





[image: Under Loch & Key by Lana Ferguson]












Lana Ferguson is a USA Today bestselling author and sex-positive nerd whose works never shy from spice or sass. A faded Fabio cover found its way into her hands at fifteen, and she’s never been the same since. When she isn’t writing, you can find her randomly singing show tunes, arguing over which Batman is superior, and subjecting her friends to the extended editions of The Lord of the Rings. Lana lives mostly in her own head but can sometimes be found chasing her corgi through the coppice of the great American outdoors.


VISIT LANA FERGUSON ONLINE


LanaFerguson.com


[image: ] Lana-Ferguson-104378392171803


[image: ] LanaFergusonWrites









BY LANA FERGUSON


The Nanny


The Fake Mate


The Game Changer


Under Loch and Key









[image: ]









Copyright


Published by Piatkus


ISBN: 9780349441436


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2024 by Lana Ferguson


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


Excerpt from Overruled copyright © 2023 by Lana Ferguson


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Piatkus


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









To my favorite Scottish lass, Blair, for granting me forgiveness for giving Nessie a penis. My deepest apologies.









[image: image]


KEYANNA


I never imagined that my death would come by way of a sheep avalanche, but as I watch the tumbling mass of floof barreling down the hill toward the stretch of road I am currently stalled on—it occurs to me that it would at least be a memorable way to go.


“Christ.”


I scramble to get the door of my ancient rental open—the door being on the wrong side, relatively, I might add, which means it’s in direct line of impact for the bleating army currently rushing toward me. I manage to snatch my backpack and duck out of the car and half stumble to a safer area, but the sheep, being less murderous than I’d come to believe, actually start to slow as they spill around the aged blue sedan, voicing their irritation of the impediment it makes by loudly trilling more of the hellishly loud bahs.


“Oi!” a voice calls from up the hill. “You all right, lass?”


I bring a hand over my eyes to peer up into the sun, noticing a man with graying hair waving down at me. “Fine,” I call back. “They’re not carnivorous, are they?”


“Not last I checked,” he chuckles, trotting down the hillside. He notices my car in the midst of the sheep-sea, quirking a brow. “Car troubles?”


“I told the woman at the rental place I wasn’t good with a stick shift, but apparently, it was all they had left.”


“You an American?” He doesn’t ask it like it’s something to be offended by, but he does sound perplexed. “You’re a right ways from the tourist spots, aren’t you?”


“Oh, I’m here for …” I trail off, deciding it’s probably a bad idea to vomit my entire complicated pilgrimage to a veritable stranger. “I’m here to visit family.”


His eyes crinkle at the corners, a bright, expressive blue among the weathered lines of his face making him seem genuinely interested. “Is that right? And who might you belong to? I know everyone around these parts.”


I hesitate, again considering the ramifications of telling a stranger about my spur-of-the-moment reunion with my estranged family before they know about it. In the end, I reason that, if nothing else, there’s a good chance I will reach my grandmother’s house before this man can wade out of his pile of sheep.


“The MacKays,” I tell him. “Rhona MacKay?”


“Oh, aye, aye, I know Rhona! Is she your granny, then? Would that make Duncan your da?” He squints as if trying to make the connection. “You’ve got the look of him. Didn’t know he had any weans when he ran off to America.”


I try to process all of this; I am deciding to take his stream of consciousness as overt friendliness and not some backhanded comment on my father’s complicated history with his family. He must notice my stunned expression, though, because he waves a hand back and forth.


“Listen to me, babbling on. Sorry. Don’t get many newcomers in Greerloch.” He wipes his hand on the front of his worn flannel shirt, extending it after. “Hamish Campbell. I live over the hill there with this lot.” He nods back toward the still-bleating horde. “Pleased to meet you.”


I take his hand, still reeling from the influx of conversation. People don’t just chat like this back in New York. “I’m … Key. Key MacKay. Well, Keyanna, actually, but everyone calls me Key.”


“Key,” he echoes. “I like it. You remind me of Rhona now that I’ve had a proper look at you. You’ve got the eyes.”


I don’t exactly know how to feel about looking like a woman who hasn’t wanted anything to do with me for my entire twenty-seven years, but I manage a tight smile regardless. “How nice.”


He frowns at his brood, looking sympathetic. “I gather you’d like to be on your way, aye? Your granny is probably expecting you.”


I don’t correct him, giving a noncommittal shrug instead.


“Might take me a wee bit to get the herd to move along, but I can take a look at your car if you like? I’m right handy when I aim to be.”


“That would be amazing actually,” I sigh in relief. “If it’s really no trouble?”


“No trouble at all.” He waves me off. “You just wait right there, and I will have you right as rain within the hour.”


I glance across the rolling hills and lush green that spill all around us, biting my lip as I pull out my phone. “You don’t happen to know how far”—I squint at the notes on my screen—“Scall-an-jull Cove is, would you?”


Mr. Campbell laughs. “I grant ya, that’s a hard one. It’s Skallangal Cove, love.” He says it like: scall-an-gale, which sounds much nicer than my butchered attempt. “You’re after Nessie, then, aye?”


“I … what?”


Another chuckle. “They don’t call it ‘cove of the fear’ for nothing. I’ve chased many a wean from that cove. Rocks are too rough there, you see? S’not safe.”


“Oh, it was just a place my dad mentioned …”


“Oh, aye, I reckon he did. Duncan always claimed he saw the beast. Swore on it, if you got him good and steamin’.”


“Steaming?”


“That’s drunk to you, hen.”


Hen?


Probably be here all day if I stop him for a slang lesson every time it comes up.


“You saw my dad drunk?”


“A time or two. Before he took off.” Mr. Campbell scratches at his jaw. “I was sad to see him go. How’s the auld boy getting along, then? He not come with you?”


I feel a twinge of pain in my chest; even after six months, it still hurts to think he can’t be here with me. “He … passed,” I tell him. “In the spring.”


“Ah, lass.” Hamish sighs, looking truly grieved by the news. “I am sorry to hear that. He was a good man, your da. Can I ask how he went?”


“Pneumonia,” I explain. “He was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s a few years ago, and he just sort of … degenerated. He came down with pneumonia after a bad winter, and he—” I have to clear my throat, feeling it grow thicker. “He didn’t recover.”


“Oh, hen.” Hamish’s blue eyes glitter with genuine emotion, which only worsens the pressure I’m feeling in my chest. Hamish reaches into his jacket pocket to retrieve a handkerchief, rubbing at his nose briefly before stowing it away. “I’m sorry, love. And your mum? We all heard the stories about how Duncan ran off with a wily American—is she not here with you?”


He’s determined to pick at all my scabs today, isn’t he?


“My mother died giving birth to me,” I manage stiffly.


Hamish blows out a breath. “Aye, I’ve really stepped innit, haven’t I? Forgive me for being a nosy bastard.” He shakes his head, clearing his throat as he gestures to my car. “How’s about I get to work on this, then? There’s some lovely views from the hill there”—he points across the lush green expanse stretching beyond the little knoll his sheep are currently crowding—“and your cove is nigh a mile”—he turns his finger in the other direction—“that way.” He winks. “If you’re brave enough, mind you.”


I chuckle softly. “I’m not afraid.”


“Well, mind the rocks, would you? It really is unsafe. Keep to the shore, aye?”


“I will,” I assure him. “And thank you for your help.”


He waves me off. “Think nothing of it. We’re a close-knit group here in Greerloch, and you’re family apparently! Don’t you worry, I’ll have this fixed up in no time.”


