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            One wintry castle in Scotland, two frozen hearts on the line…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Londoner Marla inherits a crumbling castle in Scotland and is determined to restore it. Her handsome, grumpy neighbour Niall is still haunted by the memories of his wife’s fatal accident. He’s desperate to leave the Highlands and his past behind.

      

        

      
        Sparks fly when they meet. But their instant attraction sours when Niall learns that Marla stands in his way. He wants to sell his land, which he can only do if she gives up her castle. And that’s never going to happen.

      

        

      
        Wherever they meet, they clash. But a Christmas party stirs unexpected feelings. And what begun as a rivalry turns into an irresistible attraction. Until during a snowstorm, their guards come down – and they share a night of deep desire.

      

        

      
        Can Marla thaw Niall’s frozen heart or will his secret agenda tear them apart?
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        This book is written in British English and has a bit of Scots in it, too. Please be aware: this story contains two explicit open door scenes and some profanity. It also references topics that could trigger certain audiences, such as abandonment, cancer, a suicide attempt, alcoholism, and burnout. Mostly rooted in the backstories of the characters, but it’s best to be prepared. Your mental health matters. <3
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      Pale morning light pierced through the clouds. The cold air smelled like peat fire and rain, like smoke, like frost, like everything that she loved about winter. The hills around this small town were almost as chalky as the sky. From a distance, they looked like folds of a wool blanket. It was still early. Marla flipped up the collar of her peacoat and walked along the cobblestoned street. Despite the November chill, her face was glowing.

      This place, half-snuggled in a valley, was a far cry from the busy, tiring city of London she had called home for fourteen years and left behind yesterday morning.

      Yet here she was. In Scotland.

      Marla swallowed, unsure of what lay ahead. The past few weeks had been a whirlwind. A swirl of conflicting emotions surged in her chest. There was a rush of anticipation, yes, but also a warning that nagged at her mind, reminding her of the risks. It was the glimmer of possibility, too hard to ignore, that made her cheeks flush.

      I’m really doing this, aren’t I?

      As she sauntered to her appointment with the solicitor, she took in the sights and sounds of Kilcranach’s old core. Side roads led up the hill and wound their way through the village like a gemstone necklace that someone had carelessly dropped. In contrast, the high street was built in a straight line and flanked by quaint shops with whitewashed facades. With their slate roofs and pointed gables, the houses looked like they had been there since the time of Mary, Queen of Scots. Or at least since some enlightened, eighteenth-century landowner had stuffed his crofters into efficient lodgings so they could collect kelp while sheep grazed on what used to be their land. The sea, as the screeching chorus of gulls in the background announced, wasn’t very far away.

      Behind a bend, Marla noticed the small castle looming in the distance. A structure with blonde sandstone walls, overgrown with ivy. Even from afar, it appeared as sad as in the photos. And calling it a castle was a stretch. It looked more defeated than defensive. Although it must once have been an inviting eighteenth-century country house. Marla imagined glamorous balls and hunting parties with people wearing tweed.

      In truth, she had no concept of what the Scottish nobility used to do in their extensive spare time two hundred years ago. Even two years ago, for that matter.

      Today, the former grand house was a neglected three-storey building with dull panes in its many large mullion windows. It seemed tired, forgotten, and lonely. This house had the weight of well over two hundred years pressing down on it – and it appeared as if it was done pushing back.

      Her house now. Her weight.

      Marla snorted in disbelief, and a frosty cloud of breath formed in front of her nose. What the hell had happened? Four weeks ago, she had been living her life in London, working as an oncology nurse for the National Health Service NHS. Mostly reading books while curled up on her couch. Completely unspectacular and utterly intentional. After everything, Marla had designed her life to be as stable and safe as possible. A solid wooden drawer with cosy velvet lining.

      Until one phone call changed it all.

      

      She had just returned from running errands when her mobile rang. At first, she thought it was a prank. Who wouldn’t?

