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Chapter 1
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Beth Ashton had one foot out the door of the lodge house when the sharp trill of her phone stopped her in her tracks. She hesitated, debating whether to ignore it, but curiosity won out. Flipping the phone open, she frowned at the blocked caller ID on the screen.

It looked as if it was going to be one of those frustrating days where even the simplest of plans seemed impossible. Her weekend trip home to Devon already felt like an uphill battle. Sighing, she tossed her untamed hair over her shoulder and pressed the phone to her ear. She was determined to keep the call brief as time was not on her side.

She needed to hit the motorway before it transformed into a chaotic crawl of overloaded cars that were crammed full of luggage and restless children. It was a bank holiday weekend, and if she acted quickly, she thought she might just be able to miss the worst of the traffic.

“Hello, Beth Ashton speaking,” she said, forcing a professional tone into her voice despite her rising irritation.

“Ashton?” A man’s voice snapped impatiently on the other end.

“Yes,” she replied, her brows knitting together in suspicion.

“What took you so long? I was beginning to think I’d been given the wrong number.”

The signal wasn’t great, but the man’s tone was unmistakable. It was impatient and sharp, which in Beth’s opinion, was putting it mildly.

Biting back a retort, it took all Beth’s restraint not to come back with the snappy reply, “You’re lucky I’m even answering.”

Instead, she inhaled deeply, steadying herself.

“What can I do for you?” she asked, her voice was calm but clipped.

The man on the other end of the line sounded irritable, and Beth didn’t have the patience to deal with ill-mannered strangers who clearly lacked basic phone etiquette. His accent had a Mediterranean lilt—though she couldn’t be certain—but his English was fluent and precise. Despite the smooth, husky timbre of his voice, which might have been attractive under different circumstances, his tone was unmistakably rude and domineering.

Still clutching the phone, Beth stepped outside, pulling the lodge house door firmly shut behind her. She grabbed her luggage in one hand and awkwardly balancing her mobile in the other, strode toward the waiting Land Rover.

The deep voice snapped at her again, barking something she barely caught.

“I need to speak with your husband. It’s about work. If I leave my number, could you have him call me back ... immediately?” The sarcasm in his tone was unmistakable. It was dripping with impatience.

Beth gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s a good idea—”

“Why not?” he interrupted sharply.

Her earlier impression of him was spot on. Whoever this man was, he was insufferably overbearing. She could even imagine him glancing at his watch, counting the seconds for her to put her non-existent husband on the phone. But it was this man who was wasting her time, not the other way around.

Beth didn’t have a husband, and while the man on the phone couldn’t have known that, she despised arrogant people who assumed they were entitled to whatever they wanted. Especially men like him.

An uncomfortable silence stretched between them, each waiting for the other to speak.

“Your husband,” he pressed again, his voice hardening. “This is his number, isn’t it?”

Beth’s grip on the phone tightened. There was no way she was going to let anyone speak to her like this.

“I’m sorry, but I think you’ve got the wrong number, Mr...?” Beth paused, giving the caller a chance to identify himself. He didn’t.

“I’m trying to reach Ashton—the gardener,” he said curtly. “I’ve recently seen some work at Clifton Hall that he’s done. I’d like him to landscape a garden for me in Greece. He comes highly recommended.”

Beth’s last name was Ashton, and she was a landscape gardener—but she certainly wasn’t a man.

“Well?” the voice prompted, waiting for her response.

Beth still had no idea who this man was.

“Look,” she began, summoning as much calm as she could muster. “I’m sorry you’re having a bad day and seem to be in such a foul mood, Mr...?”

“Andre. Jason Andre,” he replied tersely.

The name tugged at the edges of her memory. It was familiar but not immediately placeable.

“Mr Andre,” she said firmly, “I’m not here for you to shout at. And as I said, I think you’ve got the wrong number. I’ve no idea who you are or what you want.”

There was a pause, followed by the sound of a long sigh of apparent frustration. His tone shifted slightly, still annoyed but now tinged with condescension, as though he were trying to reason with a stubborn child.

Beth felt her irritation rise.

She hadn’t done anything to deserve this man’s attitude, yet here he was, testing her patience. Whoever he was, she already disliked him.

“No, you’re quite right,” he said at last, his voice cooling. “You don’t know me, and we haven’t met. But I believe you’re familiar with Sophie and her husband, Charles. They’re the Fitzgeralds of Clifton Hall.”

Of course, she knew the Fitzgeralds. Beth had been staying with them for the past three months.

Beth liked Sophie. Whilst working at Clifton Hall, not only had professional respect developed between the two women, but a warm friendship had also grown. Sophie was kind and considerate, although, at times, Beth thought her perhaps a little lacking in personal confidence. But on the whole, the key factor in their friendship was the drive and passion both women had for gardening.

Discovering her caller also knew Sophie, Beth realised she would have to tread carefully and be polite to Jason Andre.

Beth was staying as a guest with Sophie and Charles in their lodge house while completing the landscaping for their home and gardens at Clifton Hall. The arrangement was mutually beneficial. She was on-site, within easy reach if needed, and had comfortable accommodation, and the Fitzgeralds had more-or-less twenty-four-hour access to her skills as a garden designer should any problems arise.

Hearing Sophie’s name eased some of Beth’s immediate concerns.

Surely, Jason Andre couldn’t be entirely unreasonable if he was known to Sophie. Could he? Not if he was connected to the Fitzgeralds.

Maybe her first impression of him had been unfair. Perhaps he wasn’t the ill-tempered bully she’d initially thought him to be.

Then it clicked. The familiarity of his accent. It wasn’t just Mediterranean, it was Greek, like Sophie’s.

“Yes, I know Sophie,” she said cautiously, waiting to see where this conversation was headed.

Jason’s explanation followed. “Sophie’s my sister. So, now that’s cleared up, at least I know I’ve got the right landscaping company. Which is it, then?” His tone didn’t soften much as he continued. “Does your husband prefer to review plans in Adobe Reader, or would he rather I send over a hard copy of the blueprint drawings?”

Beth blinked, completely at a loss. “I’m sorry,” she said, struggling to keep her tone civil. “It’s been a long day, and I must be missing something because I still don’t understand who you are or what you’re asking.”

Wearily, she ran a hand through her hair, trying to collect her thoughts. It had been a gruelling day working on the estate gardens, and fatigue was setting in fast.

A glance at her watch reminded her of her original plan. She should already be on the motorway, battling traffic on her way home. But instead, she found herself standing outside the lodge house, wasting precious time on her phone.

