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      Aurora Fairall smiled at the American gentleman and handed over his receipt. “There you are, sir. I hope you and your wife have enjoyed your time here in west Ireland.”

      “Oh, we have,” Ronald said with a decided nod. “To be sure and be sure.” He winked.

      “It sure is pretty,” the man’s wife—Gloria—piped up. “I can’t believe how green everything is, and all the old buildings. And the little towns—oops! I mean the villages are just darling.”

      Aurora—Rory to her friends—kept her professional smile intact, even as part of her rankled at the words which sounded just a wee bit patronising. “We trust you enjoyed your stay at the Castle Griffin Hotel.”

      “Oh, we did, for sure and for certain,” Ronald said, winking again, like he thought that was the first time Rory had ever heard that joke. If she only had a euro for the number of times people had greeted her with a “Top of the mornin’ to yer.”

      “Then I hope you’ll write something suitably complimentary on TripAdvisor and in the visitor’s guest book.” She gestured to a nearby cream leather-bound book. Mam had installed a version of this same book when the castle had first opened to paying customers, back when Rory had been in Brownies, and Aisling, two years younger, had been in the most junior of Irish Girl Guides groups, the Ladybirds.

      As his wife started scribbling, Ronald glanced around the castle’s stately panelled hall with its parquetry and flagstone entry and soaring stained glass windows where the reception desk was located. “I can’t believe you people actually live in this kind of joint.”

      She’d heard similar things many times before, and had never found an easy reply. The castle might be where she and her siblings had run along the long stone halls while growing up, but finances meant the castle had needed to be opened up to paying guests. While the family retained a separate private wing, none of them considered this place a true family home anymore. It wasn’t like what they’d been used to. And if it was hard for her, then she couldn’t imagine how challenging it was for her mother to see the changes to what had been her family’s home.

      The castle had fallen into the Fairall management as overseen by the Killorglin Group when her mother—last surviving relative of this particular Derryloughlin branch of the Griffin family—had met and soon married Kieran Fairall, and together they’d turned the castle into a luxury hotel. But her mother never complained, and often spoke of the deep love she’d had for Rory’s father, love that Rory believed still existed to this day. Her father had been instantly smitten by Maeve, Insta-love, some might call it, but it seemed to be the Fairall way. And judging from the way her brother, Colin, had so quickly fallen for Kara last year, it still seemed to operate today.

      Not that she’d know. The men she knew were more like boys, more interested in football or drinking beer than real conversation or ever getting to truly know her.

      Not that this couple needed to know any of that. “We know we are very blessed.”

      There. Blessed was her word bait for moments like these, to see if anyone would bite and show themselves as fellow believers. Many Americans did, she knew…

      Gloria put the pen down and nodded, her blazing white teeth not quite matching the age lines on her face. But nothing more was said about blessings, which meant this conversation could end, so she wished them safe travels and waved as they paused to take in the surroundings one last time.

      They departed, and she soon heard the crunch of gravel on the drive as their hire car turned in the circular driveway. As if sensing it was just them at last, Rover skidded across the hall, then completed two circles, before pausing, eyeing her with pleading brown eyes.

      She laughed and ruffled his head, gently drawing the velvet of his ears. “I’ll take you for a walk soon, boy. Just let me finish up here first.”

      His tail thumped on the herringbone parquetry floor, as it always did whenever he heard the word “walk.”

      She soon completed the tasks, then nodded as Rebecca entered, her cleaning kit in hand. “Just room two today.” Where Gloria and Ronald had stayed. Business had proved quiet lately, unexpected as usually there were still plenty of tourists until at least November, when the wild winds from the west blew most visitors away until spring. Normally so few visitors would see Rory or Aisling do the cleaning, but Rebecca had already been booked to come and it wasn’t fair to cut her hours, not when the single mother needed all the work she could get.

      Rebecca nodded. “Want me to do the public restrooms down here after?”

      “That would be great. Thanks.” God bless those who took initiative like this, instead of working more slowly to fill their hours, like some people she knew.

      Her thoughts flashed to the little bookshop in town where Rory worked part-time, whose owner, sweet Mary Connolly, had a lot more patience with her employees than Rory did. But then Mary was a gentle soul, a combination of earth mother and Irish patriot, the bookshop hosting everything from knitting groups to Irish language lessons. And if Mary didn’t want to pull her workers into line, then that was her business. Literally.

