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      Driving on the left side of the road was a hell of a lot harder than it looked. It was pouring rain, pitch-black, and though the GPS on her phone had said her Edinburgh hotel was only about ten miles away, her phone had since died, so now she had no idea where she was or which way to go.

      Didn’t people in Scotland believe in streetlights?

      Everly Adamson leaned forward, squinting, as if that might help her see through the torrential downpour that made it almost impossible to navigate the road. The headlights of her compact rental car bounced off the raindrops, creating so much glare she was debating pulling over.

      She’d been so excited about spending a month on assignment in Scotland, but her trip hadn’t gotten off to an auspicious start. The Uber that had been scheduled to pick her up for her flight yesterday afternoon had never arrived, so she’d barely gotten to the airport on time. She’d forgotten to change U.S. dollars to British pounds, and when she’d gotten to the currency exchange booth in London, her credit card was declined.

      She needed to call and find out what was going on, because she was nowhere near her credit limit, but she’d figured there would be plenty of time for that once she got to her hotel. Of course, it wasn’t until she was on the road that she realized her phone was almost dead and she’d forgotten her charger.

      So here she was, in rural Scotland, with no navigation system, no phone, no cash, and not even a damn credit card, and if she wasn’t careful, she was going to run out of gas soon too. She had less than an eighth of a tank now and the seriousness of her situation was beginning to weigh on her. She really didn’t want to run out of gas here in the middle of nowhere. Even if Edinburgh was ten miles away, that was still a long walk in the dark, in a foreign country, in the rain.

      A sigh of relief escaped her when she saw a sign for a town, and though she couldn’t read it, it was the next turn and she was going to pull off and try to get some help. If someone would let her use the phone, she’d get in touch with the hotel and see if they could give her directions from here. Wherever here was.

      She glanced down at the radio, pushing a few buttons in the hope of finding some music that might cheer her up, when something in her peripheral vision made her jerk her head back up. She slammed on the brakes, swerving to avoid something big and brown in the middle of the road. She turned to the right out of instinct, since she was used to being on that side of the road, but the little car spun out, skidding across the two-lane highway and sending her over the embankment into a ditch. The car stopped with a thump and Everly slowly opened her eyes.

      What the fuck had just happened?

      Twisting in her seat, she looked back to see a cow ambling across the road, down the embankment and past her as if it hadn’t just caused an accident. Didn’t cows sleep at night? It wasn’t late, but it was already dark, and she was on the verge of freaking out. Her dream trip was turning into a nightmare. Worse than that, if the car was damaged, how was she going to explain it to her boss?

      With a groan, Everly laid her head against the steering wheel and closed her eyes. She was fine. She hadn’t hit anything or anyone. The car would be okay, and even if it wasn’t, she’d gotten insurance.

      It’s okay, she whispered to herself. Everything is okay.

      Despite the rain, she got out of the car to assess the damage. Amazingly, the car wasn’t damaged. However, the front tires were almost completely buried in mud, and she was taking a guess that this was going to require a tow truck. Except she couldn’t call one because her phone was dead and she didn’t have a fucking charger.

      “You’re a hot fucking mess, Everly,” she muttered out loud.

      She knelt by the wheels, trying to ascertain whether or not they were flat or otherwise damaged, but all she managed to do was get covered in mud. With a sigh, she got back in the car, put it in reverse and said a tiny prayer as she hit the gas.

      Nope. Nothing but spinning wheels.

      She put the car in gear and tried again, hoping the forward motion would help, but it just made a whirring noise as the engine struggled for enough power to do anything.

      “Fuck fuck fuck.” She smacked her fist on the steering wheel in frustration.

      She allowed herself a few minutes to feel sorry for herself and then turned off the car. She stuck the keys in her pocket and reached into the back seat for her backpack. She didn’t care so much about the car or even her suitcase, but her camera wasn’t just worth thousands of dollars, it was part of her job and without it, she wouldn’t be able to do what she was here to do.

      Grabbing her wallet, phone, and passport, and after assuring herself her camera and extra lenses were stowed properly, she got out of the car and slung her backpack over her shoulder. The wetness that instantly soaked through her favorite purple Converse high-tops made her look down and she groaned; she was in three inches of mud.

