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      This book is for the readers in my Facebook group. You guys are amazing. You keep me laughing, encourage me when I’m down, and support me when I change my plans at the last minute. I couldn’t do this without you! xx
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      Hello,

      

      And welcome to my second collection of short stories. I hope you enjoy these little visits with characters you’ve already met in my books. If you want more stories, I include one in each of my monthly newsletters. You can sign up here. In the meantime, happy reading!

      

      Janet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      Lake Benson: English ex-SAS soldier. He has blond hair, blue eyes, and a lip twitch that passes for a smile. He’s known for his shoulder muscles and his taciturn nature. He grew up in a commune with hippy-dippy parents and rebelled by joining the establishment. He's closest to his youngest sister, Rainne, and he’s married to Kirsty. He is the owner and founder of Benson Security—a reputable international security firm.

      

      Kirsty Benson (nee Campbell): Now married to Lake Benson. She’s an ex-lingerie model who runs her own lingerie shop and designs lingerie. She has scars down half her body from a car wreck. Her mum is Margaret Campbell, and her best friend is Caroline McInnes. She has two adopted daughters with Lake, Lexie and Gracie.

      

      Josh McInnes: American singer who croons like Sinatra. He’s married to Caroline, and they have three kidsl. He owns Invertary Castle, where he’s now based. His best friend and manager is Mitch Harris.

      

      Caroline McInnes (nee Patterson): Was the town’s librarian until she met Josh. Now, as well as being a full-time mum, she’s on the town’s unofficial council, the restoration society, and the Christmas market committee.

      

      Jena Donaldson (nee Morgan): Ex-go-go dancer from Atlantic City. She’s accident prone, which hasn’t stopped her taking up a new career as a DIY expert in Invertary. She’s married to Matt Donaldson and they have a daughter.

      

      Matt Donaldson: Invertary’s only cop. He has twin younger sisters—Claire and Megan—and he’s cousin to Flynn and Harry Boyle.

      

      Claire Dayton (nee Donaldson): Matt’s younger sister who, along with her twin, Megan, has caused chaos in Invertary for years. She’s a kindergarten teacher, has a fondness for dyeing sheep luminous pink, and is married to Grunt. They have several children. To be honest, I’ve completely lost count and should probably reread the books to figure it out!

      

      Grunt (Samuel Dayton): Grunt got his nickname thanks to his taciturn ways. He’s a huge ex-marine who terrifies the living daylights out of everyone but melts when he’s around his wife, Claire. He came to Scotland from America on a security job and stayed when he fell for Claire. His best friend, Joe Barone, came with him.

      

      Flynn Boyle: Cousin to Megan, Claire, and Matt. Older brother to Harry. Flynn was a professional football player until an injury ruined his career and sent him home to Invertary. He’s married to Abby, and has more kids and animals than he can actually handle.. He’s also a soft touch for unwanted animals and is studying to be a vet.

      

      Abby Boyle (nee McKenzie): Abby has a daughter, Katy, from her first marriage. And several children with Flynn Boyle, her second husband. This includes two sets of twins.

      

      Katy McKenzie/Boyle: She’s five in Bad Boy, and she rules her world. She’s a natural soccer player, a blackmailing terrorist, and the apple of her adopted father’s eye.

      

      Harry Boyle: The geeky computer-genius younger brother of Flynn. He’s cousin to Matt, Megan, and Claire. Harry went to university far too young and made only one friend but started a very successful security software company. He returned home to Invertary to win the heart of his childhood crush, Magenta, whom he’s now married. Harry joined forces with security expert Lake Benson to start a new international security company.

      

      Magenta Boyle (nee Fraser) (Maggie to those who hate her): Magenta is the town’s only goth. She’s bad-tempered, sarcastic, and fiercely loyal. She works part time in Kirsty’s lingerie shop, and the rest of the time she runs her own business as a caving guide. She’s an expert on the local mines.

