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            Falling in love wasn’t part of the game plan…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FINN

        Rugby’s the only thing holding me together. But one huge scandal, and I’m about to lose it all. The press are circling. The sponsors want me gone. My only shot? Fake a relationship with Theodora MacMickin and convince the world I’ve changed. Trouble is, I’m starting to want what I’m only meant to sell.

      

      

      

      
        
        THEO

        After my ex wrecked my career, I rebuilt my life and landed my dream job. Now the agency’s future rests on me fixing Finn Lennox’s mess. Make the media believe he’s in love, keep him out of trouble, keep my distance.

        But fake-dating Scottish rugby’s biggest bad boy isn’t simple – especially when it starts to feel more and more real…
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        Rucked Up Ruse is written in British English (‘recognise’ instead of ‘recognize’). It also includes a hint of a Scottish accent here and there (see glossary at the end).

      

      

      

      
        
        Please be aware: this book contains several explicit/smutty open-door sex scenes and a good amount of profanity. Reader discretion is advised.

      

        

      
        It also touches on topics that could be triggering for some readers, including anxiety and panic attacks, gaslighting, being temporarily unhoused, substance abuse and addiction, incarceration, the death of an estranged parent, parental neglect and abuse, as well as depression. Most of it is in the backstory, but it’s best to be prepared.

      

        

      
        Take care of yourself. <3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To all the wee souls whose parents failed them:

      it was not your fault.
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        Finn

      

      

      

      Am I dead?

      The floor’s cold. Which wouldn’t be a problem if I weren’t face down on it, naked and confused. My cheek’s stuck to the stone tiles, something sticky matted in my hair. Could be champagne, could be lube. My bet’s on both.

      I should be laughing. But there’s this quiet dread under my ribs, like I’ve opened my eyes underwater and can’t remember how to swim.

      I lift my hungover head and immediately regret it. Someone groans behind me. Female, definitely. There’s a leg draped over mine. Smooth, tanned, and freshly waxed. Painted toes with French tips. But nothing clicks. I stare, waiting for memory to kick in and say, Aye, mate, you’re grand. That’s Chloe or Frankie you met at the bar…

      Nothing.

      This is what I get for thinking I could outrun the shitshow that is my life. For thinking Finn Lennox could forget who he is for a week and go on the epic mother of all benders.

      Another groan, a different voice this time.

      Two women? Christ, what happened last night?

      I push myself upright, slow and careful, because the wrong move might trigger a nuclear event inside my throbbing head. Dull, thick waves that are synced to my heartbeat. There’s a fur throw…or something like it…dangled over the end of the bed. I stagger over, wrap it around me as if I were some cursed Viking chief, and survey the battlefield.

      Crumpled silk sheets and crystal glasses with bits of ash floating in the bottom. A teddy on the windowsill, half-soaked and strangled in a lace bra. Knickers on the curtain rod and a single ski boot in the fireplace. Next thing I notice are olives smashed into the sheepskin rug.

      Minging.

      Even through the hangover haze, I clock the torn foils glinting on the couch. Evidence I didn’t gamble with safety. I bagged up. Thank fuck.

      There’s got to be a phone somewhere. Not mine, that’s still in Scotland. But someone’s. I need to know what time it is. What damned day.

      I stumble toward a coffee table with half-eaten chocolate strawberries, a tequila bottle, a clutch bag the size of a dinner roll, and a few pills scattered between them. I don’t do pills, don’t touch that stuff. Never needed more than rugby, a drink, and a bit of sex to take the edge off. Gave up booze a year ago. Not one drop, at least until…

      Aye, I got steamin’ from Christmas all the way to Hogmanay to numb the pain and the grief of losing a father I never even knew.

      I look inside the clutch: tampons, gum, lipstick, and an iPhone. I hit the screen.

      1st January. 10:42 am.

      New year, new rock bottom.

      The lock screen is a golden retriever in a Santa hat. Cute dog that looks like he’s got more emotional stability than me. But, to be honest, that’s not hard.

      The upper corner of the screen says St. Moritz, CH. Switzerland. That checks out, sort of. I look back at the fireplace. Must be a ski chalet. A bolt hits my stomach with memory fragments. Kit. That posh git brought me to the Alps for the holidays, right after…

      You’d think I’d feel something by now. Shame, maybe. Relief. But it’s just static. I blink hard, hoping this scene will rearrange itself into something familiar. I get only flashes. A hot tub. Fireworks. Me screaming ‘I will never die!’ off the balcony like the hopeless eejit I am.

