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Lachlan Brody raised his pint of Guiness above the high-top bar table and tapped the glasses of his two friends with a cheery clink.

“Here’s to you, mate!” Casey Reynolds offered a hearty toast. “Happy birthday.”

“Sláinte ma-hath!” Emmett Olson added. 

Lachlan winced at the egregious mispronunciation of Scotland’s favorite salute but buried the reaction and scrutinized the pair of grinning faces, hoping his friends hadn’t found him out. Nobody here in Minnesota, a land of Viking descendants and the “skol” they shouted during their American football games, used “sláinte.” In the odd few fake Scottish pubs maybe, but this was not a Celtic bar of any persuasion. 

Lachlan was Scottish born and bred, which could have explained the attempt at Gaelic, except only Benny who owned the bar, knew Lachlan had been in the States for less than a year. And Benny could guard a secret like Beefeaters guarded the crown jewels. 

“Really? ‘Slont-cha’ what?” Rather than his soft, native “slahnja,” he mimicked his friends’ harsher American accents. “Did you two start drinking at home?”

“Means cheers,” Casey said. “It’s your birthday, and since you’ve got this weird-ass Scotch name, we looked up what to say.”

Lachlan refrained from correcting “Scotch” to Scottish, or telling them that sláinte technically meant health and the Gaelic mhath was actually pronounced “vah.” Sláinte mhath— slahnja-vah. They wouldn’t have believed him anyway.

“Thanks,” he said, “but weird-ass name or not, a simple ‘cheers’ would be fine.”

After eleven months, it was not difficult to keep up the broad Midwestern drawl. When he’d discovered an American accent allowed him to evade all things tediously Scottish, from “sláinte,” to kilts, to—and this most importantly—anything related to Jamie Fraser, Lachlan had continued hiding his brogue here, in the bar he most frequented.  with help from Benny the owner/bartender.

It was a juvenile pretense that made no sense to keep up with two men who’d become his friends and potential business partners, especially since he used his native accent at his on-the-road job, but the truth was, the ruse had brought a surprising amount of gratification. Were the subject to come up, he’d have to confess that even after almost a year, he didn’t miss Scotland. 

Leaving behind the dreariness of the Highlands, where it rained three quarters of the year but was still overcrowded with Scotland-obsessed tourists, was happiness in and of itself. Being far removed from his dead-end job at Glen Alasdair, one of the country’s oldest Scotch distilleries, as well as from his obstinate, third-generation boss, was even better. He didn’t feel guilty about his feelings, although maybe he should have, considering the boss was his father.

He pushed aside thoughts of the stubborn man who’d never had a dram of respect for him, more than happy to celebrate a birthday quietly with his friends at their favorite place to hang out, Blinkers Bar—the most American American bar he’d ever found on his work travels. Complete with Corvette and Mustang paraphernalia on the walls and one signed photo of Jeff Gordon, a retired race car driver who’d once visited the place, Blinkers was one step up from corny, but it was also full of wood and warmth and friendly faces, and he was one of them.

He’d come clean eventually, but for now he was simply a Scotch and spirits salesman who knew an exceptional amount about the Scotch part.

“What are you now, forty?” Casey took a swig of his drink and grinned.

Lachlan sneered. “Aren’t you funny as hell?”

“With that baby face? He’s twenty if he’s a day.” Emmett gave Lachlan’s cheek a facetious tweak.

“Gah!” Lachlan brushed the offending hand away with disdain. “Maybe I’m twenty-one and finally old enough to drink.” 

“Wait! You’ve been illegally selling booze to bars since you were eleven?” Emmett’s laugh looped around their table—a high-pitched sound always ending in a snort that made everyone laugh, too. “Fine, here’s the deal,” he continued. “Since Mr. Weird-Ass Name has never admitted to his age, let’s bet on it. I got five bucks on thirty-three.”

He slapped a five onto the table top, and Casey followed suit, guessing thirty-one.

“Spill it, Brody,” Casey said. “Winner gets the pot but buys the next round.”

Lachlan shook his head. The nonsense of the bet, one that grown men would only stoop to making if they’d already had a pint or two, relaxed him after an aggravating day despite his birthday. He acquiesced.

“Thirty-five. Emmett’s closest.” He threw his own five onto the pile before pushing the fifteen bucks toward Emmett. “I’ll have a Jameson and ginger ale, my good man.”

Casey ordered another beer. Emmett tried to give back Lachlan’s money, but he refused. 

“Keep it. We’re not really here to celebrate my birthday anyway. We’re here to lament my idiot of a co-worker Kyle, who, as you know, would love to get rid of me. I’d really like to do my job for one week without him finding some dumbass thing to complain about.”

“Now what?” Emmett asked. 

“Who knows. I sold more than he did? I got an ‘atta boy’ because it’s my birthday? It’s all I can figure. He’s like a bloody twelve-year-old, always thinkin’ things are unfair.”

Lachlan cringed at his British curse. When he let himself get peeved, his fake accent slipped. Luckily, both men were awa’ with the beer fairies and paid no mind.

 “Forget him,” Casey said. “We’re celebrating our future endeavor. You said you got the meeting with the bankers set up? And by the way, I thought Brian was going to be here.”

“Brian had a kid’s school thing—a Christmas concert. But finally, yes, we got a meeting for three weeks from today. Setting it up was another part of this long day. It’s not easy to buy a distillery, did you know that?”

“But it will be worth it,” Casey said. “And my mother said being a plumber would never amount to anything.”

“She’s crazy,” Emmett said. “You’re filthy rich.”

“I wish. No. But I’m about to have a ten percent share of a micro distillery. Worth every second of jokes about plumbers and being friends with a lawyer.”

“You two sound like Laurel and Hardy,” Lachlan said. “I sometimes wonder what possessed me to hook up with you.”

“Because you love us,” Emmett said.

“You are flat-out pissed, my friend.”

His two beers and the long day, maybe having another birthday, must have gotten to him. It was the only explanation for letting so many British phrases slip.

Emmett furrowed a brow. “I’m not mad at you.” 

Lachlan sighed. “Pissed also means drunk. I heard it on television and thought it was funny, but I guess you had to be there. Look, sorry, no more moaning about workplace Kyle. The company’s owner hired me and he likes me. Says I’m indispensable. Hah! But you’re right. Let’s toast to owning a distillery.”

