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	CLUB AEGIS

	Aegis—the shield of Zeus, and by extension, a means of protection. The men and women who are members of Club Aegis have all played their part in protecting their country. They work hard… and they play hard. Their lives are not always easy—and sometimes they have to put their lives on the line, not just for their country but for those they love.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
PROLOGUE
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	Eleven years ago

	 

	Not everyone can say they’ve attended their own funeral.

	A pedant might argue that everyone does attend their own funeral. As ever, the devil is in the details. Everyone does indeed attend their own funeral, but unless there’s something to that afterlife business after all, no one can actually say they have.

	Except for me.

	It’s a strange feeling, watching your coffin being lowered into the ground. Even stranger is knowing there’s someone inside it who’s going to have your name for all eternity. Except it’s no longer my name.

	God, it’s cold. I’d stamp my feet to get the circulation going, but even with snow to muffle the sound, it might attract unwanted attention. In this cotton wool silence, the handful of people around my grave could be the only human beings for miles around. An occasional raucous cry from the crow in one of the trees whose bare branches scratch at the grey sky adds to the cliché playing out before me.

	Elizabeth is dead, long live Elizaveta…

	Even though the name’s so similar to my own, it still sounds foreign. Russian, to be precise, and that country is where I’m heading in a few short hours.

	“You aren’t supposed to be here.”

	Tell me something I don’t know. If I hadn’t given in to temptation, I wouldn’t be, and I’d never have known he came to say goodbye. Oh, not the pompous idiot with the nerve-grating nasal whine standing beside me. I mean him, the man who used to be the centre of my world, and who’s now the sole mourner at my interment.

	“Who was she?”

	William Matthews—the idiot—shrugs. I sense it, even though I’m not looking at him. I don’t want to look at him. I don’t want to waste a moment looking at him when this is my last sight of the lover who still owns my heart.

	“A vagrant. We got lucky—she was close to your age and height, close enough to be convincing when they found the remains after the fire.”

	The lack of emotion in his statement makes me shiver, for which I’m grateful. If I were to stay in this business, would I end up like him? I’d like to think not. And the fire—is state-sponsored arson a crime in this country? Probably not, if it’s deemed to be “for the greater good”, a cause they use to justify any action necessary to protect the nation from its enemies.

	This time, it’s the posthumous conscription of an unknown, unmissed stranger. Her body was burned to a crisp in an abandoned building, where I’d supposedly been seen after a spurious missing person’s report was filed. No thought for the woman herself, or the child she’d once been, with endless possible futures ahead of her. The whole concept of what they’ve done leaves a sour taste in my mouth, and I hate that I’ve been a part of it. If I’d had any idea…

	“And my dental records?” I already know what the answer’s going to be.

	“Doctored to match Jane Doe’s rather dubious dental work, of course. Don’t worry—we’re very thorough, as you should be aware.” The supercilious tone is almost dismissive. “Your new identity is beyond foolproof.”

	It had better be, otherwise this mission will be over before it starts. “So what happens next?”

	In my mind’s eye, I see the eyebrow rise, accompanied by a slight adjustment made to each cuff, the flicking away of an invisible piece of lint. “You know what happens next, my dear. Transport to the theatre of operations.”

	And the first test of my fake passport and other documents. It’s all a game to men like the ice-cold pen-pusher standing beside me. It’s a game they play in the shadows, without rules, where the only goal is to win. At any cost. It’s been my way of life for so long, ever since my stellar performance at Oxford attracted the attention of my lords and so-called masters. I was the ideal recruit for them—parents dead, no extended family to speak of… no connections close enough to bother asking questions.

	To think I’d once found it all so thrilling, revelled in the adrenaline pumping through my veins as we saved the day one more time.

	But this… this is my swansong, my last mission, and when it’s done, assuming I make it back alive, I’m finished with this half-life. I agreed to take the assignment because of him, the man standing beside my grave. I agreed because I’d been convinced it was over between us.