      “Great.” She stomped around the deepest parts and opened the back of the car to dig out her denim jacket but realized it was going to be soaked soon too, and it would be both heavy and wet instead of just wet like her T-shirt. With a grunt, she threw it back in the car, locked up and started climbing back up the embankment. It was chilly, but she was going to walk as fast as possible to the nearest town and she’d knock on the door of a private home if she had to. It wasn’t late and hopefully there would be someone willing to help her. If not, it was going to be a very long, cold first night in Scotland.

      

      Ian Campbell was on top of the world. Drinking champagne out of the Stanley freakin’ Cup at his favorite pub with a bunch of his buddies was pretty epic. Doing it in his hometown in Scotland made it even better. His four brothers had tagged along as well, so the normally quiet pub just outside of Edinburgh was bustling with activity. This wasn’t the kind of place tourists frequented and almost everyone drinking with them tonight was someone he or his family knew.

      “Bloody hell, you should win a championship more often,” his brother Liam said, grinning at him over a pint of ale.

      “I’ll do my best,” he responded with a grin.

      “This is fucking awesome.” His friend and teammate Tore Brekken looked around. “I love Scotland. Maybe I should move here!”

      Ian laughed. “Easy, mate. See what it looks like when you’re not drunk first.”

      “I wasn’t drunk this morning,” Tore said. “And I loved it then too!”

      “Your parents’ house is amazing,” another teammate Zaan Hagen interjected. “I could live there.”

      “Technically, it’ll be Ian’s house when Grandfather passes,” Ian’s brother Malcolm cut in.

      “Yeah?” Tore’s eyes widened. “You’re really gonna be the duke of whatever?”

      “I’ll inherit the title of Duke when my grandfather dies,” Ian said quietly. He hated talking about this stuff. His life was in the U.S. playing hockey, and he tried not to think about the deal he’d made with his grandfather or when it would be time to hang up his skates.

      “He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Finlay, his youngest brother, stage-whispered.

      “Then we won’t,” Tore said firmly, dumping another bottle of champagne into the huge silver trophy that loosely resembled an ornate bowl.

      “Does it ever stop raining?” Dax O’Day, another one of their teammates, asked, raising his eyebrows. “We’ve been here three days and I don’t think I’ve seen the sun.”

      “Fifty-fifty chance,” Ian said. “Every day.”

      “Fuck.” Dax shook his head. “Luckily, champagne makes almost everything better.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken!” Ian headed to the bar and tried not to let the uncertainty of his future impact his present, but sometimes it was hard. Especially being back in Scotland. He loved his country, his family and their rich heritage, but the only reason he was going to be titled was because of his birth order. He was the first born, and a son, so even though he had four brothers willing and able to step up, it all fell to him. Especially after losing his father four years ago. Now it felt like the future was barreling down on him at breakneck speed and he wanted everything to slow down.

      He shook off his melancholy train of thought and motioned to the bartender, Len, that he was ready for another beer. They’d been drinking all day so he needed to slow down and beer was safer than shots or champagne. There had been far too much partying since the team he played for, the Las Vegas Sidewinders, had won the championship almost three weeks ago. Now that he’d had his day with the well-known trophy that symbolized the win, and its handler would be taking it to its next stop tomorrow, he was ready to get back into some type of routine.

      “Stop thinking so much,” Dax murmured as Tore starting telling jokes to a group of patrons who’d just come in.

      “I’m good.” Ian gave his buddy a grin.

      “Liar.”

      They laughed together, understanding flitting between them. They were closer than some of the other guys, though the team was generally pretty tight-knit. Dax was the same age as Ian, twenty-seven, and they were both perpetually single, so they hung out a lot. He’d been happy to bring some of his closest buddies here to Scotland to celebrate with him, but Dax in particular since they were roommates in Vegas and they had a tighter relationship than he had with the others.

      “There’s a pretty lass trying to get your attention,” Ian said under his breath.

      Dax cut his eyes in that direction and zeroed in on the attractive brunette. “Don’t mind if I do.”

      Ian watched his teammates mingling with his brothers, neighbors and local friends, and the earlier unrest he’d been feeling melted away. This was no time to get melancholy; he’d have the rest of the summer for that.

