
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Ghosts of her broken family and relinquished ambitions haunt stoic dreamer Rhea Sioui. A twist of fate finds her in Scotland, ghostwriting for reclusive action film star Niall Shaw. She could finally attain her goal of writing professionally, a dream lost forever if she fails.

	Shadows of the past also torment Niall Shaw. Hiding from the limelight at his cottage, White Heather, he finds temporary peace. Now he must make a comeback to fund his dreams of revitalizing an ancient castle, providing work skills to the street kids at his shelter, but an old nemesis is complicating things.

	Niall must cohabitate with the attractive, sensitive, young woman he had previously offended. Overcoming their initial misgivings, as they share their secrets, their attraction becomes palpable, electric. Both feel love is perilous, yet each finds a kindred spirit in the other.

	On the journey, a true phantom sidetracks their progress. Rhea has an otherworldly connection with a lost soul inhabiting Niall’s grounds, and they must help her reunite with her lost love. In doing so, Niall and Rhea may escape their demons and gain their heart’s desire.

	Hindered by responsibilities in separate countries and lingering fears of intimacy, parting is inevitable. However, if a spirit can cross time and space for her true love, maybe she can teach Rhea and Niall to fight for theirs.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To all those who had faith in me, my friends, love is what I got for you.

	 

	Thank you, L for the beauty, E for the laughter, and KK for the immeasurable joy in my life.

	 

	My crazy, extraordinary family, through our losses and gains, one thing has always been our fiercest strength... we love with all our might, and we always will.

	 

	Thank you to the staff of Extasy: my editor Larriane, Proofreader Brigit, EIC Jay, and CEO Tina

	 

	Pretty Things

	 


Chapter One: Lamenting its Deepest Desire

	 

	 

	I am their ghost.

	 

	A gust of warm September air blew a tress of Rhea’s hair across her face as she slammed down the hood of the car. Adjusting her messy bun, she looked over the raw, lonely grandeur of the Scottish Highlands. She came around to the driver’s side of the taxicab, telling the driver, Trace, “I think it’s your starter.”

	Trace stuck his phone in his breast pocket. “No luck getting a signal. I guess we wait until someone comes by. Sorry about this.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Rhea gave his shoulder a little shake. “I’ve got time, and I can’t think of a more splendid place to be stranded.”

	Deciduous trees had just started turning yellow, red, and orange along the road, and the sky was heavy and overcast. Large grey and blue clouds loomed to the north over a nearby hill gently sloping up from the road. On top was a large boulder, a semi-circle of trees behind it. The massive rock was grey and streaked with pale scarlet, looking almost entirely pink at a distance.

	Trace leaned against the driver’s-side door and folded his thick arms across his chest, his blue eyes scanning Rhea’s face. “What kind of books do you write?”

	“Horror. I’m writing something set in Scotland, and I’ve come to research old superstitions and beliefs.”

	Ghost-writing for retired action star Niall Shaw’s biography was her long-awaited break, and while she did write horror and was interested in Scottish myths, it was a cover story. She needed to protect her client’s privacy, and if she did well, she’d be able to write full-time and give up translating.

	Trace had followed her line of vision, “There’s a legend about that very stone.”

	“I’d love to hear it.”

	“A young man named Thomas fell in love with the chieftain’s daughter, Islean, from a neighboring rival clan, and their meeting spot was that boulder. On the night they were to elope, her father and his men found them and killed Thomas. Islaen ran to her lover, who was bleeding out on the boulder. Gripping the dirk hidden in her cloak that Thomas had given her, she held it to her throat, cursing her father and her clan. A strange fog crept upon the lovers, hiding the boulder, and the clansmen were too terrified to walk into the unnatural fog. That night, the blood of the innocent couple stained the rock, and it’s been pink ever since.”

	Rhea inhaled deeply with her khaki-colored eyes glued to Trace’s face. “How awful.”

	Trace looked into the distance, “My wife loves one part of the story. They say if true lovers are near the boulder, they hear a woman crying, sobbing and heartbroken, but only true lovers hear her, those meant to be together.”

	“I like that part, too.” Rhea smiled, a little sigh escaping her lips.

	Trace chuckled gently. “The sigh of a true romantic. When you sigh like that, your soul’s lamenting its deepest desire.”

	“Not I.” Rhea leaned against the car. “I’m not exactly the romantic type. My soul’s lamenting a ham sandwich.”

	Trace lit a cigarette. “I guess you must have a dark side when writing horror.”

	“History is filled with horror. Romance is a waste of time.” Admiring the beauty around her, she couldn’t shake an unsettling feeling. Everything, the smell, the air, the energy, reminded her of her island home. Since her sister and father’s deaths and her mother’s disappearance, she had barely returned home. Maybe her ghosts had followed her to Scotland. “It’s strange, but this place reminds me of home. My mother’s people have a lot of old stories about the land, too.”

	“Your mother’s family?”

	“My mother was from an island in the Maritimes, and my father was born in Québec. They were both First Nations with some European thrown in.”

	Trace looked at Rhea’s profile with curiosity. “Native American. That would account for your look.”

	Rhea turned to him, a grin splitting her lips. “My look?”

	People often told her she looked like a cat, as the nasal bridge between her eyebrows was a little wider than average, giving her a lioness-like face that was a little flat in profile. Adding to the feline look were tapered, curving eyebrows over almond-shaped eyes of dark green with orange and yellow flecks and an iris rimmed with navy blue, Sunflower eyes, according to her father. Baby-shit green, according to her brothers.

	Trace chuckled. “No offense. You’re lovely, but you’ve got an unusual face for around here. I thought all American Indians had dark skin and straight black hair.”

	“The characteristics vary a lot.”

	Unlike her mother and siblings, her coloring was more like her father’s family, dark mahogany hair and skin a lighter shade of tawny bronze with a splattering of freckles along her nose and chiseled cheekbones. Her forehead was high and slightly curved, with a dainty chin and a mouth with a larger bottom lip and cupid’s bow top.

	Rhea admired the creek that ran along the side of the road and opened up to a small loch with islands scattered intermittently throughout. The mist gathered at the base of the mountains, and it stirred her blood. The ghosts of hills and the spirits of water grow in the mist.

	The place, the space, begged to be explored.

	Telling Trace she was going to look at the boulder, she climbed the hill. Near the top, she slipped and steadied herself by putting her hands into the wet grass. Immediately, it was as if her hands were magnets, and an unseen force pulled her toward the ground. Her breathing became erratic, and her heart pounded as something invisible crawled from the earth, creeping along her arms until her entire body tingled. A euphoria followed as she had never experienced before, alertness and a sense of power. Energy coursed from the earth into her body, heightening her senses. Submitting to the strength of the pull, Rhea pressed her face into the wet grass, tasting the sweet moisture, smelling the musky freshness of the living soil beneath the grass.

	The force suddenly released her. Panting, Rhea leaped to her feet, scrambling up to the boulder. Just as she reached it, Trace gave a little yelp and pointed at another hill in the distance. A vehicle was making its way down toward them.

	Disappointed at being unable to explore the area more, she glanced back at the rock and noticed a glint of metal at the very edge where it met soil. Bending and digging, she managed to unearth a circular metal object crusted with compacted dirt. She stuffed it into her jean pocket and hurried down the hill, where a black jeep pulled up to Trace.