      “I’ll be back in half an hour,” she called, as Rebecca nodded and moved to the carpeted stairs.

      Rory clicked her fingers, and Rover bounded close. “Ready now?” She clipped on his blue harness and lead, laughing as he tried to lick her hand.

      She tugged her jacket from the hook and escaped through the front doors, their stained-glass inserts drawing appreciation as always. Then it was outside, down the shallow stone steps, and an immediate left and away from the visitor parking area.

      This was the quiet time of day, with several hours free until check-in began at four. Late afternoon and evening were generally pretty busy, and considering they had several guests checking in today she could only afford a short walk. Still, a short walk was better than none, especially for someone who liked to keep busy, but whose work generally meant she spent too much time on computers.

      “Come on, let’s go.” They passed through the narrow entry in the hedge, hidden from unobservant guests, into the more private section of garden that few ventured into. This wasn’t exactly the family’s private area, but was secluded from being overlooked by most of the guest rooms and suites. She unclipped Rover’s leash, found a ball, and kicked it.

      He barked, then raced after it, delighting in the game, as she rolled her neck and shoulders, releasing latent tension. Niggles about her future, the constant sink or swim state of her finances, which ensured more hustle than sleep sometimes. Worry about her family—her Mam, the continued rift with Fiona, and Aisling’s general lack of drive to finish her university studies. At least Colin was happy these days, having found a perfect match with Kara. Kara might be English, and work at a hotel 600 miles away, but from the way Colin had talked when they’d returned from their trip it seemed she was warming up to the idea of moving to Ireland one day. Not that Colin’s work required him to live here, but with Da gone, she knew Mam was reassured to have him near.

      Her heart see-sawed, as she thought back to when Colin had first mentioned Kara, and they’d realised the Fairall legacy that saw near instant recognition of one’s perfect partner had passed from grandfather to father to son. Was it true for the Fairall females too? She had never met a man who had intrigued her enough to want to spend time with him, let alone that sense of immediate connection Colin had reported feeling for Kara upon their first meeting. Neither of her sisters had reported experiencing such an immediate heart connection either. Perhaps it was only a quirk in the male Fairall genes, and she was destined to remain waiting for Mr. Right to appear for another ten years, if at all.

      Rover returned with the ball, and dropped it on the ground, waiting. She kicked it again, harder this time, and it propelled straight into the rhododendrons. “Oops! Sorry, boy.”

      He barked and scooted under the large trees that displayed giant purple flowers every May. But as the frantic wiggling and tail wagging continued, she realised she might have to help. Ah, just the look she was going for. And while her black runners were waterproof, she didn’t fancy getting them muddy. Not when she still had to look professional for her shift this afternoon.

      Oh well. There was nothing for it. She lowered and joined Rover in crawling under the bush, wincing as the low branches clawed her face and hair, and cold mud seeped into the knees of her black pants. Wonderful. She tugged the ball free from where it was firmly wedged in a spider web-strewn branch, and wriggled back out the way she’d come.

      Only to hear the disconcerting sound of muffled laughter, and Rover’s sharp barks as he lunged at the intruder, which soon saw the laughter die.

      “Hey, good boy.” The man held out a hand for Rover to sniff, then lick.

      Traitor.

      She peered up, a little higher until blue eyes of Superman-intensity forced her to still. Swallow. Her stomach tightened then released as a tingling sensation sped over then right through her. Oh my. Was this how Colin had felt when he’d first encountered Kara?

      She continued to stare at the man, whose amusement hadn’t quite left, judging from his smirk as he took in her appearance from head to toe. Still she couldn’t look away.

      His left eyebrow rose. “Can I help you?”

      She blinked. Judging from that accent, he was Australian, but most unlike the tanned beach-blonde babe she was used to seeing on TV shows and film screens. With that dark hair and blue eyes he could be the spitting image of her great grandfather,  her great grandfather who was pure Irish and whose portrait stood in the family wing. And for all this spine-tingling awareness, it didn’t change one simple fact. What was he doing here? “Uh, this is private property.”

      His other eyebrow lifted. “But these are public walking trails, aren’t they?”

      She pointed to the path. “That section is public, but this part isn’t. You’re trespassing.”

      “It’s a resort, right?”

      “Well, yes. But for paying guests.” And given the man’s ripped jeans and Thin Lizzy t-shirt, he didn’t look the sort to say—

      “I’m a guest.”

      “Pardon?”

