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      Elmsleigh House was about an hour south of London and, importantly for polo aficionados (something Eden Ennis wasn’t), midway between the two best polo clubs in the country, Cowdray and Beaufort. Elmsleigh, apparently, didn’t host any of the top-tier polo matches but, in Eden Ennis’s exceedingly amateur opinion, it should. Because, man, it was beautiful. The polo field, surrounded by oak trees, looked like an AI-generated photograph. Or one straight out of a glossy society magazine.

      Eden took in the Georgian manor house, elegant and refined, sitting behind the polo field. It wasn’t excessively big, but with its old, honeyed stone walls and thick, possessive ivy creeping up and over a good portion of the façade, it was still impressive. To the right of the house, and on a slight rise, was a long block of stables, a more recent addition built in the same stone and style of the house. In the fields beyond the house and stables, gleaming thoroughbreds munched on what she presumed was premium-quality grass. This was a billionaire’s country estate, where his exceptional polo team was headquartered and trained, a place where his elite friends came to stay and play.

      Eden rocked on her heels, enjoying the hot sun on her bare shoulders. It was a perfect English spring day, one they hadn’t experienced for a while, warm and rich and, she presumed, perfect for a game of polo. She pulled in a deep breath, unused to the combination of horses, freshly cut grass, leather, and more than a whiff of money. It wasn’t just a polo field – it was a whole damn vibe.

      Although this event was advertised as a friendly Saturday afternoon practice match between two teams as a warm-up to the upcoming polo season, everything about the setting and the sport suggested luxury, a sense of timelessness imbued with a dash of fuck-it attitude only the very rich could pull off.

      Turning her attention back to the field, Eden watched as two teams of riders – eight in all – on magnificent horses trotted onto the pitch. Six of the eight riders were men, and all wore white pants tucked into black, knee-high riding boots. One team wore navy shirts, the other white with red patches. Every one of the riders looked as comfortable on their horse as Eden did on her couch watching K-dramas.

      An elbow connected with her arm. ‘Here we go.’

      An older man, dressed in ancient green, faded cords tucked in gumboots, and a stylish linen shirt, stood to her right. The low brim of a battered cap and sunglasses covered his tanned, stubbled face.

      ‘Are you a virgin?’

      She blinked. What? The man half-snorted, half-chuckled, his eyes not leaving the field. ‘A polo virgin? Have you watched a game before?’

      That would be a solid no. Also, since it had been years since she last had sex – four? five? – it was possible she was a born-again virgin too. ‘Can you tell?’ she asked wryly.

      He rubbed his hands together, his attention on the field. ‘It will only be a friendly polo match and, because they are getting the horses back into training after a long break, it’ll be a bit slow. You won’t see the speed, but you’ll still see the skill involved. These are some of the best riders in the country.’

      They certainly looked fit and muscled. She couldn’t see their faces, but with bodies like that … who cared? Her eyes settled on a man in the centre, attracted by his barely contained ferocity. Unlike the others, he sat perfectly still in the saddle, his hands loose on the reins of his equally calm horse. He appeared taller and bigger than everyone else, and … mmm, harder. More focused, six feet plus of power and intensity.

      A whip on the edge of cracking…

      ‘Who’s number three?’ she asked, lifting a hand to shade her eyes. She hadn’t been able to find her sunglasses when she left her flat this morning, and now she was regretting not taking the time to track them down. The sun was making her eyes water. She sneezed and received a ‘bless you’ from her new companion.

      ‘Number three is Jed Harris, a nine handicap.’

      ‘Is that good?’

      ‘Ten is the highest, and there are only fourteen players in the world who have a ten handicap. Right, here we go.’

      Eden jumped at the smack of the mallet against the ball, and her mouth dropped as horses flew down the field, looking like they possessed invisible wings, their muscles rippling under glossy coats. She lifted her hand to her mouth, entranced by the spectacle of eight horses and riders chasing what looked to be a too-small ball. The riders were all focus and finesse, and, yeah, exceptionally talented. You had to be when you were balancing on a speeding horse while swinging a stick. Every move they made was smooth, considered and totally, utterly badass.

      Eden watched Number Three, Jed something, sprinting toward the goal – this was slow? seriously? – the ball rolling next to his horse’s hooves. She winced when a rider from the opposing team thundered toward him at a right angle. Shit, they were both going too fast; they were going to collide! Number Three braked and spun his horse around in a pirouette, the manoeuvre so quick it raised a collective wheeze, and then a cheer, from the crowd.

      ‘It’s so fast,’ Eden stuttered, unable to pull her eyes from the action. Or, to be honest, off Number Three. He was magnetic.

      ‘They are currently in slow motion,’ her new friend told her. ‘In professional matches, the average speed of the ponies is sixty miles per hour. It’s called chess at speed. Each player thinks three steps ahead while trying to dodge attacks from their rivals.’

      Number Three managed to outwit his opponent and galloped down the field, the crowd cheering him on. With an easy, elegant thwack, the ball sailed through the goalposts, and the crowd erupted. Eden jumped up and down, holding on to her new friend’s arm. She wasn’t a sporty girl, didn’t know a damn thing about polo, had never met a horse before, but this was wild and magical.

      And unexpectedly exhilarating.

      Then she spoiled the moment by sneezing and sneezing again. She took the old, but clean cotton handkerchief her new friend offered her and winced. ‘I’d have to post it back to you.’