      ‘Good afternoon! Marla Wilson? You will not have heard of me, but I have something important to tell you,’ said the male voice on the other end.

      ‘Not at all a bizarre thing to say. Bye.’

      ‘Wait! There is something you must know,’ the unknown caller cut in.

      ‘Oh, really? Must I?’ Marla’s day off had been unpleasant so far. She was in a mood. ‘Let me guess: you’re calling in the name of Prince Harry and need cash for a charity? Or better still, you’re a Nigerian prince and need my help with wiring four million dollars to my account? Guess what, I don’t believe in princes and⁠—’

      ‘Miss Wilson, there seems to be a misunderstanding. My name is William Collins. I work with Arniston Solicitors, and the reason I’m calling you today is to inform you of an inheritance.’

      ‘Ha! I knew it. No thanks,’ she scoffed.

      ‘Does the name Gordon Wilson ring a bell?’

      Marla gasped. That was her grandda’s name.

      How does he… What…?

      Anger welled up inside her. ‘What do you know of my grandfather? Is this a cruel joke? My grandda died two years ago. Don’t you feel ashamed using dead people’s names in a scam?’

      ‘No, no! Of course not, Miss Wilson. It is just… How do I put this delicately? It seems that in his youth, Gordon Wilson had made an acquaintance of some…emotional significance. Let us leave it at that.’

      ‘Pardon me?’ She noticed a trace of shrillness in her voice.

      ‘I would much prefer to discuss the details with you in person. But as far as we know, he knew the young Lady Hamilton, and it appears that Gordon Wilson…made a lasting impression on her.’

      ‘Lady who?’

      ‘Lady Helena Cecilia Hamilton,’ he said.

      ‘Never heard of her.’

      ‘I see. Well, that is not at all surprising. She lived a secluded life. Lady Hamilton passed away six months ago.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say. Eh…I’m sorry for your loss?’

      ‘Thank you for your sympathy,’ Mr Collins said.

      Something in his voice resonated with Marla. She recognised the incorruptible truth of grief. He must have held that lady in great esteem. Marla paced up and down her hallway, the shopping bags still by the door.

      ‘She was our client for many decades,’ he continued. ‘A good person, an amiable woman. One of a kind. She died without an heir, but her will – here the entire affair becomes more than a little unorthodox – unmistakably states that in these circumstances, the castle and estate should pass to the living descendants of Gordon Wilson.’

      ‘What? Okay. That’s…mental. My grandfather mentioned no lady. Ever. And I’m sure my gran wouldn’t have approved of other women in his life. If you know what I mean.’

      ‘Certainly, Miss Wilson. I did not intend to insinuate⁠—’

      ‘Right. So, wait. You’re telling me that a complete stranger left a castle – an entire castle – to my grandda and his offspring? You can’t be serious.’

      ‘I assure you, this is not a joke to me, Miss Wilson.’

      ‘Oh, I don’t think this is funny either. And I have a lot of questions. Like why didn’t he tell anyone about any of this? Ever? What on earth is going on?’ Her voice rose. ‘How am I supposed to even know who my grandda was dating in his youth? That’s wrong,’ she huffed. ‘And who in their right mind doesn’t give their godforsaken castle to the National Trust instead of leaving it to a stranger? Doesn’t that sound suspiciously wrong to you?’

      ‘To you.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘To you. She left Hazelbrae House to you. We have done some digging, you see. Since he passed two years ago and your mother in 1992, you are the only living blood relative of Gordon Wilson. Unless you have children, of course, but we could not find any records,’ he explained. ‘Hence, it follows – according to Lady Hamilton’s will – that it is you who inherits her estate.’

      Marla flopped onto a chair, ungracefully landing on the cupcake she had bought herself as a treat and placed there when her phone rang. She didn’t notice it. All she noticed was a tingling numbness ascending from her legs, along with an uncomfortable ringing in her ears. After a pause, she said, ‘No siblings. No children. Neither existent nor planned.’