      He was laughing at one of Tore’s jokes when he saw her, the soaking wet blonde standing in the doorway of the pub looking around dejectedly. She was drenched and partially covered in mud, from her medium-length hair to her skintight white T-shirt, to the strategically ripped jeans she wore. In fact, there was a puddle forming around her where she stood, but she seemed oblivious. And despite how much of a wreck she was, she took his breath away.

      “Excuse me.” She approached the bartender, shivering a little. “Is it all right if I use the restroom? I got caught in the downpour.”

      “Sure thing!” Len smiled and motioned with his head. “Down there, lass.”

      “Th-thanks.” She was obviously cold and hurried through the bar and down the stairs to where the ladies’ room was.

      Ian glanced at Len. “Who was that?”

      He shrugged. “Sounds American. Probably a tourist.”

      “Shots!” Tore was officially shit-faced and motioned to Len to pour them another round of tequila.

      Ian shook his head, unwilling to drink any more just yet. It was still early and they’d been at it all day. He needed some food before they got into any more alcohol. It had been a great day so far, with a huge parade and several thousand people in line to shake hands and take pictures with him and his teammates. Each member of the championship-winning team got to spend a day with the Cup, and today it had been his turn. They’d taken pictures and signed autographs for hours. While Scots probably didn’t care much about hockey in general, they cared about him. As the future Duke of Halloway, he had quite a following here.

      “Come on!” Tore stuck the shot in his hand and Ian reluctantly downed it along with his friends. He was done for now, though, and was going to tell Len to set up the buffet he’d ordered if he could get Tore to sit down long enough to eat.

      “Len, how about bringing out the food?” he asked, leaning on the bar. He’d prepared Len yesterday, telling him there would be a huge group of them and they’d all need to eat.

      “I’m on it.” Len had just turned to go in the back when the striking blonde came back in.

      “Excuse me.” She was a little drier now, probably having used the hand dryer in the bathroom to eliminate some of the water from her T-shirt. It was still pretty damp, though, and Ian forced himself to look into her face instead of staring at her very ample and shapely chest.

      “What can I get you?” Len asked her.

      “I was wondering, would you happen to have a phone charger? My car went into a ditch and my phone is dead. I need a little juice so I can call the rental company and get it towed.”

      “Afraid I don’t have an iPhone,” Len said, glancing down at the phone in her hand, “but maybe one of the lads has one.”

      “I don’t have a charger on me, but one of my mates does. Hang on a sec.” Ian turned to Tore. “Hey, give me your charger.”

      “Huh?” Tore glanced in their direction.

      “The lady needs a charger. Hand it over.”

      Tore dug the small black contraption out of his pocket obligingly, handing it to Ian.

      “Here you go.” He smiled at her. Damn, she was beautiful. He absolutely needed to find out who she was.
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      “Can I get you a drink?” the nice bartender named Len asked Everly as she plugged in her phone.

      She shook her head. “No, thank you. I don’t have any cash and my credit card was declined at the airport so I was going to call—” she motioned to her phone, “—as soon as I got some juice, to tell them I’m out of the country so they turn it back on. But it’s probably going to take a while…”

      “Sounds like you’ve had a rough day,” Len chuckled. “Drink’s on me. Name your poison.”

      She managed a tired smile. “You’re very kind. Thank you. Anything on tap.”

      He poured her a beer and motioned to the food that was being brought out. “Steak and ale pie, and fish and chips, for the lot of them. Help yourself, there’s plenty.”

      “Oh, thank you, but I’m okay.” She was starving but she didn’t want to feel beholden to strangers.

      “It’s not a problem. I’d like to think someone would feed my sister if this happened to her in the States.” He paused. “You’re American, yeah?”

      “Yes. From Seattle.”

      “Welcome to Scotland.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Have a drink with us!” The blond guy who’d lent her his charger put a glass of champagne in her hand.

      Everly looked at it and then gently shook her head. “Thank you, but I’m not comfortable taking an open drink from a stranger.”

      “And you’re a smart lass too.” Len smiled. “It’s no problem. Opening a new bottle now.” He pulled one out from under the bar, showing her that it was sealed before opening it and pouring her a fresh glass.

      There was no way to say no now, so Everly took it graciously. “Thank you so much. You’ve all been very kind.”

      “Get yourself some food, lass. I promise it’s not poisoned.”