      “I’m a guest,” he repeated, enunciating each word slowly, as if he was used to people misunderstanding him.

      “A guest where?” Certainly not here. Handsome young man might not be a check box on their accommodation forms, but she knew no single man had booked in today. She crossed her arms. “I’ve heard the pub in town is quite comfortable. They do a nice pie and Guinness meal deal on weekday nights you would probably enjoy.”

      “Wow.” He muttered something and looked away, all sign of amusement long gone. “Gee Louise…” He shook his head.

      “My name isn’t Louise.”

      He snickered, then backed up a step, hands up in front of him. “I knew this was a mistake.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      He shook his head again, muttered something else she couldn’t hear, then turned on his heel and left.

      Leaving her wondering what had just happened. Who he was. What this strangest of sensations was. And whether she’d ever see the man again.
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        * * *

      

      Was it too late to cancel his booking?

      Aidan Quinn peered back at the woman who still studied him, arms crossed. The woman wearing muddied knees and what looked like half a tree in her wild red hair. If she hadn’t looked part woodland elf he likely would have been more offended at her comments, the way she’d eyed him like she thought him delusional for insisting he was a guest at the Castle Griffin Hotel. And okay, getting offended probably wasn’t exactly what Jesus would do—although he had serious doubts that Jesus would spend as much money as Aidan planned to in order to stay at a fancy schmancy hotel like this.

      Still, he’d promised his grandmother he’d stay at the place she’d always longed to. And the fact that he’d always hated how people misjudged him, and now took perverse delight in subverting their expectations, meant he wasn’t going to stay at the pub in town, no matter how strongly the redhead seemed to think he should.

      What did it matter what she thought, anyway? She looked like a junior member of staff, with her wild hair, dirty clothes, and snooty attitude. She certainly wasn’t the kind of person who would have any real clout. She probably worked in the kitchen or laundry or whatever. Which sounded a little like he’d watched too many episodes of Downton Abbey—and thanks to Gran and his sister he’d watched more episodes than any self-respecting Aussie bloke ever should have—but it didn’t change the fact that it was unlikely he’d ever see her again. Which suited him just fine.

      He reached his hire car and retrieved his bags. Two weeks in glorious Ireland, home of his forebears. And he had all the time he wanted to tracking down his ancestors and learning more of the story his grandmother had requested on her sickbed.

      “For I feel it in my bones that you should learn what you can now. It’s only when we understand the past that we can be best prepared for the future.”

      Wise words. Maybe Gran’s encouragement for him to leave was because she knew things were about to hit the fan at work. Maybe time away would help him understand if it really was a him problem, and if so how much of that could be blamed on his family history. Not that he was looking for a scapegoat. But it would be nice to know he wasn’t the complete loser some people seemed to think.

      Hefting his bag, he paused, studying the castle. Grey stone walls three stories high, ivy climbing up the walls past arched windows and a tower, all gave solid fairy-tale vibes. This was once somebody’s home? It felt insane. Coming from a small single-storey three-bedroom brick veneer place in Sydney’s western suburbs, a place like this couldn’t be further from his reality. Unless he was living in a Mongolian yurt.

      He crunched over white gravel and ascended the three shallow stone steps then entered the main door. Paused, as the magnificence of the lobby area smacked him over the head. Was that knight in shining armour standing in the corner really real?

      He glanced around. The space was quiet. Nobody was at the registration desk. “Hello?”

      He was tempted to ring the bell, but doing so felt way too pretentious, like he was playing lord of the manor, which had clearly already been established today that he wasn’t.

      So instead of waiting there he moved up to a landing into a lounge area which he guessed was for guests, given its proximity to the foyer and front desk. If it wasn’t, well, what was the point of putting great big comfy chairs positioned next to huge picture windows that overlooked the stunning coast? He shoved his bag under the French-polished side table, and sank into the plush armchair. From here he could see the blue-grey water, the green trees and hills in the distance, and what looked like oncoming darker blue shafts of sky that he guessed was rain. Soon it would hit here, and the four seasons in one day his grandmother had warned him about would come true.

      His eyelids closed, and he jerked them open again. But soon the weariness of a day and a half of travel poured across him, weighing him down, and his head lolled.

      Fine, then. He might be nearly thirty but a little Nanna nap wouldn’t hurt. And he’d be sure to wake when the receptionist returned. Hopefully.