Lachlan didn’t give a rat’s ass about being indispensable, but he did care about these crazy friends and Brian Madsen, the co-worker at L&J Spirits who did like him, enough to have joined him in securing financing for a small craft distillery in northern Minnesota. Lachlan liked his job as a salesman for the international spirits distributor. It took him from his base in Minneapolis to the western Dakotas and Chicago, and from northern Minnesota to Kansas City. He’d worked at the same job for five years in Scotland and jumped at the opportunity to move to the U.S.   

But now he had a chance for much more than a sales job. When he’d learned the distillery was for sale, he’d known he’d found his way to the U.S. to be part of rebuilding the business. His background in the Scotch whisky industry made him more than qualified, since he’d worked at the Glen Alasdair distillery in the Highlands from the age of ten, and knew the art of distilling inside out. When he’d found an excited partner in Brian, and it turned out his two friends had skills he would need for rebuilding, he’d known for certain it was Fate. 

The only thing left to do before meeting with the potential finance people was come clean to Casey and Emmett over his secret. Not only was he an expert in whiskies because he sold them, but because he was Scottish born and bred.

For better or worse, he didn’t hide his accent while on the road, and it had always given him an edge. He’d happened to meet the two men after starting to hide his accent at Blinkers. By the time they’d become good friends, it had been too hard to distract himself from the ruse. 

“Yeah, well, we aren’t drunk-pissed either,” Casey brought him back to reality. “We gotta love you, man. The one who rejuvenated our boring drinking fellowship with bad jokes and mystery.”

“In what way am I, a mystery?” Lachlan frowned, a whisper of guilt brushing through him.

 Casey’s reply was short-circuited by a tall man in a blue-and-red plaid shirt and a black down vest. Lachlan was no small man, but this bloke topped Lachlan’s six-one by at least two inches, with a lumberjack’s build and a slight paunch, like an out-of-shape football player. Though he didn’t look menacing, his woodsy bulk was imposing, and a dark beard and mustache made his features unreadable. 

“You Brody?” he asked, pointing at Lachlan.

“I am. What can I do for you?”

“The bartender says you’re the resident darts champ.”

Lachlan turned his head toward Benny. Short, wiry, and jolly as a court jester, Blinkers’ owner gave him a two-fingered salute. Lachlan scowled in reply. 

“I’m not any kind of champion,” he said. “I’ve played a few games in my life.”

Emmett snorted and looked at the newcomer. “A few games? My friend, I wouldn’t challenge him.”

“One of your mysteries,” Casey said. “How does anyone get that good at darts?”

Having a board in your father’s distillery employee lounge, along with fifteen employees who didn’t like to be beaten by a kid, that was how. 

“Any interest in taking on a challenge?” the man asked. “I’m not bad myself.”

“I don’t think so, but thanks.” Lachlan shrugged one shoulder in apology.

Another man, shorter and broader of build, stood behind the stranger, features masked with indifference. Unlike the first man, however, this one exuded a touch of the sinister. Like a henchman.

“What the hell, get us some drinks out of it.” Casey nudged Lachlan. “Nobody’s in a hurry.” 

Lachlan closed his eyes. He hadn’t lost a casual dart game in a long while, but he didn’t like these random call-outs. It was always possible he’d come up against an honest-to-goodness professional, but more often than not his opponents would get frustrated and keep upping the ante. He was tired and looking forward to relaxing. For whatever reason, darts had never been relaxing but something that awoke a competitive streak deep in his gut.

Emmett slapped him on the shoulder. “Go on. Give yourself a birthday present.”

Lachlan scowled again. 

The stranger grinned. “Birthday, huh? I’ll be happy to buy a round if you happen to win. Or we can make a small wager. It’s a hobby of mine, finding new opponents. Keeps me sharp.”

“Better be very sharp,” Casey laughed. “Don’t say we didn’t warn you.”

“Round the World or standard Three-O-One. Your choice.” Lachlan offered. “Then I’m done and back to my friends.”

“Standard Five-O-One,” the stranger countered.

“He’s in,” Casey said before Lachlan could refuse. “But I’ve got ten bucks on our man.”

“Casey…” Lachlan warned. 

“Ten from me, too,” Emmett added.

 “I’m quit of the pair of you.” Lachlan’s accent threatened once again. He sighed out the frustration and reined it back. “That’s it; one match. I’ll get the darts from Benny.”

“I do like confidence.” The stranger grinned and for the first time looked more like a grifter than a casual bar patron.

“Trust us, he’s earned it,” Emmett said. 

Lachlan turned from Emmett’s bold brag and lasered in on Benny, still watching from his post behind the bar. Before Lachlan reached him, he held up both hands, palms up.

“I know. I’m sorry,” Benny said. “He caught me off guard. I’m doubly sorry because I know who he is.”

“You know him?”

“Shelley recognized him before I did.” Lachlan looked to the young woman pouring a beer on the other end of the bar. She caught his eye and grimaced.

“What’s going on?”

“His name is Will Dangerfield.”

“That’s not a name, it’s a cartoon.”

“That might be, but he’s not a stranger to most bar and pub owners, although he’s never been in here before so I didn’t recognize him. This is his game, coming in, placing bets on casual darts games, and cleaning up because he’s damn good.”

“That’s lovely, that is. And you had to send him to us.”

“Sorry. He ordered a beer and asked if we had any good darts players in the crowd. It was automatic to point to you. Thing is, he’s not doing anything illegal. A friendly wager between people in a small group? I can’t stop those. The only questionable thing is that he’s rumored to be a national champion. He’s got an advantage.”

So, this was it. One of those moments Lachlan had just been thinking could come anytime. He was good, but he wasn’t national champion good. 

“No more darts contests after this, right?” He pointed a finger and waggled it.

Clearly unintimidated, Benny grinned. “You got it.” 

Lachlan turned, shaking his head. There’d be a quick game, a dish of crow when he lost his mates’ twenty bucks, and he could go back to his unassuming birthday party. At the very least, he was good enough to give this bloke a run for his money. 

“Got the weapons?” Will Dangerfield—Lachlan closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose, still certain that was the grifter equivalent of a pen name—held out his hand. “I’m told your name is Lachlan. I’m Will. Thanks for the game.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Will.”

“More show of confidence. Should be fun.”

“Single points in, double out.” Lachlan chose a set of blue-finned darts, leaving white for Dangerfield. 

“Sure. Easier for you.”