	The driver’s side window rolled down, and a deep voice spoke. “Trace Dickson. Broken down?”

	“Aye, Roarke.” Trace gestured to Rhea. “I collected my client at The Crossroads, and we were on our way to the inn when we broke down.”

	Trace did a double take at Rhea, smiling but pulling his eyebrows together in confusion.

	“What?” She put her hand to her face, still panting a little.

	“Nothing,” Trace commented. “You just look full of... vitality. Radiant.”

	The driver spoke again. “Are you two coming or not? Flirt on your own time.”

	Annoyed with the man’s rudeness, yet knowing they had no other option, Rhea hopped in the back after chucking in her backpack and suitcase. With Trace in the front, the jeep rolled away from the car.

	“Where’s your truck?” Trace asked the driver, whose bulky frame took up a great deal of space, especially since he wore an oversized, black, slick jacket.

	“In for repairs again.” The large man squirmed in his seat. “The boss lent me the jeep so I could pick up Brian for tonight.”

	“Oh, that’s right!” Trace turned halfway around in the seat to look at Rhea. “The inn’s having a show tonight. This is Roarke. He’s in the band. Roarke, this is Rhea Sioui, visiting from Canada.”

	“Your family name is Seaweed?” Roarke looked at her in the rear-view mirror, but his cap was very low on his forehead. All she could make out was a strong jawline covered in dark scruff, deep-brown curls spilling out from under the cap.

	“That’s what it sounds like it, but it’s a native name pronounced Sea-wee” She smiled into the mirror, but the firm mouth didn’t smile back.

	Lacking Trace’s easy charm, this man had a very stern, no-nonsense tone to his voice, bordering on unfriendly. “Touring the area?” “For the most part,” Trace chimed in. “I just told Rhea the story of Islean’s boulder. Such a romantic tale.”

	Roarke snorted in derision. “I could never understand the female fascination with romance. Women all love romance until real life gets in the way.”

	Unintimidated, she countered. “Yes, many women are romantic. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

	“Not you, at any rate.” Trace turned to the driver. “She told me romance was a waste of time after trying to fix my car. I don’t think she’s all that girly.”

	“Hey!” Rhea reached up to jab him in the shoulder as he laughed. “You can be girly and still fix cars.”

	Looking at her in the mirror again, Roarke mumbled, “You fix cars?”

	“Yeah, I know my way around cars.”

	Jerking his thumb back in the direction of Trace’s taxi, he added, “Couldn’t fix that one.”

	Rhea was just about to say something snappy when Trace cleared his throat. “Um, so Roarke, how’s Pearl?”

	The driver’s tone changed. “Oh, she’s well. Come up some time and see the changes made to the house.”

	Rhea didn’t care for the driver’s attitude and was happy when the men conversed with each other. She became engrossed in the scenery.

	The trees thinned as they headed toward the rugged mountains in the distance, and the ground became flatter with fewer twists and turns in the road. The mountains were huge, blue-black, grey, and green. The grass swayed in the wind.

	The window was open a little, letting in the air, which danced across her skin. She was a jumble of emotions, elated yet apprehensive, as she didn’t know what type of situation she was entering. Her publishing house had sent her to Scotland to interview, research, and ghostwrite the biography for a retired movie star, Niall Shaw. Everyone knew him as a famous action hero, with films grossing millions. However, he had taken an early retirement about ten years ago and disappeared from the limelight. Deciding to make a comeback, he was returning to begin another series of action films. Mr. Shaw’s management team believed a biography of his life would garner much publicity for the movies and renew interest in him.

	When her friend Lisa, who originally had the assignment, had fallen ill, she’d put in a good word for Rhea, who though not the most experienced writer could write about him with a fresh perspective. Knowing nothing about action films nor Niall Shaw, Rhea was chosen. Her agent told her not to research or even look at an image of Niall Shaw’s face. Instead, she had to describe him based on first impressions alone and learn about the details of his life from him firsthand.

	Rhea now had a chance to make an impression that would lead to other opportunities. After her sister, Poppy, had died, she’d returned from Asia to raise her sister’s son, Liam, and establish a secure, comfortable life with him and her ex-partner Patrice. While she had published a few things, she’d had to put her writing on the back burner and devote herself to her job of translating documents from English to French and vice-versa.

	Having to prove her worth was something she had always struggled with, fear of failure often rendering her into a ball of nerves that lead to debilitating panic attacks. Here she was with one night to herself before heading off to spend three weeks trapped in a cottage with a middle-aged hermit. She’d had many misgivings about it in the beginning, and Liam and Patrice had almost forbidden her to go. However, all parties involved assured her she would be perfectly safe. Just in case, she had still taken a few extra Kung Fu sessions, something she had studied in China.

	“Young lady?” the driver addressed her, and Rhea realized he had asked her a question.

	“Yes?” She blinked a few times and shook her head. “Sorry. I was somewhere else.”

	“Trace says you’re a writer. What do you write about?”

	“In the horror genre, but I don’t want to tell people that. I don’t want to be the tourist cliché researching banshees and ghosts, scarfing down haggis, and asking what you wear under your kilts.”

	“Are you going to have Scottish characters? For the love of God, please don’t write the Scottish accent.”

	“I would never.” Rhea chuckled. “My French father hated it when writers tried to capture the French accent when writing in English. He once threw a book in the river because of it. Je ne sonne pas comme ça! I don’t sound like that!”

	Both men laughed, the driver’s shoulders moving up and down.

	“I’ve a few projects I’m working on,” she told them.

	The driver tilted his hat back a little, exposing deep brown eyes under angular eyebrows. “Horror certainly is different from romance.”

	“In my experience, romance is horror.” Rhea looked out the side window and bounced in the back seat as the jeep hit a pothole.

	Trace glanced back at Rhea and then the driver. “Pretty cynical. She’s just about as stony as you, Roarke.”

	“I’m not stony,” he replied. “I just have realistic concepts when it comes to love.”

	“As do I.” Rhea leaned forward a little further in her seat. “Love is the most destructive force on this planet.”

	“How can you say that?” Trace leaned on the back of the seat and looked at her in shock. “I didn’t come to life until I met my wife, Tamara. Before her, I was waiting for the better part of myself, my second self.”

	The jeep turned left at a fork in the road. “Something in your chemistry matches something in hers, and dumb luck that a woman like Tam even looked sideways at the likes of you,” Roarke told him.

	“Oi!” Trace punched his shoulder.

	“I agree with your friend. Roarke, is it?” Once again, Rhea found herself under the scrutiny of the deep eyes in the mirror, and she looked back with a two-fingered salute. “Chemistry. Those butterflies in your stomach eventually die, and all you have is butterfly carcasses and-and—”

	“Butterfly shit?” the driver added, grinning into the mirror, full lips revealing a row of white teeth.

	“Exactly!” Rhea laughed, the mood in the jeep becoming more comfortable.

	“You two are crazy!” Trace shook his head. “There’s nothing like being in love.”

	“Speaking of feelings.” Rhea turned around to watch the hill with the boulder get smaller and smaller. “I got some sort of strange, energy rush up on that hill. Strangest feeling.”