He turns to shoo away one of the bleating fluff-monsters currently nibbling at his coat hem, pushing his way through the masses toward my poor, pathetic rental car. I watch him for a moment, wondering if it’s actually wise to leave my car with some stranger, but honestly, what choice do I have? It’s not like I can fix it myself, and my only other alternative is to lock myself inside and hope someone else comes along. I let my eyes sweep across the sprawling, endless green of the landscape, not seeing any signs of life outside of Hamish and his horde.


I guess that’s what the rental insurance is for.


I turn toward the direction he pointed out, which leads to the massive hill that supposedly hides the way to Skallangal Cove, thinking that now is just as good a time as any. I hoist my backpack up higher onto my shoulders—taking a deep breath and letting it out as I turn toward the hill.


Onwards and upwards, I guess.


I doubt Hamish’s “nigh a mile” more and more as I trek across the grass; the hill itself was a feat, less of a “hill” up close and more of a small mountain, really. My thighs burn with effort as I walk, and I’m sure my watch is probably organizing me a pizza party for the overabundance of steps I’m getting in today. But when I finally see the glittering surface of the loch come into view, the sun shining on the small waves and making them sparkle, I think maybe it was worth all the steps.


Ever since I set foot in Scotland, I can’t seem to get over how beautiful it is. The land itself seems to be alive all around me—almost as if I can feel the hum of life in the air and beneath my feet. The colors feel more vibrant, the sights and sounds more lovely, and I can see it, I think. Feel it, even. Why my father was so wistful when he spoke of his homeland.


There are signs as I get closer—the standard “Keep Out” and “Danger” posted along the barely there path that leads onto the rocky shore—but given that there isn’t a single soul for miles, it would seem, I think I’m probably fine to explore a little. I mean, who’s going to tell me I can’t? Hamish’s sheep?


There are a good number of large rocks jutting up at the water’s edge, giving the shore a craggy effect that I can definitely see being a problem for kids wanting to adventure onto them. For a moment, I can only stare at the quiet, rolling water that gently ebbs back and forth against the shore, struck with a sudden memory that isn’t mine—one that feels like mine for as many times as I’ve heard my dad recount it.


He was just there. Just beyond the shore. I’d slipped on the rocks, see? I thought I’d drown … but he saved me. Me! Of all people … 


As a kid, the story of my dad’s salvation at the hands of some mythical beast had been thrilling. I remember late nights of begging him to hear it “just one more time”—anything to avoid bedtime. Sometimes, I can still hear his voice, soft and comforting, as he lulled me to sleep. Still feel his fingers on my brow, pushing my curls away from my face as my eyes drifted shut.


In the end, his stories were all he had.


I drop my backpack onto the ground and start to dig through it, my hands shaking a little as I pull out the black capsule.


“Hey, Dad,” I mutter, rubbing my thumbs across the sleek curve of the urn. “Look where we are.” I straighten, holding it close to my chest as I turn back to the water. “I brought you back,” I say to the air. “Just like I said I would.”


A deep ache settles in my chest and lower in my stomach; I thought I would find more peace here, knowing I was giving him the send-off he wanted. I can’t even be sure if this is what he actually wanted or if it was just more ramblings brought on by the slow loss of his mind, but it feels right, I think. Sure, he never spoke of his family, or of his life here beyond silly childhood stories—but I could tell he missed it. There was a sadness in his voice sometimes that I could hear no matter how hard he tried to hide it.


I realize after a few minutes that I’m just standing here, that I’m stalling, really. It’s silly; I quit my job, flew across the ocean, practically uprooted my entire life just to come here, and now that I’m here … I’m not sure if I can do it.


The wind picks up, whipping my sun-blazed curls around my face, and I tell myself that it’s just the brightness out here that’s making my eyes water. I can do this, damnit.


I turn to try and scope out a good place; I’ve never spread someone’s ashes before, obviously, but it doesn’t feel very special to just walk up to the shoreline and dump my dad out onto the algae. Surely there has to be a better way.


With that in mind, I start pacing along the edge of the water, nearing the expanse of jutting rocks that the signs and Hamish and probably God at this point have warned me about. There’s a relatively flat one only a few steps out, just a short climb and a few hops away from shore. Surely I can manage that. I’m not a kid, after all.


I hold my dad tighter as I carefully step out onto the raised stone that leads toward the larger flat rock, hovering with one foot still on the shore as I test my balance. My sneakers aren’t the best choice for this, and I’m wishing now that I’d read a few more travel blogs about dressing for Scotland. Not, I think, that any of them would have accounted for rock climbing on the coast of Loch Ness. I curl my fingers to grip my dad’s urn as I blow out a breath, readying to step farther onto the rocks and finish this so I can head off to meet the family. Something else I’m not sure I’m looking forward to.


I move to take another step, feeling the soles of my shoes slip against the wet surface as my balance suddenly becomes off-kilter. A surge of panic jolts through me as I start to fall backward—but I’m snatched away before that happens.


“Hey!”


Something thick winds around my waist, hauling me backward, using enough power that I nearly stumble as I’m forced back to both feet on the shore. The thick something—an arm, I realize—lingers for only a moment before releasing me, and I whirl around with hot anger flooding my cheeks as I prepare to tell off whoever interfered.


And then, funnily enough, I seem to forget how to use words.


The stranger is … beautiful. Not the kind of beautiful that one might attribute to rare works of art or a sunset or anything like that. No. This man is the kind of beautiful that makes you think of sex and sweat and all sorts of other filthy things that are currently flitting through my thoughts.


He’s taller than me even at my five foot ten—easily by six inches, maybe more. His golden brown hair seems almost highlighted by the sun, but the stubble at his chiseled jaw is darker, adding a rough edge to the prettiness that his high cheekbones and straight nose give him. He’s all soft mouth and broad shoulders and holy hell his pants can barely contain his thighs—but it’s his eyes that hold my attention most. So blue, they almost appear silver, they hold my gaze for more seconds than is probably appropriate as I struggle to think of something, anything to say to this ridiculously hot man that might sound halfway coherent.


“I—I’m—”


“Stupid,” he finishes for me, his sinfully deep accent—a literal brogue that makes my skin heat—enough to make it take a few seconds for me to fully comprehend what he’s said. “That’s what you are.”


My mouth gapes when it hits me, and I blink at him in a manner that is probably as stupid as he’s just accused me of being.


What the hell?
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LACHLAN


The momentary surprise in her features quickly morphs into a ruddy sort of anger that pinkens her cheeks and makes her already prominent array of freckles all the more noticeable—her too-red mouth pursing and her titian brows knitting together as she clutches the black vase in her arms tighter.


“Excuse me?”


Bloody hell, I think. Of course.


“You heard me,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “Did you not see the signs on the way here? Or maybe you reckoned they didn’t apply to you, aye?”


Her mouth parts, her ire briefly flickering with surprise before she straightens her shoulders. “I saw them.”


“And you … what? You thought you knew better? Typical American.”


“Hey! You don’t even know me. I was being careful!”


“You were two seconds away from busting your arse on the rocks.”


“I wasn’t— That’s not—”


Her cheeks heat further, and she actually stomps her foot at me, which might amuse me in other circumstances, but my eyes are too busy darting past her toward the rippling surface of the water with worry weighing heavily on my chest, looking for signs of movement.


“This isn’t a place for clumsy tourists,” I tell her. “Best you head back where you came from. There’s a nice gift shop in town.”


She narrows her eyes at me, and for the first time, I notice the sparkling green color of them, glinting in the sunlight—bright and viridescent—and paired with the fiery, wild curls whipping in the breeze, making her appear as if she was brought up here. She certainly doesn’t look like an American at first glance.