	That he’s here now doesn’t make sense. Not to me, at any rate. I can’t help but wonder why, when I didn’t mean enough to him alive for him even to tell me he wanted to end our relationship. My instincts are telling me that’s a rabbit hole I really don’t want to go down.

	The situation is what it is. I volunteered to go deep undercover in Moscow because, at the time they asked me, I had no reason to stay and every reason to go. Besides, it came with the not inconsiderable carrot of a new start afterwards. I reinvented myself for the mission, and I can do it again when I return. Especially with the substantial bank balance and generous monthly stipend they’ve promised I’ll receive for the rest of my life. An unexpected benefit, but only if I make it back alive.

	“Have you decided what you’re going to do when you come back?”

	The lackey’s cautious tone tells me the question is loaded. I shrug. I haven’t thought that far ahead, and for very good reason. “Take some time off… brush up my French… smell the roses. Who knows?”

	“Write a book?”

	My memoirs? No chance—there’s no way I’ll willingly dredge up everything I’ve done in defence of the realm, when I’ve tried so hard to forget it. “You can be a good little lapdog, Matthews, and inform them I won’t be telling all. As far as I’m concerned, when this is all over, none of it will ever have happened. It’ll be a fresh start, one that gives me a clear conscience and wipes out the past. Not many people have that chance—I intend to make the most of it.”

	Doing what, I have no idea—what I told Matthews was the truth. No sense in making any plans, though, in case I don’t come back. People like the ones I’m going to mess with mean business, and the business is always dirty.

	I take one last look towards my grave, and that now solitary figure—strong and tall, pride in every line of the body I knew so well—beside it. He looks so lonely. Even though there’s nothing I can do about it, my heart beats a little faster with the hope that I was wrong, that maybe he still cares after all.

	Have I made a monumental mistake in taking on this mission? Doubt nibbles away at the back of my mind, but even if I have, it’s too late to stop this juggernaut now.

	Though he broke my heart, he’s the one part of my past I can’t bear to leave behind, but I have to. In spite of everything, I’m still insanely in love with him. I always will be. At one time I even thought… Nope, not going there, some things are best left the stuff of dreams. I made this choice, and now I have to live with it. Far better for him to believe me dead and gone. He can move on with his life now, rather than waiting to welcome home a corpse.

	The impatient sigh beside me tells me I’m out of time. I take my last look—he’s bending to pick up a handful of frozen soil, and as the crow caws one last time, he drops it into the grave. I watch him leave. His steps are slow, almost resigned, and in keeping with the veil of sadness wrapped around him.

	Only one thing remains for me to do. Although my heart will never let him go, I have to say the words in my head. It’s the only way I can make the break final—if it works. The last words I’ll ever say to him, though he’ll never know.

	Goodbye, Fawkes. I love you.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE
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	Present day

	 

	With a gentle roll of the stem between his thumb and forefinger, Sir Guy Somerton held the tulip-shaped glass up to examine the contents more closely. Against the dimmed light on the library wall, the deep-amber cognac acquired a warm, golden heart. On a cool, late spring evening, the spirit was a welcome accompaniment to the heat emanating from the log fire in the hearth.

	Lowering the glass again, he inhaled the bouquet, savoured the rich, spicy notes. He took a sip, and allowed the flavours to develop before swallowing.

	Superb.

	In this very room, more years ago than he liked to recall while sober, he’d taught his niece how to appreciate the fine French spirit. While school had done its best to give her an academic education, he’d taken it upon himself to provide a social one. His instincts had demanded he equip her to hold her own in the elite circles to which he’d anticipated life would take her. The orphaned tomboy had grown into a woman Meg and Oliver would have been proud of.

	The clock on the mantel chimed the hour, reminding Guy that Ros and Simon were due to arrive any time now. Following their break in Norway, they had news to share—Guy had a good idea what that news might be. As a couple, they were damn near perfect for each other.

