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      Lake Benson’s midlife crisis lasted exactly twenty-four hours. In that time he quit his career with the army and bought a lingerie shop. All things considered, he was glad the crisis hadn’t lasted longer.

      “I told you,” whined his little sister. “I can do this myself. I have a business plan. You’re only interfering because you’re bored and don’t know what to do with yourself.”

      “That’s not the point,” Lake told her as he looked up at the sign on the front of the shop. “The point is, you obviously need my help. You’re haemorrhaging money. My money.”

      He hadn’t even set foot inside the shop and already he could see a problem.

      “That”—he pointed at the sign—”has to go.”

      Rainne twisted a strand of her long hair, a dead giveaway that he wasn’t getting the whole story.

      “I can’t get rid of the sign,” she said at last. “It’s part of the town’s heritage.”

      Lake folded his arms tight across his chest. Heritage his hairy backside.

      “You also didn’t tell me how isolated this place is,” he said.

      “It’s busy during the tourist season—you know, summer.”

      For Scotland that was about two weeks in August.

      “And you neglected to mention that we have competition.”

      He cocked his head towards the lingerie shop, which sat opposite them on the high street. Unlike the shop that had eaten all of his money, the one over the road actually looked like people would buy lingerie in it.

      “Ah, yeah,” his sister said as she toed the pavement with her pink Doc Marten boot. “But Kirsty’s shop has a different clientele than ours.”

      “One that buys underwear?”

      She missed the sarcasm.

      “Uh, no, she sells sexier stuff—you know, for occasions. We sell everyday wear. Think utilitarian.”

      He was about to tell his sister that she was talking rubbish when the shop door flew open and a tiny cube of a woman hobbled out. Lake guessed her age to be close to two hundred.

      “You,” she said as she pointed at him. “What are you and why are you here?”

      Rainne shrank beside him. Her face shot past pink and straight to purple. Here it comes, thought Lake, the catch. Every time he got involved with his family there was a catch.

      “I’m Lake Benson,” he told the Hobbit. “I own this business.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed under eyebrows that were hairier than her head.

      “Rainne girl,” she said, but she kept her eyes on Lake. “I thought I sold my business to you.”

      His sister shuffled on the spot, making all the tiny bells sewn into the bottom of her tie-dye skirt jingle.

      “Ah, well,” she said. “My brother here, he’s, um, like my silent partner.”

      “I’ve been watching,” the woman said. “He’s doing an awful lot of talking for a man who’s supposed to be silent.”

      Before Rainne could answer, the woman jabbed her finger in Lake’s belly. She seemed surprised when it bounced back off him.

      “What do you know about underwear, boy?” she demanded.

      Lake stared at the woman calmly. He’d been face to face with drug lords and terrorists. There was no way a little Scottish woman could intimidate him. Amuse him, maybe—if the bulk of his savings weren’t tied up in the joke.

      “I know how to unhook a bra in two seconds flat,” he said.

      “If I was sixty years younger, boy, that might impress me. Right now, I’m just wondering why you’re blocking the customers from getting into my shop.”

      Lake took a slow look around him. He saw a cobbled road, a row of crooked old houses that had been whitewashed and turned into shops and a loch at the bottom of the street. He didn’t see any people. Let alone hoards queuing up to buy underwear.

      “Yeah, I can see how I’m getting in the way,” he drawled.

      Rainne started to inch away from him. He got the distinct impression that she was on the verge of running. Lake reached out, grabbed her vintage velvet jacket and hauled her back to stand beside him.

      “Leave me alone,” she grumbled. “I’m not five.”

      “What do you mean your shop?” he asked the Hobbit.

      The old woman pulled herself up to her full height, which must have been all of four foot six.

      “Betty McCloud. I started this shop in 1964.”

      “And I bought the business six months ago.”

      “It’s still my shop, son.” The woman tried to fold her arms over her ample belly as she glared at him.

      If he were prone to dramatic gestures, he’d have rolled his eyes. Instead he kept his face as expressionless as usual.

      “Rainne, want to explain this to me?”

      His sister looked like she’d rather eat dirt. Lake didn’t care. He’d driven up the length of England, through Scotland and into the Highlands. He was tired. He was hungry. And he was wondering what insanity had made him think managing a shop would be good for Rainne. Most of all, he’d run out of patience.

      “Rainne,” was all he said.

      “Okay, okay.” She held up her hands in surrender. “In the contract I signed, there were some unusual clauses.” She cleared her throat as Lake’s heart sank. “The business is ours to do what we want with, but Betty here stays—think of her as an underwear mascot.”

      He looked at Betty, who gave him a toothless grin. In her ankle-length tartan tent, cable knit jumper and hairnet, she oozed sex appeal.

      His sister took a deep breath.

      “And the sign stays too,” she said.

      They all looked at the sign. There was silence.

      “I hand-painted that sign myself,” Betty said proudly.

      “It could be worse,” Rainne mumbled.

      Lake almost let his shoulders slump.

      “So, let me get this right,” he said at last. “I bought a lingerie shop in a town in the middle of nowhere. I have my very own underwear mascot. The main competition is the shop facing us, which actually appears to have customers. And to top it all off, the first business I’ve ever owned is called Betty’s Knicker Emporium.”

      Betty grinned with pride as Rainne tried to appear invisible.

      “I need a beer,” Lake told them and headed towards the local pub.

      

      “There’s trouble brewing over the road,” Magenta said by way of hello.

      It took Kirsty a minute to focus on her employee. Her brain was still frozen from studying her bank account details.

      “Trouble?” she asked.

      “Big brother has ridden in to sort things out. Betty looks like she wants to set fire to a village in retaliation and Rainne looks like she’d rather be anywhere else than sunny Invertary.” Magenta studied the sky through the shop front window as she shrugged out of her black leather coat. “Okay, maybe not sunny, but she still looks like she wants to run.”

      Kirsty snapped the laptop shut, aware that the same grim set of numbers would be there to greet her when she opened it again.

      “Poor Rainne, I should have made more of an effort to help her out.”

      “You’ve been up to your eyeballs keeping this place afloat.”

      “You’re not wrong there,” Kirsty said on a sigh. “But still, I did tell her we could coordinate window displays and advertise together. We just never seemed to get round to it. I hope her brother didn’t give her a hard time. Did it look like he was mad?”

      “I didn’t see him. I saw the aftermath. So I’m guessing he was mad. Wouldn’t you be if your life savings bought Betty’s Knicker Emporium?”

      “I’d be happy just to have access to my savings, so I could waste it on whatever I chose to.”

      Magenta winced.

      “Sorry, that was insensitive.”

