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Blurb




Fritz Bronnley lives to keep his men safe and happy. But since his friends have all found their “one”, he feels a bit surplus to requirements.

A driving holiday through the Scottish Highlands sounds like an excellent remedy for his maudlin mood. Answering an unexpected call for help sounds like an even better one.

But when Fritz ends up rescuing a tough, opinionated cutie who doesn’t know why he’s been kidnapped, and who’s determined to find out no matter what, his heart might be in as much danger as Hollis Crewe’s life.
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Prologue


The line in the coffee shop was full of grey-faced yawning people. Not surprising, given the early hour, or that it was the Tuesday after a Bank Holiday weekend. The denizens of Glasgow knew how to party. And the extra-long lines at the city’s coffee shops proclaimed they knew how to treat the following morning’s hangovers, too.  
Hollis Crewe had spent the previous day stone-cold sober in a hospital, waiting to hear if two of his current charges would recover from their overdoses. Fourteen years old, crazy in love, and both fighting for their lives after taking god knows what at a party. That shit would never be funny.
Hollis hadn’t wanted even a single drink when he’d finally made it home. He now demonstrated his lack of a hangover by ordering an almond croissant with his triple shot espresso macchiato and—as he’d expected—nobody cared.
Good.
Hollis took his drink and his breakfast to an empty table in the nearest corner. Unlike the coffee, the croissant was a nod to responsible adult behaviour. If he closed his eyes, he saw a hospital corridor and smelled disinfectant. He’d be there again soon enough, standing in for parents who’d never cared, watching over Chloe Park and Essey Rumani and willing them to live. Food had no place in that nightmare.
He hadn’t taken more than a couple of sips from his coffee when Ray Shepherd bounced into the coffee shop, so wide awake he had no need of additional caffeine.
“Did you bring it?”
“Of course,” Hollis said. “I wouldnae let you down.” He extracted the letter of reference from his briefcase and handed it over. “I said nice things. Just as I did when they phoned me Friday morning.”
“They phoned you?”
“Right after they offered you the job. You impressed them, Ray. A lot. And I made sure they know what a catch you are.”
Ray dropped into the chair opposite Hollis, hands shaking. “I dinnae believe it yet. I’m still waiting for something tae go wrong.”
Hollis understood that. “Nothing will go wrong, I promise.”
“But what if it does? Go wrong, I mean. What if they go bust and I’m made redundant?”
“Then you’ll find another job. Same way you will if it turns out you don’t like the work, or the people you work with. They didnae give you a job, you earned that offer. And they’re as lucky tae have you as you’re lucky tae have them. It’s a two-way street, remember that.”
Hollis’s phone buzzed. He looked at the screen, swiped ignore and set it face down on the table.
Ray snickered. “Is fuckface still making your life a misery?” Like anyone who’d come through the foster care system, Ray knew of David Namarra. “He’ll never stop, you know? He gets off on it.”
“I know,” Hollis said, already hardening himself to the insults that would be coming his way. “But I like my job too much tae quit.”
“I’m grateful for that.” Ray waved the paper. “He’d never have given me a chance. Without you, I wouldnae be heading off tae my first day in a real job.”
“Dinnae put yourself down. I’ve only helped a little. You did the hard work.” And it had been hard work for a kid who drew like a fiend but had struggled to read when Hollis had first encountered him. “You have so much tae be proud of,” he said and held his fist out for a bump. “Go and show them what you can do.”
Ray slid the letter into his folder and stood. “Give fuckface a kick from me.”
Hollis raised his coffee in salute. He watched Ray walk out of the coffee shop and took a moment to send a wish to Fate.
Then he finished his coffee and went to face his day.
Ten minutes later, and four hundred yards from his office, Hollis turned a corner and walked jaw-first into a fist. He doubled over, avoided the knee coming towards him by luck rather than skill, and twisted to get out of range.
A second punch to the jaw ensured he failed.
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Chapter One


