reply, she set the box on the counter and flipped back the top. “None of y’all struck me as the vegetarian type, so I figured sausage rolls would be a safe bet. I didn’t know how anybody took their coffee, so I got two black and two flat whites. One of those is mine, though. The lady at the counter told me that’s basically what we drink in America.” As she spoke, she uncapped one of the to-go cups and began to add sugar.

      The cheer fairly rolled off her. It was way too bloody early for that.

      When I still didn’t speak, she finally looked directly at me, studying my face. Then she passed me one of the coffees. “I can hush until you’ve had yours, if it helps.”

      The cup was warm in my palm, and the aroma wafting up urged me to take a sip. She’d handed me black. I probably seemed the type. Gruff. No frills. Certainly, I could and did drink it this way when it was the only thing on offer, but I preferred it with milk and a nigh ridiculous amount of sugar.

      “Thank you.”

      The word came out rusty, but Parker beamed as if I’d done more than utter the barest of replies. “You’re welcome! Where are Alex and Finley?”

      “Out already.”

      “Oh.”

      A little bit of the smile dropped, so I grabbed a sausage roll. “Their loss. More for me.”

      That seemed to please her. I don’t know why I gave a shite, other than she’d done this nice thing for us, and I didn’t want her to feel unappreciated on her first day.

      She took a sausage roll for herself and carefully bit in. The little moan she made struck me low in the gut. “I’ve been in the UK for less than a week, and I’m already addicted to the pastries. Do you have any idea how lucky y’all are to have this?”

      “They dinna have breakfast pastries in the US?”

      “Not like this. And not as widely available. The options skew more toward the sweet breakfast pastries, like donuts, or bagels and croissants. I tried crumpets when I first got here because I wondered what the heck they were, and I’m obsessed. I think English muffins are supposed to sort of be that for us, but they just don’t compare. Toasted with a swipe of good butter and some berry jam? Perfection.” She made a chef’s kiss gesture with her fingers, and I found my attention drawn to her mouth, pretty and pink and oh so appealing.

      No, nope. No way. She’s an employee.

      I dragged my errant brain back to what she’d said. Had I ever given that much thought to breakfast food? Probably not. I certainly hadn’t ever been that excited about it.

      Her cheeks pinked, and she flashed a self-conscious smile. “Sorry, I promised to hush until you’d finished your coffee.”

      “It’s… fine.”

      She moved around to the back of the counter. “I assume I’ll be stationed out here to handle walk-in traffic and answer phones?”

      When I grunted an affirmative, she put down her purse and began to explore the drawers. She found the post-it with login information that Alex had left for her and took care of that on her own, while I finished my first sausage roll and took another.

      “Are there any rules or limitations around software I’m allowed to download?”

      I must have looked confused, because she added, “More than likely I’ll be downloading and customizing some project management software, unless y’all already have one you use.”

      “We don’t.”

      “Okay, then. I’m familiar with several. After I have a clearer notion of y’all’s needs, I’ll decide which one makes the most sense. It can be done for free, but there are, of course, more options on the paid plans. Those vary by number of users. Since it’s a small company, the cost should be minimal, but if budget is a concern, I can stick to the free tier.”

      I didn’t even know what project management software was. “That’s an Alex question.”

      “I’ll check with him when he gets back.” She pulled a legal pad out of her bag. I noted the first few pages were already filled with what appeared to be neat, color-coded lists. “I took the time last night to do a more thorough review of y’all’s social media presence. I’ve got notes on ways that could be improved or expanded to get you more organic reach. I need to do a bit more research on targeting, but I’m also familiar with Facebook ads, if you want to expand into that variety of marketing.”

      Already overwhelmed with everything she’d just said, I polished off the last of the coffee. “Let’s start with the filing stuff first, aye?”

      Again, she flashed that easy smile. “Of course. If you could give me an overview of the kinds of things you’re keeping records for, how you’re keeping them, where your friction points are, what you’re getting behind on, that kind of thing, that’ll be a great starting point.”

      Wanting to get this over with, I dove in to take her through it. In less than fifteen minutes, I was embarrassed by the state of things. She’d asked a half dozen questions I didn’t know the answers to. Our version of organization had been more like vaguely themed piles we intended to get to later. Except later hadn’t happened. Though she said nothing critical, the many, many more notations she’d added to that legal pad of hers seemed to call out our incompetence. I hated that, even as I felt like this underscored exactly how badly we needed her.

      After we got through the paperwork, I pointed at the computer. “I can show you the basics of the booking system, but any major questions you’ll have to direct to Alex. He’s the one who designed it.”

      Parker blinked. “Designed it? He wrote the software?”

      “Aye. He’s got a lot of skills in computers.” That was underselling him. Alex was an extremely talented hacker. But that life was largely behind him now.

      “Good to know. Well, I think this is certainly enough to get me started. Unless there’s something else you’d like me to prioritize, I’m going to work on an improved organizational system.”

      “Godspeed.” And without another word, I escaped into the back. Our whole interaction had used up at least a month’s quota of words, and I needed some silence.

      I settled in to check the sheaths of a pile of climbing ropes waiting to be rewound and added back into the rotation. I kept expecting to be interrupted with questions, especially when I heard the phone ring at least three times. But she left me alone. Eventually, I got curious enough to go check on her.

      She’d emptied the file cabinets entirely. There were multiple piles spread out along the front desk counter, as well as on the seat of a couple of chairs she’d dragged over from the visitor’s area.

      “Oh, hey, how do y’all feel about purchasing some more filing supplies? I think I can come up with a better system than what you have going on here.”

      “Sure. I’ll get you into the Amazon Business account.”

      “If you could go ahead and do that, I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing.” She edged her chair to the side so I could access her keyboard.

      “Aye, right.” When I bent over to enter the credentials, I caught a whiff of coffee and something floral—her shampoo, maybe. My brain stuttered, and I found myself holding my breath, struggling to maintain some professional distance in the tight space because all I wanted to do was lean closer and bury my nose in her hair. “There we go.”

      “Great.” As soon as I stood, she reached for the mouse and immediately began adding a lot of eye wateringly bright colored folders and post-its instead of the generic manilla we’d gone for. When it became clear she didn’t need me, I left her alone again.

      The next time I came out, she was dealing with a walk-in customer come to lease one of our mountain bikes.

      “I know. It’s so gorgeous here, isn’t it? If I can just get you to fill out this contract here. It spells out the terms. I’ll work on pulling everything else together.”

      As the man across the counter began reading through the paperwork I hadn’t even shown her, she turned to me. “Oh good. This gentleman here is renting a mountain bike. If you could get him squared away with the equipment, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course.”

      I sized the guy up and went to the back to retrieve a bike and helmet, then circled it around front, where Parker already had the man checked out and laughing.

      “Have a good ride!”

      “I’m sure I will!”

      I felt like a bumbling idiot after their easy interaction, but it was simple enough to make sure the bike was adjusted to his height and that the helmet fit properly. Then he was off, apparently electing to ride straight from here.

      Back inside, Parker looked up from where she was making yet another notation. “Do any of y’all have allergies?”

      “Allergies?” I repeated. “Why?”

      “I just thought some plants would perk up the place.”

      “Plants?” She wasn’t the first person to suggest it, but none of us had leapt at the idea because that meant we had to keep them alive.
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