“We seem to have our wires crossed, Mr Andre,” she said, trying to keep her tone neutral.

“And it seems I’m also wasting my time talking to you ... Mrs Ashton,” he replied, his voice dripping with dry disdain.

“Goodbye,” she said, forcing herself to remain polite.

“Wait,” Jason called out urgently before she could hang up. “Let’s try this again, shall we? Maybe I can explain the situation more clearly this time so you’ll understand.”

Beth paused, unsure if he’d just insulted her intelligence. The comment was borderline, but she decided—for now—to give him the benefit of the doubt.

“Go ahead,” she said flatly.

“My sister is aware that I need a gardener, and she recommended Ashton Landscaping. She gave me your husband’s number. I’m staying at the Hall this weekend and thought I could meet with him to go over the plans.”

The pieces were clicking into place. Jason believed Ashton Landscaping was run by a man—her supposed husband. The husband she didn’t have.

Her temper flared. Of course, he assumed a man ran the business. Why wouldn’t he? Apparently, in Jason’s world, it seemed garden landscapers couldn’t possibly be women.

If she’d found him rude and arrogant before, this only confirmed it. Now, she added sexism to the list. The idea of working for someone like him made her blood boil.

Sure, his voice was deep and smooth, with that sensual Greek lilt she might have admired under different circumstances. But no accent, however charming, could make up for chauvinism.

If Jason wanted someone to check his garden designs and fix the flaws, he’d need to find someone else. Beth had no intention of working for a man who thought so little of her before they’d even met.

“I’m sorry,” Beth said firmly, determined to end the conversation as quickly as possible. “Ashton Landscaping isn’t taking on any additional projects right now. The Fitzgerald project is still underway, and other clients are on our waiting list. I’d suggest reaching out to another firm.”

She was unusually diplomatic, hoping her words would get through to Jason. It was crystal clear to her that she wasn’t interested in the job he offered, and she was even less interested in dealing with him as a person. But her carefully chosen words seemed to fall on deaf ears.

“I think it’ll be easier if I have Sophie call you,” Jason replied, brushing off her response entirely. “She can explain things properly, and I’ll ask her to arrange a meeting for this evening.”

Before Beth could interject to tell him she wasn’t available—or interested—he ended the call abruptly. The sharp buzz of the disconnected line hummed in her ear, leaving her stunned.

He hadn’t said goodbye. He hadn’t even thanked her. Shaking her head in disbelief, she wondered fleetingly if all Greek men were as insufferably rude as Mr Jason Andre.

Throwing her phone back into her bag, Beth let out a frustrated sigh. With no one around to hear her, she muttered under her breath, “And one thing’s for certain ... you ... won’t be seeing me this evening.”

With her luggage loaded into the Land Rover, she was finally ready to leave. Sliding into the driver’s seat, she reached for the key to start the ignition, when her phone rang again.

“Drat,” she muttered, her frustration flaring. “Will I ever get out of here?”

Picking up the phone, she glanced at the screen. Sophie Fitzgerald’s name flashed across the display.

Taking a deep breath, Beth answered. “Sophie, it’s lovely to hear from you, and so soon! Any problems?”

Earlier that morning, Beth and Sophie had gone over a few last-minute details for the Clifton Hall gardens. Sophie knew Beth was leaving for Devon that evening, so Beth assumed the call couldn’t possibly be about business. But she was wrong.

“Beth, Darling, it’s me,” Sophie began warmly, her voice carrying a note of excitement. “I need to talk to you about gardening, but not the gardens at Clifton Hall.”

Beth frowned. “Oh?”

“It’s Jason’s gardens. In Greece. He mentioned he’s been in touch with you about his project.” Sophie’s tone was light but purposeful. “He thinks there’s been some sort of mix-up, and he’s hoping to meet with you tonight to clear the air.”

That was precisely what Beth wanted to avoid. The last thing she needed was more interaction with Jason Andre. She had no intention of meeting him, much less spending an evening in his company. Her resolve began to harden, and she decided she’d be perfectly happy if their paths never crossed.

Beth didn’t appreciate others making decisions for her—especially when it involved someone like Jason. Yet Sophie seemed oddly determined to arrange this meeting.

“Jason’s staying at the Hall for the weekend,” Sophie continued. “He’s already on his way, driving down from London. I thought this would be the perfect opportunity for the two of you to finally meet. Why don’t you come over to the house tonight? Charles and I would really love it if you joined us for dinner.”

Beth’s instincts bristled. The more someone tried to push her into something she didn’t want to do, the more she felt compelled to resist. And something about this invitation didn’t sit right.

She remembered the last time Sophie had tried to set her up with someone. It had been one of Charles’s friends. That dinner had been an unmitigated disaster. Now Sophie was attempting the same with Jason, and Beth couldn’t think of anyone she’d less like to share a meal with.

“It’s kind of you to ask,” Beth began, trying to sound good-mannered. “And under normal circumstances, I’d be happy to meet your brother. But right now, I’m on my way to Devon.”

To underscore her point, she leaned on the Land Rover’s horn, causing a blast of sound to burst into the quiet of the afternoon.

Sophie, however, was nothing if not persistent.

“Jason’s an architect with Andre & Marsh,” Sophie said brightly. “I thought his firm might benefit from your landscaping expertise. Honestly, Beth, I’ve more or less promised him you’d look over his garden designs. Jason wants someone to plan his gardens in Greece, and I’ve recommended you.”

Beth’s mind clicked into place, and now she understood why Jason Andre’s name had sounded so familiar. He wasn’t just any Jason Andre—he was the Jason Andre of Andre & Marsh Architects.

The name was legendary in the building and development world. Andre & Marsh Design and Development was a multi-billion-pound architectural empire with a staggering annual turnover that made her own business feel like a quaint hobby by comparison. Ashton Landscaping and Jason’s company were in entirely different stratospheres.

Jason Andre wasn’t just well-known, he was a public figure. His face often graced the front covers of newspapers and glossy tabloids, usually alongside some glamorous, impossibly stunning woman. His reputation preceded him. He was known to be a ruthless, sexy billionaire who approached his business dealings and personal life with the same relentless drive.

Jason was widely regarded as one of the country’s top architects, a visionary whose influence stretched across the globe. His professional reputation was spotless. His personal one? Not so much.