      So he made himself comfortable, toeing off his sneakers, grabbing a jumper from his backpack he’d needed to keep warm on the plane, and using that and a blue cushion as pillows. And he closed his eyes, sinking into slumber, and into dreams where his boss’s taunts were stopped by a knight in shining armour, whose helmet came off to reveal leaves in red hair.
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      Rory hurried down the stairs, hoping her damp hair wouldn’t mark her white shirt. It was still too early for guests to check in, but when she’d returned inside after that unsettling encounter with the Aussie it was to discover her professional attire had been anything but. Ugh. Thank goodness he wasn’t a guest here at Castle Griffin—how could she ever live down that first impression? Who thought mud and twigs in hair a style statement? She’d relished a quick warming shower, then enjoyed a spot of lunch and tea. She’d then been drawn into talking to Mam, then Rebecca who wanted to know if Rory would be okay if she didn’t come in tomorrow for her shift, thanks to a medical appointment for her son. Rory had instantly assured her they would manage—she would manage, somehow, despite the fact she was working tomorrow at the bookstore—and added little Thomas to her prayers. So now she was clean, dry, warm, fed, and ready to tackle the hotel’s social media, as per her role in the family hotel business, until the first of the guests checked in an hour or so.

      A quick glance around the lobby revealed all the same as before, so she went into the office and began work. If someone arrived she’d no doubt hear them, and they could always ring the bell if need be.

      She was soon lost in the world of Instagram posts and Facebook, updating and refreshing with tags and keywords and all the things that people said would help shift algorithms and gain traction and get more eyes on their hotel, thus resulting in more bookings. This naturally led to a rabbit-hole of things she never knew she was interested in, such as cute videos of tiny bunnies eating strawberries, like a modern-day Peter Rabbit tale. Or alpacas smiling, or lambs springing high in grassy meadows, or camels—

      “Ahem.”

      She jumped, startled, then blew out a breath. “Ash! What are you doing here?”

      Aisling grinned, her freckles on her nose uncovered by makeup for once. “Scaring you, obviously.”

      Rory rolled her eyes. “I thought you were in Cork for another day.”

      “Tomorrow’s class isn’t on, and today’s finished early, so here I am.”

      “Well, good.”

      “Aww, it’s nice to be missed.”

      “Actually, it’s good because we need you to do the cleaning for Rebecca tomorrow.”

      “Why can’t she do it?”

      “Thomas is sick.”

      Her sister’s face softened. “Ah, poor little boy. Then of course I will. You’re at the bookshop, aren’t you?”

      Rory nodded. “Which is why I’m trying to do this work now, to get ahead on things.” So the mouse wheel of her life didn’t reach completely unmanageable proportions.

      “Okay, okay, message received. I’ll get out of your hair.”

      She grimaced at the reminder of what had happened before.

      “What’s that look for?” Aisling asked.

      “Oh, nothing.” Except it had felt like everything.

      “That face is not saying nothing. Come on. What gives?”

      Rory shrugged. “I just had an unfortunate encounter with a man and only discovered later I had sticks in my hair.”

      Her sister grinned. “Pray tell.”

      A sigh escaped, and then the story did too. “So he was laughing at me, and it was only when I got back inside I discovered I had twigs and mud all over me.”

      Aisling sniffed. “Doesn’t sound like much of a gentleman to me.”

      “It’s okay,” she soothed. She didn’t need her ever-fiery sister to get offended on her behalf. Rory was already too good at taking arrows to the heart and holding onto them, letting things fester. “He’s a tourist, and I doubt I’ll see him again.”

      “Okay, well, if you need me to say something I will.”

      God bless Aisling. She might be the youngest sibling in the Fairall clan, but she was ever-willing to fire up on her family’s behalf. “Thanks, but I’m okay. I’d better get on with this then.” She clasped her hand and squeezed. “I’m glad you’re back though.”

      “I know.” Aisling grinned. “Hey, is Mam upstairs?”

      “Yes. She’s probably ready for another cup of tea.”

      “Good. You ready too?”

      “Always.”

      Aisling exited and Rory returned to the computer screen, forcing her attention to updating the website.

      The office door opened. But Aisling held no cup of tea. “What is it?”

      “Can you tell me why there is an extremely handsome man asleep in the lounge room?”

      “What?”