	There’d once been a woman who was perfect for him. He only had himself to blame for losing her. He’d been such a monumental fool. In the intervening years, not a day had gone by that he hadn’t thought about her. He’d never told Ros about Liz, and vice versa—they’d been in separate compartments in his life, and he’d seen no reason to change that. Maybe he should have, but it was too late now—much too late. Liz was gone, and all that remained was the mountain of regret for all the things he should have done with her but hadn’t. All these years, and the pain of losing her still flayed his heart.

	It was no worse a punishment than he deserved.

	Noises of visitors arriving, followed by an enthusiastic greeting, alerted him to the imminent disruption of his too-peaceful evening. With a smile, he set the cognac down on the side table, next to the ashtray in which his double corona smouldered. Ros, no doubt, would give him hell for not giving up the habit yet. As the door swung open, he stood, ready to greet the source of the disturbance.

	“Guy!”

	The hug his niece gave him was full of energy and happiness. “Welcome home, both of you. Make yourselves comfortable. Did you have a good time?”

	They sat together on the sofa that matched his leather armchair. With great satisfaction, Guy noted the way Simon put a protective arm around his niece. He also noted the thong around the other man’s neck, which hadn’t been there when Guy had seen them both off at the airport almost three weeks earlier.

	“Better than we ever imagined.” Ros glanced at Simon and gave an almost imperceptible nod.

	“I asked Ros to marry me, and she said yes. You don’t look surprised.”

	“Somehow, I don’t think he is.” She placed a proprietorial hand on her fiancé’s thigh. “Machiavelli could learn a thing or two from uncle dear.”

	Guy snorted. “Machiavelli was an amateur. Now, if I’d written The Prince…”

	“We’d be in a lot of trouble! Ah, before I forget, Heather said she’d bring us some coffee before she leaves for the day. You work that poor woman far too hard,” Ros scolded.

	“And you know very well the only reason she’s stayed late today is to see you,” he parried.

	The knock at the library door announced Heather’s perfectly timed arrival with coffee for three and a whole, pristine chocolate fudge cake.

	“I see you got Della on the case?” Guy observed, one eyebrow raised.

	“Of course. Special occasions only, you said, and I think this qualifies as a special occasion. Is there anything else you need before I go?”

	“We’ll be fine, Heather, thank you. And I appreciate your staying late tonight.”

	“My pleasure, Sir Guy. I’m just sorry Rob and I are going away tomorrow.”

	“Oh no, I wish I’d known. We could have come back earlier.” Ros jumped up and flung her arms around the woman who’d been such a strong maternal influence during her teenage years.

	“Nonsense. It’s only for a few days. There’ll be plenty of time to catch up when we get back. And you know you only have to give me the word. I’ll leave the old curmudgeon—” she glanced at Guy “—to sort himself out while I’m helping you with your wedding.”

	Guy assumed a mock wounded air. “You told Heather you’re getting married before you told me?”

	“I saw Heather before I saw you,” Ros pointed out.

	Heather joined in, too. “And I wasn’t about to pretend I hadn’t seen that gorgeous ring!”

	Guy’s response was a loud and blatantly fake cough. “Mrs. Tregowan, I believe your better half is waiting to whisk you away.”

	Their relationship might be employer and employee, but Heather and her husband were also longstanding family friends. That friendship included acerbic wit, with obligatory regular barbed exchanges. Heather fixed her boss with a mock stony glare. “Better half, is it? Well, they say the devil makes work for idle hands—it sounds like he makes work for the tongue attached to those hands as well.”

	Guy shot a quick look at Ros. Her puzzled expression spoke volumes, reminding him he had yet to deliver his own news. “Are you going to Barcelona, or am I going to have to put up with you giving me grief for the next few days after all? You and Rob have a great time, and don’t hurry back.”

	Having sent Heather off to join her husband, Guy poured the coffee, and cut slices of the cake for Simon and himself. Ros declined. Guy suspected her refusal of her favourite treat might have something to do with wedding dresses. And so it begins.

	“So, how was Norway? Leaving aside the obvious excitement.” He nodded in the direction of Ros’ left hand.

	“Incredible—you wouldn’t believe a lodge in the middle of nowhere could be so luxurious,” Ros enthused. “I would love a place like that.”