      She gave him a wry smile. “I’m fairly confident you’re not trying to poison the entire pub.”

      “Aye. Not good for business.”

      Everly filled a plate, her stomach rumbling as the delicious scent wafted up to her nostrils. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until just now and she had to force herself not to throw her face into the plate the moment she put it down.

      “What is it?” she asked instead, trying to rein in her excitement.

      “Steak and ale pie. Delicious marinated beef, in a brown gravy, covered with pastry. Go on, give it a try.”

      Everly decided her pride wasn’t going to do a damn thing for her growling stomach and she picked up the fork Len had given her. She cut a piece of the puff pastry and stabbed a chunk of beef so she would taste both. Her eyes closed and she let out a soft moan of delight. Holy shit, this was amazing. Why didn’t they have this in the States?

      She chewed slowly and eventually swallowed, anxious for another bite. When she opened her eyes, she realized both Len and the cute guy who’d gotten her the charger were staring at her. Good grief, she’d practically had a very public food-gasm in front of these two strangers. All while covered in mud and still soaking wet. This day was apparently not getting any better. Except maybe for the steak and ale pie—it was pretty damn fabulous.

      “Looks like your cooking has a new fan,” the really good-looking guy said.

      Len chuckled. “That’s why I own a pub, mate.”

      “Damn right.” The cute guy turned to Everly. “I’m Ian, by the way.”

      “Everly.” She extended her hand and looked up into a pair of emerald-green eyes that were stunning. It was a little jarring that the color was so vivid, and she was momentarily mesmerized.

      “What’s everyone celebrating?” she asked when she’d gathered her wits, anxious for a diversion from the urge to continue staring into his eyes.

      “Er, winning the Stanley Cup.”

      She cocked her head. “The what?”

      He chuckled. “The big silver cup over there? It’s the trophy you get when you win the championship. It’s like the Super Bowl of hockey.”

      “Oh!” Her cheeks felt a little hot as she realized he was probably a professional athlete. No wonder he was so good-looking, with a smokin’ hot body to boot.

      “Not a hockey fan, eh?” Ian looked more amused than anything else, and his green eyes sparkled as he grinned at her.

      Everly knew next to nothing about hockey, but she’d heard something about a Las Vegas team winning a championship this year. Finding a group of them celebrating in Scotland was an interesting surprise, but under normal circumstances, the gorgeous man in front of her would make her want to know more about hockey. Ian was not only sweet and a bit chivalrous, but seriously gorgeous. Unfortunately, he was a professional athlete who probably had women crawling out of the woodwork and she looked like a drowned rat covered in mud. She’d done her best to freshen up in the bathroom, but there was only so much she could do with nothing but the few items in her backpack. Besides, she didn’t have time to flirt tonight. She had a hundred other things to take care of that were far more pressing.

      “I’m more of a football girl,” she admitted, “but I did hear about the team in Las Vegas winning the whole thing this year.”

      “The Las Vegas Sidewinders,” he said.

      “So you play professional hockey,” she said thoughtfully. “I don’t think I know the first thing about the game other than you play on the ice and score goals.”

      He smiled. “You probably don’t want to get me started on hockey—I could talk about it all night.”

      “Are there a lot of Scottish hockey players?”

      “Not in the NHL, no.” He shook his head. “I’m the only one currently, though there have been a handful over the years. We’re more about rugby and foot—er, soccer, here in the U.K.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “Are you here on holiday?” Ian asked.

      “No, it’s a business trip. I’m a photojournalist.”

      “Lots of great things to take pictures of here in Scotland. How long are you in town?”

      “I’ll be in the country a month or so, though I’ll be traveling around a bit. Depends on if the weather cooperates. I know it rains a lot, so I’m going to have to be diligent about getting the bulk of my photos done on the days it’s not.”

      Ian nodded. “Definitely can’t count on the weather here.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told. What are you doing here? Other than celebrating, I mean.”

      “This is my hometown. Well, about ten minutes from here. We all get a chance to do whatever we want with the Cup for a day so I opted to bring it to my hometown, both because I would be coming home for the summer anyway, and because I want to share my love of hockey with my friends and family. Not to mention bringing a little bit of hockey to Scotland since it’s not as big a thing here.”

      “Looks like everyone is having a good time,” she said, looking around.