	“Really?” Trace’s head spun around to look at her face. “My wife says that boulder is on a ley line.”

	“Lay line?” the driver asked. “Like in sailing?”

	“No,” Rhea answered. “Ley lines are supposed invisible lines connecting sacred areas, and that makes them power spots of earth energy.”

	“Tam says Scotland itself forms a sacred pentagram.”

	“That would account for the surge of energy I felt.”

	The driver shook his head. “If I knew I stood on a pentagram, I’d run like hell.”

	Rhea laughed. “Pentagrams aren’t bad things. There’s nothing evil about them. It’s just geometry, angles, and lines that connect certain points of power.”

	“How do you know so much about it?”

	“I studied that kind of thing a little in college, nature and the supernatural. The earth is a fountain of energy flowing through a circuit of soil, plants, and animals. The earth, the soil, is a living thing.”

	“You sound like a bit of a crack-pot hippie?” He grinned at her in the mirror again.

	“Look at that, Rhea.” Trace pointed to the driver’s side window.

	Half-surrounded by a loch, a glorious pale castle loomed on a hilltop. A large rectangular wing jutted out to the left of its massive tower, and several small turrets rose from the top of the rectangular area. The castle looked as if it belonged to the land itself, sublime and majestic, yet gloomy.

	“Alloway Castle.” Trace half-whispered.

	Roarke glanced at it as he drove, and Rhea saw he was younger than his voice and gruff attitude betrayed. She still couldn’t see much of his face, but his profile beneath the brim of his cap showed a Roman nose and strong jaw.

	“Isn’t the castle beautiful?”

	The castle drew her eyes again, and all she could do was nod.

	Trace looked over his shoulder at Rhea. “Built in the seventeenth century, it was the stronghold of a famous clan in the area. Some friends of ours own it, but they can’t keep it up. They don’t want to sell it, but they might not have much choice. Someone wants to turn it into a golf resort.”

	Trace rolled his eyes, and the driver returned his look and curled his lip, saying, “Let’s not talk about that ball sack.”

	The jeep slowed as they came to a small herd of shaggy, reddish cattle resting near the road on the grass.

	“What are those two birds?” Two grey birds of prey flew across the road close enough that she could see their hooked beaks, sharp eyes, and massive talons.

	The driver picked up speed and turned toward a conical mountain. “Osprey. You usually see two together because they mate for life. How romantic is that?”

	“Wow. Scotland’s so romantic even the birds get married.” Rhea smiled at the eyes in the rear-view mirror.

	Going deeper into the Highlands, the scenery was breathtaking. They were heading toward a batch of hills in the distance, and as they traveled north, the land rose gradually from small knolls to large, looming mountains. The sky was darker, making the hills blend into one far-off form, resembling a woman lying on her side, her back turned to them. The small knolls made up her heel and the slight rise of the calf to the knee. One mountain made up the gentle rise and fall of a generous hip, only to rise again up to a shoulder. Another small mountain created the shape of a woman’s head. For some reason, Rhea thought of Islaen and Thomas.

	Eventually, they drove to a two-story stone building perfectly centered in front of a large, rocky hill. There was an intense, eerie allure to the tall imposing building with two small attachments and arched entryways.

	Trace turned again to Rhea, “The inn was originally for drovers, who drove cattle or sheep to market, and travelers passing through the area. That’s why there’s nothing else around. I always thought this place felt lonely. Great place to eat and drink, and there’s often live music. My wife and I come up here often, but you wouldn’t catch Tam sleeping here.”

	“Really. Why not?”

	“She says the place is riddled with ghosts.”

	 


Chapter Two: Selkies

	 

	 

	The beautiful Selkie male weaves a mystical, magical spell over any mortal woman that crosses his path.

	 

	“Ghosts?”

	The driver chuckled. “Don’t worry. They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them.”

	Stopping in front of the main doors, Trace hopped out, and Rhea backed out of her seat, pulling her backpack and a small suitcase. The minute the back door closed, the jeep sped off, the driver waving his hand out the window by way of goodbye.

	Rhea clicked her tongue. “I didn’t get a chance to thank him.”

	Reaching the front door, Trace held it open for her. “Probably in a rush. He had to pick up a friend. I’m sure he knows we’re grateful.”

	As she walked inside, the scent of pine-cleaner hit her first, accompanied by the savoury scent of food. She was in a dark-walled but bright entrance that extended to the back of the building. To her left was a parlor of sorts, with paisley wallpaper, several wooden tables, tartan-patterned couches, and easy chairs. Ahead of her, a dark mahogany staircase with an elaborate railing led up to the second floor. She could hear the sounds of what she assumed to be the dining area or pub to her right.

	Trace refused to discuss any payment. They said their goodbyes, and he left for a quick bite in the pub.

	Under the stairs was a little office space where a young girl with a blond ponytail perched high atop her head sat at a computer screen. She looked up when she saw Rhea and gave her a cheery smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Oh, hello! How are you today?”

	A few minutes later, Rhea headed up the long flight of stairs with Rebecca. She dragged Rhea’s wheeled suitcase, and by the time they got to her room, they were laughing about how much noise they had made. “Enough to wake the dead.”

	“Rebecca, “Rhea tried to sound nonchalant. “Is it true that this place is haunted?”

	The young woman turned the key in the lock and said with as much indifference as if they were discussing the weather, “‘Course it is.”

	They stepped into a small bright peach-colored room with twin beds, a small dresser with a television, a chest of drawers, and a small desk. Rebecca left, and Rhea fell onto the bed, smiling contently. At home, sometimes she felt as if she had stepped into another person’s life, and the responsibilities were making her feel more and more suffocated as the years had passed. Here, however, it felt like the first morning waking up in Asia. Finally, she felt like herself and had time to get to know Rhea again

	After sending off a quick message to Liam and Patrice, she grabbed her bag and headed downstairs.

	Walking into the pub was a feast for the eyes. The bar covered the length of one wall, and every inch of wall space had shelves stocked with innumerable bottles of every shape and size. Behind the bar were nozzles and handles of various shapes and sizes, surrounded by green and red tartan bar stools. Each of the polished, wooden tables had a candle set in a wine bottle and dark oak chairs with red leather cushions.

	The walls were stone, mottled brown and grey and covered in paintings and pictures. Dispersed throughout the pub were various objects, such as a sword, a bow and arrow quiver, a full suit of armor, a coat of arms, and different stuffed birds and animals. The style was old, rustic, and comfortable, as if nothing had changed in a hundred years.

	Rebecca scurried around the pub, and a stout black-haired woman poured beer behind the bar in front of a handsome salt-and-pepper-haired man wearing a grey Guernsey. Trace was still there, finishing off a sandwich and sitting with a dapper-looking older man.

	When she walked in, he waved her over to the table. “Rhea, I’d like you to meet my friend Ian. Ian, Rhea’s a writer curious about Scottish legends.”

	“Is that so?” Ian leaned forward on the table and rested on his elbows, his black eyes seeming strangely familiar to Rhea. “What kind of legends? William Wallace or banshees?”

	“Please don’t talk about banshees,” she said with a shudder. “Just the thought gives me the willies.”