      I sit on the edge of the bed. The throw glides off my shoulders. Slowly, I lower my head.

      There’s glitter on my boaby.

      Goddammit, Finn.

      And inside me there’s a muted scream. I won’t let it out. If I let it out, I won’t stop.

      The brunette on the floor giggles in her sleep. I watch her for a second, then the blonde one on the bed. They both look fine, pleased, and blissed out. Like they had a good night and no regrets.

      Good. That’s what matters.

      I don’t remember everything, but I do remember laughing. Mutual fun for all parties involved, that’s my motto. Even when I’m off my rocker, I’m respectful.

      I’d love to say, ‘My maw raised me right.’ But she didn’t raise me. She barely put up with me before she threw me out.

      The one on the bed has kicked her duvet off. I get up, shuffle closer, and bend down to tuck it back over her legs. The brunette on the floor’s got nothing. I drape the fur throw over her, hoping that’s enough. I want them warm and safe.

      Briefly, I think about lifting her onto the bed, but I don’t want to wake her, and I’m probably too wobbly anyway. Then I pace toward the enormous windows, part the curtain with one shaking hand, and pull it aside.

      The view’s too sharp and bright. My eyes blur, then refocus. Whitewashed Alps, chalets – no, lodges? cabins? – stacked like biscuits. Swiss flags flap everywhere, red with that prim white cross. It’s pretty, in a way that almost pisses me off. The Highlands are rougher and wetter. Gloomier and grittier, but also more honest.

      I should miss home.

      But ‘home’ is a weird word. Doesn’t sit right in my mouth. Not sure what it means, or exactly what I’m meant to miss. Certainly not the former mining sinkhole that’s Duncraig where I had to move when I signed the contract as a flanker last March. Maybe my team. The Stirling Rebels aren’t half bad.

      Below, on the snowy street, someone’s got a camera pointed at the hotel entrance. A long lens. Paparazzi. Or I’m paranoid. I flinch away from the window. I need to leave. Find Kit and deck him. Or perhaps thank him. Depends on what happened here.

      A knock at the door. The blonde woman lets out a little sigh.

      Another knock.

      Jesus. Pull it together.

      I shuffle to the door, and inch it open. Kit Lascelles-Finch, right on cue, wearing sunglasses indoors like a wanker. God knows what he’s hiding beneath them. He’s always been up to something.

      We met at the academy in our late teens. A privately educated toff and a lad from the schemes, two players who hated authority more than each other. We mostly lost touch after he flamed out of the sport. I went to two of his birthday parties. After that, just the odd social media sighting.

      So why the hell did I call him on Christmas Eve?

      Because I didn’t know who else to phone, and I was fucking wrecked and needed out.

      ‘Finlay Lennox! You’re alive,’ he declares. ‘But barely, by the looks of it.’

      My full name in his Etonian lilt makes me want to puke, but that’s probably the tequila. ‘Where the fuck were you, man?’

      ‘Left shortly before three.’ A sleazy grin spreads over his face. ‘You said you wanted both sisters to yourself.’

      A surge of nausea creeps up my throat. ‘Sisters?’

      ‘Technically stepsisters, so relax. No blood, just old money.’ He lifts a shoulder, still grinning. ‘And who am I to stand in the way of you shagging nobility? Something about “bridging the class divide” and proving “rugby players aren’t just brawn”.’ His grin kicks up another notch. ‘Well done, you.’

      ‘Jesus, Kit. What the hell?’ But I don’t ask for details. I don’t want them.

      ‘You were in quite a state.’ Another lazy shoulder roll. ‘We all self-destruct in our own way. Yours happens to be scandalous shagging. Could be worse. Breakfast or a round of skiing?’

      I let out a pained groan. ‘You wish.’

      ‘I see. Come to Badrutt’s when you’re ready to face the world again.’

      ‘Don’t think so, mate.’ I shut the door and lean against it, heart tripping over itself.

      Finn Lennox. Professional rugby player. Casual power shagger. Regular fuckup.

      I catch sight of myself in the mirror. Just a glimpse. Bile rises when the glass throws my da’s eyes straight back at me. The same light shade of blue, the same look and the face… All of it. I don’t want his fucking eyes. I don’t want anything from him. I wish I could delete him from my consciousness, the way he did with me. Until it was too late to fix things.