      He shrugged and patted the area of his jacket above his heart. ‘I have another, and I have dozens at home. Allergies?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ she replied, after thanking him. She placed the handkerchief under her eyes to soak up the moisture, and then blew her nose. ‘Maybe it’s the fresh air, I’m used to car fumes and smog.’

      ‘There’s nothing like a day out in the country to clear your lungs,’ he said.

      ‘Nothing like it,’ Eden nodded. She couldn’t remember when last, if ever, she’d visited any place this rural. When she travelled, she headed to European cities, Copenhagen, Berlin, Prague, Dublin – she understood them and knew how they worked. The country, with its woods and fields, narrow roads and high hedgerows? Not so much. Or at all.

      Eden turned her attention back to the match, quickly realising danger was a polo player’s constant companion. One wrong move, one mistimed swing, and the rider could find themselves on their arse on the ground or have a limb smacked by a mallet. Yet, she somehow understood, on a visceral level, that danger, for both the players and the spectators watching, was what made the sport addictive. Each ride toward the goal was a heart-pounding race, every quick turn, an opportunity for a daring steal, and every shot, a way to swing the game in your team’s favour. It was thrilling. And utterly delicious.

      If this was the players taking it easy, then a proper match would be a fantastic spectacle.

      A whistle blew and a few beats later the horses slowed to a walk, and the riders relaxed. Eden raised her eyebrows and spread out her hands, hugely disappointed. ‘That’s it? It’s over so soon?’

      The man looked at his expensive watch. ‘They only play for seven minutes, but a normal match is played at double the speed.’

      Thank God for her new friend, else she would be floundering to understand the game. Eden watched as grooms led new horses onto the field. A young man walked to sexy Number Three and guided the new horse, the colour of heavy caramel, to stand next to his horse, both facing forward. Without fuss, and with a great deal of skill, he hopped from one horse to another, and without looking, slid his boots into the stirrups. ‘Why are they all changing horses?’ Eden asked.

      ‘Ponies, we call them ponies,’ her companion replied. ‘It’s for their welfare. Polo is a demanding sport, played at high speed, and they don’t want to overwork their animals.’ He sent her a sweet smile and waved at someone in the crowd. ‘I must go, there’s my girl.’

      Eden watched him weave his way through the clumps of spectators to stop by a middle-aged woman dressed in jeans, a tight t-shirt and wellington boots, a jaunty straw hat perched on her grey curls. A tall, slim blonde wearing a short white mini dress and wedges, thick straight hair pulled back into a ponytail, stood next to her. She was exceptionally pretty, and Eden suspected he was proud of his stunning daughter…

      Eden’s eyes widened when he reached up to place an open-mouth kiss on the younger woman’s mouth and slid a possessive arm around her oh-so-tiny waist.

      Right. Serve her right for making snap judgements.

      Eden watched the next chukkas and resisted the urge to rub her itchy, watery eyes. After the fourth, and more changing of horses, the riders left the field. Around her, people streamed from their deck chairs and left their picnic blankets to swarm the field. Laughing and chatting, they started to stomp down divots in the bright green grass.

      Eden made her way down the bank, the hem of her sundress fluttering around her knees. Instead of heels, she wore very sensible trainers, and she’d slathered her skin with sunscreen. But stupidly she’d forgotten to bring a hat. She fought a never-ending battle with freckles in the summer, and she could feel them popping out on her chest, shoulders, nose and cheeks.

      And what on earth was wrong with her eyes? Why were they watering?

      Walking away from the field, Eden turned to look at the country house behind her, taking in the many rectangular, precise windows along the ridiculously large façade of the three-storey house. The early nineteenth-century house was owned by Troyden Castle, mega-billionaire, polo aficionado, bon vivant and…

      Apparently, her uncle on her father’s side.

      At least that was what her genealogical DNA test had revealed six years ago.

      Eden rocked on her heels as a five-year-old boy ran into her, and with a brief ‘sorry’ he was off again. His father chased after him, the slight breeze lifting his shirt. A pregnant woman carrying a toddler trundled after them, and she caught Eden’s eye. Her smile was tired but good-natured. ‘Have kids, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.’

      Eden wished her luck.

      ‘I’m going to bloody need it,’ she muttered, but laid a hand on her bump, and Eden caught the affection in her eyes. She looked like she was exactly where she wanted to be.

      Had her mum ever looked at her like that? No, she never recalled seeing that easy affection on her mum’s face. Frustration and resentment, sure, sometimes what she thought was flat-out dislike.

      God knew her mother had never been the warm-and-fuzzy type. As an emergency foster carer, she’d been hailed as a saint, a selfless crusader for vulnerable kids. And she’d believed the hype and took immense pride in her good works, her sacrifices and her hand-to-mouth life.

      To her mum, Eden hadn’t needed saving. Eden was just there – silent, steady, waiting.

      Their house was never hers, not really. It had been too full, too loud, too temporary. A revolving door of faces, names and stories, all so much more important than hers. Up until earlier this year, she’d dreamed – foolishly and desperately – that one day, just once, she’d be chosen. That her mother would look at her and see her. That she’d be her mum.

      It never happened.

      She’d always been the afterthought, the one who stayed while everyone else came and went. The one who didn’t need attention, or love, or to be put first. The daughter who could be discarded. Her mum dropping out of her life annihilated any hope of a mother-daughter relationship. She couldn’t avoid the hard truth any longer: she wasn’t her mum’s first choice. And never would be.