      Kirsty waved her words away with a flick of her hand. It was old news. Literally. She had the newspaper headlines to prove it. She went to join Magenta at the window. Sure enough, there was Rainne, looking like she’d been exiled from a hippy commune and didn’t know what to do with herself. Her shoulders drooped, her eyes were dark and her skin almost as pale as Magenta’s—and that was saying a lot considering Magenta’s white goth makeup.

      “I’ll go talk to her,” Kirsty said.

      “Why bother?” Magenta said. “All she’s going to do is whine and whimper. Look at her. I can’t understand how she stays upright when she doesn’t have a backbone.”

      “Magenta!” Kirsty said, giving her young friend a look heavy with meaning. “That’s harsh. She’s struggling. Running a business is hard enough without having to deal with Betty too.”

      Kirsty’s heart broke for Rainne; she looked every bit as lost as Kirsty felt. Magenta frowned.

      “It’s eat or be eaten out there,” she told Kirsty. “And that girl has ‘tasty snack’ tattooed to her forehead.”

      “Remind me to tell the town council never to let you volunteer for the Samaritan help line. I can hear you now: ‘Stop whinging about your life, suck it up and get on with things.’“

      Magenta gave Kirsty a rare grin. Kirsty couldn’t help smiling back as she went out to talk to Rainne. She felt the crunch of autumn leaves underfoot as she trotted across the road towards Betty’s place. The old underwear shop had been an Invertary institution as long as she could remember. She’d been dragged there as a child to get her first bra, and later she’d suffered the humiliation of being present while her mother bought a girdle. She smiled at the memory. The only problem with Betty’s Knicker Emporium was that it was about four hundred years out of date. Well, that and Betty. Betty was a big problem.

      “You okay?” she asked Rainne.

      “Great. Fabulous. Wonderful,” Rainne said flatly.

      “Tell the truth, girl,” Betty said as she elbowed Rainne in the side.

      Rainne was too polite, or too scared, to tell the old woman off. Kirsty wasn’t—it was one of the perks of being a local.

      “Cut it out, Betty,” she told her. “Or I’ll tell the vicar that you’re bullying again.”

      Betty scowled but didn’t protest.

      “What’s going on?” Kirsty asked Rainne. “Is your brother shutting you down?”

      “Ha!” Betty said. “He can try.”

      They ignored her. Rainne hung her head and looked dejected.

      “Really, he can do whatever he likes—it’s his money. I shouldn’t have borrowed it. I don’t know anything about running a business. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Kirsty couldn’t have agreed more, but didn’t think it was the time to tell her.

      “You have some good ideas,” she said to be encouraging.

      “Yes,” Rainne sighed sadly, “only I can’t implement them.”

      The two women stared at Betty.

      “What?” Betty demanded. “I have veto. It’s in the contract.”

      “That was some contract you had drawn up,” Kirsty told her.

      “You’re not wrong.” Betty grinned. “I never thought anyone would sign it.”

      “There’s a neon sign above my head with the word idiot and an arrow pointing at me, isn’t there?”

      “No, of course not,” Kirsty said while Betty nodded.

      “This is your last warning,” Kirsty told Betty.

      “You’re no fun at all,” the old woman said.

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Betty stalked back into the shop in a huff.

      “I don’t know how you do that,” Rainne said as they watched the shop door slam. “I can’t seem to stand up to her at all.”

      “Don’t be fooled by the old lady exterior, inside she’s tough as nails and will walk all over you. I’m used to her, she’s got a good heart and she can be really funny, but you need to stay on top of it or else you become her lap dog.”

      “Woof,” said Rainne.

      Kirsty put an arm around Rainne’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “Oh, honey,” she said. “Look, why don’t you bring your business plan over later and I’ll help you with it? Maybe we can put together some sort of advertising campaign for Christmas? Something that will benefit both our shops—like a lingerie party, or something. Two heads are better than one, don’t you think?”

      “I do, actually,” said the deep voice behind her.

      Kirsty jumped as the man stepped into view. There were men, and then there was this man. He was the kind of man that made the rest of the male population seem feminine. It was everything about him—his broad shoulders, his square jaw, the tiny dimple in his left cheek, the intense look in his blue eyes. Everything screamed man with a capital M.

      “I do think two heads are better than one,” he told her in an English accent that broadcast his south coast roots. “But I think the other head should be mine and not the competition’s.”

      She reeled backwards, dropping her arm from Rainne’s shoulders.

      “Competition?”

      He arched one eyebrow. It was the only expression he made. The rest of him—his face, his posture—seemed relaxed. Yet somehow he managed to radiate irritation.

      “You do own the shop over the road, right?”

      Kirsty nodded dumbly. Without thinking about it, her arms wrapped around her high-necked lambswool sweater and she hugged herself as she spoke.

      “I might own the only other lingerie shop in town, but I’m trying to help here. That’s how we do things in Invertary.”

      “If that’s the case, then where have you been for the past six months while my sister’s been throwing my money down the drain?”

      He folded his arms over his wide chest, making the denim jacket strain across his shoulders. Her heart beat faster. Her mouth opened to defend herself, then snapped shut when she thought better of it.

      “The same could be said about you,” she said instead. “At least the help I’m offering is backed by expertise. What exactly do you know about the underwear business?”

      He took a step towards her. Kirsty took a tiny step backwards. He noticed, and his eyes crinkled slightly at the corners.

      “I know that women buy the stuff for men, and I’m a man. That gives me the advantage. They’ll be queuing up to get my advice.”

      Rainne jerked to attention.

      “You’re staying?” she squeaked. “You plan to run the business.”

      “You got a problem with that, little sister?” he asked, but his eyes never left Kirsty.

      “You know what I think?” Kirsty said, saving Rainne from having to answer.

      “I’m not sure I care what you think, but go ahead anyway.”

      Kirsty hands fell to her side and balled into fists. It had been a long time since she’d felt the urge to thump someone.

      “I think you’re in over your head,” she said. “You obviously don’t have a clue about running a shop or selling lingerie, and you’ve just insulted the only expert in town who was willing to help you.”

      His lips twitched slightly, giving the impression that he was going to smile, but nothing happened. His face was still impassive.

      “Do you know what I think?” he said. “I think you’re scared of a little competition.”

      Kirsty barked out a laugh that surprised her more than him.

      “You’re not competition. This”—she pointed to Betty’s handmade sign—”is not competition. There’s no way you could be a threat to me, or to my business.”

      “We’ll see. Prepare to shut up shop.”

      Kirsty pursed her lips as she felt her cheeks burn.

