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      He tells me to jump. Behind me are guys with their eyes on my new fortune. Below me is a handsome man who promises to catch me. What should I do?

      Summoned to a funeral for a great-grandfather she’d never met, Rowan discovers she’s now the juicy bait in a lake of men after her new fortune. She barely makes her rent each month and now she’s the heiress to a large estate in England.

      Adam, the gardener on the estate, never expects to be the hero of the day. But if he catches the girl, will it cost him his job? He works on the Mayfield estate, taking care of his dad’s job until his dad is well enough to return, but what he’d really like to do is return home to Boston.

      Rowan is given a choice by her new family. Marry someone they approve of or relinquish her inheritance. What if there’s a third option? A fake boyfriend. A fake boyfriend who wants to go home, just like Rowan. Will Adam agree or is asking him to be the hero a second time too much?  
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      “Rowan, you can’t run away now.”

      The exasperated voice of my aunt followed me down the hall.

      I wasn't running. I was just… leaving quickly. Minus my jacket and bag because I forgot them in my haste to get away.

      I didn’t slow even after the second, more exasperated call. Black-clad mourners scattered, startled looks on their faces, as I bolted toward them. Maybe they were afraid I’d bowl them over.

      “Rowan Mayfield, come back!”

      Nope, I was gone. Rowan Mayfield had left the building.

      I’d done my duty and put up with the curious glances from the rest of the family, combined with the curl of their top lip once they discovered who I was, but now I’d had enough of the Mayfield clan, particularly the snooty British ones. I was leaving and they could all sneer without me having to watch.

      I should have ignored that stupid letter from the lawyer. But it wasn’t every day a thick cream envelope with ‘urgent’ written on the outside was jammed into my mailbox. Curiously, I had scanned the contents of the letter from Armstrong and Fox-William, then picked my jaw up off the floor.

      I’d read it again. No way! I had been ‘summoned’ to my grandfather’s funeral. He was my late mom’s estranged father. I’d never met him and never thought I would. The letter made it clear that the family expected me, an outsider, to attend his funeral in England.

      If it hadn’t been for my mom, I’d have told them where to stick their summons. I should have told them. Not one of the Mayfields who’d just sneered at me had bothered to attend my mother’s funeral.

      “If I hadn’t seen you in your coffin, I’d have killed you myself,” I said under my breath as I dodged a small group of Armani black-suited middle-aged men.

      Maybe not low enough from some of the outraged looks I received. I didn’t care. The old coot had just managed to turn my life upside down and I’d never even met him.

      Five minutes ago, I had discovered I was the major beneficiary of a multi-million-pound estate from my grandfather, and now everybody wanted to talk to me. Or kill me. I wasn’t sure which. The gasp in the room as the family lawyer announced the decision had quickly turned to outraged babbling.

      I stared at the lawyer, convinced I’d just heard him wrong. “What did you say?”

      Mr. Fox-William fixed me with a hooded gaze. “You have inherited the entire Mayfield estate. There are a few other beneficiaries, of course. And there are bequests to other members of the family.”

      “This is ridiculous,” one of the men burst out. A cousin, I think.  “Who is this girl? We don’t know her. She could be any tart.”

      I turned to face him, and he flinched under my icy stare. Good. I may have gone from rags to riches in the space of a minute, but I could hold my head up high in front of these awful people. I wasn’t sure what a tart was, but judging by his sneer, it wasn’t good.

      It was bad enough that I had to deal with the outrage from the rest of the family who were also strangers to me, but the second I left the study, desperate to get away from the anger directed at me, I was suddenly the focus of attention of everybody in the house.

      One young man had his eyes fixed on me. He was just a little taller than my 5ft 8” with a weak jaw and predatory eyes. I saw him head toward me and made my escape, hurrying toward the open windows that led onto the balcony and down to the gardens. It was only when I reached the balcony, I realized I’d made a huge mistake. There were no stairs, just a wide stone balcony with seats and tables to look out over the view. I was trapped, nowhere to go, and he was bearing down on me, mouth open in a fake smile and pointy teeth bared.