He was infamous for his playboy lifestyle, one of Europe’s wealthiest jet-setters, and a notorious womaniser. His relationships were as fleeting as summer storms, and his pattern of discarding women was as predictable as it was infamous. He worked hard and played harder, leaving a trail of broken hearts and scandalous tabloid headlines in his wake.

There was no mistaking it—Jason Andre was completely out of Beth’s league. Not that she wanted him in her league. Men like Jason weren’t her type, and they never would be.

She had read enough about him to know that he always got what he wanted. But he wouldn’t be getting her.

“It’s kind of you to think of me for your brother’s project,” Beth said, doing her best to sound gracious. “And under normal circumstances, I’d love to stay and meet him. But as I mentioned earlier, I’m travelling to Devon this evening and will be away for the weekend.”

“Somehow, whenever Jason’s visited, you’ve always managed to miss him,” Sophie replied with a hint of exasperation. “It would be nice for you two to finally meet.”

Beth forced a smile, though Sophie couldn’t see it through the phone. “Normally, I’m sure it would be a pleasure to meet him, but...” She left her sentence hanging, tactfully avoiding what she truly wanted to say.

In truth, it took every ounce of restraint to keep the irony out of her voice. Having just spoken to Jason on the phone, she doubted meeting him in person would be even remotely pleasant.

The thought of having dinner with him was horrifying. After a gruelling week working on the Clifton Hall gardens, all she could think about was the peace and solitude of her farmhouse in Devon.

For Beth, Jason wasn’t just a person to avoid. He was a force of nature best kept at a distance.

Beth pictured herself at home, lounging in front of a roaring fire after a long, luxurious bath. The thought of having nothing to do but watch mindless television for the entire weekend felt like pure bliss.

But as Sophie’s words sank in, Beth realised this wasn’t just a casual dinner invitation. It was a business opportunity with none other than the illustrious Jason Andre. The idea made her hesitate. Turning down a chance to meet someone of his calibre—especially in a professional capacity—felt reckless, even foolish.

At twenty-five, she had built a solid reputation as a landscape gardener and businesswoman. But she wasn’t yet established enough to comfortably decline potential clients, let alone one with connections like Jason’s. Working on a project for Jason Andre, and by extension Andre & Marsh, could catapult her career into uncharted territory.

Jason’s name alone carried weight. Any association with Andre & Marsh would be like riding a tidal wave of success. Beth knew this all too well. The mere thought of attaching her name to his project sparked equal parts of excitement and apprehension. Yet, there was a cost to consider. Joining forces with Jason meant risking her independence. She’d have to integrate into his team, becoming just another cog in the massive machine of subcontractors and collaborators that orbited his firm.

“This weekend would be the perfect chance for you and Jason to connect,” Sophie persisted, her tone infused with optimism. “You could show him the work you’ve done at Clifton Hall. Take him around the grounds—especially the new lake. He’d be impressed, I’m sure of it.”

Sophie paused, letting her words linger, clearly giving Beth time to weigh up the possibilities.

“What do you think, Beth?”

Sophie’s question was delivered as though she were offering a gift, but to Beth, it felt more like an obligation. Could she risk offending someone as powerful as Jason? A single negative word from him could tarnish her burgeoning business before it even had a chance to truly flourish.

The meeting felt inevitable, as though the universe—or perhaps Sophie—was conspiring to ensure it happened.

Finally, with a heavy sigh and reluctant resolve, Beth gave in. “Yes, of course, I’ll come to dinner,” she said, the words slipping out before she could change her mind.

She ended the call, switched off her mobile, and turned off the Land Rover’s engine. For a moment, she sat in silence, her head in her hands.

Had she just made the right decision? Or was she setting herself up for a choice she might come to regret?
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Chapter 2
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Standing under the power shower, Beth lathered shampoo into her hair, her fingers massaging her scalp as the steaming water cascaded over her. She let the hot spray rinse away the suds, savouring the brief moment of peace before reaching out to turn off the water. The flow stopped abruptly, leaving a lingering mist that clung to the glass walls of the cubicle like a veil.

Wrapping herself in a towel, she stepped out of the steamy bathroom, her skin warm and flushed. Then, padding into the bedroom, where the cooler air nipped at her damp skin, she cast a glance at the clock. There wasn’t much time to get ready for the evening ahead.

Beth moved to the wardrobe and slid open the door, her hand reaching for the only evening dress she’d brought with her. She hadn’t planned for formal dinners or anything dressy. Labour-intensive days working on the grounds of Clifton Hall required her usual wardrobe which consisted of jeans, sweatshirts, and sturdy work boots. They were clothes made for practicality, not style.

Still, experience had taught her to pack a contingency outfit. On the rare occasion, she’d been caught off guard by clients or impromptu invitations, having a ‘just in case’ dress had proven invaluable. Tonight, however, as she held the garment up for inspection, she couldn’t help but regret her choice.

The dress was a sleek, black silk number, simple in design and undeniably striking. The fabric was soft and stretchy, designed to hug the body and accentuate every curve. It clung to her in all the right places, highlighting the gentle slope of her hips and the feminine contours she rarely thought about during her day-to-day work. Nothing was hidden from the eye.

Beth sighed. This wasn’t the sort of dress she’d typically choose for a client dinner, especially with someone like Jason Andre. She hadn’t packed it with him in mind. In fact, she hadn’t known she’d be meeting him at all when she’d thrown the dress into her suitcase. But with no other options to hand, she resigned herself to it. The alternative—showing up in jeans and Wellington boots—wasn’t exactly appropriate for dinner at Clifton Hall.

Draping the dress over the bed, Beth let out a resigned huff.

“Well,” she muttered to herself. “It’s this or nothing.”

As she began to dress, she felt a flicker of doubt creeping in. Was the dress too much? Too revealing? Making her look too ... available? She dismissed the thoughts quickly. Tonight wasn’t about Jason Andre or her insecurities. It was just another dinner—nothing more.

But deep down, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that this evening would be anything but ordinary.

Beth’s alabaster skin was flawless, a natural canvas that needed no enhancement. She possessed a kind of effortless beauty most women her age envied. Yet, in a moment of defiance—or perhaps preparation for battle—she reached into her makeup bag and pulled out her trusty mascara. With a few swift strokes, she darkened her lashes, giving her hazel-coloured eyes an added touch of drama. A swipe of plum lip gloss followed, leaving her lips glistening and ready. It was her armour, a small act of self-assurance she hoped would fortify her against whatever the evening—and Jason Andre—had in store.