      “That is incredibly arrogant of you,” she said.

      “Or honest. It’s obvious there’s only room in this town for one lingerie shop. I’d rather it was mine.”

      “If you think I’m going to let you run me out of town then you’re deluded. This is my home. You’re the foreigner here.”

      He rocked back on his heels as he thrust his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Although there was nothing in his manner to give him away, she got the distinct impression he was enjoying himself.

      “Ah, that old chestnut. We hate the English. The English are the root of all our problems. Blah, blah. You guys need to get over yourselves. You lost. We won. We own you now. There’s no point being bitter.”

      Kirsty reeled before blustering nonsense.

      “That’s right. The English are here to stay.”

      “That’s it,” she said at last. “You’ve crossed the line.” She turned to Rainne with a tight smile. “I’m sorry, honey, but I can’t help you now. You’re stuck with him.” She hooked her thumb towards the brother. “You have no idea how much I feel for you.”

      “I get that a lot,” Rainne mumbled.

      “As for you,” she told the English imbecile, “bring it on. You don’t stand a chance.”

      “So, last shop standing?”

      “It’ll be mine.”

      “I like a healthy imagination in a woman.”

      “You’re going to regret annoying me this much.”

      At last he grinned. Kirsty felt her world shift as something unseen pulled her towards him.

      “It’s on, then?” he said with delight.

      “It’s on.” She stepped back, feeling slightly disorientated.

      “Great.” He nodded. “War. This I do know.”

      “Ah, but you don’t know lingerie war,” Kirsty said. “Sit back and watch, soldier boy. You’re about to have your backside handed to you.”

      With that she turned on the low heels of her tan leather boots and stalked back across the street.

      “So,” Magenta said once Kirsty had slammed the door shut. “It didn’t go well, huh?”

      Kirsty eyed her sole employee grimly.

      “That man is insufferable. He has no idea how to relate to people and he sure as heck doesn’t know how to run a shop.” She let out a breath she hadn’t even been aware she was holding. “He wants to close me down. Can you believe it? He’s rude. He’s ignorant and he’s off his head.”

      Magenta blinked hard before she gave a wicked little smile.

      “Been a long time since I saw you this wound up,” she said.

      Kirsty felt the wind go out of her. It had been years since she’d felt wound up about anything. That sort of passion belonged in her old life. She worried her bottom lip for a moment as she felt the will to fight drain out of her.

      “You okay?” Magenta asked.

      “Fine,” Kirsty said. “I just have to figure out how I’m going to stop Betty’s Knicker Emporium stealing what little business we do get.”

      Magenta’s smile took on a pitying turn. Kirsty looked away from her.

      “I’ll be in my office,” she told her. “Working on a marketing plan.”

      With that, she fled.

      

      Lake woke with a grin the following morning. This was fun. He should have made his way to Scotland months ago instead of wandering around Europe annoying his old army mates. Although, to be fair, that had turned out quite well for him. But it wasn’t as much fun as playing lingerie war in Scotland.

      He folded the bedding on the couch into a neat pile, arranged his belongings symmetrically and went into the tiny kitchen to make coffee. Rainne was still asleep in the only bedroom; he could hear her gentle snores echoing down the hall. As the coffee brewed he examined his surroundings. Faded wallpaper that screamed 1970, furniture that been attacked by cats at some point and orange Formica everywhere. He’d lived in worse. If he was going to be in town any longer than the three months he needed to be there, he’d have put flat renovation on his to-do list. But for three months he could live with orange patterned carpet and old Bay City Rollers posters.

      As the coffee brewed he flicked open his cell phone and dialled his army mate.

      “Got my money yet?” John said cheerily when he answered the call.

      “It’s coming,” Lake said with a grin.

      “It’d better be,” John said. “I have other guys begging me to get in on this deal. If you don’t want to partner with me on this, let me know. I’ll pick one of them.”

      “Go ahead,” Lake said as he poured himself a mug of thick black coffee.

      There was muttering that made him grin.

      “I need you to send me my kit,” Lake told his friend.

      “You working?” He could almost hear John’s ears perk up.

      “I’m waging war,” Lake told him.

      There was a sigh.

      “I know that tone. You’ve found something that amuses you and now you’re farting around instead of focusing on the plan.”

      “Are you going to send my kit or not?”

      “Sure, because I can see why you’d need night-vision goggles for selling knickers,” John said. “Look, stop messing around in Scotland. You’re needed here. We’ve got business piling up. I’ve already paid a designer to make the business cards—Prentice and Benson, International Security.”

      “You mean Benson and Prentice,” Lake corrected.

      John ignored him.

      “This is what we talked about, remember? You, me, doing what we do best. Only this time we get money and fame.” He paused. “And some of those tall, sexy women that hang around with billionaires.”

      Lake barked out a laugh.

      “If they’re hanging out with billionaires, they aren’t going to go for the hired help, are they?”

      “Not hired help. Highly skilled security consultants,” John said snootily. “Plus, it’s the trend to go for the bodyguard. Even Heidi Klum is doing it.”

      “Have you been reading women’s magazines again? What did I tell you about that? It shrinks your...”

      “Yeah. This coming from the guy who’s selling pretty pink undies.”

      “Only until I get this shop in the black again. Then it’s a quick sale and on to better things. I won’t be here long enough for anything to shrink.”

      “Three months,” John reminded him. “If you don’t have the money to buy into the partnership by New Year’s Eve, I’m going to have to offer it to someone who does and that would break my heart.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure it would,” Lake said with a grin. “Send my gear,” he ordered.

      There was a grunt at the other end of the line. Lake wasn’t worried. They both knew that John would be hard pressed to find someone with better skills than Lake. But that didn’t change a deadline. Whether Lake was in or out, the business would have to start in the new year—there were clients waiting.

      As he hung up the phone, the door to the tiny kitchen crashed open and Betty tottered in. Lake raised an eyebrow slightly.

      “You still have a key?” He reached for another mug.

      “I own the building. You lot just lease the shop,” Betty said as she thumped a plastic carrier bag on the counter.

      “You and I are going to have a little talk later about what exactly owning the business means,” he told her as he handed her a mug of coffee.

      If Betty was bothered by the implied threat, it didn’t show. She sniffed the coffee and scrunched up her nose.

      “This isn’t tea.” She handed back the mug. “What do you think I am, a Yank? Make me a cup of tea.”

      Lake flicked on the kettle. He’d been a warrior long enough to know that picking your battles was the key to victory.

      “I brought breakfast,” Betty said.

      She opened the plastic bag and the room was filled with the smell of hot, spicy meat pies. She thrust a Scotch pie at him.

