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MEN WHO LOOK HOT IN KILTS
If you like good guy geek heroes who look hot in kilts, strong, intelligent heroines, and poignant romance, then you’ll love Almost Elinor, the second book in Gina Robinson’s light, fun Jet City Kilt contemporary romance series.

As a cyber war threatens cosplayer, geek, app designer, and cyber security expert Austin MacDougall's career, his chances of winning Dr. Blair Edwards' heart just got a whole lot slimmer. His nemesis has stepped up his plot to ruin Austin and take him out of the spotlight as the charming, cosplay version of Jamie, the Highlander TV heartthrob.

Half American, half English physician Blair Edwards has problems of her own. Her English ex-boyfriend wants her back and will stop at nothing to reclaim her heart and separate her from Austin.

When things get tough, what does every good Highlander do? Take his English lass to a good old-fashioned Scottish gathering in the suburbs of Seattle, of course. But this gathering presents another set of problems…
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LIFE IN THE REAL WORLD







CHAPTER 1
A ustin
Wednesday
Work was more hellish than usual. When you work in any kind of security, even Internet and digital security, you see the ugly underbelly of the world. The crazy. The ambitious. The ruthless. The terminally greedy.
The dark Internet could be ominously amusing at times. But the chatter was often disturbing. Piracy was rampant, the lawlessness both refreshing and foreboding.
I had fallen into digital security in the usual way most new college grads fall into their area of expertise. I came out of college with a general knowledge of coding. I wanted to be a game developer. Instead, I was offered a job in a large software development company, hoping to get into their gaming division after I'd proven my worth.
I was thrust into an empty position in digital security. A quirk of fate. Once there, that was where I had experience. Turned out I was good at it. But it had never been my passion.
The guys and I had an offer from one of the big matchmaking companies to buy our dating app. Selling software you've developed to other companies was the way to make money. I was game. I had no desire to be a dating app king, long term. As soon as the deal happened, I was quitting my day job and starting my own software firm.
The amount of time and effort guys put into doing illegal shit and trying to hack and breach companies' firewalls was something I didn't understand. If they put that much effort into a legitimate concern, they could make boatloads of money the legal way. It must have been the adrenaline rush of living dangerously and getting away with something.
We were headed for another big cyberattack from overseas. The average person didn't like to imagine the cyberwar that raged daily. It was almost a spiritual war in the sense that it was unseen and playing out in another realm—in this case, the digital realm.
Companies covered it up by couching attacks and breaches as "bugs in a new software update" or "technical glitches." Which happened. But were also convenient covers to keep the public feeling secure. No one wanted a panic.
The truth is, we live in a world of thieves and spies. And who the bad guys are often depends upon your point of view and affiliation. Foreign governments, both friend and foe, who want to keep tabs on what American innovations are in the pipeline. Foreign companies who want to pirate our software and intellectual property, who want the competitive advantage over their American competition. Thieves who want to steal identities, either to sell or use. And, of course, terrorists looking for any way in to disrupt our way of life and bring us down.
In light of the coming attack, our internal corporate risk level was at orange, just a step away from red. Fortify the firewall! Man the guns, boys! Prepare for battle.
I had my head down at my desk, working on battle plans like a general, when one of my colleagues poked his head in my office. "Your boyfriend's here to see you."
He could only mean one person—Randy Dixon. My skin crawled. It was common knowledge that Randy had had almost a sick obsession with me since the first time we met. Our mutual dislike, and Randy's desire to destroy me, was almost industry lore now.
Randy was high on ambition, of moderate intelligence, and devoid of talent. He could code only adequately and, even then, inelegantly. He lacked the critical logic and creative skills to solve problems of any difficulty.
He admired and envied my coding ability and creativity. Seeing in me what he lacked, he'd decided I could be his better half. The guy who did the work he took credit for. The brains behind his ambition.
When I refused to play, he tried to destroy me. But deep down, I thought he was conflicted. Destroying beauty and something you admire, however you define it, isn't a task for the faint of heart. Maybe that was part of the reason he'd failed. He'd only wanted to teach me a lesson. Show me who the alpha dog was, hoping he could eventually bring me to heel.
What Randy really wanted was enough power over me to make me his, the guy that would guarantee his rise to power and prestige in the industry. The guy who helped make him a rich software baron. His coding bitch.
I swore beneath my breath and looked up with a scowl. "Don't tell me the execs actually caved and we're partnering with dick central on this latest threat?"
My coworker looked grim. "Two dickheads are better than one." He rolled his eyes. "Sorry. He's waiting for you in conference room one with the boss."
I was tempted to quit on the spot. "I'll be right there."
When I got to the conference room, Randy was chatting up the boss, Daniel. Ass kissing like always. He was so blatant that it amazed me the asses he was kissing never saw through him. I liked and respected Dan, most of the time. But I never completely trusted him or his judgment. He also always had his eye on the chief technology officer prize and would use whatever means possible to get it. And whether I liked it or not, he considered me a threat to his goal.
When I walked in the room, Randy's eyes glittered with thinly concealed envy and jealousy.
As any leader knows, there are only two ways to combat envy once it takes root—avoid it. Which was my approach as much as possible. Or completely obliterate it.
I half expected Randy to be wearing a kilt, since he missed the opportunity at Comicon. He copied nearly everything I did. And believe me, there was nothing flattering about his copying. Including when he copied my code and passed it off as his.
There had been tension between us since we met. But since the dating app had become so wildly successful, and Lazer had hired Ashley to pretty us up, Randy appeared on the verge of snapping. The depths of his jealousy knew no bounds. I had a hard time deciding what bothered him more—that I had a small amount of celebrity and fame, and women found me attractive all of a sudden, or that his chance to wield power over me was slipping away.
I proceeded warily and sat through the meeting, with Dan trying to sell me on the merits of working with the company Randy worked for. Dan explaining the threat. As if I hadn't explained it to him in the first place.
I nodded along, letting him feel superior and in command. Always make the boss look good.
Near the end of the meeting, Dan ordered me to cooperate with Randy, explaining that we were partnering with his company at the express request of the executive suite. Legal had already vetted the agreement. All the nondisclosures had been signed. The path was clear.
There had been talk for years that the other company wanted to acquire us. I wondered what kind of sweet deal they had coaxed the execs with. Yeah, call me cynical. I just kept dreaming about my own little firm. Me and the guys taking the kinds of jobs we wanted. Working from home or an office of our choice. With that fantasy as the carrot, I could handle a few more weeks or months of corporate life.
"You'll work directly with Randy and his team. And share what you have," Dan said, looking like he knew he was stabbing me in the back, trying to convey it wasn't his decision.
I called bullshit.
Dan knew the history between Randy and me better than anyone. He was striking a deal with the devil. And he knew it. Maybe his hands were tied. Or maybe this was his way of reining me in and maintaining control. Bring an enemy in—and make no mistake, Randy was his enemy as much as mine—and that enemy will be grateful and repay you with greater loyalty than a friend. Was this part of what this was about?
Rumors were the current CTO was on his way out. Dan was first in line for that CTO job. However, in the eyes of the top brass, I was rising fast. And getting a little too much prestige and notice for Dan's tastes with my app and my work performance. You just do your damn job around here and care about your project and you stand out. What does that say?
I didn't want to be CTO, and had told Dan, and the execs, that I didn't. Apparently Dan was taking no chances, thinking I protested too much to be genuine.
There's an old rule about maintaining and grabbing power—never outshine your boss. After my experience with Randy early in my career, I'd been careful to follow that bit of wisdom. At work, anyway. I hadn't considered that my outside project could be my undoing. That had been unintentional. Dan's added sense of competition was an unexpected consequence of the app's success and the notoriety I was getting in the software community.
"Effective immediately," Dan said, "Randy's team is taking point."
What the hell? I flashed Dan a fierce look, masking my emotions too late. I was working for Randy? No fucking way.
I perched on the edge of my seat, on the verge of storming out. Only clear, cold, calculating reason stopped me. How reason had even gotten my attention in the angry state I was in was a mystery, but it had.
The software community was a surprisingly small world. I was bound by non-competes, handcuffed to this job. I knew too many insider secrets. If I walked, I couldn't get another job in my field with any competitor for two years. And everyone was a competitor.
The final glue holding me in my seat was, surprisingly, the app, which represented my freedom. I didn't want anything to scare off our potential buyer. For some reason, they liked the idea that the guys and I were all employed in the software industry. Me, in particular, in cybersecurity. It was a great selling point to singles looking to date safely. This app is designed by a team of cybersecurity experts!
"I'll leave you two to it." Dan rose, shook Randy's hand, and slapped me on the back, giving me a look warning me to calm down.
I had a habit of letting my emotions show too readily. I had what Dan called "the warrior look" when I got angry.
"Mandatory overtime," Dan said. "As much of it as necessary to get the job done. This is critical, men. Critical."
Randy waited to speak until after Dan left. "Sorry. Hope the longs hours don't put a crimp in your dating life. That's a nice little piece of ass you've been hanging with. I'd hate for her to feel abandoned by you."
"There's no reason this project should affect my personal life," I said, biting my tongue so I didn't lose it and say something that would get me in trouble at work. Or fired for throwing a punch at a coworker. "I'm confident we can get this under control quickly."
Randy studied me, raising a brow, and shrugging in a way meant to make me angry. "It's nice of the attackers to wait until after Comicon to disrupt our lives, at least." He paused. "Too bad you and your wench didn't win the costume contest this year."
It was clear from his posture and sneer that he wasn't sorry at all.
"Too bad? What the hell are you talking about? I gained over a hundred thousand Twitter followers because of the controversy alone." I couldn't resist goading him. "That's in addition to the thousands I got while I was in the running. The requests for appearances and interviews. Even sales of the app have taken off since." I was enjoying myself. "There weren't enough Jamie fans in comparison to regular Comicon attendees this year. That's all."
I shrugged like I didn't give a fuck. "Look out next year. The number of Jamie fans is growing every year. This just guaranteed an explosion." I watched him fume.
He was trying to mask his anger. And losing.
"You've probably seen Connor's tweets. He promised to attend next year if he gets invited, which he will be now, of course. And to throw his weight behind me." I grinned at the thought.
"I got more attention and PR from the outrage over not winning than I would have for winning. The Jamie fans are loaded for bear. Next year, they'll be out in force. Especially with Connor encouraging them."
Randy's jaw was ticking. "Good for you for not giving up. So many years of losing must take its toll." He walked to the cooler and poured himself a cup of water. "Of course, a year's a long time. What are the odds you and, what's her name? Blair?" He nodded. "You and Blair will still be a couple? She's part of the package, isn't she?"
His words were innocuous, but his threat was clear.
"Stay the hell away from Blair," I said. "She's not part of our fight."
"Isn't she?" He grinned. "Let's get to work."





CHAPTER 2
A ustin
Friday was a long day. Time stands still when you're a kid waiting for Christmas. That's how I felt about seeing Blair—eager and ready to throw patience to the wind. But Ashley was right. Patience. Patience, Austin. In both the dating world and with this crap situation at work.
I had, of course, gotten Ashley's advice about this upcoming weekend. She had warned me, repeatedly, not to move too quickly with Blair. "Less is more. Love is a game, Austin. Never forget that. Each step, you have to think several ahead.
"The hunt is the thrill of this game. Seduction is everything and feeds desire. You don't want to move too quickly. Or act too interested too quickly. There's a delicate balance that must be struck between paying attention and keeping her off guard.
"I know you've been in this crazy, competitive dating market here in Seattle, where as soon as a desirable woman becomes available, some caveman spits on her." Ashley laughed. "But fight the urge to become possessive prematurely, Austin. I'm dead serious about this. Getting too involved too quickly, making plans into the future at this point, will scare a woman in her situation off in a heartbeat. Maybe less. And make you seem so much less desirable. So much less a catch worth having. Fight convention. Swim against the current. It wouldn't hurt to be a bit aloof."
"I don't want to play games," I said.
"Mmmmm," Ashley had said. "It doesn't matter whether you want to or not. If you're in the dating scene, you're playing. And if you want to win, and find your match and partner, you'd better play to win. Others will have no scruples about using whatever means necessary."
I growled.
Ashley laughed. "Your hands are tied by this PR stunt of yours. I get that. But it would be good for your cause, actually, if you showed some of the zillions of other women who are interested in you a little reciprocal attention."
I'd growled again and we left it at that.
I'd been looking forward to this date with Blair all through the long hours and hellish week at work. I would have preferred to plan the date myself. Sheri's team had put together a nice, bland, generic night out. The kind that lacked imagination. I would have planned something just for Blair.
Although I'd been putting in nightmarishly long hours at work, this was just a skirmish in preparation for the big battle ahead. Randy was on my ass constantly, reminding me of the importance of this project's success. Dozens of huge client accounts at risk and on the line.
Late Friday afternoon, Randy brought another software engineer onto the program, Tish. My heart plummeted into my stomach. Ah, crap.
Tish and I had a history. In a way. Not much of one, but enough to cause me problems and make things awkward. She was one of my recent matches that Ashley had set me up with.
In the early phases of the matchmaking process, Ashley discourages matches from becoming exclusive. Everyone in that phase, until they find someone they click with, is going out on multiple dates with multiple people.
Tish was one of the women I'd had a few dates with right before I met Blair and this whole thing blew up. And I'd told Ashley to cancel any further matches for the time being. Which meant anything that was in the works with Tish.
Tish was fun. Young—just a few years out of college. Blond. Pretty. And smart.
Another rule for the early stage of matchmaking that Ashley, and most matchmakers, had was that matches don't sleep with each other until they decide to go exclusive. So, no, I hadn't slept with Tish. But that didn't mean I'd been a monk, either.
There was absolutely nothing wrong with Tish that time wouldn't cure. She was a little immature for me. That was all. Our timing was off. Maybe if we'd met in a few years…
I'd confided my concerns to Ashley in one of our date postmortems. Ashley had asked that I give Tish another shot, to be absolutely certain.
According to Ashley, Tish was extremely interested in me and eager to continue. She gushed about me and thought we were exceptionally compatible.
I'd relented. What harm would spending one more date with her do? So Ashley had assured Tish I'd ask her out again. And then, bam! Blair.
Randy was losing his edge. It had taken him two whole days to find this new weapon to use against me and bring Tish on board.
I was sitting in my office, buried in code, when Randy tapped on my office door.
"Austin?" He stepped inside without an invitation, waving someone behind him forward. "I'd like to introduce you to a new member of the team, Tish. Tish, Austin."
That was the moment my stomach became the receptacle of my heart. She smiled, but beneath her smile was an air of hurt and betrayal. Tension.
I got out of my chair and went to greet her, taking her hand in mine for a hearty shake. "Tish! Nice to see you. How are you? Welcome to the team."
Tish looked taken aback by my friendliness. She relaxed a little and returned my handshake. "Good to see you, Austin."
There was an edge to her tone. An unsettling mixture of uncertainty, surprise, and hope.
"Wait!" Randy said, his surprise a complete sham. "You two know each other?"
"The software community is a tight-knit place," I said, staring him down, letting him know I knew what he was up to.
He'd been in the industry longer than I had.
We talked about the project. Randy instructed me to bring Tish up to speed because, "You two will be working intimately together on this project. Two peas in a pod." He crossed his fingers to illustrate his point.
So that was how he was going to play it. I wondered if Tish was as innocent a pawn in his game as she put on. As soon as Randy closed the door and left, I cleared the air.
"This is awkward," I said.
"Only a little." She had an engaging smile. "But we're both adults." She shrugged. "And professionals. We had fun on a few dates. No big deal. We have a lot in common. We've already broken the ice with each other. If we ignore the other stuff, that should make working together easier than starting from scratch, right?"
I'd genuinely smiled at her. If Blair hadn't come along when she did, maybe…
I played it cool all afternoon, being friendly, but not too friendly, as we worked together. It might have been my imagination, but Tish found any excuse to get a little too close to me without ever blatantly crossing the line. When she thought I wasn't looking, she looked at me with desire and lust. And determination. Which was scary as hell.
If Randy could use Tish to get me on a sexual harassment charge, I was sure he would. I had to proceed carefully.
Damn, I wondered whether all this stress was worth it.
That afternoon, Tish took off to run some errands for the project. She came back a few minutes later, looking panicked. "I have a flat. I'm stranded."
I was behind schedule, but what could I do? Look like a douche and refuse to help? Call her one of those roadside assistants?
"Do you have a spare?" I said.
She nodded. "One of those small ones. But it will get me to a tire store."
"Let me take a look." I grabbed my coat.
She did, indeed, have a flat. I had a compressor in my car. I tried putting air in her tire, but it was a terminal case. She definitely had a puncture. You could hear the hiss of escaping air as soon as I turned the compressor on.
I rolled up my sleeves and changed the tire.
"My hero!" She clasped her hands in front of her dramatically and batted her eyelashes at me playfully. "I'm eternally grateful."
I laughed. "Eternally?"
"Eternally." She pulled her phone out. "One quick selfie?" She smiled hopefully at me. "For my timeline. To show there really are some heroes still around. And a good hero can turn around a crappy day."
I shook my head at her and laughed. "You want me to make a muscle and do a superhero pose, too?"
She laughed and leaned in close to me. "That won't be necessary. Just smile."
She snapped the picture, looked at it, nodded, and posted it to her timeline before driving off.
I had planned to knock off early, or at least on time, to get ready for my night out. After changing the tire, I needed a change of clothes and a shower. But as things with software often went, one bug led to another. The hours flew by. Before I knew it, it was nearly five thirty.
As I was packing up to leave, Randy strolled into my office with the air of a stalking big cat, wearing a grim, yet almost gleeful, expression. "Where are you going? I just ran a simulation. There's a problem with the code you uploaded."
"What problem?" I said, taken off guard. "I checked and rechecked it before I uploaded it. Any minor tweaks can wait until tomorrow. Are you sure it's my code?"
Without speaking, he grabbed my computer, pulled up my program, and showed me. "See?"
I swore beneath my breath. What the hell had happened?
"I'm not making this shit up," Randy said, taking a seat on my desk, hands casually in his lap as if he had all the patience in the world. "Look. The execs are on my ass about this. Any setbacks and they'll come down hard on us. If anyone gets wind your code slowed us up, we're all screwed. It won't look good for you or me."
I clenched my fist and bit my tongue, seething at his accusation. The sense of déjà vu was strong.
"I can cover for you overnight. Keep this to myself. But this needs to be fixed by morning or all of our asses are in the sling."
How generous of him.
"Fix it before you leave," Randy said in his manager tone, as if he had all the compassion for me in the world.
I got the definite impression he was enjoying himself. I knew how his mind worked. Power at all costs. Get it any way he can.
Managers didn't get honor and glory when projects ran smoothly to completion. Maybe a small pat on the back. Nothing more. No, the real glory came from fixing a problem. Getting a program back on track after it had been derailed. If no problem existed, create one yourself.
That was what I guessed he'd done here. Manufactured something to bring me down. It was a win-win for him. Either he took me out, and, having caused the problem, fixed it and acted like savior. Or I sweated it out and fixed it and he took the credit.
"If these bastards we're trying to stop decide to stop fucking around and strike, we're in deep shit." Randy's eyes glittered with triumph as he tried to gauge my disappointment. He crossed one hand over the other, trying to appear relaxed. He gave his excitement away by the white knuckles of the one hand holding the wrist of the other.
On a scale of one to furious, I was at explosive. A dangerous place to be. Easy to lose control. But there was a time to act and confront. And a time to acquiesce and act stealthily.
Randy was itching for a fight. I'd be damned if I'd give him one.
I nodded and pulled my laptop from my bag.
The triumph rolling off him stank with ego. "I'll let security know you'll be here late, possibly all night," he said in a mock-sympathetic tone meant to get a rise out of me.
I nodded again, trying not to let him see the tic in my jaw.
He wasn't content with his victory. He wanted me to fight back so he could completely humiliate me and exercise more power over me.
He continued sitting casually on my desk, voice hard and hungry. "We can't afford these screw-ups, MacDougall." The threat was implicit in his tone.
"Understood."
This was no screw-up. This was sabotage. We both knew it. It reeked of the incident between us early in our careers. Randy was sly enough not to leave his fingerprints on anything. Someday he was going to slip up. And I was going to catch him at it. And expose the hell out of him.
In that instant, I glanced up at him. I realized he was so bitter that he'd be happy to take a fall with me, if it meant my total destruction and humiliation.
And why not? He was unassailable. The fall would be momentary. Duke would cover for him and bail him out. Like he always did.
Randy didn't realize that I'd gotten stronger in the years since we'd come out of college. Smarter. I had a few connections, too.
Right now, though, it was better not to provoke the beast.
Randy thumped my desk. "I'll tell Tish to stay to help." He glanced at his watch. "Look at the time. I'm heading out. Big Friday night plans. I'd stay to help if I thought I could be useful here. But this is your baby. Call me if you need me." He pointed his finger at me, thumb up. "I'll buy you a beer when this is over."
Like hell.
I logged back into my computer. Whatever was going on, whatever he had done, had just undone at least eight hours' worth of work, maybe more.
This had all been calculated. Which explained Randy's confidence that I would be here through the night.
Fuck, Randy. He could stuff it up his ass. I wasn't giving up on my date. I texted Blair and explained.
She texted that she'd meet me at the restaurant. Excellent. That gave me some much-needed time. If I left right from work, I could make it to dinner in half an hour. That gave me an hour to get a handle on what was going on.
Dozens of programmers worked on the code. Any one of them could have changed something that interfered with mine. But if Randy was sure mine was the problem, I was running with that.
The first thing I did was compare the active code to my backup on the server. Had Randy, or his henchman, been smart enough to corrupt the backup?

Blair
I was a nervous wreck getting ready for my night out. And eager as a schoolgirl. The interview we'd done with Sheri had left me encouraged. And fluttery. Austin liked me for me. Wasn't that the theme of a pop song—he likes me for me?
Anyway, I was eager to see him. And then I got his text. Disconcerting? Maybe. But it didn't stop me from arriving at the restaurant early and ordering a drink while I waited.

