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To all the horse girls (and people) who spend their days with mud under their fingernails and a burning passion for riding in their hearts.

This one’s for you.
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Prologue

Hallie

Age 12

Ocala, Florida

The humidity felt different here in Florida. It stuck to my skin like glue, wrapping its wet hands around each strand of my long dark hair, making it curl into ringlets around my face.

My heart fluttered as fast as a hummingbird’s wings as I gaped at the humongous equestrian center spread out before me. I knew horses. I’d been raised in the saddle with reins in my hand. I knew how to ride and rope cattle from a mustang’s back. I knew how to navigate rough pastures and herd cows into pens with perfect precision. But as a large bay mare passed by me, coat glistening, mane brushed out, hooves oiled and free of dust and mud from a hard day’s ride, I may well have been as unfamiliar with these animals as I was with the country clubs and fancy houses I’d seen on the ride from the airport.

The main door in a huge white barn to my left opened, and a woman around my daddy’s age came walking out. She looked as pristine as the bay mare that had just passed us by. Her bright-red hair was swept off her freckled face and tied in a bun at the back of her scalp. She wore cream breeches, a polo shirt to match, and polished tall black riding boots. As if feeling my stare, she lifted her head and saw me standing beside the social worker who had brought me here. Her face was as beautiful and put together as her clothes.

And she looked just like Daddy.

A lump sprouted in my throat as she approached, and her hazel eyes glistened with tears as she tracked her wide gaze over me. I glanced down at my well-worn cowboy boots, Wranglers, and favorite pink, long-sleeve button-up. My trusty Stetson was on my head—I had my daddy’s packed in a protective box in my luggage.

“Hallie,” the lady rasped, throat hoarse, and a tear fell from her eye. Her hands were shaking as she quickly wiped it away. She moved until she was just before me. She smelled like rose petals. Her cheeks matched their red shade too. She crouched until she was eye level with me. Without thinking, I reached out and touched her face. I felt my bottom lip tremble.

“You look just like my daddy,” I said. My chest felt tight. I was trying real hard not to cry. I’d cried a ton over the past few days. Ever since my daddy …

I sniffed and wiped away a few extra tears.

“You look like him too,” the lady said softly.

Aunt Jeanie, I reminded myself. Her name is Aunt Jeanie. She was my daddy’s younger sister. Daddy never spoke of her much. The only thing he’d ever said was that he’d been real sorry he’d stopped speaking to her when she decided to leave the family ranch before I was born. Said he hadn’t understood her choice to move away at the time. And that breaking all ties with her was the biggest mistake of his life.

One he never got to make right.

“You can cry, darlin’,” she said, her accent sounding a little like mine.

“Cowgirls don’t cry,” I said, echoing what Daddy and the cowboys back at the ranch used to tell me if I was hurt or upset.

A flash of what looked like sadness took over her face, like she’d heard that saying before too. “Do you know who I am?” she asked.

“Aunt Jeanie,” I said, and pointed at Sally, the social worker. She’d explained where I was going. Aunt Jeanie stood up and shook Sally’s hand. They began to talk about me, but movement from my right caught my eye, pulling me away from the conversation. In an outdoor arena across the yard, someone was cantering on a horse—a large gray horse that must have been at least seventeen hands high and then some. The horse was beautiful, all platinum glossy mane, its body thick with muscle.

Before I knew it, my feet began moving, and the next thing I knew, I was watching the rider and horse through the slats in the pretty white fence. Watching as the man steered the horse over huge, brightly colored jumps. My pulse raced and my breath held as, with each one, they seemed to take flight.

I wondered what that would feel like, to ride on horseback over those huge fences.

I watched, transfixed, as the man jumped all the fences, not touching a single pole. He patted the horse’s neck as he brought the horse to a slow and steady trot. The man unclipped the chin strap of his fancy helmet and placed it in his lap, tipping his head back toward the sun. His dark hair was sweaty, one thick strand falling over his forehead. It still looked perfect.

Before I knew it, he’d moved closer to where I stood.

“He needs more push on the triple bar. His left hind was dragging.” The man snapped his head in my direction. A crooked smile pulled on his lips. He was dressed in all black, the total opposite of his gray horse—they looked like night and day.

Aunt Jeanie came up beside me, resting her arms on the top of the fence. She was the one who had spoken to him. Loosening his reins, the man headed over to us. I looked up at him from under the brim of my hat. When he looked down at me, his smile was blinding.

“Who’s this little cowgirl?” His voice was deep, and his accent was strange. He didn’t sound American.

Aunt Jeanie turned to me with a big smile on her face. She placed her hand on my shoulder. It was soft and warm. It felt nice. I hadn’t been around too many women in my life. “This is my niece, Hallie.” It sounded strange being called that. Her niece. But … I liked it. Aunt Jeanie gestured to the man again. “Hallie, this is Jasper Knighton. He’s an Olympian show jumper and currently ranked number one in the world in the Under-25s. And he’s still only nineteen!” My eyes widened. That sounded real impressive, and he was younger than I’d thought. Aunt Jeanie turned to Jasper again. “Hallie will be living with me and Luke from now on.”

Jasper nodded. “Nice to meet you, Hallie,” he said, and I felt my cheeks heat. “Do you ride?” He placed his helmet back on, fastening the strap under his chin.

“Yes, sir,” I said, forcing myself to find my voice.

“English?” he asked again, and I looked at the saddle he sat on, all shiny polished black leather with fancy stirrups. At the supple black leather bridle over his horse’s head. They looked nothing like the western saddles and bridles I was used to. I shook my head. “Have you jumped before?” He pointed to the fences he had just cleared moments ago. I shook my head again, too shy to speak.

“Jeanie,” he said, addressing my aunt. “Make things right with your niece and teach the girl to jump.” He looked at me again, throwing me a wider smile. “There’s nothing like it.” He turned his gray horse back toward the colored fences, kicking him on, calling out, “Nice to meet you, Cowgirl Hallie!”

Jasper began trotting around the arena again, then built to a steady canter and sailed over each jump with ease. When he had cleared the round, another man then entered the arena on a bay horse, and he and Jasper Knighton talked and chatted, taking turns at practicing the jumps. Both were clearly very good, judging by the lack of poles dropped and the number of staff who stopped their stable duties to come and watch them.

I could have watched them all day.

“Come with me, Hallie,” Aunt Jeanie said suddenly, taking me away from my newfound fascination. I looked back over my shoulder, just to see Jasper jumping another clear round. Aunt Jeanie nudged my arm, pulling my attention back to her. “Jasper Knighton comes all the way from England.”

“Does he live here too?” I asked.

Aunt Jeanie smiled. “No, darlin’. This is a training facility for professional show jumpers.” I was so confused. I had no idea what these things were. Her arm wrapped around my shoulders. “All will become clearer in time,” she said. “Jasper’s home is back in England. He’s just here using our facilities for practice while he competes in the US.” I nodded, still not sure what kind of sport this was. I only knew about riding horses for ranching purposes, not whatever all this fancy stuff was.