      “That’s a heart attack waiting to happen,” he told her.

      “That’s the kind of rubbish I get from your sister.” She mimicked Rainne’s voice. “My body is a temple.” Betty rolled her eyes.

      Lake took the pie.

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to eat it,” he said. “But you can’t live on this crap.”

      Betty scoffed.

      “I’m eighty-six, son, and I’ve had a pie a day for as long as I can remember. You bloody well can live on these.”

      She took a huge bite to make her point. Lake smiled slightly as he made Betty a cup of tea. They took their breakfast into the living room.

      “So, what’s the plan for today?” Betty said.

      She plopped into an old armchair that seemed perfectly moulded to fit her form.

      “Paint. Decorate. Buy better underwear.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my underwear, son.”

      “Maybe not on you, but women who want to have sex may have a problem with it.”

      “Cheeky wee fart, I’ll have you know that there’s nothing wrong with my sex life. Why, just the other day...”

      Lake held up a hand.

      “You tell me anything about your sex life, I mean even one word, and I’ll bury your body where no one will find it.”

      Betty grumbled into her mug of tea. He was glad he couldn’t make out any of the words.

      “One more thing,” he said. “We’re changing the sign.”

      Betty struggled to sit up straighter. It looked like the chair was trying to swallow her whole.

      “You can’t change the sign. It’s in the contract. My nephew is a lawyer in Edinburgh. He says there are no holes in it. It’s tin.”

      “You mean ironclad.”

      Lake kept his face blank. He wanted to grin widely, but was worried Betty would perceive that as some form of affirmation. In all honesty, he was a little impressed. In another life she would have made a great leader of a terrorist cell. Or a dictator of a small country.

      “Who cares what metal it is?” She waved her knobbly fingers at him. “You can’t change my sign. Aren’t you changing enough anyway? We ripped out half the shop’s fixtures last night. What are we going to do for furniture? What will we hang all this new underwear on? Have you thought about that, genius?”

      “As a matter of fact, I have. The new fittings are coming from Glasgow in a couple of weeks, and we are changing the sign. Take it up with your nephew if you like, but the one we have now is going in the bin. Once we’re through with this place women will be queuing in the street and I’ll get my money back.”

      “What’s the new decoration going to be, hotshot?” Betty ignored the comment about her precious sign, which made him wonder what else she was planning in her tiny head.

      “Male. We’re going to focus on what’s unusual about this shop—me,” Lake said. “It’s the male perspective. Something Eye Candy can’t provide.”

      “It must be lovely to be so full of yourself.”

      “You should know.”

      Betty gave him a wide, toothless grin, which made him wonder where her teeth had gone.

      Rainne wandered into the living room. She was dressed in Care Bear pyjamas and was rubbing her eyes.

      “Why is Kirsty open this early?” she said before yawning.

      Lake looked at Betty.

      “She was shut when I came in.”

      Rainne plopped down on the couch, upsetting Lake’s perfectly folded bedding. He clenched his jaw to stop from telling her off. He had to keep reminding himself that she was a grownup—even if she didn’t act like one.

      “There’s people out there now. Looks like Kirsty is giving away food.”

      “Cake?” Betty struggled out of the chair and practically ran to the window.

      “I knew it,” she said. “She’s made fairy cakes.” She turned to Lake. “She makes the best wee cakes in Invertary. Rubbish at loaves, but great cakes. I better go over the road and see what she’s up to.”

      “I don’t think so,” Lake told her. “You have a tendency to make things worse, and that’s bad strategy. You never send in the man who will escalate the conflict.”

      “Your lips are moving, son, but all I hear is blah, blah, blah. There’s no war. The only conflict I see is the one with me over my sign. This is the most boring war I’ve ever been in. I thought being on your side would be interesting. But now that Kirsty has cake, I think I would be better off on her side.”

      “You can’t change sides,” Lake told her as he shrugged into his jacket. “As you keep telling me, you own the building and you have some sort of dubious role in the business. So suck it up. I’m doing recon on this one.”

      Betty’s shoulders slumped before she fell back into her chair. She pulled another pie out of her handbag.

      “At least bring me back a cake,” she said as she rooted around in her bag. A second later she popped her teeth back into her mouth and took a bite of her pie.
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      Kirsty had a plan. It wasn’t brilliant, but it was workable. As far as she could see, she had a small window of opportunity before Betty’s shop reopened. In that time, she had to make as many sales as possible. Which meant the meagre amount of money she had in her account was now marked for advertising. It wasn’t enough to make an impact. Heck, it was barely enough to buy an advert in The Invertary Standard. She’d spent most of the night awake and worrying about how to make her money stretch and attract the attention she needed. In the end, Kirsty resorted to a tried-and-true method for drumming up business—give away cake. It was an unwritten town law that the women of Invertary would do pretty much anything for cake.

      “What’s this, then?” asked Agnes Patterson.

      Her five-year-old twin boys had stopped talking long enough to stuff their mouths with a cake each.

      “Advertising,” Kirsty said with the brightest smile she could muster at eight in the morning. It had seemed like such a good idea to get out early and catch people on their way to work and school, but after three hours’ sleep it was already wearing a little thin.

      “If you come back to the shop with the leaflet,” she said, “you’ll get a twenty percent discount on the new season’s range.”

      Kirsty handed her one of the leaflets she’d printed during the night and pointed to her newly revamped window display—complete with skimpy Victoria’s Secret lingerie.

      “It’s pretty, Kirsty, but really—when would I wear it? It’s not like I get to wear anything nice these days. I put on that green silk dress I have for church a couple of weeks ago and by the end of the service it was covered in mucky handprints, and Michael had drawn on the hem in blue marker.”

      Little Michael didn’t appear to be bothered by that fact. Agnes, on the other hand, looked like “bothered” was her permanent state. Her hair was tied back into a messy bun, there was no makeup on her face and she’d been wearing the same uniform of black T-shirt and blue jeans for the past five years. Everything about her screamed practical. She might as well have had “no sex ever again” printed on the T-shirt.

      “You deserve to treat yourself,” Kirsty said lamely.

      “Maybe I’ll get a nice box of chocolates for when the boys are in bed,” Agnes said as she flicked a glance at the window. “Underwear that pretty would be wasted on me.”

      “That’s because it isn’t for you,” Lake said as he came up behind Agnes.

      Kirsty glared at him, infusing the look with as much animosity as she could muster while holding a platter of iced pink cupcakes.

      “I’m sorry,” Agnes stuttered. “Are you talking to me?”