      The panic claws up so fast I have to turn away. It starts in my spine. My throat clamps shut. Vision tunnels. I brace myself on the doorframe. Try to breathe, but the air won’t go in. My chest seizes, heartbeat’s gone rabid.

      C’mon. Breathe. In. Out. In and out.

      I picture the pitch. The sound of studs on turf. A line-out call. Anything but this.

      Gradually, the iron band around my torso loosens.

      There’s a hollow in my chest where something else should be. And perhaps I went on this bender to fill it. Or maybe I did it hoping someone would notice. No fucking clue.

      I know only one thing for sure. Whatever happened here the past few days, it’s gonna cost me.
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      One matcha latte and one oat milk cappuccino. Tick. Invoices filed, Charlie’s diary clear until three. Double-tick. Social postings scheduled. Triple tick. If organisation were an Olympic sport, I’d be draped in gold, singing Flower of Scotland at the top of my lungs.

      Last night, I alphabetised my spice rack – from cinnamon to turmeric. What can I say? I like to begin the new year with outer order and inner peace.

      Even if both never last beyond January.

      Two days in, Edinburgh is a slushy grey mess of broken resolutions and discarded Christmas trees. Scottish January wind rattles the windows of this former warehouse turned co-working space. Inside Elite Edge Sports Management’s office, however, calm prevails. Mostly because I enforce it with the efficiency of a benevolent, caffeinated despot. That’s my job as assistant, after all, and I take that seriously.

      Also, everybody else in the world is still at home, nursing their monumental Hogmanay hangovers.

      I don’t drink. Am I a workaholic?

      Possibly, possibly.

      But I do have something to prove. Being kicked out of a global agency like Nectar London wreaks havoc on anyone’s confidence. Yeah, I tanked my first proper job, and it wasn’t even my fault. Unless you count gullibility.

      The radiator in my tiny office hisses and clanks. The converted warehouse aesthetic might seem sexy on our website, but the heating system belongs in a museum.

      ‘Theo?’ My boss Charlotte Harrington’s voice cuts through the glass wall. ‘Got a minute?’

      I grab my notepad and battered, glittery travel mug, and make my way into her office next door. My reflection bounces back at me in the partition. Wonky fringe, toner streak on my cherry-print blouse, and a high ponytail that resembles that of a wee Shetland horse at a rave.

      ‘Professional competence at its finest,’ I deadpan and smooth back the escaped strands.

      She’s hunched over her laptop, hair twisted into that messy bun she turns into a statement. Wish I could pull that off.

      ‘Did you reschedule the MacInnes interview?’

      ‘Moved it to Thursday, ten sharp. He’ll be charming, guaranteed.’

      Andy MacInnes, the cyclist, is one of our so-called heritage clients, like Brodie MacRae. They came with the list when Charlie acquired Henderson’s sports management last year.

      She gives me a wry smile. ‘You make it look so easy.’

      ‘It’s who I am. Anything else?’

      She shakes her head. ‘No. But honestly, you’re the glue that holds this whole thing together.’

      ‘That’s on my CV under special skills.’

      Yep. The unshakeable Theodora MacMickin, purveyor of order, slayer of chaos, and secret hoarder of sparkly mugs and matcha. If only I could sort my anxieties as easily as my spices.

      Just as I’m about to leave, a ping from her phone makes me turn around. She snatches it up, pink creeping over her face like a sunrise over the Firth of Forth. That tell-tale flush you get when you’re trying not to look bashful.

      And I should know – chronic blushing is the bane of my existence. Honestly, it’s debilitating.

      ‘Everything alright there, boss?’ I lift the corner of my mouth.

      She startles, tucking her phone away. ‘Yeah…erm…just Brodie.’

      I’m physically incapable of resisting the jab. ‘Sexting at work is it now?’

      Charlie’s my boss. But she’s also become a close friend. She’s twenty-six, only one year older than me, and I admire her. That woman has balls bigger than most of the oh-so-tough athletes she represents.

      She glows, and my face does that thing where it won’t stop smiling. I’m truly pleased to see her so happy. She deserves someone who worships the ground she walks on. Someone who isn’t a manipulative, gaslighting, lying tosser. Unlike her father and her ex-fiancé, Brodie hadn’t stomped all over her heart and left it looking like roadkill.

      The memory of my own betrayal still sits low in my gut and tastes awful, even a year on. Like licking a penny. Love came, conquered, destroyed me, and sent me crawling back to Scotland with shattered dreams.