“This okay?” Aunt Jeanie suddenly asked, referring to her arm around me. I nodded. Daddy always walked with me like this too. It felt … It was nice but made me miss him too.

Aunt Jeanie stopped at the entrance to another huge white barn. She bent down, meeting my eyes. “I know things are real hard for you right now, darlin’. The world feels strange and unfair, and to make it so much worse, you’ve had to move away from everything you know. Your friends, your ranch.” Her voice cut out, and she looked out over the pastures around us, filled with horses. When she looked back to me, she said, “I may have never met you before today, but you’re my family, Hallie. I’ve always loved you. You’re my big brother’s little girl. I was made to adore you.”

Aunt Jeanie’s bottom lip wobbled. “To know that your daddy, after everything we’d been through, wanted me to be the one to take care of you if anything happened to him …” Aunt Jeanie cleared her throat. “That … well, that just means the world to me, darlin’.” She squeezed my arm affectionately. “And I’m gonna make sure I love you with all my heart and then some.”

She took a deep breath, then gestured around us. “This place may be different from the ranch back in Texas, but it’s full to the brim with the one thing I know we both love.” She stood and opened the barn. A long, wide center aisle was lined with stalls. Inside some of them were horses, but most were empty. “The majority of the horses housed here are either being trained in the arenas or turned out in the fields right now.” Then we stopped at a blue roan gelding with a jet-black mane and tail. His coloring reminded me of dusk.

Beautiful.

Aunt Jeanie stroked her hand down his handsome face. “This here is Rocky. He’s four and just recently broken in. We are gonna train him up to be a show jumper. His sire was a world champion, so we’re expecting great things from him too.”

He was stunning. Moving closer, I held out my hand, and he immediately nuzzled my palm. I was raised on a ranch, raised around horses, but my love for them, my draw, was always more. It was like my soul only calmed if they were near. Riding horses felt more natural to me than walking on my own two feet. It wasn’t a choice to be around them; it was a necessity.

“Rocky—show name ‘Rocky Mountain View’—only came to us last week from Colorado. He’s brand new to Silvercrest.” Aunt Jeanie must have seen my confusion. “That’s what this equestrian center is called.” I took off my hat and pressed my forehead to Rocky’s nose. I laughed as his warm breath puffed against my face as though he was saying hello.

Aunt Jeanie laughed too, then said, “I was thinking the pair of y’all could maybe find your feet here together.” I turned to my aunt in surprise, pulse racing. “He’s yours if you want him, Hallie-girl.” My body filled with warmth. Hallie-girl. My daddy always called me that.

“I’d like that,” I said, feeling the first bit of happiness in days. But that faded when I scanned what Aunt Jeanie was wearing. Then I thought of Jasper Knighton and the pristine black leather saddle he sat upon. “I … I don’t know how to ride like y’all,” I said, pointing to my scuffed and faded cowboy boots that had a small hole in the toe.

“Then we’ll just have to remedy that, won’t we?” Aunt Jeanie said. And I nodded, feeling a frisson of excitement shimmy through me. Lifting on my tiptoes, I wrapped my arms around Rocky’s neck, and like he knew I needed it, he tucked his head into the crook of my neck and shoulder, calming my nerves and soothing my sorrow.

As I held him, I pictured Jasper Knighton and his friend soaring over the fences in the arena. I wanted to know what that felt like, to ride like that. I wanted to learn to jump.

I wanted to learn to fly.
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CHAPTER ONE

Hallie

Age 25

Surrey, England

Present day

“Holyyyyy shiiitttttt,” Sage said as she crushed me, clambering over my lap to look out the window at the most famous and exclusive equestrian training facility in the world.

I pushed on her chest to get her off me, but she was immovable, like a granite boulder. “Sage!” I protested. “I can’t breathe!”

Sage huffed in fake annoyance and sat back in her luxurious leather seat. “Hallie. You’re so dramatic. Who needs to breathe anyway?”

I raised my eyebrow at my best friend. “Er … just the entire human population.”

“Pfft,” she said, then batted her hand at me. “Semantics.”

I rolled my eyes at her, then glanced out the window of the town car that was driving us to Golden Oaks Equine Manor. Fields and fields of horse paddocks met us, only to have the center of the facility come into view. I’d grown up at Silvercrest Equestrian Center in Florida, which was arguably the best training center for show jumping in the entire US. But this … I took in barn after barn, miles of perfectly manicured gallops, exercise pens, a mass of both indoor and outdoor arenas, and ancient-looking English cottages that must have been accommodation for the manor’s staff, grooms, and riders. Acres and acres of sumptuous land stretched as far as the eye could see, dozens of horses turned out and filling every field.

Even in winter, this part of Surrey was truly an idyllic place, like something out of a Regency-era painting.

“It’s so beautiful,” Sage whispered as she rested her chin on my shoulder, drinking in the view too. I nodded, only to have to drop it when Sage’s awed voice changed to bitterness as she added, “It’s a shame that Mr. Douche Canoe lives here.”

“Sage,” I said, beyond exasperated, drawing out her name to emphasize it. “Can we please go one single day without hearing you bitch about your archnemesis?”

Sage’s mouth dropped open in obvious outrage just as we passed through a wrought-iron gate and arrived at the very stately long driveway to Golden Oaks. “As my best friend and nonblood sister, I am appalled that you’re not on my side.”

“Sage, I am on your side. You need a getaway driver? I’m there. You need help moving a body? I’m your girl. Need money? I’ll rob a damn bank for you. But for the love of God, can we please just have one day where you don’t mention Atticus Knighto—”

Sage’s hand slapped over my mouth, cutting off my words. “Hals. I love you. But do not speak his name in my presence. I’ll be forced to hurt you if you do.”

I bit down on Sage’s palm, causing her to rip her hand away on a pained hiss. “Bitch,” she snarled, shaking her injured appendage. I smirked and caught Sage’s responding smile in my periphery. Sage Miller. My best friend, the finest show jumper I knew, and certifiably insane.

I couldn’t love a person more.

Two more ornate iron gates later, we stopped at a large castle-keep-looking building. Sage and I stared up at it through the town car’s window. “It has columns, Hallie. Columns. I feel like we’re at the entrance to a fancy horse-themed Disney World.” I nodded, too lost in wonder to use actual words. “And just like Disney movies, this one has a megavillain …”

“And I’m done!” I said, ignoring the rest of Sage’s tirade, opening the door before the driver could get there. I could not take Sage’s hate-filled diatribe about Atticus Knighton one more time. Endless years of ear-torture was long enough.

Sage got out of the car and stood beside me, the ice-cold wind whipping around us. We stared up at the entrance to the building, all gray stone and old-world English architecture. “That was rude,” she said, nudging me in the arm.

