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Chapter One
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The country house hotel was magnificent. A new building had been tacked on to an authentic English medieval mansion, and had recently been expanded to fill the whole of the top of the hill. It gazed down sedately over perfectly manicured lawns to the river. Woods and fields spread out on either side, and faded off to the horizon. It was quiet, peaceful. A perfectly tranquil setting for a wedding. It was the best venue for a reception in the whole of Somerset, according to all reports, and Lucerda was suitably impressed. Looking out at the gardens from the long windows of the huge banqueting hall, her heart was filled with regret that her sister Shanna had cancelled the ceremony so suddenly, and at the last moment. So there would be no family celebration here, at least not this year. Lucey looked down at the papers in her hand – the booking forms. It was her duty to pass them on. What a shame! It could have been a wonderful day.

“Miss Farley?”

Lucey looked round to see who was calling her name. It was a handsome young man in dark jacket and white shirt. Obviously one of the hotel staff, she surmised.

He asked: “You’re waiting for a Mr Linden?”

“Absolutely,” she confirmed. “Please show him out here when he arrives.”

“He’s arrived,” the young man said, with a ready grin. “Mr Linden – that’s me.”

Lucey coughed to hide her embarrassment. It was an understandable mistake – the man looked like a waiter! Only now, when he came closer, did she realise he was actually older than he at first appeared. His skin was dark, well tanned, and thin lines had begun to show around his jaw and neck. It was a strong jaw, jutting, her mother would have called it, and his ready smile was not the cheeky grin of a teenager, but the confident smile of a more mature man, easy with himself and sure of his own abilities. Lucey felt herself warming to the man, which was silly – they were simply there to do some business with each other.

“A wonderful place,” he said quietly, looking around. “You must be very sad to lose the opportunity to come here.”

“I’m very sad my sister’s not getting married,” she said, a little sharper than she intended. Then added, “I’m sorry, that’s very rude. My sister is upset, of course. We all are. The family has been devastated by what’s happened. It’s been a horrible few days.” Then she changed the subject. “It was very good of you to meet me. You don’t mind taking the booking? I know it’s very short notice.”
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