“I’m not clumsy,” she huffs, interrupting my study of her. “And I’m not a tourist. I’m here visiting family.”


My brows shoot up.


Family?


I know everyone within fifty miles of here, and would certainly have remembered her had I met her before.


“Is that right? And who might that be?”


“Not that it’s any of your business,” she tuts, “but I’m here to see my grandmother. Rhona MacKay.”


I bristle immediately upon hearing the name. My fists clench against my sides beneath my crossed arms, studying her in a new light. I can see the resemblance now, faintly—Rhona’s hair has long turned gray, but there’s a similarity in the shape of her eyes, her nose—even the curve of her mouth turned down in a frown is familiar.


I hear my da’s words drift through my thoughts like the whispers of an old ghost story, a warning that, until now, held no weight. A shiver runs down my spine, but I don’t let my wariness show. My entire life, I have been told to fear this woman, the one I didn’t know existed until just now—but she certainly doesn’t look like the end of the world as I know it.


“Is that right,” I mutter, hoping I look composed. “You’re a ways from the MacKay farm. You lost?”


“No, I’m not,” she huffs. “I was just going to …” Her lips squeeze together, and her hands press the black vase in her hands closer to her body. “It’s none of your business what I was doing, really.”


“Aye, I reckon you’re right,” I agree, “but again—someone had to keep you from falling on your arse.”


“I wasn’t going to fall on my—” She makes a frustrated sound, reaching to pinch the bridge of her nose. “Look. I just needed to see the cove, all right? It’s personal.”


“Personal,” I echo. “Right. Well, best move along now. The weather is supposed to turn.”


She peers up into the sun with a hand over her eyes, frowning. “It’s sunny out.”


“Welcome to Scotland,” I chuckle. “The weather has a mind of its own.”


“I still need to …” She looks out at the water, something in her expression that seems almost akin to sadness. “Whatever. I can do it later.” She casts a suspicious glance my way. “Is it really going to rain? Or are you just chasing me off?”


I shrug. “You’re welcome to sit here and find out.” I glance down at her tightly laced gutties, noting that they’d do her no good in the muck of a proper Scottish rain. “But since you aren’t even wearing a decent pair of wellies, you’d be more keen on help, I’ll bet. Once you’re knee-deep in mud, that is.”


She follows my gaze to her shoes, looking thrown for a second.


“Wellies are—”


“I know what wellies are,” she scoffs.


“Ah, so you’re not accidentally ignorant, but purposefully so?”


She tucks the vase into her side, throwing up her other hand. “Who the fuck even are you? The shore police?”


“Something like that,” I snort. I give her a mock bow, feeling fully amused now by her disdainful expression. It isn’t often I get to vex a MacKay. Especially one I’ve been taught to fear my entire life. “Lachlan Greer, at your service, princess.”


“Don’t call me that,” she huffs. “My name is Key.”


My brow arches. “Key? That’s your name?”


“Keyanna,” she amends, making a face. “But no one calls me that. Key is fine.”


“Key,” I try, deciding it suits her, for whatever reason. “Well, today is your lucky day.”


“Oh?” She narrows her eyes suspiciously. “Why is that?”


“Because you’ve just found yourself an escort to the MacKay farm.”


“No offense, but I don’t need an escort.”


I step closer, her long body meaning that she doesn’t have to crane her neck too much to look up at me, but enough that it feels satisfying if only to get under her skin further.


“No offense,” I counter, “but it isn’t a request. This is private property, and you’re trespassing.”


“What,” she snorts, “are you going to tell me you own the place?”


My lips curl in a smirk. “Aye, lass. I do.”


For once, she remains blessedly quiet.


Key is pouting in the passenger seat of my old Land Rover, clutching that vase of hers tightly.


“I still don’t know why I couldn’t drive myself.”


I roll my eyes. “Did you not hear Hamish? You wore out the clutch on your poor motor. What were you even doing to it?”


“Driving it!” she answers exasperatedly. “I told the rental place I wasn’t good with a stick shift.”


“Well, that’s bloody obvious now.”


“At this point, I would have rather walked,” she mutters.


I chuff a laugh as I point out the windshield to the now-pouring rain beating against the car. “Would have had a bad time with that, I think.”


“Whatever.”


I sneak a glance at her while I continue down the path, having a hard time not noticing how stunning she is, if not loud and stubborn. She’s all long limbs and wild curls, and I try again to see Duncan in her, who I know from Hamish was her da. I was just a boy when he ran off to America, but I remember the story well. Just as I know all the stories of the MacKays.


“Your da,” I start. “Hamish said he passed?”


I notice even in my peripheral vision how much she tenses. “He did.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say, not because I had any particular love for her father, but because it seems polite, at the very least. Plus, know thine enemy, and all that. “I was just a lad when he ran off, but I know your granny was torn up over it.”


And so was my da, I think bitterly.


She turns in her seat. “You were a kid when my dad left? Just how old are you?”


“Thirty-four,” I tell her, frowning. “I was only six when he left.”


“So you don’t remember him,” she says, an air of disappointment in her voice.


“Not really, no. He came back now and again, but I didn’t see much of him. Not before he stopped coming altogether.”


She turns her eyes down to her lap, frowning. For some reason, it makes me want to keep her talking.


“And how auld are you, then?”


“Twenty-seven,” she says.


“Practically a wean,” I chuckle.


“Oh, shut up,” she grumbles. “You’re not some old man.”


“I am in my bones, princess,” I say with another dry laugh. “Just ask anyone.”


It’s a joke for her benefit, but there’s truth in it too. Some days I feel … ancient. But that’s not exactly proper conversation between strangers.


“I said don’t call me that,” she grouses, which only makes me want to keep calling her that.


I point to the road stretching ahead. “The MacKay farm is just at the end of the way there.”


“Oh?” She sits up in her seat, and I catch sight of white teeth pressing against the red plush of her lower lip. “That one?”


She gestures to the sprawling white building with several smaller structures littered across the property.


“Aye,” I confirm. “That’s the one.”


She seems … nervous. More increasingly so by the second.


“Maybe this was a bad idea,” she mumbles.


“A bad idea?”


“What if she won’t see me?”


I press on my brakes, turning in my seat with narrowed eyes. “Hold on. She doesn’t know you’re coming?”


“No,” Key tells me with a shake of her head. “It’s a … surprise.”


“Bloody hell,” I sigh, scrubbing a hand down my face. “Rhona doesn’t like surprises. You could have played this a lot smarter.”


“If you don’t stop insinuating that I’m stupid,” Key says with an icy tone, “then I’m going to punch you.”


“Is that right?” I can’t help the smirk that forms on my mouth. Now that I’ve met her, I can’t say that I’m all that scared of her, despite my father’s warnings. “I’d like to see that.” I poke at her arm. “These wee things could do damage, you think?”


“You’re an asshole,” she seethes. “How do you even know my grandmother doesn’t like surprises, huh? Better yet, why even offer to bring me here in the first place?”


“It was on the way,” I tell her with a shrug.


“On the way? What? Do you live nearby?”


I chuckle softly, shifting the Rover back in gear and continuing down the lane as the massive farmhouse grows nearer.


“No,” I tell her, shooting her a sly grin as I anticipate her flush and her look of shocked outrage. “I live here.”


I grab one of Key’s bags as we come to a stop near the front door, pulling my jacket up over my head and pulling the piece of luggage out of the Rover before she can surely protest my help. The sooner I get her out of this rain, the sooner I can stop freezing my arse off. I hear her muted protests for only a second before I shut the door, and then she’s tumbling out the other side with her other bag in hand, shivering a little under the still-steady downpour.