      “This is the after-party. It’s a shame you weren’t here earlier. There was a big parade in Edinburgh, then we took photos and signed autographs for a few hours. It was a lot of fun.”

      “It sounds like it.” She smiled.

      “Where are you staying?” Ian asked her after she’d devoured half of the food on her plate and started to slow down.

      “The Bergen Inn? It has free parking and is in Edinburgh, so it’s pretty central for me. I’ll spend a few nights up in Inverness and the Isle of Skye as well, but my itinerary isn’t nailed down because of the weather.”

      “What do you photograph?”

      “For this trip, it’s all about castles. My best friend is a journalist and we’re doing a coffee table-style book focusing on a modern take on the history of Scottish castles, heavy on photography and all the stories that don’t make it into most of the history books. The publisher was going to send both of us, but Margot can’t travel because of her daughter, Gracie, since she’s only three. So I’m doing double duty as photographer and researcher, with Margot guiding me and writing most of it up when I get back.”

      “Is Huntington Castle on your list?”

      Everly frowned, chewing her lip thoughtfully. “That sounds familiar. Is that the one owned by a cranky old duke who won’t let anyone on his property or allow photographs without written permission?”

      Ian laughed. “That’s the one. That cranky old duke is also my grandfather.”
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      Had she seriously just insulted his grandfather? Everly turned bright red. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”

      Ian cut her off, still laughing. “No worries. It’s one hundred percent accurate. He gets twisted when it comes to the privacy of our family.”

      She grimaced. “I’ll be sure to avoid Huntington then.”

      “Well, you might have an inside track now,” he said, giving her a broad grin that revealed dimples.

      Good god, this guy was beyond gorgeous. In addition to the stunning color of his eyes, he was blond with chiseled features and broad shoulders. It was really a shame she looked like she’d just been playing in a pigpen.

      “You’re very sweet,” she said, finishing every last crumb of the food in front of her.

      “My mother is a huge aficionado of Scottish history and especially our home. Full disclosure—it wasn’t ours back in the day. It was originally built around 1250 A.D. but mostly destroyed in the 1600s. All that’s left of the original structure is the brick fireplace in the kitchen and part of one of the watch towers. It belonged to another clan for a long time, but when my paternal great-grandfather married my great-grandmother, she decided she wanted to live in a real castle. The family seat at the time was a run-down old building that she hated. So he went house-hunting and found Huntington. It’s really a fascinating story. I’m sure my mother would be pleased to speak with you about it if you were interested.”

      “Are you kidding?” Everly sat up straighter. “That sounds wonderful. I would be honored to meet her… I don’t have to meet your grandfather, do I?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. Well, before you go tonight, give me your number and I’ll give you a shout tomorrow after I talk to her.”

      “That’s so sweet of you. Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      

      Len came over and refilled their glasses from the bottle he’d opened just for Everly, and Ian thought it was good that she’d refused to take a drink from a man she didn’t know. A woman traveling alone had to be careful and there was a tiny part of him that wanted to make sure she was okay. She was also beautiful, and he hadn’t been able to tear his eyes away as they’d been talking, so any excuse to keep talking to her worked for him.

      “I really shouldn’t be drinking so much,” she murmured as she pushed her plate away. “But it’s been a rough twenty-four hours and I’m ready to relax a little.”

      “I agree.” He glanced around as someone put money in an old jukebox and the Bee Gees’ “Stayin’ Alive” came on.

      “I haven’t heard this song in ages,” she said, laughing.

      “It’s a fun place to hang out. I’ve known Len for years and he runs a good establishment. That’s why I brought the party here after we finished downtown.”

      “Do you come home often?”

      Ian sighed slightly. “Not nearly enough, no. I play hockey from September until at least April, more if we make the playoffs. This year, we went all the way, and it took us almost to mid-June. And I have to be back in Vegas by August or so, just to get back into my routine and such.”

      Their eyes met and he wondered what it was about her that was drawing him in. She was stunning, despite her muddy clothes and wet hair. Her blue eyes twinkled when she laughed and he’d have to be dead to miss the full, round breasts her wet T-shirt had been plastered against. She was slim and blond, with long legs and a great ass. Her looks caught his attention, of course, but there were tons of beautiful women in the world and he didn’t usually find excuses to talk to them. Especially not a tourist in his hometown who would be going home soon.