Her dark auburn hair, rich and gleaming, was quickly brushed and pinned into place with a subtle yet elegant diamante clasp. Standing back, she gave herself a once-over in the mirror. What she saw made her pause. The reflection staring back at her wasn’t the work-worn gardener she was used to seeing—it was a strikingly glamorous woman. Though she usually cared little for appearances, she couldn’t help but feel a flicker of satisfaction. Her hurried efforts had paid off.

She moved to the full-length mirror and studied herself from head to toe. The black silk dress clung to her figure, its soft fabric skimming her curves and accentuating her femininity. For a fleeting moment, she wondered if she’d overdone it. The way the material hugged her hips and framed the round fullness of her breasts felt almost too bold. But she shook the thought away. She wasn’t dressing to impress Jason or anyone else.

Jason Andre was out of her league, both socially and personally. Men like him—wealthy, sophisticated, and with a reputation for being a playboy—were nothing but trouble. Trouble with a capital T. 

Beth wasn’t interested in navigating a world she didn’t belong to, especially one where she’d be little more than a passing amusement.

Grabbing her pink cashmere wrap from a nearby chair, she draped it loosely around her shoulders. The soft fabric was her shield against the crisp autumn air that waited outside. Picking up her clutch bag, she slid on her high heels, the final touch to her transformation.

Stepping out into the cool night, Beth began the short walk along the tree-lined gravel pathway that connected the lodge to the main house. The glowing lights of Clifton Hall beckoned in the distance, but each step felt heavier than the last. The gravel crunched beneath her heels, and she quickly realised her choice of footwear was a mistake. The uneven surface of the path was unforgiving, and when she stumbled slightly, she cursed herself for not taking the Land Rover.

But vanity had won out. The thought of her sleek dress brushing against the mud-streaked seats of her old Land Rover had stopped her from driving. Now, she regretted it. The house wasn’t far, but tonight, the short walk felt like an endless journey.

Straightening her wrap and regaining her balance, Beth pressed forward, determined. Whatever waited for her at the Hall—Jason Andre included—she would face it head-on.

If she wanted to arrive looking polished and pristine, walking to the Hall was her only option. For goodness’ sake, she thought, it’s just dinner—not a date. She reminded herself that she was here to discuss landscaping with a professional architect, not to flirt with a sexy billionaire.

Reaching the heavy oak double doors of Clifton Hall, she pushed one open and stepped inside. The days of footmen and butlers had long since passed at the estate, though the Fitzgeralds still employed a small staff. Beth tossed her pink wrap onto a nearby chair, pausing briefly in the entryway. She waited, expecting someone to appear and welcome her.

The silence stretched on. No one came.

The faint sound of voices floated down the long, carpeted hallway, coming from the drawing room at the far end. Straightening the clinging tube of her black dress and ensuring it stayed securely in place, Beth made her way toward the sound.

For a moment, she wondered if Sophie had invited other guests to dinner. The thought made her stomach tighten slightly—she wasn’t in the mood for a social gathering. But her concern faded as she stepped into the drawing room and found only Sophie and Charles Fitzgerald.

Sophie was lounging gracefully on a plush sofa, her dark hair spilling over one shoulder, while Charles stood by the large, stone inglenook fireplace with a glass of whisky in hand. The warm glow of the firelight softened the room’s grand features, giving the space an inviting ambience.

As Beth lingered in the doorway, Charles looked up and immediately strode toward her with an air of practised charm. He leaned in, planting a polite kiss on her cheek, and the sharp tang of his cologne smothered her. It was rich, overpowering, and far too heavy for her taste. Beth suspected Charles had chosen it to convey the image of a cultured gentleman, but it was an effect she found more contrived than convincing.

Clifton Hall, with its ornate gardens and sprawling acres, had only been in the Fitzgeralds’ possession for a few years. Charles, a successful property developer, had bought the estate to cement his place among the local landed elite. But despite the grandeur of his surroundings, he was still unmistakably “new money.”

“Come in, Beth, make yourself comfortable,” he said warmly, wrapping an arm around her waist with a touch that was just a bit too familiar. Giving her an enthusiastic squeeze, he steered her toward the drinks table that was set against the far wall.

“We’re just waiting for Jason to come down and join us,” Sophie chimed in, sitting up slightly on the sofa. “He’s upstairs, changing. He shouldn’t be long.”

Charles gestured to the array of bottles and decanters on the drinks table. “What can I get you?” he offered, his tone smooth and accommodating.

Beth hesitated, her eyes briefly scanning the options before landing on Charles himself. His polished demeanour and debonair attitude made her inwardly cringe. He was far too refined and practised for her taste. Beth preferred men who were rugged, grounded, and comfortable in the great outdoors. Charles was the polar opposite. He was a man of tailored suits and fake cultivated airs, someone who liked to think he could command a room, but the reality was, that he failed to stir even a flicker of attraction in her.

Shaking her head, Beth offered a smile.

“Nothing for me, thanks, Charles,” she finally replied, her voice steady and polite. “But if you don’t mind, I’ve just remembered something I need to jot down before I forget.”

“Of course,” he replied, gesturing toward an ornate Chinese screen situated at the far end of the room. “You’ve been here enough times and you know where everything is.”

Beth crossed the room, her heels clicking softly against the polished floor. Behind the elegant screen was a small writing desk, secluded from view and tucked away like a hidden retreat. She took a seat, retrieved a notebook and pen from her evening purse, and began scribbling down the thought that had come to mind.

The momentary silence allowed her to focus, but a sudden shift in the atmosphere made her pause. She sensed someone had entered the room. Glancing through the narrow gaps in the intricately carved screen, she saw the silhouette of a man standing just inside the doorway.

He moved further into the room, his steps measured and unhurried, before stopping near the hearth to join Charles. The man didn’t appear to notice her presence behind the screen.

With her pen suspended mid-air over the page, Beth froze. Turning slightly in her seat, she angled for a better view. Through the carved lattice of the screen, she caught a glimpse of his profile and her heart skipped a beat.

The man was unmistakably Jason Andre.

Even from this hidden vantage point, she could see he resembled the photos plastered across tabloids and magazines. But seeing him in person was an entirely different experience. He was taller than she had imagined—at least six foot two—with the kind of commanding presence that seemed to fill the room.

Jason was dressed impeccably in a classic black dinner jacket that had been tailored to perfection. The sleek cut emphasised his broad shoulders and athletic frame, and beneath it, a crisp white evening shirt completed the ensemble.

