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Chapter One




As her foot touched the first step, Celeste breathed a sigh of relief. She’d made it this far. Only a little bit further and she’d be inside. 

She looked back to where she’d come from out of the forest. The snow was broken in places with grass stems poking through, but hopefully, if someone noticed, they’d think it was just a passing deer.

A shiver ran across her shoulders. It was unseasonably cold, even for late December, and her thin jacket was no match for the north wind, but if she was to blend into the society wedding unnoticed, she couldn't arrive in her thick duffle coat.

It was today or never. This was probably the last time she’d have an opportunity to search the chateau before the hotel opened in a few days.

The terrace at the top of the steps had been cleared. She pitied the bride who had to stand out here for photos in the icy air. To the left of the paved area was an alcove flanked by large potted plants wrapped in winter fleece. The perfect cover for changing her shoes.

Balancing on one foot at a time, she slipped her feet out of her boots and into the high heels she carried in her tote. Stuffing the bag into one of the boots, she placed the pair of them out of sight behind a large stone pot. With luck, the shelter of the house would keep the insides dry until she returned. If not, it was going to be an even colder walk back through the forest.

Spying a door slightly ajar on the terrace, she made her way over, mindful that at any moment she might be seen. Her heart thumped in her chest. Nerves were getting the better of her, but she’d made it to the building without being discovered. It would be foolish to back out now, with the open door just a step or two away. 

The strains of a band playing drifted out onto the terrace, and inside she could see people dancing. This was the perfect opportunity. She would look like a guest who had stepped outside for a moment. The warmth of the room beckoned her.

She took a deep breath and walked through the door.

La vie en rose. A wry smile came to her lips. Americans. They were suckers for corny tunes. And Parisians were happy to take their dollars and provide them. But the bride looked beautiful. And very, very happy. A twinge of envy tugged at her heart. Had she looked like that once?

“Madame?” A waiter paused beside her. She took a glass of champagne from his proffered silver tray.

“Merci,” she said before he disappeared into the throng of people just a short distance away.

Taking a sip, her gaze was drawn back to the bride swirling around, the handsome groom seemingly entranced with the vision in his arms. Merde, Celeste, get a grip. Now is not the time to get distracted by the past. Although ironically, that was exactly why she was here.

She wove her way through the guests towards a pair of grand, ornate doors that she prayed led to the main foyer. In her pocket was a rough sketch of what she hoped would be the route to the room she was looking for.

Natalie had derided her when she came home with a stack of magazines promoting the rich and the famous’ newest luxury getaway just outside Paris. Especially when she realised that Celeste was using them to draw a detailed layout of how it was now, and how it might have been eighty years ago using books she’d found in the library.

But the homework would pay off today when she didn’t know how long she’d have before someone questioned exactly what she was doing. There was no time to waste. Even once she found the entrance to the tunnel, she’d probably still need an hour or so to locate the gap in the wall and retrieve the papers. If they were there, she reminded herself.

Celeste stopped near the main doors, placing her back against the wall. She let her gaze roam around the room. Had anyone noticed her? No. She didn’t think so.

“I don’t know what Nicky’s going to do now Alex is married.”

The woman’s voice drifted up from one of the tables nearby. Celeste’s gaze flicked automatically to the happy couple on the dance floor. Perhaps there was nothing to be envious about after all. A little sadness entered her heart. Sorrow for the bride.

“Those boys have been as thick as thieves for so long now it’s hard to imagine them growing up and having families of their own.”

Ah. That would teach her to listen to other people’s conversations. A bad habit she’d picked up as the middle child. From the balcony of her parents’ apartment, she could hear everything from her brothers’ rooms on either side. And she hadn’t been above using the information to her advantage when they were younger.

“Nicky’s thinking about babies? I didn’t even know he had a girlfriend.”

“Oh, I’ve given up on that boy. He’s always done everything in his own sweet time. Stubborn as a mule and just as temperamental.” She laughed, taking the sting out of her words. “No. My big hope for grandchildren is Suzy. She keeps on telling me she’s putting her career first for a while, but I’m always reminding her she’s not getting any younger.”

Celeste choked on her champagne mid-sip and the woman twisted around in her chair and smiled. “Not dancing?”

Mon Dieu. She needed to get a move on before anyone else noticed her. The woman was obviously close to the groom, who according to the magazines was also the CEO of the hotel group.

