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Chapter One

 


With a soft groan, Rylan stretched his
back. As much as he liked helping his dad with the gardening
business, it was hard work. Especially when people let the garden
run wild and then wanted it “Just tidied up”.

Tided up—yeah, right. Hack back overgrown plants and weeds, dig them up, mow
foot-high grass, trim trees and bushes. Rylan wiped away the sweat
on his brow, adjusted his sun hat, and smiled. He loved seeing the
finished result.

As part of his role, Rylan took care of bookings and the
promotion of his dad’s firm. There had been nothing he’d loved more
as a child than tending to plants. By the time he was seven, he had
his own patch in the backyard, which was his sole responsibility.
Now, not only was the whole yard his to care for, with his dad’s
advice, but he cared for such a variety of yards and plants, he
never felt bored.

When working, Rylan always made sure to
take before and after pictures and posted them to Facebook, in fact, on several social
media outlets. He even booked TV and radio advertising. But he also
rolled up his sleeves and got stuck into the actual job of
gardening himself, just like his dad.

Rylan smirked. At least he didn’t have his
brother helping him.
Rylan doubted he’d be this close to finishing with Joshua to keep
an eye on. He loved his brother dearly, but Joshua could be a total
pain in the ass when it came to working with plants. Too slipshod,
and always looking for the easy option. In truth, he didn’t have
the calling, or the green fingers of Rylan or his
dad.

Humming to himself, Rylan began to put his
tools away. At the tones that signaled a text from his father, Rylan pulled out his cell
phone.

Come quick. We’re in big
trouble.

On my way. Flicking from texts to calendar, Rylan checked the address
his father and brother were due to be at.

A pained groan escaped him. The garden
they were tending was a
big, wealthy television personality who was a new customer to them.
At the time, Rylan had been delighted to score the work on Tudor
West’s gardens. Celebrity endorsements were particularly valuable.
With visions of lawsuits swirling around in his mind, Rylan packed
his tools away quickly, grateful his own job was
finished.

Bag in one hand, and holding onto his aged
sunhat with the other, Rylan ran to the customer’s house. Refusing
the offer of a drink
from his client, Rylan promised to forward the invoice by email,
and then sprinted off the property to his 4WD.

While he was grateful there were no other
texts, Rylan didn’t know whether that was a good thing or not. All
he knew of the client
was that he was renowned for his temper when things went wrong.
Rylan had considered it a feather in their landscaping business’s
cap to have him on their books. Now he wasn’t so sure. If things
went wrong here, the publicity he’d wanted could be the wrong kind
entirely.

Whoever said any publicity is
good publicity hasn’t seen their business go down the
pan because of some
stupid slipup that got splashed all over the
tabloids.

The address Rylan went to was
one of the most prestigious,
and the house was every bit the modern mansion he’d expected a TV
personality to live in. Large, white, rectangular, and
characterless, the home sprawled low and wide across the well-cut
lawn.

Rylan spotted his father’s car and parked
next to it. At a full run, cursing silently he hadn’t stuffed his hat into the trunk of
the car, Rylan went straight to the front door and rang the bell.
 

The door was opened by a slender blond
man, whose pristine gray
pants and crisp, white shirt were as immaculate as those of any
magazine model. He eyed Rylan slowly, from his battered hat to his
sweat-damp T-shirt, aged cutoffs, and well-scuffed work
boots.

A single perfectly plucked platinum-blond eyebrow raised.
“Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m Rylan. I’m with the
landscapers.”

“No, you
aren’t.” The blond shook
his head. “There were only two of them, John and his son Joshua,
and they’re both with Tudor right now. Feeling his
wrath.”

“They’re my father and brother.
I’m
the one Tudor liaised with. I
need to know what’s happening.”

“Hmm, well…” The blond pursed his
lips.

“Here’s my identity card.” Rylan
opened his wallet and displayed the laminated card he kept
there.

“Okay, follow me.” The blond spun on his heel
and set off at a brisk walk. Rylan almost trotted to keep
pace.

The house was enormous, just what Rylan expected a wealthy man
to call home, although to him it was also cold, clinical, and
impersonal. No photos or pictures hung on the walls. No pieces of
art or personal nick-nacks. There was nothing to suggest anyone
even lived there. It reminded Rylan of a show house—one that
appeared perfect but lacked personality or life.