His jet-black hair fell stylishly onto his collar, its slightly tousled look suggesting a deliberate attempt to appear effortlessly polished. His skin was tanned—a warm, golden bronze that hadn’t come from the dull English weather. It was obvious he had recently been somewhere drenched in sunshine, and judging by his sharp, vibrant appearance, he had returned in peak condition.

Beth found herself momentarily captivated, observing him from her concealed position. He looked every bit the powerful, self-assured man she had read about.

“Jason,” Sophie’s warm voice rang out, breaking the stillness and confirming his identity. She rose from the sofa with a bright smile, clearly delighted to see her brother. “It’s good to see you again! How’s life in London? Are you starting to reconsider living there?”

Jason shrugged casually, his expression unreadable. “London’s fine. It suits me ... for now.” Without lingering on the subject, he redirected the conversation with ease. “More importantly, how have you and Charles been? At least you look well, Sophie, although I can’t say the same for Charles.”

With a glint of amusement showing in his eyes, Jason turned to Charles, who raised a glass in mock protest.

“You look like you’ve been burning the candle at both ends,” Jason added, his tone light but teasing.

Before anyone could respond, Jason said something in a language Beth couldn’t understand. Whatever he said made Sophie shake her head and burst into laughter.

From behind the screen, Beth watched the exchange with growing intrigue. Jason’s presence was as magnetic as she’d feared, and even though she had yet to officially meet him, she could already feel the weight of his charisma filling the room.

Steeling herself, she turned back to her notebook and forced herself to try and finish writing, though her thoughts were now hopelessly scattered. Meeting Jason Andre tonight might prove to be even more of a challenge than she had anticipated.

“It feels like ages since Charles and I last saw you,” Sophie said warmly. “How long has it been? Six months, surely?”

Jason leaned down from his towering height and pressed a light, affectionate kiss to his sister’s cheek.

“Don’t exaggerate, Sophie. It’s only been a couple of weeks,” he teased, his lips curving into a faint smile. “But it’s good to know someone missed me.”

Beth was grateful to be seated. If she’d been standing, the smooth richness of his Mediterranean accent might have made her knees buckle.

She didn’t know Jason Andre on a personal level, but what she did know—gleaned from the tabloids—wasn’t exactly favourable. Despite his reputation, she found herself caught off guard. The low, seductive timbre of his voice seemed to ripple through her, stirring something unbidden deep inside.

To her irritation, she realised his voice alone had the power to spark feelings of desire. She imagined it would have that effect on most women, but it unsettled her all the same.

From her discreet vantage point behind the ornate Chinese screen, Jason still hadn’t noticed her presence. Half-concealed from view, Beth took the opportunity to study him in detail.

“How was your journey? And how long are you staying with us?” Sophie asked, patting the empty spot beside her on the plush sofa.

Jason settled next to his sister and stretched his long legs out in front of him, exuding effortless charm.

“I’ll be here for the weekend if the two of you will have me,” he said, leaning back casually. “As for the journey, it was smooth enough. The car devoured the miles like a dream, though the traffic got heavier the further south I came. Only a fool would brave the motorways on a Friday night.”

His words sent a sharp pang of longing through Beth. She was reminded of her farmhouse cottage in Devon and how much she wished she was already on the road heading there.

She wouldn’t mind being called a fool if it meant crawling through bumper-to-bumper traffic on the motorway instead of sitting through a dinner party she had no desire to attend. Even a gridlock jam felt preferable to the long evening ahead in Jason Andre’s orbit.

As if suddenly disinterested in Jason being the focal point of attention, Charles drifted away from the fire and ambled back to the drinks table to pour himself another glass.

“So, which is it this time, Jason?” Charles asked casually over his shoulder. “The BMW or the Porsche?”

Jason lounged on the sofa like a man accustomed to comfort and control. His evening jacket hung open, and his hands rested deep in his trouser pockets, the fabric taut across his powerful thighs. He looked every inch the man of leisure—unhurried, untroubled, and completely at ease in his surroundings. Yet, for all his relaxed demeanour, he commanded the room without trying.

“The Porsche, of course,” he said, his tone rich and smooth, with just a hint of amusement.

The simplicity of his reply made it all the more impactful. He didn’t need to embellish or explain—it was as effective as the man himself.

For a fleeting moment, Beth marvelled at how effortlessly he embodied a world of wealth and privilege. The Porsche wasn’t just a car, it was a statement, a reflection of his unshakable self-assurance. And in that moment, Jason Andre wasn’t merely the most commanding presence in the room—he was the focal point.
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Chapter 3
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Jason had arrived at Clifton Hall behind the wheel of a sleek, black Porsche. It was a machine that was as polished and powerful as its owner. Fast cars and beautiful women were among the many indulgences that he took in his stride. He was a man who thrived on living hard, both at work and at play.

The day had been a gruelling one, filled with skirmishes against stubborn building inspectors and contentious fellow architects. By the time he pulled up at Clifton Hall, he was in no mood for leisurely dinner-table chatter with relatives.

He and Sophie had grown up together on one of the sun-drenched Greek islands, and as much as he cared for his sister, the thought of spending an entire weekend immersed in the slow, genteel rhythms of the English countryside felt like a colossal waste of time.

Discussions about the nuances of brandy or the craftsmanship of a saddle didn’t pique his interest. He preferred the pulse of city life, the energy of high-stakes deals, the whirlwind of ambitious projects, or, when not working, the company of one of the many women who vied for his attention.

For Jason, life in the fast lane wasn’t just a preference, it was a way of being. Every moment away from the buzz of his London office felt like a gamble. He knew that while he was at Clifton Hall, the contracts and plans piling up on his desk would remain untouched, waiting for him to return and whip them into shape. His associates couldn’t keep up with his pace, and he often felt like the only one holding the entire operation together.

Yet, despite his reluctance to be dragged away from work, he had agreed to the trip. On a recent visit to Clifton Hall, Jason had noticed the changes made to the estate’s gardens. Their meticulous design and undeniable elegance had caught his eye and lingered in his mind.

Now, as he thought about his villa perched high on the Greek coastline, he was determined to create something equally extraordinary, if not better. The idea of commissioning someone to bring his vision to life was the one redeeming feature of the weekend ahead. He only hoped he could find someone who understood perfection the way he did.

The gardens at Clifton Hall were undergoing a stunning transformation under the care of Ashton Landscaping. It was a relatively unknown firm, but one he knew wouldn’t remain under the radar for long. Their work was exceptional, the kind that turned heads and attracted high-profile clients. With his sharp eye for quality and an uncompromising demand for excellence, he had already decided he wanted Ashton Landscaping for his villa project in Greece. And he wasn’t the type to wait.