      

      Rainne Benson (Rainbow): Lake’s younger sister, named by the same hippie parents. She grew up in a commune and didn’t have any formal schooling as a child. She’s studied business studies after years of floating through life. She’s now married to Alastair and they have two kids.

      

      Alastair Stewart: Alastair co-owns Invertary’s hunting and fishing shop with his dad. He’s an expert salmon fisherman who’s won lots of awards.

      

      Megan Raast (nee Donaldson): Twin sister to Claire, younger sister to Matt, cousin of Harry and Flynn. Married to Dimitri. Megan’s been trying to find her way in life for years. She’s worked as a salesperson, a hairdressing apprentice, a kitchen hand, a pastry chef…you name it. After many failures, she found her calling is security work and is now part of the London Benson Security team.

      

      Dimitri Raast: A former US Army Ranger. He quit to hunt for his missing, presumed kidnapped, sister. He joined forces with Benson Security to bring down the man who took his sister and get her back. He’s married to Megan, and they’re partners at work too.

      

      Reverend David Carlyle: The new Presbyterian vicar who replaced the one who’d been there forever. He’s wondering what he’s done in taking the job!

      

      Betty McLeod: Betty’s is old as dirt. She’s never been married and is alienated from her sister who lives in Glasgow. She is known locally as Satan for her evil interference in the lives of Invertary’s townsfolk. She used to run the town’s only underwear shop—until Kirsty opened hers and ruined it. She sold the building to Lake with the proviso that she gets the run of the place. She’s now the mascot for a security firm and is learning interrogation techniques in her free time.

      

      The Domino Boys: A group of men in their 70s and 80s who get together to gossip and play dominoes. Archie, Hamish, James and Findlay helped Caroline organize her wedding. They often fight with Betty.

      

      Knit or Die: A knitting group that gets involved in other activities around town—like breaking into underwear shops and torturing men! They comprise of Kirsty’s mother, Margaret Campbell; Matt’s mother, Heather Donaldson; as well as Jean, Shona, Agnes, and Moira.

      

      Dougal Jamieson: Dougal owns the town’s only pub/hotel. He looks like Father Christmas, dresses like Elton John, and is the unofficial town mayor (unofficial because no one turned out to vote for the town council, but they do the job anyway). He has a booming voice and penchant for gossip. He also has a kind heart.

      

      Margaret Campbell: Kirsty’s mother and leader of Knit or Die. Widowed years earlier.

      

      Mitch Harris: Mitch is Josh’s best friend. They grew up together in Atlantic City. He’s now a trained lawyer who works full time as Josh’s manager. He’s a ruthless negotiator who liked to play the field. He has laughed in the faces of his male friends who settled down. After a life-threatening injury, he questions his way of life. He eventually settles down with Jodie, and makes Caroline McInnes a partner in his business.

      

      Jodie Miller-Harris (nee Miller): Owns a spa in Invertary and runs a top-secret shelter for abused women. She has several martial arts black belts and is married to Mitch. She’s of three people in Invertary who can handle Betty - the other two being, Lake and Agnes.

      

      Joe Barone: Grunt’s best friend. The ex-marine of American-Italian heritage. He’s part of the London Benson Security office, and is married to Julia.

      

      Julia Barone (nee Collins): Julia is painfully shy—to the point of phobic behavior. She’s also an organizational genius, and when she lost her previous job, she was snapped up by Lake Benson to work for him. She’s currently office manager for the new London office.  She’s married to Joe.

      

      Rachel Ford-Talbot: Rachel was Harry’s only friend in university and helped him set up his software business. She lives in London, is a terrible snob who comes from serious money, and a bitch—most of the time. She was one of the owners of Benson Security but now runs her family’s pharmacuetical company. She’s married to Harvard.

      

      Michael “Harvard” Carter: Ex-Cia, now working part-time with Benson Security. He spends the rest of his time overseeing the security at his wife’s pharmaceutical company.