      ‘Brodie’s picking me up later.’ Charlie fiddles with the pen in her hand.

      ‘Ooh, another date night. You two are disgusting. Cute, but gross.’

      She chucks a crumpled paper ball at me and misses by a mile. ‘And you’re terrible,’ she says, but her grin is genuine.

      ‘Maybe. But he’s clearly very good for you.’

      Too bad that no one had ever been that good for me. The thought sparks and dissolves. No time for self-pity.

      ‘He is,’ she says with a dreamy look in her eyes. ‘He really is.’

      They’re moving in together, only a few months into their relationship. Makes complete sense for them. I’ve never seen anyone so head-over-heels in love as Brodie MacRae and Charlotte Harrington.

      ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a reputation for ruthless efficiency to uphold.’ I turn to go, smoothing down my skirt. The world might be a chaotic mess, but my life, at least, remains impeccably arranged.

      ‘Thanks, Theo.’

      Back in my own tiny office, the faint drone of the computer sounds strangely oppressive. Ruthless efficiency – that’s the fortress I’ve cultivated, brick by painstaking brick. Made of competence, designed to keep the world at bay.

      London taught me the dangers of vulnerability the hard way. Gil had promised me the world, then nuked it and handed me the ashes. By the time I realised the extent of his fucked-up game, it was too late.

      No. I won’t let him haunt me, not even on a dreary Thursday in January. I have work to do, an empire to build, and reputations to polish. And if Charlie’s happy, and I had a hand in that, good. That’s enough. Love might be a superpower, as I’d told her the other day, but it’s also a volatile one. Best to admire it from a safe distance, armed with a well-organised to-do list.

      Men. Who needs them? They’re a bonus, not a necessity.

      I finally have a thriving career, a curated spice rack, and a cute cat who just about tolerates my existence. What more could a woman in her mid-twenties want?

      

      ‘What the fucking FUCK?!’

      My mug tips, spilling matcha across the desk. Instinct kicks in before thought, and my body’s moving. I burst into Charlie’s office without knocking.

      ‘What on earth happened?’ I sound calm while emerging panic flurries inside. It could be anything – her father, her ex, a full-on apocalypse…

      Her gaze is glued to her laptop. ‘Check this out. Unbelievable.’

      She angles the screen my way. The email subject line reads:

      

      
        
        REQUEST FOR COMMENT – FINN LENNOX SCANDAL

      

      

      

      My stomach plummets. I scan the text, and words jump out like neon signs: tabloid…publishing tomorrow…photos attached…Swiss resort…New Year’s Eve…Lord Dalcrieff’s fiancée and her stepsister…explicit content…

      I click the attachment.

      Oh.

      Oh damn.

      Two women, one blonde and one brunette, both on their knees. Finn Lennox, pink-haired flanker extraordinaire and our newest acquisition, sitting between them on a couch. The picture is grainy but clear enough.

      ‘Bloody rugby players,’ I mutter under my breath. ‘Someone’s got to stop these man-babies making a mess, wrecking their careers, and giving their agency grief.’

      ‘Switzerland.’ She pushes away from her desk. ‘That’s where he disappeared over the holidays. That’s why he didn’t answer any of my calls, texts, or emails.’

      She paces, her heels stabbing the floor. I keep scrolling through the images, each more incriminating than the last. But… he’s got an impressive piece of kit, I have to give him that.

      Highly inappropriate. Moving on.

      ‘When did you last speak to him?’ I ask quickly to steer my thoughts in any other direction.

      ‘Christmas Eve. His text said he needed some space after a family bereavement. Then he went AWOL.’

      ‘Right.’ I reset my posture and square up. ‘First, we need to verify these photos are real.’

      ‘They are. Look at his hair and tattoos. God, the headline. They’re calling it “The Double Snow Job”.’

      A hysterical laugh bubbles up my throat. I swallow it down in the last second. ‘Bad, but catchy.’

      ‘This could torch everything.’ She stops pacing and braces herself against her desk. ‘The car dealership contract I’ve been negotiating. The Rebels’ current sponsorships. His reputation. Their reputation. Our reputation. Hell, this entire agency! Lord Dalcrieff is a sitting Tory MP, and he’s not going to be amused.’

      My brain clicks into crisis mode. This is what I do, I fix things and make order from chaos. But even I feel cold sweat breaking out across my shoulder blades.