      I glanced over the thick stone railing. It wasn’t a long drop to the path below, but I’d be lucky if I didn’t twist an ankle. I looked back into the room. The guy had the expression I’d seen on nature documentaries about sharks hunting their prey. I was suddenly a juicy steak.

      My choice was angry people or the shark; I’d risk the ankle. I slipped my shoes off, stupid things anyway, and climbed onto the balcony railing.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      I straddled the wide railing and looked down at the sound of a man’s voice, riddled with curiosity. His accent almost made me homesick. “You’re from Boston?”

      “I am.” He grinned at me, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. “Why are you throwing yourself over the balcony? It can’t be that bad.”

      I put him around thirty. Tall, broad-shouldered, a nice smile. He was tanned as if he spent a lot of time in the sun and I liked the faint fan of lines around his eyes. He wasn’t dressed like the bespoke-suited and booted men in the room behind her. He was wearing flannel shirts and wranglers and had a big ugly hat on his head. A really ugly hat. I liked it. He was home to a girl who was a fish out of water.

      “Trying to get away from sharks,” I said, jabbing a thumb to indicate behind me.

      His thick, dark eyebrows shot up comically. “Over the balcony?”

      “There’s only one way to go,” I pointed out. “Are you going to catch me or laugh at me?”

      “I can multi-task,” he grinned, “but I’m covered in dirt.”

      Beggars, even ones in receipt of a huge fortune, couldn’t be choosers. “I don’t care.” The shark was almost upon me.

      “Lily and Greg are never going to believe me when I tell them about this.” He held out his arms. “Come on then, Ms. Boston-lady. Jump!”

      It was now or never. I launched myself at the man and prayed he would catch me.

      I landed in his arms. We both gasped and he held me tight against his wide chest as I flung my arms around his neck.

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “I am now.” I realized I was still clinging to him and staring into his amazing eyes.

      I let go of my stranglehold around his neck. I coughed and he started, as if he hadn’t realized he was still holding me. He eased me to the ground. I winced as I trod on a small stone. I’d left my shoes back on the balcony.

      “I need to get away from here,” I muttered.

      “Okay then, come with me.”

      I loved that he didn’t ask me unnecessary questions. He just held out his hand. I took it because what was my alternative? Climb back to the balcony after throwing myself into his arms?

      He raised an eyebrow. “Can you run?”

      “800m running champ in junior high,” I said.

      He grinned and he bolted across the grass, one hand holding his hat. I ran after him, ignoring the startled cries above me. I was aware my companion was slowing his stride to match mine, but he didn’t seem impatient, and I kept pace. The years of running finally paid off. I had no idea where he was leading me, but it didn’t matter. If he led me away from the sharks, I was a happy girl.

      As we pounded across the immaculate lawn it did occur to me that blind trust was how victims in horror novels and movies ended up in the hands of the bad guy.

      “You’re not a serial killer, are you?” I gasped.

      He smirked at me. “Not today, sweetheart. I can’t promise about tomorrow.”

      “I’ll take today as a good sign. I plan to be a long way from here tomorrow.”

      His pace slowed and he jogged down towards a small hut. I could see the door was open although I couldn’t see inside.

      I followed him inside the shed, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the sudden darkness. “Is this my hidey hole?”

      “Do you think anyone will come to look for you?” he asked.

      “I’ve no idea,” I admitted. “I’ve never been here before today and I don’t know any of those people.”

      He gave me a curious look. “Why are you running away from them?”

      I sighed and pushed my sweaty hair back from my face. “It all got a bit too much. One minute I was at my grandfather’s wake and the next I’m heir to his fortune.”

      His eyes widened almost comically. “You’re a Mayfield? You’re one of the family?”

      I shook my head. “I may be a Mayfield but I’m not one of them. My mother was a Mayfield, but she was estranged from her father. This is the first time I’ve been here.”

