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			Prologue

			Why the devil can’t I keep my eyes off her? Rory Stewart turned away from the woman he’d caught himself staring at again to smile at Peter van der Meulen, to whom he’d been introduced earlier. He was Karen’s husband … Karen, Antonia Larson’s best friend and matron of honor at her wedding. He nodded when Peter said the little chapel was exquisitely decorated.

			“It is indeed,” he said, needing to force himself to focus on the man standing next to him instead of on the woman across the aisle currently doing her level best to ignore him as hard as he was trying to ignore her.

			“Have you known the couple long?” Peter asked in his very formal way.

			At any other time, Rory might have found Peter’s almost staid demeanor a bit boring, but at this moment, he welcomed the older man’s gently meandering conversation. Anything was better than letting his gaze wander back over to where Christina Marcus sat, eyes straight ahead, apparently engrossed in observing the pianist playing melodious tunes with great skill and enthusiasm.

			“I’ve only known Niall since Toni met him, but I’ve known Toni for a while, yes.”

			“They are very well suited,” Peter opined with a contented smile.

			Rory knew the story behind that smile. There had been a time when Peter had worried that he’d have to fight to win his now-wife’s regard away from the hunky man Toni was marrying today. You didn’t have to like men to see that Niall McLaren was a gorgeous male specimen. Rory had known he hadn’t stood a chance against the other man for Toni’s affection when he’d shown up at that party a year ago. He’d also only known Niall since that fateful night when he’d met Chrissy for the first time … good Lord, there he was again, thinking about a woman who wanted nothing to do with him.

			Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to initiate a new thread of conversation. If he had to, he’d talk about the bloody weather before he let himself spend another second thinking about Chrissy.

			“Toni and Karen have apparently been friends for a while, as well. Some people do manage to keep their friendships intact for ages, don’t they?” Way to sound like a blithering idiot, Ro!

			Peter turned curious eyes to his face. “Some do, yes. Are you not one of them?”

			Rory considered the question. “I suppose I am, although the nature of my long-standing friendships is somewhat less deep than what appears to be between your wife and Toni.” And wasn’t that a pitiful truth!

			Before Peter could reply, the pianist ended the song she’d been playing, shuffled her music sheets, and looked over at the door behind the guests. Rory followed her gaze and saw that the wedding party was assembled, all awaiting their musical cue. A youthful male cellist and two female violinists who had been sitting in the front row, also waiting for the moment to arrive, joined the pianist. Pachelbel’s “Canon” began its stately round as the men and women walked up the aisle together. The women were elegant in their pale blue tea-length satin dresses, the men in gray morning suits, shirts the same color as the women’s dresses, and cream ties. After they were all in position, the four musicians heralded the arrival of the parents of the bride and groom to the sounds of a lively piece by Handel. 

			When the full orchestral recording of the opening strains of the traditional “Bridal Chorus” from Lohengrin by Richard Wagner sounded, Rory rose with the other guests and turned to watch his friend and her soon-to-be-husband making their stately way together down the aisle to the front. He was not surprised that his friend had chosen to walk down the aisle on Niall’s arm instead of on her father’s, and he loved that she also chose to walk to the original choral version of the popular piece.

			The orchestral and choral sounds provided a majestic background against which the bride and groom appeared, smiling adoringly at each other before beginning their walk to where the others stood waiting for them. Toni looked radiant in her creamy vintage lace and satin dress, and the smile on her face was echoed by the one creasing her groom’s cheeks as he held her tenderly. Rory wondered idly as they passed him how long it would take Niall to undo the many buttons on the back of Toni’s dress once he got her alone later.

			If it were him, he’d likely pop off every one of them in an effort to get to the woman beneath them. His mind followed the path of a wedding night he honestly didn’t expect to ever enjoy himself, and the woman he had managed not to think about for the last ten minutes snapped back onto his mental screen. He glanced over at her as the music died away and found her gaze on him.

			Chrissy was a sight for sore eyes. Small, deliciously curvy, pretty—she was everything he had spent the last six months trying to forget—dressed in a one-shoulder, three-quarter-sleeved yellow sheath dress with bold satin draped over the right shoulder. She wore her now-abundant hair up in an elegant do held together by a pretty silk ribbon the same color as her dress. She made him smile, even as he struggled to remember why he should not be smiling at her. With her, because she returned it with one of her own, tentative, perhaps hopeful, a kind of truce in their six-month-long standoff.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, please take your seats.”