      ‘We need to contact Finn.’ I say. ‘Get his side of the story. Did he know about the Tory MP connection? Did he know they were sisters – stepsisters, whatever? Was he…drugged? We need information. Where is he?’

      ‘How the fuck should I know? Jesus! Why didn’t I go into accounting or banking or zoo keeping?’

      I keep my tone level. ‘Has he returned to Scotland, do you know?’

      She checks her phone. ‘According to Brodie, he’s missed the conditioning sessions, but is expected back for full intensity training tomorrow.’

      ‘Good. That’s good.’ I’m already scribbling. ‘We have to prepare a statement. Contrite but not admitting liability.’

      ‘They’ve got photos of him getting enthusiastically serviced by two women, one of whom happens to be engaged to a fucking Tory MP! How much more liable does it get?’

      I pause my pen mid-word. ‘Yeah. The politics angle complicates things.’

      ‘You think?’ Her laugh is bitter. ‘Elite Edge is eight months old. Eight months. And I signed him just before Christmas, fully aware of his volatility. What got into me? Am I clinically insane?’

      The guilt in her voice makes my chest tighten. ‘This isn’t your fault, Charlie.’

      ‘Isn’t it? I should have known better. But… I like the guy.’

      ‘He’s brilliant on the pitch,’ I say quietly. ‘Always has time for the fans, grins like a wee boy when he scores as if he can’t believe his luck. No off switch. The fans love him. So does the team.’

      ‘We’ll see how long that’s going to last.’ She sinks into her chair. ‘And management could drop him, although that’s unlikely mid-season.’

      I drum my pen against the paper. ‘We have to get ahead of this and control the narrative.’

      ‘How? What are we gonna say – they just used his dick as a microphone for an impromptu naked karaoke session?’

      I snort-laugh. ‘Aye, but… They’re also private and taken without consent. We can spin this as an invasion of privacy, you know? Like Hasselhoff and the cheeseburger?’ My stomach twists with anxiety, but I push through it. ‘We need Finn here.’

      Charlie reaches for her phone. ‘I’ll try Scottie. They’re living together and are quite pally.’

      ‘And I’ll draw up three potential statements.’ I head for the door, then pause. ‘Charlie?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘We’ll fix this.’ I’m not one hundred per cent convinced, but she needs to hear it.

      ‘Will we?’ Her eyes meet mine, vulnerable in a way I rarely see. ‘Because this feels like the beginning of the end.’

      Her words drop into me, right where doubt and fear live. Elite Edge isn’t just a job for me. It’s redemption and a second chance after the agency job in London crushed me. If we go down because of Finn Lennox’s childish inability to keep his tadger in his trousers, I’m not sure what I’ll do.

      This is why I keep my life so ordered. Once you let chaos in, it spreads like wildfire, consuming everything in its path.

      ‘Well then.’ She exhales and straightens her shoulders. The strategist is back. ‘Plan B. We contain the leak. We contact the tabloid and offer them an exclusive. We’ll send out a carefully worded statement, a photo of Finn looking appropriately remorseful. We minimise the damage and protect the team. We salvage what we can.’

      Her fingers rest lightly on the keyboard, all steady now. The Charlie I know, love, and respect is emerging from the rubble of initial shock. The Charlie who gave everyone the manicured middle finger and started her own sports management agency. This is more like it. Action, not panic. Control, not chaos.

      ‘I’ll get the coffee, boss. Industrial-strength.’ I’m already calculating how many espresso shots we’ll need to survive the next twenty-four hours. ‘Then I’ll outline the statements. And start calling the sponsors.’

      ‘What would I do without you, Theo?’

      ‘Commit homicide, probably. Let’s save Finn’s career first. Then you can butcher him at your leisure.’ I offer her a tight smile. ‘We’ll get through this. Elite Edge is going to be huge, Charlie. Mark my words. We’ll be the biggest sports agency in Scotland.’

      I mean it. I’m going to bust my butt to make that happen. Men might come and go – but our friendship, our shared ambition, that’s the real love story. The one I’m determined to see through to its happily ever after.
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      I’m sitting in one of Charlie Harrington’s chairs, legs sprawled in a way that says I don’t give a fuck.

      Except I do. Wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.

      My right knee bounces as if it’s got its own heartbeat. I’m early, she’s late. Maybe grabbing a coffee to buy herself two more minutes of not having to deal with me. Mac, one of the few people on Charlie’s team, let me in and said she’d be right back.