	Her fiancé caught Guy’s eye and winked. Simon was up to something, and Guy would put money on his planning to make that happen—if he hadn’t already. “You found plenty to do, then? In the middle of nowhere?”

	“Sometimes, the middle of nowhere is exactly where you want to be, when the company’s perfect.” She reached for Simon’s hand. “It was so peaceful there.”

	Guy couldn’t blame her for that. An absence of excitement was exactly what she needed after the trials of her last few months with the unit.

	Speaking for himself, peace was something he’d come to value more and more. Although he’d soon be back in harness, the nature of his new role would be poles apart from what he’d left behind. Peace of a less obvious kind, perhaps, but in his book, peace nonetheless. “Do you think you’ll go back sometime?”

	Ros turned to her fiancé. “I think so. There were lots of things we didn’t get around to doing.”

	“As long as you took care of the important things, there’s always time for the rest.”

	Except when you didn’t take care of the important things. Then time ran out, because the woman you loved died, and you hadn’t told her half the things you should have done.

	“So what’s the latest gossip from the office?”

	The abrupt change of subject zeroed in on the news Guy had yet to impart. “Ah, about that. If you went into the office, you’d probably find the latest gossip was about me.”

	“What on earth does that mean?”

	Guy gave a nonchalant shrug. “Nothing serious. I resigned. A couple of weeks ago now. Don’t look so shocked. It’s been on the cards for a while, and like you, I had an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

	Ros’ eyes narrowed. “You resigned, and you say it’s nothing serious? And what offer? Why haven’t you mentioned all this before?”

	“A man’s got to have some secrets, even from his favourite niece.”

	“I’m your only niece. So come on—spit it out. What’s been going on?”

	“Oh, nothing much. Change is as good as a rest, and all that.”

	“Which tells me nothing. Guy, I can’t see you sitting back and enjoying retirement in the country, day in, day out. What are you going to do? And who’s taking over the unit?”

	“Changes are on the way. Several factors influenced my decision, not least of which is the unit being subsumed under a larger organisation. It’ll lose what made it unique, and what made it unique also made it successful. As for what I’m going to do… I was going to save it for my first day at the new job. On reflection, it might be better to tell you now. Alex Lombard made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I’ll be joining you at Spectrum as their government liaison director.”

	“Really? You’re not joking?”

	Guy couldn’t help but smile. “No, I’m not joking. I start on the first of the month. You don’t mind?”

	“Why on earth would I mind? I just wish everyone else from the team could join us. What?” Suspicion narrowed her gaze. “What else don’t I know?”

	“You know Spectrum’s expanding—we’re going to need extra manpower to carry out those plans. The people have got to come from somewhere, and you know as well as I do, the unit has the best.”

	“You’re bringing everyone with you?”

	“Let’s just say, I put an alternative on the table. Something for them to consider, if the new management regime isn’t to their liking. Now, how about if we change the subject to something far more interesting. Are you still planning to stay for the weekend?”

	“If that’s okay with you?”

	“As if you need to ask. You may have moved out years ago, but Stonehaven will always be your home. Yours too, now, Simon. I know you have that draughty old place in London, but—”

	“Not for much longer, Guy.” Simon lifted Ros’ hand to his mouth for a gallant kiss. “My fiancée has done me the great honour of moving in with me since her apartment went on the market just before we went away. My ‘draughty old place’ goes up for sale at the end of next week. If it sells as quickly as the estate agent thinks it will, we may need to impose on your good graces for a while.”

	“You know you can stay as long as you like. Where are you looking?”

	“Probably not too far away,” Ros replied. “It needs to be commutable for Oxford and wherever the guys decide to set up the new HQ for Spectrum.”

	The security business was growing into a force to be reckoned with. As a consequence. Alex, Cam and Ryan were looking for a site where they could establish a lot more than just an office to meet and greet clients.

	“Unless they make a radical change to their plans, I think anywhere within the intersection of a twenty-five-mile radius of Stonehaven and Oxford would fit the bill. Are you looking for something you can move into immediately, or a project?”