The packing tape across his mouth stopped Hollis from screaming. The tape binding his wrists and ankles stopped him from moving. He wriggled and shifted until he dislodged the coat his assailant had wound around his head. 
A little more air.
A chance to see he was in a car, not just feel it moving. 
It improved his situation—but not by much. Hollis remained a prisoner, with discomfort and fear pushing him closer and closer to panic.
Panic isnae helpful. Remembering his foster father’s voice calmed him a little. “Panic isnae helpful, but you can fight it with logic and reason.”
Hollis took a deep, steadying breath and exhaled to a count of eight. Did it again.
Someone had slugged him on the street in broad daylight, tied him up, and put him in a car. Could he have seen this coming? Averted it?
Hollis doubted it. He was a social worker, not a gangster. He spent his workday facing down inadequate parents, greedy landlords, and abusive employers. People yelled and swore at him. They cried all over him. Occasionally, someone threw a punch. Nobody had ever attacked him like this, not even his arsehole of a boss.
Arrogant, pig-headed, and on the take, David Namarra was too fat to bench-press a crate of milk cartons. It wasn’t him who’d knocked Hollis out and stuffed him into the car. That had needed a bigger, stronger man.
Had they drugged him, too?
It was still daylight out, but Hollis needed to piss. He also wanted a drink. And that bloody tape off his face.
So stop the fucking soul-searching and get moving!
The engine sound grew louder, as if the car laboured up a hill. From his position on the backseat Hollis saw only sky, but he thought he heard another car. And cars had drivers.
Anger and a plan of action made for excellent motivators. Hollis yanked on his bonds with renewed vigour, glad he hadn’t grown up safe and coddled and knew how to escape bindings made from packing tape.
He rubbed his bound hands against the seat’s fabric to get the tape to roll, then wriggled his wrists and hands. The adhesive pulled on his skin. His wrists burned and swelled, but millimetre by millimetre, he made space until one hand slipped past the binding.
It improved his shitty situation by a tiny bit.
Fear and anger quickened his heartbeat. Not knowing where he was or what the asshole up front was intending to do with him left him feeling sick and shaking. But at least now, if he heard another car, he could signal for help.
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“I’ll fuss if I want to. You’ve not been yourself for a while. And this? You cutting yourself off from us? That’s not you.”
Fritz blew out a breath and damned Rylan’s perceptiveness. “I’m not cutting myself off from anything. I’m taking three days to myself to relax.”
“We promised to be each other’s strength, Cap.” The ache in Rylan’s voice cut through the static on the line and the purr of the engine. “I failed to help Luca. I can’t—”
“You did no such thing. Luca’s a grown man. He knows we’re watching over him.”
“It doesn’t seem to make a difference. He isn’t talking to any of us.”
“Remember how distracted you were when you met Kris? Give him room. He’ll share his troubles when he’s ready.”
“If you say so.”
“I do. Now let me enjoy my holiday and go enjoy yours. Or Kris will leave you for the chef at Leaf.”
“The hell he will.” 
Pep talk delivered, Fritz went back to driving. Rylan was the heart of their team. It stood to reason he’d worry about Fritz, as they all worried about Luca.
Fritz didn’t deserve his worry. Not when he was simply maudlin. He queued up his music, picking the right playlist with unerring precision, though he wasn’t suffering from heartbreak now. Avoiding situations leading down that road had been a reasonable strategy, but it had led to him feeling out of sorts with himself, a stranger in his own life—which was a stupid thought.
Fritz hummed along to half-forgotten tunes as he drove. When that wasn’t enough to quieten his mind, he turned off the main road and sought tiny lanes that challenged him with their sudden twists and drops and awed him with their views.
Jax had picked a breathtaking part of Scotland to make his home.
The road wound through the hills, showing the vast sky and the heather-covered hills to their best advantage. The twists and turns prevented fast driving, and Fritz didn’t mind that. While he was competent handling cars at high speed, right now he was content to dawdle and admire the view. 
For the next half hour, he drove along an empty road. Once or twice, he caught a flash of silver roof on the brow of a hill or a reflection from another car’s mirrors as it rounded a corner. Apart from these brief sightings, he was alone. 
Wild. Stark. Forsaken. The countryside matched his mood and Fritz didn’t tell himself to stop wallowing. His aunt used to say that introspection was good for the soul as long as he didn’t make a habit of it.
After twenty-odd years at the government’s beck and call, Fritz had few regular habits beyond getting out of bed and keeping fit. A bout of wallowing, especially when indulged in such spectacular scenery, was fine with him.
He didn’t know if he’d sped up or if the other car had slowed but when he came around a corner, the silver Volvo was right in front of him. They drove in convoy for half a mile before the other driver put on his left-hand indicator. 
Fritz took the hint. He’d overtake, put his foot down until the car was out of sight, and then continue his meandering.
He waited for a wider stretch of road and then moved out and alongside the other car. The driver wore sunglasses and a baseball cap. But that wasn’t what caught Fritz’s attention. 
An open palm pressed to the passenger window. So close to the window’s edge the driver wouldn’t see it. While Fritz watched, the thumb folded across the palm and the fingers closed over it.
Over and over, for as long as Fritz was alongside, the backseat’s occupant gave the sign for help me.
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Chapter Two


Fritz’s maudlin mood evaporated. He followed the twisty road, mind working overtime. Was this a child amusing themselves on a trip that had become boring, or a genuine call for aid? One by one he discarded ideas to verify his observation as too obvious, too creepy, or too likely to arouse the driver’s suspicion.  
The lack of other travellers, which he’d enjoyed not a moment ago, now hampered his efforts. With other cars on the road, it’d be easier to blend in and leapfrog the Volvo until it reached its destination.
If he’d been home…
Fritz snorted. If he were home, he’d call Grant with the car’s numberplate while Luca monitored their target on the traffic cams. But cameras were short on the ground in the Scottish Highlands, and Grant had Spencer to himself for another two days. Aware of the crazy hours Spencer worked, Fritz wouldn’t interrupt.
That left him with the environment he found himself in, the equipment he had to hand, and his own ingenuity.
Not so different from what he used to do, right?
Fritz pulled his dark green Range Rover into the next lay-by and parked in the shade of a stand of trees. Neither of which would have been here the last time he’d road-tripped his way across the Highlands. The place was still stunning, still mostly empty, but the roads had acquired lay-bys for photo stops, and the patches of trees were spreading.
“Not an awful lot of help, that,” he muttered, peering at the map on his phone. One unclassified road joining from the left. A handful of byways leading to crofts or holiday cottages. Nowhere to hide for ten miles. “At least he can’t disappear on me.”
He waited for the Volvo to pass the lay-by. Waited some more until the car had shrunk to a speck. Then he rejoined the road, determined to keep it in view until he knew whether he was needed.
It didn’t take long.
Five miles further on, he found the Volvo in a turning with the backdoor open, and the driver dragging someone out of the vehicle.
Fritz threw his car into park and ran.
The glint of a knife made him grab the driver’s wrist, smashing bone against metal until the blade went flying. Then he shoved the arm up behind the man’s back, not caring that he strained the shoulder joint, while his other arm wrapped around the attacker’s throat, forced his head up and restricted his airway until he went limp. 
Only then did Fritz pay attention to the person the driver had dragged from the car.
A tumble of russet curls and eyes like the sea after a thunderstorm. A strip of glossy brown packing tape bisecting a youngish face. And fingers picking at the tape’s corners in an effort to remove it.
Fritz stepped close. “That’s not the way to do it,” he said
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