She cleared her throat. “I’m waiting for my friend. I’ll just go and see where he’s got to.”

Turning, she rushed out of the room and into the foyer before the heat rising in her cheeks gave her away as the liar she was.

An expanse of marble flooring lay in front of her, while a grand staircase that parted on a mezzanine floor above and swept down either side of the central hall completed the feeling of opulence. A reception desk to one side was the only concession to the area’s modern purpose, but other than that Celeste could imagine that little had changed from how it might have looked nearly a century ago.

Fortunately for her, many of the guests were mingling out here, where it was quieter and easier to talk. She walked between the two staircases and found a bench tucked away behind the stairs, providing her all the privacy she needed to pull out her sketch and decide which path to take next.

To her right was a lounge area with a bar, and further down she could see the door that led to the library. In the photos of the magazines it had a billiards table in it, too, and the hollow sound of a cue hitting a ball confirmed her sketch to be correct. Which meant the restaurant and then the kitchens were on the opposite side next to the ballroom. 

She studied the double doors at the end of the corridor, and her heart beat a little faster as adrenalin started to course through her veins. The room she was searching for, the salon, was beyond those doors. Was the room in use today or would it be locked?

Celeste breathed in deeply. There was only one way to find out.

Her heart hammered in her chest with anticipation. There was no one in the corridor, but that could change at any time and she might lose her moment to discover what lay beneath these walls.

Forcing herself to take a step forward, Celeste jumped as loud laughter came from the billiard room. Someone glanced up as she passed the doorway, but his attention was quickly drawn back to the game in front of him.

Marble flooring had given way to plush carpet that was soft underfoot and thankfully quiet. She reached the double doors and stood before them for a moment, trying to find the courage to go in. One step closer to her journey’s end. Except what if someone was using the room? She could hardly go in and start searching for the entrance to the secret passageway.

Although it had been mentioned in one of the articles she’d read, so maybe guests would expect the whole tour. Stop stalling and get on with it. She reached out and twisted the golden doorknob. The door opened easily to reveal the room just as it had looked in the glossy pages of the celebrity magazine. And best of all, no one else was there.

Her shoulders relaxed with relief while her stomach muscles tightened with a twinge of excitement. This was it. The lever should be right under the fireplace canopy according to a newspaper clipping she’d read.

Carefully closing the door behind her, Celeste walked across the room straight towards the fireplace. A fresh flower arrangement filled the area where the log fire should have been. That was one problem she hadn’t considered. Would she have been able to reach the lever if the fire had been lit?

Celeste groaned at her stupidity. She didn’t even know yet if she could reach the lever, fire or no fire. 

She leant in, placing a hand for balance on the fireplace surround, and reached up with her other hand.

“I think you’ll find the lever you’re looking for is a little more to the left.”

Celeste jumped at the unexpected voice.

The deep voice with a hint of an American accent sent a shiver down her spine. She straightened but didn’t turn around, giving herself time to think.

She could bluff this. She just needed to stick to her plan. She was a guest of the bride looking for a little excitement. Perhaps she didn’t speak any English? Maybe that would get rid of him.

    
  Nick leant against the jamb of the door and enjoyed the view. He’d been following her curvaceous behind ever since she’d stepped into the ballroom. Right now, stuck out to one side as she reached under the fireplace canopy, was the best view so far.

Just when he was starting to think she hadn’t heard him, she whirled around. “Pardon monsieur. Je ne comprends pas.”

She gave a cute shrug at the end as if to emphasise that she didn’t understand him. Had they been anywhere else, and with this much drink inside of him, he probably wouldn’t have bothered to argue with her. But this was his best friend’s wedding, in a hotel they’d both fought hard to protect from unwanted press coverage. Someone snooping raised a big red flag.

“Nice try, but since you’ve been talking to guests I know for a fact don’t speak French, try again.” He stepped inside the door and closed it behind him. “You can start by telling me who you are.”

She paled a little, but held her ground as he walked towards her.

“Celeste Morel.”

She held out her hand, but he ignored it.

“What are you doing here?”

Her hand fell to her side, and she raised her chin defiantly. She might have hoped to brazen her way through this, but she was about to be disappointed.

“The same as everyone else. My date is a friend of the bride.” She glanced over his shoulder towards the door. “I really should rejoin the celebrations. He’ll be wondering where I am.”