	They both chuckled. “Here, take a seat with us.” Trace half-stood and pulled at the back of the chair next to him. “You must be starving.”

	“Sure you don’t mind?”

	“Not at all,” Ian replied.

	The woman from the bar came over with a menu, smiling at Rhea and topping up Trace’s coffee as he introduced them. “Thanks, Ellie. Meet Rhea. She’ll be staying with you for the night.”

	“Nice to meet you, Rhea,” said the attractive full-figured woman with eyes of the same black as Ian’s.

	Ellie handed her the menu. “You’ll be with us for the night, yeah?” she asked with an air of friendly authority.

	“Yes.” She leaned back in her chair as she looked at Ellie over the menu. “Trace tells me the inn is haunted and the food is fantastic.”

	Ellie chuckled. “Now, don’t go believing everything Trace says, but both are true. Can I get you something to drink?” She tossed her heavy bangs off her forehead.

	“Guinness, please.” She turned to the men. “Can I get you gentlemen a drink?”

	“Not me. I’m on the coffee. I’m driving.”

	“I’m considering another, but not just now,” said Ian with a slight wink. “I’ll let you know.”

	“Right.” Ellie had already started walking away. “I’ll get your beer, and you take a look at the menu.”

	“Ellie,” said Trace as he got out of his chair. “I’m going to square up with you. Enjoy the ghosts, Rhea.” He grinned at her and left the table.

	“Ian, if you’d rather be alone, I can go sit at the bar.”

	“Don’t be silly. If I wanted to be alone, I’d have stayed home.”

	“I’m hungry enough to eat the hind leg off a mule. What should I get?”

	“I’m partial to the cheese and onion chutney toasty, and the Scotch broth is amazing.”

	Ellie returned with her beer, and Rhea ordered both. After a short conversation about the pub and the menu, she asked, “If you don’t mind me saying, you have the most unusual eyes. Are they black or just very dark brown?”

	“Black as far as I know. My father had black eyes, too, and his before him.” He took a drink of his beer and looked over his glass at Rhea. “They say we’ve got a splash of Selkie blood.”

	“Selkies? The seals that take on human form at night?”

	“Aye.” He took another sip on his beer and put down his glass. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on the table. “My mother’s people came from the islands around here, and we’ve a lot of stories concerning Selkies. In our family, a story got passed down to explain our black eyes. I think we might have some blood from Africa or something from the slave trade. My mother used to say we have the blood of Princess Scota herself.”

	“Not everyone in your family has those black eyes, though?”

	“Strangely, the vast majority of us do. The story goes that a great-great-grandmother of mine named Ellen was married to a merchant-laird who left for extended periods, leaving his young wife alone in a secluded area of one of the islands. When he was home, he didn’t treat her very well. They’d been married for ten years and had no children, leading to further abuse from her husband.

	“One night, she walked to the beach and wept into the sea. Finally, she looked up to see a dark-haired, handsome man walking toward her. She jumped up and ran to her house, startled to see he followed her.

	“The old people say if you cry seven tears or shed seven drops of blood into the ocean, that’s a summons for your Selkie. Unable to resist his musical voice and deep black eyes that held all the mysteries of the sea, she let him ease her pain. From then on, she pleased her husband by giving him a child every year. They were blessed with seven, fine children with lively black eyes.”

	“The Selkie had given Ellen her heart’s desire.” Rhea was entranced, her chin resting on her knuckles.

	Ellie bustled over with their food. “Uncle Ian, you’re not boring that girl with that old Selkie story, are you?”

	Ian pressed his back on the chair. “It makes for good conversation.”

	After thanking Ellie, Rhea asked, “I’m curious about Scottish traditions and cooking, and Ian told me the recipes you use are inspired by his mother’s cookbook.”

	Ellie stuck out her chest and squared her shoulders. “Our family’s recipes. My brother Paul’s head cook, trained at the Edinburgh New Town Cookery School. He took our Granny’s recipes and tweaked a few of them, but they’re straight from our family’s cookbook.”

	As Rhea dug into her food, her phone sounded, and she saw a message from Patrice saying they would call her later. Putting her phone away, she lifted her glass. “Ian, why are there horseshoes in the garden outside?”

	“Keeps the fairies away. That’s why there’s a rowan tree and ivy. My niece is a wee bit superstitious.”

	“I guess if I owned a haunted inn, I’d be superstitious, too.”

	“With my niece and a few of the women around here, it’s more than a wee bit.” He winked at her. “You know, not all Scottish people are as superstitious as us around here, but we have our reasons.”

	Ian’s kind, gentle nature reminded her of her father, and she found herself charmed by him. Thoughts of her father came freely, and for once, she didn’t try to suppress them. Instead, she asked Ian if he knew any ghost stories about the inn.

	Ian had just started another story when they heard yelling from outside. Everyone in the bar quieted when the outside door opened with a crash, and heavy footsteps could be heard. Rounding the corner, two enormous men burst into the pub, both towering and broad with serious faces. Rain dripped off their jackets as they hid their right hands, appearing to grasp at concealed guns.

	The larger of the two bellowed, “All right, no one moves, and no one gets hurt!”

	Everyone froze and stared in the direction of the door, and all noise, except the traditional music playing in the background, stopped.

	However, Rhea glanced at Ian, who grinned from ear to ear and shook his head.

	Ellie ran out from behind the bar and whipped at the two huge men with a wet tea towel, punctuating every word with a swipe at one of them. “How many times have I told you two not to do that?”

	They took their hands out of their jackets, revealing that they had no weapons, laughing and trying to defend themselves from Ellie’s onslaught.

	After a few seconds, she stormed off into the kitchen, pausing once to look back at them. “Idiots!”

	The older man was shorter and older, over six feet tall, with short, reddish hair and a long, thick beard. His beige shirt and jean jacket stuck to him with rain.

	The other man was at least six-foot-four or six-foot-five and very wide across the shoulders, with a narrow waist and strong legs. One of his hands rested on the other man’s shoulder, while the other was in his jean pocket, pulling his plaid jacket away from the white t-shirt stretched across his muscular chest. A ball cap rested low on his head and dark brown curls hung below it.

	Both men scanned the room, their eyes settling on Ian at the same time. “Ian!” they exclaimed and walked toward him.

	Ian smiled broadly, still shaking his head. “Here comes trouble.”

	The taller led the way, and as he walked, he pulled the cap from his head and shook out his hair. He had an elegant brow, a widow’s peak at the center of his forehead. His brown eyes were wide-set and heavy-lidded under dark angular eyebrows. A small scar split his left eyebrow, giving him a dangerous look. Nevertheless, the overall effect of his face was striking and magnanimously attractive.

	Shifting his gaze from Ian’s face to Rhea’s, he smiled. She felt an eerie familiarity. Along with an intense rush of adrenaline, her stomach tightened as something inside her fought to fly out. Fearing one of her panic attacks, she inhaled and fidgeted with her necklace.

	The red-haired man put both of his hands down on the table. “Ian, how the hell are you?” He glanced at Rhea and gave her a warm, charming smile that crinkled up the corners of his dark blue eyes.