      Eden hauled in a deep breath, then another and shoved the memories away into her mental junk cupboard. One day it would fly open and projectile vomit a stream of unresolved emotional gunk, but it wouldn’t happen today. Hopefully not tomorrow, or anytime soon, either.

      Suddenly thirsty, she headed toward a refreshment tent, wishing she could dodge the crowds. She sighed at the long line of people waiting to be served. G&Ts and beers were popular options, but she needed to rehydrate. Eden joined the queue, her attention caught by a blunt, deep-as-night Phryne Fisher bob. Crap…

      Eden immediately looked for Vincent. Yep, there he was, on the other side of the tent, talking to a woman in a blue dress. Shit.

      Tara and Vincent were the remoras of the charity fundraising world, attaching themselves to the bellies of the wealthy, socialising and cajoling their way to receive mammoth donations for their foundation supporting a range of charities. This was a minor, pre-season match, and she’d thought it would be a waste of their time because there wouldn’t be a ‘hoard of high-net-worths’ in attendance. But she’d forgotten that Troyden Castle was their favourite whale.

      Stupid. So stupid.

      Not wanting her ex-bosses to see her – keep your mouth shut about the investigation, Miss Ennis – and wanting a conversation even less, Eden hurried out of the tent and away from the crowd. She hadn’t seen the Bancrofts since abruptly resigning from their foundation six weeks ago, but they were still blowing up her phone with text messages begging her to come back. Tara and Vincent took turns phoning her, calls she didn’t answer. And she’d yet to respond to their why-are-you-ignoring-us emails. She still, dammit, missed them. On one hand, she wanted to kill them; on the other, she would do anything to go back six months, a year. To unknow.

      To not light the fuse that would, sometime soon, blow up their world.

      She, Troyden Castle and the Bancrofts were a messy, knotty skein of human wool. Six years ago, after taking a DNA test, she’d discovered that Troyden Castle, the popular billionaire, was her paternal uncle. Most people would’ve rejoiced at the connection, but Eden was wary. Most people had disappointed her, especially anyone related by blood, and she was pretty certain Troyden Castle would do the same. After all, it was a truth universally acknowledged that a multi-divorced man in possession of a good fortune must be an arsehole. But she couldn’t let go of the nagging thought that she needed to take another look at him, to dig deeper. A quick internet search had informed her he was the Bancroft Foundation’s biggest benefactor, so she’d approached Tara and Vincent, offering to work as their unpaid intern for three months, hoping that she’d gather some information on her ‘uncle’ to help her decide whether he was someone she wanted to meet or avoid.

      Months passed, her responsibilities increased, and soon she was employed as their right-hand person. She’d loved her job, happy to stay in the background at the foundation, unseen but useful. Time rolled on, but she kept delaying the decision to acknowledge her connection to Troyden. Busy at work, it had been enough to collect scraps she could from the Bancrofts, gathering intel that Troyden, despite his reputation, was a nice guy, sweet and generous.

      His only bad habit seemed to be his inability to stay married – five ex-wives were a lot! – and being a magnet for gold-diggers.

      Year after year, she put off the decision to meet him. The DNA site would’ve told him that he had a close family member, but she chose to keep her details private until she was certain whether she wanted to meet him or not. Until recently it had been enough to know he was there. If she kept him at a distance, he couldn’t disappoint her.

      But the last few months had been an emotional watershed – with her mum permanently exiting her life and the Bancrofts’ criminality forcing her into making hard decisions she never expected to make.

      As her life continued to flip inside out, her curiosity about Troyden Castle, her only blood relative, increased. He was connected to the Bancrofts, was their donor, and despite being ordered not to by the police, a part of her wanted to warn him of the Bancrofts’ behaviour. Because that’s what families did, right?

      But she needed to decide whether they were family first. Arrgh! Complicated.

      You’re overthinking this, Eden. She hadn’t come to Elmsleigh today to meet him, but thought that being on his property might help clarify her thinking about whether she wanted to walk through life with or without family…

      Eden saw a path and veered left, grateful for the huge branches of the oak trees providing respite from the hot summer sun. She lifted her dress off her hot chest and flipped through her mental dossier on Troyden.

      Elmsleigh House was the property – he had several – where he spent the bulk of his time. He’d been married numerous times but had no biological children of his own. However, various stepchildren lived on the grounds. The house had a billiards room, two libraries, more than a dozen living rooms ranging from huge to cosy, and God knew how many bedrooms.

      From her position behind the trunk of a wide oak, looking down into the walled courtyard behind the house, Eden watched an SUV swing in and park close to what she thought might be the kitchen door. A lithe woman of Indian descent, dressed in ragged denim shorts and a man’s oversized, knotted, button-down shirt, jumped out of the car. She lifted a little boy out of the car. A girl, older, jumped down and the kids ran into the house. The woman bundled her long, thick dark hair up onto her head, and tied it into a messy bun. Eden sighed at her effortless elegance, her long, slim legs and cut-glass cheekbones. Even from a distance, she was gorgeous.

      Another path skated off to her right. She couldn’t go back to the polo match, not when Tara and Vince were there, but she might be able to walk around the house and leave via a circuitous route. At the end of the path was the stable block, which, she figured, would be deserted. She just needed a cool place to sit and think.

      Even if she was ready to meet Troyden, this wasn’t the right time or place to approach her uncle. They needed privacy for what would be, she was sure, a difficult conversation.