	“Either. I have to admit, though, the idea of designing a place we can call our own is very appealing.” Simon slipped an arm around Ros.

	The way she leaned into him filled Guy with a satisfying sense of family. He recalled a conversation he’d had with Ros shortly before she and Simon left for their vacation, and wondered if she’d initiated the discussion he’d suggested. Stonehaven needed a riot of children creating havoc before it turned into a dusty, decaying museum, and he was roaming the halls like a desiccated old mummy.

	“If you’re really looking for a money pit, there’s a place about fifteen, twenty miles north of here you might want to take a look at. That’s if you want to take it on in addition to a new job and organising a wedding?”

	“Why not?” Ros glowed with happiness. “It’s probably going to be months before we can get married anyway, so—”

	Simon disagreed. “It doesn’t have to be.”

	She raised an eyebrow in his direction. Guy knew that eyebrow of old. His lips twitched. Erring on the side of caution, he hid the smile threatening to erupt, and awaited her reaction.

	She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. “Men! I swear… Do you have any idea what’s involved in organising a wedding?”

	“A venue? A registrar? A celebrant?”

	Ros shook her head. “Congratulations, you aced the theory, but the practical? Whole different ballgame. We need the registrar to be available on the same day as the venue and the celebrant, not to mention the string quartet, the caterers—”

	“Whoa! Wait right there. String quartet?”

	Guy clamped his lips together. A burst of laughter at this critical moment probably wouldn’t be received well.

	“When was the last time you went to a wedding? We both agreed we don’t want to get married in a church, so we’re looking at the register office or something like a country house hotel. I am not getting married in a register office. Therefore, it’s going to be at a hotel. Hmphhh!”

	Guy couldn’t hold it in any longer. He roared with laughter at the sight of Simon silencing his indignant fiancée with a kiss that made Guy wonder whether he should execute a swift diplomatic withdrawal.

	As their lips parted, he was glad he hadn’t. The look Simon gave Ros was one of pure, naked love. Guy had no doubt he’d just witnessed a moment of deep, silent intimacy between a submissive and his Mistress.

	“Guy, I have a favour to ask. I have to head over to Brussels on Sunday night for a week of meetings. Would you keep an eye on Ros for me while I’m away?”

	Ros turned a laser-like glare on her husband-to-be. “Excuse me? Who’s the professional bodyguard here?”

	Guy rolled his eyes. Some things never changed, and were all the better for it. “Close protection officer, and if I may remind you, young lady, you’re out of that game now.”

	At least, she was in terms of active duty, and definitely would be when she started in her new role as Spectrum’s head of VIP security. She’d made the decision while on vacation, and had called to let Guy know a couple of days ago.

	“Thank God.” The heartfelt comment came from Simon. “If she starts visiting potential venues while I’m away, please would you make sure she doesn’t do too much?”

	“Simon, we’ve had this discussion so many times. It’s been months. I’ve healed well, I’ve got my energy back, I’ll be fine.”

	Months since she’d been shot while rescuing Simon from the thugs who’d kidnapped him on the orders of a man he’d once called friend. Given that she’d almost died, Guy couldn’t blame her fiancé for wanting to wrap her in cotton wool.

	“Besides, how tiring is it going to be, visiting a few hotels to see if they’re suitable for our wedding?” she continued, apparently determined to make her point.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she takes it easy. It’ll be my pleasure to chauffeur her wherever she wants to go. I’ll get to spend some quality time with her as well.”

	“Do you mind? I am still here.” Ros folded her arms. Her fingers drummed her biceps in a tattoo that reminded Guy of the way a cat used its tail to signal an imminent fit of hissing and spitting. She was here, all right, and she wouldn’t let them forget it, either.

	“We know.” Guy didn’t mean only in terms of her presence in the room. Having her with them when she’d been so close to death was nothing short of a miracle. “So what’s your plan for the next few days?”