      He studied me for a long while and I started to get that predatory feeling again. Then he smiled and his green eyes twinkled. “I should have guessed from your eyes. You’re a big improvement on the rest of them,” he admitted. “Did you just say heir? You’re kidding, right? You can’t be the old man’s heir?”

      I grimaced. “If by the old man, you mean William Mayfield, then yes, the old coot just left me the whole estate.”

      He started to laugh. I watched him curiously, not sure why he found it so funny. He laughed until he clutched onto the small table behind him for support, and tears streamed down his face.

      “Are you going to share the joke?” I snapped.

      It took a few minutes for the guy to be able to speak. His chest heaved and he wiped his eyes. Then he shook his head. “You have no idea just how funny and absurd this whole situation is.”

      He laughed again but I failed to find the joke. “Don’t you work for the Mayfield family?”

      “I do,” he agreed. “I’m the gardener.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Adam Carless. From Boston as you guessed. At your service.” He gave a bow and I started to feel I was the butt of the joke I didn’t really understand.

      “Nice to meet you, Adam,” I lied. “I’m Rowan Mayfield.”

      “Good to meet you, Ms. Mayfield.”

      “Call me Rowan.”

      He pulled a wry smile. “That’s not how they work here. You are family therefore you are Ms. Mayfield, and I am Carless.”

      I stared at him open-mouthed. “Really? They do that Downton Abbey thing here?”

      Adam shrugged. “You’ve met them, right? I’m just the gardener, it’s the way it is.”

      “But that’s ridiculous. This isn’t some snobby country house in Jane Austen’s England.”

      He outright laughed at my horrified expression. “Oh, Rowan, you are in for a huge culture shock. I can’t wait you to really meet the family.”

      I eyed him curiously. “I always feel you’re using the word family with a capital F.”

      Adam chuckled again. “That’s how it feels.”

      “I’m not one of them,” I said fiercely.

      “Not at the moment. Not one of the Mayfields would run across the lawn barefoot to end up hiding in the gardener’s shed.”

      “Are you going to get into trouble?”

      The last thing I wanted was to cause trouble for Adam. I’d be gone in a few hours. He was stuck here.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know who you are. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a guest of the house who wanted to do a tour around the gardens.”

      I eyed him skeptically. “Do you catch many shoeless guests in your arms and run with them away from everybody else?”

      “I do whatever they tell me to do,” he said easily.

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “You can believe what you like,” he said. “It’s not a bad job if you can put up with the family. They don’t bother me much.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Two and a half years. My parents moved here and I stayed in Boston. Then my Dad got sick and couldn’t do his job. I said I’d take over until he is better. It’s just taken longer than we expected.

      “How’s your dad?” I asked.

      I regretted asking as soon as I saw the sadness in his eyes. “You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.”

      “It’s okay.” His sigh told me it was anything but okay. “He’s not doing so well. Cancer. He might not be able to come back.”

      For some reason I leaned forward and patted his forearm. His tanned skin was warm under my palm. “I’m so sorry, Adam.”

      He forced a smile. “Thanks. At least I’m with him and can help my mom. She needs help to take care of him.”

      “Will you stay here?” I asked.

      “I’ve been taking my time to decide.” Adam admitted. “I live with Mom and Dad, so I don’t have to pay rent. I don’t want to settle in Boston only to turn around and have to come back. But I am homesick.”

      “My mom died three years ago,” I said. “None of her family here bothered to come to the funeral. I sent them the details, but I heard nothing. I don’t even know why I came.”

      I did know why. I wanted to look the people who’d ignored Mom and me in the eye and demand to know why. But my grandfather had dropped his bombshell first.

      I saw the pity on his face now. “I’m so sorry, Rowan, no wonder you feel bitter toward them.”

      “That’s just it. I feel nothing toward them at all,” I admitted. “They’re irrelevant to me. I’m going to go home and forget they ever existed.”

      “That’s not really possible, dear.”

