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PROLOGUE

Thomas Benedick King’s forebears wouldn’t recognise the barn. Hung with glittering chandeliers, the rafters and support beams draped in ivy and fairy lights, and every table boasting a tasteful candle, it languidly proclaimed itself the epitome of rustic sophistication. A far cry from the barn he and his brothers used play basketball in during the wet season.

Tom—who only felt like he lived up to his full name when he was home on the station, dressed in a penguin suit with a glass of champagne in hand, which admittedly wasn’t all that often—moved towards the shadows at the side of the room. Not that all of this gleaming, sparkling light left room for shadows. At least not the kind you could see.

Not true. He could see them flit across his brothers’ faces when they didn’t know he was watching. They could probably see them in his. If he looked he might even see them in his father’s. If he looked.

While there might not be actual shadows to darken the room, palms in enormous planters had been placed at strategic intervals and he made for one of those now, breathed in the green to clear his lungs. The multitude of diamonds and gems that glittered at elegant throats and wrists, the designer dresses, designer watches, designer scents, all competing with each other, made his temples throb.

The official part of the evening was over—the speeches honouring the Eliza King Foundation had been made. His mother’s tireless support had helped fund the Flying Doctor service, the School of the Air, annual school camps for children of the Kimberley, and had assisted vulnerable women and children in the region. Everyone wanted to pay homage to her.

An invisible fist closed about Tom’s chest and squeezed. Ten years. His mother had been gone for a decade. It still felt wrong.

Surreptitiously emptying his glass of fizz into the planter, he folded his arms and leaned back. Eliza would’ve loved all of this—the flamboyant sophistication, the chance to play society hostess and showcase her beautiful home, the ten-piece band playing big-band numbers.

Everywhere he looked he saw Australia’s high fliers—politicians, business people, celebrities—interspersed here and there with the odd international guest of note. The King name carried kudos and everyone wanted to be seen at the event of the season.

The station’s airfield currently boasted a veritable fleet of private planes and helicopters while every bedroom in the Federation homestead—a two-storey monstrosity—was occupied. Fitz’s eco-accommodation was bursting at the seams and glamping tents had been set up on the lush south lawn.

Bespoke. Extravagant. Over-the-top. And Eliza would’ve loved it. But what she’d have loved most was having all four of her boys under the same roof again.

With a speed born of practice, he zeroed in on each of his brothers. Two Federal politicians had waylaid Jack, the eldest, who took tall, dark and brooding to an entirely new level. They were probably attempting to canvas his support. Yeah, good luck with that.

Fitz, now the youngest, radiating outdoorsy energy with his tan, his sun-kissed hair and lean-muscled fitness, stood with a group of station managers. They were probably grilling him on the success of his ecotourism business, hungering to emulate it.

Logan, son number three, who stood head and shoulders above ninety-nine per cent of people in the room, gestured animatedly. A group of women gazed at him adoringly, and Tom huffed out a laugh. Knowing Logan, he probably hadn’t noticed. He was probably too busy outlining ways to save the world.

And here he was—the second son—hiding behind a potted palm.

Not hiding. Taking a breather. His daughter, Bea, had hauled him out of bed at five am, her five-year-old body squirming with excitement at being on the station. ‘Daddy, wake up! I want to see the horses and the cows and the dogs and the unicorns.’

He smothered a yawn, noted that Jack had edged closer to one of the exits, and kicked his exhaustion to the kerb. He’d sleep later.

A drinks tray passed across his line of vision. Perched on it was a single glass of beer, moisture condensing on its sides. His eyes followed it. His mouth watered. He could murder one of those.

As if by magic, the glass came to a halt in front of him. ‘I noticed you’d finished your champagne.’ The flute was plucked from his fingers and a glance directed at the planter. Blue eyes danced when they lifted again and a mobile mouth stretched in a wide grin. ‘Never fear, your secret is safe with me.’

He grinned back, couldn’t seem to help it. She wore the uniform of the catering detail, black trousers and crisp white shirt, which was a shame. A bit of light banter and harmless flirtation was exactly what he needed. Emphasis on the light and harmless though. It wouldn’t be fair to distract her while she was working.

She presented the beer to him like a prize. ‘I thought you might like one of these.’

‘That obvious?’ He seized the beer and took a long swig. ‘Why aren’t you circulating trays of these around the room?’