	“To exploit your hospitality mercilessly, of course.” Ros’ sparkling smile returned. “I thought we’d take it easy tomorrow—maybe go for a ride, and spend some time lazing around the pool. Simon has to be back in London on Sunday for the train to Brussels. I’ll probably check on the house while I’m there, and possibly stay overnight. I’m not sure yet. While he’s dealing with bureaucrats, I can make a start on the wedding.”

	“You could always have the reception here, you know. It’s not as if we’re exactly short of space.”

	“And have Heather rushed off her feet? Not to mention you’re living in cloud cuckoo land if you think for one moment Della would tolerate outside caterers creating havoc in her kitchen. The circus would drive you crazy. Besides, Heather, Rob, Della and everyone else will be honoured guests. I don’t want them lifting a finger—apart from Heather, if she’ll agree to help me choose a dress.”

	“I take your point, and you’re quite right—she’d run herself ragged trying to organise everything.” Guy rose and picked up his cigar and glass of cognac. “Okay, I’m going to leave you young things to enjoy the rest of your evening. Nothing’s changed since the last time you were here, help yourselves to whatever, and I’ll see you for breakfast. Or not. Have fun.”

	Suddenly feeling a good deal older than his fifty-two years, Guy headed for his bolt hole in the west wing. It wasn’t like him to feel so down, especially when Ros and Simon were not only visiting, but had brought good news with them as well. He could only put it down to their happiness being yet another reminder of how his personal life had gone so disastrously wrong.

	He’d been thinking about Liz far too much recently, a situation he guessed had been triggered by Ros’ brush with death. Seeing her so happy brought home to him exactly what he’d let slip through his fingers.

	A hard-headed realist, he knew it was no good wishing for what could never be.

	If wishing worked, he’d turn back time.

	If wishing worked, he’d tell his younger self not to be so damned arrogant.

	If wishing worked, he wouldn’t let Liz go, and somehow he’d save her from burning to death in that bloody fire.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO
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	Five hotels in three days. If that wasn’t a cruel and unusual punishment, Guy didn’t know what was. He’d had no idea his niece would be so picky when it came to choosing the venue for her wedding.

	He also decided that his future nephew-in-law owed him big time for running the gauntlet of overzealous events planners. If the effort they put into convincing Ros to use them for her nuptials could be harnessed to the national electricity network, the country’s energy needs would be satisfied for a century.

	He did have to admit, though, that on a sunny May morning, this particular establishment did look far more appealing than the others. They’d approached it up a long, winding drive, through acres of parkland, past well-kept grounds and a field where alpacas were grazing. He’d done a double-take at the sight. Ros had been a little too happy to confirm he wasn’t hallucinating, and the animals were indeed what he’d thought they were.

	“Guy, would you mind stopping at this end of the car park, before we go in?”

	“Of course.” He recognised her tone. “What’s wrong?”

	“Am I doing the right thing? Marrying Simon?” The sun streaming in through the windscreen glinted off the diamond solitaire as she fiddled with her engagement ring.

	“What’s brought this on? Is everything all right between you two?” He’d seen nothing to indicate that wasn’t the case, but that didn’t prove anything.

	Ros’ sigh could have been heard in the next county. “For me, it couldn’t be more perfect, and that’s what worries me. What if it’s not as perfect for him? He’s so out of my league.”

	Guy would have laughed if he’d thought there was even the slightest possibility she was joking. “On what basis do you believe that load of bullshit?”

	“One, he’s a genius, and two, he’s a billionaire. I’m a washed-up ex-army officer—”

	“You can stop right there. Is that how I brought you up? Ros, you and Simon are made for each other. He loves you—”

	“And I love him… so much. But what if I’m not enough for him? He’s around these super-intelligent people all day, and… Oh hell, maybe I’m just being stupid because I’m missing him.”

	“You said ‘and’. And what? Come on, spit it all out. If you don’t, it’ll only fester.”

	Ros gave another deep sigh and closed her eyes for a moment. “You know Simon’s been establishing the research centre. He’s been spending a lot of time with his colleagues, which you’d expect. There’s one—Nia—who’s… She’s as smart as Simon, slim, petite…”

	“And not you. Have you met this woman, spoken to her?”