      Her eyes went wide as soon as she saw Lake. Then her cheeks flushed. Kirsty waited for the woman to swoon. For some bizarre reason she felt like giving Agnes a quick kick in the back of her knee.

      “I’m Lake Benson,” he said as he stuck out a hand. “I own the lingerie shop over the road.”

      Agnes practically passed out as she held Lake’s hand. It took all of Kirsty’s self-control not to shout “get a grip” at the woman.

      “Betty’s shop?” Agnes said.

      “We’re renovating. Changing the name. There will be a launch soon.”

      He raised an eyebrow in Kirsty’s direction. She assumed it was to remind her of the challenge. She narrowed her eyes at him. If there weren’t potential customers around she’d have given him an earful of just what she thought of his stupid shop and his stupid war.

      “As for the underwear, you don’t buy it for you. You buy it for your husband.”

      Kirsty had heard enough.

      “Rubbish,” she told him. “Women buy lingerie for themselves.” She turned to Agnes. “You wear it to make yourself feel sexy, to make you feel beautiful. That’s why you buy it.”

      Lake stepped towards Kirsty. That calm demeanour of his never shifted, but his eyes sparkled at her, letting her know how much she amused him.

      “But.” He lowered his voice. It was deep and intimate. “Don’t you feel sexier, feel more beautiful, knowing that someone is going to see you in it?” He took another step towards her. “Knowing that someone will touch you in it?” He inclined his head towards her. “Knowing that someone will want to see you out of it?”

      Kirsty swallowed hard. Agnes cleared her throat loudly. Kirsty felt her cheeks flush against her will.

      “When did you say you open again?” Agnes said in a breathless voice Kirsty hadn’t heard her use before.

      Lake smiled slightly. It was smug. He turned to Agnes.

      “Couple of weeks.” He flashed her a movie star grin that made Kirsty suck in a breath, even though she knew he was faking it. “I hope I’ll see you there.”

      Agnes was nodding so hard it must have caused brain damage.

      “Wonderful,” Lake told her, oozing false charm.

      Kirsty elbowed her way between the two of them, biting her words as the twins helped themselves to another cake each.

      “In the meantime, don’t forget to use that voucher. The deal isn’t running forever and you wouldn’t want to miss out.”

      Agnes’s eyes flicked from the leaflet she had clutched in her fist to the store window, then to Lake. She blushed again.

      “I’ll be seeing you,” she told Kirsty with solemn certainty.

      As she herded her children towards the primary school, she actually fanned herself. When Kirsty turned towards Lake, he was leaning casually against her front window munching on a cake he’d stolen when she wasn’t looking.

      “What are you doing over here? Shouldn’t you be over there scheming?”

      “I’m all done with the scheming for today. Now I need to paint some walls.”

      Kirsty puffed her fringe out of her eyes. It was time for a trim, but who knew when she would fit that in? Another reason to be annoyed with Lake Benson.

      “You thought you’d come spy on me first?”

      Lake did that eyebrow raise thing that she assumed made him feel like he was James Bond.

      “You need to look up the definition of spying. There’s nothing covert going on here.”

      Lake reached for another cake. Kirsty snatched them out of the way. He smiled a little, making her stomach clench.

      “I like you, Kirsty Campbell,” he told her. “You’re the most fun I’ve had in a long time.”

      “See, that’s my point exactly. This isn’t fun for me.”

      “No?” He pushed away from the window and sauntered towards her. He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “It could be, Kirsty. It could be a lot of fun for you. Trust me on that.”

      Her jaw hung open as she felt his breath on her skin. Then he was gone. Taking two more cupcakes with him.

      

      “Honestly, Kirsty love, there isn’t any story here. Maybe we should just run your advert and leave the editorial for another day.”

      Kirsty chewed on her lower lip as she glanced around her office. The pity in the local newspaper editor’s eyes made bile form in her stomach.

      “No, we need the coverage,” she said. “There must be an angle we can work.”

      He leaned back in his chair and ran his hand through his overlong black hair, making it stand up in odd places.

      “We could write about this lingerie war, that’s interesting.”

      “And pointless. It will give Betty’s shop just as much exposure as mine. Why, exactly, should I pay for that?”

      Unconsciously, Malcolm patted his beer belly to help him think. It’d been a rumour in Invertary that his brain was stored in his gut and needed the stimulation.

      “How about the ‘ex-model makes good’ angle?” he said at last. “We can talk about how far you’ve come since the accident and how well the shop is doing now.”

      Kirsty shook her head as she fingered the string of papier-mâché beads that sat in a bowl on her desk. They were the last tangible item from her previous life and a bitter reminder of all she had lost.

      “It’s old news. Nothing that the town doesn’t already know. Honestly, Malcolm, if the shop was doing well I wouldn’t be sitting here begging you for a write-up. I wouldn’t be jumping through Lake Benson’s hoops either.”

      “I can’t very well write that your business is struggling and you’re desperate for customers.”

      “At least that would be honest.”

      “Readers don’t want honest, Kirsty—they want sensationalist.”

      She pursed her lips grimly. That was something she did know.

      “What about the new knickers you’re designing?” He pointed to the clothes rack in the corner. “What if we play that up?”

      “No, they aren’t ready. I haven’t had any time to work on them. It definitely isn’t something I want to draw attention to.”

      Malcolm let out a long, low sigh. He rubbed a hand over his face as if to rearrange his features.

      “Help me out here, Kirsty. You want the publicity, tell me what to write, because as we stand it’s the most boring story in the world. I can just see the headline now: ‘Local lingerie shop does okay.’ It won’t sell papers, lass, and it sure as jiminy won’t sell knickers.”

      Kirsty looked around her office for inspiration. The people who’d owned the space before her had used the large back room for storage; Kirsty used it for paperwork and design. In one corner was her old wooden desk, which she’d painted lilac. Behind that were shelves stacked with magazines and paperwork. The rest of the room was taken up with mannequins and a wide sewing table, complete with machine. The walls were covered in photos for inspiration and drawings of works in progress. The clothes rack held ideas she was working on, but the mannequins stood bare. There was no way she could let him write about her collection. Heck, she couldn’t even call it a collection. A few pieces of lingerie by a half-baked designer, who could barely draw, didn’t make a collection.

      “He’s a war hero, did you know that?” Malcolm broke her train of thought.

      “Aren’t they all?”

      “I suppose so, but this guy has medals. You wouldn’t know it to look at him. If I had medals I’d be telling the world, but he never mentioned them. I found out when I looked him up on the internet.”

      “You met Lake?” Kirsty leaned over the desk towards him.