If securing Ashton meant bending rules or writing a hefty check, so be it. This weekend, his sole focus was on convincing Ashton to work for him, and he was determined to make it happen. Nothing—and no one—would stand in his way.

Leaning back on the sofa, Jason radiated confidence as he turned once again to Charles.

“Charles, when I’ve had my fill of the Porsche, I’ll make sure you get first refusal,” he said with a knowing smile.

A spark of desire flickered in Charles’s eyes, and the glint of longing was unmistakable.

“Thanks, Jason. I’ll hold you to that,” Charles replied, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “Though I hope it’ll be sooner rather than later.”

Jason’s smirk deepened. “Don’t hold your breath.”

Charles chuckled, taking another indulgent gulp of whisky before narrowing his eyes in curiosity. “So, what’s dragged you away from your city life? You rarely venture out to the countryside unless it’s for something big.”

Jason shrugged with practised nonchalance, though his mind was already racing ahead to his plans. “Sophie caught wind that I’m looking for a landscaper for the villa. She mentioned Ashton, and from what I’ve seen, he’s doing more than a reasonable job. The gardens here are impressive, and that’s not something I say lightly.”

He left it at that, deliberately vague, though his intentions were crystal clear.

Jason hadn’t come to Clifton Hall just to admire the scenery. He’d come to recruit the talent behind it—and he wasn’t leaving without sealing the deal.

“Yes, we’re very pleased with the ... landscaping firm,” Charles said, though his tone carried a hint of uncertainty. He exchanged a fleeting glance with Sophie, and there was a questioning look that didn’t go unnoticed by Jason.

Jason was on the alert. “Ashton has a style I find intriguing,” he remarked, his voice even and measured. “But while I like his approach, I’m not entirely convinced it’s what I need for my project.”

His words were deliberately restrained, his tone nonchalant. He wasn’t about to reveal his true thoughts—not yet. He wanted Ashton Landscaping, but until the deal was sealed, he wasn’t about to let on that he was ready to pay handsomely to secure the designer’s talents.

Charles tilted his head, his curiosity piqued. “You’ve stirred my interest. What exactly do you need convincing about?”

Jason shrugged, brushing back a stray lock of jet-black hair from his brow.

“Several things,” he said smoothly. “Primarily, the challenge of adapting a design to vastly different climates. Creating a garden in the humid English countryside is one thing, but designing for the arid heat of Greece? That’s an entirely different ball game. When the temperatures soar above thirty degrees, it takes expertise to ensure a garden thrives.” He allowed a slight pause, adding, “I’m not sure if this designer of yours has that kind of experience. Ashton might not know how to plant for Mediterranean heat.”

Before Jason could say more, movement caught his eye. From behind the ornate Chinese screen, a woman emerged, walking with measured purpose. She moved steadily toward the sofa, her posture commanding attention.

Jason rose instinctively, his gaze locking on hers as she came to a halt directly in front of him.

The air between them seemed to crackle with tension. Her stance was firm, her hands planted on her hips like a warrior ready for battle. Her expression left no doubt—this woman was furious.

Her eyes blazed, and the fiery intensity of her glare was sharp enough to pierce steel. Jason didn’t need to be told she was enraged. And though he had no idea why, he was keenly intrigued.

“Why, would Ashton not know how to plant in a Mediterranean climate?” “ she began, her voice soft but brimming with controlled anger. “Do you care to explain your remark, Mr Andre?”

Though she spoke quietly, her words carried the weight of a shout. The edge in her tone cut through the room, and Jason heard her as clearly as if she had screamed.

For a moment, the room seemed to shrink around them and he was aware of nothing else but the woman standing before him, radiating fury and challenge.

His first thought was of a tigress. Wild, untamed, and impossibly alluring. She was stunning, her anger only amplifying the raw energy that poured off her in waves.

A slow smile crept across his lips. He wanted her. Not just her attention, her anger, or her challenge—he wanted her.

And in that instant, Jason Andre knew one thing for certain, this weekend would be anything but boring.

Jason stood motionless in the centre of the room, his piercing gaze locked on the woman before him. He was fascinated. Words, usually his weapon of choice, eluded him. For once in his life, he found himself utterly captivated.

The fire in her eyes was magnetic, and there was a challenge burning just beneath the surface. Her voice, sharp and laced with scorn, still echoed in his mind. He couldn’t look away, and he couldn’t ignore the intensity radiating from her.

“Jason.” His sister’s voice cut through the haze, attempting to pull him back. But her efforts were in vain. His focus remained fixed on the auburn-haired tigress standing before him.

Sophie cleared her throat, her tone light yet purposeful. “Let me introduce you to Elizabeth Ashton of Ashton Landscaping,” she announced with deliberate emphasis. “Beth is the garden designer I’ve been raving about. Beth, this is my brother, Jason Andre. He’s been eager to meet you to discuss your work.”

The words hit him like a punch to the gut. A realisation dawned, and with it came a wave of fury. He’d walked straight into one of Sophie’s infamous traps.

Jason had assumed Ashton was a man. A seasoned, grizzled veteran of the trade, perhaps. And Sophie had let him believe it, never bothering to correct him.

Instead, the landscape designer was a woman.

Not just any woman, either. Elizabeth Ashton was all woman, and then some.

Jason wasn’t sexist—he prided himself on that fact. He loved women, adored them even. He’d always found their company a welcome distraction from the demands of his fast-paced life. But as colleagues in his highly competitive, cutthroat world of development and construction? Never.

The fault, he begrudgingly admitted, was his own. He’d been half-listening to Sophie, dismissing the details, and now here he was—face-to-face with the very person he needed, yet completely unprepared for the reality of her.

Beth Ashton.

She stood before him. Her mane of auburn hair shimmered as she shook it back, her shoulders squaring as though she were bracing for battle.

And a battle, it seemed, was exactly what she intended.

Beth stepped forward, her hand outstretched, a bold move that belied the tension he could see flickering in her body. He took her hand, his powerful grip engulfing hers. For a moment, time seemed to pause. Her skin was soft, her fingers ringless, and he couldn’t help but notice the tension in her posture that mirrored the sparks flying between them.

“Mr Andre,” she began, her voice even and controlled, though her forced smile hinted at her irritation. “As you’ve likely guessed by now, I’m Beth Ashton. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Sophie has filled me in on your problem and your need for a landscaper.”