	“Not as such. I saw her when I went to pick Simon up once. I was early, and I saw them together.”

	“Together? How together?”

	“They were talking. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Simon so animated.”

	Guy disagreed. “Yes, you have. He always looks animated when he talks about his work. After you, it’s his greatest passion. You said she’s a colleague—don’t you think they were most likely talking about work when you saw them?”

	“When you put it like that…”

	“And you’re forgetting how long I’ve known Simon. You’re everything to him. I see it in the way he looks at you all the time. You talk about him being animated—you’ve never seen him when he talks about you. This other woman may be a genius, but she’s not you. As for Simon’s fortune—if you told him he had to make a choice between it and you, he wouldn’t even dignify that with a response. You’re his life. And washed-up ex-army officer? Give me a break. I’ve never heard such nonsense in my life. You’re about to become the head of VIP protection in the best private security company in the country. They didn’t ask you to take that on out of charity, they asked you because you’re the best.”

	With a small laugh, Ros shook her head. “I’m just being stupid, aren’t I?”

	“You’re not being stupid. Think about everything that’s happened over the last few months. We damn near lost you, you’re taking on a new role, and you’re about to take the single biggest step anyone takes in their personal life. And regarding the last of those, to the best of my recollection, you spent years convinced it would never happen for you. Everyone has moments of insecurity—the trick is to recognise them as moments and let them pass. Don’t get hung up on something that’s never going to be real.”

	“I know you’re right, it’s just…” She smiled and gave a short, self-deprecating laugh. “What I should hang onto are different moments, the good ones. Right?”

	“Exactly. Now, are you ready to go in and see if this is place ticks all the boxes for the venue for you to make an honest man out of Simon?”

	“I’m ready. Let’s go.” She turned back to the hotel. “I’ve got a good feeling about this one—this could be it.”

	True, but Guy wasn’t about to put his shirt on it. If nothing else, he didn’t want to have to explain why he needed a replacement on his next visit to his Jermyn Street tailor.

	They reported to reception, and were asked to take a seat in the lobby. Guy used to the time to size up the place—classy and stylish came to mind, words that resonated when he caught sight of the woman walking towards them.

	Liz.

	A silent curse broke the spell that in a fraction of a second had overwhelmed him. Liz was dead, and this woman looked nothing like her anyway, beyond a superficial similarity in gait. Even so, as she approached, Guy experienced an unexpected stirring of genuine interest in her.

	“Good morning. Welcome to Remington Grange. My name’s Madeleine Scott. I’m the events manager for the hotel. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Edwards.”

	Guy watched the woman shake hands with Ros. Captivated by the alluring combination of smoke and honey in her voice, he was barely aware of his niece explaining the reason for his presence in place of her fiancé.

	Like other members of the hotel’s front-of-house staff, Ms. Scott was immaculately turned out. The tailored suit projected a corporate image, but somehow managed to enhance her trim femininity without compromising her aura of professionalism. Although her hair was gathered in a neat bun at her nape, a few carefree strands softened the severity of the style. What snagged his attention, though, and had done at first sight, was her smile. She held him captive and wouldn’t let go.

	Not that he had any interest in escaping.

	Her features held the serene confidence of maturity rather than the bold brashness of youth. Guy was thoroughly enchanted. Transfixed by her warmth and the glowing smile reflected in her eyes, almost against his will, he flicked a look at her hands to check for rings.

	He had no business checking for rings.

	He especially had no business being so relieved by their absence. Besides, lack of a ring was no indication of marital status—not everyone was as stubbornly traditional as him.

	When Ms. Scott turned to him, the bland expression he’d perfected for dealing with obsequious civil servants and obnoxious politicians alike evaporated like mist in the sun. In its place was the most genuine smile he’d given a stranger in a long time.

	To his surprise, hers faltered—only a little, and anyone less observant would most likely have missed it, but it didn’t escape him. Nor did he miss the minute and frankly puzzling tremor in her handshake. “Sir Guy.”