Austin
Tish was an impediment, not a help. I wasn't convinced she wasn't Randy's spy. I didn't want her seeing what I was trying. I sent her to her cubicle to perform some mundane tasks to keep her occupied and out of my hair.
The source code and the backup code checksums matched. The two versions of the code were identical. Randy had been smart enough. Eliminating the backup on the server as viable had taken valuable time. Time I didn't have.
I'd hoped I wouldn't have to resort to getting out my secret second backup and checking it. Yeah, I'd learned the value of dual redundancy and secrecy. Loading the code from my second backup onto the server and checking it against what was there involved a slightly more complicated and, worse, lengthy process.
I was deep into the process, looking for Randy's fingerprints, watching for traps, unaware of how much time had passed, when Tish showed up in my office with two bags of carryout from a local Thai place I loved. The food smelled great, like curry and crispy garlic chicken, which, Tish knew from one of our dates, was my favorite. My stomach rumbled. Damn traitor.
"Hungry yet? She held the bags up and rattled them enticingly. "Debugging always gives me an appetite."
As loud as my stomach rumble was, she had to have heard it. I looked up at her from my coding. "Comfort eating?"
Tish flashed me a flirty smile. "I prefer to think of it as brain food."
"I appreciate the thought, but you didn't have to—"
She shook her head, still smiling playfully. "I didn't. Sorry. Don't get the wrong idea! I'm still eternally grateful, and would be happy to show you my gratitude by bringing you dinner. But this spread is on the company. Randy told me to pick something up if it got to be dinnertime."
She set the bags on my desk, looking pleased with herself, and as if she expected me to be pleased too.
It might have been my imagination, but I thought she'd touched up her makeup and put on more perfume. The scent of it wafted to me over the spice of curry.
Before I could respond, she opened the bags and began setting the food out, cooing about how much she loved Thai takeout. Mirroring. If I liked it, she liked it.
"Tish," I said, glancing at my watch. It was just past six. "Shit. I have to get going. I'm sorry. I can't eat here. I have dinner plans." I felt almost sorry firing that last salvo. I wasn't a douche who threw other women in her face. Which was why I didn't mention with whom. "I'm not letting Randy screw with them."
Tish frowned. "You're going to bail on me?" She sounded stunned and hurt. But she looked calculating, as if weighing the odds she could convince me not to go.
I shook my head. "Not bail. Duck out for a couple of hours." I stated it as fact. I didn't want her thinking she could talk me out of it.
If my second backup was good, I could get things up and working within a few hours at most. It would be no problem to go on my date and pop back after to clean things up.
"Look. This is my code," I said. "There's no reason both of us have to be stuck here. Go home. Get out and enjoy your Friday night. I'll handle this."
She studied me, clearly trying to plot ahead to her next move. She hesitated, looking conflicted. Finally, she leaned forward and whispered, "Look. You know what Randy's like." She studied me to see if I understood what she was trying to convey with the look she was giving me. She was clearly warning me as well.
Her precaution would have seemed melodramatic under other circumstances. But the walls had ears around here.
I snorted and nodded. "All too well."
"I can't afford to cross him." She bit her lip, prettily, looking young and vulnerable. "He'll make me pay."
She may have well have said he'd make us pay. That was what she meant.
I silently swore to myself. Tish wasn't exaggerating. If she failed him, he'd find some way to get back at her—a bad score in a performance review, punitive hours, mundane, menial assignments, rumors about her poor performance…
"I understand. Do what you want. I won't force you one way or the other. Just know he'll never find out from me," I said. "I don't throw my team under the bus. I'll cover for you. Cross my heart." I winked at her. "But I'm going to dinner."
She tried not to laugh. "Then consider this an appetizer. I heard your stomach. If you don't feed it something, it's going to turn on you and eat itself." She handed me a Thai veggie roll. "You need sustenance if you're going to figure this out and take a few hours off."
I stared at the veggie roll. "And you think veggies and air are going to do it?"
She grinned. "I'll leave you the garlic chicken, too." She rolled her eyes. "Men and their meat."
She bit her lip again and nodded as if she'd made a decision. "All right. If you aren't going to be here, there's no reason for me to be. I'll cut out too. If you need me, call me back in?"
I nodded. "Absolutely." By which I meant, no way.
I shoved the takeout back at her.
She leaned toward me, trying to get a look at the code on my screen. "Are you sure there's nothing I can do to help?"
Did I trust her? Hell no.
"I've got this," I said. "Get out of here."
If I worked quickly, I could get the check done and the reload started before I went to dinner.
"Sure," Tish said, frowning and obviously curious. She hesitated. When I didn't elaborate, she gave up. "Let me know if you need me." She grabbed a plastic fork and a carton of pad Thai and left.
I returned my attention to my computer screen. The comparison finished. The checksums didn't match. Someone had tampered with and corrupted my code. Now I was certain all I had to do was reload the original code and I'd be good. That would take some time, though. And I'd have to run a few tests when it finished.
I glanced at the clock. I was supposed to meet Blair at seven. If I got this started first…
I texted her again, telling her I had just a bit more to do, that I would definitely be late. I hoped to catch her before she left for the restaurant.
There were cameras and security monitors all over the office. Fortunately, I knew where they were and how to avoid them. I'd positioned myself so no one could see exactly what I was doing all along. I held my position as I began reloading my code.
My suspicions were right on the money—someone had sabotaged my code. I made a mental note to load traps into any more code I wrote. I was going to catch Randy at his game.
I glanced at the clock again. Crap. I had to run. Just a few more minutes to close up. If I hurried, I'd only be a few minutes late.

Blair
I don't like being rushed for time. I'm usually one of those early or on-time people. I like dining alone even less. Especially when I'm supposed to be in the company of a handsome, intriguing man. And when I'm being followed around by a camera crew, all bets are off.
Yes, Sheri promised not to send a crew with us. But she couldn't help herself. One showed up with only perfunctory apologies.
So here I sat. Looking more and more stood up. On camera. Or, rather, waiting to be on camera. The camera guys were at the bar having a drink while we waited for my date.
I sighed and glanced at my phone. Nothing.
Bored, and needing something to do so I didn't look like a complete loser, I logged onto social media. Austin popped up in my timeline. In a selfie with a pretty, perky blond. Leaning in close to her and grinning. He was tagged in a post by the blond, who was named Tish.
My hero. I came out to a flat tire. Austin saved the day. #bigstrong #lifesaver
My heart stopped. I stared at that picture too long. A storm of jealousy brewed, threatening to erupt. No, I had no right to feel jealous. I had no hold over Austin. I'd even put him off.
And yes, I'd seen other women flirt and fawn over him since first meeting him. Come on. Rabid Jamie fans. Remember them? Almost any of those women, and even the gay men among them, would have loved to lick him from head to toe and taste everything he had to give. If I were being completely honest, I didn't care for it.
The key difference was that they hadn't been real threats. He smiled and flirted harmlessly back with them. He'd learned a trick or two from Connor about how to handle fans. But he hadn't paid them any real attention. Not like this.
Okay, Tish. You've hooked me. I checked out her profile. Social stalking was beneath me, but I did it anyway.
Little Tish was a good seven years younger than I was. A software engineer. A gamer. A petite, buxom blond to my tall, thin brunette. She had a pert, perky nose. The upturned kind that men thought was cute. And a big, full mouth. Generous for kissing.
And, worst of all, her profile was filled with pictures of Austin and her together. On obvious dates. Laughing and smiling. Mugging for the camera. Clearly having fun and enjoying each other's company. There was even one of them kissing.
Who the hell had taken that one?
I breathed hard. Slow down, Blair. My fist was clenched so tightly my knuckles were white.
Relax. Green with envy isn't my color.
But. But. They were so damned cute together.
Which didn't mean I trusted dear little Tish with the full, kissable lips. Remembering what Austin had told me about the matchmaking process, and how daters were encouraged not to be exclusive until they'd been going out on dates for several months at least, I saw this for what it very probably was—an attempt to scare other women off. To show that he was hers.
Was he? That was what I didn't know.
I sighed. What had I wandered into and interfered with? Why hadn't Austin told me about Tish? Was my "selfless" desire to help Connor messing up Austin's love life? And what was Tish doing with Austin today?
Worse—where the hell was
Austin?

Austin
Two flats.
I stared at my car. Two flat tires. More than my spare could handle. Letting the air out of my tires—very funny, Randy.
I swore and grabbed my compressor. Crazy that I'd had to use it twice in one day. As soon as I hooked it up to the first tire and turned it on, I heard the familiar hiss that Tish's tire had made earlier. Sabotage.
Someone had intentionally spiked my tires.
I glanced at my watch. There was no time. I grabbed my phone to bring up the Uber app. I'd have to deal with the tires later. And wouldn't you know it? With impeccable timing, my phone chose that second for the battery to die.
All right. Think, man.
I put the compressor away. I had a phone charger in my office. I'd just plug in and use it there. I ran back to the building. First I'd call Blair. My excuses were sounding lamer and lamer. Yeah, the dog ate my homework.
I shook my head.
When I got to my office, my charger was missing. Not where it should have been. Not where it should not have been. Disappeared into thin air.
The only place I had Blair's number was on my phone. Swearing, I looked up the number of the restaurant online. Hoping she was still there and hadn't given up on me and our date, I called the restaurant. I explained the situation to the hostess and asked her to deliver a message to Blair.
"Even better," the hostess said, sounding amused, but sympathetic. "We're still set up to be old school here. I'll bring a phone to her table so you can speak to her yourself."
She may as well have added, Good luck, buster. It was in her tone. I was sure she'd seen it all. I bet she would be willing to pay admission to watch Blair as I explained. What do we live for except to entertain others?

Blair
As the camera guys watched, along with a bunch of curious onlookers, the hostess brought a phone to my table.
"What is this?" I said, staring at the cordless phone. I half expected her to say this was a prank. Smile! Sunshine Sheri has just pranked you for her morning show.
"Call for you." She handed me the phone. She leaned close and whispered, "Be gentle. He sounds contrite."
I took the phone reluctantly. "Hello?"
"Blair! Thank God." It was Austin, sounding rattled and, as the hostess had said, exceptionally apologetic and contrite.
He launched into an elaborate description of Randy the douche, working late, a match of his being assigned to the project—the perky Tish, apparently—software bugs, changing tires, punctured tires, and dead phones.
I should have been upset. But for some reason, it was funny. Hysterically funny. I couldn't help laughing. As much from relief about Tish as anything.
"So you're telling me you've had a Jonah Day, is that it?" I said, wiping my eyes with a napkin when I caught a breath.
"If that's a day from hell, yeah." He sounded wary and concerned. "Are you all right?"
"Perfect," I said, trying to regain control of myself.
"Good." He didn't sound like he believed me. "Look. I'm really sorry. I'd like to say I'll meet you at the theater and we can carry on like nothing happened. That's what I'd like
to say.
"The truth is, I'm hot and frustrated. My shirt is dirty and has a tread mark on the sleeve. I need a shower. I need another couple of hours to finish up my project. And I have to deal with my car. I'm not wild about leaving it here overnight in the condition it's in. I should have it towed to a tire shop. Two new tires are going to set me back half a grand, at least."
"You're in no mood?" I said, dabbing at my eyes again and crumpling the napkin in my lap.
He sighed. "I'm really sorry. Can we reschedule?"
I looked dubiously at the cameraman and his assistant. "Sure." I couldn't help myself. I broke into laughter again. I was such a fool. "No problem as far as I'm concerned. Sheri might not be so understanding."
He swore beneath his breath.
"Don't worry," I said. "I'll deal with it. You have enough on your plate. Or not on your plate." I could barely get the words out. I was trying so hard not to keep laughing. So much for fairytale romances.
"What's so funny?" he said, sounding alarmed.
"This! Us. Old flames—"
"You mean Tish?" he said. "I wouldn't call Tish an old flame—"
"Tire destroyers," I said, ignoring his protest.
I must have looked like a madwoman. I wanted to tell him that we'd had such a beautiful beginning that a setback of equal magnitude was to be expected at some point. This early was a little unsettling, though.
I wanted to ask him more about Tish, too. And tell him I understood. That I didn't want to interrupt his life. But was that the truth?
The green twines of envy around my heart would say otherwise. Anyway, I refrained. If he was ducking out to meet her, I had no right to call him on it. Other than to say he could be honest with me about her. But this wasn't the place and I wasn't sure I wanted to hear that kind of honesty right now.
"Go," I said. "I'll see you tomorrow. Show up on time for the party and all will be forgiven."





CHAPTER 3
Blair
As I got ready for the party, my thoughts were full of Austin. I liked to think I was a serious woman who didn't play games. I wasn't the kind of woman who purposely toyed with a man's heart or led him on, played hard to get or anything like that. Nor was I a woman who chased the unattainable. At heart, I was a logical, practical doctor.
If the unattainable had been my goal, I would have stayed with Nigel. He was like a boyfriend in a box who I could take out only for holidays. But that had grown old.
I didn't expect a guy to play games with me, either. But I had to admit that a man who came on too fast, too hard, too soon turned me off. And although that wasn't the case with Austin, his sudden aloofness and quickness to reschedule the date, and Tish's obvious infatuation with him, had made me realize how much I
desired him.
But was that even fair? How broken was my heart if I could already be falling for Austin and his infectious smile? Be ready to fight a twenty-four-year-old for his attention. Get ready, bitch. I'll mud-wrestle you for him.
The thought made me laugh. I pictured her dressed like a video game warrior princess in tight armor with impossibly large breasts, wrestling me in my prim white lab coat. What guy would choose me?
In the back of my mind, I felt disloyal to Nigel. Guilty. Like a cheater, even though I shouldn't. I'd played fair and honorable. I'd broken up with him before even meeting Austin. But I had been faithful and loyal to Nigel long distance for so long, it was hard to break the habit. I had become, I thought, nunlike in everyday life. Romance was a holiday thing.
And then there was that lack of closure. The kind you get when you go to a memorial service instead of a funeral. When there's no body, just a smiling picture of the deceased and you wonder why they aren't there for their own event. It's hard to grasp they're really gone.
The same in this situation. I broke up with Nigel over the phone. There were no tears. No last goodbyes. No dramatic exit. No returning of gifts. No begging. Just a stiff upper lip and all that from him.
Breaking up that way seemed bloody heartless and cowardly after such a long time together. But what was I supposed to do? Fly to London? That was the problem, wasn't it? The distance, the cost, the time. Anyway, I'd told Nigel I'd always love him. And I had meant it. At the time. But now, scant weeks later, here I was, thinking about Austin nonstop just a week after meeting him.
Had I lied to Nigel? Or had my heart lied to me? And if I could be fooled by love so easily with Nigel, was it lying to me about Austin, too?
How cruel fate was to get the timing of this off so badly. If I had only met Austin a year from now, when I had more time to be sure…
I really knew very little about him. And yet I knew everything I needed to know. But I was still left wondering whether I'd interrupted his life in some important way. I had to offer to bow out of this charade gracefully, no matter how much fun it was, and give him the opportunity to return to Tish and any other engaging matches he'd been seeing.
The news had been full of Connor and his new girlfriend. But that would soon blow over. All things did. As much as I loved Jamie, and the thought of helping the show out and getting more publicity was thrilling, Austin was a real person. With real feelings. And a real life.
Fortunately, Sheri had taken the false start of our first date well. When tweets and posts had started appearing about the glow already being off the new Jamie couple and me being stood up, publically, by Austin, she stepped right in to cover for us.
At Sheri's urging, I'd ended up taking Beth to the theater. Thinking on her feet, Sheri had tweeted that she'd found out about my sick aunt. When she discovered that my aunt's favorite Broadway show was in town and sold out, she did her own version of making someone's wish come true and got us tickets. Connections. Sheri was full of connections.
Me dining alone, what was that about? Beth should have been there, too, shouldn't she? Yes, yes, of course. But she hadn't been feeling up to being out that long. And since her appetite was practically nil these days. Well, that was Sheri's fault for not thinking that through. She took full responsibility. See? There was an explanation for everything if you looked for it.
Sheri's coverage shut the rumors up quickly. Who could call her a liar? Even the dinner reservations had been made in the show's name.
Sheri won major points for being so thoughtful and warm. Caring and wonderful. The Jamie show people and network were still happy. The focus was still off Connor, as much with this new sensationalism as if we'd had a happy date. And Austin was off the hook as being an apparent douche. The love story continued. Sheri had turned a black eye into a feather in all of our caps.
But I wondered, who had leaked the story about me being stood up in the first place? I'd tried, but failed, to find the source of the rumors. The social web was too contorted. I didn't recognize any of the early players.
Tragedy averted, it was now up to me to give Austin his freedom.
He offered to pick me up at home and drive me to the party. But where was home, exactly? I rented a condo near the medical center and crashed there either when I worked particularly late or had a brutal early shift. I'd barely unpacked into it. It felt more like a hotel than a home. Mostly I stayed in my old room at Beth's, to keep an eye on her while she got her strength back. I had most of my clothes and personal effects there for the moment.
Beth was dying to meet Austin and, under any other circumstance, would have insisted he pick me up at her place so she could get a look at him in person. She wanted a shot at seeing for herself whether he was "the one" for me. Fortunately for me, she was out at her monthly Bunko night on Saturday. Which gave me options. It was safer for my heart to get ready and have him pick me up Beth's. But, as I'd already arranged with Beth, he was dropping me off at my condo. I planned to be out late and I had a morning shift at the hospital. It was easier for all of us.
I met Austin at the door. When I opened it to him, the sight of him sent my heart skittering out of control. He looked like Connor. And not. Maybe it was the adorable, but geeky, modern touch of the pen in his pocket. I usually carried one, too. But not to a party.
I wondered, but only briefly, if I was so attracted to him because I was building him up in my mind into the fictional Jamie. The dashing hero I'd dreamed of as a girl. But weren't heroes like Jamie from another age where savagery reigned and brutality was expected? In a civilized world, what guy had a chance to be a true hero?
I half expected flowers. Some show of apology, anyway. But he arrived empty-handed, armed with only a smile warm enough to melt my iceberg of a heart and make me forget any tinge of annoyance with him.
He hugged me. I felt small and secure in his arms.
"You didn't tell me Sheri had a cameraman at the restaurant," he said with a merry twinkle in his eyes. "I feel like a real douche now."
"It was no big deal. I told you I'd handle it, and I did. The cameraman was very sweet. He bought me a drink."
"Moving in on you when I wasn't there? Sly man," he said. "An opportunist, anyway."
"Just a sweet guy," I said.
"I wish I could have had a drink with you," he said as I got my coat. "Dinner, too. I had to make do with cold carryout garlic chicken and a veggie roll."
"Poor you," I said, not sympathetic in the slightest. "At least you had company."
He frowned. "Company? You mean Randy?"
"Tish?" I said, hoping he'd slip up and give me some indication of how he felt about her.
"Tish isn't company, though she did bring me the garlic chicken."
"Oh, she did?"
"It's not like that," he said, too quickly. "Randy brought her over on the project. To torment me. He told her to buy the chicken."
Torment him how?
"Let me get this straight—Randy ordered Tish to buy you garlic chicken?" I said. "That's interesting. And ridiculous. And possibly sexist. Am I right?"
Austin laughed. "Not exactly. He told her to buy me dinner. Us dinner. On the company. Because he expected us to be working through the night. He was being falsely magnanimous." He told the story with such amusement, it was hard not to smile.
But now that he'd brought the subject up, I seized the opening and plunged ahead. "About that, about Tish, and the matchmaking, and your life…"
I choked on the words I wanted to say. My tongue felt thick. My mouth dry. My heart raced.
"I wasn't thinking about you, and your life, when I suggested we go along with this charade. Not at Comicon and not at Sheri's. Me, I don't have anything to lose, nothing to give up. It's just a bit of fun for me. A distraction from tragedy and sick patients. I wasn't thinking about you when I dragged you into this—"
He raised an eyebrow. "You dragged me in?"
"Didn't I?" I studied him. "I didn't give you much of an opportunity to bail out of it. I was only thinking about myself and my fifteen minutes of fame as the star in an Elinor fantasy. But what about you? You were right in the middle of working with a matchmaker. Presumably trying to find a wife. And now?"
I threw my hands up but quickly let them drop and wrung them anxiously. "I'm assuming you've either put the matchmaking on hold, or gone stealth with your dates so you won't blow our charade. What woman will be happy with being kept in the shadows while you parade about publically with me? How will that look years from now on your silver wedding anniversary when you tell the story of how you met? You'll be in the doghouse for life, you know that?"
He grinned.
"I appreciate it. I really do. But no matter what option you chose, it's not good for you. You're giving up too much."
He took a step into me. "It's not?" He took my hands. "Are you sure?"
My breath caught. "I didn't mean to interrupt your life. I didn't mean to back you into this."
His smile was devastating as he backed me into the wall. He suddenly became Jamie, dark, fiery eyes, passion, and all. He smiled on just one side of his mouth, and cocked his head in Jamie's characteristic way.
I wondered if he was mimicking Jamie consciously. Or if this was just his natural mannerism.
"Blair, do you really think a slip of a woman like you could back me into anything?"
I was tall for a woman. I couldn't remember ever being called a slip of a woman. And yet I was dwarfed by him in every sense of the word. I would have laughed if I hadn't been mesmerized by the dark look of desire in his eyes.
I stared back up at him as defiantly as Elinor. "I think I could make you do almost anything, Austin. If I really wanted to. I've studied human psychology enough to know many tricks."
"I'd like to see you try." He caught the back of my head in his large, warm hand, angling his lips near mine, catching my butt with his free hand, pulling my hips to his. "I like you, Blair. Very much. I'm sure you could make me do many things. But only if I wanted to do them in the first place."
Before I could protest, his lips came down on mine, insistent. Bruising. Skilled almost beyond imagination.
I hadn't expected him to know how to use his tongue like that. To tango with mine. Or to know how to apply just the right pressure to my lips. To relent and be gentle just when I needed it. To caress my lips until I melted in his arms. And then to attack again with intensity and control, rendering me powerless to resist him.
He claimed to be a geek, but he kissed like a Casanova. If I'd been able to think at all clearly, I would have idly wondered if the matchmaker was responsible for this skill. If she was, I should thank her. What other prowess had she taught him?
But my mind was filled only with him. As long as his lips were on mine and I was pressed between him and the wall, there was no room for anything coherent to penetrate my mind.
When he finally released me, my lipstick was all over him. I was breathing hard. And his long auburn hair was tousled where I'd run my fingers through it.
"I hope that settles that," he said with a look of triumph.
"For the moment." I grinned at him.
There was a moment, just a moment, that passed quickly, when both our defenses were down and I could have gotten him into bed. Or he could have gotten me. I would have taken no persuading at all.
But I knew about his matchmaker's advice to keep things platonic until you were sure you wanted to be exclusive. And he knew about my broken heart. It really wasn't a good idea. And yet…
He made no move, but I sensed it took all his willpower to resist the temptation. In a strange twist, I was moved by it. He wasn't taking advantage of my emotional vulnerability. And if I was allowed to hope, it meant, I think, that he believed we could be more. That it was better to give us a chance than to act impetuously. It made me want him even more. I took a ragged breath and studied him.
"I think I'd better reapply my lipstick before we go." I used my thumb and rubbed at a dab of pink lipstick on the corner of his mouth.
"It's all over me?" He grinned. "Is it a good color on me?"
I laughed. "I'm not sure about that. But it does add authenticity to our 'romance.'"

