
    
    [image: Cover Page Image]

    

    
		
			Praise for Close to You

			“A terrific set-up . . . Isaac showcases a strong romantic sensibility and clever plotting.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A fabulous debut. Well-written, clever, and warmhearted, this love story with the backdrop of The Lord of the Rings will delight romance readers everywhere. Add Isaac to your favorites list.”

			—Rachel Hauck, USA Today bestselling author of The Wedding Chapel

			“Kara Isaac is a fresh new voice in inspirational contemporary romance! Close to You is well-crafted, funny, unique, and ­endearing. A delight!”

			—Becky Wade, author of A Love Like Ours

			“Well-written and fun, Close to You made me laugh out loud and fall in love. An enchanting romantic escape into the land of Frodo and Aragorn.”

			—Susan May Warren, award-winning, bestselling author of The Christiansen Family Series

			“I can’t remember the last time I enjoyed a debut novel so much. Close to You is filled with warmth, wit, and more than a few laugh-out-loud moments! Kara Isaac has proven herself to be an exciting addition to the world of Christian romance.”

			—Carla Laureano, RITA® Award–winning author of Five Days in Skye and Under Scottish Stars

			“Close to You is a tasty blend of unlikely romance, lovably flawed characters, and dialogue just snarky enough to make me want to pull up a chair and watch. Kara’s unique voice and fresh premise combine to create a compelling story that lingers like your favorite dessert long after the last page.”

			—Betsy St. Amant, author of All’s Fair in Love and Cupcakes and Love Arrives in Pieces

			“Kara Isaac is a fresh new voice in the world of inspirational contemporary romance . . . and I can’t even decide what I love most about her debut novel. The setting, the romance, the wit—I love it all! I especially loved the undercurrent of hope and redeemed dreams. Definitely an author to watch and characters to love!”

			—Melissa Tagg, author of From the Start and Like Never Before
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			For Josh

			Thank you for supporting (and co-funding!) me chasing the crazy almost-impossible dream, even though my stories are woefully lacking in weapons/explosions/car chases/terrorists/epic gun battles, and contain way too much talking. I love you.
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			One

			THE PATHETIC STATE OF ALLISON Shire’s existence was perfectly summed up by the size-twelve prosthetic feet mocking her from the floor of the Mercedes minibus. Their hairy tops taunted her in ways she didn’t even have words to express. Nasty wretched fake hobbit feet.

			Leaning back in her leather seat, she stretched out her real size-seven feet and wiggled the toes that poked out from the bottom of her dumpy dress. The green floral material bore a startling resemblance to the curtain clothes from The Sound of Music. If only. Give her hanging off trees and crooning “My Favorite Things” any millennium.

			Instead, here she was, trapped in her own personal version of Sisyphus’s eternal struggle. Or maybe Dante’s first circle of hell—Limbo.

			Allie attempted to steer her thoughts into a more neutral direction. No one ever mentioned that one of the downsides to an English-lit degree was an endless litany of depressing comparisons for a train-wrecked life.

			She stared out the window to her left, where she saw yet another poster advertising the super-extended-version DVD release of the final Hobbit movie. No matter where she went, there it was. No escape.

			Closing her eyes, Allie attempted to block it all out and luxuriate in her last few minutes of freedom, but even in her mind she couldn’t escape the irony of it all.

			If life had gone according to plan, she’d be delirious about Peter Jackson’s success in turning New Zealand into Middle-­earth for two epic trilogies. Plan. Ha. Her life could not have gone less to plan if she’d set out to do the direct opposite. If only getting her life back on track were as easy as returning a magical ring to the fires of Mount Doom.

			Cracking open both eyes, Allie sighed. She couldn’t delay any longer: the time had come. Leaning over as much as the extra padding around her waist allowed her to, she grabbed the top of the left prosthesis and shoved her foot in. The rubber suctioned around her lower calf tighter than a swimsuit on a Baywatch babe; her foot was now encased in its second home for the next three weeks. She jammed her right foot into the other prosthesis, repeating the process.

			The last moments of blissful silence were broken by her phone belting out its most obnoxious ring. Her whole body tensing at the sound of the opening notes rising up from the seat beside her, she eyed the flashing screen. It was always a fifty-fifty call as to which would cause less pain—answering or paying the price later for allowing it to go to voice mail.

			Sighing, she picked it up. “Hello, Mother.”

			“Allison.” Her mother’s clipped tone came across as clear as if she were sitting right next to her. Allie’s shoulders loosened a little. The calls that heralded untold torment always opened with “Allison Marie.”