	“Please—call me Guy,” he replied, following Ros’ lead. There were occasions when protocol demanded the title, others where it was useful to ease the way. This was neither, so he wasn’t about to stand on ceremony.

	With his words, her smile regained its radiance. “Guy it is, in which case, you must call me Maddie.” She shifted her gaze to take in both of them once again. “My apologies, but the planner who was due to meet you has been called away on a family emergency. I can reschedule your appointment, but I’d hate you to have a wasted journey. I’m more than happy to give you a tour of our event spaces and facilities, and talk you through what we can offer for your special day.”

	Guy liked the way her attention switched solely to Ros as she finished speaking. His attention remained on Maddie.

	For once, he was more than happy to play the part of spear carrier. Apart from anything else, it afforded him the opportunity to divide his concentration between his surroundings and the delectable rear view of Maddie Scott. His niece knew her own mind on most things, and Guy doubted this would be any different, now she’d seemingly recovered from that uncharacteristic hesitation in the car.

	Besides, as a mere male, he was likely to be as much use as a chocolate teapot when it came to the finer details. Ros had pretty much made the same point to Simon before he left for his trip to Brussels.

	“Leave everything to me. All you have to do on the day is get dressed and show up. I’ll arrange everything. Deal?”

	To give him his due, Simon had protested, but Ros had always been a dominant character, even before she’d come to live with Guy. It was a character trait he’d been keen to reinforce when he assumed responsibility for her care and upbringing. So Guy tagged along, content to listen to the picture Ros was painting of her dream wedding, and watch Maddie as she made notes on her tablet. There was something rather charming about the way her glasses repeatedly slid down her nose and she kept pushing them back into place.

	The hotel’s decor and ambiance justified every one of the five stars it had been awarded, as did the staff. Their quiet professionalism impressed Guy, but his attention belonged to Maddie. Listening to her paint a picture of how they could decorate one of the rooms for the celebration, he found his interest in her transforming into a soul-deep fascination that demanded to know more about her.

	“Those are all the function rooms and banqueting suites we have available. If you’d like to join me in my office for tea or coffee, I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have. I also have some brochures and leaflets you can take away.”

	“That would be lovely. Guy?”

	“Fine by me. Thank you, Maddie.”

	The truth was, it was more than fine. It meant he’d get to take a closer look at the spellbinding Ms. Scott.

	That thought evaporated the moment he set foot in her office. Functional and feminine, it was designed to make any visitors feel at home. What slammed into Guy, though, was something that, to most people, would be no more than a minor feature—the floral arrangement sitting on the wide windowsill.

	He wasn’t much of a gardener, but identifying the mystery blooms wasn’t the issue—it was the colours.

	Purple, lilac and cream—all Liz’s favourites. The memory sliced through him with surgical precision.

	“Guy? Are you all right?”

	Though Ros only whispered the words, they were enough to break the mesmeric influence of the flowers. He responded with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Sorry. I’m fine, thanks. Where were we?”

	“Maddie’s putting together an information pack.”

	Mention of her name was enough to direct his attention back to her. She moved around the office with the ease of familiarity, gathering up various leaflets to slot into a promotional folder. She had good taste in coffee too, although the rich, dark brew was no match for Guy’s fascination with the woman who’d provided it.

	“Thank you for the tour and all the information. The hotel is stunning, and my favourite out of the ones we’ve visited so far.”

	“Thank you, Ros, and you’re most welcome. A wedding is an occasion unlike any other. If a couple chooses to trust us with their celebration, then it’s a matter of personal pride to me to ensure it’s a day they’ll never forget. For all the right reasons,” she added with an engagingly natural smile.

	“I would imagine that makes you a popular choice,” Guy observed. He didn’t want to rain on his niece’s parade, but a little realism wouldn’t come amiss.

	“Correct. If you were thinking of holding your wedding here, I’m afraid I have to tell you that our weekends are almost all booked up well into next year already.”

	Ros’ disappointment was almost tangible. “I was hoping for something in summer.”

	“Unfortunately, I can tell you without even checking on the computer, there’s no availability for
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