      

      Ryan Granger: Ex-UK army, Ryan now works for Lake. He’s a bit of a player with a dodgy sense of humor. He moved to London to work in the new Benson Security office but spends most of his free time clubbing.

      

      Callum McKay: Ex-SAS soldier, one of the owners of Benson Security, and manager of the London office. He’s bad-tempered, has two prosthetic legs, and adores his family. He’s married to Isobel and has adopted her two kids, Jack and Sophie, they also have a new baby of their own.

      

      Isobel McKay (nee Sinclair): The eldest of the four Sinclair sisters. She became a single mum at sixteen; then her later marriage, which resulted in another child, crumpled. She lived in a tiny town in the Mull of Kintyre until she met Callum and moved to London. She has three children.

      

      Agnes Sinclair: The second oldest of the sisters. She has a degree in hotel management, and is the most capable and bad-tempered of the sisters. She’s married to Logan McBride and runs a community business project in Invertary.

      

      Logan McBride: He has two kids from his first marriage, which ended in a nasty divorce. His mother is Shona, who is a member of Knit or Die. He’s married to Agnes and works for Benson Security.

      

      Donna Stewart (nee Sinclair): The third Sinclair sister. Donna is a gifted illustrator who worked as housekeeper for the artist, Duncan Stewart, who owned Kintyre Mansion for years. She’s now married to Duncan.

      

      Duncan Stewart: A widowed artist who owns Kintyre Mansion and who’s married to Donna.

      

      Mairi McKenzie (nee Sinclair): The youngest Sinclair sister. She runs a matchmaking business that specializes in finding partners for geeky men. She’s married to Keir.

      

      Keir McKenzie: Mechanic who’s married to Mairi. They live in the Mull of Kintyre.

      

      Morag McKay: Invertary local who owns the bakery and makes great pies. She also runs the local morality society and likes to stage protests. She’s one of Betty McLeod’s arch nemeses. No relation to Callum - I just forgot I’d already used McKay when I named him!

      

      Elle Roberts: Computer expert at Benson Security. Has a ‘thing’ going with the mysterious David, whom she thinks is a spy of some sort.

      

      David: Man of mystery! Helps Benson Security out when needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            When Harry Met Rachel

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story takes place seven years before we first meet Harry and Rachel in Magenta Mine,

        Invertary Book 3.

      

      

      

      Harry Boyle carried his full lunch tray away from the cafeteria and looked around for a place to sit. He was stuck in an American high school movie. Scratch that, in every single American high school movie. Except his drama was playing out in Glasgow University, where he was the only student who was still high school age. Even worse, he didn’t even look his age—he looked younger. Why couldn’t he have been more like his brother, Flynn? When he was fifteen, Flynn had grown a beard and had more muscles than Thor. Actually, now that he thought about it, Captain America was a better comparison. Flynn was the after version, and Harry was Steve Rogers before science gave him muscles.

      He gave himself a mental head slap. He couldn’t stand there thinking all day; it would attract attention. And attention of any kind was never good. He needed to get out of his head and find a table to eat at. Only, every single one was taken, which meant he had to share—again. That never went well. Bracing himself for the inevitable questions over why a kid his age was at uni, he picked the nearest table with only one person sitting at it and headed over.

      “Excuse me,” he said in a voice way too deep for his lanky frame, “do you mind if I sit here?”

      The girl wore a bloodred cable-knit sweater that matched the polished nails on the hand holding the latest iPhone. In front of her sat a half-eaten salad. Who ate salad in winter? Actually, who willingly ate salad?

      The girl tossed her long, perfectly straight brown hair over her shoulder as she looked up at him. “Do you make weird noises when you eat?”

      Okay, he hadn’t been expecting that question. Usually, people asked if he was lost and needed help to find his mum. “I don’t think so.”

      “Do you plan on talking to me?” she asked, her English accent so crisp it reminded him of listening to the Queen on TV.