	Folding his arms across his chest, the other man cocked his head to one side, frowning at her. “What? Too stuck up to say hello? I saved you from being stuck in the country with Trace?”

	Sucking in her breath, she stammered, “Y-you? I’m so sorry. I couldn’t see your face very well.” I guess that explains the familiarity.

	Full, sun-damaged lips split into a brilliant smile that lit his eyes and caused a dimple to pop out on his cheek.

	The redhead nodded his head at Rhea. “Is this the young lady you were telling me about?”

	Still looking at Rhea, he mumbled to his friend without moving his lips. “The very one.”

	Something in the intensity of his gaze made Rhea uncomfortable. She broke eye contact just as Ian said, “Go get a beer and join us, fellas.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	At the bar, Jack, Ellie’s tall, rugged-looking husband, poured their beer. Roarke leaned toward him. “What’s the story with the girl at Ian’s table?”

	Ellie popped up from behind the bar, where she had been stocking, causing the big man to jump back. “McCallum! You leave that young woman alone. She not your type at all.”

	“Ellie, I was merely asking a question. Regardless, I don’t think she likes me much.”

	“Then she’s even smarter than I thought.” Ellie wagged her finger in his face. “Listen, You. She’s staying here, and if you so much as look at her the wrong way, I’ll—”

	“Okay, I follow your meaning.” Roarke chuckled as Ellie stuck out her chin to him. “That woman’s too uppity, anyway.”

	“Don’t be stupid. Rhea’s not uppity at all. Look at the way she is with Ian. She makes him feel great.”

	Ian was smiling and talking about something, and Rhea had her head resting on her knuckles, listening intently to what he was saying.

	“I thought you didn’t want me near her? You’re not doing very much to dissuade me,” Roarke teased.

	“I know you, Roarke McCallum.” She grinned at him. “You like your women with two feet and a heartbeat. Now, leave her be.”

	Roarke grinned back at her. “Fine.” He looked at Jack. “I can’t win. Women.” He threw his hands over his head in a gesture of resignation.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joining them at the table, Roarke leaned forward in his chair. “Proper introductions. I’m Roarke, this is my friend Doug, and you’re Rhea, isn’t it?”

	Feeling shy and shocked by her body’s intrinsic reaction to the large man before her, Rhea nodded.

	“Pretty name.” He grabbed one of Ian’s chicken fingers and bit into it. “Does it mean anything?”

	“It’s the Greek goddess of the mountains. My full name’s Heather Rhea, but my French grandfather couldn’t say Heather. He elected Rhea to be the name we used.”

	“You’re Greek?”

	“No, but my parents were... children of nature. My sister and I were given names of goddesses and flowers. She was Poppy Athena, and my brothers are named for fish and birds.

	“What are their names?”

	“I can’t tell you. You’d laugh. Everyone does.”

	“I won’t laugh,” Roarke said after a long drink of his beer.

	“Promise?”

	“Promise.” Roarke grabbed a potato wedge, and Doug and Ian mumbled the same promise.

	Rhea looked down at the table to hide her smile. “My younger brother is Raven Pike. Not so bad, but my older brother was not so lucky. He goes by Sal and not his full name.”

	“Which is?” Ian was laughing already.

	Looking into her pint, she grinned. “Salmon Cardinal.”

	Ian and Doug did their best to fight the urge to laugh, but Roarke could not contain himself. He laughed so hard he almost fell off his chair.

	“Look, my parents wanted names from nature. The laughter subsided to a light chuckle as Rhea continued. “I’ll have you know that salmon represent determination and prosperity.”

	“Salmon have always been respected here by the old fishermen,” Ian said as he rubbed at his eyes and continued to chuckle.

	“You all promised not to laugh.” She sat up further in her chair and pointed at Roarke in admonishment. “There now, you’ve broken the first promise you ever made to me.”

	“Sorry. Couldn’t be helped.” Roarke picked up his glass again and looked at the entrance where two young women had walked in.

	“Anyway.” Rhea cleared her throat. “I wanted to thank you for today. Unfortunately, you left too fast for me to do so.”

	Roarke turned back to her with a crooked grin. “I’m sorry if I was stupid in the jeep. I was starving and tired. I’m gruff when I’m hungry.”

	“Aren’t we all?”

	Roarke tapped Doug on the chest with the back of his hand. “Don’t let me forget to bring up those trout I have for the movie star when we come tonight.”

	The words movie star caught Rhea’s attention immediately. “Movie star? There’s a movie star here?”

	Could Niall Shaw be here, in this area? Will I have to meet him for the first time in this pub?

	Roarke laughed lightly. “No, not really.” He looked at his hands, and Doug gave him a sidelong glance. “That’s just a nickname for the chef, Paul. He’s a bit of a pretty boy, so we all tease him about looking like a movie star.”

	“Speak of the Devil,” Doug said. Everyone at the table followed his gaze to a man walking out from the small corridor from the kitchen.

	“Sweet Jesus,” Rhea muttered the words under her breath, but the men heard them anyway, causing all of them to snicker. Movie star indeed! Is he moving in slow motion?

	The man was tall with a swimmer’s body. His dirty blond hair was shaved at the back and sides, long in front but swept to one side, and he had aristocratic features. Elegant eyebrows arched over curved, bright baby-blue eyes. Light stubble covered his strong jawline, and well-shaped lips split in a smile, revealing perfect white teeth.

	Doug looked at Rhea in amusement. “Um, that’s why we call him the movie star.”

	Staring at him as if hypnotized, she nodded her understanding.

	“Lads,” Paul greeted the table in a musical yet quiet voice. “Nice to see you all, safe and sound. I wish I could sit for a bit, but we’re training the new guy in the kitchen.”

	Roarke addressed him. “No worries. I’ll bring some nice fat trout when I come up tonight. Bit of a thank you for getting me out of that tight spot a few weeks back.”

	“You needn’t do that. I was glad to help.”

	“All the same.” Roarke looked across the table at Rhea. “Oh, this is our new friend, Rhea.”

	Paul glanced at Rhea from under his lashes. “The writer?”

	“Yes,” she replied, a little surprised that he knew she was a writer.

	“Ellie said you’re interested in Scottish traditions and superstitions, so I thought you might like to look at a few books I have on the subject. My cousin’s on his way down. I’ll have him bring them.”

	The swinging door to the kitchen opened, and a dark-haired young man bellowed, “Paul, we need you!”

	“Coming!” He looked back at the table. “Gotta run.”

	“Will we see you at the show tonight?” Doug asked him.

	“Come on.” Paul cocked his head to one side, running his hand through the front of his hair. “You know I don’t like crowds.”

	“One day we’ll get you out.” Roarke smiled at him.

	“Doubt it. Nice to meet you.” He pointed in Rhea’s direction before turning and disappearing down the corridor.

	Rhea watched him the entire way, and when he turned into the kitchen, she shook her head and looked back at the table to find Roarke gazing at her with an amused expression.

	She returned his gaze. “Seriously, what’s in the water around here?”

	He looked at her in a confused manner. “What do you mean?”

	She looked from the kitchen door that elegant, dashing Paul had just disappeared behind to Roarke’s rugged, handsome face. “Oh, nothing at all.”

	 

	A little while later, they were listening to a story Doug told about the sailing trip he had just returned from, and Rhea was enjoying herself.