      How would it even go? ‘Hi, my name is Eden Ennis. A DNA test says you are my uncle on my father’s side. I’m not sure I want a relationship and don’t need to be part of a family, but I would like any information on my father. Any idea about where he is and why he took off when my mum told him she was pregnant with me? Is he even alive?’

      Eden sneezed and wiped her streaming nose, her heart hammering as she approached the impressive stable block.

      She’d spent her life watching foster kids come and go, knowing that given the choice, her mum would choose them over her. The fear bubbled up at the thought of making a new, blood-related, connection. What if Troyden looked at her and saw nothing? What if she was just, once again, simply there?

      What if her existence didn’t matter to him, just like she never mattered to her mother? Her thoughts tumbled over each other, becoming bigger and bolder, veering off in another direction. Another what-if slammed into her… What if, after meeting, he thought she wanted something from him? She didn’t, but with her life crumbling how could she not look like an opportunist, showing up just when her world was about to detonate?

      He’d look at her and see an outsider, might consider her an irritation or a problem to solve, a charity case. But if he went to the opposite extreme and welcomed her into his world … what if she started to believe she had a place in his life and then he eventually decided, like her mum, she wasn’t worth his time and effort, wasn’t worth keeping? Would she simply pass through his life like sand through his open fingers?

      The safe option would be to walk away and do nothing. She’d rocked one boat recently and was still wiping water out of her eyes. Maybe it was better to deal with that storm before sailing headfirst into another.
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        * * *

      

      Leaving his teammates in the branded Castle Kings players’ tent during the break, Jed Harris grabbed a bottle of water and headed over to where Troyden lounged in a deckchair, thankfully alone. He needed to head to the stables to check on his favourite pony – she’d favoured her left forelock earlier – but he could take a few minutes to talk to his stepdad first. Today was a demo match, held between two neighbouring clubs, as practice for the upcoming, maybe his last, season.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, irritated. Thoughts about retiring from the game, maybe coaching or making furniture full-time kept ambushing him. He needed to think about the future at some point… Where was he going? What was his next goal? Where did he want to be in five years?

      Adulting. Fucking bullshit.

      But today the sun was shining, it was good to be back in the saddle playing polo without any pressure. Unlike the intense, professional matches, today he could miss a few chukkas, allowing a junior player to get some game experience.

      He dropped into the empty chair and stretched out his long legs. Chugging his water, he looked across the field to where he’d earlier spotted Troyden talking to a slim woman. He’d first noticed her hair, and the way the sun bounced off it, turning it a stunning shade of rose gold. She’d been dressed in a simple navy polka dot dress showing off long, shapely legs ending in trendy trainers. From his saddle, he’d clocked her heart-shaped face, wide mouth, and thought he could see the freckles on her nose and cheeks. Maybe she was a natural redhead…

      He loved redheads.

      ‘Who were you talking to earlier?’ he asked Troyden, keeping his question casual.

      ‘I talk to a lot of people, so you’re going to have to be more specific.’

      ‘Strawberry blonde, blue dress, no hat.’ Long neck, small waist and curvy hips. And, yeah, great boobs.

      ‘Didn’t catch her name. Polo newbie, didn’t know what was going on. Had to help her understand,’ Troyden laconically replied. ‘Pretty girl.’

      Jed scanned the field, didn’t see her and silently cursed. He was surprised by his keen disappointment and his level of interest. He didn’t normally react so strongly to women. He was a veteran of the polo circuit and had been chased by 7-Ups – women who only dated players with a handicap of seven and up – on every continent and found most women unoriginal. He was a jaded bastard with high standards and a low boredom threshold.

      Still something about the strawberry blonde called to him… But she was gone, and he wouldn’t see her again. Pity.

      Troyden adjusted the brim of his cap and folded his arms, sinking lower into the chair. Jed knew Troyden would wait for him to raise the subject of the Duke’s death last night. He’d been found by his wife in the kennels, sitting up against the wall, hand on his heart, a massive cigar between his fingers, and reputedly, a ‘what the fuck’ look on his face. They said he’d suffered a massive heart attack, which was a surprise to Jed.

      He hadn’t realised the Duke had a heart.

      ‘You heard, then?’ Jed asked, his eyes on his scuffed boots.

      ‘How do you feel about it?’

      ‘It couldn’t have happened to a nicer arsehole,’ he stated. He’d hated the Duke in life, and he wasn’t about to do a one-eighty and hypocritically change his views because he was dead.

      ‘It wasn’t like it was my father who died,’ he continued, answering Troyden’s earlier question. Though, technically, it was.

      No, the man next to him was his father, not that waste of space dickhead who’d donated his sperm. Troyden became a permanent part of his life after he married his mum – she was wife number three – and moved them into Elmsleigh. He and his mum divorced twenty-five years ago when he was ten, but he and Troyden remained close. When his mum died, Elmsleigh became his permanent home and Troyden his guardian. Two more wives came and went before Jed’s eighteenth birthday, but all of Troyden’s stepchildren stuck close.

      Within a few months of living at Elmsleigh, Jed realised Troyden, a man who had a rep for being a corporate bastard, was an absolute pushover, stunningly generous, and that it was stupidly easy to take advantage of him. Troyden’s inability to say no to any of his ex-wives, girlfriends, stepchildren and friends, gave Jed a way to repay his stepfather for his generosity, and Jed made a point of never asking for anything from his super-wealthy stepfather.