      ‘I apologise if this sounds intrusive. But you certainly see that we⁠—’

      ‘Estate,’ Marla mumbled. ‘What does that even mean?’

      ‘I would much rather discuss everything in person. But for now, I can tell you that the inheritance encompasses a large, listed house with a few acres here in Scotland. Although the building is in a state, most unfortunately, and the land is a fraction of what it once used to be.’

      ‘Sorry, I have to ask, for the record – are you for real? Do you have any proof of whatever you’re saying, like…right now?’ Not that any serious, self-respecting scammer would answer that question with anything close to the truth. Nonetheless, she had to ask.

      ‘I guarantee that this is a most serious and lawful matter.’

      She let out a breath. ‘You understand that I can’t simply believe everything a random stranger tells me on the phone? That’s one thing my grandda taught me,’ Marla said, mostly to herself, feeling the comforting weight of Gordon’s small knife in the side pocket of her jeans. Along with the all-too-familiar twinge of loss.

      ‘Yes, Miss Wilson. That is sensible. I would expect nothing less. I can send you all the relevant information and preliminary legal documents, the title, photographs, et cetera. And then, if you’re interested, Arniston Solicitors would love to welcome you to Kilcranach.’

      

      That had been one month ago. The town hall clock towered above Marla. Its long, thin hands showed a quarter past nine. Almost time for her meeting with William Collins to finalise the particulars of this odd inheritance. She was a few minutes early. But her mind was racing, and she couldn’t sit in the car for one more second.

      I can’t believe it. What if it’s too much for me?

      Initially, she’d been less than thrilled at the thought of inheriting a castle from a stranger – everybody knew those houses were bottomless money pits – let alone the mystery surrounding her grandda’s dubious ex-lady-friend or whatever position Helena Whatshername Hamilton had once held in his life.

      It was Marla’s pal Trish who had encouraged her to take the leap of faith, stuff her car with her favourite clothes and books, and move to Kilcranach to take on her inheritance – a property she hadn’t even set foot in.

      ‘Marl, what are you talking about? A flipping castle in Scotland, for fuck’s sake. That’s an amazing opportunity. Think what you could do with that!’ Trish had squealed from beneath her cloud of brown curls. ‘That’s how all those Mills & Boon novels start! And if it’s shit, you can sell it for a few million pounds to a Danish billionaire and bam! No more worrying about pensions or any of that. That’s you, sorted for life!’

      Marla couldn’t help but smile at the memory of Trish’s innate enthusiasm and unwavering faith in the world. Most of the time, it was unfounded. But it somehow still made things better. Inexplicably. Or maybe even magically.

      She moved past the bookshop. A narrow, three-storey, timber-framed building with a small café on the ground floor. A few people were grabbing a coffee to go. There was a pair of American tourists in trainers, hunched over their phones.

      Probably a lot fewer of them in the Highlands in November than during summer.

      The faint aroma of roasted beans and the scent of yellowed books wafted into the cold air. A young woman wearing a pointy hat and a black coat was peering into a shop window. Her long, emerald-green hair was fashioned into a braid and flowing down her shoulders on top of a woollen tartan shawl. She looked like a witch. Maybe this tiny town had more edge than Marla had imagined.

      Whatever her doubts, and there were plenty, she was here now. After having drained a reassuring bottle of Bordeaux with Trish, Marla had made a promise to herself. Come rain or shine – and considering that this was Scotland, rain was the much more likely scenario – she would find a way to make it work.

      This wasn’t just an unexpected inheritance. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to give back to her colleagues in the NHS, who worked so hard to save their patients’ lives. Create a retreat for tired doctors and nurses. Like herself. Like the ones that tried to save her mum twenty-five years ago or the ones who took care of her grandparents at the end. Renovating Hazelbrae was also a way to be connected to her grandda. To honour his memory, to find out who he had really been and where he was from.