“Sage, why did you agree to ride Knighton horses when you hate Atticus this much? You’re gonna see him here. All the time. He lives here. This is his family estate. His DNA is in every brick in the million-dollar stables and in every blade of grass we just passed on their gazillion acres. This”—I gestured to the incredible equine setup around us—“is his empire. The Knightons are royalty in the horse world, you know this. They’re a powerful dynasty. But that’s especially true in their home country. They’re the gods in the horse world here in England. You’re the interloper.”

“Damn right I am,” she said, her Tennessee accent thickening and a sadistic kind of smirk spreading on her stunning face. She looked like an angel but had the spirit of a hellion. With platinum blond hair, olive skin, and the darkest of eyes, Sage Miller turned heads everywhere she went. As well as being a natural beauty, she was the most loyal person I’d ever met. Growing up in the same competitive circuits in the US had brought us close, even closer when she came to board at Silvercrest as a teen, but the respect and love we had for one another was what made us truly inseparable. So much so that most jumping fans saw us as a pair, a twosome. As did sponsors. Hence, we were here in England together.

When you got to know her, Sage was a total sweetheart, but she had a wicked streak that only one man had ever been able to stir in her. And God help Atticus Knighton, because he had no idea what monster he’d awakened back when Sage was only eighteen. “I’m gonna destroy him in the arenas he believes he owns, on the horses his family has bought or bred for millions of dollars.” She smirked triumphantly. “Internal destruction.”

I sighed and rubbed a throbbing pain at the center of my forehead. We’d been awake for over twenty-four hours at this point. I was exhausted.

Eric—the driver of the town car that picked us up from the airport—placed our luggage beside us. “The estate manager will be here to greet you soon, madams,” Eric said, then: “Oh, here she is now.”

A lady with a severe blond bob approached us with two young men in tow. The men were dressed in navy-blue breeches, Knighton Equestrian–branded navy-blue polo shirts, and insulated, waterproof jackets, with ball caps to match. I was in my favorite cowboy boots and barn coat. I might be an equestrian now, but I was still a cowgirl through and through. The way I dressed and talked made good fodder for my rivals, but I didn’t give a shit. This was who I was. Nothing would change that.

“Sage Miller and Hallie Oakley, lovely to meet you,” the lady said when she reached us. Her delicate English accent was in stark contrast to her forest-green power suit and shrewd eyes. “Victoria Smith, Golden Oaks’ estate and event manager. Basically, I run this place, so if you need anything, it’s probably me who will fix it for you.” Victoria held out her hand to me.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I said. “Hallie.”

“Sage,” Sage said, offering her hand too.

Victoria gestured for the guys behind her to take our bags. As they picked up our luggage, Victoria then waved for us to follow her. “This is just the gatehouse to the property.” We passed through the open doors of the building. My eyes were wide as I looked around the foyer. The gatehouse had a foyer. Large oil paintings of horses filled the dark wood–paneled walls, and suits of armor—for both knights and horses—stood proudly in the corners, like they could come to life at any moment and defend Golden Oaks from ancient enemies.

I stopped dead in my tracks in front of an ornate stone fireplace when I came to an oil painting of the most handsome man I had ever seen.

Jasper Knighton.

The day I met Jasper at my aunt’s home had changed my life. To say that I became enamored with him later in my teens was an understatement. Jasper Knighton was a show jumping prodigy. Ranked number one in the world for nearly a decade, he had three Olympic golds under his belt. He dominated the sport. He was a once-in-a-generation talent. For years, no one came close to him.

I’d only ever spoken to him once, on what was one of the hardest days of my life. Even when we competed on the same circuits, I watched him from afar or from the safety of the stands. I wasn’t a wallflower by anyone’s estimation, but Jasper Knighton was an idol to me. He was incredible. Untouchable. His fame in our industry unparalleled. Together with his horse, a famous gray stallion named Lord Henry, born and bred from this very equestrian property on their stud.

My own horse, Rocky, had been my pride and joy for over a decade. We’d swept through the Juniors and Under Twenty-Five Grand Prix. He was retired now, back home at Silvercrest with my aunt, enjoying the sun and endless fields of grass. He was the first love of my life. A heart horse. In my eyes, he was perfect. But in the professional equestrian world’s eyes, Lord Henry … there was none like him. The best jumping horse I’d ever seen—that anyone had ever seen. He was perfectly bred.

“That’s Jasper,” Victoria said, catching me staring at the painting. I smiled tightly, embarrassed I’d been caught. “But you probably already knew that.”

Sage’s arm came around my shoulders. “Don’t mind Hals, Victoria. She’s just got a small case of hero worship for your boss.” I wrapped my arm around Sage’s waist and discreetly pinched her side. Sage flinched, then backed away with a smug grin. My best friend knew all about my slight obsession with Jasper and liked to torture me as often as she could about my infatuation.

Sage also had zero filter and loved nothing more than embarrassing me in public. Case in point.

Victoria nodded in understanding, oblivious to our silent argument. “He’s the best rider there’s ever been,” she said. “The horse world will never be the same.”

Jasper Knighton wasn’t dead, even though Victoria’s somber tone may have indicated that. About eighteen months ago, after a string of family tragedies, he stepped back from competing and abruptly withdrew from the limelight. Completely. From what I’d heard, he’d always been more reserved anyway, unlike his gregarious cousin. But he’d been quiet, pleasant, and amiable. These days, the horse world’s gossip mill talked of him as a moody and bitter man who was best avoided. I had no idea whether that was true, but the man who’d chatted with me that day years ago at my aunt’s center became my hero. I couldn’t imagine him being bitter and cruel to anyone.

The oil painting must have been fairly recent. Gone was the nineteen-year-old I’d met, the one whose career I’d followed intently throughout the years. Instead I regarded a man of thirty-two with messy, deep brunet hair and heavy stubble covering his face. His eyes were as dark and stormy as the gray English skies in the painted background.

If possible, he was even more handsome in this picture than when he retired. More rough and rugged. But my stomach fell, as he also appeared troubled. Haunted, even. His eyes … They screamed of pain.

It made my heart ache.

“If you’d come this way,” Victoria said, and we walked out into a courtyard. I stopped dead in my tracks as the true glory of Golden Oaks immediately greeted us. Laid out like an equine paradise was every horse rider’s dream: pristine arenas (both indoor and outdoor), and stable blocks that stretched for miles. Even the harsh winter weather failed to make this place look anything less than spectacular.

“Okay, I get why you convinced me to come with you,” Sage said from her equally awestruck state beside me. I smirked at my best friend. There had been no convincing. Getting the opportunity to compete on a Knighton-bred-and-trained horse was the equivalent of winning the lottery in our industry. Despite her history with Atticus, Sage had jumped (no pun intended) at the chance.

As had I.

The property stretched far and wide. There were trainers working horses in round pens. And they weren’t just show jumping trainers; I saw dressage and eventers too. Golden Oaks was unlike any other stable yard in the world. A melting pot of all different disciplines across one extensive property.