      I looked up at the light, feminine voice. A woman stood in the doorway. I took a moment to place her as one of my mother’s half-sisters. Was it Willow or Ash? Willow, I think. The Mayfield girls all had tree names. I’d been lucky to end up with Rowan. My Gran had insisted on carrying on the tradition and called my mom Laurel even though William Mayfield had walked out on her.

      Willow was probably in her late fifties, with light blonde hair set in a becoming bob. She wore a black suit which probably cost more than my entire wardrobe. Then again, I lived in old T-shirts and jeans.

      Willow held out my shoes, jacket, and bag. “You left these behind.”

      I took them a little sheepishly. “Thanks, Aunt Willow.”

      “You need to come back to the house, Rowan,” she said briskly. “We need to discuss your wedding.”
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      I thought Rowan was about to pass out as the color drained from her face. She swayed and I grabbed her by her shoulders, easing her down onto my seat before she collapsed.

      I saw Willow Mayfield glare at me, but as she wasn’t the one trying to help her new niece, I ignored her until I knew Rowan was settled and not liable to faint.

      I was here because of my father and the last thing I wanted was my parents to be made homeless. But I also knew what the family was like. Ruthless to the core. Rowan would just be a minor irritant and easily dealt with. My loyalties at that moment were firmly with my new friend.

      “Are you all right, Rowan?” I asked. “Here.” I uncapped a bottle of water that I’d had on my potting table, and handed it to her, staying within reach in case she needed me.

      “Thanks, Adam.” Rowan’s hands shook as she wrapped them around the bottle and took a long drink.

      Rowan took a deep breath, then another, and gave me a wan smile. “I’m okay.” Her smile faded as she focused on her aunt. “What are you talking about, Willow?”

      I noticed she dropped the honorific. From the way Willow’s eyes narrowed, so did she.

      Willow pressed her lips together. “As you can imagine, the reading of the will was a surprise to the family. We had no idea Father had any plans to include you in the inheritance.”

      “So you knew I existed?” Rowan snapped.

      Willow shrugged as if it were unimportant. “Yes, of course we did. Father told us from an early age that he had a child in Boston with some woman. But we didn’t know he’d kept in touch.”

      “That ‘woman’ was my grandmother,” Rowan said icily. “And as far as I’m aware he had no contact with his first family after he deserted her.”

      I saw Willow bristle. Oh yes. No fun to have your father’s misdeeds rubbed in your face. Particularly when a fortune was at stake.

      “But none of you cared enough to reach out to us,” Rowan continued. “Especially when my mom was ill. She asked me to contact her father before she died. I did, but you ignored us.”

      “That was…unfortunate.”

      I saw Rowan clench her fists at Willow’s sneering tone. I put my hand over Rowan’s. She took a deep breath and gave me a tight smile, telling me she was okay.

      “You think my mom’s death was ‘unfortunate’?”

      Willow wasn’t stupid. She realized she’d stepped over a line. “I’m sorry. Let me rephrase that. I know how hard it must have been for you. But William wasn’t in good health then, and we felt it better if he didn’t attempt to travel.”

      “You couldn’t have come in his place?” I demanded. “Or one of the others. There are enough of you.”

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated with a scowl at me for interrupting. “You weren’t family, dear.”

      I clenched my jaw at her dismissive tone.  How dare she speak to Rowan like that. From the way the color flooded Rowan’s cheeks, she was as angry as me, but when she spoke, her voice was controlled. Not calm, but icily controlled.

      “But I am family, Willow, and Grandfather William has just said as much. You may not like the idea, but you’re going to have to get used to it.”

      I stared at her in admiration. Rowan had just evened the score. I waited to see how Willow would respond.

      “By blood, maybe,” Willow acknowledged. “But it must be obvious, even to you, that you’re not one of us.”

      And boom! Willow sent another shot across the bows.

      Rowan sat back in her chair. “You’re right. I’m certainly not one of you. I have morals.”

      I held back a grin. They may not be the same family, but they were the same blood. Rowan could certainly add the same edge to her voice that Willow and William could. But she wasn’t as confident as she was portraying. I could feel the tremor in her small hand under mine.