Erica's house was on a bluff overlooking Puget Sound. It was set well back from the road on a meandering private driveway, totally obscured from view. I've heard it said that the definition of luxury is privacy. Of having your home invisible to the public eye. Her house certainly fit the definition. When the house came into view, it was impressive. A beautiful home with a three-car garage and gabled roofs.
And then, as Austin kept driving, I realized my mistake. That wasn't the main house. That was her guesthouse. The main house was a mansion of significant size, something Gatsby might have lived in. A tiled circular drive in front, laced with an intricate design. A huge separate garage offset from the house. How many cars did Erica and Bob have? The sense of quality permeated even the perfumed air around the place.
I'd visited many manor houses and castles in the UK, but I'd never been a guest at a house like this. Erica had even more money than I imagined. Than I could imagine. Or, at least, her husband did.
While my eyes were wide with the magnificence of the home, Austin seemed unimpressed.
"Isn't that the most beautiful home you've ever seen?" I whispered, full of wonderment.
He laughed. "You're easily impressed."
"Am I?" I shook my head. "And you're not?"
"Lazer's main place is nicer. Newer and more to my taste, at least."
Erica had hired a valet to park cars. He opened my door and helped me out.
Austin handed control of his car over to him and took my hand. "All right. Are you ready to play the challenging role of my girlfriend? Can we fool your friends? These brilliant doctors and entrepreneurs?"
"I believe we can." I squeezed his hand. "If we throw ourselves into the role."
Huge planters filled with spring flowers, obviously artfully planted and arranged just for this occasion, flanked the entrance to the mansion and were probably the source of the perfume. A maid greeted us at the door, took our coats, and showed us to the living room.
Erica spotted us as quickly as if she'd been watching for us. Her gaze ran over us, mostly taking Austin's measure. It was clear from her expression she liked what she saw. She came to greet us. "Blair!"
As she hugged me, I was struck by how thin and small she seemed.
"And this must be Austin." Her gaze ran over him. "What? No kilt?" She put on a beautiful, playful pout.
"Sorry to disappoint." He was charming and good-humored, as always. But he looked at her as if he was trying to place her. As if she was vaguely familiar. A hint of a frown creased his brow. I expected him to ask if he knew her, but he rather pointedly didn't.
"Oh, you don't. Believe me." Her eyes were alight with mischief and appreciation. "You really do look like Connor Reid. I suppose you've never heard that before!"
"You might just be the first." Austin relaxed, grinned, and nodded. "Thank you. That's high praise."
She patted his arm. "You have to meet my husband. Bob has been looking forward to meeting you since I told him about you." She leaned close and whispered, "He wouldn't usually admit it because it's not macho, but he's a big Jamie fan. He's Scottish, you see. They're very clannish."
"Aye," Austin said, putting on his accent. "He sounds like my granda."
His response delighted her. Erica wedged herself between us and took each of us by the arm, guiding us smoothly through her throng of guests, introducing us to dignitaries along the way. Easily recognizable names from the business, political, and philanthropic communities. People with money and power. And loose pocketbooks, their own or the public's. It was one of those types of parties.
If I had been interested in power and prestige, I would have been thrilled to be there. To use it to my advantage. But it was wasted on me. For the moment, all I wanted in life was to help Beth and my patients. To put my broken heart behind me and get to know Austin better.
I made a note to apologize to Austin later for dragging him to this. It was soon apparent we were there as the celebrities of the moment. The entertainment.
Erica was the consummate hostess. Charming. Pleasant. Full of smiles. She remembered everyone's name and little personal details about each of them. She asked them the tiny, seemingly specific questions that please people and get them to talk.
Did your son make the baseball team?
I saw that your granddaughter won the riding championships. You must be thrilled. Will she be moving on to the regionals?
How is your mother doing? Has her memory improved any with the new therapy?
People are easily pleased and impressed. All you have to do is focus on them. Erica, like many doctors, had an excellent, and trained, memory. She used it here to draw people in and ingratiate herself to them. This was her type of party. She craved power and money. She was in her element here in the midst of the powerbrokers of the city and state.
I'd only known Erica a few weeks, so it wasn't surprising I'd never seen this side of her. But I wasn't particularly surprised by it. She thrived in this environment. No wonder her much older husband had fallen for her. She'd shown him just how useful she could be.
Finally, we managed our way across the room to our host. He sat in a plush chair at the windows with his back to us.
I was familiar with what Bob looked like, at least at one snapshot in time. A painting of him hung prominently in the hospital. When you gave as much money as he did, that was how they rewarded you. In the portrait I was familiar with, he was a stout, robust man in his early sixties. Healthy looking. The kind that had been athletic in his youth. Maybe a former college football player. Gray hair. Bald spot on top. Serious expression, full of his importance—at least, as caught by the artist. From the back, and seated, his bald spot was even more prominent, his hair thinner and wispier.
The view over his head out the windows momentarily diverted me. There was no word to describe it except spectacular. Perched on the cliff high above it all, you felt almost as if you were flying. The windows were sculpted and placed to practically disappear and enhance the illusion.
"Darling," Erica said, catching her husband's attention and releasing our arms to put her hands on his shoulders. "You wanted to meet my new friend Blair and her wickedly hot boyfriend Austin, the cosplayer."
As Bob stood and turned to face us, I was immediately struck by the ashen color of his skin and the effort it took for him to stand. As he welcomed us, he broke into a dry, hacking cough.
"Oh, darling," Erica said. "Please sit. Let me get you some water." She signaled a waiter who was passing drinks around.
"I've drunk so much water my ankles are swollen," Bob said, but he sat back down without further protest. "You're going to drown me with all the liquid you pour down me." He took the glass from Erica all the same and took a sip.
It was hard not to notice he was out of breath from the simple exertion of standing. He set the glass down on a nearby end table and shook our hands. His were cold and icy.
One look at him and I knew the truth—his heart was failing. Rapidly. This man was dying. Right before his physician's wife's eyes.





CHAPTER 4
Blair
Erica had never mentioned her husband's heart problems. Maybe it was too personal. Too much to deal with while working with so many cancer patients. But as I watched them interact with each other, it was obvious that while he was proud of her, and adored her, he was almost afraid of her. And she had no love for him. Outwardly she gushed and fussed over him, but it was a thin veneer over her disdain.
Maybe it wasn't as obvious to everyone. For their sake, I hoped not. I had the advantage of being her friend and hearing her talk about him at work, confiding in me.
She thought he was dull, a bore, and that he had slowed down since she married him five years ago. Slowed to the point he wasn't any fun anymore. No vacations. No activity. Not much of anything. If only he lost some weight. Instead he seemed to be putting it on. Lack of activity.
She liked to talk about how she had him on a special diet and exercise program to get his vigor back. He was fighting it. And nothing was working.
Bob liked Austin almost on sight. Two Scots will always get along. He was soon deep in conversation with Austin about the upcoming local Highlander games, plying him with questions, and wondering if there was any way to use Austin to fundraise for the hospital.
Erica took my arm. "Sorry about that. Bob won't let Austin go anytime soon. Let me introduce you around a bit more."
Austin shot me a resigned look.
I'm sorry, I mimed.
When Erica and I had stepped a decent distance away, I jumped her about Bob. "Why didn't you tell me about Bob's heart problems?"
"Shhh," she said. "He doesn't want people knowing."
I looked at her like she was crazy. "There are plenty of doctors from the hospital here. They can see it as well as I can."
"But they keep quiet about it to soothe Bob's vanity," she said. "He likes to think he's strong and virile. And in his mind, he is. He's still very sharp." She sighed. "He's on heart-strengthening medication and under the care of the best cardiologist in the state. He'll be fine. He just needs time and care. The meds take time to rebuild the heart."
"I'm sorry," I said. "It must be hard for you."
"It is what it is," she said, looking away. "You dance the dance, you pay the piper."
It seemed an odd thing for her to say. Until I followed her line of sight directly to a tall, well-built man who'd just arrived. I guessed he was in his early forties. A full head of hair, but graying at the temples in a way that made him look distinguished and intellectual. His stylish glasses added to the effect. He wasn't classically handsome, but he was striking and attractive enough in his own way.
The admiring look on Erica's face gave her feelings away.
My breath caught. Erica, no. No. I hoped no one else saw what I did. I wanted to warn her to be careful. If I had known her longer, or better, I would have.
Before I could get a word out, she put a hand on my arm. "You have to meet Dan. He's impossibly brilliant." She waved to him. "Remember? I told you about him. Such a coincidence he's your boyfriend's boss. It really is a small world." Her voice had a kind of reverence in it that was uncharacteristic of her. "His mind is a thing of beauty." She sighed. "It's rare to find a man as intelligent as he is. He could be very useful to us."
I frowned. That, too, was an odd thing to say about a man she was obviously entranced with.
As he approached, I held my breath, mentally shouting at Erica to be careful. He arrived and hugged her a little too tightly. Did they think Bob was blind?
When Dan released her, Erica introduced us.
Sometimes you have a gut reaction you can't explain. I'd learned to trust my instincts. The appraising way he looked at me made me uncomfortable for no real reason. It was just a little too familiar. I hoped Erica didn't pick up on it. I lifted my chin to let him know I wouldn't cower. I wouldn't be his conquest.
"So you're Austin's Elinor." His gaze ran over me, intense and appraising. "I've followed your story in the news. I like your hair down." Even his grin was leering. "Your red dress was striking. I wish I'd seen it in person. The fabric looks luxurious. I imagine it's soft beneath your fingers."
Douche. I ignored his blatant hint. I wasn't going to volunteer to wear the dress for him. Not ever. But particularly not with Erica right there. I ignored his innuendo and kept smiling, vowing not to antagonize him for Austin's sake. To give him a chance. Or enough rope to hang himself.
"How long have you been into cosplay?" he said.
"I'm not a cosplayer. I just love Jamie. My aunt is the genius behind the dress. She thought it would be fun for me to go to Comicon dressed as Elinor. She made the dress." I hoped that set him straight.
"In all the years I've known Austin, I haven't met anyone who could outdo him as far as costumes go," Dan said. "He's a hell of a tailor. I bet your aunt could teach him a thing or two."
"Beth was a professional costume designer years ago," I said, proud of both her and Austin.
I felt Erica's disapproval. She didn't like Dan's attention on me.
"Dan is working with me on the new predictive outcome software and app for the center." Erica’s voice was full of admiration as she launched into a brief overview of their work.
I knew about the research she and others on her team were doing into using artificial intelligence to predict short- and long-term survival rates specifically geared toward the circumstances of each patient, not general statistics. The app also predicted the outcome and success of various drugs and treatment methods.
The hope was that with our goal of patient-centric care, the app could help physicians chose the best, most effective, most cost-effective treatment for each patient. The app was another tool in a physician's arsenal. It wasn't meant to supersede their experience and training, or their human touch.
There were several apps already on the market from other sources. But most of them were only available for the more common cancers, and rudimentary. Erica was working on incorporating the rarer forms of cancer and more variables into the app to get more accurate results.
"I didn't know you were involved in Erica's research," I said to him as a light bulb went on for me. "You must be a very busy man. I thought your company specializes in digital security?"
Erica was proud, and protective, of her project. She had a grant to do it and was clearly looking for fame. She would be as famous as Jarvik and his heart. Or Heimlich and his maneuver. Some people can't help craving fame.
Dan nodded and smiled intimately at Erica. "We are." He caressed her with his gaze. He was obviously as impressed with her as she was with him.
He returned his focus to me. "We're working in conjunction with the cancer center, lending our expertise in AI and security. Patient privacy must be protected and the results un-hackable if patients are to trust the app. Our research using AI to predict hacking and threats gives us valuable experience to add." He went on, getting more technical.
It was an interesting discussion. Though she was usually tight-lipped about her research at work, Erica joined in enthusiastically. I learned more in a few minutes that I had in weeks on the job.
I was engrossed, deep in the conversation and beginning to relax as more guests arrived in a steady stream. Though I wished Bob would relinquish Austin. This wasn't exactly the evening I'd had in mind.
As the room filled, the din of conversation grew. We had to speak louder over the buzz. The room grew warmer. A fine bead of perspiration formed on Dan's brow. We were pushed closer toward the entry. I had my back to it and was constantly jostled as people pushed past, working their way to the center of the party.
Suddenly, there was a commotion behind me, shouting and a scuffle. As I turned to look over my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Austin, still at the windows across the room, facing me as he talked to Bob. His expression froze. He started toward me.
"Witch! Witch! Where's the witch who refused to treat my son?" A knife-wielding man pushed past the rented security guard who'd been innocuously posted by the door.
The man looked around wildly. "Dr. Price! Where are you? Come forward. Surrender and no one will get hurt."
Dan pushed Erica behind him and tried to hand her off to a man near us. "Get her out of here! Now."
The whole thing seemed to be happening in slow motion, every movement clear and distinct. Everything was slow, including my reaction time.
Just as my feet started to move, the knifeman grabbed me from behind and yanked my arm behind my back so brutally I thought he meant to dislocate it.
He threw his arm around me and pressed the blade of his knife to my throat. "Everybody freeze or I slit her throat."
The room went deathly still. My pulse roared in my ears. Worse, I felt it hammer against the cold steel of his blade. Every heartbeat felt like it could drive that knife into my carotid artery. One thin slice and I'd bleed out.
I should have been more frightened. Despite the racing of my heart, adrenaline and training took over. I became clinically cold and detached from the danger to myself.
I had seen desperate, distraught men like this before, both during my stint as a paramedic in college, and when I did my rotation in the emergency room late at night during my residency. Guys who snapped during the long wait for treatment and demanded to be put at the front of the line. Men who saw violence as the only solution to their problem. Men who were strung out and high or mentally ill. Dangerous because of their hallucinations and unpredictable behavior.
Fortunately, there was only a trace of alcohol on my captor's breath. Probably a shot for courage. I didn't think he was drunk. Or high. He didn't smell like weed. And he didn't exhibit the symptoms of hallucinogenic or opiate drugs.
"I said—where's the witch who refused to treat my boy!" He sounded almost as nervous as he was menacing. But either could do me in just as easily. Nervous, jumpy people were unpredictable and liable to be spooked into action. "This is her house, her party. She has to be here."
He jostled me, scanning the room for Erica. I tried not to give away the direction she'd been shuffled off to.
"Calm down, sir," I said, using as soothing a voice as I could manage. "There's no need to use violence here. There must be some mistake—"
"There's no mistake," he yelled in my ear and at the crowd. "She led us on, promising to treat him, then pulled back, saying there was nothing she could do at the last minute. He was beyond help." He shook me.
I closed my eyes, trying not to think about the blade at my neck, hoping he didn't shake me right into it.
"Her software model. Her damn model says there's no good long-term outcome for him. He's sixteen fucking years old. There has to be something. Something." His voice cracked.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see his white-knuckled grip on the blade. He tensed, pulling me tighter against him. I felt the sting of his blade, a slice as thin and shallow as a paper cut. But enough to draw a bead of blood.
A gasp traveled through the crowd.
He must have seen what he'd done. Momentarily surprised, he let up on the pressure of the blade against me.
I saw a movement in the crowd, so slight it might have been my imagination. When I followed it, Austin was stealthily making his way toward us. Our eyes met.
It was another one of those instances in time when you see what your life could be. Who you could share it with. What might be if you let it.
The connection between us practically arced through the distance between. It would have taken my breath away if I'd had any to lose. He nodded ever so slightly, silently asking me to trust him, signaling his intent to rescue me and keep me safe.
I had no real reason to trust him. Certainly not with my life. But I did. I had no other choice. He was the only one coming to my aid. Everyone else was frozen in fear.
I averted my gaze from him, not trusting myself not to give him away. I had to distract my captor.
"I'm a doctor at the cancer center," I said, in a voice that came out surprisingly confident. "An oncologist. A damn good one. Release me and I'll take a look at his case. I'll see what I can do to help him. I promise."
I would have taken a deep breath to steady myself, but I was afraid of that blade. Instead, I breathed shallowly, hoping I didn't hyperventilate in the process.
"You'll have to drop the blade. If I'm going to help you, you have to let me go."
He hesitated. "No. It's a trick. All you doctors stick together."
"It's not a trick," I said. "Let me go and I promise to see what I can do for your son."
He wrenched my arm tighter. I let out a gasp of pain. He wasn't going to be easy to cajole into letting me go.
At the hospital, and almost everywhere I went, I usually carried a tactical pen. It was a working ballpoint pen, but it was made out of airplane-grade anodized aluminum with a sharp point. It was a very real weapon. Strike at pressure points and you could disable your opponent. After being held hostage once, briefly, as a paramedic, I'd learned to carry the pen. I regretted not having it on me now. One quick jab and I thought I could startle him into letting go.
He was wearing tennis shoes. I had on fashionable knee-high boots with spiky heels. If I got the opportunity, there was a pressure point on the top of the foot. I could use my heels and stomp on it. But I'd only get one chance. And it might be the last thing I did.
I had to keep him talking. "Tell me about your son. What kind of cancer does he have? What have you already tried?"
He began talking, spewing facts and cursing. Almost crying. I had meant to calm him down, but instead I'd riled him up. I let him talk and rant without interrupting, hoping he'd wear himself out and drop his guard as Austin worked his way near until he was in the guy's blind spot, just feet away.
As the man described how long his son had been given to live, he broke down, sobbing. He relaxed his grip on me and let up the pressure on the knife blade even more.
As I was calculating my odds of success if I stomped on his arch, he suddenly released me, tossing me away onto my knees on the floor. "You promised. You keep your word."
I nodded and rubbed my neck. My fingers came back sticky with blood. "I gave my word. I won't break it. Put the knife down."
For an instant, he looked like he was going to. Until the blare of approaching sirens pierced the stunned silence, followed by the squeal of tires and the police getting out of their cars.
I looked up at the man and cursed fate for such bad timing.
He pointed the knife at his own gut.
"No!" I screamed just as Austin sprang forward and plunged a pen into the man's shoulder.
Surprised, the man flinched and dropped the knife. Austin grabbed him and tried to wrestle him to the floor. Fueled by adrenaline and desperation, the man fought back like he was possessed, yelling obscenities, throwing punches as fast as Austin dodged them.
Dan jumped into action and kicked the knife out of the man's reach. He threw a punch to the man's jaw, looking like he relished the fight.
The man staggered. Dan punched him again and again until he'd bloodied the man's nose and mouth. Until it looked like he wouldn't stop until the man was nothing more than bloody pulp.
"Stop!" I screamed. "Stop."
"Dan!" Austin took his arm and pulled him off the guy.
As law enforcement stormed the entrance to the mansion, Austin got a grip on the man, who was staggering now almost drunkenly. Dan had given him a severe beating—more severe than was needed to subdue him. I saw signs of a concussion and cursed beneath my breath. Austin helped him to the floor.
The man looked over at me from eyes that were swelling and blackening. "You promised. You promised."
Erica appeared from out of nowhere with Bob, wheezing and out of breath, beside her. She put her hand on my shoulder. "Are you okay?"
The man cut me off before I could answer. "You're friends?" His words were slathered with betrayal. He glared at Erica. "Witch!" His gaze switched to me. "Evil, heartless witch. You're both witches."





CHAPTER 5
Blair
As the police led the man away, I began trembling uncontrollably.
Austin fell to his knees beside me and pulled me into his arms and onto his lap, cradling me against his chest. "Hush. Hush. It's all right. You're safe. They have him. They have him. You're in shock." He squeezed my hand. "You're freezing." He stroked my hair. "Someone get her a blanket. A sweater. A coat. Something. And a drink. Something stiff. Scotch would do the trick."
There were lights. Cameras. A news crew. Police crawling all over. Interviewing people. Gathering evidence. Talking to Austin.
It was all a buzz in the background. I knew I was in shock, evaluating myself almost as an impartial outside observer. Seeing myself cower into Austin. Watching my mind put up its defenses. Blocking out what might have happened. Erasing worst-case scenarios by cold numbness.
Someone handed Austin a throw blanket. He wrapped it around me, then he was pressing a glass to my lips and into my hands.
"You're in shock, Southron. It's whisky. Drink it. It will calm your nerves. You're a doc. You know that."
I nodded, my hands shaking. I took the glass from him and somehow managed to take a sip without spilling it all over myself.
"There you go," he said. "That's Bob's good stuff." He glanced up at someone, presumably Bob.
Bob muttered something, an agreement, probably.
"Fine, aged scotch," Austin said. "Smooth all the way down. Take another sip. Just one more."
"One more hell," I said, finding my voice. I tipped the glass up and drained it.
"Well, that's one way to savor it," Austin said. "A good use for fine scotch." He took the glass from me and set it on the floor next to us.
Someone handed him a clean cloth napkin with a corner that had been dipped in water. He gently wiped my neck clean. But not before I'd streaked his shirt with my blood, ruining it. That blood would be dry long before that shirt ever saw the wash. And it seemed silly and trivial right now to ask if anyone had a stain-stick on them. Somehow concentrating on insignificant "crises" took the edge off the fear and allowed my mind to confront the trauma without facing it directly.
There was a buzz of voices around me, a thrum that made little sense. Someone asked if they should send me to the hospital for observation.
"I'm fine," I said. What the hell would they do for me there? I could dab my own neck with antiseptic, thank you very much. "There are a dozen doctors here who could verify that. I'm a doctor. I can evaluate myself. And I say I'm fine." Where the hell were all of my colleagues?
"She's okay." Austin pressed my head against him. "I'll stay with her and make sure. If she needs help, I'll get it."
A policeman took my statement. I rambled, but I thought I made some sense. Anyway, he seemed to understand.
"Is this really necessary?" Austin said when the police pressed for more. "She's been traumatized. There are hundreds of people who saw what happened."
The cop backed off.
I shielded my eyes from the glare of the lights. Several reporters stood off to the side with a running commentary. One of them stuck a mic in Austin's face.
He pushed it away. "Not now. She's been through too much." He cradled me and whispered in my ear, "I'm taking you home."
"Yes." I nodded. "Not to Beth's. To my condo. I have a shift tomorrow morning."
Austin yelled something to someone. My coat and purse appeared. He helped me into my coat and got me to my feet. My legs were wobbly beneath me.
He swore beneath his breath and scooped me into his arms. I looped my arms around his neck and leaned against him. The cameras followed us as he carried me to his car, which the valet had waiting for us.
"Your friends really know how to throw a party," he said as he helped me into the passenger seat.
His quip broke through my shock. I laughed, and not hysterically, either.
"Yes, they do," I said. "They really do." I took a deep breath and felt the freedom of doing so without fearing for my life intensely. "I should talk to Erica about her choice of guests."
I glanced at Austin as he drove. "I feel for you. Dan is a brute. Is he like that as a boss? I think he enjoyed pounding the crap out of that guy. He went too far. I'm glad you stopped him."
He signaled his intention to turn, checking for traffic. "Dan's not so bad. He's always been fair and believed in my work when others made false accusations. Cut him a break for my sake. Adrenaline got the better of him. I know. I felt it. The urge to keep fighting until the threat is annihilated. To make sure the innocent are protected." He gave me a sidelong glance.
"But there's the difference. You did control your urge," I said.
"Barely."
"Barely counts."
My phone had been going crazy in my purse. I'd been ignoring it, too fragile to deal with it. But I realized the story was probably all over the news by now. Beth, even buried in her Bunko game, had probably heard.
I pulled the phone out. "My aunt," I said to Austin, and answered it. "Beth. Yes. Sorry. I know. I should have called. I was too shaken. I'm fine now."
"Well, I could see that for myself on TV," she said, sounding put out. There was something sly in her voice beneath the worry. "Which is why I'm not blistering your ears in the first place. I saw your Scot carry you out of the party, Rhett Butler style."
"Rhett Butler style?" I teased, ignoring her reference to Austin being mine, and hoping he hadn't heard.
"You know very well what I mean," she said, relief evident now that she'd spoken to me. "In his arms in the movie poster with Atlanta burning behind him."
"Apt enough," I said, shooting a smile at Austin. "But I thought you would have compared it to Jamie carrying Elinor out of the burning cottage. Though both seem to involve fire and there was none of that tonight at the party."
"Child!" she said like she did when she was both exasperated with me and relieved. "You do vex me exceedingly. But I take your point. An apt picture, except that he wasn't wearing his kilt. The fans will be disappointed." She chuckled. "Where are you now? Are you on your way home?"
I could hear the voices of her friends in the background, crowding close, asking about me, wanting details.
"I'm with Austin. He's taking me to the condo, just like we planned. Nothing's changed. Stay and enjoy your Bunko game. I'll tell you everything when I get home tomorrow evening."
"The hospital won't give you the day off after what happened?" she said. "Take a sick day."
"I can't," I said. "I have to keep a promise I made."
"You work too hard, Blairest." She sighed in the way moms do when they don't get their way and are worried about their babies.
It was cute. Maybe someday, when I had children of my own, I'd understand it and find myself doing the same thing.
"All right, then. Get some rest," she said with a wink in her voice.
Beth.
"Austin," she yelled into the phone. "If you can hear me, take care of my girl." With a relieved laugh, she hung up.
I turned to him. "Did you hear that?"
"I think I love your aunt," he said. "We think alike."