      He downed the rest of his glass of champagne. “Len, get us another bottle?”

      “Coming up.”

      “Oh boy.” Everly laughed. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “Not at all. Just trying to go deep into vacation mode.”

      “I hear that.” She sighed, lifting her glass after Len filled it. “I’m excited about being in Scotland but it’s been a bitch of a trip so far.”

      “Well, perhaps now it’s taking a turn for the better.” He reached out and pushed a wet lock of hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered a fraction of a second too long, as their eyes met again. Damn, he wanted to kiss her, and that was ridiculous. He’d known her a whole thirty minutes.

      “It definitely is.” She didn’t look away either and it seemed like everything stopped for a few seconds. Despite the loud music and boisterous laughter of his friends, it was like it was just the two of them.

      “So what’s the first thing you want to do in Scotland?” he asked finally.

      “Sleep!”

      He grinned. “After that.”

      “Edinburgh Castle is really high on my list and, of course, Loch Ness.”

      “Anxious to get a glimpse of Nessie?” he asked.

      “For sure.”

      “If you give me a list of all the castles you’re planning to photograph, I can probably give you some tips on how to get to them and where to stay if you haven’t already booked.”

      “I haven’t. Like I said, my schedule is up in the air because of the weather. I can’t plan to spend three days in Inverness if it’s going to pour all three days.”

      “You’ll get some wonderful weather, along with the rain and misery. Spending nine months of the year in Vegas, it’s nice to see some rain, though I’m sure I’ll be sick of it by the time I leave.”

      “Isn’t it hard to leave your home?” she asked.

      “It’s not been my home in a long time,” he said softly. “Obviously, this will always be home, so to speak. I’m a proud Scot, but I left in high school to play upper level hockey and then went and played at Harvard in the U.S. So I haven’t lived here in a dozen years.”

      “Your family must miss you, but I bet they’re so proud.”

      He looked away, reaching for his glass and taking a sip. “Yeah, proud, for sure, but it’s hard on them. My grandfather has…expectations. As my father’s oldest son, I’m supposed to take over the family business, do things I don’t want to do. Not now anyway.”

      “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

      “I do. My brothers are all here…” He motioned with his head, pointing out a few of them. “My sister said she would come up later, but I haven’t seen her yet.”

      “So couldn’t your brothers take over the family business?”

      “They could, but it’s not that simple. We’re a country, and family, steeped in tradition. What Granddad wants, he usually gets, and what he wants is for his oldest grandson to take over the business when he retires.”

      “Sounds like a lot of pressure. What you do, as a professional athlete, must have a lot of that same pressure, so you get it from both sides.”

      “Yes and no. Difference is, I love what I do now.” He absently looked over to where his friends were laughing and joking. “I work with some of the finest men I’ve ever known. I live with one of them, and the bunch of us are together almost every day, nine months of the year. We live, travel, and play together. I can’t imagine not having them in my life anymore.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you have much time for a personal life.”

      “I suppose I’d make the time for that.” He looked into her eyes again and felt himself getting lost in their depths. She was a bit of a temptress, bewitching him the moment their eyes met, and he didn’t understand this indescribable urge to kiss her. “With the right person, of course. Lots of the guys are married, have kids. You find a balance. What about you? You have a boyfriend back home?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m on the road a lot. I work as a staff photographer for a local newspaper and I also do a ton of freelance work. Plus, I live with my best friend, who has a three-year-old that keeps us both busy.”

      “Pretty lass like you, that’s hard to believe.” Had he just called her lass? His Scottish always came out more heavily when he was drinking.

      “Hard to believe a handsome guy like you, who’s also a pro athlete, isn’t taken either.”

      “Yet here we are.”

      This time they smiled as their gazes locked. They’d found an interesting common ground and the attraction between them was hard to ignore. They continued to talk and get to know each other, scooting their stools closer together as the room got louder and more people came in. A few people stopped to talk to Ian, but while he was polite, his attention was completely focused on Everly. He felt a bit like a schoolboy again, with a crush on the pretty, new girl. As much as he loved his friends and family, he would have done almost anything to be alone with her tonight instead of struggling to hear her amidst the chaos of the pub.