			Rory pulled his gaze away from the tantalizing woman. He hadn’t come to see her, though he suspected that she’d be there, since she and Toni were not only friends but co-workers. He refocused his attention on the proceedings at the front of the chapel, enjoying—as he always did at these events—the familiarity of traditional vows, the beauty of the classical music, and the delightful elegance of the entire experience. He might not think he’d ever marry, but he loved weddings and everything they stood for, despite his own history.

			No thinking about that today either, Ro. This isn’t about you. Once more pulling his thoughts away from the dark place they had been headed toward, he watched as Niall kissed Toni. It was a sweet, somewhat steamy kiss, not long enough to raise any eyebrows but definitely making a statement. One that Rory found himself remembering wanting to make all those years ago. Another lifetime, it felt like, and he’d never go there again, especially not after…

			Mendelssohn’s joyous “Wedding March” began, and Rory sighed in relief. He really needed to get a grip. He wasn’t a teenager, for goodness’ sake! He was a grown man. He had to stop getting lost in his head over nonsense he neither had any control over nor wanted to entertain. As the little chapel emptied itself of the small group of guests, he waited his turn to follow the party out, smiling pleasantly at anyone who met his eye. Eventually, he found himself outside on the quiet front lawn of the church.

			“Aren’t you Riordan?”

			Rory looked around to see who had spotted him. He hadn’t thought too much about his other persona because he’d been so engrossed in thoughts of Chrissy and of the wedding. But he was, after all was said and done, a rockstar. It would have been unusual had he not been recognized. He smiled at the boy who stood next to him, eyeing him with a kind of wonder that he found strangely endearing.

			“I am,” he replied simply. “And you are?”

			“I’m Joshua Buchanan. Where’s your band? And your bodyguard?” He looked around as though he expected them to jump out from the hedges.

			Rory chuckled. “The others weren’t invited,” he explained. “And my bodyguard was relieved of his duties for the day. Don’t worry, I’m safe. Mr. McLaren is looking after me.”

			The boy studied him for a moment, then said, “Yeah, Uncle Niall is cool.”

			Ah, Niall’s nephew. Rory didn’t know any of the groom’s family, and he had only heard of Toni’s brothers in passing but hadn’t met any of them, either. He smiled.

			“He is, isn’t he? I mean, only a cool guy like your uncle would be lucky enough to find such a lovely lady to marry.”

			The boy grinned easily, and then sobered just as quickly. “I’d better go before Mum comes to get me. She told us not to disappear.”

			He turned to hurry away, then turned back to add, “Nice to meet you, sir.”

			Rory chuckled again as the boy scurried off to find his mother and whoever else she had warned not to disappear. He couldn’t remember ever being called ‘sir’ before, and it tickled his funny bone at the same time that it settled a new and melancholy feeling in his chest. Only his father, Sir Edmund Riordan Stewart, II, was called sir. He had only that morning addressed him as such in their brief but decidedly uncomfortable conversation. He wouldn’t dwell on that now, however. This was a wedding, and he was meant to be enjoying himself. 

			He turned to follow the other guests out to the car park. He was looking forward to the reception where he could reconnect with Toni, meet her handsome new husband, and forget for a while that he was actually lonely. Seeing Chrissy again had derailed his control, but he’d been lonely long enough to be a past master at controlling the feeling. He would deal with it the way he had everything else so far … with a warm smile and a cool heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter  1

			“Director Hayes’ office, good morning. How may I help you?”

			Chrissy listened patiently while the caller explained why his needs couldn’t be met by anyone other than her immediate boss and then let him down gently.

			“I’m sorry, sir, but the director is unavailable at the moment. She’s in a meeting with the board of directors. If you’ll leave me your contact information, I’ll be sure to get it to her. She will return your call as soon as she’s able.”

			After she hung up, she added to the list of calls on her boss’s digital calendar, then went back to the report she’d been typing. She had two more to complete by the time Anna James’s meeting ended, and she needed to be ready for the next influx of reports and phone calls that she’d be required to make. Her job as executive assistant to the director of Hope House was challenging, even on the best days. And today was going to be a long day, if the number of meetings her boss had scheduled was any indicator. It was a good thing she had come in an hour earlier to get going. She couldn’t allow herself to get behind, because while Dr. James was not a cruel boss, she was exacting and could be impatient.