She moved to go around him, but Nick reached out and placed his hand on her forearm, effectively pausing her mid-step. Gently, but firmly, he pulled her back in front of him.

“We both know there’s no date. No connection to the bride. No invite.”

She opened her mouth to deny the accusation, but pressed her lips inwards as he continued.

“Security has been keeping a track of you ever since you stepped out of the forest. Any other time you’d have been stopped long before you made it through the terrace doors.”

“Why let me get this far?” Brown eyes challenged him.

“Let’s just say you piqued my interest.”

He caught the momentary flare of her irises. Yep. She definitely piqued something. The truth was he thought it would be more discreet. He could just picture the look Chantal would give him as security guards swarmed all over the venue if their interloper decided to make a run for it. It was easier to catch her away from the guests. After all, how much trouble could one woman cause?

He looked around the room. “Where’s your bag?”

Her brow creased in a frown. “I don’t have one.”

“You were definitely carrying something across the ground.”

She huffed and pulled her arm away from his grasp. “Just my tote with my shoes inside. I left it outside.”

“So what have you done with your camera?”

“What camera?”

“Why gatecrash a wedding if it’s not to get pictures?”

She placed her hand on her chest and let out a dramatic sigh. “I couldn’t bear that the groom was marrying someone else, and I thought if he saw me on the big day he’d realise the mistake he was making.”

Nick’s lips twitched in amusement. “I think you watch too many movies.”

She laughed. “Probably.” Raising her chin, she met his gaze dead on. “Seriously, I don’t have a camera. Your high society wedding secrets are safe with me.”

“Really?”

“Really. Listen, I know I’m in the wrong. I’m sorry, but this was my last chance. I meant no harm. I just wanted to take a look, you see.”

“At the chateau?”

“No. The tunnel.” She gestured behind her.

“Book a room. I’m sure it will be on a tour.”

Her lips rose in a faint, mocking smile. “I don’t have that kind of money.” She shook her head a little, as if the situation frustrated her. “And even if I did, it might be too late.”

Nick frowned. “Okay—back up a bit. I think you’ve missed some key information. Why would it be too late? How do you know it’s not too late now?” He tilted his head. “And exactly what do you hope to find?”

“Just some papers.”

She shrugged as if they were of little consequence, her gaze wide and innocent. If it wasn’t for the fact that he could see in the mirror above the fireplace that she’d crossed her fingers behind her, he might have fallen for it.

“And what are the papers going to reveal?”

“Nothing. Only they’ve come up in part of my research and I thought it might be fun to retrieve them if they were still there.”

Nick narrowed his gaze on her. “Fun? To masquerade as someone else. To walk around a stranger’s property uninvited. Not to mention gatecrashing a wedding.”

“Hmm.” Her nose wrinkled just a fraction. “Technically, I’m not masquerading, because I was always here as me.”

He shook his head in disbelief and tried again. “What are the papers about? Exactly.”

“Well, I don’t really know. But does it matter? Can’t I take a look and see?”

“No. How do I know that it’s not a long-lost will and you’re about to make a claim that you were wronged out of your inheritance?”

“Me!” Her eyebrows stretched upwards in surprise. “No, not me. It’s not anything like that. French inheritance laws don’t work the same as in America. You’re safe. It’s not a will. It concerns a woman who used to live here many years ago.”

“And how do you know about the papers?”

She sank down into the armchair behind her. “I’m not making much sense, am I?”

He was glad she’d suggested it. He was starting to think he really had drunk more alcohol than he’d realised.

“Okay, let me start again. I’m not a reporter or whatever it is you think I am. I write people’s memoirs. Not famous or notable people, but for ordinary, everyday people. I was given a box of correspondence, and after going through it, I think there may be letters or papers hidden in the tunnel.”

“Love letters?”

“No, they were friends. Trusted friends.”

Nick ran a hand through his hair. If this was her idea of a better explanation, then heaven help them. He sat down in the chair adjacent to her. “So some ordinary person has letters hidden in a secret tunnel in a chateau? Doesn’t sound so ordinary to me.”

Her mouth twisted into half a smile. “Well, maybe not ordinary. The company I work for charges them a small fortune.”

He took in her attire. He was no expert, but he’d lay money she didn’t get to see much of the fee.

“So does your firm encourage illegal behaviour?”

“I shouldn’t think so. But they don’t know. No one knows.” 