      And to start over after all the loss and sorrow.

      The solicitor’s office was in one of the historic buildings just off the town square. The heavy door creaked as Marla opened it, revealing a claustrophobically small lobby. It wasn’t even large enough to contain a gathering of five people. Two timeworn oak chairs and an equally ancient wooden reception desk testified to the age of the office. The darkly panelled walls were adorned with antique paintings of ships conquering raging waves. It smelled of dust and varnish, with a slight salty tang. The entire room seemed like the wooden sea chest of a nineteenth-century naval officer.

      Behind the panelled desk sat a woman with white streaks in her red bob, knitting what looked like a Fair Isle jumper. She didn’t so much as lift her head when the door creaked.

      ‘Hi. Good morning.’ Marla plastered on a polite smile.

      Now the woman looked up. She gave a nod and put down her needles. ‘Morning. Welcome to Arniston Solicitors. How can I help you?’

      Marla explained who she was and why she was there. The receptionist nodded again. This time, with squinted eyes. As if she couldn’t believe it. Neither could Marla.

      ‘Of course. Mr Collins is expecting you, Miss Wilson.’ She rose from her chair. ‘Please follow me. And watch your step. It’s a wee bit uneven.’

      Marla walked behind her up a narrow spiral staircase with ornate cast iron steps and rails that were cold and coarse under her fingers.

      ‘Ah, Miss Wilson,’ Mr Collins called from the back room. ‘Welcome to Arniston Solicitors! Glad you made it. How was the journey? Not entirely unpleasant, I hope?’ Mr Collins emerged from his office wearing a tweed suit with a waistcoat and a pocket watch, round glasses perched at the end of his pointed nose. He looked like an obscure side character in an unpublished Sherlock Holmes story, scholarly and anachronistic to the point of eccentricity. Much more interesting in person than on the phone. Marla liked him right away.

      Mr Collins ushered her into his tiny office, where several stacks of documents were scattered around the room. The slope of the roof was low and crooked, Marla could hardly stand upright. A square window let in a few resilient rays of winter morning sunlight, illuminating several shelves of books lined up like soldiers at attention.

      Over a cup of tea, Mr Collins explained the legal details of the inheritance. There was no family dispute, since this was a minor branch of the Hamiltons without relatives. The property had been surveyed and valued, the inventory and other forms completed, taxes and debts paid. So was the basic upkeep for a year, excluding insurance. Now was the time for the title transfer.

      Marla understood all of it, or so she hoped. Dealing with small print had never been her core strength. She would inherit Hazelbrae House with about ten acres of surrounding land. Apparently, Helena Hamilton had declared that the house was not to be turned into a museum. ‘Hazelbrae is neither a shrine nor a zoo, it is a home,’ were her words, as related by Mr Collins. Miraculously, there was no remaining debt on the estate, but there had been no renovations since the 1980s. Good bones, neglected state. The estimated renovation and conservation costs were… Astronomical didn’t even begin to describe it.

      And yet… Marla had felt drawn to Hazelbrae since she had first seen the pictures in Mr Collins’ e-mail.

      It was still baffling, though. ‘What about their relationship? Were they…’ Marla trailed off.

      ‘Lady Hamilton and your grandfather?’

      ‘Yes, those two. Who else would I be talking about?’ She narrowed her eyes.

      ‘Sadly, there is not much more that I can tell you.’ Mr Collins adjusted his glasses. ‘She changed her will shortly before her serious health problems started, and I never had the opportunity to ask her personally. It is all a mystery. Or simply private.’

      He dug out a document and followed the lines with his index finger. ‘According to Lady Hamilton’s will, in which she bequeathed her estate to his family, Gordon Wilson was, and I quote, “the truest, dearest friend I ever had. I owe him my life and more than I could ever repay.” End of quote.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Did he give her a kidney or something?’