			Chrissy had had enough emotional upheaval to last her a while, thank you very much. Seeing Rory Stewart again the past weekend had been harder to deal with than she’d thought it would be when Toni had told her that she had invited him to her wedding. He was as handsome as he’d always been, blond and golden and gorgeous in every way. He looked like the rockstar he was, despite his attempts to hide that glamour behind the bespoke morning suit that he wore. It was clear to her that he was a man of wealth and power, as well as a rockstar in his own right. The way he’d looked at the wedding—toned, tanned, and delicious—was what made him irresistible to all the groupies who crowded around the band after each of his shows. 

			Don’t go there, C! She pulled her thoughts away from Rory. She wasn’t being paid to moon over a man who made his living making women swoon over his words and his voice and his gorgeous self. When the meeting ended, Dr. James would return and expect that the arrangements she’d made for luncheon in the large conference room were complete, and that her lunch guests knew where to go. She didn’t have time for dilly-dallying. Saving the final document before sending it for review, she stood, taking her tablet with her to go to the conference room.

			Dr. James had chosen to host the luncheon here instead of at the restaurant they usually used, but the food was being catered by them, and they had already begun to set up when she walked in. She smiled at the men as they moved around, changing the space to look more like a dining room and less like the conference room that it was. Dr. James had insisted on keeping the design fluid, which meant Japanese-style screens on two sides to remove the enormous widescreen television and the whiteboards from view. The pristine white tablecloth, atop a heavy table pad, covered the large conference table, which also had laptop portals that slid beneath its surface for such occasions as these. 

			She stood to the side, watching as they positioned the chafing dishes and then the pans of hot food. Things seemed to be well in hand. She checked her watch … twenty minutes until lunch. She approached the man who was clearly in charge—a small, elegant fellow with a streak of purple in his ash-blond hair—smiling and extending her hand.

			“Jean-Paul, everything looks wonderful, as expected.”

			The sous chef smiled. “You know Michel only puts his best foot forward for Dr. James. He would have come himself but he’s fighting a nasty bug. And I can’t stay, but we’ve given you our best interns.” 

			He turned to look at the two young men finishing the setup and checking that everything they needed was in place. 

			“Michel and I will probably hire them once their final term in cooking school is over. It would be a shame to lose them.”

			Chrissy knew that that was high praise indeed coming from one of the premier chefs in the city.

			“I’m sure everything will be fine,” she returned with a smile. “I’ll have the balance in your account shortly. And please give my best to Michel. I hope he gets better soon.”

			Jean-Paul nodded and walked over to give his team final instructions before leaving, sending her a wave as he did so. Chrissy’s phone rang, the call showing up on her tablet. She answered, stepping over to the window away from the food being set out and the men working quietly to get things done by the time the diners arrived.

			“Yes, Dr. James?”

			“Are you ready for us, Christine?”

			Her boss never called her by her nickname. She was a stickler for formality whenever it could be preserved, and it was as much as she would do not to call Chrissy “Ms. Marcus.”

			“Yes, Boss. Everything is ready when you are.”

			“Very well. We’ll be there shortly.”

			Chrissy waited only long enough for Dr. James and the seven men and women on the board to file in before she made her escape. She’d probably go out for lunch today since these board luncheons usually went on longer than usual. Toni was on her honeymoon, so Chrissy wouldn’t have a companion for the meal as she normally did, but she was used to being alone, so she ignored the niggle of loneliness that spiked as she walked out into the midday sunshine. The day was cheerful, and the walk to the little bistro where she and Toni sometimes ate helped to lift her spirits. It was as crowded as usual, but she managed to find a table for two in the tiny but bright back garden. Ordering her usual—a hot ham and cheese sandwich with pickles and onions, a small green salad, and a pitcher of water—she let her mind go back to the wedding reception where she had seen Rory again for the first time in six months.