Nick stared at her. Finally, he could see it dawn on her what she’d just told him.

“Well, except Natalie, the woman I share my apartment with,” she blustered. “So if I don’t return, she’ll raise the alarm.”

“I’d like to be at the end of that conversation with the police.”

“Oh, not the police. My brothers. But she’s under strict instructions only to call them as a last resort.”

“Bail you out often, do they?”

There was that tight-lipped expression again. He was starting to recognise it every time he asked a question she didn’t want to answer. He scraped a palm over his face. This wasn’t his problem. He should just have security escort her off the premises and forget all about her. He had enough on his plate to get everything in order to handover to his replacement. This was the first night he’d had off in ages, and clearly working too hard was affecting his judgement.

Nick glanced across at her. Head bowed, hands clasped in her lap. It was the quietest she’d been since he’d walked into the room. Hell. The booze was making him sentimental.

“Older or younger.”

“One of each.”

He went warm as her gaze roved over him, sizing him up.

“But you could definitely take them on.”

He wasn’t fooled by that innocent expression for one moment. The woman was positively dangerous. He loosened his collar. Damn monkey suit was starting to get on his nerves.

He leant forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “Have you any idea how long the tunnel is? What were you going to do, stay in there for the next week searching?”

“Don’t be silly. There’s a marker on the stone.”

“And in the decades in between, you don’t think anyone else has discovered it? Let alone our own workmen.”

Her shoulders slumped a little and he felt bad for deflating her confidence, but seriously, the woman was crazy. He couldn’t believe she’d gatecrashed a wedding just to look for a bunch of letters.

She threw up her arms in a gesture of helplessness. “Well, I had to try to see if they were there. Otherwise, it would be the big what-if question mark over the rest of my life.”

Nick gave her dramatic outburst the hard stare it deserved. Yep, certifiably crazy. His gaze dropped to the floor. And maybe so was he.

“Okay. Let’s take a look.”

The look of joy on her face was so bright it could put the sun to shame.

She reached across and clasped one of his hands in both of hers. “Oh, thank you. You won’t regret it.”

So why did he have the feeling those words were going to come back and haunt him?








  
  
Chapter Two




A shiver ran down Celeste’s spine as she walked past him and into the gloom of the tunnel. The warmth radiating from his body drew her to him, and not just because she was still freezing from the walk in the snow.  

“I thought it would be more brightly lit.”

“Atmosphere. Or so I’ve been told.” His tone was slightly sardonic. Obviously not a fan of recreating the magic of the past.

A tingle of excitement fluttered in her stomach. Anticipation of what the tunnel would reveal, she told herself. Not illicit thoughts of all that muscle defining his tux to perfection. Her brow furrowed. It was strange attire for a security guard.

She paused mid-step, turned, and looked up. The question she was about to ask froze on her lips. She hadn’t taken into consideration the height difference that the stone steps made. Instead of coming up to his chest as she had walking into the passage, she was considerably lower. She could already hear the voice of her flatmate telling her to get her thoughts out of the gutter.

“Is there a problem?”

Oui. I can’t remember what I was going to say. Celeste cleared her throat. “No, not all, just ensuring you’re behind me.”

He muttered something in retort that sounded suspiciously sarcastic. Placing a hand on the wall to steady herself, she made her way to the last step. “It’s completely dark.”

“There’s a switch to your left.”

Reaching out, she fumbled in the semi-darkness, until a soft glow of illumination lit up the stone walls in front of her.

She drew in a sharp breath. “It’s just how I imagined. Although maybe I pictured candle lanterns.”

He joined her at the bottom of the steps, and she fought against the startling urge to lean back into him. Taking a step forward, she brushed the feeling aside.

“Come on, I don’t think it’s too far down here. We are looking for a stone with a marker on it, probably hand-scratched by a teenager.”

“The documents were hidden by a child?”

“Non. I think it was their childhood hiding spot.”

Celeste wanted to put as much distance between her and him as possible, but going slowly to make sure she didn’t miss anything in the tunnel made it almost impossible. Although she noticed he always stayed a few paces behind, so maybe she wasn’t the only one who wanted to put a gap between them.

“Did you bring a torch?” His deep voice reverberated around the cramped walls of the tunnel.

“No, I figured if I needed extra light I could use my phone.”

He huffed behind her. “So you do have a camera with you.”