      I check my phone. 11:23.

      By now, they’ll be lowering him into the ground. I wonder if anyone’s crying, if my maw is there. I highly doubt it, she hated my father. And he didn’t have friends as far as I know, except the mates he made in prison. My guess is it’s one or two surviving drug pals and a minister who’s never met him. Something’s wedged between my ribs, growing sharper by the minute.

      I’m not at my father’s funeral because I’d rather be anywhere else. Even here, about to be skinned alive by my new agent.

      I force the knot lower.

      The door opens, and Charlie breezes in, tablet tucked under her arm. No shouting or stomping. Only a calm, collected agent in her crisp white shirt and leather leggings.

      ‘Thanks for coming in, Finn. I take it you’re aware that we’ve got a bit of a situation.’

      I slouch deeper. ‘Situation? I was more going with clusterfuck.’

      Without blinking, she pushes her tablet across the desk. The headlines slap me in the face.

      
      
        
        LENNOX IN THREE-WAY SHAME WITH TORY MP’S FIANCÉE

      

        
      
        PINK-HAIRED FLANKER FACES RED CARD AFTER ALPINE ANTICS

      

        
      
        DOUBLE SNOW JOB FOR SCOTTISH RUGBY STAR

      

      

      
      ‘Jesus,’ I mutter, scrolling through. Stomach acid eats through my gut. ‘They’ve been busy.’

      ‘So have your sponsors. The car dealership pulled their offer for you this morning. And the Rebels’ leadership demands a meeting first thing tomorrow.’

      The walls of the office shrink inward.

      ‘Look.’ I pitch my weight forward. ‘It was all consensual fun. Everyone was having a great time. I swear, I had no idea who they were.’

      ‘That’s actually worse.’ There’s a flash of disgust on her face. ‘And the sisters angle?’

      ‘Stepsisters,’ I correct. ‘And no, I didn’t know. It’s not like I planned it. I hardly remember the details. Too bad, judging by these pictures. Looks like a proper belter.’

      Now I get a rage-fuelled look, but she immediately reins it in. Her face is the picture of neutral professionalism. You’d think she wasn’t looking at human garbage.

      Damn, she’s good. That’s why she’s my agent.

      ‘You’re taking this well,’ I say. ‘I expected more…shouting.’

      ‘Would shouting help?’

      ‘Might feel more normal.’ That and random smacks to the back of the head. My mother’s MO.

      She sighs loudly. ‘Finn, I’m not angry. I’m disappointed.’

      Uh oh.

      ‘Aye, well. Get in line.’ I scratch at a scab on my knuckle until it bleeds. ‘So what’s the plan? Sackcloth and ashes? Public flogging?’

      ‘How about taking this seriously?’

      ‘Fine. And then?’

      ‘Not sure yet. Community service or charity, a fundraiser. Something that shows contrition without undermining our positioning.’

      I nod, throat tight. ‘And the Rebels?’

      ‘I’m meeting with Coach Wallace later. Brodie’s coming too.’

      Great. Captain Perfect to the rescue.

      ‘He’s on your side, Finn,’ she states, as if she could read my mind.

      ‘Everyone’s on my side until they’re not.’

      ‘Spare me the lost boy routine.’

      The door opens again, and a woman walks in. Dark ponytail and a fringe cut with military precision. Deep red on lips that are too full to be fair. She looks like a pin-up who hasn’t slept in a week and bleeds espresso. Curvy and vibrating with an energy that makes it hard not to stare. She has a glittery purple travel mug in one arm, a stack of papers in the other, and a step like she’s marching into battle.

      I sit up without meaning to.

      ‘Sorry I’m late. Printer jammed again. We have a hate-hate relationship.’ She turns to me. ‘Theo MacMickin. I don’t believe we’ve met in person.’

      Her eyes are violet-blue and sharp. Like they’ve already decided what I am. And whatever it is, they’re not wrong.

      ‘Finn Lennox. Professional cock-up.’ I hold out a hand.

      She sets the papers and mug down before taking it. Her grip is firm and no-nonsense. ‘Professional rugby player who went off track. There’s a difference.’

      Something in my chest eases a wee bit.

      ‘Theo’s my assistant and our social media manager,’ Charlie explains. ‘She’ll be handling your public rehabilitation.’

      I’d let her handle plenty of things – if this were a different week, in a different life.

      What? Calm doon, cowboy.

      ‘Lucky her.’