I ignore the fleeting urge to offer her my jacket—the awning is right there after all—instead ushering her toward the front door and under the covered overhang that saves us from the worst of the onslaught. I watch her shudder beneath her thin sweater, and I frown despite myself, opening my mouth to say … something. What, I’m not sure.


The front door opens before I get the chance, and then Rhona MacKay herself is standing in the doorway, her gray braid hanging over one shoulder and her lined face offering an amused smile as she takes me in.


“There you are,” she says. “Thought you might drown in this weather. Look at you. You’re completely drookit.”


“Aye,” I offer, keeping my expression passive. “It’s a good one.” I gesture beside me at the still-shivering mess of wet red curls, watching Rhona’s gaze follow the motion. “Rhona, this is—”


Rhona sucks in a breath, and by the widening of her eyes, it’s clear she knows who Key is, although how, I can’t say. Her mouth parts in surprise as her hand reaches to press against her chest, and for a moment, there is nothing but the steady thumping of rain against the roof and all around us as no one says anything.


“Rhona,” Key tries, her voice sounding small. “I’m—”


“I know who you are,” Rhona says, her voice breathless but still carrying a slight edge. “And you shouldn’t have come.”


It’s none of my business, but I don’t miss the way Key visibly withers. In fact, it’s in my best interest to be involved with whatever is happening as little as possible, and yet … I can’t deny the fleeting urge to comfort Key as sadness colors her features.


I stamp it down quickly. She’s a MacKay, and a stranger at that.


I remind myself that Keyanna MacKay is no business of mine.
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KEYANNA


I hadn’t necessarily expected a warm welcome when I met my grandmother for the first time, but I can admit that I definitely hadn’t anticipated outright hostility. The look in Rhonda MacKay’s eyes is cold, the bright emerald color throwing me off guard, given that it’s the exact same shade as mine, as my dad’s, even.


“I know I probably should have reached out before coming—”


Rhona shakes her head, cutting me off as she holds up her hand to stop me. “Aye, you should have, because I’d have saved you the trip.”


Frustration bubbles up in my chest, and I can feel a warm flood of anger creeping under my skin. Surely she can sympathize that I came a long fucking way to be here. And we are family, after all.


“Look, I know that you and my dad parted on bad terms, but that has nothing to do with me,” I point out.


“You’re right,” Rhona says. “It has nothing to do with you, but still you came.”


Anger gives way to rejection, maybe even something that slightly resembles hurt, because with Dad gone, I have no one else. Maybe that’s why I reach for her hand.


“Rhona,” I stress. “Don’t you …” I swallow, a thick lump in my throat. “Don’t you want to know me at all?”


Her eyes soften, her mouth dipping into a frown as she studies me. I watch her gaze dart down to my hand that’s clutching hers, and for a moment I think that maybe she’ll jerk it out of my grip, but to my surprise, she just sighs.


“Look, it’s not that I don’t want to know you, but …” She glances up at me, and I notice the weariness in her eyes now, the shimmer of sadness that I know all too well. Her thumb moves minutely to brush against the back of my hand, pausing before it gets too far, as if she forces herself to stop. Her eyes find mine again, holding them as she studies my face. “You look so much like him,” she murmurs. “Your da leaving left scars, hen. This auld girl has a hard time forgiving, and I see him when I look at you. I cannot promise that you’ll find what you’re looking for here.”


“I get it,” I tell her, fully aware that my pant legs are beginning to soak through from the splashing of rain hitting the ground all around us, but I’m standing firm all the same. “I really do, and I can appreciate how much of a shock this must be, but I …” I’m acutely aware of the lumbering presence still looming beside me, Lachlan’s towering form making my heartfelt confession even harder to get out, but I refuse to be embarrassed. “I don’t have anyone else, Rhona. I just … I want to know the parts of my dad that he kept from me. I want to know you, if you’ll let me.”


Rhona stares at me as if considering, and I think to myself that we must make a ridiculous picture—me and two strangers hovering outside a small covered porch while rain beats down all around us. I hold my breath as I watch her expression change, sensing she’s come to a decision, and I tell myself that no matter what she decides, I can live with the outcome. That no matter what, I can say that I tried my best.


“All right, then,” Rhona says with a weary tone. “You can stay.” She pulls her hand from my grip, pointing a finger at me. “But you’ll not laze about. You want to stay at the MacKay farm, you’ll pull your weight.”


“I can do that,” I promise, knowing full well I don’t know the first thing about helping around a farm. The closest I’ve ever come to farm life is a petting zoo Dad took me to two decades ago, but I can wing it, I tell myself. “I’ll do whatever I need to do.”


“Well, come in, then,” she sighs, pulling back finally and opening the door wider to invite me in. “Get out of the rain.” She turns her attention to Lachlan. “You coming?”


I finally let myself look at him, turning my head to find him already studying me. His crystalline eyes give no insight to his thoughts, but the slight furrow in his brow makes me think he isn’t exactly thrilled at the idea of me staying. Not that I care. I’m not thrilled to be apparently living at the same place as the hot asshole that shooed me off his property.


“I have to meet Hamish at Leo’s garage,” he tells her.


Her brow lifts. “Your car having troubles?”


“Not mine,” he answers, smirking in my direction.


My jaw clenches. “You don’t have to do anything. I can handle it.”


“Oh?” He sets my bag on the porch and crosses his arms, and I can’t help but notice the way it stretches his thin sweater under his jacket, making his already-broad chest seem wider. I don’t let myself linger on this. “Were you going to go after it on foot, then?”


I scowl. “It’s an option.”


“This would be the part where one might say thank you.”


“I didn’t ask for your help,” I huff.


He rolls his eyes, shooting Rhona a look. “She’s definitely yours.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” Rhona says with an innocent smile.


Lachlan shakes his head, shooting me one last look before he darts back into the rain toward his older Rover. He’s tucked inside and backing down the drive in a matter of seconds, and Rhona’s impatient tone pulls me out of watching him go.


“Come on, then,” she says. “Get inside.”


I scrabble for the bag Lachlan dropped and carry my things inside after her, pausing in the entryway to take in my surroundings with mild shock. The space just inside the door spills into a much larger one that seems to be the living room—heavy leather furniture centered around a weathered-looking wood stove that is tucked inside an alcove set in a wall of floor-to-ceiling sandstone that gives me the feeling of going back in time.


“Wow,” I murmur.


Rhona points at my shoes. “You can leave those at the door. I just mopped this morning, and I don’t want you clodding through the house with your muddy bits.”


“Right,” I stammer, already toeing out of my shoes. “Of course.”


“There’s room for you upstairs,” she tells me. “Put your things in the second bedroom from the right, and then come back down here so I can introduce you to everyone.”


“Everyone?”


“Aye,” she says. “They’re playing cards in the sunroom.”


“And they are … ?”


“Well, I suppose he would be your … grandpa,” she says, struggling a bit with the last word, as if taking herself by surprise. It’s good to know I’m not the only one feeling awkward. “And then there’s his nephew, Brodie. He’s staying with us for the moment. You’ve already met Lachlan, so I can spare you that, at least.”


“Um, yeah … he lives here?”


“Not here,” Rhona corrects. “He’s in the guest cottage out back. Just a short walk down the path.”


“Am I related to him too?”


Rhona actually snorts with her laugh, but I can’t say what’s so funny. “Certainly not,” she huffs. “He works here. Does the odd job, takes care of the cows, things like—”


“There are cows?”