      And when he thought Troyden’s nearest and dearest were pushing the envelope of his generosity, he stepped in and shut them down. Even as a kid, he was fiercely protective of the man who gave him a home. Helped by Diana, Troyden’s no-nonsense housekeeper who took no shit, Jed’s protective streak had rubbed off on his stepsiblings, and they frequently banded together to protect the man who’d been, was, the father he didn’t have to be.

      Jed’s bullshit radar remained finely tuned.

      Talking of BS artists… ‘Where’s Sugar Baby?’ he asked.

      ‘I wish you and your siblings would learn her name,’ Troyden muttered.

      They did know her name – this one was called Lana – but they liked giving their father shit about his terrible taste in women.

      ‘Bring home someone worthy of us learning her name and we will,’ Jed retorted. Lana was the last in a long line of beautiful but vapid, money-hungry women who wanted to be the next Mrs Castle. She wasn’t doing badly: in the six weeks since she’d arrived on Troyden’s radar she’d scored a trip to the South of France, a Birkin bag and a diamond tennis bracelet.

      ‘She went to lie down. She has a headache,’ Troyden explained, then archly continued, ‘I think she might be The One.’

      Jed rolled his eyes. Troyden had said the same thing about at least three women in the past five years. How the hell the man amassed a fortune in retail, dealing with the sharks and backstabbers of corporate UK and America, while being a sucker for anyone with big eyes and a great line of charming crap, God only knew.

      And The One? Such bullshit.

      Jed didn’t believe in love, not much and not for him anyway. It always came, he believed, with an expiration date.

      His mum’s words to him, shortly before marrying Troyden, still played in his head. Do not make him regret taking us in. If you want to stay, you have to prove your worth. And if he didn’t? That’s when, he was convinced, the people who said they loved him would walk away.

      ‘I asked how you were,’ Troyden reminded him, keeping his voice low.

      Damn, back to the Duke, his least favourite subject. ‘I’m fine, I’m just pissed Junior gets to inherit,’ Jed replied.

      Troyden frowned. ‘But you’ve never wanted to inherit Bythesea Hall or the Duke’s money. Or even be associated with him.’

      Jed pushed his thumb and index finger into his eyes. When it came to Lysander, the Duke of Bythesea (pronounced bithsee), or the Fucking Duke, his emotions always got twisted up. The FD had an affair with his mother, his groom, when she was eighteen and he newly married. As in, just-back-from-his-honeymoon married. Around the same time his wife announced she was pregnant with the next generation of Bythesea arsehats, his bio-father made the first payment to ensure his mum’s silence about their affair and her pregnancy.

      Every year, until the time Jed had turned eighteen, the Duke had paid a yearly stipend, first to his mum, then to Troyden, to keep their connection from being exposed. Troyden handed his hush money to his money guy – his first stepson, Alistair – and thanks to Al’s nerdy love affair with numbers, Jed owned a ridiculously healthy portfolio of stocks, shares and crypto. He’d also inherit a share of Troyden’s assets one day, which scared him a little. What the fuck was he supposed to do with so much money? He was just a part-time polo player, part-time furniture maker. Full-time grump.

      He did his best to add value. He wasn’t just any polo player, he was the captain of his country’s team, and he made sure Troyden’s team were regulars on podiums all over the world. He was the shield protecting Troyden from gold-diggers, con artists and anyone wanting to take advantage of his too-soft heart. The rock for his stepsibs, the one they could always rely on. There was no space for a woman, his plate was full, his capacity maxed out.

      ‘Jedson?’

      He jerked and remembered Troyden’s question. ‘No, I don’t give a shit about the estate or the by-the-sea title, for fuck’s sake.’ He saw Troyden narrow his eyes at his swearing and winced. Troyden hated profanity – he called it unoriginal – but he was also pragmatic. He knew there wasn’t much he could do to keep adult stepkids from occasionally swearing. Or, in Jed’s case, swearing often.

      ‘I object to Henry inheriting,’ Jed muttered, his skin feeling too tight for his body. ‘Because he’s the biggest knob I know.’

      ‘You’ve always hated him.’

      He didn’t hate the Baby Duke because he was Lysander’s son and heir, when he, the Duke’s oldest son by a few months, wasn’t. No, he hated Junior because he was acknowledged and accepted. His birth had been celebrated, not reviled. From the moment he arrived in the world, Henry had been encouraged to stand in the sunlight of his heritage, while Jed had been relegated to the darkest corner of the dungeon.

      Interestingly and, frankly, conveniently, Henry hated him too. He didn’t know if Henry knew he was his half-brother – he doubted it – or if they had a personality clash, but his animosity ran as deep as Jed’s.

      After a run-in as kids, one that involved knuckles and blood, they’d ended up at the same boys’ boarding school, in the same form. Henry’d been loud-mouthed and obnoxious, and Jed, born with no fucks to give, routinely called him on his BS. They both joined the school’s boxing team – a mutual excuse to beat the shit out of each other. After a particularly nasty bout – an off-the-books, no rules, mock cage fight – he broke Junior’s nose and bruised his ribs. Henry’s right hook to Jed’s temple gave him a minor concussion.

      They’d both been immediately expelled – we don’t condone violence, no matter the circumstances! – but then the Duke and Troyden had hauled out their chequebooks, made massive donations to the school, and they were both reinstated.

      Thankfully their paths hadn’t crossed much since they’d left school, with Henry going to uni and Jed straight into professional polo.

      ‘I believe life shouldn’t reward wankers.’