      Aisling beckoned for Rory to follow her, then gestured to the lounge area, a section adjoining the foyer with comfortable seating designed to showcase the views down the coast. And yes, just like Goldilocks and the Three Bears, in one of those seats sat a man, slumped against one side which was why she hadn’t seen him before. But it was no surprise really as he was fast asleep.

      In fact, he was so asleep he was snoring quietly, his mouth opened a little. But despite that, he still certainly fit her own personal criteria of what constituted a handsome man. Even if he clearly had not understood the no trespassing rule she’d mentioned earlier.

      Aisling looked at her, eyebrows raised, and she shrugged. It was probably best to not mention this was the man who had embarrassed her before.

      “Excuse me?” She poked his arm. His head slipped then jerked up, drawing an unholy amount of satisfaction as Aisling giggled.

      Heavy lidded eyes lifted, his blue eyes piercing hers, and she heard Aisling’s intake of breath. Yes, the man was beautiful. But there was no need to get carried away. Especially as once again she was struck by that unsettling feeling from before. This man. Who was he? Why was he here? Wasn’t he staying at the pub in town?

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      His lips pulled to one side. “Having a Nanna nap.”

      “A what?”

      He straightened in his seat, still looking far too comfortable for someone who was trespassing. “I was just getting some shut eye. It’s been a big day.”

      “Oh goodness, he’s Australian,” Aisling murmured.

      Uh oh. Aisling was a big fan of Aussie rugged types, and had been completely invested in watching all eight seasons of McLeod’s Daughters last year, the TV series set on a South Australian sheep property with its plucky female shearers and band of handsome Aussie men. That TV location was the genuine article too, and had ended up hosting Kara earlier this year, on her grand Australian tour that Colin had surprised her by joining. But Aisling couldn’t afford to be entranced by this man. Not when an internal tug demanded otherwise. Even if Rory still had to know—“What are you doing here? Like I said before, this is private property.”

      Aisling’s breath hitched. “This was him?”

      His mouth twisted into a lazy half smile. “So, you’ve talked about me.”

      Rory huffed. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      Aisling joined her in the crossed arms brigade. “If you’re not a guest then you’re trespassing.”

      “Hey.” He chuckled. “There’s two of you.”

      “Did you not hear what I said?” Rory demanded. “If you’re not staying here then—”

      “If this is your version of customer relations then you really need to know it kind of sucks.”

      What? Oh no. Judging from that smirk it could only mean one thing. “You’re staying here?”

      “Well, I’m booked, but I have to say the customer service leaves a lot to be desired.”

      “But, but…” Her mind flicked to the bookings. Surely there should’ve been something on the registration to show his nationality and the fact he was young—well, older than her, but not ancient like most of their guests. “I don’t recall your name.”

      “I’m not surprised, seeing I haven’t given it to you.” His eyes flicked to her chest where her name badge perched. “Aurora.”

      Her cheeks heated. Why did everything he said sound so impertinent? Why was she still feeling these tendrils of… something, when they  were barely civil to one another?

      He stood, and suddenly she was standing far too close to the man. The hotel guest, it seemed. She paced back. Oh, what if he was one of these influencer types, who travelled the world and made recommendations on TikTok about where to stay—and where to avoid? She’d never forgive herself if her snarky ways led to bad reviews. They couldn’t afford bad reviews. She glanced at Aisling who seemed to understand her silent plea.

      “So what is your name?”

      Thank you, Ash.

      “Aidan Quinn.”

      If she was in a historical drama she’d need a fan and fainting couch immediately. Aidan had always been one of her most favourite names. But it still didn’t change the fact that she did not recall an Aidan Quinn on the booking list.

      She hurried to the registration desk to make sure. A few taps on the computer key revealed a triumphant “There is no Aidan Quinn booked here.”

      “I think you’ll find it’s under my grandmother’s name.”

      “Your grandmother?”

      “Lucy McDiarmid.”

      She tapped and discovered that a Lucy McDiarmid had indeed made a booking. “She’s your grandmother? Is she not coming?”

      “No. But I think you’ll find she’s left a note explaining things. That’s what she said she’d do, anyway.”

      She frowned, and clicked into the booking notes and examined them more closely.

      A sick feeling swirled. He was right. A Lucy McDiarmid had booked their cheapest room for her grandson who was here for two nights. He’d been right. She’d been wrong. And now she had a lot to make up for.

      She glanced up. Met his gaze, which appeared all-too smug and knowing.

      “You found that then, huh?”