“Of course there are cows,” she says with bewilderment, as if it’s a ridiculous question. “What do you think we’re raising here?”


“Well, I’ve become well acquainted with the sheep population today.”


“Ah, right. Lachlan did mention Hamish. Well, there aren’t any sheep on the MacKay farm, but we do have a couple of pigs. They’re pets, though, mainly. Finlay would be beside himself if we ate them.”


“Finlay?”


“My husband,” she says. “Your … grandpa.”


I can tell that she’s really going to struggle with that one. Hell, until this moment, I really hadn’t given much thought to the possibility of more family outside of Rhona and Finlay. Logically, I knew there most likely would be, but I’ve been so wrapped up with getting here, so nervous about this bonkers plan of mine, that I hadn’t actually taken the time to consider it fully.


“We don’t have to do the whole grandma and grandpa thing,” I assure her. “I realize how weird this must be.”


She eyes me thoughtfully, her lips pressing together in a frown, finally turning as if I haven’t said anything as she tosses over her shoulder, “Second bedroom to the right, mind you. Then you can meet them.”


I watch her disappear down a long hallway toward a painted red door that creaks when she opens it, taking that as instruction on where to go next after I’ve dropped off my bags. I eye the narrow staircase in front of me, which is covered in a thin, aged carpet, blowing out a breath as I heave my larger bag up onto my shoulder and steel myself for what will probably be the most awkward family reunion ever. If I can even call it that. There hasn’t exactly been any union to re-, really.


This is what you wanted, I remind myself. You’re here. That’s half the battle.


I repeat that mantra in my head with every step up the old stairs.


There are voices that carry into the house as I approach the door I saw Rhona disappear through before I went to put my bags away—a deep rumble that follows a sharp bark of laughter as commotion ensues. I linger outside the door for a moment as I listen to the muffled voices on the other side, trying to calm the nerves in my belly as I realize I’m most likely going to be subjected to the same cold welcome that Rhona gave me all over again.


I take a deep breath and let it out, reaching for the handle and straightening my spine. I refuse to let these people get to me. I’m going to go in there with my head held high, because I have done nothing wrong.


Right. Yes. That’s what I’m going to do.


I turn the knob and step through the door, immediately hit with a loud shout of, “Gin!”


There is an older man with thinning gray hair looking pleased with himself as he gestures to a row of cards in front of him, practically bouncing in his wicker chair as he taps a finger on the glass top of the table. Another man on the other side who looks closer to my age, if not a little older, frowns at his own cards, his pale complexion turning pink as he runs a hand through his strawberry blond hair.


“You cheated, Finn, I swear it.”


The old man shakes his head. “Och, don’t be a sore loser, Brodie. I did no such thing.”


“S’not possible to win every hand,” the other man—Brodie—grumbles.


The older man—Finn—shrugs as he begins picking up the cards. “Seems I can.”


Rhona is sitting in a rocking chair in the corner, working a pair of knitting needles, and she clears her throat, drawing the attention of the two men as they both finally notice me, their eyes landing on me at the same time.


Brodie’s mouth tilts into a frown, but Finn’s lips part as his eyes go wide, his hand coming up to press his palm to his chest. “Losh! Would you look at that?” He turns to Rhona, waving a hand in my direction. “She looks just like you did when we met, Rhonnie.”


Rhona doesn’t confirm this, just purses her lips and continues working her needles. Finn pushes up from his wicker chair with a grunt, shuffling over to me as fast as his short legs can carry him. He’s shorter than me by a good four inches or so, but his shoulders are wide and his chest is barreled, giving the impression that, despite his height, he was once an imposing man.


“Michty me,” he murmurs, reaching up to cup my chin. “Haven’t seen you since you were not but a wean. Didn’t we, Rhonnie? Not since Duncan’s last letter.”


I can’t help the question that tumbles out of my mouth. “He sent letters?”


“Aye, for a bit,” Finn says softly. “Until he realized he wouldn’t get an answer out of these auld fools.”


His voice drips with regret, and his expression looks pained as he stares at my face.


“You’ve grown into a bonnie thing, haven’t you?” he says. “So tall! Must get that from your mother. Certainly didn’t get that from us.”


“My dad was tall,” I mumble, feeling my cheeks flush under Finn’s scrutiny.


“Aye,” Finn chuckles. “Used to tease my Rhonnie that she must have had a tryst with one of the giants from town.”


“That’s enough, Finlay,” Rhona chides him from the corner. “Don’t overwhelm the girl.”


“Aye, aye.” Finn steps back, pulling his hand away from my face, but his eyes never stop taking me in. “Forgive me, lass. It’s like seeing my Duncan come back to me.”


“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “For barging in on you all like this. I know I should have called first, but I thought—”


Finn waves me off. “Nonsense. Enough of that. You’re family. We’re happy to have you. Aren’t we, Rhonnie?”


Rhona doesn’t look as enthused about Finn’s sentiment as he does, quietly watching this exchange take place without saying anything.


“I appreciate that, Finlay,” I tell him. “Or Finn? I don’t know what you’d prefer.”


“Wheesht with that now,” he scoffs. “You’ll call me Grandpa or nothing at all, girl.”


“Oh, I …” My eyes dart from his to Rhona’s, but she gives me nothing except a cocked brow and a cool expression. “Sure. Grandpa. I can do that.”


“Och,” he rumbles, his voice sounding rougher. “I dinnae ken this day would ever come.”


His accent thickens with the emotion in his tone, and when he opens his arms and approaches me, I can’t find it in me to refuse him. I let him embrace me, and the comforting warmth he emanates is admittedly welcome, familiar even. It’s enough to make my chest feel tight.


“Aye, but I’m keeping you all to myself,” Grandpa says, sniffling slightly as he pulls back. “You’ve met your granny, but this”—he turns to gesture to the man still hunched in one of the wicker chairs, eyeing me curiously—“is your cousin Brodie. He’s not much aulder than you would be, I think?”


Brodie’s mouth tightens and relaxes so quickly I wonder if I imagined it altogether, and then he’s pushing up from his chair and closing the distance between us to offer me his hand. “Welcome,” he says. “Nice to make your acquaintance. Sorry, Rhona didn’t give your name.”


“Keyanna,” I tell him. “But everyone calls me Key.”


“Oh, Rhona’s great-granny was named Keyanna,” Grandpa blubbers, fully crying now. He gestures to his wet eyes. “Forgive this auld boy. Never could hold it in.”


“It’s fine,” I say, feeling awkward as I shuffle from one foot to the other.


Brodie shoves his hands into his pockets. “So how long do we have you, Key? A nice long visit?”


“I …” I glance at Rhona, who might as well be Fort Knox, with what she’s giving me. I clear my throat. “I’m not sure. I don’t want to be in the way.”


“Nonsense,” Grandpa scoffs, wiping his eyes. “You’ll stay as long as you want. It’s so good to have you, isn’t that right, Rhonnie?”


Rhona seems to realize she’s expected to answer this time, pausing her knitting to give a clipped nod. “Of course.”


Yeah, right, I think.


“Can’t show you much of the place in this weather,” Finn sighs, “but I can show you around the house, aye?”


“That would be great,” I tell him. “But … Sorry. Is there any way I could call the shop Hamish took my car to? Do you have the number? I was hoping to try and find a store where I could grab a few things that I forgot.” Heat creeps into my cheeks. “I sort of left in a hurry.”


“Leo doesn’t have a phone,” Grandpa says. “Thinks someone could track him with it. Maybe Brodie could take you by?”


“Lachlan went to check on it,” Rhona tells him.