      Willow took a deep breath. “The family have decided since you’re obviously incapable of running the estate—”

      “Oh?”

      “Rowan, be reasonable.” Now Willow sounded exasperated. “You’re just a receptionist. You have no idea what you’re doing. The best thing you can do is get married to a suitable match.”

      Rowan stared at her, open-mouthed in horror. I probably didn’t look much better. I knew the family lived in a different world to me, but you didn’t just marry someone off five minutes after you met them.

      “You can’t tell me who to marry,” Rowan snapped.

      Willow stared at Rowan as if she were a bug. “Be reasonable, dear.” Her tone dripped condescension. “This is the Mayfield estate. It’s the largest and wealthiest estate in the south of England, and we’ve have property all over the world. You have no idea what you’ve just inherited.”

      “I thought my family would be there to help me,” Rowan said sweetly.

      “We are here to help you. That’s why I’m here now.” Willow said in a patronizing voice. “As we see it, you have two options. You marry someone this family chooses, or you renounce your inheritance. We’ll pay you off with a small annual stipend.”

      And now the gloves were off. They knew Rowan would never marry a total stranger. What they really wanted was to be rid of her. This was a standard Mayfield tactic. Pay off the problem. Make it go away. I could feel the anger rolling off Rowan in waves. I leapt in before she went up in flames.

      “Let me get this right, Ms. Mayfield.” I made my tone as polite as I could. Normally Willow and I got on just fine, but she still expected me to acknowledge her status. Willow focused her laser gaze on me.

      “Rowan is rightfully the heir of the Mayfield estate, but you want to marry her off to some distant cousin.” I heard Rowan gasp. I really needed to tell her about the cousin thing over here. “Alternatively, you get her to sign her inheritance away. She goes home with a few dollars, and you all live happily ever after with her money.”

      Willow had gone crimson at my description but reluctantly she nodded. “We have an estate to maintain. I’m sure you can understand that. Rowan will be offered a suitable amount to invest. You can live comfortably, if you don’t spend it all at once.” She sniffed.

      “Alternatively, you can go away,” Rowan suggested. “I can pay you each a suitable amount to invest. You’ll be able to live comfortably if you don’t spend it all at once.”

      I snorted at the idea. I knew I was treading a fine line here. They were my employers, after all. But where did they get off treating Rowan like dirt beneath their feet.

      Willow looked horrified. “I’m a Mayfield.”

      “So is she,” I pointed out.

      I remembered Greg’s comment about his friend, Elle Ralston. There were Ralstons, and Ralstons. Well, Rowan had just become the Mayfield. And the rest of the Mayfields were scared their cushy lifestyle was about to come to an end.

      “This is ridiculous,” Willow snapped. “You know as well as I do how hard it is to run this estate, Carless.”

      “His name is Adam,” Rowan said icily.

      I squeezed her hand. “It’s okay, Rowan.”

      “It really isn’t,” she muttered.

      I liked this girl. She was going to shake things up around here.

      Rowan fixed her gaze on Willow. “I’m going to make a decision about what I do. Not you. Not the family. You don’t know me yet, but no one makes decisions for me.”

      Inwardly I was cheering. You go girl!

      “You aren’t making a choice between tea and coffee,” Willow sneered. “The Mayfield Estate has been in our family for generations.”

      “I don’t drink tea and I’m not about to pawn the house.”

      Willow actually shuddered at the thought. “Then you need to marry.”

      Rowan shook her head. “I’m sorry, I should have told you sooner. I’m already engaged.”

      I blinked. Rowan hadn’t mentioned she had a boyfriend, let alone she was engaged. I felt a sharp pang of disappointment. I barely knew her, but anyone who would stand up to the Mayfield family was someone I would love to get to know.

      Willow narrowed her eyes. “Oh? And who are you getting married to?”

      Rowan smiled at her. “I’m marrying Adam.”
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