      “Sure.” Malcolm shuffled on his chair as though he was a boy sitting outside the headmaster’s office. “He was in the pub last night. Nice guy. He walked old George home when he could barely stand. Dougal was ready to phone his daughter and get her to pick the old sod up, but Lake stepped in saying he needed a walk and practically carried George out of the pub.”

      “Well, he might be nice to old people. And he probably deserves his medals. He may even get another one for putting up with Betty, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s trying to close me down.”

      “He says he isn’t trying to close you down, he’s only trying to be a success—and if your shop shuts in the process, then that’s just business.”

      Kirsty gaped at him, making his neck break out in red patches.

      “You spoke to him about this?”

      “After you called yesterday, I thought it would be a good idea to hear his side.” He shuffled his feet and did a bit more belly rubbing. “I don’t think there’s any malice in the war thing. He only had good things to say about you.”

      “You don’t think there’s any malice?” Her eyebrows went so far up her forehead they were practically on top of it. “The man doesn’t care what damage he causes, he wants me to fail.”

      “In a nice way.” Malcolm shrugged helplessly.

      Kirsty couldn’t believe her ears. She could feel her blood beginning to boil again. All she wanted was a quiet, safe life, and instead she had to deal with Lake Benson and the truckload of problems he’d dumped on her doorstep.

      “How can you ruin someone in a nice way?” she demanded. “Never mind. I have a story for you. You can write about the threat of amateurs to professional expertise. How anyone thinks they can do anything these days because they can look it up on the internet and become an instant expert. Ask the women of the town who they would like to deal with—someone with years of experience in women’s lingerie, someone who knows how to make the female body look its best, someone who’s made a living doing just that, someone who understands the need for sexy but comfortable lingerie...or someone who knows how to drive a tank and carry a machine gun?” She sat back in her chair with a grunt. “Honestly. I’m competing for business with a guy who knows nothing about it. He has an evil elf for a helper and his sign says he deals in knickers. This should be a no-brainer for people. Tell Invertary not to be dazzled by his movie star looks and charm that could get you out of your underwear in ten seconds flat. We’re not in the business of undressing people, we’re here to sell them lingerie. Tell the town that!”

      Malcolm was writing furiously.

      “Can I quote you on that?”

      Kirsty was too busy muttering about amateurs and arrogant army men to pay much attention to what he was asking.

      “Whatever,” she said.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      He stood, snapped off a couple of shots of her at her desk, then quickly made an exit, promising that the story would be in the paper the following day. Kirsty was long past caring what Malcolm was telling her. All she wanted was for him to run her ad and write something interesting beside it that basically said “buy from Kirsty and not that dodgy English guy”. Was that too much to ask?

      

      It was mid-morning the following day when Lake noticed something was wrong. Every time he looked through the shop window out into the street, there seemed to be at least one woman staring at him. They would quickly lower their eyes and rush away. The younger ones would giggle. At first he put it down to the novelty factor—man, lingerie and that damn sign over the door—but soon he began to notice something else the women had in common. They all clutched a copy of the local newspaper. Eventually the stream of women became too distracting and Lake gave up painting the walls. He wiped his hands on a rag, finished off the water in the bottle he kept on the ladder and shrugged into his denim jacket. It was time to buy a copy of the local paper.

      Lake said hello to everyone he met on his way up the high street to the newsagent. He wasn’t stupid. He knew that people’s loyalty would instinctively lie with Kirsty. She was, after all, a local. But if he could insinuate his way into the community, they would feel warmly towards him and their loyalty would be torn. If they saw him as one of them, then they would shop wherever they got the better deal, which would be his shop. It was a basic war tactic—win over the locals, win the war.

      Today he noticed something different about the smiles he got in return—they seemed knowing. An uneasy feeling made the hair on his arms stand on end. The townsfolk, as a whole, seemed to know something he didn’t know. Something about him. As he pushed open the door to the newsagent, the bell above rang to announce his arrival—as though he wouldn’t be easy to spot in a shop the size of a dog kennel.

      “Hello,” shouted the aging owner Archie. “Look, Maggie, it’s Mr Charming.”

      For a second Lake froze. He kept his smile in place while he assessed the atmosphere. It didn’t seem threatening.

      “Hello, Lake,” Maggie said as she patted the iron-grey curls that were wound tight in rows around her head.

      Lake did a double take. For a minute he thought she was batting her eyelashes at him.

      “Hi,” he said. “How are you two today?”

      “Oh, we’re good, very good,” Archie said. There was that knowing smile again. “Selling a lot of papers.”

      “Uh, great,” Lake said.

      “Thanks to you,” Maggie said.

      Lake’s smile faded.

      “Thanks to me?”

      The two oldies shared a look, then giggled like teenagers.

      “Better have a look, son,” Archie said.

      Lake picked up a copy of The Invertary Standard with a sense of foreboding. The nudge Maggie gave her husband didn’t help—it smacked of seaside postcard humour. He half expected Benny Hill to appear during the next round of nudge, nudge, wink, wink. The front-page headline was something to do with the need for a new community hall.

      “Go to page three,” Archie said with a grin.

      Obediently, Lake opened the paper and stilled. There, filling half the page, was a stunning photo of Kirsty. She was wearing one of the high-necked sweaters she normally wore—this one was sky blue and really made her rust-red hair glow. She was sitting back in her chair behind her desk, arms folded over her breasts and cheeks flushed. Her emerald-green eyes flashed with anger. She epitomised passion. She was so alive it took his breath away. Alive, passionate and obviously furious. And it appeared the reason for this was him.

      He glanced up at two grinning faces.

      “Go on, have a read,” Maggie said. “It’s priceless.”

      He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he read anyway. As his eyes flew over the words, he started to grin. He looked up at the owners, who grinned back.

      “How much do I owe you?” he said.

      “Take it,” Maggie said. “It’s been years since we’ve seen Kirsty mad about anything. She used to be so full of life. It’s worth every penny to see that look on her face again.”

      “Who knew it would take a foreigner to make it happen,” Archie said, causing Maggie to frown and elbow him in the ribs.

      “This war of yours could be the best thing that’s ever happened to her,” Maggie told him.

      It was on the tip of his tongue to point out that this war of his was an attempt to wipe out the competition. Kirsty Campbell might not be so full of life when it was over.

      

      When the bell over the door jingled to signal that Kirsty had a customer, she called from the back room where she was working.

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      She quickly tacked the silk material so she could pick up where she left off. She checked herself in the mirror behind her office door, fluffed her short hair, pulled the neck of her jumper up to her chin, made sure the sleeves were down properly and smoothed out her long skirt. She was covered. It was fine. With a deep breath, she went to greet her latest customer. She’d been hoping that the spread in the paper would generate more business. Instead there had been a steady stream of women gawking through the windows in Betty’s shop all day long. It made her blood boil to think that her last bit of spare cash had gone on an idea that had backfired. An idea that had unwittingly helped the enemy.