He was led out through the living room—a
room that belied the term with nothing out of place—and out through
large patio windows onto
the extensive grounds at the back of the house.

It was impossible to miss Tudor with his
broad physique and long, sandy-brown hair, but that wasn’t all. The man seemed even
larger in real life than onscreen. Without waiting for the blond
servant to announce him, Rylan jogged over to stand between Tudor
and his family, ready to defend them.

“Tudor, over
here.” The blond…Rylan
couldn’t really call him a servant, called Tudor aside and they whispered
together.

Taking advantage of Tudor’s absence,
Rylan’s father leaned in close to him. “Sorry to call you in, son, but he demanded to know
who he’d dealt with over the phone, and when he found out it wasn’t
either of us, he wanted you brought here.”

“That’s okay, Dad.” Rylan
smiled at his father. John Hastings had founded their gardening
business with help from Rylan’s grandfather. It had always been
assumed both Rylan and Joshua would take over the business at some
point, but Rylan’s father still worked as hard and took as much
pride in the business today as he had the day he started it.
And in truth, Joshua joined
them out of duty, not because he had a gift with gardening, or even
wanted to be there.

We have to rethink this. Gardening
isn’t in Joshua’s blood. It’s not fair to expect him to be
meticulous about something for which he has no passion.

But at that moment, his father’s worry lines
were more evident than ever, and Rylan patted his arm. “Whatever’s
happened, we’ll find a way to sort it.”

“I forgot to shut a
fucking door and a flower died.” Joshua’s grumpy voice reached
him, and Rylan took a
deep calming breath.

“Not any flower.” John
sighed. “An orchid. A
rare and expensive orchid.”

“When are you going to
learn to be more careful, Joshua? Orchids can be rare and
incredibly expensive. It
was obvious his were likely to be both.” Rylan ran his hands
through his hair. At least he now knew the
damage.

“Big fucking deal. It was
only one flower. I
shut the door as soon as I realized, but it had already wilted. He
must have TV cameras in the grounds because he was all over my ass
within minutes.”

“One flower that might be worth tens of
thousands of dollars. You want to be the one buying a replacement
for him?” Rylan snapped at his brother, furious Joshua still didn’t
understand the consequences.

That hit home. Joshua’s face paled and his
eyes widened. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Neither does the
business, so let’s see what we can do to avoid it.” Rylan’s dad
clapped him on the shoulder and offered a grim smile. There was certainly no humor
in the situation.

“Watch out. He’s coming
back.” John glanced over
Rylan’s shoulder, and his stance stiffened.

His dad was right and Rylan watched,
transfixed by the man’s sheer grace and latent strength as Tudor
strode toward them.

Rylan didn’t consider himself small or skinny,
but Tudor had several inches and at least fifty pounds—of pure
muscle—on him. The blond stalked forward, and while Rylan’s mind
said run, something else—an inner feeling or instinct—told him to
stay.

Tudor stopped less than a foot away from
him and Rylan held his ground. A slight smile on his full lips, Tudor drew himself to
his full height. A ‘V’ of honey-brown hair peeked out from over
where his shirt ended. His nostrils flared and Tudor inhaled
deeply.

It was all Rylan could do not to shudder
with arousal. It was possibly one of the most erotic things he’d
ever experienced. The reaction threw Rylan for a moment. After all,
given the circumstances, he and Tudor were hardly going to part the
best of friends. Shaking his head slightly as if to clear it, Rylan
braced himself for the onslaught to come.

To Rylan’s surprise, Tudor didn’t rant or rave
as he’d had expected. Instead his voice was calm, deeply rounded,
and yet Rylan thought he detected a hint of a throaty
rasp.

“So, are
you
going to accept responsibility
for the demise of my orchid?” Tudor’s eyes took on an almost golden
sheen, and it took a few seconds before Rylan found breath enough
to reply.

“Of course. Our
company—”

“I’m not interested in
your company. I can
buy and sell your business a hundred times over. I asked if
you
were accepting responsibility.”
Tudor tilted his head fractionally toward Rylan’s father and
brother and jerked his chin in their direction. “The guilty party
is already willing to let another take blame.”

“I said I did
it,” John snapped. “I
said I’d make it right. Whatever it takes.”

“Whatever. It. Takes.” Tudor
repeated the words slowly as he turned his full attention back onto
Rylan.

That his father was accepting blame so
vehemently would have told Rylan his
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