Only the best of the best got invited to train here, a blessing I didn’t take for granted. I’d worked tirelessly to be where I was in my career. Golden Oaks would only further my drive to be number one in the world.

Victoria turned to us with a smile that softened her prickly approach a little. “Can I just say, we are all so excited that you both have agreed to train here and jump for Knighton Equestrian. I just adore watching you.”

Sage winked at Victoria. “Thanks, girl. We’re so happy to be here too … even if it is cold as balls.”

An ATV suddenly arrived before us, thankfully cutting off Sage’s balls talk. A girl who looked about twenty-one was driving. She jumped out of the vehicle and wiped her hands on her navy-blue riding tights. “Mila Burton,” she said, shaking our hands. She was petite with long, fiery-red hair that fell to the middle of her back. She boasted a pale complexion and an adorable face full of freckles. She was gorgeous. Mila then faced me. “I’m your new groom, Ms. Oakley.” She smiled. “I’m a huge fan and so honored to be working with you. You’re a true inspiration to me.”

“Good to meet you too, Mila,” I said, “but please call me Hallie.” Mila’s face flushed and she nodded with a wide smile on her face, then introduced herself to Sage. We followed Mila into the ATV. Sage sat beside me. Mila leaned around me to speak to her. “Your groom is Horatio. He’s a good friend and one of the finest grooms here at Golden Oaks. He’s currently settling in the newly acquired Knighton horses after their travel day.”

“Perfect,” Sage said, and we slowly set off through the equestrian center once our luggage was secured in the back of another ATV. I caught myself yawning, and my eyes watered.

Mila smiled at me. “Jet lag?”

“Jet lag,” I confirmed, then let my gaze drift to my surroundings. I’d had the privilege of competing all over the world. I’d been lucky to have visited many amazing countries, but there’d always been something about England for me. In the spring, everything was green, lush, and vibrant in a way that no other country could touch. My aunt told me it was because it rained so much that it was so full and alive. Seeing the overcast, drizzly skies right now, I had no doubt she was correct. But I loved the other seasons too. Even the current gray and moody skies that came with fall and winter.

Strangely, it always gave me a sense of peace.

But this place … Golden Oaks … It was what I imagined heaven would look like. I’d never seen anything so well thought out. Every section of the center had been planned to perfection and immaculately maintained.

The waning winter sun shone through the windshield, warming my face a bit. I closed my eyes, only to smile when I heard classical music coming from somewhere to my left. I opened my eyes and glanced over to see a man in a nearby dressage arena, perfectly executing an extended trot on a bright-bay warmblood.

I immediately recognized him when he raised his head. “Felix Knighton,” I said, and Sage whipped her head toward him too.

“Like silk,” Sage said a few seconds later, awe in her voice. “He moves like silk on that stallion.” As if he felt us talking about him, he looked directly our way, showcasing the large scar that took up half of his face. Felix had been known as the most handsome of the Knighton men—Jasper and his three cousins, Forrest, Felix, and Atticus—until an accident marred one side of his face and he turned in on himself, completely pulling back from the social side of our sport.

“He’s the most beautiful dressage rider I’ve ever seen,” I said, and Mila nodded.

“He’s out here every day. He’s a better rider now than he ever was before his accident, and he was impossibly good then,” Mila said. We passed the dressage practice arenas, and my heart beat in double time when the one-point-six-meter-high show jumps begin to boast their bright colors in the distance. Seeing a well-designed course had an almost Pavlovian effect on me. There wasn’t a jump or course I wouldn’t try to clear. I was fearless that way.

“The grooms and yard staff all bunk in the staff quarters just over there,” Mila said, pointing to the most stunning “bunkhouses” I’d ever seen. “But you both will be staying in the Orchard Cottages.” Mila smiled dreamily. “They’re beautiful, and just up here.” Suddenly, a large mansion began to crest just over a hill of trees to our right.

“What. The. Fuck,” Sage muttered, only to add, “Holy shit!” when the full might of the mansion came into view.

Mila giggled. “That’s where the Knighton family lives.”

“All of them?” I asked.

“Yes. As far as I know they have a wing each,” Mila said. “But they’re very private people, and the staff and riders don’t go inside.”

“Stuck-up assholes,” Sage uttered under her breath, and I elbowed her in her ribs before Mila overheard. Sage folded her arms across her chest. Her grudge against Atticus Knighton consumed her.

When we were eighteen, Atticus came to Silvercrest to train and compete. The minute they met, they were a collision of flames, always bickering and sniping at one another. It became their favorite game. To be near them was to feel their undeniable chemistry. But when Atticus left my aunt’s stable yard to return home, he took all the affection Sage had toward him too. Weeks after he left, when I couldn’t take her sullen mood anymore, I dragged her to the hay loft, and we drank our weight in wine. Drunk off her ass, Sage admitted she and Atticus had fucked. When she found out he had fucked another visiting rider only days later, her want for him turned into blind hatred.

I regarded Atticus as a friend back then. I still did. What he did to Sage was wrong, and I wanted to punch him for hurting her. But she was eighteen, and he was only a year older. We were all stupid teens back then. But if you crossed Sage, you would never be granted her forgiveness. And he never had.

I studied the mansion. It certainly looked big enough for a football team of people to live there and barely see one another if they didn’t want to. It was so stunning, like Downton Abbey or some period drama, all ancient gray stone, diamond-patterned lead windows, and English ivy devouring its facade. Four towering, ornate columns stood like protective sentinels at the entrance, and an old oak, arched door led the way inside.

“Here we are,” Mila said, and I tore my gaze from the mansion to look to my right. A wide smile immediately pulled on my lips. A small grouping of sweet cottages was tucked into what looked like an orchard of fruit trees. Their branches were bare now, but I could only imagine what they’d look like when they were in full bloom.

The cluster of homes were quaint and beautiful and made me think of my childhood books by Beatrix Potter. But these “cottages” were far from small. They were all interlinked, with the same diamond-patterned lead windows, gray stone, and ivy-covered walls as the main house. They were like miniature models of the real thing.

“You each get a home to yourself—bedroom, bathroom, et cetera, but there’s a huge communal kitchen and dining area that is the heart of all four properties. For now, there’s just you both residing here, but we are expecting two more female riders later in the season.”

“Who?” Sage asked, bluntly as always.

Mila smiled excitedly. “Clara Thompson, the great British dressage rider, and Lenora Ackland from the British eventing team.”

“We know Lenora, somewhat,” Sage said with an approving nod. “She’s good people.”

It was true. Lenora had been at some of the same training facilities as Sage and me over the past few years. But we had never met Clara Thompson, though I knew who she was. The professional horse world was small once you were in it—a goldfish bowl. Clara was the most beautiful rider to watch in the dressage arena, the only exception being Felix Knighton.

The ATV carrying our luggage pulled up behind us, and the young men who met us at the gatehouse took them to two adjoined cottages. Victoria jumped out of their ATV too. “Sage, you’re in Snowdrop,” she said and pointed to her cottage. “And Hallie, you’re in Buttercup.” A small smile pulled on my lips at the cottages’ cute names. I glanced at the others, seeing name plates on their respective doors reading “Daisy” and “Daffodil.”