If the man was trying to psych him out, it was only to Lachlan’s advantage. He’d had so much practice fielding crap from the older players at Glen Alasdair who’d taught him the game, nothing really bothered him. He’d learned long ago that those who taunted the most had the least amount of real confidence. And playing the slightly non-standard single in, where neither of them had to hit a double score to start, only made the game go faster—unless the guy really was a champ, in which case the start didn’t matter.

“High point starts.” Lachlan gestured for Dangerfield to throw first. 

Will stepped to the line, gave a smile that was a cross between apologetic and cocky, and threw a bullseye. Lachlan offered a congratulatory nod. The man had shown his hand—he was good. There was no sense in trying to outdo him yet. Let him think Lachlan was worthy but not his equal. He took aim and threw a double fifteen. 

“Not bad,” Will Dangerfield said.

“Honor’s to you,” Lachlan replied.

Their first turns went as expected. Since the goal was to work down to exactly zero from 501, most inexperienced players figured it was best to go for bigger numbers. Lachlan’s plan was usually to chip away at the score, aiming for numbers that would help if he could throw doubles, but wouldn’t hurt much if his throw was off. 

Dangerfield went immediately for higher numbers and showed his prowess with impressive doubles and a couple of nice triples. By the time he sat at ninety-five, Lachlan was at two-hundred and sixteen. When he sat while Dangerfield took his turn, Casey grabbed his shoulders and kneaded them like a boxing coach encouraging his fighter. 

“You can catch him, he said. “Don’t panic.”

“What makes you think I’m panicking?”

“Just sayin’. He could zero out this turn.”

“He could, but he has to throw a double on his last dart and he’s got an awkward score. I have my plan—whether it works or not depends on whether he has a better one. He’s as good as advertised, if a little too eager to show off.”

“You always seem to have a plan, my friend.”

“I have to. I know that ten-dollar bet will break you otherwise.” 

He stood and patted Casey on the shoulder, reaching the line as Dangerfield finished his turn with a sixty-five. The look in the man’s eyes as they switched places was storm dark, and Lachlan knew he wasn’t pleased with his round. The best strategy was to throw for a score that was a power of two. Will had been throwing for a sixty-four and missed. 

Secrets from the darts masters at Glen Alasdair had been well learned, but it wasn’t possible to throw over two-hundred points with three darts. If he threw perfectly, he could reach zero in two turns, but Dangerfield would have his chance first. The clincher was throwing a double number to reach that score of zero and although it was mathematically difficult, Will potentially had the skill to pull it off.

With a steadying breath, Lachlan launched the first dart, knowing as soon as it left his hand it would hit exactly where he’d aimed—a triple twenty. It gained a giant whoop from his three friends. He aimed next for the lower right side of the board and got his second good throw, a double fifteen. Allowing a huge sigh of relief, he took a last careful aim and struck an easy eight-pointer. He now sat at one-hundred-eight. He could win with that if Dangerfield didn’t pull off the win first. 

He didn’t. 

He did, however, get his score to thirty-two. 

If Lachlan didn’t make his next three shots as perfectly as he had the last turn, Will would easily win with his next throw. As they passed, Dangerfield flashed him a smile that held no friendliness.

“Good game, Brody. Left yourself a tough last go, though.”

“I’ve had tougher,” he replied and turned away from the man’s scoff of annoyance.

“Hold on,” Casey said. “If you’re sure our man has already lost, let’s up the ante. I’ve got fifty says Lachlan has this in the bag.”

“No.” Lachlan glared at Casey, his pulse elevating at the sudden pressure. “Don’t do that.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Casey stepped close and leaned into Lachlan’s ear with a whisper. “The man is an asshole. I think this will rattle him. Win or lose, we don’t care—just wipe that smirk off his face.”

“You’re letting him get to you.”

“I admit that fully.” He grinned.

Emmett laid more money on the table and Dangerfield snorted, though his smile vanished.

“You three are quite the confidence men, aren’t you? Fine. Doesn’t matter to me how much I walk away with.”

“So much for shaking him up,” Lachlan said.

“I think we did; he didn’t expect this,” Casey said. “You’ve got him. Go finish him off.”

He didn’t “have” the man at all, Lachlan thought. What he needed to do this turn to get to zero was not particularly hard for a skilled player, but it was exacting and gave no wiggle room for an inaccurate throw. Plus, there was now the added pressure of more than a hundred dollars on the line instead of a measly twenty. The whole thing had turned daft. 

He took careful aim but the instant he let fly his first dart, something knocked into his right calf. He lurched forward to stay on his feet, and the dart launched in a crazy arc, managing to lodge in the board but nowhere near where he’d wanted it. 

The henchman stood only two feet from Lachlan’s line.

“Foot fault.” Dangerfield’s voice came calm but gleeful from behind.

“What the hell?” Emmett cried as Lachlan turned. “Your silent partner there bumped him from behind. That was intentional.”

“Intentional what?” Dangerfield asked. “Your boy stepped over the line.”

“Yeah, after your boy kicked him.”

“Something hit my leg,” Lachlan agreed. “What’s going on? That bet scare you?”

“I saw absolutely nothing.” Dangerfield’s eyes glittered hard and cold.

“You’re a damn cheat,” Casey said. “That throw doesn’t count.”

“That throw does count, and you’re the scared ones, making excuses.”

“Sorry, but that hit was too spot-on to have been an accident.” Lachlan hadn’t wanted this game in the first place. He wasn’t about to let the man cheat on top of everything. “I’m ready to piss off this game and forget it.”

“A quitter, are you?” Dangerfield’s smirk returned.

“If need be, to avoid a rum pair like you.” 

“No quitters. You made a bargain. We finish and you have two darts left.”

“Three, you effing bastard,” Emmett said. “I saw exactly what happened.”

“You called me a what?”

Dangerfield advanced on Emmett, teeth showing, his face no longer remotely friendly.

“Called you what you are. He gets his three throws.”

The punch snapped like an arrow shot past Lachlan’s gaze and landed on Emmett’s cheek with a resounding crack. 

“What the hell!” Emmett bent forward cradling his face.

Lachlan lunged and grabbed Dangerfield’s arms, yanking them behind his back by the elbows. The man threw his head back and smashed Lachlan in the bridge of the nose, at the same time catching Lachlan on the inside of the right knee and swiping his leg out from under him. By luck alone, Lachlan held onto one of Dangerfield’s arms and twisted his elbow, bringing him to the floor beside him. 