      Troyden simply smiled and changed the subject. ‘I saw the table Sally posted to your website last night,’ he said, pride in his eyes. ‘Damn good job, son.’

      Jed shrugged. The table, made from a piece of driftwood he’d found on an extremely southern New Zealand beach and had shipped home, was one of his favourite pieces. The price tag Sally decided on made his eyes water. But, as she told him, it was a J. Barkly piece – Barkly was a name he sucked from the air – and collectors were prepared to pay huge money for his furniture. They were, he’d been informed, works of art. He didn’t see it and it didn’t make any sense to him; he just found a piece of wood, saw a shape within it, and got to work with his power tools in the silence of his workshop.

      ‘Are you ever going to stop imitating Banksy and reveal to the world you are J. Barkly?’ Troyden demanded. Troyden thought he should take the praise and the credit, but Jed didn’t give a shit about what other people thought. He was just a guy who loved horses, played excellent polo and made furniture.

      All he wanted to do was look after his family. Keep pushing back that expiry date.

      The Duke’s death wouldn’t change a damn thing.

      He’d make sure of it.
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      Eden slipped through the half-open arched doors of the long stable block, grateful for the cool space and the drop in temperature. Her skin tingled, the little pricks of pain suggesting she’d had too much sun. She needed to put more sunscreen on her bare shoulders and arms. Damn, why did she forget her hat and her sunglasses? At least she’d pulled her hair back from her face into a complicated French plait.

      Her eyes itched as she passed a tack room filled with saddles, bridles and a hundred other things she couldn’t identify. A city girl through and through, she’d had no contact with horses, ever, and this was the first time she’d been in a stable. Despite being what the older gent would call a ‘stable virgin’, she could tell it was grand. Each stall had piles of fresh straw, a big water trough and a horse blanket hanging off the door. She rubbed it between her finger and thumb – it was softer than she expected – and traced the name and estate’s oak leaf logo embroidered on the fabric. This blanket belonged to Jabba. Jabba wasn’t currently in his stall; none of the horses were.

      Then she heard a soft whinny and the stamping of a hoof from the far end of the stable. Okay, at least one animal was in residence. Eden ambled deeper into the building, and as her streaming eyes adjusted to the shadows, she saw a tall man standing in a stall, his forehead resting against the snout of a fawn-coloured horse.

      Number Three…

      ‘Hello, beautiful,’ he crooned. A shiver travelled down Eden’s spine, and the hair on her arms lifted. His was the ultimate bedroom voice, low and velvety with the slightest hint of a rasp. ‘I missed you out there today. Nobody gets me like you.’

      He lifted his head, and Eden took in his strong profile, stubborn chin and ever so slightly hooked nose. His dark hair, almost black, was damp with sweat, and his white and red shirt stuck to his broad back. White jodhpurs covered strong thighs and were tucked into knee-high riding boots. He was tall, an inch or two above six feet. How did that little horse hold such a big man?

      God, he was gorgeous. With his stubble and strong arms, he radiated masculinity and raw power. Eden glanced around and thought about bolting; she didn’t like how he made her feel…

      Unsteady, hiccupy, a little breathless.

      A lot breathless. Eden put a hand on her chest, tried to suck in some air and found she was pulling in less than usual. Really, she was reacting like a fifteen-year-old meeting her celebrity crush. Pathetic. She needed to start dating again if this was how she was going to react whenever she saw a sexy man.

      Turning to go, she made a scuffling sound, and Big and Sexy looked up, a frown pulling his black, thick eyebrows together. ‘Hey, what are you doing here? This is private property.’

      She winced. ‘Oh. I’m sorry. I was looking for a cool place to sit for a while.’ Her eyes were furiously itchy and was her lip swelling? She lifted her foot to scratch the back of her leg. What was wrong with her? Wanting to appear normal, or as normal as she could when she felt like ants were burrowing under her skin, she nodded at the horse. Was that jealousy she saw on its pretty face? Yeah, yeah, if her one-on-one time with this man was interrupted, she’d be irritated too. ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘Her proper name is Rey Skywalker,’ he answered. ‘Her owner is a huge Star Wars fan, and all his horses have a name from the franchise.’

      ‘Judging by the way you were talking to her, I thought she was your horse.’

      Man, why did she sound like a breathless sex kitten?

      ‘I just ride them.’ His big hand stroked the animal’s glossy neck. ‘Rey is one of my favourites and I think she’s injured her forelock.’

      ‘Ah,’ Eden replied, wiping her eyes, with the now damp handkerchief. ‘She’s very pretty.’

      ‘Do you want to stroke her?’

      She did, because when next would she meet a horse? Rey gave her a do-it-and-die look. Eden scratched the inside of her wrist. ‘She looks pretty big,’ she said, forcing herself to move closer. She inhaled the unique combination of horse and man, cologne and straw. He shouldn’t smell so good, but he did, like sunshine on steroids.

      ‘She’s tall,’ he replied. ‘Stands at fifteen hands.’

      Eden tentatively lifted her hand and placed it on the horse’s neck. Rey gave her the side-eye – yeah, yeah, she’d prefer Number Three’s hands on her too! Not wanting to be cowed by the horse’s snotty attitude, she stroked the animal with her open palm. ‘I thought ponies were smaller than horses.’

      ‘The word pony is a reference to their agility, rather than their size,’ he said, his deep voice rumbling over her. Rey snorted and tossed her pretty head. That she resented Eden’s presence was pretty damn obvious.