Celeste turned to look at him. He didn’t appear to be searching the walls as thoroughly as she was, running her fingers over the stonework, careful to pause and carry out the same operation on the opposite side, before moving forward.

She shrugged and continued to look for the marker. Presumably he still didn’t believe her. “It never occurred to me. To be honest, I don’t use it very often. Just the occasional snapshot of a reference book or something.”

“Tell me more about this job. Whose memoirs are you writing?” His gaze was unfathomable in the shadowy lighting.

She wasn’t sure if he was genuinely interested or humouring her. Given that he wasn’t searching the tunnel with the same enthusiasm as she was, she guessed that meant he was humouring her.

“I can’t tell you. Client confidentiality and all that.” Which was part of the reason. The other half was that if she told him what she suspected she’d be out on her ear.

Despite having her back to him, she could feel his narrowed gaze on her. She must remember to lighten her tone, or he would suspect too much.

“Okay. What’s the connection to Chateau Vauquelin?”

“Hmm. Still not sure I can say.” She only had to mention Madame Duval’s name, and she was certain she’d be hustled out of the tunnel before she could say mysteriously disappeared, presumed murdered.

She sensed she was losing his cooperation. And really, who could blame him? She sounded flaky most of the time, but this was madness even for her.

“How do you know about the hidey hole? Assuming we find it.”

“Now that, I can tell you. The letter I first read only mentioned their secret spot. Since they’d been childhood friends, I figured it would be from early on in their life, so I went back to the letters they’d written as teenagers and… Voilà!”

“What do you mean, voilà?”

“Exactly that. Here it is. Look.” She ran her fingers over the symbol on the stone and closed her eyes, savouring the moment of triumph. “Now the actual hole should be around here.” She reached up and tried to prise a few of the surrounding stones away, but none shifted.

“Let me try.”

She stepped to one side while he tried the same stones with no success. Hope started to drain away. He was right. Why would it still be visible after all this time? The walls had clearly been cleaned and tidied up as part of the chateau’s renovation. The loose stone was more likely to be mortared in than ready to fall into the willing hands of someone looking for it.

“I don’t suppose you brought any tools with you?” His hand delved into his jacket pocket, and he brought out his phone. Within a few moments, a bright glow spotlighted the wall as he slowly examined the structure.

A few stones from the cross, he paused. “Here, the lime mortar looks a little different. Hold the torch for me. I think this might be the spot.” 

Removing a penknife from his other pocket, he began to dig at the mortar, flicking small pieces away as they became loose. Eventually the stone broke free, sliding just a little out from its position.

Her throat constricted. For a moment, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to look inside. Maybe it would be better to dream that the papers were there than live with the disappointment that they had already been discovered long ago.

No secrets. No hidden messages. No resolution to the mystery of Madame Duval.

He nodded towards the stone. “Do you want to do it, or should I?”

“You. I don’t think I can stand the frustration if it’s empty.”

With a final tug, he pulled the brick free and peered in. “It’s not empty.”

He leant back to let her see. Sure enough, about twenty-five centimetres in was what looked like a few papers tied by a ribbon.

She lifted her hand to reach inside, but he beat her to it, stretching over to pluck the papers out of the cubbyhole.

“Quoi?”

“They belong to the chateau.” His voice was calm and impassive.

Unbelievable. “But you would never have found them if it hadn’t been for me.”

“Maybe, but these are going straight to the Kirkwood’s lawyers. Once they’ve looked at them, then you can have a copy. If they allow it.”

She crossed her arms. “That’s not fair.”

“Take it or leave it.”

“Can’t I just have a quick peek now?”

His face grew stern. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Plausible deniability. Imagine if it is a will. You’ve seen it. Know of its existence. Where would that leave the hotel?”

Celeste rolled her eyes. “Now who’s been watching too many movies?”

He returned his hand to the hole, searching to see if anything else had been left behind. When he pulled his hand out, she shone the torch of his phone at the gap in the wall and peered in for good measure. Nothing but dust and a few small pieces of stone glowed in the light.

She stood back just in time to see him place the papers in his inside breast pocket. There was no chance she’d be able to sneak a peek now. She could have wept in frustration.

A cold draft whipped past her, and she froze in alarm.

“There’s an open gate at the other end of the tunnel. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Celeste relaxed a little. At least he’d felt it, too.