“Ah, well,” Grandpa answers with a clap of his hands. “That’s settled, then, isn’t it? Oh, but you needed a shop, aye?”


“I can take her,” Brodie says. “We can check in on the car too.”


I fidget. “Are you sure?”


“Oh, aye,” Brodie says with a laugh. “We’re family, after all.”


Grandpa makes a disgruntled noise. “But what about supper? Rhonnie makes a mean shepherd’s pie.”


I glance at the woman in question, noticing that she doesn’t even look up from her knitting. There might as well be frost hanging off her needles, with the icy demeanor emanating from her.


“That’s okay,” I tell him. I pat my belly. “My stomach is still a little upset from the long plane ride.”


Maybe that’s not quite the truth, but I can sense Rhona is going to need a bit more time to get used to the idea of me being here.


“Do you need something for it? We’ve got medicines around here somewhere—oh! Maybe we could get you a warm water bottle. When I was a lad, that always—”


“Leave her be, Finlay,” Rhona tuts. “Don’t bombard the poor girl with too much at once. She’s just arrived.”


Finlay looks from Rhona to me, his expression sheepish. “Sorry, hen. Got a wee bit excited is all.”


“No, no,” I assure him. “It’s fine. Really. I’d love a rain check, maybe? Breakfast tomorrow?”


His entire face lights up, and I can see a bit of my dad in his features. It makes my chest feel tight. “Aye, breakfast. That we can do.” He reaches to squeeze my shoulder. “Your granny and I turn in pretty early,” Grandpa tells me, “so if we’re asleep when you get home, I’ll expect you for the tour right after breakfast in the morning, aye?”


“That sounds great,” I tell him, still feeling slightly overwhelmed.


“Good lass,” he says with a grin. He pats my shoulder, squeezing it again for a long moment. “It really is so good to have you, love.”


I force a smile. “Thank you.”


He wipes his eyes again as he turns to cross the room to where Rhona is sitting, leaning into her space to murmur in her ear. I feel Brodie’s hand on my elbow then, turning to give him my attention. He’s about my height and just as stocky as Finn, his smile friendly and his eyes a soft hazel that makes him appear kind.


“Come on, then, cousin,” he chuckles. “We’ll get your things, and maybe we’ll stop at the pub, aye? I expect after today, you’ll be needing a pint or two.”


I blow out a breath, flashing Brodie a more authentic smile as the tension in my shoulders bleeds out. “Or two.”


“I’ve got just the place,” he tells me, patting my arm before turning toward the door.


Rhona is still eyeing me warily as I follow after him, but I tell myself not to be too bothered by it. She’ll warm up to me eventually. Probably.


I could definitely use that drink.


“So,” Brodie says after a long, stilted silence of driving away from the farm. “This must be pretty overwhelming.”


I scoff lightly. “Which part? My dad dying? Or my grandma hating me?”


“Both, I imagine,” he says with a chuckle. He glances at me with a sympathetic expression. “Although I am sorry to hear about your da.”


“Did you know him?”


He nods. “When I was a lad. My mum and dad came down for a spell during the summers when I was younger to visit with Finn and Rhona. He was always kind to me.” He chuckles. “And his stories were good.”


“His stories?”


“Well, yeah. Most people know about Duncan’s tussle with the loch monster.”


“They do?”


Brodie lets out another soft laugh. “From what I’ve been told, he didn’t really try too hard to keep it a secret.”


“Oh.” I avert my gaze to my hands, which are clasped in my lap. “He used to tell me that story all the time.”


“Did you believe him?”


“I … don’t know.” When I look up, I notice Brodie’s full attention is on me, seeming actually curious. “I think I used to when I was little. But as I got aulder, well … I mean, it’s sort of impossible, right?”


His eyes linger on the side of my face for another moment, finally flicking back to the road, where his car is creeping along. “Aye, probably. Who knows, though. Living here … you hear all sorts of stories.”


“Rhona said you were staying with them,” I point out, trying to make conversation. “Did you grow up in Greerloch?”


He shakes his head. “Inverness. My mum and dad are still there.”


“So are you just visiting, then?”


His lips quirk as if I’ve said something funny. “Something like that.”


“Not cryptic at all,” I chuckle.


His fingers drum on the steering wheel, his brow furrowing as he considers. “I’m on a bit of a … sabbatical from my job. Needed some time away.”


“Where do you work?”


“The Inverness Historical Society.”


“Wow. That actually sounds really cool.”


He shrugs. “It can be, sure. There’s a lot of paperwork and red tape at times.”


“I guess I could see that,” I say, bobbing my head. “Is that why you’re taking a break?”


“Something like that.”


I roll my eyes. “Is that your catchphrase or something?”


“Maybe,” he laughs, shrugging again. “I just needed some time away from it all. My family is …” His mouth turns down in a frown. “Let’s just say they’ve never been quite thrilled with my choice of career.”


“What? Why?”


“My da owns a fishing business,” he tells me. “One of the largest on the coast. When my brothers were auld enough—”


“You have brothers?”


He nods. “Two. Both good, dutiful sons following in my da’s footsteps.”


“Ah.” I’m starting to get a picture here. “That’s tough.”


“My da is a hard man. He expects obedience and loyalty above all else. In his eyes … I haven’t been very good at either.”


“I’m sorry,” I tell him, meaning it. I can’t imagine not growing up with the support I did. “For what it’s worth, I think your job sounds really cool.”


His lips turn up in a grin. “Appreciate that.”


There’s another lingering silence that only just begins to feel awkward, and I can’t pretend the questions aren’t bubbling up inside me.


“Okay, but have you ever found any cool stuff? Old family scandals or something?”


“And what sort of scandals would I be finding, pray tell?”


“I don’t know! Do you have some sort of secret proof lying around that the Loch Ness Monster actually exists? Like … are you the Scottish equivalent of the FBI guys covering up Area 51?”


A laugh spills out of him. “You have a wild imagination, cousin.”


“Sounds pretty evasive, if you ask me,” I answer slyly.


“I’ve found some interesting things,” he admits. “Nothing so fantastic as that, unfortunately.”


“Bummer.”


“Aye, it is.”


With every lull in the conversation, the nerves creep back in, the gravity of this day weighing down on me like a tangible thing. I twist my hands in my lap, biting my lip to try and stop the question that’s rolling around inside, but it’s useless really. I can’t help myself.


“Do you think Rhona hates me?”


Brodie lets out a sigh, seeming to consider the question. “Rhona is … She can be hard sometimes. Even when I was a lad, she was always sort of … stern. My mum used to say she just missed her boy. I imagine it’s hard seeing you after she lost him.” He nods to himself. “But I don’t think she hates you. I just think she’s coming to terms with things.”


“That’s … good? I can live with that. Hopefully.”


“You’ll be all right, mate,” Brodie assures me. He flashes me a smile. “Even better after that drink, aye?”


I laugh despite the uneasiness still lingering in my stomach. “Yeah. Definitely.”


I do let the silence linger then, contenting myself with staring out the window as we creep across the green countryside toward town. I roll Brodie’s words around in my head, weighing them, hoping that he’s right.


Especially since the alternative is that one of the only real connections I have left to my dad might always hate my guts.
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LACHLAN


The rain is still pelting down on the slate roof of the pub, and I shake off as much of the water clinging to my jacket and hair as I can before stepping through the door of The Clever Pech. It’s a bit emptier inside than I thought it would be on a Friday afternoon—no one but auld Fergus doing a crossword in his resident corner booth and the twins chattering behind the bar inside. Blair notices me as I come in, elbowing Rory and gesturing my way just before Rory bellows out a greeting.