			She had noticed him the minute he’d walked into the little chapel. Something in the air had announced the arrival of someone distinguished, and she hadn’t needed to turn her head to know that. He sat in the seat across from hers, a blond lock falling in a perfect coil over his left eye as always. He flicked it away with a careless slide of his fingers, and she’d watched, as fascinated as she had been from that first time seeing him at her birthday party, as the lock of hair slowly inched its way back down the golden slide to his forehead. She wanted to sink her fingers into its soft length, to luxuriate in the decadent feel of it.

			They’d done their best to avoid looking at each other throughout the service, and after, she’d been torn between relief and disappointment that they hadn’t been seated together. She’d been at a table with Toni’s other workmates who had been invited, while Rory sat with people Chrissy didn’t know, except for Karen’s husband, whom she’d met when the couple had come over for a visit and been in to see Toni at work. Afterwards, though, when you could sit wherever you chose, she’d ended up next to him, and they had been forced to be sociable.

			She understood why a man like Rory—any man, in all honesty—might be angry with her and treat her badly as a result. They’d gone on a few dates after her birthday party, where she’d found out who he was and what he did for a living. As the lead singer and main lyricist for the rock band Third Generation, he’d been everything she imagined such a man would be … brimming with talent and charisma and an undeniable sex appeal. She’d been attracted to him from the moment she’d seen him at her party and was secretly overjoyed when he’d agreed to escort her home.

			“Thanks for the ride,” she’d said when they got to her flat. “I appreciate it.”

			His smile had warmed her. “It was my pleasure, Christine. I hope you enjoyed your party. Welcome to the thirties.”

			They’d laughed together at that, and she’d been bold enough to ask him how old he was.

			“I assume also in your thirties,” she added as an explanation for her temerity. 

			In truth, he didn’t look his age. He had told her he was thirty-seven, but he didn’t look a day older than she was. He had the sort of face that defied aging, that seemed to speak of a kind of youthful joie de vivre. His blond locks looked almost golden in the roof light when she opened the car door, and his blue eyes sparkled with warmth. 

			“You’ve got some good genes there,” she’d teased. “I’ll be thrilled to look as good as you when I’m your age.”

			His laughter had filled the car, relieving her mind because immediately the words had left her lips, she’d cringed at all the things wrong with them. She hadn’t meant to imply that he was an old man, and she definitely hadn’t wanted to let on how attractive she found him. So it was a good thing he found her amusing instead of annoying and even insulting. 

			“Thanks.” He’d gotten out of the car then and walked around just as she was getting out herself. “I’ll walk you to your door.”

			Such a gentleman! She rented the garden flat in a townhouse in a quiet section of the city, and she loved how private it was. She enjoyed her independence, especially now that she was not only living alone but also doing so hours away from the place where she had spent most of her life. She loved her aunts and would be forever grateful for their intervention in her life when she had been a newborn and most vulnerable. But she had known she would never follow in their footsteps and become a nun, and the lifestyle in which she had been raised had done enough to teach her how to be safe on her own in London.

			“This garden must be really pretty in daylight,” Rory had remarked as they walked through the garden gate around to where her front entrance was.

			“It is, and now that the forsythia is in bloom, it’s also a little shady as well.”

			“May I take you out for a drink sometime?” he’d asked as she rummaged in her purse for her key.

			Even now, despite the state of their relationship—well, non-relationship, really, since she and he were still not seeing each other—the memory of the way she’d felt when he asked to see her again held a warm, quiet sweetness. Even if he didn’t feel the spark that she felt at his nearness, at least he was interested enough to want to meet again. She’d given him her phone so he could add his number, and when a text message arrived a moment later, she’d added him to her contacts.

			She finished lunch without paying much attention to what she ate. Thinking about Rory always made her lose track of time, and if her aunt Zelda were around, she’d be the first to tell her that that was a sign that he was important, and that she shouldn’t ignore it. Aunt Zelda, or Auntie ZeeZee as Chrissy used to call her, was the one of twin sisters who had sown a whole lot of wild oats before deciding that a life dedicated to the service of others in the name of Christ was how she was meant to live. 

			Thinking of them reminded her that she needed to call her aunts. They had long since given up trying to persuade her that living and working in the same city where they lived and worked, even if she moved into her own space, was what would be best for her. The other twin aunt, Sister Mary Clare, had been especially indignant when Chrissy had first broached the subject of moving to London to work. She had put forth every argument she could think of to convince Chrissy that remaining in Ely was best. Aunt Clare was by far the more introverted and cautious of the twins and had been a nun for all her adult life, so Chrissy understood her reluctance to give her seal of approval. A move to London was a much bigger deal to her than it was to Aunt Zelda. She would call them when she got home later.