“You don’t think it’s a ghost from the past upset we’ve found the hidden papers?” She knew mocking him and his overprotection of the letters wasn’t kind. But putain! She was annoyed.

“Now you’re the one being fanciful.”

She laughed despite her exasperation in the situation. “And you didn’t think I was up until now?”

“Come on, we need to return to the main room.” He placed the stone back in the hole and turned to retrace their steps. “How were you planning on getting home?”

“I borrowed a friend’s car. It’s parked on the other side of the forest.”

She trudged behind him, mentally firing daggers at his back. She could see his point of view, but what happened if the lawyers realised what they might be looking at? Possible proof that Madame Duval hadn’t been murdered but had staged her own disappearance. Would they still hand it over then?

“I’ll get someone to drop you off.”

“You’re not coming?” Why was she disappointed?

“No. I need to stay here. Besides, I’ve had too much to drink to get behind a wheel.”

“Isn’t that neglectful of your duties?”

He turned and gave her a quizzical look. “I think I checked off everything on the list a while ago. Or are there additional obligations in France for the best man that I should know about?”

“No. We don’t… Oh.” A blush stole up her cheeks. He wasn’t security.

“Don’t what?”

“Never mind. It’s not important. Is that the staircase ahead? We seem to have arrived back much faster.”

She followed him up the steps and back into the brighter light of the salon.

    
  “Nicky. There you are. I’ve been searching everywhere for you. Beryl says her daughter is looking forward to you coming home. I thought maybe you could come and say hello…” Her voice drifted off as Celeste appeared behind him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

His mother’s grin said differently. Fuck. He’d forgotten until they arrived this week for the wedding how nice it was not having his parents interfere in every aspect of his life. His sister said he had it easy, but Nick wasn’t so sure.

“You’re not. Celeste is just leaving. I’ll see her into a car and then I’ll come and find you.”

He should have known his mother wouldn’t be dismissed so easily. 

“Oh, that’s a shame.” She peered at Celeste. “You’ve only just arrived, haven’t you?”

“Mom.” His warning tone normally had the desired effect of shutting people up, but he’d yet to achieve it with his mother.

“Nonsense. We spoke earlier, didn’t we? Was Nicky the friend you were looking for?” She turned her head back to him. “Nicky, you never said you had a date.”

He didn’t bother to correct her misunderstanding. Experience had taught him that it would only confuse the issue further. He glanced at Celeste and could swear she was smothering laughter. Great. Any authority he had held over the situation had just diminished.

“She got waylaid.”

His mother went over to Celeste and put her arm through hers, as if preparing to drag her back into the throng of the wedding crowd.

She leaned forward confidentially. “We’re so looking forward to Nicky coming back home in six weeks. It’s like he’s been away forever here in France. Have you ever been to the States, dear?”

Jesus. It was a wonder he’d ever been on a date in his life if this was how his mother behaved at every opportunity. He stepped forward to intervene, but Celeste spoke first.

“Yes. A couple of years ago. My flatmate and I did a long weekend trip to New York, and I loved every minute of it. But Nicky’s right…” She glanced at him and he groaned inwardly at the emphasis she placed on his nickname. “… I do need to go. Perhaps we’ll meet another time.”

She sounded almost wistful. Was she thinking about the papers or him?

His mother shrugged. “Okay. If you insist. I might just hold you to that. We’re spending the rest of our time in the Paris Kirkwood, and I’d love someone to take me to a real French cafe, not those tourist traps we always seem to end up in.”

“I’d like it, too.”

Nick frowned. Her offer seemed genuine.

“I’m going to hold you to that. I know Nicky’s dad. He’ll be bored within a few days and abandon me to find out how they do things in Paris.”

Celeste looked at him quizzically, and Nick gave a faint shake of his head.

“That’s enough, Mom.” He pulled her away from Celeste. “Celeste doesn’t need to hear the ins and outs of our lives when you’ve only just met.” He walked her to the doorway that led into the main corridor, the foyer visible at the end. “Now go back to the wedding. I’ll see Celeste into a car and be right in.”

His mother gazed at him as if he was the crazy one before turning to Celeste. “Au revoir, dear.” She lifted her hand with a slight wave.

“A bientot.” It wasn’t loud, but there was a force to it as if it wasn’t a platitude but something she was genuinely looking forward to.

His mother frowned at him. “What does that mean?”