      As they finished a third bottle of champagne, he realized he was going to be too drunk to think clearly if he kept going, and he asked Len for a bottle of water.

      “Slowing down?” she teased.

      “Nay. Just need to hydrate or my head’ll be on fire tomorrow.”

      “That’s smart. You think I could have some too?”

      “Of course.” He handed her the bottle and watched as she drank almost half.

      “I feel like I’ve known you forever,” she said as she handed it back to him.

      “Same.” He cocked his head slightly. He leaned closer to her, hoping his voice was loud enough for her to hear but not so loud anyone else would. “Do you think you might want to go to dinner—”

      “It’s time for a toast!” Tore came running over to them, interrupting Ian’s attempt at asking her out. Unfortunately, Tore was shit-faced and unsteady on his feet. He had the Cup in his hands as he barreled in their direction.

      “Tore, slow down—” Ian tried to cut him off, but Tore was on a mission, laughing as he lifted the large trophy and faltering a little just as he approached them. He tumbled forward a few steps, the silver cup wobbling precariously in his hands.

      Everly tried to move out of the way but her foot got tangled in between Ian’s and she toppled sideways, right into Ian’s chest.

      Ian watched in horror, unable to stop what was happening as the Cup turned on its side. All he could do was wrap his arms around Everly to keep her from falling as at least three bottles’ worth of champagne splashed all over both of them.
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      Everly was too shocked to move at first, and the guy who’d just dumped a veritable bathtub of champagne on them looked up guiltily. She was up against Ian’s hard, strong chest and despite the ridiculous circumstances, her heart pounded a little harder from the feel of being so close to him. He was amazingly strong, every inch of his torso rippling with muscles. And he smelled good too. Wow, had she had too much champagne or what? She should have been embarrassed, but all she felt was giddy. And maybe a little warm.

      “Bloody hell.” Ian caught his friend’s arm, quickly stabilizing Everly, his friend and the big trophy all at once. “Sorry,” he said to Everly. “He’s had a bit to drink, but he’s mostly harmless. I apologize on his behalf.”

      “Jesus, Tore, what the hell, man?” Another one of Ian’s friends came over and grabbed the one named Tore.

      “I’m sorry.” Tore wrinkled his nose. “I mean, she was already wet, so…”

      “Here you go.” Len appeared with a handful of towels and a T-shirt. “Go on and clean up in the restroom—T-shirt’s on the house.”

      “Thank you.” She took the shirt and towels and reluctantly pulled away from Ian, who seemed to be looking at her with as much interest as she felt, and probably an equal amount of frustration.

      “Go get cleaned up, lass,” he said softly. “I’ll be right here.”

      “Okay.” She headed back down to the restrooms. She took off her T-shirt and got one of the towels wet so she could use it to wipe off the champagne. It would undoubtedly be sticky once it dried, so she wiped her arms and torso as best she could and then used a second towel to dry off. She contemplated taking off her jeans and holding them under the hand dryer but the thought of squeezing back into damp jeans wasn’t appealing, so she didn’t bother.

      Finally, when she’d done the best she could, she pulled on the T-shirt the bartender had given her and twisted her own shirt to get out as much champagne as possible. She stuffed it in an outside pocket of her backpack and stared in the mirror ruefully. She’d never wanted a hot shower so badly in her life, but since that wasn’t going to happen right now, she went back up to where Ian was waiting at the bar.

      “Everly, I think yer phone’s okay now.” Len handed it to her. “Looks charged.”

      “Oh, thank god.” She took it from him and glanced down. Then her eyes widened in shock. “Oh my god. We’ve been talking for nearly three hours!”

      How had so much time passed? Everly felt a moment of panic as she realized how late it was. Her car was in a ditch, she hadn’t checked into her hotel, and she still hadn’t called her credit card company.

      “What’s wrong?” Ian asked softly. He’d changed out of his wet shirt too, now also wearing a T-shirt with the pub’s logo on it.

      “I didn’t realize how late it was. I have to call the car rental company and my credit card company… I don’t know what I’m going to do if the rental company can’t send anyone. I’m going outside. It’s too loud in here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Take your time.”

      “Thanks.” She gave him a little smile before disappearing out the front door.

      

      “Scared her off?” Dax asked, grinning at Ian as he approached him. “Or did Tore do that for you?”