      “No. I just want to have lunch.”

      She inclined her head. “Then, you may sit.”

      Harry put his tray on the round table and pulled out the chair opposite her. Ten seconds later, he was digging into a good old Scotch pie with plenty of chips and baked beans to go with it. It’d taken him two years to accept an offer to attend uni, but he might have done so sooner if he’d realized he could eat like this every day without his mum knowing. No. That wasn’t true. He still would have chosen to stay home in Invertary, just to be close to Maggie. The only reason he’d left was that he had no choice. He couldn’t do the research he wanted for his Master’s degree while he was still at home.

      “You do realize there is enough fat in that pie to clog ten arteries,” the girl who didn’t want to talk to him said. “You might as well chug motor oil.”

      He blinked at her, wondering if he was allowed to answer or was supposed to remain silent. She stared at him as though waiting for a response, so he gave her one. “I don’t think motor oil would taste this good.”

      “Honestly.” She shook her head. “Didn’t your parents explain about vegetables?”

      “Well, aye.”

      “And don’t you care about your body?”

      He looked down at himself. “Uh…” What was there to say?

      “How old are you?” the strange girl demanded.

      “Nearly sixteen.”

      “Just as I thought. Old enough to know better.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen.”

      He eyed her salad. “You know, you might be in a better mood if you added some chips to that. Want some of mine?” He nudged his plate toward her, hoping she wouldn’t take any of the crisp, steaming golden chips just waiting for him to devour them.

      “Certainly not.” She recoiled. “How can your brain function properly if you give it food like that?”

      “Trust me,” Harry said, dipping a chip in tomato sauce. “I don’t have a problem with my brain. In fact, if eating like this slows it down a bit, that would be fine with me.” Then he could go back home and hang out with Maggie. Even though he’d chosen Glasgow because it was the closest uni to Invertary, it was still too far away. One more week and they’d break up for Christmas, then he could get back to his best friend. No, she was more than that. She was the girl he planned to marry. She just didn’t know it yet…

      “Are you a student here?” the girl said, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Aye. Computer science.” He didn’t bother asking if she was a student. It was obvious.

      “So, you’re like a genius or something?”

      Now that question he was used to getting, and kind of sick of too. “Or something,” he said, and then waited for the other standard questions he knew were coming. Things like, what’s your IQ then? Is your mother here with you? How can you do uni when you aren’t even old enough to drink? Yeah, he’d only been at uni for one semester, but already the questions were getting old.

      “You should have gone to Cambridge,” the girl said.

      Harry stopped eating. Okay, he hadn’t expected that either. “I had an offer from them, but I wanted to be close to home.” He’d had offers from half the colleges on the planet, but none of them were within easy reach of Invertary. “I did my undergrad at Cambridge—distance learning.”

      She didn’t even blink at the mention of him already having a degree. “My entire family went to Cambridge. The colleges there are set up to deal with younger, brighter students. You probably would have fit in a whole lot better than here. The students here are mostly interested in how cheap the beer is at any given time.”

      “You’re not interested in beer?” Neither was he. It smelled like cat piss.

      “Goodness, no.” She shuddered. “I don’t mind a good wine, but beer…”

      “So why did you pick Glasgow when everybody you know went to Cambridge?”

      “I’m a rebel,” she said with a completely straight face. “What’s your name?”

      “Harry Boyle,” he said between mouthfuls of food.

      “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

      “Tell me about it.” The girl was funny.

      “I’m Rachel Ford-Talbot,” she said. “First year. Business major.”

      That figured.

      Rachel went back to frowning at her phone while he ate.

      Harry watched her for a while, knowing he shouldn’t say anything, but he couldn’t help himself. “You need to set up your security so it’s airtight on those phones. They’re easy to hack.”

      Those piercing eyes hit him again. “Don’t be ridiculous. iPhones are well known for being unhackable.”

      Harry cocked his head. “I could do it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Prove it.”