Nick groaned. She didn’t need any more encouragement to persuade someone to show her the real Paris.

“See you soon.”

His mother looked between the two of them and gave her widest smile before strolling off back to the wedding.

Nick closed the door behind him with a sense of déjà vu. Had it really been only an hour ago that he’d stood just like this, expecting to be taking on some hardened reporter, not a woman who sent his blood pressure skyrocketing with a crazy kind of sweetness?

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, your mother is adorable.”

“Not twenty-four hours a day.” He walked over to where Celeste stood and pulled out his mobile. “What’s your phone number?”

“Is this for making a date with you or your mother?”

He looked at her and raised his eyebrows. “Neither. It’s for the lawyers.”

She scrunched up her nose and gazed at him hopefully. “Can’t I just have one little peek now?”

“No. We’ve been through this. I’m not changing my mind.” He stared at her, waiting patiently.

She exhaled deeply, then rattled off a number, pulling out her own mobile at the same time. The corner of his lips twitched at her obvious frustration as he sent her a text.

“Did you get the message?”

She glanced down at the screen. “Oui.”

“Good. So I’ll give this to the lawyers first thing Monday, and hopefully I will be able to provide you with an update by the end of the week.”

Resignation flickered in her gaze. “Okay.”

“The papers have been in there for god knows how long. Another week isn’t going to make a difference.”

“But I…” she started to interject and then stopped suddenly.

“But what?” Those papers definitely held something more than she was letting on.

“I guess I’ll just have to wait,” she said far too sweetly.

He started making his way over to the door. “Come on, there are a load of cars lined up to take people back to the city. I’ll get one of them to drop you off at your vehicle.”

“I need to fetch my boots. I left them behind a stone planter on the terrace.”

“It’s already waiting for us in the foyer.”

“Trying to get rid of me?”

He turned towards her. “Yes. Celeste. It’s my best friend’s wedding. I’ve had too much to drink, and I still have plenty to do to keep my, and the groom’s, not to mention his bride’s family happy.” He opened the door and gestured for her to walk through. “Not that this hasn’t been a memorable interlude, but I don’t think I can cope with keeping track of you tonight as well.”

Her gaze softened. “It wasn’t my intention to intrude. I’m sorry.”

“Sure, it was.” He tapped his breast pocket. “Might just be a ghost from the past you’ve disturbed, but they were real people, possibly with descendants alive today. Something tells me you’re about to stir up a hornets’ nest. I just hope you’re ready for the fallout.”

The glint of excitement in her eyes confirmed his suspicions, and damned if he didn’t want to be right there with her discovering what it was.

They’d reached the foyer and one of the security guards gave Nick her boots and the tote bag. He passed it to her straight away.

“Not going to check inside for the family silver?” she quipped.

“There isn’t any to steal, but the guy wouldn’t be doing his job if he hadn’t already looked at the contents.” He led the way through the main entrance and down to the line of waiting cars.

She turned to him at the bottom of the steps. “Don’t forget to give my number to your mum.”

His lips rose in amusement. “You sure? You might regret it.”

“I plan to make her my secret weapon, Nicky.”

“Okay, stop with the Nicky.” He could just imagine her telling his mother her version of the night’s activity and how he’d kept the papers. “Fortunately, I’ve years of experience in distracting her. It won’t do you any good.”

“Don’t be so sure. I can be very persuasive.”

He was certain she could.

Celeste held out her hand. “Thank you.”

Under the soft glow of the lamplight from the chateau, she appeared more fragile than before. He grasped her delicate fingers in his hand and pulled her closer, kissing her goodbye on both cheeks. “No problem at all.” His gaze alighted on her lips and he was tempted to discover if they tasted as good as they looked, too. He really had had too much to drink. “Bonne nuit, ma petite voleuse.”

Mentally berating himself, Nick helped her into the car before he did something he’d regret and started to walk back to the chateau.

“Hey, Nick.”

He turned. His little thief had wound down the window and was resting her head on her forearms.

“Watch out, she was talking about grandchildren earlier. I have the same conversation with my mother every Sunday lunch.”

He smiled. A fellow conspirator. “Thanks for the warning.”

With a small wave, she wound up the window and sat back as the car drove off. He watched the taillights disappear down the drive before continuing up the steps of the chateau. His phone beeped with an incoming message.

Bonne nuit, Nicky.

He stepped inside the foyer, a smile still on his lips.