She leaned in closer as if confiding a secret. ‘Apparently it’s not the right tone.’

She smelled of vanilla and eucalyptus drops. Innocent. Wholesome. His body shifted, tightened. Nothing innocent and wholesome about that.

She nodded to the beer, and everything about her briefly twinkled. As if she were Tinkerbell! ‘Enjoy!’

She turned, probably to go to load up her tray with discarded glasses, and he couldn’t help noticing the sweet curve of her backside. ‘Why’d I get the special treatment?’

She glanced back, brows lifting. ‘Nothing’s too good for the princes of the realm.’

She knew who he was, then.

She winked. ‘And I thought it might give you a second wind.’

‘Ah, an angel of mercy—’

From the corner of his eye he caught Jack slipping out of the side door. If his brother left without saying a word again… Catching Logan’s eye, he hitched his head at the door. Logan immediately excused himself from his group and set off in Jack’s wake.

‘Tom?’

He glanced down to find his angel of mercy frowning at him. He set his beer back on her tray. ‘Sorry. Something I need to take care of.’

Moving outside, he seized his phone and texted Fitz.

Fitz appeared a moment later. ‘What’s up?’

‘Jack’s on the move.’

As soon as they left the light of the barn behind, the tightness in Tom’s chest eased and he filled his lungs with the scent of the Kimberley. Ahead of them Logan moved without hesitation, and beyond him Tom could just make out the dark shape of Jack. All four of them were moving towards their old haunt—the waterhole. For the first time in over twenty years.

Glancing at a dark sky liberally sprinkled with stars, he nodded once. Hard. This. They’d been close once. Brothers. He wanted that back.

And tonight that felt possible.

Huffing out a laugh, he grabbed Fitz in a playful headlock to knuckle his skull the way he had when they were boys. Except his knuckles barely made it anywhere near Fitz’s skull before he found himself in an armlock that threatened to have him face first in the dirt.

‘Mum will be pissed if you mess up the tux!’ he shouted, choking back a laugh.

It had been the refrain his brothers had flung at Tom—ever the joker—as kids, and it had Fitz hooting out a laugh now as he released him. Holy cow! His little brother had been eye-wateringly fast. And strong.

‘Stop messing about, you two,’ Logan growled from up ahead.

Tom and Fitz shared a look. Tom raised an eyebrow. Fitz nodded. With whoops, they raced forward to jostle and shoulder him, threatening to tackle him to the ground until he too was laughing and crying, ‘Uncle!’

Fitz chuckled. ‘You two are getting soft.’

‘Soft?’ He feigned affront. ‘I’ll have you know I go star wrangling and unicorn hunting on a regular basis.’

‘Man, that kid is the best.’ Fitz’s grin became a little goofy.

Bea and Fitz had taken one look at each other and—bam!—utterly besotted. Logan would walk over hot coals for his niece. And now so would Fitz. Mission accomplished.

With arms casually slung over one another’s shoulders and still jostling each other, they arrived at the waterhole. To find Jack standing motionless, staring at the water.

Tom’s hands clenched and unclenched. He wanted Bea to have uncles she could rely on. He wanted Jack among their number. His daughter deserved family.

Except Jack had halted beneath Will’s tree. When he reached up to curl a hand around the branch above, the air in Tom’s lungs jammed. Jack had built Will a treehouse in those branches—a place for their youngest brother to avoid their father’s constant haranguing. Acid burned his stomach. After Will’s death, their father had torn it down.

Fitz broke away to veer in the opposite direction, the way he swiped at the heads of Mitchell grass betraying his inner turmoil. Even after all this time, the loss of his twin bit deep. Logan followed after him, halting a good twelve feet to Jack’s right.

Tom shoved his hands in his pockets and forced his feet in Jack’s direction. He’d been fourteen when Jack had left, but Fitz had only been nine, and Logan eleven. ‘You lot remember the hours we spent down here—the swimming, the water fights…all of us ganging up on Jack to dunk him.’ Jack had always been the biggest and strongest. ‘Together we could manage it now too if we took him off guard.’

Nobody laughed. The air was heavy enough to sink all of them.

‘The hours we spent plotting in Will’s treehouse… The strategy meetings—how to smuggle fireworks in without Dad finding out; how to build the biggest water bomb; how to be included on an overnight muster.’