			The rest of her day was filled with the usual business of being the executive assistant to the director of an organization that worked to support and care for battered and abused women and their families. Finally, thankfully, Chrissy shut down her laptop, pleased with all that she’d managed to accomplish before it was time to call it quits for the day. Tomorrow would be a full day again, what with the influx of new clients set to arrive. Because Toni was away, Chrissy would complete some of the intake work, thus freeing the remaining social workers to do the parts she couldn’t do. But she’d think about that when the time came. For now, she needed to get home to the two cats she’d adopted. She would call her aunts while she fed them and herself. 

			“I’m fine, Aunt Clare. How are you doing?” she asked an hour later, as she scraped food into the cats’ bowls and watched them both swish their tails as they enjoyed their dinner.

			“I’m fighting a bit of a cold, dear,” her aunt said, her voice rusty with the evidence. “And your aunt Zelda is quite under the weather as well.” A sneeze interrupted her aunt’s words, and Chrissy listened as she blew her nose before continuing. “Sorry.”

			“Oh dear, you really don’t sound well, Auntie,” Chrissy said, suddenly worried about her older relatives. “I’ll come for a visit this weekend. Unless you need me before? I can ask for a couple of days off to come and help you both.” 

			It wouldn’t be ideal, and though she knew Dr. James would be more than willing to give her the time away, that would only put more of a burden on someone else, since she was already picking up the slack for Toni. She loved her aunts, and she would do whatever they needed, but she didn’t want to make things awkward at work, either. Maybe her aunts were right, and she ought to have stayed in Ely so she’d be close enough to look after them without having to stop working.

			“We’d love to have you visit, but it’s just not the best time right now.”

			Chrissy stifled the relief she felt at her aunt’s words, and then swallowed the guilt that flared up immediately after. She really needed to work on being a better human being all around. She shouldn’t feel relieved that the women who had raised her from the time she was a foundling, who were, in fact, no blood relation to her, were giving her excuses to avoid spending time with them. They loved her. She knew that, and she returned their love with her whole heart and soul. But these days, being with them only seemed to remind her that there was something missing from her life. They had their faith and their passion for the work they did, and she could see how those things made them complete and fulfilled them in ways she envied. 

			Not that she was unhappy in her job. Professionally, she was content. She had no dreams of greatness, no need for attention beyond what came with the work she did every day. That would only embarrass her. She loved her work at Hope House. The idea that she was participating in even a small way in helping to redirect the lives of the women who passed through their doors filled her with a quiet kind of joy. 

			But she knew, felt in her bones, that something was missing from her life. An ache beyond mere loneliness consumed the most secret parts of her soul, burrowing into her core. With Rory, she had felt the tangle of emotions begin to unravel. From that first concert, where she’d been given a backstage pass to join the band after the show, she’d seen the two sides of Rory on display. What a night it had been! When the woman laid hands on Rory as he and the band members walked out of the venue after the show, Chrissy had stood by watching in horror.

			“Riordan! Can you sign me please?” the fan had screamed, clearly needing to be heard above all the other voices calling out to the band members.

			Even now, the remembered shock still shook her. Had the woman really said what Chrissy thought she’d said? How the hell … where the hell was Rory supposed to sign her? When the clearly—well, at least now Chrissy realized she was—totally high groupie proceeded to expose a conveniently braless breast, the security guy assigned to him had been immediately in her face, pulling her away while another herded the women who had come with her out of the way.

			“No one gets any body parts autographed. If you don’t have paper and a pen, you can leave,” the band’s manager said into the suddenly subdued silence. “You all know these guys don’t play like that.”

			Was that something that happened often? Chrissy watched as the men greeted the faithful who hadn’t been able to afford the ticket add-on that would have allowed them to meet the band in the green room after the concert. They smiled and posed and signed a few autographs, and she noted how some took every opportunity to sneak touches of their bodies, Rory’s in particular. He was very kind to them, flirting gently with the ones who were the least aggressive, a warm smile on his face as he signed albums and whatever else—aside from body parts—that they offered for his signature. 