      She bit back her first response. Bit back the second too. Found a smile, strained though it may be. “Please forgive me. It appears you are correct. I am very sorry for the confusion.”

      He nodded. “No worries.”

      She blinked. No worries? That was it then? Such easy forgiveness felt excessive for how she’d treated him before. She’d never treated any of her guests so rudely before. There was only one thing for it. “We will of course be upgrading your room to a sea-view.”

      His face brightened. “Nice. Thanks.” He shivered. “As long as it’s got good heating, then I’m okay wherever.”

      “I can assure you that all of our rooms are heated more than adequately, and we trust you will have an enjoyable stay here at the Castle Griffin Hotel.”

      He snickered. “Well, it can hardly get worse, can it?”

      Offense reared, even despite knowing his comment was more than justified. She handed over his key, briefly explained about meal times at the restaurant, and told him about the golf course, the pool and outdoor spa baths, and some of the other activities the resort boasted.

      “Yeah, I’m not much of a golfer. But thanks for the tips.”

      He shrugged into his woollen jumper, which instantly made him seem more approachable, like he’d descended from He-god status to a mere mortal who felt the cold. And seeing she hadn’t yet put on a jacket, she could afford to feel momentarily superior.

      “W-would you like help with your bags?” she asked.

      “I’m fine, thanks. So, where is my room?”

      “Up the stairs, first on the right. You can’t miss it.”

      He nodded, hefted his bags, and Aisling drew near as they watched him depart.

      “Oh my goodness, Rory. What was that?”

      She barely knew.

      “That man is about the finest specimen to have walked into this place. And yet you’re being snarkier with him than a badger with a broken toe.”

      “I… I thought he was trespassing,” she admitted. “Plus he laughed at me outside.”

      “Come on. You’re not five years old.”

      She shrugged. Yes, she’d sounded lame to her ears. But explaining the effect of this man on her senses was impossible.

      “Hmm. Looks like our next guests are here. Maybe tonight after dinner we should get a spa and relax, and you can forget all about the man.”

      She nodded. Visiting the spa after it was closed to guests was one of the perks of being the family owners of the hotel. “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Okay, now this was the life.

      God bless his grandmother for her generosity in insisting he stay here. And while the Castle Griffin Hotel was definitely not the kind of vibe he usually went for, he was starting to understand the attraction.

      He stretched out his arms as the warm water kept bubbling its soothing melody. Beyond him, the last glow of sunset silhouetted the coastal shores. All he needed was some kind of tropical cocktail and he could be James Bond, minus the women.

      His lips twitched, remembering the two women from earlier who had made their opinion of him very clear. And okay, he supposed he deserved some of the snarky comments, especially as he probably could have gone about things in a kinder way, especially with Miss Aurora. Nobody liked to be laughed at. He knew that only too well.

      His mind flicked back to the last meeting at Acton Battersly & Associates, the law firm his grandmother had warned him about. “They do not value people there,” she’d said.

      And she’d been right. His skin crawled in remembrance of the meeting with Coleman Acton, the senior partner who had laughed at him during the most recent meeting before his leave. Nobody appreciated being told their idea to reach out to the local community via establishing a scholarship for lower income students to study law at the nearby university was foolish. Or that they should rein in their charitable contributions. No, nobody liked to be made to look like a fool. Which meant he probably had some making up to do with Miss Aurora.

      He’d wondered if he’d see her when he’d returned downstairs to go exploring before dinner. Instead, it had been her sister manning—woman-ing?—the desk, and he didn’t feel comfortable enough to deal with two judgy-eyed redheaded women. So he’d nodded and escaped outside, after snagging a map that showed the trails around the resort.

      At over one hundred acres, the resort had a golf course and swimming pool, and also boasted a tennis court, its own private beach, and half a dozen walking tracks. One of these led to the old ruined castle, and seeing he was only here for two nights, he was determined to make the most of his time here. Well, he had been, until another of those out-of-nowhere rain showers dampened his ambition, and sent him scuttling back to the hotel.

      There, alongside the lounge area he’d napped in before, he found a small library nook, complete with a number of books that featured the local area. This proved enough to whet his appetite for his research for his grandmother, although he probably could afford to buy his own copies. A quick glance at the inside front cover revealed a sticker saying “Donated by Quirkes and Connolly Bookshop,” located in nearby Derryloughlin, which he’d have to visit tomorrow. Reading about the local history helped while away time until his yawns got the better of him, and he went to dinner.