      He shrugged, reached into his backpack, pulled out his laptop, and booted it up. Five minutes later, he’d changed Rachel’s screen image and locked her out of her phone. That’s when it occurred to him that he might have made her mad.

      Warily, he glanced up from his laptop to find her staring at her phone in awe. “What else can you do?” she demanded, as though he were some sort of performing monkey whose sole purpose was to entertain her.

      “I’m designing a security program that basically works by piggybacking onto the existing security within a system and plugging holes to make it titanium tight.” There’d already been interest from the British government for the code.

      “If you design something like that during your studies, does the program belong to you or the university?”

      Once again, she surprised him with her question. “Why would the uni own my research?”

      “For the love of Prada, didn’t you look into this before you accepted a place here?”

      “I’m fifteen.”

      “That’s no excuse. Your parents should have thought to check into this too. Did they?” Before he could answer, Rachel carried on, “Don’t answer that. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, then they probably don’t either. Basically, there’s something called intellectual property rights, and depending on the policy of each university, either the school owns the research of its students or the students do. Or some combination of those two options. If you’re designing something potentially worth millions, you need to make sure you own that product. Otherwise, the university will get the money from it. Not to mention, they’ll be the ones to decide what happens to your work.”

      Harry pushed his half-eaten meal away, feeling suddenly nauseous. “How do you know all this stuff? You’ve only just started your degree.” Did she read business books for fun? If she did, she was in good company. He’d been curling up with books on coding since he was in nappies.

      “Business is in my genes. My family owns a pharmaceutical company. Father is a business genius and saved my grandparents’ company from ruin. Mother is a chemist. She was always more interested in the science side of things. This kind of issue was standard dinner conversation.” Rachel pointed at him. “You need a lawyer and a business manager. You need to make the university sign a contract that stipulates your research belongs to you, and then you need someone to apply for patents, copyright protection, and trademarks. You need to protect yourself. Hasn’t anyone told you this?”

      “Told me about protection? Sure. My brother gave me a lecture and a box of…never mind what he gave me…before I left home. But this isn’t the kind of protection he was talking about.”

      “Is that what passes for humor when you’re fifteen?” she asked.

      “No, it’s what passes for panic. I don’t want the uni owning my work.” He had plans for that research. He was going to get rich, then go home and sweep Maggie off her feet. That money was his in with her because his looks sure as hell weren’t going to do it. It was a lesson he’d learned from watching Bill Gates—nerdy guys needed moola to get the girl.

      “Unlock my phone,” Rachel ordered. “I’ll ask my father if you can use the company lawyer.”

      “Aren’t lawyers expensive?” He was pretty sure that, whatever they charged, the allowance his parents gave him wouldn’t cover it.

      “Yes, they’re expensive, but don’t worry about it this time. I’ll also have him draw up a contract for us while he’s at it.”

      “We need a contract?” Harry’s eyebrows shot up. His brother never covered this in the talk he gave him before he left for uni. “To be friends?”

      “No.” She shook her head in clear disgust. “This is why you need me. I’m going to be your business manager, and we need a contract to set that up. It will give me permission to apply for the protection your ideas need.”

      Harry looked around, checking the bustling cafeteria for cameras. Was this a joke? A skit for that College Humor site? “Uh, I don’t need a business manager,” he said at last. “I don’t have a business.”

      “Yes. You do. You are the business.”

      “And you’re going to manage me?”

      “Goodness knows you need it.” Her thumbs flew over her iPhone screen as she spoke.

      “This is a weird conversation.” Harry was beginning to wish he’d picked another table.

      “Don’t worry. This is just to get you set up. I have no intention of doing this long term. I have plans, and babysitting your budding software career isn’t one of them.”

      “Plans?” It was becoming increasingly clear why Rachel had been sitting alone—she was as much of a freak as he was. She just hid it better.