“Oi! There he is. Pissin’ down out there, is it? You look soaked to the bone, mate.”


“Aye,” I offer back, shuffling across the old wooden floor to slide onto one of the stools at the bar. “Bloody freezing too.”


Blair nods toward the shelf behind her. “You want your usual, then, eh?”


“Please,” I answer.


I grew up with Blair and Rory Campbell before moving away after my granny died, and despite the years between then and my move back earlier in the year—the bond between us didn’t diminish in the slightest. But that could partly be because the twins are borderline insane, and they adopt people like stray cats. They’re both tall, not quite my height but close, and their matching platinum hair is a shade so light, it appears silver under the sun. But their good looks are just a front for the slightly unhinged personalities beneath—personalities that got me into trouble on more than one occasion in my youth.


I run my fingers through the damp strands of my hair as Blair sets about making me a drink, and I tip my head back toward Fergus. “How’s your da today?”


“Same as usual,” Rory snorts. He raises his voice to shout, “Bloody useless, that’s what he is!”


Fergus just raises a middle finger, taking another large gulp of his whiskey.


Rory shakes his head. “Drunken arse. We should ban him from the place.”


“His name is still on the deed,” Blair pipes up as she finishes pouring me three fingers of Johnny Walker. She slides the glass across the bar, leaning to rest on her elbows. “Maybe we could convince Lach here to … you know …”


I cock a brow as I bring the glass to my lips. “To what?”


“You know,” Rory stresses, dragging his index finger across his throat.


I roll my eyes, taking a swig from my glass before setting it back down on the bar. “I’m not killing your da, you numpty.” I glance around at the empty bar. “Slow afternoon?”


“Aye,” Rory sighs. “People act like they’ll drown from a wee bit of rain.”


My thoughts flit to the angry expression of one fair American as I threatened her with said rain, and the corner of my mouth tilts up without my permission before I quickly tuck it away.


Blair leans in, lowering her voice. “So how goes the hunt?”


“Not so loud,” I hiss, turning around to look behind me out of habit.


Rory scoffs. “Who are you thinking might hear? Fergus? I could plot my da’s entire demise right here at this bar and the auld stoater would be none the wiser.” He raises his voice again. “He should sign the bar over before he does something useful like keel over!”


“Piss off,” Fergus calls back, still focused on his crossword.


“Bastard,” Rory mutters before turning his attention back to me. “Come on, mate. You’ve been living on the MacKay farm for six months now. You really haven’t found anything?”


I shake my head, sighing. “Nothing.”


“I’ll never believe Rhona doesn’t know something,” Blair hums.


“She’s aulder than our da, and he’s ancient. That woman knows more than she lets on. It’s in the eyes.” Rory points his index and middle fingers toward his own eyes for emphasis. “You can tell.”


“Well, when I learn how to read eyes, I’ll let you know.”


“How’s it been since that eejit Brodie came to stay?” Rory asks.


“Wanker tried to come on to me a few weeks ago,” Blair says with a shudder. “Creepy fucker. Rhona must know he’s after the farm, yeah? Why else would he show up out of nowhere after not visiting for years?”


“He’s the least of their problems,” I mumble as I take another drink.


Not that he hasn’t been a thorn in my side ever since I arrived. I’ve known Brodie MacKay since we were lads, and we never really got on.


Rory cocks his head. “What do you mean?”


“Apparently, the MacKays have some long-lost granddaughter that’s just shown up out of the blue,” I tell them.


Rory’s and Blair’s matching brows shoot up.


“Does that—”


“You mean—”


“Aye,” I sigh. “A daughter of MacKay.”


“Your da always said—”


I shake my head. “My da said a lot of things. It could be nothing.”


“Seems a hell of a lot to be nothing,” Blair notes.


I eye my drink, shrugging one shoulder as I add quietly, “Duncan was her da.”


“Duncan? Bloody hell, he’s been gone for, what, three decades?”


“Nearly,” I agree. “Keyanna is twenty-seven, she said.”


Blair’s eyes take on a curious gleam. “Keyanna, aye? So you met her?”


“Found her crawling over the rocks at Skallangal,” I say with a scowl. “Came this close to falling right on her arse if I hadn’t snatched her back.” I shake my head, frowning into my whiskey glass. “Americans, I swear. Signs all over, but of course that means nothing. Traipsing all over the shore like she owns the place, then had the nerve to shout at me for saving her arse!”


Rory whistles. “Oh, boy. The MacKay lass has gotten under our poor Lach’s skin.”


“Seems that way,” Blair agrees.


“She’s done no such thing,” I huff. “She’s just a complication, that’s all. One more nose I have to keep out of my business while I look for my answers.”


“And what does Rhona think of this long-lost granddaughter? My da told us once about the falling-out between her and Duncan. Said it wasn’t pretty.”


I think back to Rhona’s porch in the rain, remembering the lost look on Key’s face and the desperation in her eyes as she pleaded with Rhona to give her a chance. The sympathy I feel is annoying; I have no business feeling anything toward a MacKay besides suspicion. I blame how bonnie she is. Looking at Brodie for the last few months did not give me any sort of inclination that any offspring of the MacKay clan would look like that. It’s just as annoying as the sympathy I unwillingly feel for her.


“Rhona didn’t take to her well,” I say finally. “But she did let her stay.”


“That’s sure to put a kink in your plans,” Rory points out.


I snort. “You think?”


“Och,” Blair says with a sniff. “You’ve not found anything in all this time. Maybe there’s nothing to be found.”


I shoot her a sharp look. “You know why I can’t accept that.”


She looks properly chastised, lowering her eyes as her mouth turns down. “Right. I’m sorry. You know I talk without thinking.”


“Are you okay?” Blair asks.


I cock one eyebrow. “What?”


“I just … I know your da and Duncan were close, and I know when he left—”


I wave her off. “I’m fine. S’not like I really knew the man. I can barely remember him.”


I bitterly think that the same could be said for my father.


“Maybe you can recruit her,” Rory suggests.


My brow wrinkles. “Come off it.”


“She’s a veritable stranger, aye? But she’s got an in with the family. Maybe she’d be willing to help you out if you just—”


“You two knowing my business is more than enough,” I cut him off with a slightly bitter tone. “I’m doing good just to keep you two from blathering on about it.”


“We wouldn’t do that,” Blair grumbles.


“Not on purpose,” I counter. I hook a thumb at Rory. “Get this one good and steamin’, and we both know there’s nary a topic he won’t yammer on about.”


“That’s fair,” Rory laughs. “But I’ve done good so far.”


“Thank Christ for that,” I say with a chuffed laugh. Then my brow knits. “Besides, I can’t rule out that her being here is a bad omen.”


“You really believe some auld poem?” Rory’s nose wrinkles. “Not a very good one at that. How did it go again?”


I heave a sigh, readying myself to repeat the words I’d heard over and over growing up, but a bell sounding behind us has me turning in my seat, and after the initial frown that touches my lips at the sight of Brodie’s familiar and irritating visage, there is a punch of surprise when I see wild red curls bouncing in after him surrounding delicate cheekbones and fair, freckled skin and the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen.


“Bloody hell,” Blair says a bit too loudly. “Who’s that?”


“My newest complication,” I murmur back.


Blair hums appreciatively. “I’d let her complicate me any day.”


“You’re no worse than a man,” Rory tsks. “You know that?”


“You lot had centuries of being lecherous bastards,” she says primly. “It’s all about equality now, mate.”