      The restaurant he visited was the more casual one, yet its offerings were more than enough to tempt him. A meal of seafood chowder, baked Glenbeigh garlic mussels and crispy Wicklow brie was just the ticket after airplane meals, and now he was sufficiently full and satisfied and weary. This relax in the heated spa was just the wind-down he needed.

      He lay back, closing his eyes, enjoying the coolness of evening air on his skin and how it contrasted to the warm water. So relaxing. So luxurious. And yet…

      And yet it would be nice to share this with someone. To have someone to talk to, to share this experience with, to reminisce with in future years about their awesome Ireland adventure. The fact was yes, he was living like a king, but it would be nice to have a queen to share it with.

      He drew his arms in, shifted to the far corner which offered the best view, and was also where the water jets were aimed at willing tired muscles. Around him, the caw of night birds that sounded like the crows of home brought a smile, and he felt himself relaxing, drifting…

      Voices woke him. He raised an eyelid, then snapped the other open as two women he recognised from earlier drew near, pausing on the deck, then dropped their white robes to reveal matching black bikinis and pale skin. He swallowed, shut his eyes. They hadn’t noticed him. And he really needed to let them know he was here.

      Aurora laughed at something her sister said, which instantly flung his eyelids open again. And maybe it was the moonlight, but he was gripped by the way her smile softened her face. She’d smiled at him earlier, but that was like one a tiger might offer. This one was real. And the thought that his presence here would make that smile disappear drew a heart pang. But still, it had to be done.

      “Look at that moon.” Aurora sighed. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “So lovely,” her sister agreed.

      Aurora stepped down deeper into the water, and he knew he had to say something. But still the words wouldn’t come. Come on. Lying here in the dark would only make her think him some kind of sicko, and he really didn’t want to add to her already low opinion of himself.

      He cleared his throat.

      She shrieked and lost her balance off the pool steps and fell with a splash into the water. He instantly shifted from his shadowed corner and stretched out a hand to help but she soon stood, hands up in what looked like a jiu-jitsu move, warning him to keep his distance.

      Despite the darkness, her eyes held fire. “What are you doing here?”

      Sorely tempted as he was to point out the rights of paying guests at establishments like this, he didn’t think she’d appreciate that right now. “I’m sorry for startling you.”

      She winced as she grasped her wet hair and began wringing it out. “I didn’t want to get my hair wet. I’ve already washed it once today.”

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

      “You know this pool is closed to guests now,” her sister said, arms crossed over her re-bathrobed form.

      “I didn’t, actually. I lost track of the time and fell asleep, but thanks for letting me know.”

      “It closes at eight each night.”

      “But not to staff?” he couldn’t help but ask. Injustice had always made his blood heat.

      The sisters pressed their lips together, glanced at each other then back at him.

      Fine. He got the message. They had special privileges, even if he suspected they were kind of employees who treated this place like they owned it.

      “I’ll leave you to it then.” He shot a glance at Aurora, who instantly covered her chest with crossed arms, causing an internal wince inside. He wasn’t that kind of guy. He might work with a few sleazes, but he’d done enough pro-bono work with women who had endured domestic violence and other issues to know to treat women with respect. Which meant eyes up. “Sorry.”

      She shook her head, but whether that was a rejection of his apology or something else he wasn’t going to hang around to find out.

      So he waded through the shallows to the steps, picked up his towel and wrapped it around his waist, and nodded to the curvy sister who even now was eyeing him with narrowed eyes.

      “I lost track of the time,” he insisted. “It’s really relaxing, so I fell asleep.”

      Her chin dipped. “I’m not surprised nobody saw you there when the staff locked up before. We probably should install better lighting in that corner,” she said in a louder voice to her sister.

      Aurora was still watching him. She’d done that a few times today. It was a little unnerving. Although he guessed he deserved it, given he’d acted like a bit of a goose. “Good night.”

      She pressed her lips together, then dipped her chin, just as her sister had.

      He swallowed a smile and turned away.

      “Sleep well,” she called, then added softly, in a voice he probably was not meant to overhear, “you obviously need it.”

      Even though those last words had been said with what felt like more than a pinch of salt it didn’t change the fact that truer words had never been spoken. He was tired. He did need rest. Ten-hour difference time zones did that to a man.

      And this time when he finally fell asleep, he’d make sure he didn’t dream of redheaded princess warrior types wielding swords. “So help me God.”
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