	Out of nowhere, Jack turned up the volume of the TV hanging over the bar. “Hey, Roarke. It’s your old buddy.”

	On the screen, a young man holding a microphone interviewed a dark exotic-looking well-dressed man at what seemed to be an exquisite affair. “Here we have our favorite philanthropist, Mr. David Cojocaru. Congratulations on your latest award. How do you feel?”

	“Excellent.”

	He flashed a beaming smile at the camera, his thick, black hair combed off his forehead, and the flashing lights highlighted his flawless, olive complexion. Other stylish smiling people in the frame held their champagne flutes and hung on his every word.

	“It just feels good to give back.”

	Doug and Ian snorted sarcastically, but Roarke kept glaring at the man on the screen as if he wanted to kill him.

	The interviewer leaned in a little closer. “You grew up in this neighborhood, did you not?”

	“Yes, I did.” Mr. Cojocaru looked right into the camera. “I was raised in one of the toughest neighborhoods in this city, but with education and hard work, I made something of myself. My goal is to make things easier for kids growing up as I did.”

	“The scholarship fund will be in your mother’s name. How does she feel about that?”

	The young man stumbled a little toward Mr. Cojocaru as someone bumped into him, and a small flash of annoyance crossed the man’s handsome face.

	“She’s tickled with it.” Smiling again, he turned back to the camera. “It just feels good to be able to do something for the neighborhood that did so much for me.”

	Roarke stood up and marched to the bar with his empty pint in his hand. “Jack, for pity sakes, turn that off. I can’t stand to look at his smug face.”

	Jack changed to the weather network and poured him another pint.

	Rhea turned to Ian. “Who was that man on the news?”

	“Oh, just a restauranteur who made a fortune selling artifacts.” Ian jerked his chin in Roarke’s direction. “He and Roarke grew up in the same area, and they can’t stand each other.”

	Doug stroked his blond beard. “A piece of shit is always a piece of shit, even if it’s in a fancy suit.”

	“You can say that again.” Roarke returned to the table with a fresh pint for everyone and put them down with a smile. “Anyway, let’s change the subject.”

	Ian dabbed at his nose with a handkerchief and turned his attention to Rhea. “Say, you said your first name is Heather?”

	Rhea nodded.

	“Did you know that heather, particularly white heather, is good luck?” Roarke chimed in. “So lovely when the hills and glens are full. What are you writing about Scotland?”

	“I’m writing something about Scotland, but I can’t write about a place if I’ve never been there, so here I am. Plus, there is a huge market for novels set in Scotland, especially the Highlands. I’d love to understand why.”

	Doug put a hand on his heart, fluttering his eyelashes. “Because there’s nowhere more romantic.”

	“What makes it so romantic? Why is it that half of the romance novels I’ve ever seen show a shirtless man in a kilt?”

	Ian laughed and coughed into his glass. “You don’t find the kilt sexy then, do you, girl?”

	Roarke answered for her. “I happen to know she’s not the romantic type. She’s a realist like myself.”

	Rhea grinned and blushed under Roarke’s gaze as Ian looked from one to the other. “Aye,” he muttered. “You’re both made of stone.”

	“Professional writer then?”

	“I’m trying to be. I’m a translator, really.” Rhea brushed her hair out of her eye and tried to change the subject. “What do you fine gentlemen do?”

	“Our Ian here is a farmer, and I’m a retired mechanic. Sold the shop and hit the open sea.” Doug raised his glass as he spoke, and Roarke half-raised his own.

	Roarke folded his arms across his chest. “As for myself, I do a variety of things.”

	Rhea cocked her head to one side. “Can I see your hands and try to guess?”

	“They’re kinda dirty.”

	“A man’s hands should be dirty.” Rhea looked him straight in the eye, and he stared back, smiling.

	Roarke placed a massive hand on top of hers. His hands were square with a very thick wrist and long, thick, elegant fingers, topped by fingernails cut very short with a small dirt line under the thin tips. Turning them over, she found callouses on the pads below the fingers and the left-hand fingertips. “A musician’s hand.”

	Roarke looked at her thoughtfully. “How can you tell I’m a musician?”

	“Knew it. You play guitar.” Rhea dropped his hand and sat back in her chair. “I’ve dated a few musicians. Besides, Trace told me you were a musician in the jeep today, remember?”

	“Ah, yes.” He slid his hand back across the table and gripped his beer. “Pretty slick, but I wouldn’t call myself a musician. I spend most of my time working outside, usually with Ian.”

	“Hence, the calluses?” Rhea leaned her elbows on the table.

	“Hence the calluses.” Roarke leaned forward in his chair and peered at her. The rain had stopped, and a ray of light broke through the clouds, landing where Rhea sat. Sitting back with a strange smile, Roarke flicked his eyes toward the window. “Rain stopped.”

	Doug slapped his hands on his thighs. “We should take advantage of it and get our gear out of the jeep. We’re playing here tonight, Rhea. You should come and hear a few songs.”

	Rhea turned to him and smiled. “I might just do that.”

	“You’ll see us for sure,” Doug remarked as he stood.

	“I expect a dance from you on my break,” Roarke added.

	“I don’t know, smooth-talker.” Rhea narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “I’ve met too many men like you.”

	Though he smiled, his face took on a more brutal look as he whispered in his raspy voice. “I can guarantee you’ve never met a man like me.”

	As she looked into his chocolate-brown eyes, something about them reminded her of a wolf. A shiver started low on her back and made her quiver as it shot up to her shoulders.

	Rhea and Roarke continued to gaze at each other until Doug coughed to get Roarke’s attention.

	As they got to the door, Roarke turned back. “See you later, Rhea.” He winked and shot her a grin before bounding out after Doug.

	 

	Once inside her room, with the books delivered from Paul’s library, she settled down at the desk. Propping open her notebook, she started going through the three books, the Folklore of the Scottish Highlands, Scottish Object Superstitions, and Scottish Ghost Stories.

	Though she tried to pay attention to what she was reading, her thoughts kept returning to her handsome new friend Roarke. It seemed as if someone had taped his smile to the edge of her brain, and she couldn’t shake him from her thoughts. She had just met him, yet her brain was processing him as if she were remembering things about him, rather than learning.

	Pragmatically deciding that such thoughts were useless, she fell into the books, turning her mind from all else.

	One frightening tale was about a castle and the woman starved to death by her husband when he fell in love with a young girl. On the night he brought his new bride into their bed, the first wife returned and carved her name, upside down, on the windowsill outside their bedroom.

	Rhea looked out the window, at the vast expanse of Scottish landscape, her mind swimming with ideas for a potential book, when a loud thump behind her caused her heart to jump to her throat and she bolted straight out of the chair.

	 


Chapter Three: Nothing but Pretty

	 

	 

	Her first night in Scotland ended in the strangest of ways, with a heart full of fear, excitement, and fascination, such as she had never before experienced.

	 

	Her phone fell from the bed to the floor with a clatter. The vibrating phone lay there on the floor. It must have been on the edge of the bed, and the vibration had caused it to fall, to startle her. She answered when she saw Patrice’s name.

	“Hey... How’s my buddy?