      ‘I could not tell you. Lady Hamilton was a private and fascinating woman.’ Shifting his glasses again, he continued. ‘My guess? Since your grandfather was from this area and moved away when he was twenty, if our research is correct, they most likely knew each other in their youth. Mr Wilson must have been a friend or confidant to Lady Hamilton. Class difference aside.’

      Mr Collins leaned back in his squeaking swivel chair and folded his hands in his lap. ‘We could try to investigate further. Although I have not the slightest idea how. We looked at her correspondence, but it didn’t include any significant private letters or documents, unfortunately.’

      Marla shrugged. ‘I’m just so curious. I mean, who wouldn’t be? There must be more to this story, but it seems we’re not getting anywhere right now. So be it.’ She straightened her shoulders. ‘All right then, Mr Solicitor. Let’s do this.’

      With the legal details outlined, explained, and mostly understood, Marla picked up Mr Collins’ pen in her right hand, her left hand on the document. She felt the tight weave of the paper fibres under her fingertips. The pen had an old-fashioned shape and a black, lacquered finish that had been worn smooth by generations of signers. Marla took a deep breath.

      A few circles and scratches later, Mr Collins announced, ‘Congratulations, Miss Wilson. You are now the proud owner of Hazelbrae House. Good luck.’

      

      Marla left the solicitor’s office exhilarated, bordering on terrified. To calm her jittery limbs, she decided to walk from the village to the castle and explore the area. It was eleven. Plenty of time in the day.

      Time to make plans.

      Marla would restore Hazelbrae House, find a new purpose and her roots here. It dawned on her how much she had been longing for a new beginning.

      There was no way back. She had rented out her tiny flat in London and quit her job. A half-ruined castle in this remote Scottish village was her home now, which left only one possible conclusion: she must be insane.
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      Niall trudged along the churned-up dirt path through the forest on his inspection rounds, his boots squelching in patches of moss and mud. Winter had stripped the trees of their foliage, leaving behind brittle branches outlined against the hazy sky, like a charcoal sketch.

      A heaviness crept into the air. He knew the Highland weather and these woods like the back of his hand. This was his land, after all. It had been his father’s and his grandfather’s before that. But Niall didn’t feel a sense of connection. Not anymore. Only obligation, to an extent.

      Besides his own forestry, he had been an estate manager on the Hamilton land for thirteen years now. Close to a third of his life. It was a job that needed to be done, and he happened to be the one doing it. There was nothing more to it.

      ‘Barclay? Barclay!’ Niall called out for his dog. He paused and listened. Nothing but the long, rolling sigh of the breeze as it rustled through the branches. Niall turned around to survey the territory, to reassure himself that everything here was fine, that nothing was out of place. There were only familiar sights, like the old, gnarled ash tree with its branches twisted into shapes resembling faces. He called again, and this time he heard a bark in the distance.

      That silly bugger can’t help himself, he thought affectionately.

      Thirty seconds later, the black and white border collie came shooting out of the thicket towards him. Niall smiled and scratched Barclay behind his ears. ‘You sure love to run off on your own, don’t you, boy?’ At this time of year, there was nothing to be wary of on this part of the estate, and he allowed his faithful companion these independent excursions.

      At least Barclay always returned to him, no matter how far he had run off. It was some comfort that there was one thing he could always rely on – the unconditional love of his dog. ‘Let’s get going, eh?’ And the two of them plodded along the same trail they always followed, Barclay alongside his owner and friend. It was in fleeting moments like these when Niall was almost at peace.

      Almost.

      As they walked, Niall noticed the ambassadors of winter, like a stray snowflake settling on his shoulder, the chill in the air, the flurries of fallen leaves being tousled by the breeze. Out here, in the middle of the forest behind Hazelbrae House, there was always an air of peace, a serene atmosphere that he had come to cherish.

      Hazelbrae.