Victoria opened the doors, then handed us our keys. “Both have been stocked with new towels, fresh sheets, and toiletries. The kitchen has been stocked with food and drinks too.” Sage nudged my arm with hers and shot me an approving nod. In our careers, we’d had some accommodations that could be deemed just above wild camping. I should’ve known that Knighton Equestrian would only provide the best for their riders. Nothing this famous family did was inferior.

“We put in grocery orders twice a week, so please just fill out the form in the kitchen when you want to add something.” Victoria reached into her pocket. She pulled out two car keys. “You also each have a car while you are here.” Victoria nudged her head forward, gesturing to a couple of brand-new black Land Rover Defenders in the parking spots to the side of the cottages.

“Now, that’s what I’m fucking talking about!” Sage said and rushed across the courtyard to open her car and slide in. She laughed out loud when she realized she was in the passenger seat, then climbed out. “Forgot y’all drive on the other side over here!”

I snorted with humor too, and Sage flicked her middle finger at me before rounding the car and getting in on the correct side.

“Hallie,” Victoria said. “Please.” She gestured to the now-open door of my cottage.

“Thank you,” I said, and entered. The first thing that hit me was the sweet scent of vanilla, then the old-fashioned paneled walls. “Wow,” I said, and walked to the living area. A large open redbrick fireplace took up most of one wall, with a huge, comfortable-looking beige-colored couch and TV against the other. Scenic paintings adorned the lavender-painted walls. The floor was made of lightly colored flagstones that carried throughout the cottage. My bedroom upstairs was vast, with a four-poster bed and a large floor-to-ceiling window overlooking one of the grazing paddocks. The field was free of horses right now, but I could only imagine how idyllic it would be when it was full.

I made my way back down the stairs to the kitchen. I couldn’t help but laugh when Sage came rushing through from another door (clearly the one to her cottage). “Well, hell’s bells, Hals! This place is fucking insane!”

Sage opened every cupboard in the cream-colored, Shaker-style kitchen that was the size of most people’s entire homes. There was a huge skylight above us, flooding the place with daylight. Then she came over and looped her arm over my shoulders. “I think this’ll do, Hals. What do you think?”

“It’ll do,” I said sarcastically, as Victoria knocked on the door behind us and peeked her head through.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“More than,” I said.

Victoria smiled proudly, and I could see just how much she loved this place and her job. That was always a good sign, especially as some equestrian facilities could be toxic places. No one would believe half the shit that went down on the professional circuits. Bitching and fighting were just par for the course. “I’ll let you both rest and get settled in today. Then tomorrow, we’ll have you meet Leon and assign your horses for the season.”

“Yes! Bring it on!” Sage said, rubbing her hands together.

“Perfect,” I said too, and my heart started racing.

Leon Turner was, hands down, the best show jumping trainer in the world, and I’d be lying if I said he wasn’t the main reason Sage and I agreed to ride Knighton horses. He had been the one to personally recruit us. I’d been told by my trainer in the US that the Knightons gave Leon carte blanche on recruitment. If he said you were worthy of a Knighton horse, no one questioned it, even if two women from the wrong side of the tracks got the most coveted spots.

As potential future Team USA riders, both Sage and I had opportunities to ride American-bred horses at some of the best facilities in the States. But like many riders, we were given the chance to train abroad with other trainers. For us, it was Leon Turner who had asked for us personally. That wasn’t a chance anyone gave up.

Both Sage and I had already dominated the Under-25s international Grand Prix circuits. But now we’d aged into the big leagues. We were young and hungry, and we wanted to be the best, and Leon Turner, along with Knighton horses, was the trainer to help us achieve that.

“Mila and Horatio will be here in the morning to collect you,” Victoria said, then hesitated at the doorway. “I truly am so excited that you’re here. You’re both some of my favorite riders, and I cannot wait to see you soar even higher.”

Victoria exited the cottage, leaving me with a contented, warm glow running through my veins. Sage kissed me on my cheek and leaned her head against mine as we took in the pretty view. “Five-Star Grand Prix champions and Olympic golds are coming our way, Hals. I can just feel it.”

I was normally much more cautious than Sage when it came to achievements and our future, never wanting to jinx things. But something about this place, this equestrian “Field of Dreams,” made me feel that was possible too.
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CHAPTER TWO

Jasper

Golden Oaks, Surrey

“Nothing?” I asked.

“Nothing new,” Phillip, my very highly paid private investigator, said through the phone. “But we’ll keep digging. We’ll get there, Mr. Knighton—we always do in the end. Something will surface.”

“Thank you, Phillip,” I said and hung up the phone. I threw it down on my desk and leaned back in my seat. The leather of my chair creaked beneath me, and I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. The smoke of last night’s cigar still permeated the air, doing nothing to calm the anger burning in my chest.

Another week and another set of unanswered questions. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. My father’s face smiled down at me from his picture above the fire opposite my desk. I met him square in the eyes and said, “I don’t know where to go from here, Dad.” A lump clogged my throat, and I had to clear it just to rasp out, “I feel like I’m failing you.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to keep a hold on my emotions. “I feel like I’m failing the whole family.”

Of course, my father didn’t appear to console me, to reassure me. Because he was taken from us two years ago. It was deemed an accident by those at the scene, but anyone who saw that wreck knew it wasn’t. My father was killed, and I had no idea who did it—or why.

I steepled my hands and stared down at the ever-thickening file I’d been studying for months. Pictures and leads that ultimately had only led to dead ends. Whoever was doing this to us was good and knew how to cover their tracks to perfection.

I closed my eyes again. I was so tired, but insomnia was now my closest friend. I’d have given anything to sleep through just one single night. I spent every hour of every day like a bloody ghost, running through every person that could have a vendetta against my family in my head. (News flash: There were a lot.) Questioning how and why somebody was doing this and how the fuck I could stop it.

A knock sounded on my office door, ripping me from my downward spiral. I sat up and ran my hand through my hair, trying to at least look like I’d had some shut-eye of late. “Come in,” I called, already knowing who it’d be.

As predicted, Forrest, my cousin and best friend, came through. He silently moved to the bar at the side of the room and poured us both two fingers of Oban, our favorite whisky.

Forrest sat down opposite me and placed my glass down on the desk. “Nothing new?” he asked. I shook my head and knocked back my whisky in one.

“Shit, Jas,” he said and tutted at me like I was a misbehaving toddler. “Respect the scotch, will you? You’re not a heathen.”

I rubbed my lips together as the Oban burned the back of my throat. I blew out a long sigh. “I don’t know where the fuck to go from here, Cousin.” It pained me to admit that. But this was Forrest. The one person I did open up to. He was the closest to me in age and a lot like me in personality too. We grew up together, side by side, and he’d pretty much been keeping me going these past couple of years when everything went to shit. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen some hard times with his parents too.