The free-for-all exploded. Casey jumped on Dangerfield as Lachlan released him and rolled free. Emmett leaped after the henchman who’d stepped out of the way to watch, grinning, and shoved him into an empty table where he landed on his back, feet flailing to find the floor. 

Dangerfield punched and kicked, tossing off the slight-framed Casey as if he were no more than a small, annoying dog. He roared to his feet and lunged toward Lachlan, hands spread as if aiming for a stranglehold.

Instinctively, Lachlan balled his fist, thumb over fingers with his middle knuckle raised and jabbed directly between Dangerfield’s nose and upper lip. He hit the ultra-sensitive spot dead on, eliciting a resounding squeal of pain.

Lachlan jumped away, making sure Casey did the same, and scurried backward to the bar.

“Benny, call the police. This tosser isn’t about to give up.”

“Already done. You probably should get your ass out of here.” Benny gave him a knowing look.

“Probably, but I’ll not leave our Laurel and Hardy on their own. I’d be a shite friend if I abandoned them, wouldn’t I?”

He didn’t have time for more discussion. Dangerfield loomed beside him and threw a knuckle punch of his own. Lachlan flung up an arm, deflecting the hit so it veered into his shoulder but missed his face. Though his forearm rang with pain, he slipped his own jab into Dangerfield’s gut at the very moment two police officers threw open the main door. A collective boo erupted from the bar patrons, who were spectating with glee, replaced by a cheer at something from the middle of the room, where Emmett and Casey tag-teamed Henchman. 

“All right, all right, enough. Break it up.” A strong hand gripped Lachlan’s shoulder and pulled him away from Dangerfield as he was winding up for another hit. 

A female officer jogged toward the other three and hauled Casey off of Henchman. As soon as the fighters had been separated the struggling stopped, except for one final lunge from Dangerfield.

“Knock it off!” The male cop’s command brooked no denial. 

Will stared at the officer, blowing like a furious bull, blood trickling from his nose, his eyes wide and shooting lasers.

“Arrest this asshole, he attacked me,” he said.

“That’s a lie,” Benny called. “Multiple witnesses will attest to that. Take Mr. Down Vest there in.”

“I think we’re taking the lot of you just to make sure the peace is restored,” the officer said. “I saw more than a few punches thrown after we walked in.”

The female officer stepped up, prodding Henchman and Casey ahead of her.

“Any damage to your property, sir?” she asked Benny.

“Not that I can tell.”

“Want to press any charges?”

“Against him, yes.” Benny pointed to Dangerfield. 

“For fucking what?” Will Dangerfield glared. “A damn dart game?”

“For grifting my customers.”

“All right.” The male officer pointed around the small group at each of the men: Dangerfield, Henchman, Lachlan, Casey, and Emmett. “You five will come with us. Mister…?” He looked at Benny.

“Ben Stanton.”

“Mr. Stanton. Another officer will be here shortly to take your statement.”

Benny nodded.

“Now,” the officer said. “Let’s get this taken care of. If you all come without trouble, I won’t cuff anyone.”

Without physical protest but plenty of verbal abuse from Will Dangerfield, the group left the bar. When he saw two squad cars parked out front, Lachlan’s heart dropped. He was in the country on a work visa that was up for renewal in a month, he didn’t have his passport with him, and he was about to be questioned by the American police. 

A deep fear that the jig was up, as gangsters said in cheesy old American films, filled his mind with images of an unpleasant fallout.

 

“So, Mr. Brody, I see this not a U.S. driver’s license.” 

The sergeant, a D. Wallis, who sat across from Lachlan, Emmett and Casey in the small conference room, looked from the card in his hand to Lachlan’s face. Unlike TV police shows, this was not a tiny gray room with a dark two-way mirror on one wall, but a simple normal room with a rectangular wooden table and six chairs.

“That’s right.” He didn’t bother with the fake accent. It wouldn’t make sense and it didn’t seem prudent to lie to police. Both his friends turned and stared, mouths agape.

“Says UK,” Sergeant Wallis said. 

“Yes. Scotland.” He sighed.

“How long have you been in this country, Mr. Brody?”

“Eleven months,” he said. “I have an L-1B visa I’ll be renewing the first of the year.”

 The sergeant smiled. “Anyone counsel you that getting into a bar fight might not make that plan any easier?”

Lachlan shook his head. “This was far from my intention.”

“Right then. Why don’t you three tell me what happened? Mr. Brody, go ahead and start.”

They each related the short story and there didn’t seem to be much concern they were collaborating. It had simply come down to a con man’s bad luck, finding someone who could outplay him.

“And how did you come to be such an amazing darts player?” the sergeant asked.

“A misspent youth?” Lachlan offered his first sarcastic reply.

“Is that why you want to stay in this country? Are you in trouble back in the UK?”

“No,” Lachlan said evenly. “I like it here.”

It was a relief to use his own voice and his own words, but Casey’s features were filled with disbelief. “Man, you have some explaining to do,” he said in a low voice.

“Explaining?” Sergeant Wallis asked.

“He’s always had an American accent. We never knew he was Scotch.”

“Scottish,” Lachlan said wearily.

“Oh? You’ve been hiding your identity?”

“Only my accent. Long story.”

“You’re sure you’re not hiding from authorities in Scotland?”

“I am not. I’m working here and I like the U.S. That’s it.”

“Why the whole accent thing?”

“Because nobody ever asks me what I wear under my kilt.” He looked at Emmett and then Casey. “You don’t ask me to say ridiculous phrases like ‘yer heid’s oot the windae’ or ask me what haggis tastes like. It’s been nice. Stupid, but nice.”

“What does haggis taste like?” Casey offered his first smile.

“Like sheep’s lung and oatmeal, y’tosser.” He grinned back.

“All right, look, Mr. Brody, I need to double check a few things in your story.”

Despite believing he’d done nothing that could warrant being arrested, Lachlan didn’t know enough about American laws to be absolutely certain he wasn’t about to end up in a prison cell. How big an offense was punching someone in self-defense? For that matter, how big an offense was it to be in a bar fight at all? At home, if someone started a punching match at the Red Coo pub in Kinlochleven, Angus Robertson would banish them for an amount of time he deemed appropriate and then let them back, their time served. 

Here? Who knew?

“And what would you be looking for, may I ask?”