      As though her thoughts had conjured him up, Lake Benson was leaning against the counter. Kirsty frowned. He grinned and waved a copy of the paper. She stopped dead. For a second, it seemed like the sensible thing to do would be to run. She told herself not to be an idiot and walked towards him instead.

      “Loved your ad,” he said sweetly. “How’s it working out for you?”

      Kirsty frowned as she glanced around the empty shop.

      “Great. This is just a wee slow patch.”

      She folded her arms over her green sweater and stood as tall as she could. Normally her height advantage helped in situations that unnerved her, and she was sure it would have helped in dealing with Lake—if he didn’t have a couple of inches on her.

      “Good to hear,” he said cheerily. “Thought I’d pop in and thank you. Your ad is helping my business no end. It’s generated a lot of interest in the shop and we’re not even open yet. Still, I’m sure they’ll come back.”

      Kirsty bit her tongue to stop herself from answering. There were no words in her head polite enough to say.

      Lake’s blue eyes did that twinkling thing that unnerved her. She was one big ball of entertainment for the guy.

      “Of course,” he continued blithely, “it isn’t just the ad that’s helping.”

      He opened the paper to the double-page spread. Kirsty wanted to melt into the carpet. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

      “I’m sure there are a lot of women in town who’d like to buy lingerie from someone who has—and I’m quoting here...” He cleared his throat as if he was imparting sage information. “‘Movie star looks and charm that could get you out of your underwear in ten seconds flat.’“

      His triumphant smile made Kirsty scan her surroundings for something to brain him with.

      “So,” he said in that smarmy boarding school voice of his, “you think I have movie star looks? More importantly, you think I have the ability to charm you out of your underwear? Now that’s interesting.”

      “No, it isn’t interesting. Not in the slightest. In fact, you’re boring me to tears here. It was taken out of context, as most things in the paper are—keep that in mind while you’re primping your ego.”

      He pushed away from the counter and swaggered towards her. Kirsty made a big deal out of feigning a yawn while her heart picked up the pace. Lake stood inches from her, and although she wanted to flee and lock herself in her office, possibly to never come out ever again, she stood her ground.

      “Do you think I could get you out of your underwear in ten seconds flat?”

      “No.” Of that she was certain at least.

      “No?” He did that eyebrow-raising thing that made her want to hit him.

      “No.”

      “That’s interesting, Kirsty girl,” he said. “Because I have it in black and white that you think otherwise.”

      He waved the paper under her nose to make his point. For a second she thought of snatching it and using it to wipe that cocky smile off his face.

      “I was referring to other women. Weaker women who are more susceptible to your charms.”

      “But you think I have charm.”

      “Sure.” She gave a dismissive shrug. “I’ve seen it work on Betty.”

      He made a little choking noise that made her think he was swallowing a laugh.

      “But not on you?”

      She shook her head. Suddenly, she was weary of the whole conversation. Her shoulders slumped slightly as she moved behind her counter. Lake’s eyes narrowed, as though he could read her mind and see that she wanted a barrier between them.

      “That feels a lot like a challenge,” he said softly.

      “Of course you would think that. You’re a man. You reason with your ego and think with your...”

      His lips twitched.

      “Still, I feel like I have a point to prove now. I’m wondering how much charm it will take to get you out of your underwear, Kirsty Campbell.”

      “More than you have.”

      Kirsty sighed heavily as her temples began to throb.

      “Look,” she told him. “Even if you did have enough charm to get me undressed—which you don’t—what makes you think that I would go anywhere near you? You’re trying to ruin me. Or did you forget that?”

      She placed her palms on the counter in front of her as she wondered what it would take to get Lake Benson out of her life.

      “I’m not trying to ruin you,” he said in that annoyingly smooth voice of his that could melt butter. “I don’t want to ruin you. This is about business. Nothing more. What I think of you—in fact, everything else—is separate.”

      She shook her head vehemently.

      “It isn’t for me.”

      With a knowing smile, Lake turned and strode from the shop, leaving Kirsty to wonder what can of worms she’d inadvertently opened this time. When the door closed behind him, she fled to her office and threw herself into her chair. The beads she’d worn on her last photo shoot mocked her from their place on her desk. She wasn’t that person any more. She swept the beads, and the bowl they sat in, into her desk drawer and closed it. She was done looking at them. With new determination she pulled the phone towards her. She needed to generate money fast. She needed to buy more advertising. Time was running out. Lake’s shop would be open soon and thanks to her, he’d have the women of Invertary queuing at his door. Add to that his latest challenge, which she didn’t even want to think about. The faster that man was out of Invertary, the better.

      “Hello,” she said to the person she’d dialled. “I need to cancel my insurance.”

      It wouldn’t give her a lot of spare cash, but it would be a start. As she went through the inane questions from her insurance company, she worked out the sums on her notepad. With the money she would save on insurance for the shop, she could get her website up and running. That would generate more sales. It had to.

      “No, it’s only for a few months,” she told the guy at the other end of the line.

      With a tight smile, she hoped that Lake Benson would be long gone from Invertary by the time she renewed her policy.
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      It took a lot to make Lake Benson feel stir crazy, but days on end stuck in the shop with Betty and Rainne had done the job. Not to mention the steady parade of women gawking at him through the shop window. It’d been a week since Kirsty’s article and there was still no let-up in the number of women pointing and giggling. He was beginning to feel like one of those guys in the Diet Coke commercials. His breaking point was when Betty started calling him a “wee hot totty”—whatever the hell that meant. After that, he covered the windows with newspaper and ran from the shop.

      Lake turned right towards the black waters of Invertary loch. It was barely October but the chill of the Scottish Highlands managed to work its way through his denim jacket and his woollen sweater—in fact, right through to his bones. The cold didn’t bother him so much as the mood it brought with it. He wasn’t one for introspection, but on nights like these when the wind was sharp and darkness was black like coal, his mind turned inward. He’d made exactly two spontaneous decisions in his life—join the army, leave the army. He didn’t regret the first, but the second was proving to be a huge pain in his backside. Especially after almost a month in Invertary with little to show for it.

      The old pub sat huge and imposing on the corner of the high street opposite the loch. Its walls, like the rest of the buildings in the centre of town, were whitewashed. The smooth surface reflected the warm light from the street lamps and made the place glow. As usual, the hanging shingle made him smile. The pub was called The Scottie Dog. Not a name meant for smugglers and Highland bandits. The leaden windows let flickers of light from inside seep out, and as someone pushed open the heavy wooden door the din of chat, and laughter, wafted into the street. It was busy. Crowded. For a minute, he wondered if he wouldn’t rather be alone.