      She nodded. “As soon as I get my degree, I’m going to work in the family company. One day, I’ll take the helm when my father retires. Sure, everyone thinks it will pass to my older brother, Jonathan, but he isn’t as interested in it as I am. Jonathan is more of a financial whizz. But I can’t wait to get my hands on the company. I have so many ideas for making it bigger, better, stronger. It’s what I was born to do. But first, seeing as I’m here for the next few years, I may as well help you set up your company. Somebody has to make sure you don’t get ripped off.”

      “Rachel?” Harry waited until she looked up from her phone. “You know you’re kind of scary, right?”

      For the first time since he’d rocked up to her table, she smiled. And that was kind of scary too.
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        This story takes place after Bad Boy, where we first met Flynn Boyle, a former professional soccer player. At this point, Lake’s plan for a Benson Security office in London is still a pipe dream. And Mitch, Logan, and Megan haven’t met their soulmates.

        Although Joe has met his in Julia.

        She just doesn’t know it yet!

      

      

      

      The first—and last—match of Invertary’s brand new, minuscule, football league took place on a misty Saturday morning in October. For this auspicious occasion, Flynn Boyle had chosen the pitch nearest the pub, thinking he might need a stiff drink once the match was over. He’d been on the field five minutes, and already he was craving a double whisky.

      “Where’s the rest of your team?” he asked his high school nemesis as they stood in the middle of the pitch. The man was flanked by his three younger brothers and a few of their friends.

      Lachlan MacGregor folded his arms over a blue shirt printed with the words Invertary Invaders. There was a smirk on his face that Flynn wanted to wipe off with his fist. Even after all these years, Lachlan got on his very last nerve.

      “They’re getting changed.” Lachlan nodded toward the concrete block that housed the changing rooms. “We need to talk about a handicap. It’s no’ fair that we’re up against a professional—even if he only played for Arsenal. We want a two-goal head start.”

      Aye, Flynn’s fist had a burning desire to be buried in Lachlan’s face. “Not happening. Your team has its fair share of competent players. Hell, you could have gone professional if you’d wanted.” And didn’t those words just burn in his throat? “Everybody on your team grew up playing the game. Whereas I have a bunch of Americans, who call the game soccer and think football is basically rugby played wearing armor. Josh over there doesn’t know his arse from his elbow. He’s handicap enough to even things out.”

      “I heard that,” Josh shouted as a ball flew through the air and hit his head.

      “See what I mean?” Flynn said in disgust.

      “Stop pissing around,” Lachlan said. “We both know you could be a team of one and still run rings around any other side. Plus, look at your goalie. If we get anything past him, it’ll be a miracle.”

      Flynn glanced back at Grunt, who at six and a half feet of pure muscle, bore a striking resemblance to the Hulk. “Don’t worry too much about him. He’s American an’ all.”

      “He knows how to play the game, right?” Lachlan said, his eyes also on Grunt. “He’s no’ likely to lose the plot and run rampage through my team if a ball comes at him, is he?”

      Flynn cocked his head in consideration. “I don’t think so.” Although he’d be the first to admit that he didn’t sound convinced.

      “Three-goal lead,” Lachlan amended. “And I’ll make sure nobody sues when the big guy goes nuts.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “How about we only count every second goal you score?”

      “Do I look like an idiot?”

      Lachlan considered him. “Well, now that you mention it…”

      Flynn’s fist clenched. Really, what harm would one wee punch do? Especially when the dickhead was clearly asking for it.

      “Lachy!” a delighted female voice called.

      A female voice Flynn knew only too well. He turned to see Abby rushing over to them. His Abby. His fiancée. Who was beaming at his nemesis. And the arse was beaming back.

      “Abby.” Lachlan’s voice softened, sounding intimate. “You’re looking gorgeous as usual.”

      “Flatterer,” Abby said but blushed anyway.

      Blushed? For Lachlan? Flynn was ten seconds away from either vomiting or rearranging the opposing team captain’s features.