He insisted on walking me into my condo. I was glad he did. I was still jumpy. I didn't realize just how much until I was letting myself in and a car backfired in the parking lot outside. I jumped and started trembling uncontrollably. I nearly dropped my key.
Austin took the key from my hand and opened the door for me. "Would you like me to come in for a few minutes?"
I nodded. "You read my mind. Would you? I don't want to be alone just yet."
My condo was as sterile as usual. The cleaning lady had been in. It smelled of cleaning supplies. The sparkling clean emphasized the impression that it was more a hotel or model than someplace I actually lived.
I tossed my coat on the sofa and encouraged him to do the same. He looked around and made a bland remark about it being nice.
I shook my head. "Liar. It's awful." I frowned as I surveyed the living room. "It could be nice. If I ever take the time to move in properly and do some decorating. Buy something homey. Maybe a fancy vase. Fill it with flowers. Put some personal touches on the place. Finish unpacking."
The truth was that my heart had been too dead for me to care. And I'd been too busy at the hospital and making sure Beth got her strength back after her bout of pneumonia. I barely noticed the place. Now, seeing it with his eyes, I made a note to do something about it.
I went to the bar. The effects of the scotch had worn off. I wasn't generally a drinker, but I needed something. "Can I get you anything?" I opened the cabinet and pulled out a bottle of vodka.
"Clear spirits to avoid a hangover?" He laughed.
"You're catching on. Screwdriver?" Fortunately, I had an unopened carton of orange juice in the fridge.
"An old-fashioned screwdriver. Okay." He nodded. "Sure."
"It's simple and I have the ingredients on hand. You're lucky I have orange juice or we'd be drinking our vodka neat. I don't keep this place well stocked."
I mixed us each one, handed him his, and took a seat next to him on the sofa. Maybe a little too close. Our thighs were nearly brushing. We were silent a moment, stilled by unexpected awkwardness. What did we do next?
He took a sip. The ice in his glass clinked.
One of us had to break the silence. "You know what I was thinking when I had the knife at my neck?"
He looked at me. "That it was a damned shame you hadn't worn a choker like Elinor's famous for? A little protection at the neck would have been a good thing."
I laughed softly. "Chokers are out of style right now. I should know. It took me forever to find one to go with the red dress. I supposed I could have ordered one online. If I hadn't left it to the last minute. But I'll keep it in mind. Maybe I'll start a trend."
"Depends on how you sell it," he said playfully. "Push the self-defense angle and I think you've got something."
I bumped him with my shoulder. "I was thinking about something more important—you."
I surprised him. For the barest second, a look of hope crossed his face. I was sure I saw it. He covered it quickly with that expression Connor was famous for. The mugging for the ladies, I liked to call it.
"You were hoping I knew what I was doing and didn't bungle the rescue I was attempting. I saw the fear in your eyes."
"That was fear the man holding me would panic and accidentally hurt me. I don't think he meant to hurt anyone." I took a drink of my screwdriver for courage. "Anyway, that's not what I was thinking. Not that at all. Quite the opposite. I saw that you were the only one who cared enough to make the attempt." I swirled my glass, staring into it as if the orange pulp could predict my future.
"Well," he said, "someone had to do something. And since my friend Jeremy, who's usually the hero, wasn't around, it had to be me."
"What you saw was my eyes opening to all the possibilities I'd miss if he slit my throat."
Austin winced. "When you put it so graphically…"
"Weak stomach?" I finished my drink and set the glass on the stand next to me.
His phone buzzed. And buzzed again. He ignored it.
I put my hand on his arm. "I'm serious, Austin. You gave me an opening the day we met, a shot at something between us. I shut you down then, afraid it was too soon.
"When our eyes met at the party, I realized my mistake. Maybe I didn't have all the time left I thought I did. Maybe I didn't have any at all. And if that were the case, what would I regret?" My pulse raced almost as frantically as it had at the party. "When I looked in your eyes, I was almost knocked off my feet with the connection between us. I can't explain it. But there's something
between us."
He didn't say anything for a moment, just stared into his glass, head down, ignoring his phone. I couldn't read his face or his thoughts. I supposed I deserved that. It's amazing the scenarios the mind can run through in the breadth of seconds. I braced myself for rejection. Well, it was my turn, wasn't it?
Finally, he finished his drink, set it next to him, and leaned forward with his elbows on his thighs. He looked over at me. "You felt it, too? I thought you did." He grinned, sweetly tentative. "What are you thinking?"
I put my hand on his knee. "I think we deserve to explore it."
"I thought that's what we're doing." His voice was soft with emotion. "I thought that's the game we were playing."
I felt conflicted. I hadn't meant to lead him on. Had he seen through me? Had he realized before I did that on the surface we were pretending for the public, but beneath it, the relationship was real?
"I don't want to play games anymore." I held his gaze.
"So you're saying…?"
"We make this real." I felt the urge to get the words out before I lost my nerve. "That we do more than pretend. We date for real. And…see what happens." My mouth went dry. I wished I hadn't polished off my drink so cavalierly.
"Witch," he said playfully.
I flinched. I was clearly not over the incident yet.
"Sorry." He covered my hand with his. "I should have said you've bewitched me. If you're sure it's not too soon—"
I put my fingers over his lips. "No. The opposite. I'm sure it's been too long in coming. I've been too long in coming around. I refuse to let fate's screw-up with the timing of our meeting rob us of something wonderful. All I know is that if I had met you before Nigel, or a year from now, I would have no doubts that this is something I have to pursue." I swallowed hard. "You're someone I have to pursue."
"You're pursuing me now?" he said with a wry grin. "I'm going to have to get you some coaching from my matchmaker. She says the man should always be led to believe he's the pursuer. Something about male ego and the chase being half the excitement for the male species."
I smiled at him. "Fine by me. From now on, you do the chasing."
Someone on the floor above me dropped something with a loud bang. I jumped and started shaking.
He pulled me into his arms. "You're in no shape to be left alone tonight."
"Then don't leave," I said.
His phone kept buzzing. He cursed and pulled it from his pocket. "Excuse me."
I grabbed his hand before he could shut the ringer off. "I appreciate your politeness and focus on me. Someone's worried about you. Given what's happened, and what's already been on the news, you'd better answer your texts."
He sighed and nodded. "You're right." He read them quickly. "Just the guys wondering where I am. They saw the footage of me carrying you out. If I need a stiff drink, they're buying."
"What are you waiting for?" I said. "Tell them you're with me. And I already gave you a drink."
He laughed. "You don't know what you're opening up."
"I think I do." I raised an eyebrow. "Do you room with them?" I didn't know. Where did he live?
"For several years out of college, we all lived together. Now we each have our own condos in the same complex. They'll be keeping an eye out for me."
I shrugged, feeling my courage and confidence returning. "Tell them you won't be home tonight, then."
He raised a questioning eyebrow, looking like he didn't believe telling them was a good idea. I nodded. His thumbs flew as he texted them back.
Their responses came back immediately.
"Well?" I said.
"Cam says to tell you he insists on giving you self-defense training. And a boot knife that you can carry in case there's ever a next time. He's former military and good with a knife."
"Thoughtful," I said. "Tell him thanks. I'll take him up on that. Though I usually carry a tactical pen at the hospital."
He nodded.
"What else?" I said.
"Nothing you need to see—"
I stole a peek at his phone and started laughing. "Offering you advice, are they?"
"They're full of it," he said. "They have the wrong impression. They know the matchmaking rules—"
"Mmmmm," I said. "But rules are meant to be broken."
His Adam's apple bobbed. His eyes became dark with desire. But I felt him tense.
"I don't want to mess this up, Blair." He paused. "You, this—it's too important to me."
"We won't be messing it up," I said gently, touched. "We've been through much more together than the average couple who's had a few dates."
"True," he said. "Everyone already thinks we're exclusive. That's the ruse."
I nodded, waiting for him to make the next move.
"If we're making this real…" He paused again. "I'm not seeing anyone else. I told Ashley to put my matching on hold."
"Neither am I," I said.
We were both dancing around a formal declaration of exclusivity. But the promise was there, and we both knew it.
His phone buzzed with more texts. He glanced at them and shook his head.
"Tell them to fuck off," I said.
He gave me that side look again. "Sure? There's a chance they'll take it literally." He laughed and typed something. He shut the phone off and set it next to his empty glass. He still seemed nervous.
"What?" I said.
He sighed. "I haven't slept with any of my matches."
"Really?" I was ridiculously delighted.
"Yes, really." He hesitated. "I haven't slept with many women. And not with any for a longer time than I should admit to."
I smiled at him. A novice. He was afraid of being a novice. It was so adorably sweet. He couldn't know how much it pleased the jealous side of my nature to think he hadn't been with dozens or hundreds of women.
"Well, that's perfect," I said. "I've never slept with you."
I could see he was still nervous. That damn Nigel. I never should have mentioned him. But how was I to know where this thing with Austin would eventually lead? In Austin's mind, I was an experienced woman and he was the inexperienced one. That wasn't the way society expected it to be. The specter of Nigel hung over us.
I hated to mention Nigel just now, but I didn't see that I had a choice. "I've only slept with one man. Shocking, right?" I laughed nervously myself. "Over a span of years, yes. But we were separated too often. The frequency wasn't what you might expect." I took a deep breath and looked at him, hoping for understanding. "I'd say we're evenly matched."
He grinned slightly, looking more relieved and encouraged than before. I liked to imagine he was pleased I hadn't been with dozens and dozens of men, either.
"And, I'll add, you kiss better than any guy I know," I said, feeling an uncharacteristic blush creep up my cheeks.
"Quite a compliment coming from a woman with so much experience," he said, and gave me that sweet look.
I smiled and took his hand, nodding toward his empty glass. "Another drink?"
"I've had plenty."
I glanced at the clock. "It's getting late." I glanced pointedly at the bedroom. Yes, that was the best come-on I could manage at the moment. Especially since I wasn't supposed to be leading.
"By whose standards?" He looked at the clock and laughed. "It's nine thirty. Almost nine thirty-one, if you're in a generous mood."
I bumped him again. "With all that's happened this evening, it should
be late."
His eyes lit with desire. "At the risk of losing my manhood card, I have to tell you—I don't have a condom on me."
"What?"
He shrugged. "Too much temptation after years of being a geek. Too much sudden attention. I wasn't sure I could control myself when the right woman came along. I decided to be intentional about this."
He took a deep breath. "I wasn't expecting this. And even if I had been, I would have left the condom at home. I'm supposed to be celibate until…well, you know, the big E of exclusivity. You're the biggest temptation I've ever faced."
His words were so sweet, compounded by his self-deprecating, almost embarrassed manner. My heart was full of him.
"Are you trying to back out?" I teased.
"Are you kidding?" He sounded genuinely shocked at the question. "I was hoping you have some. This is just my roundabout way of asking."
"I thought men are supposed to be direct and I'm not supposed to be leading?" I smiled at him encouragingly. "I might have one lying around."
He still hesitated. "Might is better than definitely not. Though I see you don't have the same fears about temptation that I do."
I smiled at my lap, eager and yet a bit nervous myself. Too many expectations were pinned on this.
"Let me ask you this, Blair—who do you really want? Me? Or Jamie?"
I didn't hesitate. "You."
He stood suddenly and scooped me into his arms again, catching me beneath my knees. "Good. Because I've been aching to make love to you since I first met you. There's not room for Jamie in the bed with us too."
"That soon?" I looped my arms around his neck.
"Well, that red dress," he said, as if that explained everything. "Which way?"
I pointed to the bedroom. "That way." I snuggled into him. "Have I mentioned how sexy a man who asks for directions is?"
"Good thing. I expect I'm going to be asking for a whole lot more of them in a few minutes."
As he carried me into the bedroom, I felt almost like a bride. As I'd said, I'm a tall, though slight, woman. There weren't many men who could have carried me so easily and lightly. And fewer still so possessively and eagerly.
We didn't bother with the lights. He set me lightly on my feet at the side of the bed. By an amazing stroke of good fortune, one of the few personal touches I had was an electric candle on the nightstand on the far side of my bed. I turned it on to add to the romantic atmosphere and pulled a condom out of the nightstand drawer.
I'd thought it was there all along. It was just that I'd unpacked the few things I'd managed to so quickly. It was hard to remember what was where. The condom was a leftover from my last trip to see Nigel. A silly purchase meant to spice things up and be a sort of joke. A deep purple, flavored condom with a French tickler tip. I wouldn't tell Austin the condom's origins, obviously. But it may have been clear from the specialty aspect of it. Unfortunately, it was the only kind I had. That or strawberry.
I held it up for him to see. "I hope you like boysenberry?"
He lifted an eyebrow. "I have no objections to it." He glanced down at himself. "But I don't think the flavor was intended for me. I don't see how I'm going to taste it." The look in his eyes was devilish. "The more important thing for you to know is I have no latex allergies, either, doc."
"Good thing. This is pure sheepskin. Top of the line."
"You were expecting a Scot, then. We love our sheep. Or so my granda tells me." His smile was delightful and sent my heart fluttering.
"Maybe subconsciously I was," I said.
"Do you always buy flavored condoms?" He was teasing me mercilessly now, taking the pressure off. And maybe digging for information.
Since I love a good sense of humor, I played along. "No. But it was the only purple one I could find. I love large, pulsing, purple things."
He laughed.
My bed was covered with pillows. Pillows and pillows and pillows. He surveyed it doubtfully. "Is there a romantic way to de-pillow a bed?"
"I think the word you're looking for is un-pillow." I plucked one off the bed and set it gently in the corner. I lifted an eyebrow. "One pillow at a time."
He shook his head. "Is that so?" He grabbed the corner of the comforter. In one smooth move, he pulled the comforter and all the decorative pillows off the bed, folding them at the foot.
"Impressive," I said, but I was looking at him and liking what I saw. Very much.
I had been nearly a month without sex. Which wasn't so much, really, considering how long Nigel and I often spent apart. But it was long enough. Looking at Austin, and thinking about what we were about to do, an ache and a need built. The crazy thing was, it wasn't purely physical. After what had happened earlier, the need had almost as much to do with connecting with another person and the intimacy of touch. But if there was one person in the world I wanted to do it with, it was Austin.
He was studying me. "I have the feeling getting you undressed won't be so easy."
I walked around the bed to him. "This dress is nothing compared to the dress I was wearing when you met me. A beginner could get me out of it. A simple side zipper." I raised my arm and turned sideways to him.
He caught me around the waist and pulled me to him, whispering in my ear, "I have fantasies about getting you out of that dress. Or making love to you in it."
"It would take a determined man to get past those huge panniers. I'll wear it for you sometime," I said, already believing from the way his touch made me feel that there would be many next times. Promising beginnings—this was one. "I think you'll find that it takes a lot of patience to get me out. All the undergarments are an impediment."
"I think you'll find I know quite a lot about historical fashion and how to outmaneuver it." His hands trembled only slightly as he held the zipper with one and slid it down with the other.
Then his hand was on my bare skin inside the opening the zipper had made. Warm hands, warm heart. I was definitely anticipating that. I grabbed the hem of the dress and began to pull it up. He stopped me and took over, gently tossing the dress aside when he was finished. The way he looked at me would melt the coldest of women. His gaze was full of fire and delight. And awe for my slender, boy-like figure. As I said, I'm willowy, with slender hips and long legs. I don't have the lush curves of a centerfold.
I reached behind my back and unhooked my bra, sliding the straps down my arms. I watched his Adam's apple bob as I held my arms out to him. He pulled the bra from my breasts and slid it off.
I am not a full-breasted woman. But my breasts are perky and firm. He looked at them as if they were objects of wonder, the best breasts ever formed.
I took his hand and clasped it over my breast, resisting the urge to moan as he gently cupped it and stroked his thumb over my nipple. I wouldn't make him ask directions. Much easier to save his pride and show him what I liked.
"Your turn," I said, pulling his shirt up and off. I allowed myself the same luxury of admiring his firm, ripped chest. "This still isn't fair. You have jeans on and I have only panties."
He kicked his shoes off. I grabbed his zipper and slid it down with hands that might have trembled just as much as his.
Excitement. Anticipation. I felt myself coming out of shock and more and more alive by the second. Every touch awakening something in me. Things I'd forgotten. Things I thought were dead. Brand-new emotions that had no names. Being with him, feeling secure and safe, I forgot the earlier trauma of the evening as I slid his jeans down over his hips. He stepped out of them and kicked them away, revealing boxer briefs and a package straining to get out.
"Satisfied?" He held my gaze.
I reached out and felt the long bulge in his briefs. "Very. Or I will be in a minute." I let my hands roam to the firm muscles of his thighs.
He grinned and eyed my boots skeptically. "Are you planning to make love in your boots?"
"Not unless you refuse to finish your job." I sat on the edge of the bed and extended my leg to him. "More zippers. Can you handle them?"
He laughed and relieved me of my boots as seductively as if he was removing silk stockings. In fact, he did remove my stockings, too. Thin, sheer trouser socks that made a nice double for silk.
His hands went to my hips and the waist of my panties. "The last impediment."
I arched up on my arms just enough so he could take them off me. Once again, he studied me as if I was some kind of priceless beauty. In awe. A little shy. Eager, that was flatteringly clear.
I reached for the waistband of his boxers. "Fair's fair."
And then I pulled them off and he was erect in front of me. Fine and large. And long.
He glanced down self-consciously. I wondered what in the world he had to be concerned about there. Most men would envy him.
"The carpet matches the drapes, as you can see," he said. "Are you shocked?"
I hadn't, actually, been looking at the carpet. But now that he mentioned it, even in the dim, flickering light, it was red. Bright red, not the gorgeous auburn of his hair.
I couldn't help myself. I laughed. "Fiery. I like fiery." I flashed the condom, unwrapped it, and slid it on him, doing a bit of fancy handwork in the process.
"Devil," he said. "I can't take much more of that."
I scooted back on the bed, took his hands, and pulled him on top of me.
My sudden movement caught him off guard. He landed on me with an "oomph" by both of us, crushing me a little too thoroughly beneath his weight. Big men were awesome to look at, great to have around when strength was needed, but they had to proceed carefully when making love.
"Sorry." He took some of his weight off onto his arms, looking down at me with an expression of adoration and wonder. As if he couldn't believe his good fortune in being naked with me.
That look is hard to fake, and so completely thrilling. Nigel had lost it a long time ago, if, indeed, he'd ever had it.
I cupped Austin's face with my hands as he gently bent and kissed me. Tenderly. Expertly, just like before. I was all too aware of his body against mine, of the hard planes and sculpted muscles. And my desperate desire for him.
It was plainly evident he was ready to get on with things, restraining himself for my sake. My sake? I didn't want to wait. To my surprise, with very little petting or stroking, I was more than ready for him. My main concern was that I was too moist and wet for him. I guided him to the cleft between my legs.
His first eager thrust took my breath away. I gasped and arched up to meet him.
"Too rough?" he said in a gravelly voice.
"No. Perfect. Don't stop!" I wrapped my legs around him and rested my heels in the hollows of his butt cheeks, reveling in their firmness and the way they flexed as he thrust.
He thrust again. Harder. Deeper. Again and again.
We were new to each other. Our rhythm wasn't perfect. He was not the expert lover that Nigel was. But what he lacked in experience, he made up for in enthusiasm and absolute joy and abandon. And we made up in pure chemistry and sexual sizzle.
As the pleasure built and built, I both didn't want it to end and didn't think I could wait another instant for the release. When the climax came, it rocked me to the depths of my soul and rolled over and over me, as he grunted and got his release, too. It was heightened by the events of the evening, the long dry period, and Austin's attractiveness.
I was…stunned by the intensity and perfection of it. My shock must have shown on my face.
Austin's glowing grin turned to concern when he looked to me for confirmation of the power of the experience. "Something wrong?"
I stroked his cheek. "Wrong? Are you crazy?" I sighed and took in a deep breath. "I'm completely, happily
satisfied."
He pulled out and pulled me against his chest. I was amazed at how well I fit there, my head nestled beneath his chin. He pulled the covers over us.
It was usually the man's job to fall asleep after sex. There were physiological reasons for that, the biochemistry of the orgasm itself. Prolactin, and oxytocin, both surge during sex. Prolactin is associated with causing sleepiness. This time, though, it was me who couldn't keep my eyes open…





CHAPTER 6
Blair
I woke up in Austin's arms. Late. But it felt like the most natural thing in the world. I wasn't even panicked that I'd have to rush to make my shift.
Austin woke drowsily and smiled at me like a groom after the wedding night. I supposed my grin matched his. You know the look, as if you've done something special that no one else has ever done. I wasn't eager to shatter the illusion or leave his arms.
He glanced at the clock and swore. "Aren't you supposed to be at the hospital soon?"
I laughed and nodded.
He sat up and swung his legs off the bed, allowing me a fine view of his sculpted back. I watched him stand and look around for his clothes, which were strewn on the floor. It was a shame I had to rush off. He was ready for action again and a little embarrassed about it. At least, I assumed so from the way he kept his back to me. As if I hadn't noticed such a fine erection.
"You get ready," he said. "I'll get you breakfast. Is there anything in your fridge besides orange juice?"
"Sour milk, maybe?" I sat up.
"You're worse than a bachelor."
"Don't bother with breakfast," I said. "I'll get something at the hospital later."
He nodded. There was an awkward moment. That time when we each wondered what we should do. Should I invite him into my shower? If I did, I'd definitely be late.
"Okay, then," he said, slipping into his clothes. "I'll duck out and leave you to get ready." He hesitated. "You'll be okay?"
He was referring to last night, of course. I'd almost forgotten about it.
I nodded. "I'm much better today." I found a robe, slipped it on, and saw him out, giving him a quick kiss before he left.
He hesitated. "Call you later?"
"I'll expect it," I said. "I'm off at six." With that, he was gone.

Austin
The guys ambushed me at the entrance to my condo when I returned to my place, shoving their way in when I opened the door.
"He's beaming," Jeremy said. "He did it. He definitely did it, boys. You can't fake that after-sex glow."
Dylan shook his finger at me. "You broke the rules. Naughty boy. I'm going to tell Ashley." He laughed.
The ribbing continued, getting more ribald when the door closed behind me.
"So, is she able to walk this morning?" Cam said. "If she isn't, you didn't do your job."
The guys laughed.
"Shut up," I said. "This is none of your business."
"I hope you're exclusive with her or Ashley will have your head." Jeremy nodded.
"We've been 'exclusive' since we met," I said irritably.
"But that wasn't real," Cam said, raising one eyebrow. "At least not on her part."
"Things are real enough now." I couldn't hold my grin down.
The guys laughed again and took turns slapping me on the back.
"This calls for a celebration." Dylan headed for the fridge.
Just then, I got a text from Connor Reid and paused to read it.
"What's that? Is she texting you already?" Cam said. "Wants you to come back and warm her bed again?"
I frowned, surprised, and shook my head. "It's Connor congratulating me on my heroics." I rolled my eyes. "I guess the news has reached Scotland. The PR team for Jamie is impressed with the buzz and positive PR. The news story and the picture of me carrying Blair out of the party has gone viral. The fan sites have gone crazy over it. The PR team and production staff thinks this, Blair and me and our story, us pretending to be Jamie and Elinor, would make a good promo for the show. They want us to come to Scotland and film some commercials and promo pieces with Connor and Sam for the upcoming season."