It was as if his was the only voice on the air. It wasn’t. The night was alive with the sound of frogs, insects and night birds. It was a sound that soothed his soul when he hadn’t realised it needed soothing. It was good to be back.

He hitched his chin at the scene in front of them. ‘That was twenty years ago, but this place is still magic.’

He moved to the high edge of the waterhole—their favourite launchpad when practising divebombs—all of them trying to outdo one another. He half-hoped Jack would lean forward and push him in—an all-in water fight would break the tension that bound them tight. He could work with a prank, with playfulness, with laughter. He might then have a chance of turning the four of them into a family again.

God forbid, but if something should ever happen to him…

It was pointless pretending it couldn’t. It had happened to Will. And it had happened to Madeline, his late wife. He needed to surround his daughter with love and provide her with people she could turn to if the worst ever did happen. He needed his brothers to be those people.

‘I should’ve snagged a bottle of champagne and some glasses. But… Let’s have a toast anyway.’ He lifted his hand in the air as if raising a glass.

‘What are we toasting?’ Logan lifted his hand too.

‘To Mum. Miss you to bits. And to Will. Wish you were here, bud.’ If he’d had a glass of bubbles, he’d have downed it in one.

Stars reflected in the still water in front of them and a tawny frogmouth swooped through the air with barely a rustle. ‘I’ve had a few people say tonight that they wonder what kind of man Will would’ve become.’ Three sets of eyes turned to him. ‘We all know what kind of man he’d have been. A good man.’ He paused. ‘What I wonder, though, is what he’d have made of all of us now?’

‘Are you interested in knowing what I make of all of you now?’

A voice of gravel broke across the night air, shattering the delicate circle of brotherhood that had started to form. Tom was the last to turn.

Their father assessed each of them in turn—Fitz, Logan, Tom… Jack—and shook his head. ‘Why am I not surprised to find you all down here?’

The way Fraser emphasised all had Tom glancing across at Jack. Had he arranged to meet their father? Were bridges being mended? His lips twisted. Were the rest of them in the way?

‘Were you hoping to find someone in particular?’ Tom drawled.

‘It’s fortuitous to have found you all.’

Which wasn’t an answer to the question.

‘I’ve something to tell you, and now is as good a time as any.’ Fraser planted his hands on his hips. ‘I’ve thought about this long and hard, but I’ve come to a decision and have hired lawyers.’

Logan stiffened. ‘I’m the station’s lawyer.’

‘In this instance you’ve a vested interest.’

What the hell…?

‘I’m starting proceedings to break the irrevocable trust.’

Tom’s head rocked back. The trust had been put into place after their mother’s death—she’d made Fraser promise it on her deathbed. It left Kings Reach and its associated holdings equally to all four surviving sons. And Fraser wanted to break it?

Logan jabbed a finger skywards. ‘You can’t break an irrevocable trust. That’s the point. I know. I’m the one who drafted it.’

Fraser widened his stance. ‘We’ll see.’

Logan shook himself. ‘What do you want to replace it with?’

‘I plan to leave the entire management of Kings Reach to Jack.’

To Jack. Every feeling of inadequacy from Tom’s childhood came roaring to the fore now. He’d never been good enough for his father. Never.

Fraser thrust out his chin. ‘This is what your mother would’ve wanted.’

That was a lie.

Jack gave a harsh laugh. ‘Do you care about your legacy so little you’d leave it to the one man who’d see it divided up and sold off to the highest bidder?’

The words chilled Tom to his marrow.

Fraser’s nostrils flared. ‘When you get down to it, it’s just real estate. And real estate is your superpower, Jack.’

Nobody spoke. Nothing moved.

‘None of you will now be surprised when you receive the paperwork from my lawyers.’

Turning back in the direction of the party, Fraser walked away. Without halting, without looking back, without explaining.



CHAPTER ONE

Charlie stared at the glass of beer on her tray with the single mouthful taken from it, and then after the man who’d placed it there. A sigh of appreciation rose through her. Hot damn, but Tom King had the lean-hipped, broad-shouldered swagger of an outback cowboy.

He’s not a cowboy, though. He’s not a country boy.

Exactly. And she had no intention of forgetting it. The fact he retained the aura meant nothing. It had been bred into him by the previous five generations of outback Kings, that was all. Though she defied any woman not to find it attractive. Tom King was six feet four of lean, muscular power and it left her breasts tingling and a strange restlessness fidgeting through her blood.