      Theo sits down next to me and crosses her legs. ‘Let’s be clear. I can help manage how the world sees you, but I can’t change who you are. That part’s on you.’

      ‘Do you think I have to change who I am?’

      ‘Do you think you have to?’ She lifts a brow and slides a document toward me. ‘This is your new schedule. Media blackout until I say otherwise, I’ll handle your socials. Everything goes through me. Daily check-ins. We start tomorrow.’

      Her gaze holds mine. Bright, unflinching, and too damn blue, measuring the gap between what I say and what I mean.

      Charlie’s phone lights up. She frowns, checks the screen, and stands. ‘Give me a minute’, she says, halfway to the door.

      Theo glances after her, unreadable.

      Family call? Feels like it. Or maybe she needed a break from me. Wouldn’t blame her. Charlie’s heels click away, and suddenly it’s just me and the woman who’s going to hold me hostage for the foreseeable future. The silence stretches thin as I count the bricks in the wall.

      ‘So,’ I say and stretch lazily, ‘your name is Theo. Isn’t that…a boy’s name?’

      ‘So, you slept with two women at the same time. Isn’t that overcompensating?’ Her voice is calm but cuts like a blade. ‘Do you even understand the fallout of what you’ve done?’

      I summon my practised smile. ‘Gave two ladies a good time?’

      Her cheeks light up with anger. It looks surprisingly cute.

      ‘You’ve put this entire agency at risk. Charlie built this from nothing after her fiancé cheated on her and her own father took his side. And you—’ She stops and inhales sharply through her nose. ‘Your behaviour wasn’t just reckless. It was selfish and childish!’

      Air stalls behind my collarbone, and the words almost get stuck halfway up. ‘I agree. And I’m sorry.’

      ‘Do you? And are you? Because this isn’t only about you. It’s about Charlie. About every person who works here. Every client whose reputation gets tarnished by association. Not to mention your team.’

      ‘I said I’m sorry.’

      ‘Oh, I heard you. But honestly? You don’t get to feel a bit sorry when other people are mopping up your mess.’ She taps her pen against the paper, a rapid staccato. ‘The Rebels might drop you. Did that occur to you?’

      It has. Every waking minute since I sobered up. ‘They won’t, probably. They need me to play. I need to play.’

      Her eyes stop flaring long enough to ask a question. ‘Why weren’t you answering any calls?’

      My father’s coffin flashes through my mind. What should I say? Because of the man who left me as a child and died in prison and whose funeral I’m now skipping. Saying that would sound like an excuse, and it’s not.

      ‘Forgot my charger, and my phone died.’ Lie, obviously. Truth’s heavier than that.

      ‘For over a week?’

      ‘I was busy.’

      She gives me a once-over. ‘Clearly.’

      I lean towards her. ‘Look, I was pished, awright? Fucking gone. First time in over a year, so excuse me if I couldn’t handle the booze and lost the plot.’

      ‘Why did you drink so much then?’

      Charlie walks back in before I can answer. Saved by the bell.

      ‘Sorry about that.’ She sits down, all business again. ‘That was MacKenzie Sporting. They are reconsidering all active contracts. The exact words were something along the lines of “We pride ourselves on family values and expect the same from our partners and their associates”.’

      Family values. Right. Because nothing says family values like dropping someone the minute they fuck up. I know that game all too well. That’s what family is, right? My leg starts bouncing again. Can’t help it.

      I get it. They want squeaky clean reputations.

      ‘Brodie’s already fielding questions at the gym,’ Charlie says. ‘The press ambushed him this morning.’

      Fuck. Brodie. Now he’s caught in my mess, and that’s the last thing he needs after getting out of his own pool of shite with the gambling and all that.

      ‘Tell him I’m sorry.’

      ‘Oh no. No, you’ll tell him yourself and get the thrashing you deserve,’ Charlie says.

      Not that I want to. But I know I owe him.

      Charlie’s phone pings again, she glances at it and recoils. ‘My father’s seen the headlines. Now he’s reminding me of my incompetence and awful decisions. Love how this year’s starting.’ She switches it off, tossing it on the desk.

      A chill sluices down my spine. George Harrington, the legendary, ruthless London sports agent. I don’t know the whole story, but I think he’s still livid that his eldest daughter – heir to his empire – left his firm last year. I heard some stuff about him. People talk. And now I’ve given him ammunition. ‘Charlie, I⁠—’

      ‘Don’t worry about him.’