      It had been over half a year since old Lady Hamilton had died in the care home where she had spent the last months of her life. A heart attack, they said. Niall still didn’t know what was going to happen to that place. That unsettled him. He didn’t like loose ends.

      But, more importantly, it had brought his plans to an indefinite halt.

      He had mulled over it for much longer than anybody in Kilcranach would ever have suspected, but when the developer had approached him with an offer to buy his land about a year and a half ago, Niall had been ripe and ready to make a deal. He wanted to move on. There was no spark of excitement or new beginning about it. This wasn’t about opening a new chapter.

      No. It was about finally closing an old one.

      Because, more often than not, Niall felt trapped – like a solitary wanderer in the frame of a gloomy landscape painting. Forever doomed to roam the moors.

      Or forest, in his case.

      With the money from selling his acreage, he would likely never have to work again. At least if he lived sensibly. He could buy a boat and live on it. Go sailing. It used to be his favourite hobby when he was a student, his soul unbent, his heart unbroken, his light undimmed.

      Before…everything.

      He hadn’t done it in ages. But he rather wanted to be at the mercy of the elements than at the mercy of the memories that surrounded him here at every turn.

      Niall stopped and zipped up his lined wax jacket. He emitted a cloud of white breath and resumed the walk while his thoughts wandered in their own direction. He couldn’t say that he had been pleased with the plans the developer had for the area – a huge luxury hunting, shooting, and fishing billionaire playground with a spa for clients with helicopters and such – but it could bring a few jobs to Kilcranach. To people who needed it. Frankly, he cared little about the details. Times were changing. That was a fact. Better to change with them and make the most of it. He had been looking forward to it.

      But just when he had started to feel something akin to hope, Niall had learned that Hazelbrae, sitting in the middle of it all, was a crucial part of the deal. They wanted the entire bloody thing. Not just his land. No, the crumbling mansion on the hill was the cherry on top of their billionaire-property cake.

      Niall had tried to convince them otherwise. In vain. He had also made several attempts to persuade old Lady Hamilton to sell. To no avail.

      A part of him knew she would never be willing to cut ties to her home of over seventy years, the place where she had been born.

      Still, he had to try.

      Not that he didn’t understand her. Hazelbrae was her home, the place where her family’s memories lived. Their presence was tangible in every nook of the house, starting with the faded pictures and paintings that spoke volumes about family roots that ran generations deep within this forgotten corner of the world.

      No matter how eloquently Niall argued when they discussed estate matters, neither facts nor feelings made any difference. Lady Hamilton’s friendly but firm response was always the same.

      ‘My dear, dear boy,’ she would say in her commanding voice, only a little frail. ‘Don’t you know that all of Hazelbrae is part of me? And I wouldn’t sell my own arm now, would I? And what would your father think of that?’ she had asked, patting his hand and shaking her head.

      How am I supposed to know? It’s not like you can phone people in the afterlife.

      The last time they had spoken about it was a month before she suffered a second stroke and had to move away into care. A good six months before her death.

      She had finally left this place for good. He was still stuck here.

      Niall had even tried to sell his land discreetly to other candidates. Unsuccessfully. Unless it was an absurdly large acreage with a romantic castle, a potential nature reserve, or one of those tiny symbolic bits of land with a fantasy title, no one seemed prepared to buy land in the Scottish Highlands.

      The canopy of wiry branches parted to reveal the decaying grandeur of Hazelbrae in the distance, a splendid house in a state of forgotten glory. Grass, moss, and birch saplings sprouting from the black rain gutters. All giving silent testament to its neglect.

      Only a few harsh winters away from falling into utter disrepair, Niall reckoned.

      Astonishingly, the roof still held up, withstanding the years, the wind, and the intense rain here in the West. He hadn’t set foot inside of Hazelbrae since… not in a long time. There was a quick sting of pain and loss. A feeling as familiar to him as these ancient woodlands. Relentless murmurs of his unforgivable mistake. Niall shook his head in an attempt to shake off his memories.