Forrest sat back in his chair. “You need to step away from this for a while, Jas. It’s consuming you.”

I glared at my cousin. “My father is dead. My sister is injured, one of our best horses was drugged, and I just know something else is coming our way. So forgive me if I don’t want to ‘step away for a while,’ Forrest.”

“Don’t, Jas. Don’t act like I don’t give a fuck,” he said measuredly, but his green eyes flashed with anger. Forrest may have looked calm and collected on the outside, but he had the bite of a pit bull if he was pushed too far.

All ire seeped from my body, and I sagged in my seat. “I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it. Forrest’s eyes lost their heat too. “I haven’t slept in what feels like months, and I’m all in my head.”

Forrest leaned forward. “You don’t sleep ever, Jas. I see you haunting the grounds at every hour God sends. You never see your family anymore. Barely show your face in public. You look a mess.” Forrest flicked his hand at my overgrown stubble and unkempt, crinkled clothing. “And worse, you’ve completely given up on everything you love, on any kind of life, just to chase answers we may never get.”

“Not again, Forrest. I’m sick of hearing it,” I said.

Forrest shook his head, exasperated, and I knew he was about to let me have it. “You were at the top of the game! You were already smashing what people believed were unbreakable records. You were going to be the greatest show jumper of all time. All time, Jas. Only to throw it away for seclusion in this depressing, dark office, which has turned into your personal prison.” Forrest sighed. “You want answers. We all do. But we don’t want to lose you in the process.” Forrest’s green eyes bored into me. “We’ve already lost far too much.”

My stomach dropped. My family were my everything. And I knew I was theirs too. But I just couldn’t step away from finding out who was after us. I just … couldn’t …

I was doing all of this for them, for all of us here at Golden Oaks, so no one got hurt again. I was the eldest of us Knightons, the head of the family. It was my job to be sure everyone was protected. As much as I wish it didn’t, my jumping career paled in comparison to that.

My cousin didn’t speak for a spell, but then said, “Let Atticus ride Lord Henry, at least.” I quickly refocused on Forrest. He was all seriousness now. He held up his hands in reaction to my angered gaze. “I know he’s your baby. But he’s too good to just sit in the stable or graze in the fields. Ben is doing his best keeping him fit, but that horse is a titan amongst horses, and he deserves to achieve the accolades he was bred for. Don’t take him down with you, Cousin. He loves the show ring, and you’re depriving him of what he was born to do.”

Silence stretched awkwardly between us. Atticus wasn’t touching Henry. My youngest cousin was an incredible show jumper, but he was not touching my stallion. As if he’d read my mind, Forrest’s shoulders sagged. He waited a few tense seconds before he finished off his whisky and stood. He was only an inch shorter than my six-three height. Otherwise, we looked more like paternal twins than cousins. We both had dark-brown hair, short at the sides and longer on top, and scruff on our cheeks and chins. Though admittedly, Forrest looked a damn sight better than me these days. Only our eye color differed.

“Let’s go,” he said. I raised a questioning eyebrow at him. “It’s time you came to family dinner again. It’s been too long you’ve holed yourself up in here, and we’re all done with it. You’re coming to family dinner to see your cousins and sister, and you don’t have a choice.” He smirked, trying to break the heavy mood. “And open a damn window. This place stinks of cigars and brooding man.”

I laughed, and the action felt strange in my chest. It was true; I hadn’t attended family dinner for some time. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I did. Even with all our touring schedules, whoever was in town would make time for family dinner. It was something our parents had instilled in us growing up. Yet even though I was mostly in town these days, I hadn’t attended a single one in God knew how long.

I got to my feet and walked around my desk. Forrest’s hand landed on my shoulder. He waited for me to meet his eyes. When I did, he said, “Stop taking all this on by yourself, Jas. We’re Knightons. We go through the good and the bad together. Let us help carry the burden.”

I smirked at my cousin. “Firstly, never say anything that cheesy to me again. We’re British and that shit doesn’t land.” Humor flashed in Forrest’s wide grin. “And secondly, I’m the eldest here. Stop trying to come for my title and know your place.”

Forrest shook his head, understanding my dry humor. “I don’t want it, Jas. Believe me. And I’m only one year below your thirty-two, so let’s not pretend you have the wisdom here. I’m the brightest of us all, if you’ll recall. I was accepted into Mensa at age six, unlike your underachieving self.”

I headed for the door to the office and opened it, ushering my “bright” cousin through. I immediately caught a glimpse of myself in the large hallway mirror that hung opposite my office. “Shit,” I said, as I ran my hands over my too-long scruff.

I looked terrible.

“That’s what I’m saying!” Forrest said emphatically, and I fell into step beside him. “You’re more grizzly mountain man than English country gentleman these days.”

I rolled my eyes, feeling a flicker of calmness settle in my chest. Forrest was good for me like that. Pulling me out of the darkness. All my family had that effect on me. I’d just stopped letting them in quite some time ago and allowed the darkness to pull me down.

“How’s training going?” I asked Forrest.

“Good.” He nodded his head, but he didn’t elaborate. I was sad to say that I hadn’t kept up with his practices. Forrest was an international five-star eventer—show jumping, dressage, and cross country. And he was consistently at the top of the league.

“You need to come and watch me when the season starts,” Forrest said. “Get out of the house for a while. Lady Aurelia is phenomenal. You need to see her.” Lady Aurelia was Forrest’s pride and joy, a nine-year-old dark-bay Dutch Warmblood mare who had been bred from his father’s prized stallion.

“I’ll try,” I said, but the lie sat heavily in my stomach. The truth was, I couldn’t bear seeing anyone from the horse world these days. Horse sports were our family’s entire lives, our livelihoods, but I was honest enough with myself to say that the industry was as toxic as it was beautiful, and the gossip mill was unrivaled. I knew I was top of conversation in most circles. Even the many scandals that arose in our sport couldn’t compete with my quick exit from the circuit and my past year and a half of reclusiveness.

Just stepping foot out at a show, Forrest’s or not, would garner more attention than I could be arsed with. That, and it physically hurt me to be there and not compete. Jumping was all I knew. Not doing it anymore felt like a piece of my soul had been ripped away from me. Seeing people jumping, or even just riding, was like being repeatedly shot in the chest.

The smell of tonight’s dinner drifted down the hallway, shaking me from my depressing thoughts. Our home was stately and boasted the most incredible and historic banquet hall. But we cousins preferred our small, informal family/dining room for family dinners. One where we didn’t have to shout down the table to talk to one another. We might be rich and privileged, but we weren’t pompous arseholes having five-course, silver-service meals every night.

I was sad to say that nerves swam in my stomach as we approached the family room. Forrest side-eyed me at the door. “They’re your blood,” he reminded me, and I exhaled a long, calming breath. He thought I was nervous because I’d kept myself away for months. But it was more than that. Every time I saw Atticus’s smiling face, or worse, Felix’s scarred one, I felt like I was letting them down. Even worse when it came to Genny. I could barely meet her eyes without wanting to drop to my knees and beg her forgiveness.