	Liam answered on the other end. “Great, Mom. We just arrived at Aunt Sophie’s.”

	Liam chatted about his journey non-stop until Rhea heard a woman’s voice yell out to him.

	“Mom, Aunt Sophie has lunch ready. Can I call you back later? I’m starving.”

	“Sure, but remember I’m five hours ahead of you, so pay attention to the time.”

	“I will. I miss you.”

	“I miss you too, buddy. Every second. Can I speak to your dad for a minute?”

	“He’s right here. I love you.”

	“I love you, too.”

	Patrice’s quiet, calm voice sounded tired. “You made it. How’s Scotland?”

	“Awesome, but it is weird not to be with you guys.”

	“We’re great. Sophie’s taking Li to the amusement park tomorrow. The day after, I’m taking him to his father’s family in Orlando. His grandmother’s been calling me three times a day.”

	“They haven’t seen him much since they moved to Florida.”

	“Yeah, I know, but I’m always afraid they’re going to try and get him to stay with them.”

	“He loves us, Pat. He’s always been happy with us. Don’t worry.”

	“It’s just always in the back of my head, especially after we told them we live separately now.”

	“They’re fine with it.” Rhea sighed. “Did you have any trouble at the airport?”

	“No, but they did ask to see his birth certificate and the consent form from you. You know, it’d be a lot easier if we had the same name, or if I were his legal guardian, too.”

	“I don’t want to get into that now.”

	“I’m the one who always travels with him. I should be legal. You always put off having this conversation.”

	“We’ll discuss it when I get back.”

	“Sure, but I won’t hold my breath.”

	There were a few long seconds of silence until Patrice spoke again, the edge out of his voice, “I’m glad you arrived safely.”

	“Me, too.” Rhea was happy about the change of subject. “Have you decided what you’re going to do all by yourself for a week?”

	“Yeah, Sophie and I are going hiking and then spend a few days at the beach. We’ll be off the grid for a while.”

	A few minutes later, she hung up and walked over to the window, relieved Li and Pat had arrived in Florida safely and happy with the excitement she heard in Liam’s voice.

	Rhea spent another hour or so at her books before grabbing a quick shower. As she put on a deep green shirt and a pair of jeans, Roarke flashed into her mind, and she applied extra make-up to emphasize the almond shape of her eyes. There was no harm in dressing up a little.

	 

	The pub was filling up when she walked in and heard someone yell her name. Turning, she saw Trace waving at her. She smiled at him, got a pint at the bar, and made her way to the table.

	“Hey, Rhea, how ya been?” asked Trace with his patented, warm smile.

	“Bit tired, but all right.”

	“Rhea.” He motioned toward the attractive redhead beside him. “This is my wife, Tamara.”

	“Pleased to meet you.” Tamara was tall and slender, with freckles sprinkled all over her dainty face and chest. The sapphire blue shirt she wore was the same shade as her large eyes.

	“Please join us.” Trace motioned toward an empty chair.

	“Sure you don’t mind?”

	“Not a bit.” Tamara shifted her chair a little closer to Rhea’s. “Trace says you write horror stories.”

	They chatted amicably while eating dinner together, and Rhea met twins, Agnes and Senga, who sat with them. Dark and attractive, their soft grey eyes were nearly luminescent.

	“Their family home owns a famous castle around here,” Tamara said proudly.

	“Castle?” Rhea repeated.

	“Yeah, well. We’ve always lived in the house next to it, but we own the castle also.”

	“Not that huge, old castle south of here? Alloway Castle?” Rhea’s mouth dropped open.

	“The very one,” Agnes laughed. “It’s been in our family for centuries, but I don’t think Senga and I’ll be able to care for it.”

	Senga smoothed down a lock of her hair. “Aye, it’ll soon be time to move on.” She turned to speak to Rhea. “My husband’s in the military, and we’ll have to move to Edinburgh.”

	“My husband only comes home on the weekends now,” Agnes added.

	“How’s the shop coming?” Tam asked her.

	“Great!” Agnes grinned. “Everyone’s eating up the designs and loves that he went back to the old ways of softening the tartans by brushing them with rows of thistles.”

	“Are you definitely going to sell the castle?” Trace asked with a furrowed brow.

	“Don’t have much choice.”

	“We’ve gone to the government to see if we could get some financial help with it, but it’s the same bureaucratic bullshit. There’s just not enough money to give to its maintenance.”

	“Aye, and our lives are taking us away from it.” Senga looked wistful. “Wish we could figure something out.”

	“It’ll come to you.” Tam patted Senga’s hand.

	Trace turned to look at Agnes with a perplexed look on his face. “Hey Ag, didn’t David Cojocaru put in a bid on the castle if you don’t mind me asking?”

	“Aye, but he’s going to turn it into a golf resort.” Agnes looked over to the bandstand. “I wish Roarke could get the money. He’s got great plans for it.”

	Rhea followed Agnes’ gaze to the bandstand, where Roarke and Doug were just putting down guitar cases. Roarke scanned the room, and when he saw her, he smiled and gave a two-finger salute. She returned his smile, wondering why and by what means a part-time musician would want to buy a castle.

	 

	Later that evening, the bar was packed, patrons were chatting and laughing, and music poured from the corner of the room where Roarke played guitar and Doug alternated playing flute, Bodhran, and guitar.

	After a toe-tapping jig, Roarke announced that they were taking a short break. They put down their instruments and headed toward the bar. An attractive blond woman in tight, stylish clothing followed Roarke and grabbed his arm, boxing him into the small corridor leading to the kitchen. The woman leaned toward him, but he backed away from her, smiling and shaking his head. She went toward him again, and he grabbed both of her wrists, his face taking on a severe expression.

	During their short exchange, her expression changed from flirtatious to almost pleading. Finally, he nudged her out of his way and strode out of the corridor. She put her hands on her hips, looking upset, and then half-ran to the lady’s room.

	Witnessing this exchange upset Rhea, reminding her of how her friend, Lisa, would run after an encounter with her abusive ex-boyfriend. As attractive as Roarke was, she had seen enough from him to know that he was a flirt, jaded toward romance, and was not someone she should take up with, even briefly.

	Thinking that maybe it was time she went upstairs, she half-rose from her seat. Since she was notorious for spilling food on herself, Rhea turned to Agnes and asked, “Do I have anything on my face?”

	“Nothing but pretty,” a deep voice answered behind her.

	She turned to find Roarke half-crouched behind her chair. “You’ve got pretty all over your face.”

	Not knowing what to say or do, Rhea only smiled. It was strange that someone would make her feel flustered and inarticulate, and it confused her. If not astute, people who knew her would say she was a bit of a control freak and impassive.

	Still grinning at her, Roarke stood and greeted the table at large. He was sweating slightly, and a few unruly curls hung at each temple. He nodded his head toward Rhea. “You’ve not got this one drunk yet?”

	“We’ve been threatening her with whisky, but we’re not sure she’s ready.” Trace laughed.

	“So.” Roarke leaned on the back of Tam’s chair, looking at Rhea. “Would you like to come on stage and join us in a song?”