			Afterwards, she had felt the spotlight shift from him to her a time or two as he kept her close to his side, stopping every now and again to make sure she was okay, enough that their attention made her uncomfortable.

			“Let’s get you home,” he’d said, turning away to leave with his friends. 

			A black limousine had pulled up as he spoke, and he opened the door for her. She hadn’t missed the wolf whistles that accompanied his gesture and the lewd comments about him getting lucky and hitting it that followed her into the car. Her cheeks flamed as he climbed in on the other side along with the other members of the band.

			“Don’t mind them, love,” the drummer—John—said, smiling at her. “They’re crude, but they mean no harm.”

			She returned his smile, grateful that he was trying to help her feel comfortable. Still, as the vehicle moved off, she couldn’t stop the question that popped into her head: what did the rest of the band think about her? She’d only been introduced as a friend of Rory’s, and she’d seen the eyebrows raised in question and curiosity and maybe a bit of disbelief. But there had been no real conversation between them. How would she handle anything they might say going forward? They didn’t know her any better than she knew them.

			“I’m famished,” Tristan, the bassist, said. “But I’m not sure I’ll be awake long enough to eat.”

			“I’ll believe that when I see it,” John retorted, making the others laugh with him.

			“Shut it, Beats.”

			Good-natured laughter filled the long car, and Chrissy let Rory pull her closer to his side, loving the warm weight of his arm across her shoulders. She didn’t have much in the way of camaraderie like this in her life. She could count the number of her friends on the fingers of one hand, with fingers left over, and there was very little of the comfort of these men’s friendship. She was still new in town, still learning her way around, not quite ready to let down the walls she’d put up to protect herself. 

			Until Rory, she’d only been on a handful of dates, and that was mostly because Toni had nagged her into going. And even with that, she hadn’t been out socially with anyone in months. It just took too much effort to put herself out there when she knew after the introductions were done that she had no interest in the man she was with. Was she defective somehow? Because she was pretty sure that she didn’t spark any more of an interest in them than they did in her. Or was she deliberately shutting them down because she was unwilling to invest in another human being?

		

	
		
			Chapter  2

			A furball leaning against her heavily brought Chrissy back to the present moment and the flat, which was growing darker as evening rolled in. She needed to make herself something to eat, and apparently, Pickles needed immediate attention. Leaning down, she scratched the cat under his chin and felt the deep purr of pleasure that emanated from his belly, rumbling heavily in his throat.

			“You like that, don’t you, boy?” she murmured, then chuckled when Lynx came over and butted against her hand, demanding equal attention. Dinner could wait while she showered her pets and only companions with affection.

			Half an hour later, both cats having been satisfied with their share of their human’s love, Chrissy washed up and headed to the kitchen to see what she could make quickly. There was leftover sweet and sour chicken from the Chinese restaurant, and she could steam some broccoli to go with that and the rest of the rice. The sauce would be a delight on the vegetable. And the last of the apple tarts that she’d bought a few days ago would make a nice dessert with a cup of tea.

			Once she’d decided, she quickly prepared her meal and set it on a tray, taking the lot out to the living room, where she sat with her legs up and watched the news while she ate. The story of the capture and arrest of one of Britain’s Most Wanted, a man named Randy Richards, filled her mind with disquiet when she heard the crimes of which he was accused. How people could be like that, she would never know. 

			Growing up as a ward of nuns, she had lived a mostly sheltered life, only approaching anything outside her comfort zone when she volunteered at the children’s home where her Aunt Clare was the director. And her experiences were limited to feeding the youngest ones who couldn’t—or wouldn’t, as it sometimes was—feed themselves and then getting them ready for naptime. She was never told what had brought them to the children’s home, but she understood enough to know that their lives had been disrupted by violence against them by adults, some of whom were their parents.

			Hope House had given her another wake-up call in the world of human misfortune, and she had vowed never to become one of the women whom she helped to protect and serve there. Which was why she had mostly cut herself off from contact with men … how was she to know who she could trust, after all? Until Rory came into her life, she had had no reason to suppose that men could be trusted to keep her as safe as she had been able to keep herself thus far.

			The shrill ringtone on her phone shook her out of her musings. Reaching for it, she wiped her lips on a napkin and answered.

			“This is Chrissy. Good evening. How may I help
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