Blair
The hospital and clinic were full of gossip from the party last night. Bob, as benefactor, and the hospital's administration and PR team were spinning it to the hospital's advantage, saying misunderstandings like this wouldn't happen if we had more funds. For research. For expensive new treatments and equipment. They insisted that no one was being denied treatment. Nor ever would be. And everything that we could do for this guy's son would be done. The hospital and cancer clinic was not vindictive, but the height of compassion and care. A world-class facility.
But we needed more money to carry on at full capacity and bring more cures and treatment to the public. Donations to our research projects and the clinic surged overnight to record levels. They couldn't have manufactured a better fundraising effort if they'd tried. Publically, they praised my actions and compassion and were proud of such a new member of staff.
I was called into the chief of staff's office the moment I arrived and given instructions to keep my promise. Erica had already been interviewed about the incident and the patient. The hospital had decided she had acted in good faith and her diagnosis was accurate. They'd told her to cooperate with me.
I would take lead on this, since I'd made myself the face of it in the danger of the moment. But I was warned not to make a move without their approval.
"I have no intention of reneging." I was offended at the thought. "I'll do what I can. And you should know, I intend to go to the jail after my shift."
First, I had to be briefed by our legal counsel. I agreed to that. But before I went, I wanted to get the truth of the matter.
I insisted, and was given, full access to the patient's records, as well as full cooperation of the staff to assist me. I was also told to see the staff psychologist for an evaluation before I could see my patients. It was standard procedure, but angered me. Fortunately, the staff psychologist gave me at least a temporary pass to continue my work and scheduled a follow-up visit to evaluate any long-term effects.
They wanted me to cancel my rounds and make the incident my top priority. I pushed back and made my rounds anyway.
It was the right decision. My patients were relieved to see me seemingly unaffected by the trauma and acting normally. Laughing. Joking. They couldn't know Austin was responsible for my glow and recovery.
My apparent ability to survive and thrive after the trauma heightened their respect for me and gave them confidence to put their trust in me. It was a happy, unexpected consequence. Doctors have to be rocks of confidence for their patients.
The very air seemed to buzz about Austin's rescue of me. The romance of it. That picture of him carrying me out of the party was everywhere, it seemed. On phones and screens. Printed out. One of the nurses joked and asked me to sign her copy.
Everyone wanted to hear the details. I told the story time and again until my voice was hoarse. Generally, I would have avoided thinking about it. But so many of my patients needed hope and something outside themselves to think about, so I humored them by retelling it and, in the process, found the horror of it fading.
It wasn't until my break in the late afternoon that I was finally able to look over the patient charts and file of my captor's son.
Erica caught me as I studied it in my office. She'd quite clearly been commanded to see me. She'd held herself aloof and distant all day. There was an edge of malicious jealousy in her toward me.
I couldn't say that I blamed her, necessarily. I was thrust into the spotlight as a heroine while she was the hostess whose party had been ruined, the doctor whose compassion and diagnosis had been called into question. That it hadn't been my fault made no difference to the circumstances we found ourselves in.
"You aren't seriously going to go to the justice center and visit that lunatic, are you?" She looked stunned. "He could have killed you."
"He was desperate," I said.
"Which made him all the more dangerous. Treating his son will bring you, and the hospital, nothing but grief. And quite possibly a lawsuit for malpractice. The kid is my patient. I've been dealing with his father since the beginning. He's a drunk. A hothead. Dense. Unintelligent. Threatening and volatile.
"I tried to warn the hospital bigwigs about proceeding as they are. And Bob. But they're blinded by the money that's pouring in." She made disgusted noise. "Bob will sacrifice anything. Even his wife's reputation."
I didn't dispute her.
She paused. "You know the perp's kind. He can't accept reality. He'll pin the blame for his son's illness on whomever he can and try to make money out of it. This is a case of no good deed going unpunished, Blair."
She stared steadily at me. "So? Do you think I made a mistake in stating his case? Did my app fail me?" She was daring me to call into question her professional opinion and reputation.
I leaned back in my chair and proceeded with caution. "Not at all. My assessment matches yours. I'm just wondering if he misunderstood when you told him we'd have to wait for the cancer to flare up again before we could put him in the clinical trial? Because as far as I can tell, you didn't tell him there was no more treatment. You told him you couldn't recommend any more of the chemotherapy drugs that we have in our arsenal. Is that correct? Do you remember your words?"
She sat in the guest chair opposite my desk. "It's possible he misunderstood," she said grudgingly. "Distraught people don't always hear what we're telling them. They want to believe we're gods capable of miracles." She looked as frustrated as she sounded. "And then they want to punish us when we can't."
I didn't agree. I still had enough compassion to realize we were dealing with people, not robots without feelings. But Erica had a bit of superiority complex.
"I told him that I wasn't enthused about proceeding with radiation. That we'd have to wait several years, and then maybe. That the risks right now were too great." She got into more technical details while I took notes and asked a few questions.
"Thank you," I said when things wound down. "I promised him I'd look into his son's case. And I have. I completely agree with your diagnosis and course of action. I never doubted you or your skill. But I owe it to him to explain it to him and make sure he understands. I think that's where the disconnect lies."
Erica studied me. Finally, she shrugged. "Proceed at your own peril."
"I would do it regardless," I said. "But I don't have much of a choice. I've been commanded to see him."
She stared at me. "Well, watch yourself. You've opened a can of worms now. Bob's mother was born in Scotland. He's a member of the Gaelic community and always sponsors their annual gathering and games. He is, at this very moment, convincing the board that he needs you there this year as a representative of the cancer center. He's emphasizing that the Scottish community has deep pockets." She took a deep breath. "He can be very persuasive. I think he already twisted Austin's arm. Don't say I didn't warn you."
After I got off shift and had a brief consultation with our lawyer, I went to the justice center where my attacker was being held. They were expecting me. I explained who I was, and was allowed to talk to him across the table in a visitation room with a guard standing by.
He seemed surprised to see me. "I didn't think you'd keep your promise."
"I'm here, aren't I?" I said. "We both want the same thing for your son—a cure, if possible. Remission. The best quality of life we can give him for the longest amount of time."
He nodded. "She told me she didn't feel like doing the radiation treatment. That she didn't like it. And that was that. She dismissed us. That was our last hope." He talked a bit more, giving me a more details. His story matched Erica's, for the most part.
"I think you may have misunderstood my colleague. She was completely right to tell you that she couldn't perform any more radiation. We've done the max we can do without endangering his life and the progress we've made." I proceeded to tell him what I had discussed with Erica. Including the reasons we couldn't do more radiation treatment.
"There's still hope?" He looked astounded. "Another treatment we can try?"
I nodded. He made a sudden move toward me. I jumped back out of reflex. This time I had my tactical pen on me. I reached for it as the guard made a move to protect me.
"Sorry! Sorry." The guy put his hands up. There were tears in his eyes. "I mean no harm. I won't hurt you."
I turned to the guard and held a hand up. "It's all right. We're okay."
"I just wanted to take your hand and thank you." He wiped a tear from his eyes. "There's hope. I can't believe it. Hope." He blinked and looked at me. "None of that was necessary last night. I'm sorry. I'm sorry." He broke down.





CHAPTER 7
Blair
There was freedom and joy in having a boyfriend close at hand. I'd spent my entire adult years so far in a frustrating long-distance relationship. I'd forgotten how much less complicated and more fulfilling having a boyfriend around was. And I mean fulfilling in every sense of the word.
Were we screwing like rabbits? Yes. Every chance we got. I felt like I was back in college. The drive to be with him was impossibly strong and irresistible. Maybe we had both been starved for affection. Maybe our sexual chemistry was epic and a once-in-a-lifetime thing. I only knew I wanted him every minute of every day. The newness, the freshness never wore off.
It showed on our faces, in our body language, in every appearance we made over the next few weeks. Including Sunshine Sheri's show. Hers was the first interview we did after the attack. This time we spoke freely about our feelings for each other and how happy we were to be dating. Everything was out in the open and genuine. No more faking. No more denying what we were feeling. No more winter of the heart for me.
We went on the date we'd promised Sheri, with a full show crew in attendance. But Austin insisted on having a hand in the planning. We made a day of it and did all the touristy Seattle things the show wanted. Ate at the restaurants that were major sponsors and advertisers on Sheri's show in a kind of progressive dinner, cooing with delight over everything we were served. We were learning, and getting good, at playing the PR game. But we were so happy together that it didn't matter now. It was fun.
We let the production crew in on our conversations about Jamie. And our thoughts. The evening was capped off with Austin's surprise—a private viewing at one of the local theaters of the last season finale of Jamie, complete with reclining seats and popcorn. We let Sheri's people watch us watch our favorite show and the thing that had brought us together. It was thrilling to see it on the large screen.
At the end of the date, Austin presented me with a silver brooch in a classic style—two intertwined hearts beneath a crown and embellished with a Scottish thistle. When we went on Sheri's show for the recap of the date, we brought the house down.
Our passion for each other made our stars burn brighter. It sold the fantasy to Jamie fans everywhere, even internationally. Everything we did seemed to go viral with the force of a wildfire.
Of course we accepted the invitation from the Jamie show to do the promos. Not only did the producers make it financially enticing for us, there was nothing more thrilling that I could think of, short of saving the lives of all of my patients. The show wasted no time making the arrangements. I scheduled time off from the clinic, with their blessing, aided by the show offering help promoting our fundraising. Austin put the vacation on his calendar at work. We spent hours planning and dreaming about our Scottish vacation.
Though I hadn't said anything about it to Austin yet, I was trying to find a way and appropriate time to bring the subject up. When we were in the UK, I had to see Nigel and get my ring back.
Maybe it was only sentimentality, but that ring meant something to me. And nothing to him. He wouldn't dare pawn it. But he could hold it hostage forever. Say he lost it. Any number of devious things. He refused to send it to me, claiming he was afraid it could get lost "in the post," and since it was irreplaceable he wouldn't take the chance. Damn him. But he may have had a point.
He wasn't devious or vindictive in nature, but broken hearts can make even the sanest person do crazy, irrational things. Even crimes of passion have degrees of severity. First-degree jewelry hostage-holding was Nigel's surprisingly passionate, and stubborn, romantic felony.
I felt the burden more than ever to say goodbye to him the way I should have originally. Would have if not for the emergency with Beth. Now things were even more complicated because of Austin. When I flew to Beth's side, there was no other man. Would Nigel believe that? Or think I'd been looking all along?
Nigel had a quiet, jealous nature. Many times—and this was part of the problem between us—he'd told me that he'd understand if I slipped up and took temporary comfort with another man. As a doctor, he was sure I had many patients who were infatuated with me. And I was human, after all.
No matter how frequently or vehemently I protested that I had never even been tempted, a question of doubt remained in his eyes. Austin would only be proof.
Did it matter what Nigel believed now? It only mattered to my pride and sense of honor.
Austin and I quickly realized that if we were going to do the Highland gathering and the Jamie promos right, I needed a new Elinor costume, an everyday ensemble with a jacket or shawl.
That brooch had been a hint from him. I couldn't wear the red ball gown everywhere. For one thing, it was impractical. For another, it was evening wear and not the look Elinor was generally known for when she scrambled about the Highlands.
The Jamie costume department offered to make my costume for me. Insisted, really. Austin, however, pushed back, saying that wasn't the point of the promo. That wasn't the way cosplay worked. We had to make the costume. We had to impress with our skills. That was what sold the fantasy and made it fun.
Beth, who hadn't yet met him, and was patiently waiting for the opportune moment, agreed with Austin and insisted on helping with the costume design.
I had been keeping my family and romantic worlds separate. I had this irrational fear of jinxing things by having Beth meet him too early in the relationship. I wanted to be sure that this was something that would last, and for him to be sure, to have some faith it wasn't only a fantasy we were living. But it seemed like they were about to collide.
After much discussion, we agreed that the show could send us the Sinclair plaid material for the dress. We'd been unable to find anything authentic or even close. And I refused to learn to dye and weave our own wool, though Austin was, apparently, game for the challenge. The show shipped yards and yards of the expensive fabric to Beth's, along with many of the trimmings.
When the fabric arrived, we decided to make an event of it. A costume-making party of three. Beth insisted on inviting Austin over and into her inner sanctum—her sewing room. I impressed on him the honor she was bestowing, and the date was set, the wheels of costuming put in motion. With the gathering fast approaching, we were on a tight schedule.

Austin
Meeting the mom. That was what meeting Beth essentially was. I wanted to make a good first impression on her. I'd been planning a surprise for her, for the first time I met her, since Comicon. She'd wanted that Jamie figure and Blair had wanted to get it for her. I wanted to make them both happy.
I had been willing to buy it for her at any price. But since the show's popularity kept soaring, very few were for sale. But Blair, I knew, would be embarrassed if I spent the kind of money the dealers wanted.
Fortunately, I had a connection at the toy company up north of the city that made the figures. I got in contact with him. Coincidentally, he was looking to get in touch with me.
The lot they'd produced had sold out early last year after the successful first season of Jamie. He couldn't say much about production plans for the future, except to hint there was talk of making another lot with costumes and additional characters from the second season.
I was on the verge of making my own reasonable facsimile on my 3D printer when my buddy called. If I agreed to sign a nondisclosure and do a commercial for the company, he had something for me. Of course I agreed. Which was how I found myself in possession of three numbered, first-off-the-line Jamie figures in his season two costume—one for Beth, one for Blair, one for me. With the show's permission, I shot my buddy's commercial in an afternoon.
I arrived at Beth's carrying bags with the two dolls, my sewing scissors, and supplies, hoping I passed muster. My heart hammered when Blair answered the door. The sight of her always sent my heart soaring. How the hell had a nerd like me gotten so damn lucky?
Today the hammering was compounded by nerves. I had very little experience meeting the parents. A consequence of having so few girlfriends.
Blair threw herself into my arms, sending the bags swinging. I set the bags down and grabbed her, hands at her waist, kissing her hello with Beth standing in the background. I was old-fashioned, I guess. I wasn't sure this was the best introduction, but I couldn't help myself.
I picked up the bags. Blair took my arm and pulled me inside. "Beth, Austin. Austin, Beth, my mom, my aunt, my rock."
Unlike Blair, Beth was short. Thin from too many cancer treatments. Her dark hair had streaks of gray. She had crow's-feet at the corner of her eyes. But the family resemblance between them was apparent. Despite the height difference, they had the same slim build, the same shape of face, the same eyes. She had Blair's penetrating way of studying people and some of the same mannerisms.
Her gaze traveled down me to my costuming bag. "This is the famous Austin I hear so much about." She shot a teasing glance at Blair and looked back at me and my bags. "So you think you can sew, do you?"
"All the best tailors are men," I said.
She grinned. "We shall see, young man. We shall see."
I held one wrapped box with one Jamie doll out to her clumsily. I'd managed to find plaid paper to wrap it in. "For inspiration."
She took it and led the way into the living room. I handed Blair the other wrapped figure.
"One for me, too?" She kissed my cheek and whispered in my ear, "You are trying to impress."
"I'm doing my best."
"Sit down." Beth studied the box.
Blair gave me a questioning look, took my hand, and guided me to the sofa, where she sat next to me with the package in her lap. She seemed suddenly younger, like the girl she'd been rather than the doctor she was. "Open it, Beth."
Beth looked at Blair. "These look like the same thing. We should open them together?" She turned to me for confirmation.
I shrugged. "Sure. Go ahead."
"He's not giving anything away," Blair said.
I smiled. "And give away the surprise?"
"You know, most people just bring flowers." Beth grinned. "But you didn't have to bring anything."
"I wanted to."
She shrugged and winked at Blair. "All right, then—go."
They opened the presents in almost exactly the same way—carefully pulling the ribbon and paper off.
Beth revealed the contents of hers first. She gasped when she saw it. "Jamie! These are impossible to get—" Then she really gasped. Her mouth fell open.
Blair was pulling her box out of the paper. The figure was packaged in a cardboard box with a clear plastic front panel that revealed the figure inside.
Her eyes went wide when she saw the contents. "Wait. This isn't the original Jamie. This is him in his second-season kilt." She turned to me.
I nodded, unable to wipe the stupid ear-to-ear smile off my face. "Fresh off the production line. First run. They're numbered."
Beth was staring at hers, too.
"How?" Blair said.
"I have a buddy."
She grabbed my face and kissed me again. Thoroughly. When she was finished, I told them the story.
"A connection at the pop figure plant?" Blair stared at me. "You never said."
"I'm a man of mystery. Every relationship needs some secrets," I said.
"Thank you." Beth held up the doll and smiled at him. "How can Jamie be so hot even in a big-headed, big-eyed doll?" Her voice was filled with pleasure. She looked at me with a soft, happy expression that showed how touched she was. "This means a lot. All the trouble you went to."
"Happy to." I squeezed Blair's hand. She looked at me gratefully.
Beth glanced at Blair, giving her a quick look that I hoped meant I was a keeper.
"Now the only question is—do I have to keep my darling Jamie in the box so it holds its value?" Beth admired it.
"If you'd rather have the money—you could make a handsome profit on it. First run and all. It won't be available for another few weeks and will probably sell out immediately. Otherwise, I'd say open it and enjoy it." I squeezed Blair's hand. She beamed at me and winked.
"Good plan. I will." Beth pulled him out of the box. "This little guy makes me smile." She laughed. "He can preside over us while we work. Inspiration. Come on. I'll show you my sewing room where I create my magic. And I want to see the tools and ideas you've brought."
Blair set her Jamie on the sofa as we stood. She whispered to me, "Good move. She likes you. She really likes you. And her first impression is important."
Beth's sewing room was large and airy, with good lighting and plenty of workspace. She had a high-end professional-grade sewing machine and serger that I envied.
She'd already begun sketching ideas for Blair's Elinor dress. I'd brought my own sketches. The first-meet tension broken between us by Jamie, Beth and I were soon engaged in a passionate design discussion.
Blair watched us, amused. "I love watching you two bounce ideas off each other. You play well together."
Beth nodded and smiled at me. "I underestimated you. I didn't expect you to be so knowledgeable."
"High praise!" Blair said.
Beth brought out the fabric the show had sent and spread it on her sewing table. "What do you think—can we get more than one outfit out of it?"
I ran my hand over it and studied it. "It has a nice weave. If we lay it out carefully—"
Blair interrupted, "If you're going to discuss the warp and woof of the fabric and whether to cut on the bias, I'm going to go get some work done. I have some patient charts to look over—"
Beth shook her head. "Hold on right there. You're the integral part of this operation. We need more of your measurements—"
"You have all my measurements," Blair said, playfully exasperated. "You've had them all for years. And you just took them again yesterday."
Beth raised an eyebrow and shot me a challenging look. "I'd like to see what my young apprentice can do with a measuring tape. And, FYI, I don't have your measurements in the new everyday corset and undergarments I made for you. Not since I finished the last of the hemming."
"Everyday undergarments?" I said, glancing between the women.
"Oh, aye," Beth said with a smirk. "Even back in Elinor and Jamie's day, they had special underclothes for fancy dress. Their equivalents of shapewear."
"I thought they wore shapewear every day?" I said.
"Some is more shape-inducing than others." Blair rolled her eyes and motioned to Beth. "Well, come on, if you insist on torturing and embarrassing me. I can't get into them myself."
Beth looked at me. "You didn't think I was going to let you make my baby's underwear, did you?" She laughed. "'Tisn't proper! I took the liberty of making them. They give us a foundation to start from."
I heard them laughing and whispering their way down the hall. I thought this was just a ploy so Beth could share her thoughts about me with Blair. I could have been wrong, but I didn't think so.





CHAPTER 8
Blair
"Well?" I said as Beth laced and tightened my corset. "You have an opinion on him. I know you do."
"He's hot," she said. "There's no question about that. Very handsome. A head-turner and ringer for Connor Reid."
"And?" I knew she wasn't finished. She hadn't said enough. She was stringing me along.
"And charming."
"And thoughtful and sweet. And comes bearing gifts." I let out a whoosh of breath as she tightened the corset. This was the part I hated, the loss of freedom and the feeling that the simple act of breathing was hard.
"He has good sewing tools," Beth said, continuing her tightening torture. She would lace me in as small as she could manage. "He seems to know his way around them. Always a good sign. I don't work with incompetent beginners."
I laughed. "And, of course, those are the most important things!"
Beth stood back to admire her work. She took me by the shoulders and turned me to face her, grabbing me by my upper arms. She looked me in the eye. "No, not by a long shot. The most important thing is the way he looks at you like he idolizes you. Worships you. Wants you. Like you're a prize he never expected to have."
"You saw all of that in the few minutes in the sewing room?" I said. "I thought you were admiring his scissors."
She laughed. "I see everything. But it doesn't take an expert to see what I saw. He's crazy about you. And that's the most important thing to me."
"But I don't want him to worship me—"
She shook me playfully. "He won't always. Not every minute. If you decide you want him—and don't play with this sweet man's heart, Blairest—those early worshipful feelings will fade into companionship and deep, abiding love.
"If a relationship is going to survive, it can't start out lukewarm. It has to start out intense, with everything powerful, every emotion heightened. Including desire." She sighed happily. "The key is to watch that it doesn't burn too brightly too quickly and burn itself out." She sounded wistful.
"I never had that myself. Never found that man who made me feel what I see in your eyes when you look at him. What I saw between your parents. And what I see in Austin when he looks at you." She paused. "I like him. And not just because he spent all that time and effort to get me a second-season Jamie pop figure before they're even officially released."
I smiled. "He is
sweet."
"I give him my conditional approval, pending full approval when enough time has passed that no dark secrets or warning signs emerge. I don't expect them to. I'm an excellent judge of character based on first impressions." She hugged me. "We'd better finish up and get back to him. He'll wonder what's keeping us."
I laughed. "I think he suspects."
Austin had his back to us, staring out the window, when we returned to the sewing room.
"We're back," I said.
"Am I allowed to turn around? You're in your undergarments," he said.
"You're going to have to if you're going to measure her." Beth tossed him a measuring tape as he turned around. "What do you think?"
"Not exactly tantalizing lingerie," he said. "A little modest for my tastes."
"Shut up!" I said, feeling somewhat self-conscious about having them both studying me in my undergarments as if I were a sewing dummy.
He appraised me with the discerning eye of a professional designer. "The panniers are smaller."
"The large ones are impractical for everyday wear and doing such chores, as the lady of the house must," Beth said.
He walked over to me. "May I?" He nodded to the long shirt I wore.
"Go ahead," I said, holding very still and trying not to give my excitement away. I was dressed more conservatively than I was in my street clothes, and we had spent considerable time naked together, but there was still something intimate about the idea of being in this kind of underwear in front of him.
He took the sleeve of the shirt and examined it closely. "Hand-stitched?"
Beth nodded, delighted. "For authenticity."
"It's very fine work," he said, winking quickly at me. He turned to Beth. "We're not planning to hand-stitch the entire skirt and jacket, I hope?"
She laughed. "Only the embroidery."
He shook his head. "You're kidding."
She pointed her finger at him. "That's a test, I know it. If this costume is going to look authentic, we have to pay attention to details. Leave the embroidery to me. I take it it's not your specialty?"
"No," he said. "Being able to sew well has been enough of a beating to my manliness."
"I suppose you don't knit or crochet, either?" she said. "We'll need to do a bit of that for her cowl, gloves, and scarf."
"I'll leave those to you," he said.
"I'll take that as a no." She waved him to me. "Get to it, then. Measure the girl. Start with her waist." She glanced at his hands. "I bet you can span it with your hands."
He grinned, knowing what she was up to and what she was implying. "I have big hands."
Beth shrugged. "Give it a try."
He stood behind me. "Ready?"
"Should I suck in my breath?" I said.
He laughed and put his hands at my waist, circling it completely. My breath caught at his touch. I tried not to show it.
Beth clapped. "I told her I could cinch her in that tiny." She fist-pumped the air. "That's some corset."
I shook my head as Beth instructed him which measurements to take. My waist. My bust—part of the corset's job was to shape and push up my breasts. From the middle of my back to my wrist. From my waist to the floor.
As he kneeled to make the measurement, his hand slid up my calf out of sight from Beth—or so he assumed—tempting me to react and not go weak in the knees. He knew how to turn me on.
Like all moms, Beth had eyes not only in the back of her head, but everywhere. She cleared her throat. Loudly. "Young man. That's my girl you're feeling up."
He froze, peeked around the skirt of my underwear at her, and grinned. "Just admiring your handiwork on these stockings."
She started laughing. He joined her. I couldn't help laughing, too. We laughed and laughed, enjoying each other's company. We laughed so hard I had to wipe away a tear. It was all fun and games until I laughed to the point that I actually couldn't breathe in that damn corset. I started to hyperventilate.
Now I knew the real reason Southern belles fainted. Austin realized I was in trouble before Beth did. He spun me around and pulled at the laces of my corset, loosening them until I was free enough to be able to gasp and pull in a lungful of air.
Beth stared at him, stunned. There was an awful moment of silence.
Until Beth said, "Oh, dear. I guess I laced her a little too
tightly."
Austin and I stared at her with our mouths open.
She shook her head. "We're going to have to lace her so she can both laugh and breathe. We're going to have to measure her all over again." She pointed at Austin. "And you! I have never seen a young guy so eager to get a woman out of her clothes. And in front of her mom, too!"
With that, Austin pulled me to him and kissed me thoroughly. We all broke into gales of laughter again.
When the measurements were finished, we had ice cream, which was about the only food that sounded good to Beth most of the time. I was happy for her to eat as much of it as she liked.
As we sat in the kitchen, the three of us, laughing, talking, joking, I was happier than I ever remembered being. I never wanted that evening to end. Fortunately, it was just the first of many where we worked on our costumes. Austin and Beth sewing and designing. Me watching. Making suggestions. Getting the coffee.
Truly? I wasn't eager for my wardrobe to be finished. I could have lived in this space forever. But it was just the first part of our lives intertwining.