“You listed your employer as L&J Spirits. Once I reassure myself that you’re who you say you are, we can finish this business up.”

Better than a jail cell, Lachlan thought, but Casey bristled. 

“What’s happening with the others?” he demanded. “You aren’t going to let that asshat Dangerfield go.”

“Let’s worry about your situation for now, all right, Mr. Reynolds?”

He stood, opened the door, and turned back. “Hang tight. I hope this won’t take too long.”

“Aye, we do too,” Lachlan muttered once the sergeant closed the door.

Casey said nothing but he stared so hard, Lachlan expected to feel a hole start burning into his forehead. Emmett sat back, amusement sparkling beneath his gaze.

“I know, I know,” Lachlan said. “I’m a feckin’ lyin’ bawbag.”

“I have no idea what that means or where you suddenly got that accent, but seriously. What the hell, Lachlan?”

“Look, I understand. Everything I ever told you about myself, my job, my liking Minnesota enough to stay here, is true. Everything about our plans for the distillery is absolutely true. The only thing that wasn’t true is how I talk. Think back. Have I ever told you where I was born?”

Casey scowled. “Never came up.”

“Right. And you have no idea how good it’s been to have zero conversations about do I really wear a skirt—for which I’d have to hit you—or do I play the bagpipes. Believe me, I work in and around a lot of bars. My first two weeks in this country were hell for a man who’d be happy to leave Scotland in the dust. I’m over all the magical, mystical country chat, the rainy weather, the tourists tramping around the Highlands, and Sam-bloody-Heughan speaking for all of us about how romantic Scotland is. I was happy to be nothing special with friends who thought I was no more than a traveling Scotch salesman who’d fallen into a very sweet deal.”

“What the hell, though?” Emmett couldn’t hold back a laugh. “You’re an idiot. Think of all the women you’ve missed out on who’d have jumped on that accent.”

“Jumped on more than that, bro,” Casey snorted. 

“Oh, what do I need a woman for when I have you two?” Lachlan batted his lashes. “C’mon, don’t be pissed—the American version. If I don’t have to start over with a new pub it would be nice, and I’d prefer to keep you two, since you’re my lawyer and my expert on plumbing  distilling equipment.”

Casey said nothing, and his deafening silence filled the room until, finally, he let out a laugh. “What’s a bawbag?” 

“A scrotum.” Lachlan didn’t blink when Casey nearly choked.

“You’re joking.”

“Never about one of our favorite insults.”

The phone in Lachlan’s back pocket buzzed, indicating a new voice message. He frowned and pulled it out, noting there were also several missed calls. He recognized the number as his mother’s with its +44 country code, and he groaned, checking his watch. It was 7:30 p.m., which meant it was 1:30 a.m. in Scotland. 

Of course. Birthday.

Shite, she’d probably been calling all evening and he hadn’t heard because of the noise in the bar. She was definitely one who’d keep trying until she could wish him a happy birthday and make sure he wasn’t dead in some American backstreet. For a university professor, she had no rational sense when it came to worry. 

A twinge of guilt pricked his conscience. He wasn’t dead, but here he sat in an American police station after getting involved in a bar fight. If he told her about it, she’d insist her inner spirit guides had warned her something was wrong. He might have big issues with his father, but his mother was God’s gift to women—smart, self-confident, loving. She shouldn’t have to worry about him on his birthday.

Hell of a daft birthday, this.

“Gotta listen to my mother’s birthday message,” he said. “Sorry.”

Casey and Emmett nodded. 

With his mother’s first words, however, Lachlan’s heart stuttered in his chest. There was no birthday greeting, just a message full of barely controlled panic.

“Lachlan, it’s Mam. I’m sorry to leave this in a message but I haven’t been able to reach you. Your father was in a serious accident today, and they aren’t sure if he’ll be all right. Please call as soon as you can, Lachie. I need you. And your da’ needs you to come home. Talk soon, my love.”

“Hey, you okay?” Emmett asked. “You went white as the walls in here.”

Although he prided himself on his calm, Lachlan’s head spun with mounting dread. He’d been thinking about his father and their broken relationship, but that didn’t mean he wanted the man to die. Questions clamored for answers. What kind of accident? Did not being all right mean he could die or be permanently injured? The man was Glen Alasdair’s master distiller and owner—where did this leave the company?

“Lachlan?” Casey’s voice dragged him out of his shock.

“No. My dad’s been in some kind of accident.”

“Oh, man, I’m sorry. Is he all right?”

“I don’t know. I’ve always believed the bastard is too stubborn to ever die. The fact my mother sounds worried as hell isn’t good.”

Emmett gave Lachlan’s back a quick pat. “Go ahead, call back if you need to.”

He had to, but he hated the thought. He didn’t want to hear his father was dying, but more than that, he dreaded the inevitable plea to come home. As much of an arsehole as it made him to think so, this timing was terrible. It was important he be here for the final distillery inspection with the bank and real estate reps. It was doubly important to get his Visa extension. He couldn’t be part of the purchase without a valid work permit. More than a week away would jeopardize all his plans. 

“She wants me back in Scotland. I suppose I’ll have to go help her. Maybe for a week. No more.” 

Casey smiled. It was sympathetic but also held a hint of his normal teasing. “Unless, of course, they toss us in jail here.”

In many ways that would certainly solve one problem. On the other hand, being arrested would hardly put him in good stead for gaining a visa extension. Lachlan groaned and let his forehead drop to the table with an audible thud. Bugger all, he thought. The jig was up.
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“You both know this is my biggest bucket list item, right?”

Bridget Portman looked to her oldest brother, Ewan, sitting behind the wheel of his Land Rover, and then past him to the crystal-white hills of Glencoe, Scotland, passing outside the car in stunning winter majesty. It truly was Christmas, Easter, and birthday rolled into one; the proof was in the effervescence racing through her veins, and her feet jiggling against the floor of the Rover as if she were a child who’d been cooped up too long.

“I think we got that.” Ewan laughed. “Your theme for years, Bridge. This is Scotland, and you’ve dreamed of coming here since you were ten. But you’ve been here a week now, so quit shaking my car like you’re a toddler that has to pee.”

Bridget turned to the backseat where her youngest older brother, Noah, contemplated the scenery without a word, but with unmistakable awe in his eyes.

“I’m in Scotland, yes, but now I’m here with the two of you. That’s what I’ve been waiting for.”