      He pushed the door open before he could chicken out and spend his evening feeling sorry for himself in his ‘70s throwback flat. The door swung inwards quickly, hitting the person on the other side. Lake stepped inside and tripped over Kirsty Campbell. Words of apology fell out of his mouth before he realised who he’d trodden on. For some reason, the fact that he’d stumbled over Kirsty lifted his spirits no end.

      “Seriously,” she grumbled. “You’re here too? You’re everywhere. I can’t get away from you.”

      “It’s been almost a week since we talked,” Lake pointed out.

      Not a week since he’d seen her. He’d had that pleasure every day. Kirsty bent over to rub the ankle he’d trodden on. Lake smiled at the sight of Kirsty’s rear wrapped in a wine-coloured skirt. His fingers tingled. They wanted to reach out and curl around her hips. Someone jostled him as they exited the pub—it broke his concentration, but not before Kirsty spotted where he’d been staring. Her perfect eyes narrowed.

      “You’re a snake, Lake Benson,” she told him.

      Lake cocked his head to the side in agreement.

      “What are you doing here, anyway?” she said.

      “It’s a pub,” he said by way of explanation.

      She pulled on the green coat he’d seen her wear before. Yet again she was covered from chin to ankle, and although it was cold, he was certain she must have been sweltering in the heat of the pub. She frowned at him.

      “I know it’s a pub, dimwit. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be renovating? Painting something? Planning world domination?”

      “The world domination plan is in the bag. My evening is free.”

      He stepped to the side of the door. Now her way was clear if she wanted to go. She made no attempt to run. Instead she dug her fists into the pockets of her coat, making it pull on her shoulders.

      “Why don’t you go back to the army and leave us all in peace?” she asked. “Wouldn’t that be easier? You can’t possibly want to run a lingerie shop. Sell the thing and be done with it.”

      “Oh, would that I could,” he said.

      Unfortunately, no one would buy a business that hadn’t made a profit in ten years. Well, no one except his clueless sister.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Betty the troll and that loony contract of hers,” Kirsty said.

      Lake didn’t correct her. If she wanted to think it was the contract that stopped him and not the state of the business, then that was fine with him. The fewer people who knew it was a mess, the better. That way it would be easier to sell once he got it back in the black.

      “I’d love to get my hands on her nephew.” Kirsty’s voice broke into his thoughts. “That man needs a good hiding.”

      It took a minute for Lake to catch up with the conversation, and when he did a flush of heat worked up from his stomach to his head.

      “If you want to get your hands on a man,” he told her, “I’m available.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “That’s not going to happen,” she said tightly.

      Lake shrugged.

      “I’m not even suggesting that I get you out of that underwear you’re so attached to. I’m just saying that I’m here. If you want me. To do with as you will.”

      Her mouth opened and closed like a hooked fish. Lake smiled confidently, aware that every time she saw him she’d replay his words. He’d wear her down by default.

      “It’s no big deal,” he said as he took a step closer to her, lowering his voice under the din of the bar. “Lovers by night. Enemies by day. It’s in all the best spy movies.”

      “I don’t want to be your lover.” It would have been slightly more convincing if she hadn’t stumbled over the word and flushed bright pink at the same time.

      Lake cocked an eyebrow, feeling pretty pleased with himself. Kirsty frowned.

      “Don’t think you can wear me down, either. Guys with a lot more finesse than you’ve shown have chased after me. If I can resist them, I sure as heck can resist you.”

      “I don’t plan to mention it again. I’m just going to wait. I’ll be right in front of you. Watching you think about me. Watching you think about what we could do together. How we could be together. I won’t need to say anything. It’s all going to happen in your head.”

      She threw up her hands in exasperation.

      “I’ll tell you something. All of this”—she waved her hand in front of him to signal that she meant him, not her—”is happening in your head, not mine. My head is empty, thank you very much.”

      Lake grinned widely.

      “Auch, I mean...” She poked him in the chest. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. You want me.”

      “In your dreams.”

      “Yep, there too.”

      “You are the most annoying man I’ve ever met and I don’t have time to deal with your many psychological problems. I’m going home.”

      With that, she was gone. Lake found himself grinning at the door as it swung shut behind her.

      

      After a large plate of fish and chips and a cold beer, Lake was in fine spirits. The cheery bustle around him improved his mood no end. He sat at a table near the bar flicking through images on his iPad. He had intended to relax while he caught up on news and sport. Instead, his time with Kirsty made him curious and reminded him that he’d yet to run a background check on his enemy. Around him the buzz of the busy pub acted like white noise to block out his day. It helped soothe him, which was good because Kirsty’s story made for grim reading.

      Lake traced his index finger over the image of Kirsty on a runway in Italy. Her tall, lean body curved in all the right places, accentuated by silver mirrored underwear the likes of which he’d never seen before. She was smiling into the camera, with a naughty look in her eye that made you want to tease her, just to see her laugh. Long, red, wavy hair flowed over her shoulder. He wanted to run his hands through it, but the pixie cut she sported now made that impossible.

      “Why are you looking at our Kirsty?” Dougal said as he picked up the empty plates.

      As owner of the pub, Dougal behaved like it was his right to poke his nose into everyone’s business. Lake wasn’t surprised. There was no such thing as privacy in Invertary. Lake let Dougal clear the table in front of him. As usual, the self-appointed town mayor’s ample belly was barely covered by a green tartan waistcoat. This time it was worn over a pink shirt. Lake made a note to bring sunglasses next time he visited the pub.

      “Well, son, why are you reading about Kirsty?” Dougal’s loud voice boomed, making heads turn his way. “Is this because of that story in the paper? The war thing you’re playing at? What is it you lads say—know your enemy?”

      Lake was surprised at how close Dougal had come to his motivation, but he didn’t let it show.

      “Just curious,” Lake said, keeping his voice low and soft.

      “Why are you whispering, son? Everybody knows the story anyway. It was in all the papers.”

      Lake looked around as those who could hear over the din nodded.

      “You’re English, so you might not know,” Dougal said, although it was clear Lake did know as he’d just been reading about it.

      There was obviously no stopping the man, so Lake sat back in his chair. Dougal smoothed his perfectly groomed—and snow white—beard and moustache. Taking a deep breath, he scanned the room to make sure people were paying attention to him.

      “Kirsty,” Dougal said with an air of importance, “was a
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