Forrest walked through to the dining room, and keeping my head down, I followed.

“Well, I bloody never!” I heard Atticus say in his loud-as-fuck voice. “Is this a ghost I’m seeing? A mirage? Felix, am I dehydrated?” I looked up to see Atticus dramatically grab hold of Felix’s arm. “Did I take a kick to the head at training today? Did Barnaby throw me and I’m in some kind of trauma-induced dream?”

“All right, Atti,” I said and shook my head. “For fuck’s sake. You can shut up now.”

His brown eyes danced as he flew across the room, wrapping his arms around me and lifting me off the floor. “It’s good to see you, Jas!” he said.

“Put me down, you dick, before I make you,” I said.

Atticus lowered me down, but his famous, too-charming grin remained. “Ah, there he is! It’s not a good day unless you’re threatening me!”

Despite my best efforts, I huffed a laugh at my ridiculous youngest cousin. Forrest and I leaned more serious. Atticus? He was a shit-stirrer, a joker, and a tornado of energy, all rolled into one.

Atticus leaned forward and pressed a kiss to my head. Being the youngest, he was also—annoyingly—the tallest of us all. He was six-five, with dark floppy hair and eyes so brown they looked almost black. To say he was a ladies’ man was an understatement. He was as much a horny stallion as the treasured horse he rode.

Atticus moved before me, really studying me. “Shit, Jas. You look awful.” He smiled wider. “You’ve lost your looks.” He clenched his fists. “Yes! That means even more pussy for me.”

Forrest sputtered. “If you’re not careful, little brother, your dick will fall off from overuse,” he said, slapping his younger brother on the back of his head on the way past. “And keep your sex life to yourself. You humping away breathlessly over a line of random women is an image I never want to think of.”

Atticus flexed his arm, showing his muscles through his tightly fitted shirt. “Breathlessly?” Atticus questioned, scowling. “I’m the fittest here, in both looks and endurance.” He smiled widely. “And I’ll have you know I fuck like a god.”

Forrest ran a hand down his face. He looked to Felix, who was watching in quiet amusement from his place leaning against the stone fireplace. “Get your boy under control before I muzzle him, Felix.”

Felix shook his head and walked toward me. Atticus and Felix were as close as Forrest and I were. Felix held out his hand to me and pulled me close when I offered mine back. With a tight hug, he said, “I’m glad to see you, Jas. Missed you.”

I pulled back and studied Felix. His hair was longer these days, falling to his chin in waves and shielding his face. He was as big and imposing as ever. His scar ran down the entire left side of his cheek. He was lucky he hadn’t lost his eye in the accident. Instead, our already introverted middle cousin grew quieter, and we hadn’t been able to bring him back out of his shell.

The door that led to the family kitchen opened, and Geraldine, our housekeeper, popped her head through. “Five minutes, boys!” she shouted, then her eyes widened when they landed on me. “Jasper! It’s so lovely to see you, sweetheart!” Her smile was warm and made me feel like a child again.

Geraldine was in her midseventies and had long since been asked to retire with a very comfortable retirement package. But we Knightons were her entire life, and she refused to leave. I’d be lying if that didn’t make me happy. This place would lose its heart without her.

“Looking good, Geraldine,” I said.

She came toward me, batting away the compliment. She hugged me close, then kissed me on my cheek. In her usual blunt way, she said, “You need a shower and a good shave, my boy. You look terrible.”

I laughed, then nodded. “I’ll get right on that, Geraldine.” She nodded happily, then rushed back into the kitchen. At this point, Geraldine was the only parental figure most of us had left. My uncle Edward—Forrest, Felix, and Atticus’s dad—died of cancer when we were younger. Their mother now resided in Jersey, one of the Channel Islands, and rarely came to visit. She had never liked it here at Golden Oaks and actively avoided it.

“Jas?” My heart stuttered as my sister’s voice came from behind me, only to fall when I saw her enter the room in her wheelchair.

“Genny,” I said, and rushed over to her. She held out her arms, and I wrapped myself around her.

Mouth meeting my ear, she said, “I’m just too tired from physio to use my crutches tonight. Don’t panic.” I squeezed my sister hard, then pulled back. “I could read the worry in your face.”

I blew out a long breath. I would never look at Genevieve and not feel guilty, but I was happy she was improving with her daily physio. Her chances of walking again unaided were fifty-fifty. But as I looked at her light-brown hair and blue eyes, she looked really well. I wasn’t sure if that meant anything. We Knightons were good at masking our pain.

“Here we go!” Geraldine’s voice came through the kitchen. I helped Genny take her place at the table beside me. My cousins all sat on the opposite side. I glanced to the chair beside Genny.

“Where is …” I went to say, when the door to the dining room opened and Leon rushed through.

“Sorry I’m late!” he said and quickly took his seat next to Genny. He dropped a kiss on her cheek, then did a double take when he saw me at the table too. “Jasper!” he said and leaned behind Genny to offer me his hand. When I shook it, he said, “It’s so good to see you, man.” His eyes brightened. “Ready for training again yet? It’s not too late for this season.”

I laughed at his vain attempt to get me back on the team. Since I’d stepped back, he hadn’t once stopped trying to get me back on board. “I’m not coming back, Leon.” I pointed at Forrest, who was busy yanking the serving bowl of mashed potatoes back off Atticus before he consumed the lot. “This one forced me to come to dinner.”

Forrest raised an eyebrow at me but was completely unapologetic by the shrug of his shoulders. Genny’s hand landed on my arm. “I’m glad he did.” Her eyes looked sad when she said, “I miss you. We all do.”

I leaned over and kissed the side of her head. Genny then turned to Leon. “Were you busy today?”

“I’ve been organizing the new show jumping horses for tomorrow. This season’s riders have arrived, and we’ll assign them their mounts in the morning.” I listened to Leon, trying to ignore the pang of jealousy in my chest. “I’ve been studying past competitions to observe the riders’ styles, see anything that we particularly need to work on.” Leon nodded his head enthusiastically. “They look good. I think they’ll be a great addition to our team.”

Leon was the best show jumping trainer on the planet, bar none. He had been here at Golden Oaks since a teen as a boarding rider and was an excellent competitor. But he chose the trainer route, and I thank God he did. I was the rider I was because of him. Same for Genny, Atticus, and Forrest.

“Hallie Oakley and Sage—”

“Miller,” Atticus blurted, finishing my sentence for me. All eyes fell on my youngest cousin. A wide smile stretched on his face. “Sage fucking Miller.”