“I don’t suppose after a whole week, you’re sick of it?” Noah finally pulled his gaze from the wintry Highland scenery.

“Sick of it? I’m never ever leaving.” Bridget grinned. “Aren’t you finally going to admit you’re glad to be back?”

An hour and a half earlier, she and Ewan had picked Noah up at the airport in Glasgow, and even for him, always a man of few words, he’d been awfully quiet. This time he smiled.

“It looks different in snow, doesn’t it? But yeah, I am very happy to be back.”

Bridget’s heart swelled, and she looked to the scenery again, pushing down a small lump in her throat. She hadn’t lied. This was the best present she could have asked for: she, Noah, and Ewan living their heritage, honoring a history she’d wanted to learn since she’d been a baby. Their Scottish-born mother had died when Bridget was two, never having had a chance to grow up with any of her three children. Only recently had their father allowed anyone to delve into the Scottish side of their heritage. 

Ewan had seen to that by being first to visit Scotland, falling for the land and, in the process, a very special woman. In twelve days, he would marry Ainslie Campbell and this country would be his home. Noah, too, had been here before, and he had a ready-made family waiting for him as well. Their father had no choice but to exhume a past he considered too painful and come to grips with the memories, or lose his children to their set of new dreams.

Bridget looked at this as her turn to pursue at last the dream she’d carried in her heart for as long as her memories went back. In mid-January, she would start a year-long internship at the University of Stirling. On the credentials of her shiny new master’s degree in anthropology and archaeology, and the Scottish in her blood, she’d landed a spot as assistant to the program director on a dig and research project studying a possible new discovery of ancient Pictish tablets. The project was just getting off the ground, and Bridget had boundless ideas for the director. With her enthusiasm—according to her favorite professor, Olivia Harvey—Bridget would do her birth mother and their heritage proud on whatever project she joined. This job was more than her dream, it was a fantasy come to life. 

As far as she was concerned, she’d hit the jackpot and life was perfect.  

“I don’t have anything to compare this scenery to other than pictures,” she said. “I know it’s gorgeous in the summer, but I’m certainly not disappointed with winter. It’s stunning.”

“It’s pretty today with all the sun,” Ewan said. “The mountains aren’t quite as stunning when the sky is gray, and you can’t tell where the mountain peaks end and the sky starts.”

“Oh no, you’re wrong,” she said. “When it’s gray and misty it can be even more magical.” 

“I get the feeling it could start snowing spiders and she’d still say she loved it.” Noah reached forward to tweak Bridget’s thick chestnut-colored ponytail. 

“This surprises you?” Ewan asked. “I’ve had eight days now playing a bit part in the Pollyanna Visits Scotland movie.” He lifted his voice to imitate her. “Everything is soooo perfect.”

“Hey, it’s not my movie. It’s yours and Ainslie’s. I’m simply the one who’s got time to do all the last-minute things. I’m telling you, you should be thanking me, not mocking me.”

“Bridget, truly, you know I can’t thank you enough. Checking off lists, double-checking all the details, planning hen parties…”

“Hen parties?” Noah asked.

“What they call a bachelorette party. She’s so dang cheerful about it all.”

“Life is good, that’s all! And you, Noah, you did your homework right? You’re ready to host the stag party?”

“Surprise. Believe it or not, I did. That’s why we’re not going straight home to Craigwarren. We’re meeting with the owner of Glen Alasdair distillery. He’s got a venue that looks perfect.” 

“A party at a Scotch distillery. Well done.”

“And, we have a ready-made designated driver as well,” Noah said. “A person who dislikes Scotch so much it would never be a temptation to drink it.”

“Cool, who…” Bridget turned to stare over her shoulder. “Wait, me? Why would I go to a bachelor party?”

“You don’t have to go to the party and you won’t be the only one driving. You and the girls will have your own activity for the night. Got you covered.” Noah raised his brows enticingly.

“I don’t like it when you smirk. It never means anything good. What’s this ‘activity’?” 

“You’ll find out soon. I’ve a private tour guide meeting us when we get to the distillery.”

“Private? What? You planned all this from the States?”

“I do know how to use a telephone, sis.”

“Wow, Noah Portman planning ahead. I’m impressed. Finding a girlfriend has done wonders for you. Speaking of girlfriends, how come we’re running this errand first and not rushing to see your true love? It’s been six weeks since you’ve seen her, right?”

Noah was finishing a huge reconstruction project in Minnesota, after which he planned to come back to Scotland long term. For the past three months, however, he’d traveled back and forth twice to see his beautiful Mairi and her seven-year-old daughter, Ella.

“Who said I’m not rushing to see her?” Noah asked.

“But if we’re… Wait, Mairi’s the tour guide!”

His fool’s grin practically took over his face. “She took the afternoon off.”

Bridget sat back in her seat, contented as if she were snugged into a cozy room by a roaring fire. Scotland was everything she’d ever imagined it to be and more. Out the Rover’s window, the sun turned snow-covered mountains into diamond-dusted peaks, and the winding road as they neared Glencoe Village brought a new panoramic surprise with every twist. 

She recited the names of iconic places and sights to herself as they passed each one, names she’d studied on maps for years and now couldn’t believe she passed in person—the Three Sisters, Buachaille Etive Mor, the little white Lagangarbh Cottage, Aonach Eagach, Glen Etive, Loch Achtriochtan. Covered in white with patches of long grass pushing through the drifts and open water still sparkling through the snow, the landscape was both imposing and welcoming. 

Almost as exciting as the spectacular scenery was the company of her big brothers. She adored her two lifelong champions. When they’d each left for Scotland before her, she’d been both envious and ecstatic. Her entire life, she’d been connected to this place in a way she could never explain. Ewan and Noah teased her mercilessly whenever she claimed to remember stories their birth mother had told her. Though she’d been only two when their mother had died of leukemia, there’d always been bits of songs and pieces of fantastical stories that seemed to be part of Bridget’s DNA.

Her father’s second wife was the only mother Bridget had known, and she loved her stepmother with all her heart. Nonetheless, maybe because her father had always acted as if his first marriage had never happened and erased nearly all evidence of his first wife, Elise, and her heritage from their lives, Bridget had been obsessed with Scotland forever. 