      “I was looking for you,” Abby told the man.

      “You’ve come to your senses then and realized you could do a whole lot better than this one?” Lachlan nodded his head at Flynn.

      “That’s it!” Flynn launched himself at the cocky, woman-stealing, arrogant, smarmy… Two sets of arms suddenly held him back. His cousin Matt and his brother, Harry, had obviously been on standby just in case Flynn blew—traitors.

      “Rein it in.” Matt’s voice was low and calm in Flynn’s ear. “Beat him on the pitch, where it counts.”

      Aye, that advice might have worked when they were kids. Now, Flynn thought it counted more to beat Lachlan in reality. And from the mocking laughter in Lachlan’s eyes, he knew exactly what Flynn was thinking.

      “Behave yourself,” Abby scolded her fiancé instead of the bastard flirting with her. “I only want to talk to Lachy about the house extension.”

      “He’s not working on our house.” Flynn glared at the builder.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” Abby told him.

      “Aye, away and grow up,” Lachlan said with a grin.

      Flynn pointed a finger at his face. “No goal head start. No advantage going in whatsoever. We’re gonna wipe the pitch with your faces.”

      “I don’t think so.” Lachlan’s pretty-boy features brimmed with amusement. “You’ve no’ met the rest of my team yet.” He glanced over at the changing block. “Here they come now.”

      Dread pooling in Flynn’s stomach, he turned in the direction Lachlan pointed. And exploded, “Hell, no! I don’t think so!”

      Because, dressed in Invertary Invaders shirts, three women walked toward the pitch. Jena Donaldson, his cousin Matt’s wife and accident-prone DIYer. And Matt’s younger twin sisters, Claire and Megan. All grinned excitedly at them.

      “Don’t I look cute?” Jena rushed to her husband’s side.

      Matt seemed caught between drooling over his curvy wife and expressing his annoyance. Irritation finally won out. “What the hell are you doing playing for the opposition?”

      Jena pouted. “Flynn wouldn’t let girls on your team, but Lachlan didn’t mind.”

      “I bet he didn’t.” Matt took a step toward the smug-faced captain of the opposing team.

      Flynn smacked a restraining hand in the middle of his cousin’s chest. “Beat him on the pitch, where it counts,” he said with heavy sarcasm.

      “I’m beginning to see how annoying that advice is,” Matt muttered.

      Matt’s sister Megan rolled her eyes. “You’re all just scared because you know the real sporting talent in this family lies with the women.”

      Flynn was about to argue that point when a roar went up from the goal behind him, and the man-mountain that was Grunt came charging down the pitch toward them. Everyone except Claire took several steps back, away from the irate American. She skipped toward him.

      “How do I look?” She bounced in front of her frowning husband.

      “Baby,” was all Grunt said, but Claire must have taken it as a compliment because she squealed with delight and wrapped her arms around him.

      Grunt glared at the players on his team. “Anybody lays a finger on my wife, they get their head ripped off.”

      A wail of outrage sounded from Flynn’s team as the opposing team’s captain laughed.

      “How are we supposed to play properly if we can’t tackle Claire?” Josh demanded.

      Grunt shrugged, making it clear it wasn’t his problem.

      “You heard him, boys,” Lachlan called to his brothers, who lined up behind him, grinning like lemmings. “Our tactic is to get the ball to Claire.”

      The opposing team cheered.

      Flynn studied the sky, looking for strength from above. He’d never had these problems when he was in the Premier League.

      “Are we getting this game started or what?” Archie McPherson, their referee, demanded. “I’ve got a game of dominoes over lunch.”

      Flynn took his eyes off the sky to look at Archie and instantly regretted it. The old man was dressed in a luminous blue tracksuit, the legs of which were tucked into white socks that he wore with brown leather slippers.

      Archie caught Flynn staring at his slipper-clad feet. “What?” he demanded. “I’ve got bunions.”

      “This whole thing is a farce,” Flynn muttered.