      He didn’t know how Lady Hamilton had spent her last time there or what the inside of Hazelbrae might look like. All he knew was this half-ruined grand house stood between him and his ticket out of Kilcranach. Between him and his hope of lifting the crushing weight that had been suffocating him for six years. Whether he liked it or not, Hazelbrae was the key to his freedom and peace.

      Barclay dashed towards a babbling brook beneath a small slope. Following the path to the left would lead them past the gates of the grand old house.

      Och, why the heck not? Let’s see how deep those cracks really are.

      He whistled. Barclay obeyed and came back as fast as an arrow. Niall and his dog walked side by side through the woods.

      Suddenly, he heard a voice from somewhere in the nearer distance.

      ‘You treacherous damn shitty shit tree!’

      Barclay pricked up his ears. Niall frowned.

      What the…

      ‘I hate you! I hate you from the bottom of my heart! Stupid fucking tree!’

      Yes, that sounded like a woman. An angry woman. The only problem was that her voice seemed to come from…above?

      Barclay jolted towards a mature oak tree and barked.

      ‘Well, hello there! Awww, look at you. Such a good boy,’ the voice said to Barclay, all anger vanished. Niall took a few steps closer to the tree. He squinted in disbelief as he peered up at the top.

      A woman in a dark blue pea coat was clinging to one of the oak’s branches. Her jeans were splattered with mud, and her complexion was bright red. She stared at him with a mix of surprise and suspicion. Niall blinked in bewilderment. He had no inkling who this woman was or what she was doing here.

      In a tree, no less.

      One of his trees, by the way.

      ‘Hi,’ she called out. ‘Hello! Oh, thank God. Do you think you could help me down? I can’t seem to do it on my own. Not that I would normally admit that to anyone.’ She laughed nervously.

      The warm sound of her voice tingled in his ears. Niall furrowed his eyebrows in puzzlement. Why would a normal grown-up person climb a tree? He scoured his brain for explanations, but there were none that made any sense to him.

      ‘What are you doing up there, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      ‘Major Tom to ground control: might I suggest I tell the tale once I’ve returned to Planet Earth?’

      ‘I’m afraid I sold any spaceships or flying tin cans to the charity shop ages ago anyway,’ Niall replied.

      ‘Ah, so you’re a funny one. But I’m about ten seconds away from a proper panic attack, so if you don’t mind.’

      ‘You started with Major Tom.’ Niall noticed he was smiling. Barclay wagged his tail in excitement. That there on the tree was not the usual squirrel.

      ‘Get me down. Now!’ she insisted. ‘I mean…please?’

      ‘All right, all right. Let’s see.’ Niall examined the situation. It seemed that the crucial branch about halfway down had broken, preventing her from descending the same way she must have got up. He would have been irked by the sight of damage done to the trees under his care and supervision. But he knew the inhabitants of his forest well. This particular tree was a bit of a troublemaker that had been worrying him for a while. ‘Can you turn around?’ he asked.

      ‘Are you joking?’ She sounded slightly angry again.

      ‘You know, I could continue my walk and pretend this never happened.’ He was oddly enjoying this bizarre encounter.

      ‘You would not.’

      ‘Try me.’

      ‘Okay, I guess I could make a quarter turn.’

      ‘Brave girl,’ Niall said. ‘If you turn and slowly try to sit down on the branch that you’re standing on right now, you could jump.’

      ‘And break my ankle? Not a fat chance,’ she said resolutely.

      ‘I could catch you, you know.’

      ‘You? But you’re a stranger! How do I know you won’t take a step to the side and let me land face-first in the mud?’

      ‘Guess you won’t know for sure until you try.’

      ‘Honestly.’ She looked dispirited. ‘This is not a good way to encourage someone with trust issues.’

      He folded his arms. ‘Sometimes you have to take a leap of faith.’

      ‘Really? Okay, as soon as I’m on firm ground again, we’ll go into town and get matching “Live, Laugh, Love” tattoos.’