      ‘I’m Jed Harris.’

      Eden left her hand on the horse’s neck and looked up. And up. ‘I saw you playing earlier, right?’ He’d whipped his horse into impossibly tight angles, leaned halfway down its back and thundered across the field at warp speed. Even she could tell he was the best player on the field.

      ‘Did you enjoy your first polo match?’

      Eden winced. ‘That obvious, huh?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He leaned a big shoulder into the wall next to the stall and crossed one black boot over the other. ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Eden Ennis.’ Eden wanted to lean down and scratch the back of her leg but knew she would give him a great view of her boring, sports-bra-covered boobs. Why was she so itchy? Everywhere?

      She looked down the long stable block. The open doors framed Elmsleigh House, looking oh-so-grand with its thick stone walls and rows and rows of narrow windows. ‘It’s quite a house,’ she stated. That was like saying that Notre Dame was quite a church. And that he was quite a man.

      Okay, do stop being ridiculous, Eden! Anyone would think she hadn’t come across a good-looking man before. And she had, of course, she had. But not one who was so tall, so fit, so effortlessly masculine. With his dark hair, thick stubble and long, lean muscles, he was quite the package. What would his lips feel like under hers? Was he as good a kisser and a lover as he was a rider?

      His gaze dropped to her mouth and lingered. Desire rushed through her, pooling low in her belly. Right, hadn’t felt that for a while. He moved a fraction closer, his hand coming to rest next to hers on Rey’s neck, and the heated, silent suggestion of a kiss hovered between them. Who would make the first move? Him? Her? And in that quiet stable, it felt like the universe was holding its breath, waiting for one of them to move closer.

      Atttttttchoooooo!

      Eden whirled around and slapped her hands to her face, embarrassed by the force of her sneeze. Damn, had she lost a lung in the process? She wiped her nose with the now grubby handkerchief and discreetly lifted the hem of her skirt to wipe her streaming eyes.

      Embarrassed, she changed the subject. ‘You ride for the Elmsleigh Team, right?’

      ‘The Castle Kings.’

      ‘And the team is, like the estate, owned by Troyden Castle?’

      His eyebrows pulled together, and Eden sensed he’d taken a few mental steps backwards. ‘Why are you asking?’ he demanded, his tone frosty.

      There was now a whole polo field between them. Man, she was super talented at alienating hot men. Oh, well, she wasn’t going to see him again and now she had nothing to lose. ‘What’s Troyden Castle like?’

      She might as well ask, because, while the Bancrofts thought he walked on air, this guy worked for him and would have a more realistic view of her uncle.

      His expression darkened and his mouth tightened. He placed himself between her and his horse, and she immediately noted his protective gesture. God, she wasn’t going to hurt his precious pony!

      ‘I don’t appreciate the question and you’re trespassing,’ he stated flatly. ‘Leave now and I won’t have to toss you out on your pretty arse.’

      Jeez! She’d just asked a question.

      ‘Sorry, I was just curious…’ Eden stated, her voice now thin and a little high. The ants were morphing into caterpillars and every inch of her skin felt hot. She desperately wanted to rake her fingernails over her body. Looking down, she watched welts appear on her arms. Shit. The same thing was happening on her legs. She instinctively knew that scratching would make it ten times worse.

      She needed… God, she didn’t know what she needed…

      She needed to go home, have a shower, and take this as Life’s warning that contacting Troyden Castle was a very bad idea. Did she need to be part of a family? She’d been on her own for more than a decade, since she was eighteen, and she’d managed. Families were overrated, right? They were full of drama and dysfunction, and she’d had enough of both to last her a few lifetimes.

      Eden gripped the stable door and closed her eyes, conscious of her jelly-like legs and her hot-everywhere body.

      Jed frowned at her, his expression now serious. ‘You’re looking quite red,’ he stated. ‘Are you overheating?’

      She didn’t know. She didn’t think so; she’d been fine outside. Before she could answer, he whirled around and walked away from her. From swollen eyes, she watched him walk over to a fridge in the corner of the stable and remove two water bottles. In the sunlight streaming in through the cracked door, his hair was dark brown, not black, curling over the collar of his shirt. His name, Harris, was printed across his back, and a streak of dirt ran across his truly excellent butt.

      He shoved one bottle under his muscled arm, cracked the other bottle’s lid and passed it to her. His eyes caught the light. They were true amber, a warm coppery hue she’d never seen before, enhanced by stubby, thick eyelashes. They were the perfect complement to his olive skin. He looked like… Damn, who did he look like? Right, a Caucasian version of the hero in one of her favourite K-dramas, Crash Landing on You. Stoic, implacable, unreadable … distant.

      The cold bottle of water slipped from her grip. Trying to catch it, she smacked it instead, dousing her face and chest with water. Actually, that felt rather nice.

      Eden ran her hand down her face and tried to wipe the water away, but her eyes kept streaming. And her top lip was growing fatter by the second.

      ‘I think I am…’ she replied, reaching out to steady herself by gripping his strong forearm. She didn’t feel well. Something was badly wrong…

      ‘Here, wipe your face,’ he shoved a rough fabric into her hands. ‘It’s clean, I promise.’

      Eden didn’t know what else to do, so she ran the horse blanket over her face. She hauled in some air, but as she breathed out, her chest tightened and contracted. There was no dismissing her symptoms now. This was bad.

      ‘Help,’ she wheezed before her knees buckled.