      “Then let’s get it over with.” Archie stalked to the center of the pitch.

      There was nothing to do but follow, and a few minutes later, the game was underway.

      It was the longest ninety minutes of Flynn’s life.

      Jena accidentally tripped Josh, which sent him limping out of the game and left their team a player down. Megan seemed to spend more time kicking her brother’s shins than actually aiming for the ball. Their referee abandoned running up and down the pitch to follow the game because it made him double over and wheeze. Instead, he blew his whistle from his position in a deckchair on the sideline while sipping coffee and eating cake.

      And Claire scored seventeen goals.

      Every time she took possession of the ball, she’d slowly dribble it up the pitch, unimpeded by Flynn’s team, who cowered under the glaring eye of her husband. Then, when she reached the goal, Grunt smiled encouragingly and stepped out of the way. When she unsurprisingly scored, she threw herself into Grunt’s arms and basked in his praise.

      For scoring in an open goal.

      Once, Claire’s shot went wide and missed entirely. To Flynn’s utter disgust, Grunt just retrieved the ball, handed it to her, and told her to try again. When his team objected, he’d folded his arms and scowled at them while Claire concentrated on hitting her target.

      “This isn’t a game,” Matt said from beside Flynn as Claire scored again. “It’s a bloody travesty.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      At long last, Archie blew the final whistle, and the opposition celebrated with hugs all round—except for Claire. None of the men dared touch her with Grunt glowering at them.

      “So,” Lachlan said as he ambled over to Flynn, “I believe the deal was that the losing side bought lunch for the winners.” He rubbed his stomach. “Have to say, that game definitely worked up an appetite.”

      “You’re an arsehole,” Flynn told him. “And we both know you couldn’t beat me in a fair game.”

      Lachlan scoffed. “The game is irrelevant. I’ve been wiping the floor with you since we were kids.”

      “Aye, in your dreams.” Flynn put his hands on his hips to keep from striking out. “Golf. Next Saturday. Loser buys the beer.”

      “Good job you’re loaded. You’ll be needing the money to cover the bar tab I run up when I win.” With a smug smile, the bastard sauntered away.

      Claire came bouncing up to Flynn. “I scored seventeen goals! Can you believe it?”

      Before he could tell her exactly what he thought of those goals, Grunt appeared behind her.

      “Aye,” Flynn said, his gaze on Grunt. “I can totally believe you scored seventeen bloody goals.” He pointed at his useless goalie. “You’re fired.”

      Grunt grunted. Which Flynn took to mean he didn’t give a crap about anything other than his wife’s happy smile.

      As Flynn watched his dejected team drag themselves off the pitch, his five-year-old soon-to-be-adopted daughter came to stand beside him. Katy folded her arms and gave him a look of utter disappointment.

      “I told you this would happen,” she said primly.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Did too.” She stuck her chin in the air.

      “Did not. You said you should be the referee because Archie would probably die.”

      “Aaaaaaand I told you that not letting Auntie Jena and Auntie Megan and Auntie Claire on the team was a big mistake. Just because they’re girls doesn’t mean they can’t play football better than the boys.”

      “Which I know, because I’m the one who told you that. I’m also the one who told you that having those particular women on our team would cause chaos. I didn’t realize they’d sign up for the opposing side and ruin the damn match anyway.”

      Katy shook her head in disgust. “If Auntie Claire had been on our side, Uncle Grunt would have made sure her goals got past the other team.”

      “Which isn’t how this game’s played,” he pointed out. “That wasn’t football. It was twenty players being held hostage by an overgrown American so his wife wouldn’t break a nail while he pandered to her.”

      Katy blinked at him. “I don’t know what that means.”

      He heaved a sigh. “It means Grunt’s off the team, and we’re never playing the Invertary Invaders ever again.”

      She slipped her hand into his. “Let’s go get ice cream. It always makes me feel better when I lose at games.”
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