      And Niall laughed. A sound so rare that Barclay barked twice in confusion.

      The woman in the tree shifted her feet awkwardly, still clinging to the higher branch. Gradually, and with wobbly knees, she lowered herself into a sitting position, while holding onto the bark of the thick tree trunk.

      ‘Okay, I’m sitting.’ She looked relieved.

      ‘I can see that.’

      ‘And now I jump?’

      Niall positioned himself underneath her. It was less than six feet, not too terrible. He spread his arms out. ‘And now you jump.’

      She landed on him like a hundred sacks of flour. The momentum pushed Niall backwards, staggering. She wasn’t a fairy, this was a woman of substance. He lost his balance, and with a thud, they both landed on the mossy, leafy forest ground.

      Barclay ran circles around them, while Niall lay flat on his back. Judging by the pain, his coccyx must have hit a thick pinecone or something.

      ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she replied, sitting astride him.

      Niall stared into a pair of grey eyes with a silver glint under long, dark lashes. Tiny beads of sweat had formed a tiara at her hairline. There was a dab of dirt on the tip of her nose.

      She bit her lower lip. ‘I’m Marla, by the way. Thank you for being my mattress, Major Tom.’

      Barclay licked her cheek and she let out a low, contented giggle.

      Deep inside, Niall had always suspected that there must be some magical creatures living in these woods.

      He just never thought they would be so…gorgeous.
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      Are you hurt?’ Marla asked the man that she was straddling after jumping off a tree right into his arms, like a human tree frog.

      Oh God, I’m sitting on him as if we were…

      She stood up, her heart racing. Marla could feel that her face was on fire, which somehow seemed to be the theme of the day.

      ‘No,’ he said and grinned. ‘I’m okay. I’m Scottish. Takes a lot more to knock me out.’

      His accent reminded her of her grandda. A surge of nostalgia welled up in her heart, into which droplets of grief flowed like watercolour. She let the wave subside and reached out her hand to help him up. As he took it, Marla felt his rough, warm skin against her icy fingers.

      So, he works with his hands. She wondered why she even noticed.

      ‘I’m Niall. And this is my dog and partner in crime, Barclay,’ he said with a serious look.

      His eyes were light brown and warm, like pine resin. His chestnut-coloured hair was thick, a little wavy, and untamed, as if his last haircut simply had grown out. Recklessly tousled for a man his age.

      He must be in his late thirties or early forties. A bit older than me.

      There were fine lines around the corners of his eyes, a sprinkle of grey at his temples and in his stubble. A galaxy of freckles spread out over his straight, domineering nose. He was over six feet, it wasn’t often that she encountered men taller than herself, with broad shoulders. Unbending, exuding a quiet gravity.

      A man like a tree.

      Marla felt a strange rush of flittering heat inside her belly.

      ‘Hi, Niall. Nice to meet you.’

      ‘I would say the same. But playing catcher in the rye is not one of my usual daily tasks.’ He brushed some wet leaves off his jeans. ‘Pretty sure I’m bruised in impractical places. If you don’t mind telling me, what were you doing in that tree? Hiding? Are you on the run?’

      ‘It’s really silly.’ Marla sighed and put her hands on her hips.

      His mouth showed the suggestion of a smile.

      ‘Okay, so I was going for a walk to clear my head when I heard a sound. A squeak or something. And another one. At the time, I thought it was a kitten.’

      His smile got wider, and she noticed it.

      ‘I can tell you all about the rats in my tenement, but I know nothing about forest animals and wildlife. I thought I saw a baby cat running up the tree. It was white and fluffy and squeaky. I thought it needed help,’ Marla explained. ‘Long story short: I climbed the tree to save a kitten that was possibly something else all along. And when I couldn’t find it and tried to climb down in shame, the stupid branch broke off. End of story. Happy now?’

      ‘Why would I be
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