Since meeting Austin's friends at Comicon, I felt almost like one of them. The guys welcomed me into their circle with open arms.
"Another woman's brain to pick and study besides Ashley's," Cam had joked.
They exercised every morning before work at the gym with their kickass instructor Stryker. The guys liked to regale me with tales of their workouts and envy at Stryker's skills and physique.
"I'd like to meet the infamous Stryker for myself," I said innocently enough one evening while I was hanging out at Austin's with the guys. "Besides, I'm jealous. All of you are in great shape. I feel left out. Austin's fame has already eclipsed mine. No one can compare to Jamie, I'm afraid. And to add insult to injury, I'm worried about looking flabby and out of shape for the promo pieces. Sam is so thin and fit as Elinor. I want to do her justice."
"Join us," Dylan said. "But be forewarned—he'll kick your pretty little butt. He has no mercy."
"I can't—"
"That's a great idea," Cam said. "Stryker teaches us martial arts and self-defense moves as part of our training. After that attack, you should always be prepared. How the hell do you think Austin knew how to jump the guy?"
"I don't want to intrude," I said.
"Intrude hell," Cam said. "We don't care." He looked around at the others for confirmation. They all nodded.
Austin squeezed my hand. "Do it."
"If the cost has you concerned, don't worry. Lazer's paying for it," Jeremy said. "What's one more in the class?"
"Once you learn a few self-defense moves, I'll teach you how to use a knife," Cam said. "I have a boot knife for you—a credit card knife, too. Like I promised. But I won't hand them over to you until you know how to use them."
With that, it was settled. I showed up for my first class tired and bleary-eyed. I soon woke up.
Stryker was everything the guys had said—a perfect specimen of manhood and muscle who showed absolutely no mercy for the flabby and out of shape.
While the guys ran through their individual weight routines and circuit, Stryker assessed my level and needs. He measured and weighed me and recorded everything. I felt like I was back in Beth's sewing room.
"So we can measure your progress," he said, and figured my BMI.
Later I remarked to Austin, "You and Beth aren't going to be at all happy with me if this workout changes my measurements and my Elinor costume you're working so hard on doesn't fit."
"Nothing you could do could make me unhappy," he said in that voice that turned my heart upside down with delight.
I showed up for my fourth workout with the guys to find Stryker had put thick pads on the floor. But, uncharacteristically, he was nowhere in sight. The guys, however, were waiting for me as if I was the main attraction.
I walked into the room in my usual workout gear—sports bra, loose workout tee, knee-length spandex exercise pants, and athletic shoes—and froze at the sight of them. They were up to something.
"A welcoming committee? I'm flattered." I looked around at their faces. They were trying hard not to grin. "Why do you all look so smug and eager? And almost like a firing squad?"
Austin came over and kissed me without answering my question then slid behind me.
Cam, who'd been in an elite military unit, had brought a rubber training knife with him. He held it up and waved it around menacingly. "Stryker has given me control of your training today, grasshopper." He wiggled his eyebrows like a cartoon villain.
Austin put his hands on my shoulders. He leaned around and whispered in my ear, "Cam's the best. You're in good hands."
I'd hoped Cam had forgotten about this. "Look. I don't need a knife. I have a tactical pen I carry all the time while I'm on duty or jogging. It was simply bad luck that I didn't have it on me at Erica's party. I don't need a knife."
"Bad luck." Cam shook his head. "Or perfect timing for the bad guy? You had a dress on and fancy fashion boots. No pocket to put a pen in. No handbag on you. So you decided to go out unarmed and unprepared, thinking, like we all do, that nothing would happen to you. But you were wrong." He looked at me sternly. "If you'd had one and known how to use it, you could have put a knife in your boots.
"You went out unprotected. The key to being safe is to always be prepared. Can't carry a pen? Too conspicuous? Need a hand to carry a drink? Put a knife in your boot. Or beneath your skirt. But know how to use it."
A diabolical grin spread across his face. "These guys all know how to defend themselves, thanks to Stryker and me. I'm not sending one of our rank out there unprotected."
I looked at the rubber knife in his hand and sighed, then made a point of looking down at my exercise clothes. "Gee, this is just too bad. But I don't have anywhere to put a knife."
He laughed and tossed me a small knife holster. "Now you do."
Austin helped me strap it on my calf. "You'll do great." He kissed me and slapped me on the butt. "Make me proud, Southron." He stepped back.
Cam stepped forward and showed me the knife. "This is the size and approximate weight of the knife I have for you. That one's much more lethal." He was enjoying this. "Your knife also has a small holster that clips inside a boot as well as the one you're wearing."
He held the rubber knife out for me to get a closer look at. "Never engage in a knife fight if you don't have to. They're dangerous as hell."
"You don't have to tell me," I said, with my chin up. I met his eye. "I've patched up my share of fighters. I was a paramedic. I did a stint in emergency. I've seen just about everything."
"Good. Then you'll take me seriously," he said.
Jeremy made a smartass comment to Dylan.
Cam rounded on them. "What are you guys doing standing around gawking? Go do your workout before Stryker has your heads."
The guys walked off, laughing.
Cam shook his head at them and returned his attention to me. "The first thing to try with your knife is to use it to scare the other guy off. Show it to him. Show him you know how to use it and will. And hope he runs off."
I nodded.
"Knowing how to hold the knife is key. Most people get it wrong," he said. "This is how it's done. Hold it in your fist like this. Blade down and extending out past the little finger. Thumb on the hilt." He demonstrated. "It's harder to disarm you when you hold the knife like this and it gives you more striking options. You can jab." He demonstrated. "Or slice. Or even punch."
He made me try until I got the grip right and felt comfortable with the rubber blade.
"Now," he said, "the mechanics of protecting yourself. First step, draw the knife." He slid it in my holster and had me practice.
When I was proficient to his satisfaction, he proceeded with the lesson. "Show them the knife and hope they're smart and run like hell. If they hesitate or look like they might strike, yell a warning. Scare them. Puff up and act confident and menacing. Make a bunch of BS up if you have to. Tell them how sharp it is and how lethal you are with it. Keep your body at an angle to them." He positioned me. "Protect your vital organs with your other arm. Keep moving. Always moving. Make yourself a moving target. Moving targets are harder to hit."
We practiced.
"Good. Good," he said as I got the hang of it. "If they're trying to kill you, use equal force. Go for their vital organs. I don't have to tell you where those are." He looked me in the eye. "Got it, doc? Pretend it's a scalpel and do your damage."
I nodded. We ran through a few more practices.
"All right, then," Cam said finally. "I think you have it. I want you to practice with this rubber knife. I'll test you again next session. Holster it for now."
I took a deep breath and nodded as I holstered the knife. Cam had given me a real workout. I was about to relax when I spotted a man dressed in a padded suit out of the corner of my eye. The kind self-defense instructors wore to protect themselves. He also wore a helmet and facemask. And was intent on rushing me.
"Oh, no. Not Stryker." I quickly glanced at Cam. "Damn you to hell, Cam!"
I had no time to think. Stryker was on me before I could react. He body-slammed me to the ground. I landed with an oomph that stole my breath.
"Go for your knife, doc. But don't telegraph your intentions," Cam said calmly, as Stryker put his hands on my throat like he was going to strangle me. "Use the element of surprise to your advantage."
With Cam yelling it out, my element of surprise was pretty much nil. Fortunately, an adrenaline rush kicked in. The panic I felt when I'd had a knife to my throat at Erica's party kicked in, too. I had to fight myself and swallow it. My heart hammered as I struggled to reach my knife.
I somehow managed to get my leg up and grab my knife. I was short of breath and not thinking now, just acting on survival instinct. The kidneys were in the back. If I struck one, I could disable him.
I grabbed my knife in my fist like Cam had taught me, raised my knife, and stabbed at the padding on Stryker's back.
"Kill shot!" Cam yelled.
Stryker rolled off me.
I gasped for breath and fell back with my arms outstretched.
Cam walked over and offered me a hand up. "Good job. Keep practicing."
I wanted to call him some choice names. Fortunately, I bit them back.
Stryker pulled his mask off. His hair was plastered to his head, but he was grinning. "Fantastic work, Blair."
"Did I hurt you?" I worried that I'd bruised him through the suit. I'd just reacted. I hadn't pulled my punches—or my stabbing, in this case.
"I'm fine," Stryker said. "The suit is reinforced for this very reason. But damn, you struck with surgical precision."
I laughed. "I am a doctor." He laughed with me.
I realized with a start that the guys had gathered around to watch the action. My focus had become so narrow I'd blocked them out during the "attack."
Austin crowded Cam out of the way and pulled me to my feet and into his arms. "Remind me not to sneak up on you, Southron. Impressive work."
I laughed. "Shut up and kiss me."
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CHAPTER 9
A ustin
A battle was always being waged. I couldn't stop it. Collectively, we couldn't stop it. No matter how hard we tried, we were like Sisyphus, always pushing the rock up the hill.
A cyber-skirmish. A cyber-battle. A war on commerce and the smooth flow of information. An attack that would crash websites and leave people's personal information vulnerable. Or bring down the power grid. Or a military plane. Completely change our way of life forever.
There was always an attempt being made somewhere by someone on almost everyone and everything, from pacemakers to cell phones. Someone is probably using a bot to attack your computer or phone right now.
The motivations varied. Individual hackers with personal vendettas. Some for the fame and notoriety of it. Some for financial gain. And some for the pure terrorist opportunity to bring the free world to its knees, even for a few milliseconds. To kill the free market or control it. Or us.
My colleagues and I stopped many of them every day. The big project I was working on with Randy was a success. So far. I'd hoped I'd be rid of him when we thwarted the initial threat. But it turned out we'd only won one battle, not the war.
The first attack uncovered an even bigger possibility for breach during our vulnerability analysis and threat modeling and penetration testing. Yes, of course, we advocated security by design. But some of these systems were older, others not designed with newer threats in mind. Hackers were innovating every day.
Now we were in a situation where we were trying to revamp the systems to fail secure, rather than fail insecure and allow damage and breaches. Adding in complex, un-crackable cryptography, and other defensive measures. It looked like the project would stretch into the fall. It had already been raised to top priority. Even the Department of Homeland Security was involved.
I had a top-secret clearance. Had for years. But I was ready to be out. Ready to be done. Ready for the sale of our app to be final. But the process dragged on into the summer.
Randy was making noises about canceling all scheduled vacations. Dan wasn't on board with that. Yet.
Blair and I were scheduled to leave for Scotland the Tuesday after the gathering. I was getting ready to head out to the gathering Friday night festivities as soon as I finished closing up at the office. Blair and I and her friend Erica and her husband were staying at a little bed and breakfast in the small town on the edge of the fairgrounds where the gathering was held. The guys were camping nearby. I was meeting Blair and them there. Tuesday couldn't come soon enough for me. I wanted to be on that plane before Randy found a way to hold me hostage here. My vacation started as soon as I left the office.
Randy's jealousy and envy of me were tangible, almost a core part of him. There was something deep-seated and disturbing about his obsession with besting me. As if he wanted my soul and wouldn't be happy until he either owned it or destroyed me. In that light, he was unpredictable and dangerous, the worst kind of foe.
He was still pissed off by the attention I was getting for my romance with Blair and my cosplaying of Jamie. He tried almost daily to ruin my reputation, making a jab at it here and there, planting rumors and seeds of dissatisfaction with my work. The old accusations of incompetence, and possibly even collusion with a known hacker, suddenly resurfaced for no apparent reason.
I had always suspected Randy was at the root of them. Way back when, it had been his jealousy of my skills and desire to rise through the ranks more quickly than his talents indicated that had gotten me into trouble. Being five or so years older than me, he'd been my lead on that first project. As almost everyone who plays corporate politics will tell you, you don't get any credit for running a smoothly flowing, efficient, profitable organization. The way you build a reputation is by solving problems. Yes, everyone longs to be known as the problem solver, the go-to guy in a crisis. That's how you get to be chief technology officer or CEO.
If you're an upwardly mobile, focused guy with no problems? You have a problem. Your only option is to create a crisis. Which—I don't have hard evidence, but I'm convinced it's true—is what Randy did. He monkeyed with my code, thinking he wouldn't be caught and could just swoop in and save the moment. That experience, by the way, was what taught me to build traps into my code. Unfortunately, for him—both of us, as it turned out—he was in over his head. Events conspired against him.
I took the blame—thrown at me, conveniently, by Randy. But everyone in the know suspected Randy of the sabotage. Duke stepped in to save him. Dan picked me up. And my reputation had grown despite that one spot of tarnish on it.
If there were a way to expose the truth that Randy was responsible and restore my good reputation and name, I would gladly grab it.
For now, for the weekend, I had to put it all behind me. I had plans to make. Things to get done. Surprises to plan for Blair. That woman had turned my life upside down in every positive way possible.
I thought about her constantly. Only wanted to be with her. Couldn't imagine life without her.
Blair and I had only been together since March. But I'd known since the first she was the woman for me. When my buddy Lazer had hired Ashley to make matches for us last year, he did it because we'd all decided we were ready to marry. All we each needed was the right woman.
I'd found mine. I couldn't let this romantic opportunity pass without grabbing it. I was going to propose to Blair in Scotland. But first I was going to tell her just how much I loved her at the gathering.

Blair
The guys and I got to the camping site early so we could stake everything out and unpack before evening and the festivities began. It was late July and one of those perfect summer days we Seattleites spend the winter months dreaming about. Sunshine, temperatures in the low eighties, a gentle breeze blowing.
The campsite was in the woods, shaded by towering Douglas firs and surrounded by ferns, foxglove, rhododendrons, wild huckleberries, and tiny wildflowers of all kinds. A stream babbled happily nearby. It was a quintessential Pacific Northwest setting.
The guys had brought an old fifth-wheeler they'd restored. It wasn't primitive living by any means. They had a functional kitchen and bathroom. Lights. Electricity. And any number of state-of-the-art techie gadgets, including numerous power banks, a solar camp shower, and a camp stove that not only produced a smokeless fire, but stored the electricity generated by burning the wood. The had portable camping LED outdoor lights and inflatable solar lights. Basically, anything cool they saw, they bought, whether they needed them or not. It was debatable whether anyone needed as many lights and power sources as they'd brought with them. Some of the devices they'd collected from various crowdsourcing projects, others they'd bought at tech fairs.
That's what happens when you hang with geeks. They have all the latest. All the comforts of home, plus. The three of them would be nice and cozy. But they were already ribbing me for taking Austin away from them. And as they say, Where there's smoke, there's fire. Except, of course, in the case of their new camp stove.
I had to tread lightly as I teased them back. I was taking Austin from them—in a sense, anyway. Soon they'd all be finding women who would interrupt their tight buddy system and camaraderie. Life inevitably changed. Nothing stands still. But the first change like this was always hardest to take.
"You just want him for his hand-press coffee pump," I said. "You're typical Seattleites. You can't live without your coffee first thing."
"Nah. We have a Keurig in the camper," Jeremy said with a shrug. "We're good there."
"That's not as fun and exotic," I said. "Austin claims the hand press gives the coffee that extra-smoky campfire flavor."
"When Austin becomes a super taster, I'll believe him. It's his empty bed," Dylan said. "A reminder one of us isn't here. Maybe we should rent it out."
"Maybe one of you should fill it with a woman of your own." I pointedly lifted one eyebrow. "You act like Austin's dead. He'll be hanging around with you boys plenty this weekend."
"Not the same," Dylan said, sounding a touch morose.
I sighed, but held my tongue. I had nothing to gain by rubbing it in.
They'd set up camp chairs around the campsite fire pit and set a cooler full of beer and other beverages on the picnic table assigned to our hookup spot.
The campsite was just a few miles from the gathering site. Although the campsites were positioned to be as private as possible, we were surrounded through the trees by gathering attendees—the sound of children playing and swimming in the nearby brook, and bagpipes playing, mixed oddly with the sound of modern music blaring.
Plaid was pretty much the king of the day—plaid blankets, plaid tablecloths, plaid napkins, plaid shorts. Plenty of kilts of all kinds. Scottish crests hung in RV windows and were plastered as stickers on the backs of them. People were dressed in modern clothing, in costume from all periods of Scottish history, in T-shirts with Scottish sayings, in Jamie T-shirts, and in modern kilts. It was a free-for-all regarding correct attire. Choose what you want. No one cared.
Because it was warm out, and I wasn't needed in my official capacity at the gathering until tomorrow, I opted not to wear one of my Elinor costumes. Instead I had a surprise for Austin. I was dressed as a Scottish lass in the Sinclair plaid made into a short tartan sundress.
It was a little formal, maybe, for camping, in that I would have generally worn cutoffs. And also a little warm in the heat of the day being as it was made from wool. Lightweight wool, in this case. But still wool. Beth had made it as a surprise, and I couldn't disappoint her. It was darling and very fashionable. I wore it with hiking boots and boot socks, though, like a true Highlander.
Austin texted that he was running late. It was nearly seven thirty when he arrived. Cam and Dylan were already preparing to grill steaks. Having finished setting out the condiments and making the salad, Jeremy and I were sitting around shooting the breeze and drinking beer when Austin pulled up.
When he jumped out of his car, my heart stood still. It never ceased to sing and trill at the sight of him. I never got over the thrill of seeing him, the cocky set of his smile, the way his eyes lit up when he saw me. The way he looked at me. Or the way he looked in a kilt.
"About time!" Cam said as I threw myself into Austin's arms.
Austin kissed me before he replied. "Traffic. Every guy and his dog are trying to get to the gathering, and specifically this campground."
He returned his focus to me. "Hey, lass. You look bonny. Is that the Sinclair plaid?" He tugged at the straps of my sundress and kissed me again before I could answer, leaving me breathless.
I hadn't seen him all week and could barely keep my hands off him. Damn the project and those long hours he was working.
"It is," I said, nose to nose with him, my hands wrapped in his T-shirt, grabbing him almost as if he had lapels. "Beth made it out of the scraps the fabric the show sent. Remember when you were wondering how many outfits you and she could make from it? Beth is going for a new world record."
He laughed.
I slid my gaze down him. He was wearing a gray T-shirt and a kilt in a brightly colored plaid that was not the muted, historic Sinclair pattern. "Traitor! Whose plaid is this? The modern Sinclair?"
"Sinclair?" He shook his head. His eyes went wide with disbelief. "Blair, darling, why would I come to the gathering in another clan's plaid? My granda would kill me." He looked down at his kilt. "This is the MacDougall tartan."
"Oh." I didn't know why that surprised and delighted me. But it did.
Beth was so firmly American, with no ties that I could discern to any "old country" or ethnic heritage, that, despite having a British father, I sometimes forgot other Americans did. Despite Austin's green eyes and auburn hair, it was easy to forget he had a strong Scottish heritage and clan of his own.
"You bought a new kilt for the gathering?" I said.
He shook his head again, grinning at me. "This isn't my first gathering, lass. I've had this kilt since my granda gave it to me for high school graduation."
"And couldn't fit into it again until Stryker kicked his butt into shape," Cam helpfully added. He turned to me. "Check it. It probably smells like mothballs." He laughed and turned to Austin. "Did you bring your bagpipes, too?"
"I should have. Just to torture you guys." Austin took my hand as we joined the others. "What's the plan?"
"Dinner. Gathering," Jeremy said. "Concert tonight, isn't it? Scottish groups on the main stage?"
Austin nodded. "Some of the groups are playing tonight. Contemporary and folk. The headliner is tomorrow after the tattoo. Along with dancing."
His hand was around my waist, lightly squeezing me. Hot and possessive. Large and thrilling. I couldn't wait to be alone with him. If his body language was any indication, he felt the same.
He glanced at Cam, who was stoking the coals in the grill. "How long until dinner? What can we do to help?"
Cam eyed the coals piled with woodchips doubtfully. "Damn coals are taking longer than I expected. I think I over-soaked my woodchips." He frowned. "Half an hour at least."
"Why aren't using the smokeless stove?" Austin said.
Cam rolled his eyes. "This is why we don't let him do the cooking. And why we don't trust his sense of taste. Smokeless grilling!" He sighed heavily. "Think about it a second—what gives barbecue its flavor?"
Austin grinned at me, ignoring Cam's jibe.
Cam shook his head. "Go. Get out of here. Go for a walk and have your alone time before dinner or we won't be able to stand the gooey looks of longing."
Dylan laughed. "We can handle it here. Just don't take too long. Not that I expect it will."
Austin ignored their good-natured ribbing and took my hand. "We'll just take a quick walk."
"Good thing our campsite's on the edge of camp," Dylan said to Jeremy.
"I hope you have your knife in your boot, Blair," Cam said to me. "You might meet a big, bad bear in the woods." He glanced at Austin with a grin on his face. "In fact, I think you definitely will."
I laughed. "Always. But I think even the bear will be scared away by all this racket."
"You never can tell," Dylan said. "The animals come out in the evening."
"We'll be careful. Promise," I said.
Austin squeezed my hand, and we walked off together along the trail into the woods. The trail meandered uphill from the burbling stream. It was a well-kept trail, asphalt for part of it, packed dirt just a few hundred feet in.
"I've camped here dozens of times. It's a beautiful spot. We got the prime hookup," Austin said, pulling me along. As soon as we were out of sight of camp, he kissed me again. "I've missed you."
I was almost breathless with desire.
"I know a private spot not far away," he said in a tone of voice that left no doubt what he wanted.
I nodded.
"It's just uphill off the path." He scrambled up the hill, helping me up after him, leading me to a grassy spot next to a fine, large fir.
I could hear the brook babbling. But the sounds of humanity and camp had faded away. All that remained were the sounds of the forest—bees and flies. Birds. Squirrels chattering in the trees.
He stepped into me, backing me up against that fir until I had bark at my back and him, firm and hard, in front of me. Just where I liked him.
"Well, lass," he said, looking deep into my eyes. "Have you ever done it against the rough bark of a tree?"
I pretended to consider for a moment. "Rough bark, you say?" I held his gaze. "Tender bark? Maybe. Rough, no. Now that I think of it, I don't think I have."
"Don't think? You mean you don't remember?" His eyes were full of me.
And I was ready to be full of him.
"I promise you won't forget this one." He slid his hand up my thigh. Beneath the skirt of my dress. Along my hip, hiking my skirt up.
I was wearing thin thong panties, leaving little to the imagination. And even less to protect my butt from the bark of the tree.
Austin seemed pleased with the find. His eyes were dark and round with desire. "Not quite a Scot. Or you'd be wearing nothing," he said in his Jamie accent.
"Well?" I said, taking the same liberties with him, sliding my hands up his powerful thighs beneath his kilt, where it was blatantly obvious he was ready for me, too. "What's beneath your kilt?"
"Not a thong, that's for damn sure," he said with a growl.
Even though I knew he went commando beneath his kilt, I was still almost surprised, though pleasantly so, to find only him there, long, hard, and ready.
"This is certainly the pleasure of a man in a kilt." I stroked him.
He grabbed my hand, stilling it. "The pleasure of a man in a kilt with a woman in a skirt. It's been a long week. Stroke me again and I'm not sure I can hold back." He slid a finger beneath the tiny square of my panties. I was already wet and ready for him. He found that out quickly enough.
"That makes two of us who can't wait." I kissed him lightly.
The tree was slightly uphill from where he stood, leveling the height difference between us.
"I've been thinking about you all week. Imagining this, just us in the woods together," I whispered, brushing his lush curls off his face where the breeze had blown them. Joy and desire pulsed through me.
"Well?" I raised an eyebrow. "What are you waiting for? We don't want the guys to come looking for us." I pulled that tiny bit of thong out of the way and positioned him at the opening between my legs.
"This won't take long." His voice was ragged and sexy as hell. He lifted my face to his and pulled me into the most tantalizing kiss, distracting me from the world around me.
Even though I was anticipating it, I gasped when he thrust into me around my thong. The small of my back and my butt rammed against the tree. A blue jay overhead squawked. What did it have to be outraged at? I was sure it had seen its share of woodland fornicating. It was half of the birds and bees equation, after all.
Austin thrust in again. I lifted up and wrapped my legs around his waist, digging the heels of my boots into his back as he thrust again and again and I moved with him.
"Fuck, Blair."
My naked butt and back scraped against the bark of the fir. As did the knuckles of his hands. I barely felt the pain.
But he noticed. "I'm hurting you."
He spun me around away from the tree and laid me on the grassy spot, barely breaking our heated, frantic rhythm. The need between us was deep and palpable, pulsing through us and radiating in the air between us.
I looked up at the trees waving beneath the blue skies of evening. I looked up at him and sighed from the depth of my being. This was ecstasy. This was the way loving a man should be. Always. Every emotion heightened. Every fiber of my being his.
As our eyes met, we smiled at each other. I kissed him. Rocked with him. Moaned against him. He broke loose, up on his arms, thrusting into me, riding me against the grass. As I pulled his head against my neck, I felt myself opening up to him as never before. Completely. And completed by him.
Every part of my being was his. Near the edge of climax, I gasped. And closed my eyes. And imagined this never ending. And took in the smell of him, warm from the summer heat and the exercise of sex. Smelled the musty earth. The grass beneath me. The scent of fir. And vowed, in as much as I was able to think with the pleasure building, that I would hold this in my mind forever.
Another thrust and I was over the edge, releasing my climax, letting out a moan on the breeze. He followed, grunting, holding me close, but managing to keep most of his weight off me.
I was so wrapped up in him I didn't hear the warning signs until too late. Not the snap of a twig. Not the rattle of bushes. Out of nowhere, two large, drunk, dirty men appeared.
"What do we have here?" The voice was deep with menace and lust. "Can anybody play?"
I screamed.
Austin turned to look over his shoulder, just as the men grabbed him and pulled him off me. One of them punched him across the jaw before he could react, stunning him and cracking his lip open.
I winced at the sight of his fat lip and the blood oozing down the side of his mouth. It wasn't the blood that got to me, but his vulnerability. He couldn't defend himself against the two of them. At least he was wearing a kilt and it had fallen down to cover his nakedness.
I scrambled to pull my skirt down and scoot away, trying to think. I had to do something.
"Woodland whore. I'll take a turn now." The man's breath stank of alcohol. His clothes reeked of weed. The rank combination of odors reached me on the ground and turned my stomach.
My clinical, professional self kicked in. I assessed him, detached from myself. By the way he was acting, and the dilation of his eyes, he'd been smoking. But he was also high on something stronger than weed, fueled by a sense of invincibility the drugs gave him.
I stared at him, frightened and furious. Thinking. Desperately trying to remember everything Cam had taught me. Something.
Austin struggled to free himself from the grip of the bigger man. The man before me turned and punched Austin in the stomach. He probably expected Austin to double over and gasp for breath. But Austin had a six-pack that acted like a suit of armor. Cam and Stryker had trained him. He knew how to contract his muscles and protect himself. He winced and gasped, but only slightly.
The guy who'd thrown the punch was an amateur and not particularly strong. I guessed his hand hurt like hell after hitting the rock of muscle that was Austin. He looked stunned he hadn't done more damage.
Fury clouded my vision and blotted out all else, empowering me. I reached for my boot almost automatically.
The one who'd punched Austin shook his hand out and spew foul curses. He was furious now and ready to prove his manhood on me. He returned his focus to me and unzipped his shorts. If he thought I was a helpless woman, I was about to teach him a few life lessons—appearances can be deceiving. And never underestimate your adversary.
I got a grip on my knife, just the way Cam had taught me, and withdrew it, eyes hard. I held it in a defensive position, ready to strike, letting him see I was armed. "Take one step near me and I will slice you with surgical precision into pieces so small your mother won't be able to recognize them."
The guy froze, startled.
I puffed myself up as large as I could make myself look and grinned as menacingly as I could manage. Which wasn't as hard as I would have thought, fueled by adrenaline as I was.
The other guy mumbled something I didn't catch. I didn't take my eyes off either of them, hoping they weren't armed.
The one took a step toward me. "Big talk for a little woman. Am I supposed to be afraid?"
"If you have any sense," I said. It was never smart to provoke a person with a knife. And I was already loaded for bear.
He laughed. "You winced when your boyfriend's lip bled. You can't even stand the sight of blood."
"Can't I?" I said, trying to hide the tremble in my voice. "I've sliced more men than you can count wide open. I'm a doctor. The sight of blood doesn't even faze me."
He decided to test me, lunging for me. I reacted and slashed his hand as he reached for me.
"Fuck!" He pulled back, grabbing his hand and looking stunned as blood gushed out. It was too bad I'd missed his wrist.
I took advantage of his distraction and popped to my feet. Men, especially those intent on kidnapping or raping, will usually protect their family jewels. But he was staring at his bleeding hand in surprise. I moved in and kicked him in the groin with as much force as I could muster.
He grunted and doubled over. The other guy blanched.
"Blair! Austin?" Dylan and Jeremy called our names from the trail below.
"Here!" I screamed. "We're here! Bring your knives and your guns." I turned to the man holding Austin. "They carry concealed."
I had no idea whether that was true right now. Cam did. But he was probably still grilling back at the campsite.
Austin used the distraction to break free from his captor. The guy had had enough. Before Austin could grab him, the guy ran off.
"Bitch." The man near me spat at me, a murderous look on his face. I dodged his vile, disgusting phlegm. Which angered him more. If he hadn't been in so much pain, he probably would have strangled me.
But when my gaze went back to his crotch, he almost involuntarily covered it. He shot me a final venomous look and hobbled, trying to run, after his friend.
"Here!" I screamed again, and fell into Austin's arms, the bloody knife in my hand, my arm limp at my side. "We're here."
Austin looked down at me with concern. "Blair? Are you okay?"
"Me?" I touched his bleeding lip very gently. "I'm not the one who was punched in the gut."
"That was nothing." He stroked my hair. "You were fantastic with that knife. Remind me not to tangle with you." He kissed the top of my head.
"I'll take a look at you when we get back to camp. We'll need to ice that lip. I hope it doesn't need stitching."
"I hope not, too," he said. "I'm better with a needle than you are."
I leaned my head against his chest and let myself collapse into him.
Dylan and Jeremy crashed through the brush. They took one look at us—Austin with his split, bleeding lip, and me with my bloody knife—and froze.
"Damn," Jeremy said to Austin. "I knew it was only a matter of time before she got tired of you. I didn't think she'd go after you with the knife, though. Lover's spat?" He was clearly worried, and joking to cover.
Dylan appeared behind him. "What the hell happened?"
"Blair made Cam proud." Austin kissed my hair again. "Let's get back to camp before Cam goes on a tear about us ruining dinner. If we're the cause of him overcooking the steaks, he'll take his knife to us."