      But I do. I’ve let her down. Let everyone down, not just myself.

      I need to fix this.

      I dig my fingers into my knees to stop the bobbing. The silence in Charlie’s office feels like the hush before a eulogy. Fitting, since my career is apparently about to be buried on the same day as the man who fathered me.

      ‘There might be a way forward.’ Charlie breaks the quiet. She’s staring at her laptop, scrolling through what must be an endless parade of my public humiliation. ‘MacKenzie Sporting just emailed. They’re willing to reconsider their position if – and I quote – “Mister Lennox demonstrates a visible commitment to personal growth and family values”.’

      I answer with a dry noise in my throat. ‘What does that even mean? Should I grow a beard? Take up meditation? Ferment kombucha and get a puppy?’

      ‘It means,’ Theo cuts in, not looking up from her lists, ‘they want to see you become less of a liability. They need reassurance you’re not going to drag their brand through another tabloid scandal, frolicking with three influencers and a bottle of Wreck the Hoose Juice on a golf course.’

      Charlie’s eyes light up. ‘All they need is proof you’re trying. That you’re committed. Stable and settled.’

      Theo scoffs, a small sound that somehow fills the room. ‘As if the likes of him ever settle.’

      ‘But what if he did?’ Charlie says, voice rising with excitement. ‘When an athlete gets caught in a scandal, they often redeem themselves with a dependable partner. A wholesome girlfriend or love story. The public laps it up.’

      I stare at her. ‘Do you want me to lie? Pretend I’m suddenly madly in love?’

      ‘That’s the idea, yes,’ Charlie says slowly.

      ‘I hold someone’s hand in public and pretend I’ve changed? Fuck me. That’s bonkers. And also borderline blackmail.’

      Charlie shakes her head. ‘No, Finn. This is publicity. Of course, you’re free to not do it. You have free will – but you might not have a team or a contract anymore. So, you need either a girlfriend or a time machine.’ She lets out a ragged exhale. ‘And I swear to God, if I lose this agency because of one man’s dick…’

      Okay, yeah. But… My voice nearly sticks in my throat. ‘I never had a real girlfriend. That’s a known fact. Nobody’d believe it.’

      ‘They will if we sell it right.’ Charlie braces her arms across her chest. ‘Let’s run with that idea for a minute. Let’s say you didn’t go on a hedonistic bender because you’re a daftie – but because you were heartbroken. You had been dating in secret, she dumped you, then you spiralled. No cheating, that’s important.’ A shadow crosses her face. ‘You were split up. But now you both realise what a terrible mistake you made. The public loves a grovelling man in emotional pain and a happily ever after.’

      I shake my head. ‘That’s mental.’

      ‘Wrong. It’s brilliant,’ Charlie insists. ‘The rugby bad boy, humbled by true love. We sell the public the three Rs,’ she explains. ‘Regret – you didn’t cheat, you were broken up. Reform – you’re fixing yourself. Romance – you did it all because you thought you lost your one true love.’

      Theo’s pen stops moving. ‘It could work.’ Her tone stays cool and analytical. ‘But we’d need the right woman. Someone credible and professional. Someone who doesn’t get…caught up. Someone who balances out his…whatever this is.’ She gestures vaguely in my direction.

      ‘And who the hell would be insane enough to agree to that?’ I ask, because I honestly have no idea. It’s not like there’s a ‘fake girlfriend for hire’-agency. Or is there? Either way, I’m not interested. And if we can’t find anyone, this bullshit idea might go away. I can sit it out.

      The quiet stretches, taut as a pulled hamstring. Theo’s eyes flick to Charlie, then to me. One beat, two.

      ‘Me,’ she says suddenly. ‘I’ll do it.’

      Charlie turns her head sharply to stare at Theo.

      My jaw drops. ‘Wait. You?’

      ‘Yes, me.’ She meets my gaze head-on. ‘I’m already handling your social media rehabilitation. This is merely an extension of that.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘I’m organised and reliable. The opposite of your type. Gives it a realistic edge.’

      ‘My type?’

      ‘Blonde, leggy, rich, famous, likes to party.’ She ticks them off on her fingers. ‘I’m none of those things.’

      ‘I don’t have a type,’ I protest, but my eyes drift to her curves despite myself.

      Not that I’d say it aloud, because I know better, but they painted curves like that on bomber planes in the Second World War.

      ‘Are you serious about this
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