	“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” she confessed, waving her hands in front of her. “I get terrible stage fright. I tried in the past to sing with my brother, but I just can’t do it. I freeze, turn bright red, can’t make a sound.” The truth was she suffered from debilitating panic attacks, and some days even had to call in sick when an attack got the better of her.

	Doug whistled at Roarke and jacked his thumb in the direction of the bandstand.

	Roarke nodded to him and turned back to Rhea. “Gotta run, but I’ll be watching to see if you’re singing.”

	“I’ll be singing from my chair.” They grinned at each other, and he walked away, chugging his beer at the same time. She watched him, back straight as a whip, shoulders swaying as his long legs propelled him forward.

	Rhea didn’t notice Trace and Tam watching her until Tam’s laughter broke her from her thoughts.

	She turned to look at them. “What?”

	Tamara shook her head from side to side. “You’d be better off having nothing to do with him.”

	“I have no intention of doing anything with him.” She cocked her head in Roarke’s direction. “I think he’s funny. That’s all.”

	“Yeah, a lot of women think he’s funny.” Tam glanced over her shoulder at a group of women watching him. “Until they’re bawling their eyes out.”

	Rhea shook her head. “Tamara, you’ve got the wrong idea. I didn’t come here for a fling. I’m here to see the country and do some work. That’s all.”

	“Still,” added Agnes. “He glances at the table a bit too much for my liking.”

	“Okay, girls.” Rhea put her drink on the table and leaned forward. “Let’s be serious. Look at me and look at him.” Plus, didn’t Trace ask him something about a woman named Pearl?

	“You sell yourself short, Rhea,” admonished Tam. “You’re lovely.”

	“Don’t forget, you’re new around here,” added Agnes. “Only here for a short time. That’s perfect for—”

	“Girls,” interrupted Rhea. “Trust me. Nothing’s going to happen.” Still, it doesn’t hurt to look at him.

	Doug and Roarke played a merry song, followed by another, and soon everyone in the bar was singing, dancing, and clapping their hands. Jack grabbed Ellie and pulled her into the middle of the floor while everyone clapped their encouragement.

	Happy and content in such a vibrant, joyful atmosphere, Rhea recognized some songs. When each song ended, everyone cheered the musicians, and Roarke stepped to the mike and raised his hands to quiet the crowd. “All right, are you all having a good time?”

	Everyone cheered, and in the far corner, a young man fell off his stool, causing everyone to roar with laughter.

	Roarke raised his hands again. “We’d like to slow things down with a traditional ballad, and we’ve got a friend visiting who would love to sing with us.”

	Rhea didn’t react for a moment until what he said hit her. Her head spun around to the stage. Son of a bitch. Shock turned to anger, and she whipped back around to Tam. “He can’t be serious.”

	Tam screwed up her face in a sympathetic expression. “Oh, I’m afraid so.”

	Rhea looked back at Roarke, shaking her head from side to side, mouthing, “No.”

	He laughed and motioned her to the stage. When she still didn’t move, he gave her an obsequious bow. Bastard! She remembered how rude he had been in the jeep and realized he was not playful. He was trying to humiliate her.

	“Come on, Rhea. We’ll help with the words.” He turned to address the crowd. “Everyone put your hands together for her.”

	Roarke led the clapping, and everyone in the bar turned toward her, encouraging her with applause.

	Rhea continued to shake her head, getting angrier but not wanting it to show. To her horror, her heart raced. Becoming short of breath, she knew a panic attack was coming. I have to get out of here. Intense fear hit just as she stood up, and her chair fell to the floor, to the shock of her tablemates.

	Mumbling a vague “Sorry,” she spun around, almost tripped on a chair leg, and dashed to the staircase. As she ran up the stairs, struggling for breath, she was vaguely aware of someone running after her and numerous people saying her name.

	Once in her room, she slid down the back of the door, telling herself she was safe, and doing the counting technique her therapist had taught her, Four-two-six. Inhale for four, hold for two, and exhale for six.

	A few minutes later, she was sitting on her bed and feeling better when her phone rang. Unfortunately, she had forgotten that she had given Tamara her number. After explaining her departure and that all was fine, she fell back on the bed, exhausted.

	 

	A few moments later, she roused herself to change into her knee-length white cotton shift, as her mother called it, and sent off a quick message to Liam.

	After she had turned off her phone, she had the feeling that the light in the room was a little brighter than it had been a moment before. The air was thick and charged with energy, denser, with a sweet, pleasant scent. It almost felt as if she was in an invisible fog. The rustle of fabric, as if someone leaned on the outside of her door, froze her with terror. The promise of touch lurked in the heavy air, as if an unseen hand crept closer and closer to her shoulder.

	A light knock on her bedroom door caused her to gasp and leap to the door, shaking with panic and fear. She was afraid to open the door and fearful of what might be inside the room with her. Her palms pressed on the door as she contemplated opening it, too afraid to look over her shoulder. Finally, three more raps rattled the door, and she mustered up enough courage to say, “Hello?”

	Receiving no reply, she took a deep breath and opened the door a crack, peering out into the dim corridor. Her pulse quickened as a dark shadow came toward her. A scream rose in her throat as she tried to shut her door, but a strong force kept it open.

	“Rhea, it’s me.”

	The dark shadow was Roarke McCallum. “Son of a bitch! You scared the shit out of me!” she hissed through the crack in the door.

	“Did you think it was a ghost?” He tapped his finger on the door. “Two-eleven, that’s one of the haunted rooms.”

	Still trying to get the door closed, she strained against it as she spoke. “You didn’t answer when I said hello.”

	“Didn’t think you’d open it for me.”

	“You thought correctly.” She pushed at the door. “Why can’t I close this thing?”

	“Rhea?”

	“Yes?”

	Pointing down at the floor, she followed his finger to see the toe of his boot wedged between door and doorframe.

	“Move your foot.” She had stopped trying to force at the door and rested a hand on the edge of it.

	“Can I speak to you for a moment?”

	“Go ahead.”

	“Can I come in?”

	She opened the door a little wider. “No. Now, what do you have to say?”

	Stepping back, he leaned back against the opposite wall of the narrow hallway and stuffed his hands in his jean pockets. His t-shirt fit him like skin, showing the ridges and ripples of his torso, and he smelled a little musky, yet clean, mossy, and oddly familiar.

	“You ran off before I could apologize for putting you on the spot tonight.”

	“Apologize? Panic attacks are no joke, and you almost put me in a situation that could have been humiliating.”

	“I didn’t know.” He put his hands in the air and slapped them down on his thighs. “It was meant to be a joke.”

	Stepping a little further out into the hallway, shaking from the strain of trying to keep her voice in check. “You tried to make a joke of me.”

	Propping one foot against the wall behind him, he gazed at her a little too intently. “It was a terrible thing to do, and I’m truly sorry. Doug’s sister gets panic attacks. I’ve seen it, and I know they’re serious. I don’t know what got into me.”

	“Fair enough.” She sighed, her voice losing its edge.

	They stood in silence for a few seconds before he asked again, “Can I come in?”

	“Why?”

	“For a nightcap.” He shrugged his shoulders and cleared his throat.

	“I don’t have anything to drink.”

	“Just to talk then.” He used his foot to push himself off the wall and step toward her, their faces being very close.

	“I’m afraid not.” She moved to
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