      She was pretty sure that the sexy polo player had had more than a few women fall at his feet – looking like that, how could he not? – but none, she was certain, because they were about to slide into anaphylactic shock.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hey, my name is Mick. I’m a GP, and you’re having an allergic reaction.’

      Eden’s eyes fluttered open and she stared into the rich green eyes of a Priyanka Chopra lookalike. It was the woman from earlier, and she looked older than she’d first thought, in her early thirties perhaps.

      Patting the ground next to her, Eden realised she was sitting on a shady patch of grass just outside the stable, protected from the sun by the thick foliage of an old oak tree. Two EMTs in yellow vests stood behind her, their expressions concerned. Right, she must look a fright. Glancing down at her red-welt-covered legs and arms she winced. Then forced herself to look back at Mick. ‘My face?’

      ‘It’s everywhere. Face, torso, limbs, back.’

      Shit. A red face to go with her pale red hair, fabulous. The only good thing is that the guy from earlier – Number Three, Jed, the Big and Sexy polo player – wasn’t looming over her anymore.

      ‘I rifled through your purse to get your name, and to see if you had any meds in it. By the way, I’ve given you an antihistamine injection, quite a strong one, and it should kick in soon,’ Mick told her. ‘And you and I need to talk about your obsession with Hyun Bin.’

      Eden blinked, off guard. ‘What?’

      Mick held her phone to her face, it opened and up popped the face of the gorgeous K-drama star. Oh, God, how would she explain this? Few people understood her obsession with K-dramas, and no one but her looked at her phone. ‘Um…’

      ‘I mean Hyun Bin is super sexy, but Daniel Henney as al’Lan Mandragoran is my guy-at-night fantasy. Also, Hyun Bin is married.’

      Sadly.

      Mick recognised K-drama stars and watched her favourite fantasy series? Would she marry her?

      ‘We’ll talk hot guys and about how incredible When the Phone Rings was⁠—’

      Oh, man! ‘The twists, the turns!’

      ‘—later,’ Mick continued, her expression now serious. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

      Eden nodded, her mind slowly clicking into gear. ‘My eyes started watering as soon as I got here. It got worse the longer I stayed in the stable. The hives erupted after I patted the horse.’

      Mick held her wrist before looking up at the hovering EMTs. ‘Her throat isn’t closing, and her pulse is normal. You guys can go back to the field.’ When they moved off, Mick shifted back, wrapping her arms around her bent legs.

      Eden couldn’t help it and reached under the hem of her dress to scratch her thigh, but Mick grabbed her hand before she could make contact. ‘Scratching will make it worse, just breathe through it, okay?’

      Easier said than done.

      She recalled the world turning wavy and remembered it going black. She rubbed the back of her head, wincing at the ridge of a welt forming there. ‘I don’t feel like I hit my head.’

      ‘You didn’t, Jed caught you before you hit the deck,’ Mick told her. ‘He called me, and I came up from the big house. You should start to feel better soon.’

      ‘I feel like a walking nerve end,’ Eden muttered. ‘And so embarrassed.’

      ‘No need,’ Mick replied, her brisk manner a complete contrast to her grubby shirt and ragged denim shorts. ‘So, I’m pretty sure you are allergic to horses.’

      ‘I am?’

      ‘You haven’t felt like this before around horses?’

      Eden winced. ‘I’ve never met a horse before or been in a stable.’ She sighed at Mick’s raised eyebrows. ‘I’m a city girl, and horse-riding lessons weren’t in the budget. Or even on the radar.’

      ‘Ah.’ Mick’s eyes darted over Eden’s face. ‘You’re still pale and your eyelids are drooping.’

      Eden nodded. They felt concrete heavy. ‘I’m so tired.’

      ‘That’s a side effect of the antihistamine,’ Mick said, standing up dusting off her shorts. ‘How did you get to Elmsleigh? Did you drive?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, you’re not going to be able to drive anytime soon, because you’re basically drunk on meds. Can you call someone to drive you home?’

      Eden looked at her hands and then shook her head. She had friends, but no one close enough to drive ninety minutes to pick up her sorry self. And her mum, well, she wasn’t available, in any way, anymore. Even if she was, she’d say that Eden was an adult now, and it wasn’t her job to pull her out of tight spots.

      Eden thought that she knew what it was like to feel lonely, but at this moment, far from home and feeling woozy, the depth of her isolation was a mental slap. Just sometimes, not often, the acute, almost physical ache for a connection was debilitating. She closed her eyes and blinked away her tears. Feeling unknown, invisible and disconnected sucked.

      ‘Right,’ Mick briskly stated, ‘Let’s go with Plan B.’

      ‘What’s Plan B?’ Eden asked, taking the hand Mick held out and allowing her to help her to her feet. She liked Mick and wondered what it would be like to have her as a friend. At the Bancroft Foundation, she’d had co-workers but she’d kept her distance. Probably a good thing now. At some point, when the police finished their investigation, they’d probably lose their jobs because of her.

      No! Crap. Why did she keep blaming herself? She wasn’t the one who misappropriated funds for expensive cars, luxurious trips and to pay for renovations on their house, who stole money meant for various charities, including Hope Harbour, her favourite: a house for kids, run by four single mums, who supplied emergency protective care to vulnerable children.

      She’d lived with children like that; she’d witnessed their pain and seen them trembling in fear. The women who took them in, who made them feel safe, deserved, at the very least, financial support. That
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