CHAPTER 10
Blair
Austin called the attack in as we walked back to the campsite. The state patrol, the park service, campsite security—everyone was swamped. Lots of carousing, altercations, and crime as the natural result of any large event and a nice summer evening. Once the operator determined we were fine and not in need of a first responder, she promised to send someone out to take a statement. Or we could fill one out online. We opted to save them the trouble and decided on online.
One of the guys texted Cam we were on our way. When we got back to camp, he was just taking the steaks off the grill.
"I hope you saved a raw one for us," I said, hanging on Austin's arm. "We could use one for Austin's lip." I touched his chin tenderly.
Cam looked up from the grill. "I thought that was only for black eyes. Why the hell would I waste a good steak on Austin's ugly mug? There's not much damage anyone can do to it that nature didn't take care of when he was born."
Men. And their ribbing.
"One will be much better in his belly. I cooked them all." His gaze took in Austin and me. "Ice is in the cooler. Help yourself." He nodded to the cooler then grinned at me. "I hear you did me proud. Let's see that knife."
I handed it cautiously to him and teased, "Be careful. That's evidence."
"Don't let anyone hear you say that," Cam said as he took it from me. "They'll confiscate it for evidence." He gave me a dead serious look. "The weekend isn't over yet. You're a minor celebrity. You still need this."
"Not to worry," I said. "The authorities are too busy to even send someone out. We're supposed to make an online report."
Cam shook his head and whistled softly as he examined my boot knife and then set it down on the picnic table. "A souvenir. Damn, woman." He looked at me again, proud as a new papa. "I told you not to get into a knife fight. I hope that's his blood, not yours."
"I'm completely whole and unscathed," I said, holding up his hands so he could see.
I let go of Austin and surprised Cam by giving him a ferocious hug. "Thanks to you. Your training, and the knife, saved me."
When I finally released Cam, I swore he was misty-eyed, though trying to cover it.
"I'll clean your knife for you," he said. "Make sure it's ready in case you need it again."
"Let's hope not soon." I took Austin's arm and said to the guys, "Go ahead and eat, the rest of you. I'm going to take a quick peek at Austin."
"That's what got you in trouble back on the trail, isn't it?" Dylan said. Jeremy elbowed him.
I rolled my eyes and dragged Austin into the RV. I examined him thoroughly, cleaned up his lip, and put ice on it. "You'll have a hell of a bruise where he sucker-punched you in the gut. Fortunately, you have excellent abs and know how to protect yourself.
"He missed your liver. If he'd clipped it, you'd be feeling it. Diaphragms recover quickly, too. He knocked a bit of your breath away. But you're fine now. Lips heal quickly, too. No stitches necessary." I sighed. "But you aren't going to be as pretty as you should be for tomorrow's dog and pony show."
He grinned. And immediately winced. "You're telling me the guy was no pro and got me in all the spots guaranteed to do the least damage."
"I'm afraid so."
He shook his head and took my hand. "The rough-and-tumble Jamie. The women love him."
With all that had gone on, Austin and I decided we'd forgo the gathering events that evening. After a leisurely dinner, we went to the bed and breakfast and checked in.
The bed and breakfast was the nearest lodging to the gathering. It booked up years in advance. It was only Bob's connections and money that got us the rooms. We each had our own, with a connecting door between. We told him it was a waste of a room. But Bob insisted it was a suite and that hospital rules regarding travel required they book a room for each employee attending an event on their behalf. They didn't book two guests into a single room. Whether we used both rooms was up to us.
Of course, we didn't use both. I had no desire to be alone. Only alone with Austin.
We cuddled in bed, with a single lamp switched on, listening to the far-off strains of Scottish music from the fairground.
It had been a long week apart. We were full of stories from work.
He brought up Scotland. "I wish we were already on our way." He frowned in the dim light.
"What?" I sat up, suddenly worried.
"It's a real war we're fighting, Blair. And it's heating up. We're doing our best to fight it. But the timing is bad. The cyber-threat level is high."
He paused, obviously hesitant to voice his worries. But he had something on his mind. "Randy will use the current climate and threat any way he can to upset my plans. He's furious about all the attention you and I have been getting. If he could find a way to stop it, he would."
"But what can he do?" I said. "As you said, Dan's on your side. He's your mentor and ally. Randy can't overrule him."
Austin raised an eyebrow. "Not yet. But I don't trust him. He's been spreading the rumors again." He tensed. "If I could find a way to put them to rest forever and clear my good name, I'd grab it in a second."
We were sitting up in bed, propped against a backstop of pillows.
I stroked his arm, trying to reassure him. "You will."
He frowned like he wasn't so sure. "We'll show him in Scotland. Make him so pea green with envy, he'll overstep and reveal it himself."
I tensed myself.
"What?" Austin said. "Is something wrong?"
I took a deep breath. "Not wrong. Just…something I've been meaning to bring up. I wanted to discuss it earlier, but I wanted to talk in person."
"That sounds ominous."
I shook my head. "Not ominous. Just awkward." I took another breath, not sure why this scared me almost as much as being attacked in the woods. "Remember I told you that Nigel has been holding my ring hostage?"
He nodded.
"I made arrangements to meet him to get it back when we're over there. I should have told you and cleared the timing with you—"
Austin shrugged. "I don't see the problem. He's being a douche. You want your grandma's ring back. It's yours. This is the easiest way to get it."
"Good." I started to relax.
"Just let me know when. I'll go with you," he said, as if the matter was settled.
And there it was. The rest that I was afraid of.
I bit my lip. "I don't think that's a good idea."
He frowned. "Why?"
"Things ended…abruptly. I told you that. Beth got sick. We thought she might die. I flew home without going back to Nigel's flat or saying goodbye. And that sealed everything. I broke it off with him. He took it badly."
I paused. "After all our years together, I think he needs closure. To see me in person and hear it from my lips that it's over. I think he deserves that much."
Austin was silent. I recognized his look as he thought things over.
Finally, he nodded. "You're right, Blair. I'd want the same if I were him. I owe him for keeping you off the market until I met you." He hugged me close. "You should talk to him privately. Without me there with my very presence antagonizing him."
I relaxed completely. "You're so sensible and understanding."
He nodded. "Only two conditions—"
"Conditions?" Now I was on alert.
He nodded again. "You meet him somewhere public. I don't want you in any danger from him."
"He's not violent!"
"Maybe not," Austin said. "Under normal circumstances. But crimes of passion, Blair. I won't have you in danger. Not even knowing how dangerous you are with a knife." He grinned. "There's no reason to take chances."
I couldn't argue with his logic. "All right. What else? You said conditions."
"I insist on being somewhere nearby."
I opened my mouth to protest.
He held up his hand. "Out of sight. I promise. A pub down the street. A nearby hotel or shop. Somewhere close enough I can step in if I need to."
"That's not necessary," I said.
He lifted an eyebrow, indicating he was not going to back down on this.
"All right." I was too tired to argue. His condition was reasonable enough. And I had the feeling I'd want the comfort of his arms as soon as I said goodbye to Nigel. "No more lecture, okay? You can be nearby. But out of sight."
He took my chin and tipped my face up to his. "I love you, Blair. With everything I am." He swallowed hard. "I protect the things I love."
My heart stopped. I stared at him. Austin wasn't frivolous with his emotions. He didn't say things he didn't mean or feel deeply. This was the first time he'd said I love you.
I'd been waiting for those words. As his matchmaker had advised in her book, let the man say it first. Always. No exceptions. Many times those very words had danced on my own tongue. Now they caught me off guard. And yet this was the perfect moment.
He spoke the words with the force of his heart and soul. They reached deep into my core, curling into absolute, pure joy inside me.
I choked up.
"What's wrong?" He looked alarmed again, afraid he'd done something wrong.
"I love you too," I said.
He grinned. "Good." He slid his hand up my thigh. "Show me how much."
"You're terrible." I wrapped my leg around his. "You must not be hurt too
badly."
"Fortunately, you didn't kick me in the groin. I think you're almost more lethal with that slender foot of yours than your blade."
"Yes," I said. "Extremely fortunate. For both of us." I paused. "How thin do you think these walls are?"
"Make all the noise you want, Southron," he said in my ear. "Who the hell will care? We're surrounded by Scots."
"But Bob and Erica are next door…" I glanced at the wall behind us where the headboard would pound.
"So?" He grinned at me. "Bob's a Scot, isn't he?"
With that reassurance, I pulled him on top of me.

Blair
We had a full day ahead of us at the gathering. Appearances. Appearances. And more appearances. Our first was at the welcome ceremony on the main stage at nine. I got up early and showered while Austin slept peacefully. I hated to wake him, but I needed help getting into my Elinor costume. Someone had to lace me up and cinch me into that horrible corset.
Aware that I was much happier and more chipper after I'd had my morning coffee, he urged me to go down to breakfast and get a cup while he took a quick shower.
I agreed only after I'd inspected his lip and stomach again. The swelling in his lip had gone down appreciably. And he had a nice, dark bruise on his abs in the shape of a fist. But otherwise, he was healthy and fit.
I was quietly slipping out of my room just as Erica was slipping back into hers. She was dressed in a period costume from the Jamie show. I wasn't sure exactly which character she was meant to be. Clearly a lady of the nobility. Maybe one of the healers on the show.
Her dress was beautiful. Clearly professionally, and expertly, made. She even wore a crude sapphire brooch that must have cost a pretty penny. Erica was never one to be shown up or outdone. Certainly not by me and my unfortunate resemblance, in her opinion, to Elinor. And she had no need to spare any expense.
I noticed, almost irrelevantly, that she'd looked more buxom lately. Particularly so in this dress. I wondered if she was putting on weight. I wondered also if she was pregnant.
That was the other explanation for the sudden full breasts. But Bob, with his weak heart, hardly seemed the picture of virility. Or completing the sex act, if I were to be honest. There were other ways, of course, of conceiving a child. But Erica didn't seem the kind to want a child in any case.
She was carrying a large bouquet of freshly picked wild foxglove, which I thought an odd choice. Though if you wanted foxglove, and wanted it to last for more than a day, early morning was the perfect time to pick the blooms.
"Beautiful blooms," I said. "Are you stealing from the fairies now?"
She jumped and put a hand to her heart, looking guilty about something. "You startled me, Blair."
"Sorry," I said. "Didn't mean to."
"What's that about fairies?"
"Foxglove. Legend says the fairies made the flowers and gave them to the foxes to muffle their footfalls so they could sneak into the henhouses." I smiled. "I've no idea what fairies have against hens."
She smiled back. "Nor I." She glanced at the blossoms in her hand. "But I like these."
"Mmmmm." I nodded. "Pretty, but lethal."
"Only if ingested," she said. "Since we don't have any toddlers or small animals in our room, I think it's safe to bring them in."
"Love your costume."
She smiled slyly. "You should see Bob's." She glanced at the door to my room. "Unfortunately, he doesn't look as good in a kilt as your Austin does. Very few men do, though, do they?" She held up the bouquet. "I have to get these in water. I'll see you later at the gathering." She slipped into her room.
And I went for my coffee.
Austin met me at breakfast a few minutes later. For some reason, I decided not to mention seeing Erica in the hall.
"So this isn't your first gathering," I teased. "I should have realized that. Will your granda be here?"
"Probably." Austin frowned. "Let's hope we don't run into the old bastard."
"Close relationship you two have," I said.
"As I said, he's not my favorite."
"What is your favorite?"
"Besides you?" he said with that sweet smile.
I laughed with him. "At the gathering."
"Oh, well," he said. "For all that I hated playing the bagpipes, I always loved the tattoo."
"Did you ever participate?" I asked.
He rolled his eyes. "Only twice. Junior division. I prefer to watch. The bagpipes are lovely, very moving when played by someone with talent and experience. Which isn't me."
As the breakfast room filled, Bob came in with Erica. His costume was, as Erica had said, spectacular. But ill-fitting. Tight around the waist, which would be more accurately described as his belly, which bounced like a bowl full of jelly.
I frowned. The physician in me didn't like the look of this. Bob looked worse, not better, than the last time I'd seen him. Yet I knew his cardiologist by reputation, and he was one of the best. And Erica had sworn Bob was on heart-strengthening meds.
But that jelly belly worried me. As did his swollen ankles. As the heart failed, it couldn't pump efficiently. Fluids built in the lower extremities and belly. Fluids that bounced and jiggled. And came on suddenly. Which would explain why his brand-new, custom-tailored costume didn't fit as it should.
I heard him complaining about it. Blaming the tailor.
My attention was diverted from him as I noticed that we were drawing more than our share of attention. Actually, Austin was. He was soon approached by two women in their late thirties, who gushed over him and professed their complete adoration for Jamie. And yes, they knew he wasn't Connor. But his costume was excellent. He looked so much like him. And, oh dear, what happened to his lip?
He tried to defer. But they pressed him for the story. Then they cooed over him and his bravery as if I wasn't there. As if I hadn't wielded the knife. As if Jeremy and Dylan, with their timing in coming to find us, hadn't helped scare them off.
Austin posed for a selfie with them. After they left, he whispered to me, "Unless I miss my guess, we won't get much of a chance to enjoy the gathering. We're already drawing too much attention."
I shook my head and kissed him quickly. "You mean you are, my darling. You are."
His prophecy held true. We received a resounding round of applause when we were introduced at the main stage ceremony. Austin, as always, amazed me with the way he could suddenly become Jamie and Connor in one, acting with the same charisma and confidence, flirting with the audience.
His charm was the kind you can't fake. It can't be manufactured. You have to be born with the knack. How in hell had he hidden beneath a geek's façade for so many years? He was a natural heartbreaker.
Hard as I tried to imitate Sam's spunk, I was just Austin's sidekick. The doll on his arm. And I couldn't say I wasn't jealous, even though I had no reason to be. He loved me. He loved me.
We were scheduled for an hour-long slot in two different Jamie fan club booths, where we posed for hundreds of pictures. The women fawned and cooed over Austin.
I finally broke away for my stint in the medical tent with Erica, treating bug bites and sunburn, leaving Austin to work overtime with the fans.
There was a private lunch with important donors to the clinic. And a final hour at the clinic's booth, where we answered questions and talked to potential donors. I was in my element there.
My ambivert self was quickly tiring of interacting. I thanked God I wasn't a full-on introvert.
"I see what you mean," I said to Austin during a brief break. "I don't imagine this is how you enjoyed the gathering as a kid."
He laughed. "Hardly." He pulled me close. "I'll make sure we have some time to explore the booths later." And then he was caught by another group of fans.
"I'll hold you to it," I whispered, more to myself than him.





CHAPTER 11
A ustin
I managed to dodge my granda for a good part of the day.
The old man finally caught up with me to express his displeasure. "Parading around in the Sinclair plaid. You're a disgrace to the MacDougalls."
"This is a costume, Granda," I said. "I thought you'd be proud of me showing off my Scottish heritage."
"Proud?" He spat on the ground. "When you start acting like a MacDougall and not some fictional character from another clan, then I'll be proud."
That was the pleasant part of the conversation. My instincts to keep Blair away from him were right on target. I didn't need him trying to scare her off with his unpleasantness and criticism.
Late in the afternoon, Blair and I finally managed to escape our obligations and I was able to keep my promise.
"Do you think we'd have better luck going undetected if I changed into my MacDougall plaid?" I asked Blair, a large part of me rebelling at the thought. I had no desire to even appear to acquiesce to my granda. I was, however, desperate to be left alone to enjoy my time with Blair. The lengths a man in love will go to…
She looked at me skeptically. "With your height, your hair, and your hotness?" She shook her head and laughed. "Are you kidding?"
"You think I'm hot?" I teased, and wiggled my eyebrows.
She shook her head and laughed.
"You're a good sport," I said as I led her through the maze of booths and stands in the marketplace.
Everything Scottish you could imagine was there for sale. From shortbread to whisky and lesser-known craft items. Clan histories. Family crests. Plaid. Jamie
souvenirs.
"This reminds me of Comicon," Blair said, looking around at all the bounty.
"Does it?" I said casually. I knew what I wanted to buy her and was looking around for the booth.
"Why is it you're always the one showing me around?" Blair said. "Someday I'll take you to a medical convention where I can be the expert."
"I'll hold you to that promise. I've always wondered what kind of swag they hand out. Sample drugs?"
She shook her head at me.
I spotted the booth and grabbed her hand, pulling her along with me as I headed for it.
"Slow down, soldier," she said with a laugh. "Where are we headed?"
I pointed.
"A flower stand?" she said. "Like the farmers' markets and Pike Place."
"Not just any flower stand." I pulled her up to it and caught the attendant's attention. I knew exactly what I wanted. I bought her a wreath of flowers for her hair and put it on her head. "Beautiful." I studied her.
She touched the wreath gently. "I feel like, I don't know, a bride or something. Maybe a flower girl."
I laughed. "Well, maybe it is a little young. I've wanted to buy a girl one of these since I was a little boy trailing after Granda."
"Another fantasy fulfilled. Though I wouldn't have guessed it was one of yours."
"I'm full of surprises," I said. "And a full-blown romantic."
"At least the wee lad version of you was." She kissed me lightly.
I would have pulled her close for more, but she was already tugging me toward another booth.
"Keep your head down," she said. "I'm going to buy you a gathering baseball cap to cover that auburn hair of yours before we're spotted here. And maybe a T-shirt, too."
"Incognito," I said. "I like it."