Then Elise’s relatives had found Bridget, Noah, and Ewan, and their world had shifted cataclysmically. Here she was in Wonderland, part owner of Craigwarren, the family home that would have passed to their mother had she lived. They had aunties, cousins, and friends, and her brothers had not only accepted their heritage but embraced it. In two-and-a-half weeks, Ewan was actually getting married in a kilt. Bridget’s heart overflowed thinking about it.

“Coming into Glencoe Village,” Ewan said. “Anybody need food before we go farther?”

“Nah, I’m good. Let’s get something when we’re done at Glen Alasdair, if that’s all right,” Noah said.

“That’s fine with…whoa!” Ewan stomped on his brakes and swerved sharply as a small blue car raced out from a side street, hidden from the main highway by a slight curve and a large stone sign he barely missed ramming that read “Fáilte Gleann Comhann – GLENCOE.”

The car sped off ahead of them, oblivious or unconcerned, and Ewan growled. 

“Eejit Audi driver, thinks he owns the road,” he said. “Not a kid either. Got a quick look at him. He’s old enough to know better.”

“Probably didn’t see you,” Bridget replied, taking a deep breath after her heart calmed after skipping a dozen beats.”

“That’s the main street of Glencoe; drivers should know how to get safely onto the highway. And it’s stupid to drive that fast on winter roads.”

“It’s all right.” Bridget patted Ewan’s arm. “You don’t drive like that. You handled it perfectly and saved our butts as well as the Welcome sign. Thank you.”

“How have we managed around here without your permanent sunshine, that’s what I want to know. Can’t you even get annoyed with a bad driver instead of finding the good in everything?” Ewan wrinkled his nose at her and allowed a smile.

“It does no good to look for the bad stuff,” she replied. “It always makes things worse.”

“Nope, she hasn’t changed a bit,” Noah said.

“Tell me about this distillery.” Bridget changed the subject, tired of the age-old teasing over her personality. “What’s the draw for a bachelor’s party?”

“Alcohol, for one thing,” Noah said. “The Scotch is highly rated and they’ll do a private tour and tasting for groups of eight to ten. We can also get a deal on multiple-bottle orders. Ewan can give them as thank-yous to his groomsmen as well as use them at the reception. They have a nice space for parties and they have a restaurant that will do the food. We’re going now to sign the contract and get the lay of the land.”

“Sounds perfect. What’s the scoop with the girls’ party?”

Noah waggled his brows and crossed his arms, clearly pleased with himself. “Ice climbing.”

Bridget almost laughed, but the look in her brother’s eyes assured her he wasn’t joking. “Explain.” She turned her laugh into a demand.

“Kinlochleven has an old Victorian smelter building they remodeled into a climbing centre,” Noah said. “There are a bunch of rock-climbing walls and a one-hundred-fifty-foot ice wall. You’ll all get a lesson and be able to give it a try.”

“Ainslie didn’t want something flowery or stuffy,” Ewan said of his fiancée.

“She’s definitely neither of those things,” Bridget agreed. Her future sister-in-law, the veterinarian, was down-to-earth, outdoorsy, and a direct relative of the Energizer Bunny. Bridget had fallen as in love with her as Ewan had. “It’s unique and sounds like fun, but a hundred-and-fifty-foot climb?”

“Noah’s idea,” Ewan said. “Ainslie was thrilled, but she said the same thing. I doubt anybody will force you to climb that high.”

Bridget did laugh at that. Until this past July, they’d been lucky to get Noah out of his workshop, where he carved animals, built furniture, and ran a small renovation business. Then he’d come to Scotland, under protest, to help Ewan remodel a cottage on Craigwarren property and he’d met Mairi. Now the man had been hired to renovate a historic hotel in Minnesota and hopped on and off planes without a whimper to keep up this new relationship. He also, apparently, planned ice-climbing bachelorette parties. Miracles were definitely possible.

Kinlochleven was a small village in a stunning setting seven miles from Glencoe. As they arrived in the town, Bridget caught her breath yet again at the spectacular blue-and-white scenery. Blue for the waters of Loch Leven and white for the soaring peaks of the Mamores Ridge mountains that formed the town’s backdrop. 

“This is beautiful,” Bridget sighed. “Is there any place in this country that isn’t unbelievably spectacular?”

“I have a lot to see yet,” Ewan said. “But I definitely haven’t found much that’s ugly.”

“The rain.” Noah made a face. “I remember all too well fighting the rain.”

“You had a battle with water when you were fixing the cottage, for sure,” Ewan agreed.

“Are you still renting it out?” Noah asked. 

“We’ve had more calls for reservations than we can accept. It’s empty right now. We’re hoping Mother and Dad will actually come and we can put them up there. It’s such a cool place now it might even make Dad change his mind about Craigwarren.”

Bridget squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her fingers into the lids, rubbing at a knot of frustration behind her brows. Their father ran hot and cold over plans to come for the wedding. Money wasn’t the issue for John Portman, but his vow never to set foot again on Scottish soil was. Some kooky legend of a curse on the family from her birth mother’s past had caused her father, Bridget’s grandfather Iain, to cut Elise off from family when she’d married a foreigner. John had never forgiven the family and sworn never to have anything to do with them.  

Bridget straightened in her seat and firmed her lips. “He’ll come. Mother will force him to make the trip.”

“I hope so,” Noah said. “He’s softened some about this, but he’s still a stubborn old coot.”

“Two-thirds of his family is living here now. He has to come around.” Bridget nodded with certainty. “Once he does, I guarantee he’ll forget about why he thinks he hates Scotland.”

“From your lips to God’s ear,” Noah said. “He was still grousing about it when I left.”

“There’s the Ice Factor,” Ewan pointed to a looming brick building several stories high, taking up the equivalent of a full city block. 

“Doesn’t look impressive from the outside except for size,” Bridget said. 

“It was an aluminum smelting facility. This is where and why the town started.”

“Okay, I’ll give it props for history.” 

She was always drawn to history.

A mile from the last row of houses at village edge, Ewan turned onto a rocky, single-track road leading east. The landscape changed abruptly from the fjord-like loch view to heavy pine forest covering tall hills. They passed numerous streams trickling through snowy crevices, and two woodland lochans, frozen and covered with pristine white snow, undisturbed except for deer paths crisscrossing beneath the trees. Four miles in, the woods opened into a large clearing.

“Wow, look at this setting. It’s beautiful!” Bridget said.

She took in the distillery complex, with its main visitors’ building clad in white stucco and deep brown stonework. The road forked before a large parking lot, the left branch leading to the distillery buildings and the right to a wide tarmac path bordering a large field. A sign pointing down the path read “Farm” and “Caretaker.”  