I frowned at my cousin’s reaction. I had also signed off on Hallie and Sage to be the new faces of Knighton Equestrian, the apparel company I had started years back when I was still competing. I had money that I had inherited, generational wealth that comfortably sat in the billions, but my ever-growing personal brand had made me a multimillionaire in my own right. Hallie Oakley and Sage Miller were two of the most impressive show jumpers on the scene right now. When Leon told me they were coming to ride for us, my artistic director at Knighton Equestrian had convinced me to sign them for modeling my new products too.

I had no idea what they were like as riders, or even what they looked like. I’d been too preoccupied to look. Thankfully, I had a rock-solid team around me who had run Knighton Equestrian for me the past few months whilst I’d been consumed with other things.

“Wait,” I said, suddenly recalling an infatuation Atticus had years ago with an American rider during his summer abroad. “Is she the one …?”

“He’s obsessed with,” Forrest said, in a tone that suggested he was sick of hearing her name. “Yes.”

Atticus kept smiling, unbothered by Forrest’s dry jab.

Leaning forward, Atticus said, “Sage Miller is living fire, Jas. And she burns with hatred for me, and me only.” He sighed, but as though the thought turned him on, not upset him. “She’s fucking magnificent.”

“But back to why they are here,” Leon said, a look of censure aimed at Atticus. “Sage Miller is the riskiest rider I’ve seen in a long while. She’s fearless and rides each course like she’s storming into battle. Strong, bold, and brave.” Atticus nodded in agreement, but his eyes were hooded. I wanted nothing to do with whatever the fuck was happening between them. It sounded like a shit show.

“And Hallie?” I asked.

Leon’s face immediately lit up. It was hard to impress Leon, and I could already see stars in his eyes over the younger American rider. “Elegant, poetic, graceful. She rides like she was grown from a saddle. When she jumps, she looks like she’s soaring. She has the best seat of anyone I’ve seen.” He gave me a sidelong glance. “Well, almost.” I waved him off. Leon appeared lost in thought, then said, “A little rebellious, perhaps. Mutuals of ours have described her as stubborn and immoveable when she wants to do something her way.” Leon shrugged. “But I respect that.”

“She’s your favorite, then?” Genny asked. “I’ve competed against her before in the Under-25s. She—actually, both Hallie and Sage—are stunning riders. Hallie always stood out to me as a little wild and untamed, but in all the best ways. Not your typical competitor, that’s for sure.”

I covered my sister’s hand with my own, giving it a slight squeeze. I knew it was probably because I was her brother, but I heard the slight shake in her voice when she mentioned competing. Genny’s whole world had been jumping until her accident. In the blink of an eye, the horse world lost both of us from the circuit. And my father too, who had done more for this sport than anyone in recent British history.

Genny gave me a tight smile, and Leon went on to hold court. As we ate, he told us of his goals for this season and just how impressive our team was on paper. By the time Geraldine had served us dessert, I felt better than I had in a while. A little calmer. But I wasn’t naive. I knew it was a temporary reprieve from the inner demons that had now become my closest companions.

As we all stood, one by one, my cousins said their good-nights. Forrest hung around until it was just Genny, him, and me. He put his hand on my shoulder. “Was that okay?”

“More than,” I said, and pulled him in for a quick hug.

“No more hiding away, okay?” he said when he pulled back, eyes boring into mine, telling me he meant it.

“Yeah,” I said. Then sighed.

“Especially over this next week,” he added. My stomach fell. I nodded but found myself unable to speak.

Genny was silent as she watched us. Sensing she wanted to speak to me alone, Forrest kissed my sister on her cheek, then said, “I’ll leave you both to catch up. See you tomorrow.” I watched my cousin leave the family room and wondered again what I would do without them all in my life.

“Come sit beside me,” Genny said, and patted the seat that was right by where she’d moved her wheelchair. I sat down and held her hand. “How are you coping with his anniversary coming up?”

The food I’d just eaten curdled in my stomach. “I imagine how you feel too,” I said, and watched Genny’s pretty face cloud with sadness.

Genny sighed, then said, “No, Jas. You certainly feel it more.” I stilled and studied my little sister. She was six years younger than me, and I’d been her self-appointed protector since the day she was born. Even now she was twenty-six, I couldn’t shake that responsibility. Genny held my hand tighter. “I miss Dad. More than anything. But we must move on, Jas. You’ve been living a Groundhog Day for far too long now.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. Too much has happened. Someone is after us, Genny.” I laughed without humor. “They attacked you. Drugged Lady Dahlia. You both still have a long recovery ahead of you.” A year and a half ago, Genny’s horse was drugged in Saint-Tropez during the Sandings Grand Prix Tour. Lady Dahlia went down midjump and landed on Genny, fracturing my sister’s spine and a multitude of bones. In that moment, I thought I’d lost my sister. The investigation revealed that someone had pumped the horse so full of ketamine it’s a wonder she could even see the fences. Lady Dahlia hadn’t recovered well and now couldn’t be ridden, as she was so traumatized by the accident. Genny could barely walk, and we had no idea who had done it to us. To her.

“I know, Jas,” Genny said with a slight edge to her voice. Her eyes welled with tears. “But even so, I didn’t want you to sacrifice everything you loved because of it.” She sat up straight. “Do you know how guilty I feel over that? You love riding. Being a horseman is you. And you stopped because of me and became reclusive and miserable. A shadow of your former self.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, but those words hit me like a crowbar to the chest. “This is my choice, Gen. I’m the one who decided to devote my time to all this. There should be no guilt on your part. It’s something I feel compelled to do.”

Genny lowered her head and said, “I just want this all over with, Jas. And I want you to start living again.”

I brought my sister in for a tight hug and said, “I will. When I finally find out who is trying to hurt us.” Genny’s shoulders sagged in defeat, but I wouldn’t be deterred. Genny wanted me to leave it to the police. But this was the horse world. This sport made people exceptionally wealthy. The crazy shit people did to rivals was on another level, and the lengths people would go to bring them down were insane.

And we were now the target.

When I pulled back, I said, “Come on, I’ll walk you back to your rooms.”

Genny shook her head, just as Geraldine came through the door to the kitchen with a tray of popcorn and drinks. “No need,” Genny said, face brightening. “Me and Geraldine have got a night of binge-watching Love Island ahead of us.” I laughed as they moved to the sofas. I helped Genny get settled, then turned to leave with a wave.

“Night, guys,” I said.

“Jas?” Genny called out. I turned back to my sister. “Don’t be on your own tomorrow, okay? Come and find me, and we’ll get through it together.”

I gave her a reassuring smile. “I will,” I promised, knowing that was a blatant lie. I left her and Geraldine to their trash TV. As I entered the hallway, I let my head fall back against the door and exhaled a long breath. The lightness that had filled me over dinner vanished the moment I was left alone with my thoughts.

My feet itched to leave the house. Moving down the hallway, I made my way to the back exit through the mudroom. I threw on my flat cap, wellies, and wax jacket and stepped into the freezing night. I let the ice-cold wind hit my face and began the moonlit walk to the only place I ever felt whole. The place no one, not even Forrest, knew I still went to. The only place that reminded me I was still alive.
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