Her words were professional, her demeanour poised, but Jason wasn’t ready to let her finish.

Before she could say more, he raised a hand, stopping her mid-sentence.

“And it seems I’ve clearly not heard enough about you, Miss Ashton,” Jason remarked, his tone cool, dry, and laced with unmistakable sarcasm. “Apparently, I’ve been kept in the dark about a great many things, and I’m starting to question why.”

His words lingered in the air, carrying the sharp bite of irritation.

He cast a displeased glance over Beth’s shoulder, his piercing gaze settling on Sophie. The look wasn’t merely one of annoyance, it was a silent rebuke, a wordless demand for an explanation. Sophie, for her part, remained nonchalant, the faintest trace of a smile tugging at her lips as though daring him to say more.

Jason’s jaw tightened. She knew exactly where he stood on this. In his world, there were hard rules and firm lines, and one of them was simple ... he did not work with women. Not in construction, not on site, not in the gruelling, high-stakes environment where precision and physical labour collided. To him, it was less about prejudice and more about practicality—or so he told himself.

But the truth? Hearing that Ashton was, in fact, Miss Ashton, had thrown him entirely off balance. It wasn’t part of his carefully calculated plan.

Jason’s focus shifted back to Beth, his dark eyes narrowing as they swept over her. His brow arched with a slow, deliberate movement, the gesture loaded with unspoken scepticism. And this time, there was no mistaking it. His simmering displeasure was now aimed directly at her.

For a brief moment, Beth was squarely in the crosshairs of his scrutiny. But she didn’t waver.

Jason’s mind raced, though outwardly he appeared calm. He felt an inexplicable sense of having been blindsided. As if Sophie and Beth had orchestrated this scenario to make him feel foolish ... and a fool he was not. The very thought made his teeth clench.

He didn’t like surprises, and this woman, with her sharp gaze and squared-back shoulders—was a surprise he hadn’t anticipated.

The idea of having a woman oversee a project as ambitious as his own—a villa in the unforgiving Mediterranean heat—didn’t sit well with him. Not because he doubted her talent entirely, but because it disrupted his vision of control, of predictability. And yet, as much as he wanted to dismiss her outright, there was something about Beth Ashton that refused to be ignored.

She stood her ground, meeting his gaze with unflinching confidence, her posture radiating defiance. Jason had expected someone timid, perhaps overly eager to prove themselves. What he got instead was a woman who looked more than ready to meet his doubts head-on—and shatter them if necessary.

For a man accustomed to commanding every room he entered, Jason found himself uncomfortably aware of one undeniable fact, this wasn’t going to be as straightforward as he’d planned.

And he hated that.

****
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Beth eased her crushed hand free from Jason’s grip, the strength of his hold lingering as an uncomfortable memory in her now-tingling fingers. Slowly, deliberately, she flexed her numb digits back to life, as if reclaiming her sense of control.

Her gaze climbed the length of him, tracing the crisp lines of his white shirt, and the broad expanse of his chest, and finally rested on his bronzed face. And then their eyes locked.

It was as if time splintered into shards of silence, the room fading into an echo.

Beth felt herself falling, diving almost helplessly, into the fathomless depths of his dark eyes. They were like a stormy sea that threatened to pull her under. A part of her wanted to retreat, to escape the force of his penetrating scrutiny. Another part, to her frustration, was caught, held, and enthralled.

Jason’s voice cut through her thoughts like a knife, pulling her back to the present. “I hadn’t expected a woman.”

Beth blinked, the spell shattered, and a surge of indignation replaced her momentary daze. His words weren’t merely an observation, they were a challenge.

“And now that you know Ashton Landscaping is run by me ... are you disappointed, Mr Andre?” she shot back, her voice sharp, her tone pointed.

The question hung in the air, a blade aimed at his ego. She’d meant for her remark to sting, and it had. She saw it in the subtle tightening of his jaw, the flicker of surprise in his eyes before his expression cleared.

Jason’s response came with a slow, deliberate smile. It was a smile that wasn’t meant to comfort or disarm. No, this was something else entirely. It was the kind of smile that came with a veiled warning, a promise that he was just as prepared to spar as she was.

“The tigress has claws,” he murmured, his voice low and edged with something almost teasing. “And they appear to be sharp claws. Almost as sharp as her tongue.” His gaze, heavy and deliberate, swept over her. “But how could any man be disappointed with you, Miss Ashton?”

Beth stiffened under the weight of his attention. She felt his eyes travel the length of her body, lingering far too long. From the crown of her auburn head to her shoulders, to the curve of her waist, and finally down to her elegantly clad feet.

It wasn’t just a look—it was an examination. A thorough, unapologetic assessment that made her feel as though she’d been measured, judged and stripped bare all at once.

Her pulse quickened. It was a mixture of anger and something else she couldn’t quite name. “Flattery, Mr Andre, is wasted on me,” she replied coolly, raising her chin to meet his gaze head-on.

Jason’s smirk deepened, and for a fleeting moment, something flickered in his expression. Approval? Respect? Or was it just amusement at her defiance? Whatever it was, it only added fuel to her determination not to let him unsettle her.

“Good,” he said, his tone as smooth as silk. “Because I wasn’t trying to flatter you. I was merely stating the obvious.”

The air between them crackled with unspoken tension, a silent duel of wills. And the encounter felt less like a polite introduction and more like the opening move of a complicated game neither of them had yet named.

Beth squared her shoulders, her eyes narrowing slightly as she met his dark gaze with unwavering resolve. If Jason Andre thought he could intimidate her—or charm her—he was in for a surprise.
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Chapter 4
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The atmosphere in the room was taut, the friction between Beth and Jason almost palpable. Beth, feeling as though she’d just endured a verbal duel, was relieved when Sophie, ever the diplomat, stepped in to ease the tension.

“I’m sure dinner is nearly ready to be served. Shall we move to the dining room?” Sophie’s voice was bright and composed, cutting through the strained silence. In true hostess fashion, she didn’t wait for an answer, instead, she smoothly ushered everyone toward the door with a natural grace.

Entering the dining room, Beth couldn’t help but pause to take it all in. The space was as elegant as it was inviting. It was a tableau of understated luxury. The long, polished hardwood table stood as the room’s centrepiece, draped with a pristine white tablecloth that seemed to glow in the soft candlelight. Silverware, polished to gleaming perfection, was arranged with military precision, and crystal glasses caught and reflected the flickering flames of the candles.