‘He could be a girl’s best worst mistake,’ Grace murmured in her ear, her tray of empty glasses balanced perfectly.

She and Grace watched Tom disappear through the French doors. ‘Ain’t that the truth?’ Except Charlie wasn’t interested in making any kind of mistakes—fun or otherwise—with a city boy.

‘Interested?’

She sent Grace a mock glare. ‘Absolutely not.’

Grace grinned. They’d been besties since their School of the Air days. ‘Liar, liar, pants on fire.’

Laughter bubbled from her throat. ‘He’s just pretty to look at. And…’

‘And?’

‘It’s funny but I don’t remember him.’

Obviously she knew of the four brothers—the King family were Kimberley royalty. She didn’t remember Jack—she’d have only been eight or nine when he’d left Kings Reach—but she and Fitz had been in the same year when they were doing School of the Air, which meant they’d chatted on the radio, had met up at the arranged socials—on show days and race days and whatnot. And Logan too. She remembered him. He’d danced with her at a ball once. But she didn’t recall Tom. She had a feeling that if she’d ever met him she’d have never forgotten him.

Grace shrugged. ‘He’s six or seven years older than us and ran with a different crowd. By the time the rest of us girls were mooning over the King boys, you’d met Connor and had eyes for no one else.’

Connor’s name traced a path of ice down her spine. Charlie straightened. ‘We’re next-door neighbours. It seems wrong not to have met one another.’

‘He hasn’t been your neighbour for fifteen years.’

‘Good point.’ Tom had moved to Sydney. And he rarely visited.

‘And, while you might be neighbours, it is five hours’ drive from door-to-door.’

‘Another excellent point. It’s a bit far for popping across for a cup of sugar.’

‘You’d need to be making a seriously important cake if you were.’

Both women laughed and Charlie got back to work. Noticing as she did that Fraser also exited through a side-door—the same one Tom had.

A hot fist of rage squeezed her heart. Fraser King held himself up as a figure of unimpeachable respectability, but he had all the integrity of cheap shoe leather. He was a liar and a cheat and she’d get the proof of it if it was the last thing she did. And once she had it, she’d confront him and force him to do the right thing. Or expose him for the snake he was.

Breathe, Charlie, breathe.

Loosening her grip on her tray, she continued her rounds, keeping the smile firmly pasted on her face. Taking the empty glasses back to the kitchen—the homestead shared a covered walkway with the barn—she seized a fresh tray of sparkling, fizzing flutes. There were faces here tonight she’d only seen on TV. If her mind wasn’t so focused on what she was about to do, she might’ve enjoyed this glimpse into how the other half lived.

‘Time to take your break, Charlie,’ the catering manager called out.

Her heart gave a giant kick. It took all of her concentration to lower the tray back to the bench without dropping it. This was the moment she’d been waiting for.

Moving out through the opposite door, instead of turning left to the staff’s allocated break-room she cast a quick glance around—not a soul in sight—and turned right to make her way further inside the Kings Reach homestead. She tried to look unhurried, tried to look innocent. If someone called out to her, she wanted it to look like an accident.

The moment she rounded the corner, she flattened herself against the wall and pressed a hand to her racing heart. Breathe, Charlie, breathe.

On the wall opposite was an Albert Namatjira painting. Good lord, was that an original? She leaned forward. It was exquisite and—

Focus!

She shook herself.

And don’t bump into anything.

The house was a veritable Aladdin’s cave of beautiful things. That little vase on the side-table was probably worth her annual salary. She patted her chest, ordered her heart to stop pounding.

Right, if her intel was correct, she needed to take the dog-leg at the end of this corridor—left and then a quick right. That corridor would then lead her to the front of the house with its grand foyer. Fraser’s office was the second door on the right.

She didn’t stop to admire the elegant Federation lines of the grand homestead with its rich wooden panelling and pressed-tin ceilings, or the tessellated tiles in rich hues of terracotta, cream and green that made a fancy pattern beneath her feet. She kept her gaze carefully averted from the picture rail hung with paintings from world-renowned artists, and the antique pendant lights that bathed it all in a warm glow. She did her best to ignore the beautiful antique furniture, because if she let herself pause for just a moment she feared she’d lose herself
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