Blair
The afternoon, the whole day, passed too quickly. It ended with me sitting beside Austin in the VIP box, watching the tattoo as the sun set. Bagpipes. Hundreds of marching men in kilts. Group after group parading around in their plaid.
I was tired. I leaned on Austin, content. And glad no one wanted to make small talk. The music moved my soul and brought tears to my eyes. Again I felt that overwhelming sense of joy and belonging.
The day had been warm, but the evening cooled quickly as the sun set and the mosquitoes came out. Austin, having enough experience with the tattoo, had brought his MacDougall plaid blanket with him. He spread it over us, tucking it in around me, and me up against him. All over the grandstands, other couples and families cuddled beneath their blankets and plaids.
Beth and I were fine and independent. And happy to just be the two of us. But here with Austin, his fellow clan members, and his friends, I found a new sense of family and belonging.
The tattoo went late. Austin practically had to carry me back to the bed and breakfast. He did, in fact, carry me up the stairs and into his room, our room. There was a faint odor in the room that I hadn't noticed before.
He diverted my attention from it. I couldn't help laughing when he closed the door with his foot and fumbled with the lock with me in his arms. It was clear that he wasn't tired at all and had more in mind than sleeping.
"Am I going to have to get you a cup of coffee first, lass?" he said, putting on the accent to make me laugh.
"First?" I said. "What did you have in mind? First before what?"
He wiggled his eyebrows lecherously.
"Oh, I think I'm going to need more than coffee for that." I curled into him and made a point of yawning.
"That's all right. You just lie there." He nibbled my ear. "I'm wide awake. I'll do all the work. I have enough energy for both of us."
"And enough lust," I said.
He carried me to the bed, which had been turned down for the night.
The odor grew stronger and more pungent as we neared the bed. There was something on my pillow. And it wasn't a mint or a rose. It looked more like a bundle of dead skunk cabbage surrounded by assorted other dead flowers. And smelled like it, too—a nasty combination of skunk, that smell of stale, murky water when cut flowers have sat in it too long, and rotting meat all rolled into one.
I frowned and pointed to it. "What in the world?" I wrinkled my nose at the same time he did. "Do you smell that?"
Austin froze and swore beneath his breath.
"What?" I said. "How did that get here?" I shivered with the thought of someone in our room.
He set me on my feet next to the bed, grabbed a tissue, and reached over to grab the offending thing on my pillow. He held it between tissue in his fingers by its corner, as if he didn't want to touch any more of it than he needed to. "It's an ill wish."
"What?" I frowned at him. At the same time, I almost laughed. "Is that what it sounds like?"
He nodded solemnly.
"In this day and age?" I shook my head, wide awake now, not sure whether I should find this funny or be concerned. "It sounds positively medieval."
"Well," he said, "it's part of the gathering tradition here. I didn't take you to it, because I don't believe in such things, but there's a booth that sells them." He took a whiff of it and covered his nose. "Let me get rid of this and I'll finish telling you about it." He stripped the pillowcase off the pillow where the ill wish had been resting, and headed for the door. "I'll be right back."
I heard his footsteps down the hall, and then the stairs. It took longer than I thought before he returned with a fresh pillowcase tucked beneath his arm. He went immediately to the sink to wash his hands.
"What took so long?" I was morbidly curious, hoping he hadn't done some silly ritual, like dancing beneath the moon to disable the ill wish.
"I had to take it out to the woods and bury it." He kept scrubbing. "That thing really stinks. I just hope I got it far enough away." He wrinkled his nose. "Then I had to track down the landlady and get a fresh pillowcase. There's no way we could have slept on the dirty one."
I laughed and came up behind him. I put my arms around him, resting my head against his back. "My hero. You were telling me about it."
"Yeah, the ill wish," he said. "It's a curse, of course. You can buy them at a booth in the marketplace. There are all kinds. I'm not sure exactly what that one was. But if I had to guess, it's one that's meant to break a couple up. To destroy true love and cause disharmony."
"Oh." I tried to keep a straight face. "Very dire, then."
"Yeah." He rinsed his hands and reached for the hand towel. "It's all for fun, really."
"For fun!" I shook my head. "When we could be on the verge of breaking up even now? When the great Jamie and Elinor clone love story of the century could be about to end?"
He grinned. "The money goes to charity. It's like at a kids' school carnival where you can pay to put someone in jail for a length of time. You send an ill wish, which forces the receiver to go to the booth and pay to have the curse lifted. Double the money." He spun around and took me in his arms. "Don't worry. I'll take care of it tomorrow."
"So we're living under the curse tonight?" I said. "Is that wise? Or safe?"
"Well, it's not a death wish—"
My eyes flew wide open. "Do they sell those?"
He laughed. "No. I was looking on the bright side. But, to your original point, the booth is closed for the evening. There's no way to undo the ill wish until morning."
"Diabolical," I said into his chest. "It's my curse. I should do it."
"It's our curse," he said. "Let me deal with it."
"I thought you didn't believe in them?" I listened to the steady, reassuring thump of his heart. It didn't sound like it was about to abandon me.
"I don't," he said. "But it's best not to tempt tradition."
"Do they deliver ill wishes?" I asked.
"I don't know," he said.
"I don't like it." I took a breath. "It must have been sent by someone we know. Someone who knows we're here. Someone who got into our room."
He shrugged. "They probably bribed the maid to put it here. It was just a joke. Anyone could have sent it. Or delivered it."
"It's a sick joke," I said, still not appreciating the humor in it.
"I agree," he said. "But at least it woke you up." He nuzzled me. "Now I won't have to do all the work."
"Who says you won't?" I stared him down and turned my back to him. "You're going to have to undress me."
"Good," he said into my ear. "I've dreamed about doing this."
"I don't think reality is going to live up to the fantasy," I teased.
"I helped make this dress. I got you into it. I can damn well get you out. And enjoy doing it." He began the process, kissing my neck, slowly trailing kisses to the top of my breasts, trying to separate me from my clothes at the same time he was seducing me.
The period costume proved trickier than he anticipated. He fumbled with it and swore beneath his breath.
"Design not cooperating?" I stroked his head as he bent over the buttons, concentrating on freeing me.
"I should have just gone with Velcro."
"Now there's a seductive line." It was hard to keep the smug smile out of my voice. Or the pleasure. Despite his fumbling, he was doing an amazing job of turning me on.
"Quiet," he said. "I'm concentrating."
He let out a triumphant grunt when he finally freed me from my dress. He studied my undergarments and rolled his eyes. "Too many layers. To hell with it." He swept me up and carried me to the bed.
He deposited me on my back. Before I could protest, he shoved my underclothes, and his kilt, up. I encouraged him, releasing the ties of my undershirt and freeing my breasts, pulling them out for him to fondle and suck.
The process of getting me out of the costume had been surprisingly sensual. And frustrating. Our pent-up desire burst through. We didn't need any more foreplay. We were both ready. I was eager to show him, and that ill wish, that it had no effect on me. Or us. We were solid and about to fornicate with wild abandon to prove it. Recklessly. Wildly. Unconcerned about thin walls or anything else.
He positioned himself over me.
I pulled his face to mine and kissed him. "Do it," I whispered, and sucked his lip. Yes, the very split lip. I temporarily forgot in the heat of the moment. I backed off. "Sorry."
"Sorry hell." He kissed me with bruising force. "Don't stop."
I arched up to meet him. He was in in a single, long, hard thrust. And then the bed was squeaking beneath us. The headboard banged against the wall.
A moan escaped me. "Don't stop. Harder."
Through my passionate haze, I heard the squeaking of a bedframe next door, its rhythm off from ours. The bed was groaning more than the occupants. We weren't the only couple having fun our last night here.
I was trying to show Austin that even though hundreds of other women might fawn over him, I could give him what he wanted.
The squeaking next door continued. Our headboard pounded the wall, doing a tattoo of its own. I closed my eyes. I squeezed him tight, feeling the crescendo coming.
Austin and I were lost in each other. I gasped as I turned the corner and gave myself up to the pleasure building between my legs.
My excitement fueled his and encouraged him. He could let go now, too, and join me. He grunted. Release washed over both of us.
"Blair! Blair!"
My eyes flew open. I stared up at Austin. He wasn't calling my name. Unless he'd suddenly developed a high-pitched, frightened female voice.
"That's my line," he said, with a wry grin and a frown.
"Blair! Help! Help!" Someone pounded on the wall between our room and Erica and Bob's.
"Erica?" I was still staring at Austin.
"Come quickly. Help! It's Bob." She pounded again.
"I think you already did," he whispered.
"That's terrible," I whispered back to him.
Austin pulled out and rolled off me.
I pounded back on the wall. "Hang on. I'm coming. I'm coming!"
Austin shook his head. "A few minutes earlier that would have been sexy." He stood and pulled his kilt down.
I sprang from the bed and ran out the door with Austin on my heels. Erica's door was open. We rushed in.
Bob lay on his back on the bed with Erica, wearing only a thin, hastily thrown-on robe, over him, working furiously on him as she performed CPR.
CPR is hard work. Especially if you're performing it solo on a big hulk of a man like Bob. I rushed to her aid, wishing we had a portable defibrillator.
At my first glimpse of Bob's ashen face and lifeless body, I knew it was a lost cause. But I dove in to help, yelling at Austin to call 911.





CHAPTER 12
Blair
"He said his heart was healthy enough for sex. Bob said his heart was healthy enough for sex." Erica just kept repeating that over and over as the coroner pronounced Bob officially dead. She was every bit the distraught widow.
I put my arm around her. The first responders had packed up and left. With all their modern equipment, they hadn't been able to do more than we had. We'd done our best, but couldn't save him.
The room was stuffy and close. I didn't know why I noticed, but I did—the foxglove was gone. I was still in my historic underwear and feeling exposed now that the immediate drama and shock was over. Austin threw a blanket over my shoulders.
I kept thinking that Erica should have known better. Obviously Bob's heart was not strong enough for sex. His jiggly, fluid-filled belly was blatant evidence of that. Personally, I didn't know how he'd worked up the energy to try the sex act. Or squeak the bed with the enthusiasm we'd heard.
But he had. He had an erection when I arrived. I'd tried to avoid seeing it. Or noticing it. But I couldn't help it.
The police were there, waiting for the coroner to determine cause of death. Natural or suspicious.
Natural causes. That was the verdict. I led Erica out of the room while they loaded Bob's body to take it to the morgue. The entire bed and breakfast was awake and upset now.
Erica wanted to go home. A policeman said he'd take her. She went to change.
There was nothing else for us to do. We went back to our room. I changed into my nightgown and cuddled into Austin. I thought I was too tired to sleep. But it turned out I was wrong.

Blair
The atmosphere in the breakfast room on Sunday morning was both excited and somber. That odd mix that you often find at the meal after a funeral. People were trying to be respectful of what had happened the night before. And trying to cope with the reality of death, each in their own way.
I caught bits and pieces of the conversations around me. You had to admit that Bob's seemingly sudden heart failure in the middle of sex had made for an eventful gathering stay. The beautiful, successful, well-loved widowed doctor performing CPR nearly naked was an image—even if you hadn't actually seen it—that you couldn't shake or get out of your mind. Yes, that was the kind of story people couldn't help thinking, and talking, about.
Poor, poor woman. The shock. She killed him with sex. Not her fault. So sad.
And him. But he was gone. Though it was an ignoble way to go, he wasn't around to suffer the aftermath. I actually heard one man whisper that it was that lack of completion that got to him the most. Imagine dying on the edge of climax. How frustrating.
And then there was the embarrassment of being caught in the act. Yes, of course, they were married. But still. The when of his death was salacious enough to cause people to talk. And shudder.
There was that sense that death should have had the good grace to pick a more decorous moment. And the hope in the back of everyone's mind that they could die peacefully in their beds, while sleeping.
There was a bit of a hive mentality. Everyone gathered together nearly at once for breakfast. I'd seen enough death, dealt with enough bereaved family members, to know that being with other people, even laughing, talking over your own fears of mortality was cathartic. Some things may seem morbid and inappropriate, but they were necessary for healing.
The breakfast room was filled with people who hadn't known Bob. Had maybe seen him once or twice over the past few days. Said hello. Maybe sat with him at breakfast. It was the last day of the gathering. They wanted to put the sadness behind them and enjoy the day. Move on.
I felt sorry for the owners. This was a terrible thing to have happen for their business, even though it was not their fault. They'd be known as the place where that guy had died at the gathering. During sex. Who wanted to stay in a room where a man had died?
Maybe at Halloween.
In the long run, I imagined they'd recover. Hopefully. Maybe their notoriety would even turn to a kind of positive fame. As close as they were to the fairgrounds, as many events as were held there throughout the year, as beautiful as their view was, and as few accommodations as there were in the area, I was confident they'd survive.
The breakfast room was filled with light and sunshine, and the smell of coffee and fresh cinnamon rolls baking. There was a hint of bacon in the air. Outside, the sky was blue and the day beautiful, completely at odds with the pall of death.
A TV was on, tuned to a news, entertainment gossip, and weather station.
Austin and I were dressed in street clothes, trying to look like ourselves for our last few hours of the gathering and avoid notice. Neither of us was in the mood to stay after what had happened to Bob. And we had a million last-minute things to do before the trip.
"We'll just pop by the booth and buy ourselves a blessing to counteract the ill wish and be out of here," he said as he loaded his plate with eggs and bacon.
I nodded, poured myself a cup of coffee, and grabbed a cinnamon roll and a bowl of fresh berries. We took a seat a table near the window. It had a view of the garden. The flowers were lovely and amazingly soothing to watch as they waved in the morning breeze.
The TV was across the room, perpendicular to us where we both had a view of it if we turned sideways. We made small talk, both trying to avoid it. But when Bob's name was mentioned, we turned to watch the story.
"Very sad story from the annual Seattle gathering," the anchorwoman said as the story about Bob concluded. "The gathering is a big event. We hear there are record crowds."
"That's right," the male anchor said. "In large part due to our very own Jamie and Elinor lookalikes, Austin MacDougall and Blair Edwards."
I froze and looked at Austin.
"Damn," he mouthed.
Their coverage of us was mercifully positive. An uplifting human-interest story to cover the stain of Bob's death on the fun.
"And in another interesting twist in their very public love story, we have a story out of the UK. A woman from the small town of Avebury in England, a teashop owner, and tea-leaf reader, apparently, is claiming she predicted their romance before it happened."
I nearly dropped my coffee. I looked at Austin.
He looked at me for confirmation. "Is this true?"
"Kind of," I said. "She read my tea leaves."
He frowned. "Why have I never heard this?"
I shrugged. "It never came up?"
The selfie the woman had taken with me flashed on the screen, followed by a picture of my tea leaves showing the line that indicated my past and present loves.
A clip of the woman explaining the reading followed. She was being interviewed by a British reporter.
"No, at the time I had no idea how this would play out," the woman said. "Or that Blair would become famous for looking like Elinor of Jamie. They're filming in Scotland right now, you know."
The reporter nodded. "Yes. It's lovely. We're all drooling over Connor Reid and can't wait until the new fall season. But your reading—it's brilliant. When did you put two and two together and realize what this rather odd combination of leaves meant?"
The woman beamed. "Just recently, when all the news was about. But it's perfect, really. I mean, she meets a man dressed from the past, playing a character from the past, but who's definitely in the present."
I couldn't help it. I laughed. "Well, she's certainly capitalizing on our fame."
Austin grinned. "Can you blame her? Tea leaves? I didn't know you believed in that stuff."
"I don't," I said. "She insisted. For practice. No good deed…"
He laughed.
I thought that was the end of the story, but the reporter continued.
"There's someone else, though, who has another interpretation of the tea leaves. Another twist to the fascinating social media story that is Austin and Blair and their love of Jamie.
"This man, Nigel, says that he is the past and present love. That after years of a long-distance relationship, Blair was trying to make a decision about where it was going. The tea leaves clearly pointed to him. And look at him, people. You won't even have to look closely to grasp what we're implying."
By now the story had the full attention of everyone in the breakfast room, including Austin. Nigel's picture flashed on the screen.
"Isn't Nigel the very picture of Reggie, Elinor's first love, the noble British man she was snatched away from?" the reporter said.
My fury welled. "Damn him."
The room collectively jumped. Austin stared at me.
Nigel had deliberately styled himself to look like Reggie. And then, suddenly, the reporter was interviewing him.
"I want Blair back," Nigel said. "I love her. I've always loved her." He looked directly into the camera. "Come back to me, Blair. Come back."
I looked at Austin. There was a tic in his cheek.
Everyone in the room was staring at us.
"You never thought to mention that your ex looks like Reggie?" he said.
"No, I didn't, because he didn't the last time I saw him," I said, loud enough for the room to hear. Oh, please. They were eavesdropping anyway. They might as well hear the truth.
"Not particularly. He's styled himself to look like Reggie to capitalize on our fame and get the spotlight. He's like that." I sighed, exasperated. "Look. I knew he was distant cousins or something with the actor who plays Reggie. There's a strong family resemblance. But Nigel barely knew who Jamie was before all this."
Austin's face was set. "Nigel's a handsome guy."
"Well, of course he's handsome," I said, indignant. "You think I'd date an ugly man for all those years?"
The people in the room were riveted. I didn't give a rat's ass. Or anyone else's.
"I have good taste," I said, my anger rising. I pointed my finger at Austin. "And you listen here, Austin MacDougall. I chose you. Yes, you." I glared at him to make my point. "And the whole of the…the world wants Elinor with Jamie, not Reggie. Jamie is the handsome hero, the heartthrob that makes women swoon. Reggie doesn't really have a chance. Everyone knows that. And neither does Nigel."
There was a collective sigh. A woman murmured, "You go, girl," just loud enough for everyone else to hear.
Austin suddenly broke into a grin. He slammed his chair back, got to his feet, pulled me out of my chair and into his arms, and kissed me. Thoroughly.
I was so stunned I forgot to fight back.
The room broke into a round of applause.
I looked into his eyes. "I love you."
"Yeah?" He wore a crazy grin. "I love you too." He kissed me again, just a quick peck. "Now. Eat your breakfast so we can go buy that blessing before the ill wish does any more damage."
"Damn," I said, as the realization hit. "That thing is more potent than I thought."
"Believe now?" He lifted an eyebrow.
"I'm a woman of science." I lifted a forkful of eggs. "Mere coincidence. But just to be sure…"

We were the first customers of the day at the ill wish/blessing tent. Austin made sure of that. Though he tried to find out who had purchased our curse, the owner claimed not to remember or keep records. She could have claimed client/curse provider privilege, but she preferred to plead bad memory.
"What kind of an ill wish was it?" she asked.
Austin described it.
"Oh, yes," the woman said. "The wish to cause discord in a romantic relationship. The curse of the bad breakup."
"Do you have a blessing that counters it?" I asked, eager to get the stench of the curse out of my mind.
The woman nodded. "The blessing of a long and happy life together."
Austin raised an eyebrow. "That sounds very…committed." He turned to me, wearing a big, teasing smile. "What do you think? Too extreme? You could end up stuck with me for life. Maybe something milder?"
He looked eager and hopeful. Though our relationship was less than six months old, we were already making future plans.
I smiled back at him. "There are worse fates, I suppose." I hugged him. "I say we go for it. We need a strong cure or we risk losing what we have."
The thought of Nigel and his plea to get me back hung in the air between us. At least, it was in my mind. And, I presumed, his.
Austin nodded and turned to the woman behind her table. "How much is this going to set me back?"
She named her price. He paid. She handed over a very pretty posy of sweet-smelling herbs and flowers and said a blessing over us.
"Well, it's done, then," he said as we walked away.
I inhaled deeply and sniffed the flowers. "This is lovely. It smells wonderful."
He nodded and took my hand as we walked. "We've never talked about marriage."
I stopped suddenly and studied him. "No, we haven't."
"Have you thought about it?" He seemed almost nervous.
"I have," I said, nodding.
"And? Could you see yourself as Mrs. MacDougall?"
"No," I said.
He paled and looked pathetically stunned, poor guy.
I shouldn't have toyed with him. He was obviously serious. "But I could see myself as Dr. MacDougall."
He pulled me into his arms and lifted me off the ground, spinning me around. "You're awful, Southron. Totally terrible. Why am I so in love with you?"
"Because you're crazy. And I'm your Elinor." I kissed him.
"So you mean it?" He looked me in the eye. "You'd think about marrying me?"
I nodded. "You'd have to ask me, of course. And do it properly."
"Duly noted." He kissed me again as my heart danced for him.
Yes, the thought of marrying him had crossed my mind. Actually occupied my mind, for quite a while now. I was old enough to know what I wanted and go for it. Old enough, and wise enough, not to spend years fooling around in a relationship that was going nowhere. Old enough not to want to waste any more time. I'd wasted enough with Nigel. Though now I felt glad for it.
I couldn't picture myself with anyone else but Austin. I had never felt this way about anyone. Not even Nigel.





CHAPTER 13
Tuesday
Austin
For two days I'd been ignoring Randy's texts. I was on vacation. He could handle things. I refused to give him any opportunity to derail my trip to Scotland. This vacation was too important. And not because of the Jamie promos. It was too important to Blair and me. She was going to get closure with Nigel. And I was going to propose.
Because of the notoriety Blair and I were getting, I asked the cab to drop us off in the less busy arrival section at the south end of Sea-Tac Airport. I had my passport in my pocket. Blair was by my side, eagerly chatting about the trip. Damn, I loved that woman.
I grabbed our bags and wheeled them toward the beautiful multistory round structure of glass windows. Past the tall stones and evergreens planted next to the sidewalk to give the airport a forest, outdoorsy feel. And inside toward an arrangement of monolithic stones as tall as a person. Now all we had to do was pass through the opening between two of the large stones. Through the seating area of a café that should be empty this time of day. Up the escalators. And to check-in. Hopefully avoiding notice.
Cam taught self-defense. He had drilled into us the need to be aware of our surroundings.
Two men in suits were waiting by stones a little too obviously casually. They were watching me. Two government guys I recognized by sight. From the program.
I had a bad feeling about this. A very bad feeling.
Blair paused. "What's wrong?"
I nodded toward the two men. "Them."
She looked. "Do you know them?"
I nodded. "They're from the program." I paused. "Look. You go in past them. I'll back out and go in another entrance. I'll meet you at the gate."
She frowned. "Why?"
"Humor me. Just do it, Blair. I don't have time to explain."
"They can't stop you from going." Her eyes were wide. "Can they? Is that what you're afraid of?"
I kissed her and gave her a gentle shove. "This is Randy's doing. No matter what happens, head to the gate. Let me deal with these two. If I'm not there when it's time to board, get on the flight. Go on to Scotland. I'll catch the next flight." I nodded toward the men. "We need to make a move. Distract them for me as you pass through the stones."
"I don't understand what's going on. But I trust you. Be careful. I'm not spending our dream vacation alone."
"Go." I handed her the handles to her suitcases.
I watched her walk toward the men, wheeling her suitcases behind her. I held my breath. She passed them and through the stone pillars. She looked back over her shoulder at me, opened her purse, and tripped. On purpose.
The contents of her purse clattered onto the floor. She went down on one knee. They didn't even glance at her. Douches.
I turned and speed-walked toward the exit. I was quick. They were quicker and outnumbered me. They pinned me between them and the glass walls and exit.
"Austin MacDougall. Good to see you again," the more senior one said. He flashed his official badge.
"Stop dicking around. I'm in a hurry," I said. "I have a flight to catch, as I'm assuming you know. What do you want?"
He held out his hand. "Surrender your passport."
I stared at him. "You've got to be kidding."
His face was stony. He waved his fingers, encouraging me to pass it to him.
"You're joking." I handed it over, expecting him to look at it and hand it right back.
"Austin MacDougall," he said, "you've been deemed a security risk and are prohibited from leaving the country." He grabbed my arm.
"What?" I tried to shake free.
"Come with us," he said. "There's been a security leak in the program. No one leaves the country until we find the source. We're taking you in for questioning."
As they guided me toward the exit and a waiting car, I cursed Randy beneath my breath.
"At least let me text my girlfriend and tell her what's going on." I glanced back into the building, breathing a sigh of relief that Blair was on her way up the escalator, willing her to keep going before they stopped her, too.
The two guys looked at each other and shrugged.
"Go ahead," the one nearest me said.
I texted her. I have to answer a few questions about the project. I may have to take a later flight. Get on the plane. I'll meet you in Scotland. I love you.
She reached the second floor and got off the escalator. I watched her pull her phone from her purse and read my text. She turned just as they hauled me to the exit.
She reached her arm out to me as if she could grab me and pull me through the stones, across the room, and up the escalator to be with her. She texted me back. I love you too. Be careful.
I texted her again. Scotland. I'll be there. I promise.
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