The log fire crackled warmly in the grand hearth, filling the room with both heat and golden light that danced off the oak-panelled walls. The faint aroma of beeswax polish and the subtle fragrance of the fresh floral arrangements adorning the table filled the air.

It was a quintessential English country house setting. Charming, timeless, and designed to impress.

As the meal unfolded, Charles, ever the eloquent host, guided the conversation with a mixture of charm and humour, while Sophie played her role as the flawless hostess, making sure her guests felt welcome. Beth, seated strategically across from Jason, found herself hyperaware of his presence. Even when she wasn’t looking directly at him, she could feel his gaze lingering, measuring her reactions.

For the most part, the evening was filled with polite conversation. They discussed the latest films, debated the merits of a recent bestseller, and exchanged amusing anecdotes about mutual acquaintances. It was the kind of pleasant, surface-level chatter that filled dinner parties everywhere.

But as the meal came to an end and dessert plates were about to be cleared, the mood shifted. Jason set down his cutlery with pointed deliberation, the sound of the silverware against his plate seeming louder than it was. He leaned back slightly, his posture still relaxed but now laced with intent. His dark eyes flicked to Beth, locking onto her with the precision of a hawk spotting its prey.

Beth’s instincts prickled to life. She knew this moment was coming. Jason had been holding back throughout dinner, biding his time. Now, with the pleasantries out of the way, it was clear he was ready to make his move.

Coffee was served in delicate porcelain cups, and the casual air of the earlier conversation began to give way to something more purposeful. Beth felt the change immediately.

“So, Miss Ashton,” Jason began, his tone deceptively casual, though his sharp gaze betrayed the underlying purpose. “I’ve been hearing quite a bit about Ashton Landscaping. Sophie speaks highly of your work. It’s rare for her to be so enthusiastic.”

Beth set her coffee cup down, taking a moment to steady herself before responding. “I’m glad to hear that. Sophie and Charles have a beautiful property and it’s been a pleasure working on it.”

Jason tilted his head, studying her with that same unsettling intensity he’d shown earlier. “Indeed. And I must admit, I’ve been impressed by what I’ve seen so far. Though I wonder...”

“Wonder what, Mr Andre?” Beth asked coolly, refusing to let him intimidate her.

Jason smiled, but there was a challenge in it. “I wonder if what I’ve seen here can be translated to a completely different environment. Designing for the English countryside is one thing. But creating a garden for a villa in the Mediterranean, with its dry heat and unpredictable terrain? That’s an entirely different challenge.”

Jason had already voiced this concern, and Beth felt the tension rise again, her spine straightening as his words sank in. The deliberate doubt in his voice was unmistakable, but this time, she recognised it for what it was ... a test.

“Every project comes with its own challenges,” she replied, her tone steady and professional. “And every climate requires careful consideration. But I can assure you that my team and I are more than capable of adapting to any environment. Whether it’s the lush greenery of Devon or the arid beauty of the Mediterranean, the principles of good design remain the same.”

Jason leaned forward slightly, his elbows resting on the table, a faint smile playing on his lips. “Confidence is a good trait to have, but I’m more interested in results than promises.”

All eyes flicked between the two of them. Beth refused to look away, meeting his gaze with unwavering resolve. And then he seemed to change track ... trying a different approach.

“Have you been at Clifton Hall long, Miss Ashton?” Jason’s tone was conversational, though his sharp eyes suggested a deeper interest.

“About three months,” Beth replied smoothly. “Staying in the lodge house has been both ideal and incredibly convenient. Depending on the size of a project, it makes life easier for everyone if I’m on-site while the landscaping work is in progress.”

Jason nodded, his dark gaze never leaving her face. “I can see the practicality in that. Being hands-on is important. It must also give you a better sense of the property’s needs.”

This was beginning to sound like a job interview for a job she didn’t want and had no intention of accepting.

“Exactly,” Beth agreed. “Each project is unique, and to do justice to the landscape, I like to be as immersed as possible in its environment. It’s easier to adapt and fine-tune when I’m close to the site.”

As she spoke, Charles reached across the table, carefully tipping the crystal decanter to refill everyone’s liqueur glasses. The amber liquid sparkled in the flickering light of the candles. He took his time, his movements deliberate, before finally chiming in with an offhand remark.

“Having Beth stay in our guest house allows her to come and go as she pleases ... day or night,” Charles said with a sly smile, his tone carrying just enough suggestion to leave those sitting around the table wondering.

Beth stiffened, her instincts flaring. Day or night? What exactly was Charles implying? Was this an innocent remark or something more calculated? There was something in his tone, subtle yet unmistakable, that felt like a veiled innuendo. Did Chales have a history of showing an interest in other women, and if so, how did Sophie react?

She stole a glance at Jason, who had gone still, his liqueur glass paused halfway to his lips. His expression was unreadable, but the faint tightening of his jaw spoke volumes. It seemed like Jason believed something was happening.

Sophie, on the other hand, quickly interjected with a light laugh, clearly trying to diffuse the moment.

“Charles likes to exaggerate,” Sophie said breezily. “He means it’s been convenient for everyone to have Beth close by during the project.”

Still, Beth felt the need to clarify, her voice steady but edged with a hint of steel. “I prefer to be on base, or at least as near as possible when I’m working on a major project,” she said firmly, addressing Jason as much as the rest of the table. “It’s just more practical that way. Landscaping isn’t the kind of job where you can sit back and delegate from a distance. It’s a creative process, and being present makes all the difference.”

To further underscore her professionalism, she reached for her glass, taking a measured sip of the creamy whisky liqueur. The smooth liquid warmed her throat, giving her a brief moment to collect herself.

“I usually rent a house nearby for the duration of a project,” she continued, her voice calm and controlled. “But while I’ve been here at Clifton Hall, the guest house has been ideal. Charles and Sophie have been wonderfully accommodating.” She shot a polite smile toward Sophie, making a deliberate point of excluding Charles. “However, now that the landscaping is more or less complete, I really ought to be getting back to my own home in Devon, permanently.”

Jason’s gaze lingered on her for a moment longer, as though dissecting every word she’d said. Then, he set his glass down with deliberate care. “And when do you plan to leave, Miss Ashton?” he asked, his voice low, almost casual. But there was something in his tone—something probing.

Beth met his gaze squarely, refusing to be rattled. “Very soon,” she said simply. “But not before I finish everything to my satisfaction. I make it a point to leave no project unfinished.”

Jason’s lips curved into a faint, almost imperceptible smile. A smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’d expect nothing less,” he murmured.
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