They’re still bickering behind me, but the sound of it fades away a bit when Key’s eyes find mine studying her. Her mouth parts in surprise as she noticeably stops listening to whatever Brodie is saying to her, her body visibly bristling at the sight of me. Which, for some reason, elicits a smile from me, and I raise my glass in her direction in a mock toast.


Brodie must notice then that he’s lost her attention, because his eyes follow the line of her sight, frowning when he sees me sitting at the bar. He shuffles inside with Key in tow, giving me a wary look as he offers a threadbare greeting. I can’t say what I did to the man, given that we barely speak, but he’s made it clear on more than one occasion that he doesn’t care for me. Since the feeling is mostly mutual—I’m happy to leave the situation unsorted.


“Lachlan,” he says curtly.


I nod my head. “Brodie.” I turn my head away, finding Key’s eyes again, noticing the wariness there as she regards me, like she’s unsure of how I’ll be after everything that transpired today. “Leo’s fixed your car,” I tell her. “He’s going to drop it off in the morning.”


“I know,” she says. “We just came from there.”


I quirk a brow. “Didn’t trust me to get the job done, princess?”


“I don’t even know you,” she says irritably.


My mouth tilts at the corners. “And yet you’ve already decided you don’t like me.” I clutch at my heart. “You wound me.”


“You called me stupid within ten seconds of meeting you.”


“Is that what you’re so riled about? I was only pointing out how … unwise it was to ignore many signs warning you to not do exactly what you were doing.”


“Well, you didn’t have to play the ‘I own the place’ card just to chase me off.”


“You didn’t,” Blair tuts. “That was an arsehole move, Lach.”


Key throws out her hand in triumph. “See?”


“Don’t worry,” Blair says sweetly, extending her hand. “We’re not all a bunch of wankers here in Greerloch.”


Key takes it, shaking it lightly and flashing a smile in Blair’s direction, and I think to myself that it must be the first time I’ve seen it. Because I would remember it had she given it before. Hell, it might as well be imprinting itself on my brain in real time. Her smile changes her already pretty face to something breathtaking—straight white teeth with the two front ones just slightly longer than the rest and somehow making her smile all the more endearing.


I curse my own train of thought. I do not care about Keyanna MacKay’s smile.


“Careful,” I warn Key as I finish off my drink. “She’s taking your side because she thinks you’re bonnie.”


“I’m taking her side because you’re a right arse,” Blair argues. She winks at Key. “Not that I don’t think you’re bonnie.”


Keyanna’s fair skin pinkens with a blush, and something sharp pokes at the insides of my chest. My jaw works, not having time to really assess the feeling since Brodie chooses that moment to chime in.


“Key has had a hard day,” he says. “I reckon she needs a pint or two to wash it away.” He glances at me pointedly. “She’s dealt with all sorts of unpleasantness since she arrived.”


“Och,” Rory scoffs. “And then she had to climb into a car with you? Definitely be needing a pint.”


Brodie’s cheeks go ruddy, but I catch Key’s mouth twitching with a smile before she schools it away. Perhaps she’s not as charmed by her new cousin as he’d like her to be, then. I can’t say why that pleases me. Probably because sometimes he looks at me like I’m a bug on his shoe.


Brodie takes that moment to excuse himself, saying something about hitting the head. I can’t say I hope he makes any hurry to return.


“We heard you made a trip to Nessie’s cove today,” Blair says, continuing to chat up Key as Rory busies himself making the newcomer’s drinks. “You here on the hunt, then?”


I give Blair as surreptitious a glare as I can manage, but she ignores me.


“Oh, well …” Key shuffles, rubbing at the back of her neck. “Not exactly.”


“Nothing to be ashamed of, love,” Blair says sweetly. “We’ve all climbed over those rocks a time or two around here.” She smirks in my direction. “Even before Grandpa here came to spoil the fun.”


“S’not safe,” I mumble, narrowing my eyes at her.


“Tell me, mate,” Blair barrels on, ignoring me. “What had you climbing the rocks? The auld man is right; it’s not exactly safe without a good pair of wellies with a strong grip. Even then, you could hurt yourself.”


“I …” She bites her lip, and for a moment, I find my eyes drawn to the press of her teeth against the soft flesh—something that I quickly shake myself out of. “My dad told me stories.” She says this quietly, almost like she’s embarrassed. “He died recently, and he asked me before he went to scatter his ashes there.”


My brows shoot up in surprise, and a memory pings, one of her clutching that black vase so tightly, and for the first time today, I do feel like an arse. Regardless of my feelings about her da and what he might or might not have been to my own father, I know what it feels to mourn the loss of someone so prominent in your life.


“You didn’t say,” I blurt out, feeling chastened and defensive all at once. “Why not?”


Her mouth forms a tight line. “It’s not exactly a conversation for two strangers in which one of the strangers is telling the other one how stupid she is.”


Bloody hell. I did do that. Knowing what she was there for, it does feel much harsher now. Especially since I can’t ignore the current pang of emotion in my chest as my thoughts wander to my own predicament, knowing her grief all too well.


Maybe I really am an arse.


I frown at my feet, which rest against the scuffed wood floor beneath my stool. “It was a much better reason than silly curiosity,” I tell her. “I might have been a bit more accommodating had you said.”


“Somehow I doubt that,” she snorts.


Rory slides two pints across the bar. “She’s got your number, Lach.” He also shoots her a wink. “He’s not so bad. Deep down.” He eyes me briefly. “Deep, deep down.”


This elicits a giggle from Key, and the sound of it sets off another sharp sensation in my chest. The fuck is that about?


“If it’s Nessie you’re after,” Blair says seriously, “I’d suggest you make a trip to Loch Land. It’s just a few miles down the road from here.”


My brows furrow, wondering what Blair is on about. Surely she knows—


“Loch Land?” Key asks.


“Oh, aye,” Blair tells her. “It’s the best place for information on Nessie. It’s a museum of sorts.”


“Really?” Keyanna looks intrigued, and I almost want to tell her the truth. Almost. “And you said it’s not far?”


“Not at all,” Blair assures her. “I can even get you a map. They left some of those tourist leaflets at some point. I’m sure they’re around here somewhere …”


“Has this place been around for a while? Do you think my dad went?”


“Oh, definitely,” Rory joins in, apparently getting in on Blair’s fun. “At some point, I’m sure. We’ve all been.”


Key beams at the pair of them. “That would be great. I’d like to see all the places he might have seen when he lived here.”


Fucking hell. Now I really do feel like an arse. I peek over at Rory and Blair, but they show no signs of revealing their little game, and I know doing so myself would give Keyanna the impression that we might be friends of some sort, and that’s absolutely not on the table for us. Not when she’s a MacKay. It’s hard enough playing nice with Rhona as it is.


So I keep silent, telling myself it doesn’t make me an arsehole. I’m not the one taking the piss with her.


“Here we are,” Blair calls, riffling out a leaflet from beneath the bar and slapping it in front of Key. “This will get you there.”


The leaflet is pretty innocuous—just a picture of the very misleading front of the building with a small map below it, and I once again have to force myself not to say anything. Let the lass chase her own tail for a day. It’ll keep her out of my hair.


“This is great,” Key says earnestly. “Thank you. I’ll drive out tomorrow if the weather is better.”


“You do that,” Blair hums. “And best not tell your cousin, yeah?” She leans in conspiratorially. “Not really the adventuring type, Brodie.”


Key’s cheeks take on that sweet shade of pink again, and she bites her lip as she glances around to make sure the cousin in question isn’t in earshot. “He said he works for the Inverness Historical Society, though. He probably knows a lot more than me.”
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