      “Bloody Tore.” Ian shook his head. “Just when I was getting somewhere.”

      “Uh-huh.” Dax cocked his head. “You gonna go for it?”

      “I was thinking about it, but now she probably can’t wait to get away from me.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Ian looked in the direction she’d gone and then turned back to him. “So, what happened to the brunette?”

      Dax shrugged. “A little too pushy.”

      “You’re not going to marry her, mate, and you’ve been in a dry spell.” Ian glanced over at the young woman who was still sending Dax flirtatious smiles. “It might be good to get it out of your system a few thousand miles from home, you know?”

      “True.” Dax looked over at the brunette too, who waved. “Yeah, maybe I’ll go talk to her again.” He walked in that direction just as Everly came back in.

      She sank down on the bar stool and gave Ian a grin. “Well, the good news is that my credit card is turned back on so I’m not vagrant anymore.”

      “And the bad news?” Ian cocked his head.

      “The rental car company can’t send anyone out until tomorrow sometime and they don’t have any more cars with automatic transmissions. I don’t know how I’m going to get around.”

      “Can’t drive a stick?” he asked.

      “I can, but it’s been ages. They’re not as popular in the U.S. and, honestly, relearning how to drive a stick while also driving on the left side of the road in a place where I don’t know my way around seemed too much for me. So I might be screwed.” She sighed.

      “I’m sure one of the lads here can give you a ride to your hotel.”

      “My suitcases are still in the car,” she said, “and I need to get them before the rental company sends a tow truck.”

      “I can’t drive you myself,” Ian said regretfully, “since I’ve been drinking all day, but let me call my sister and we’ll get your stuff and take you to your hotel.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t give it a second thought.” He pulled out his phone and called Isla, his twin sister.

      “You’re done for the night already?” she asked as she answered, a hint of surprise in her voice.

      “Maybe,” he hedged. “But I need a favor. Can you come up to the pub? I’ve a friend whose car broke down and we need to get her to her hotel.”

      Isla hesitated. “A friend? A female friend?”

      “Can you just come down? Thanks.” He disconnected. If he hadn’t cut her off, she would have asked him a dozen questions he didn’t want to answer in front of Everly. His twin was a great lady, and they were close, so she would come and help him just because he asked. He’d undoubtedly pay for it in questions once they were alone, but he definitely didn’t want to do it now.

      “Boy, if it wasn’t for bad luck, I wouldn’t have any luck at all today,” she said sadly.

      He reached out and gently lifted her chin. “It hasn’t been all bad, has it?”

      She shook her head and then her smile was back. “No. Not at all. It’s been kind of wonderful. Except for the car. And the phone. And the champagne tidal wave.”

      He chuckled. “But the steak and ale pie—come on, that was a highlight.”

      “And a very cute Scottish hockey player.” She nodded. “Things might be starting to look up.”

      Despite her smile, Ian noticed Everly was shivering. He reached for his leather jacket and slid it around her shoulders.

      “You look cold,” he said quietly.

      “Thank you.” Her eyes met his. “Meeting you definitely turned my day around, despite all the mishaps.”

      “It’s honestly been my pleasure. Isla will be here any minute and we’ll pick up your stuff and get you to your hotel.”

      “I’m sorry to ruin your evening and put your sister out.”

      “Believe me, you’ve been a bright spot in my evening too. And anyway, I’ve been partying with these guys for three days and we started drinking at nine this morning… I’m ready to get some rest.”

      “I’ve been up since yesterday,” she admitted. “I slept a few hours on the plane, but I’m wiped. I can’t wait to get to my hotel, take a shower and crash.”

      “There’s Isla.” He squeezed her shoulder as he waved to his sister.

      “Hello!” She came over to them smiling, looking at Everly with open curiosity.

      “Everly, my sister, Isla. Isla, this is Everly. She’s a photojournalist here on business and had a bit of bad luck. Do you mind taking her to her hotel?”

      “Of course not.” Isla smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You’re very kind,” Everly said. “Both of you. Today could have been a lot worse if not for your brother.”

      “Ian’s a good lad.” Isla grinned. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yes.” Everly got to her feet and started to hand Ian back his jacket.

      “I’m coming too,” Ian said, “so keep

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/ian-e-reader.jpg
KAT MIZERA

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