“Have you ever been here?” Noah asked.

“I haven’t,” Ewan replied. “I don’t know why; the Scotch has a great reputation and this place isn’t that far from home.”

“It’s a medium-sized distillery according to what I read. I bought a bottle of their ten-year back in Minnesota. It was good. A really light nose and a long, sharp finish.”

“When did you become a Scotch connoisseur?” Bridget asked. “I thought you were a draft beer man.”

“This place’ll change you,” Ewan warned. “Noah learned that the first time he went to a neighborhood pub.”

“We’ll teach you how to drink Scotch,” Noah said. “I now know there’s an art to it.”

“Art? More like an evil spell. Like learning to drink arsenic.”

“Seriously, can you learn that? Wouldn’t you die after the first lesson?” Ewan asked.

“Technicality.” Bridget shuddered. “I’d probably die if you made me drink a full shot of Scotch, too.”

“For Pollyanna, you sure do have a bad attitude about Scotch.” 

“Even I have one fault, Noah.” Bridget batted her lashes. 

She loved her relationship with her middle sib. If Ewan was her stalwart protector and friend, Noah was her buddy and companion—the one who would call her on any BS, tease her mercilessly with impunity, and ask for her advice, if he asked anyone’s. 

“Just think,” he said. “If you drank Scotch, you’d be perfect.”

“Just think.” She shot a beatific smile over her shoulder and turned back to take in the distillery setting again. 

Behind the visitor center stood another stone-and-stucco building and beyond both were a large single-story, whitewashed stone building and a larger two-story building made of wood and metal. Two more long, low outbuildings flanked them. The grounds were tidy under a blanket of snow, although plantings around the visitor center poked through the winter covering, shaggy as if they hadn’t been cleared out before winter. 

Behind the facilities, pine-covered hills rose like protective walls, and in the distance the Cairngorm mountains stood like stalwart guardians.  

“Did you know it was this pretty when you booked it?” Bridget asked.

“I saw pictures on the website,” Noah said. “But I agree, it’s amazing. Wonder why there aren’t five times as many cars. I’d make a stop here, even in the winter.”

The carpark held a dozen cars, leaving plenty of space for Ewan to pick a spot close to the entrance. Bridget exited the Rover and lifted her face to the clear sky, taking a gulp of sharp, clear air. Scotland even smelled different than home, everything scented with mountain air and, this time of year, the watery musk of wet snow, much heavier and damper than the snow back home. In this spot, a less-familiar scent also drifted in the air currents, the pungent-sweet, yeasty aroma of fermenting grain. Despite Bridget’s aversion to Scotch, this smell was pleasant, like a giant batch of beer bread. 

“Now, if Scotch tasted the way this smells…” She closed her eyes and smiled.

“It would be beer,” Ewan said drily. 

“It’d gae fra pish ta potable,” Bridget said, grinning at the look of shock on her brothers’ faces when they registered the accent.

“Where did you learn to talk like that?” Noah said.

“I’ve been practicing. I guess I have a knack for it. Maybe it’s in our DNA?”

“Not mine,” Noah said. “Mairi has begged me to stop trying to imitate her.”

“I’m only allowed to use the words, not the accent,” Ewan agreed. “But you? How have I missed this?”

She picked up the brogue again. “I said I thought I had a wee knack for it, but that’s in my mind. I’m nae ready to make an arse o’mesel’ in front of Aunt Cat or my future sisters-in-law. This is the first time I’ve had you both alone and it just came out.”

“You, the extrovert, shy about an accent?”

“I have a small sense of self-preservation. I’m still making sure they all think I’m worthy before offending them.”

“You couldn’t offend Aunt Catrione if you tried,” Ewan said. “She loves the pair of us, but the sun revolves around you. You’re our mom come back to life in front of her.”

Catrione Kerr, their mother’s aunt, was the amazing, colorful woman who’d tracked Ewan down and begged him to visit Scotland. Her shocking surprise had been revealing the family homestead belonged to him, Noah, and Bridget. Bridget had fallen in immediate utter love with her great-aunt, and the feeling was returned tenfold. She still couldn’t believe a mother she’d never known had left such a family and legacy behind. Bridget and her brothers had basically been handed a lost treasure in the form of Craigwarren, and the relatives that had come along with it. 

 “I adore Cat, but the way she talks about our mom? It’s a lot to live up to.” Bridget said. 

Ewan nodded. “Yes, but the thing is, Cat expects nothing from you or any of us. She is genuinely made of nothing but love. Tough, yes, but after eight months of living with her, I know she’s the real deal.”

“Even if she does believe in legends and curses and brownies,” Bridget laughed.

“You could fill a book with Aunt Cat’s magic tales but, forgive the pun, that’s a whole other story.” Noah waggled his brows, grinning again. “Who knows, she might not be all that crazy.” 

They traversed the parking lot and stood on the sidewalk. The main entrance stood across a short wooden bridge spanning a creek that wound down from the hills. 

“So pretty,” Bridget murmured again.

Despite the damp chill in the air and a breeze that super-cooled her cheeks and hands, an unexpected peace filtered through her as she let her gaze roam the setting. If it was this beautiful in winter’s cold, what must it be like in summer with flowers blooming and green spreading across the hills? 

A ringtone from Noah’s direction stopped Bridget’s musing. He pulled his phone from a back pocket and Bridget smiled as his eyes light up. It had to be Mairi.

“Hey you,” he said, his quiet joy evident. He listened and nodded, glancing at Bridget and Ewan with a slightly embarrassed grin. “It’s not a problem. I can’t wait to see you whenever you get here… Okay, see you soon.”

He hung up. 

“Everything’s all right?” Ewan asked.

“She got held up at school with a parent. She’ll be here in half an hour and says to apologize.”

Bridget touched his upper arm. “As you said, it doesn’t matter. I like her, Noah. I really do. And Ella? She’s…”

“A force?” he asked.

“Ten forces plus seven.” 

They laughed, and then caught Ewan staring past them back toward the parking lot. 

“What?” Bridget asked. 

Ewan pointed. “Does that car look familiar?”

Bridget followed the line of his extended finger to the back of a bright blue Audi TT.

She frowned. “Wait. Is that…?”

“That’s the dumbass who pulled out in front of us back in Glencoe.”

 “I can
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