			“Did you borrow your grandmother’s heirloom silver salad servers last time you were home?”

			“No.” She resisted asking her mother what on earth someone who lived out of a suitcase would want with the family silver. Instead she waited, resigned to what was coming.

			“I knew it! Your father is determined to drive me crazy.”

			She loved how her mother wielded the designation your father like she had no connection with the man.

			Allie bit back the urge to say that her father wouldn’t know a pair of salad servers if he sat on them. An overwhelming amount of evidence showed that even the most inane of comments could be misconstrued as a defense of him and would cause fire and brimstone to rain down on her head. Welcome to a front-row seat to the most dysfunctional marriage in the Southern Hemisphere.

			“Have you asked Susannah?” Her socialite Martha Stewart protégée of an older sister had probably taken them for some dinner party or other and forgotten to return them.

			“What would Susannah want with them? She has that lovely set of Chippendale ones.”

			Allie fought the urge to bang her head against the window. “Mother, I hope you find them, but I have to go. I’m at the airport to collect some guests.”

			Her mother sniffed. Only Veronica James-Shire could imbue even a nasal sound with disdain. “Really, Allison, when is this nonsense going to end? This living like a gypsy, hobnobbing with who knows what kind of riffraff—it’s almost more of an embarrassment than your original little stunt. Especially now that Grant’s political star is rising.”

			She highly doubted her brother-in-law cared about her job, since that would require him giving more than a millisecond’s brain space to someone who served no purpose in boosting him higher up the political totem pole.

			Allie dug deep and forced some gaiety into her tone. “I’m sure Grant has far more pressing issues to worry about than me. Lovely chatting, Mother. Good luck with the salad servers.” Stabbing the END button, she stood, shoving her phone into the pocket of her dress.

			Clomping to the front of the minibus, she lifted a wig of frizzy red hair off her usual seat beside the driver. She tucked her own auburn bob under the cap, tugged at the curls until they sat straight on her head, and then pulled a face at her freckly hobbit self in the mirror. Why couldn’t she have been born tall and slender? At least then she would have gotten to be an elegant, regal-looking Elf.

			If she’d known she was going to spend three years in PhD torment for it all to end in this, she never would have bothered. In fact, pretty much everything that had gone wrong with her life could be traced back to that fateful decision. She’d give everything she had, which wasn’t a lot, to go back and have a do-over.

			The clock on the dashboard flashed up the digits that marked the commencement of another three weeks of stuffing her true self down where no one could find her. Time for Allison Shire, Hobbit Hater, to be banished and Dr. Allison Shire, Tolkien Lover, to appear. She’d play the part like her life depended on it. Because it did.

			* * *

			The last time Jackson Gregory had flown economy long-haul, George Bush Jr. had been president. The last time he’d taken a bus, Junior’s predecessor had been in a bit of trouble over an intern. So he had no idea how he’d ended up spending seventeen hours with his knees up to his eyeballs, on the verge of subjecting himself to almost three weeks crammed in a decrepit road behemoth roaming a country he knew nothing about. On top of all that, he had to pretend to be obsessed with some movies he hadn’t even seen until yesterday.

			Okay, if he was honest, he was excruciatingly aware of how he’d gotten here. He just preferred to forget along with the rest of the last six months of his life, which had ended with financial vultures picking over the remains of his corporate carcass like it was an all-you-can-eat buffet.

			He picked up his pristine guidebook and thumbed through it as the plane commenced its descent to his final destination. Wellington, New Zealand. Home to not even half a million people. It was barely the microbe of a sneeze in terms of world geography. The entire nation couldn’t even corral five million within its dual-island borders. Countries shouldn’t be allowed to exist if they weren’t at least the size of Texas. No, forget Texas. At least the size of Montana.

			He kept his expression neutral as he closed the guidebook. New Zealand better have real coffee. Next to him, his great-uncle emitted a rumbling snore from his open mouth. Not that he even needed the sleep, since he’d spent the L.A.-to-Auckland leg ensconced in lie-flat luxury at the front of the plane.

			The intercom crackled, and the pilot informed them they were making their final approach. Leaning his head against the cool Plexiglas, Jackson peered down at the choppy waves below. Hills rose around all sides of the harbor, houses haphazardly teetering along the steep sides like something out of a children’s book. A city built in hills right on top of a fault line. Crazy people. All of them.

			His eyes scanned the vista as the plane lurched from side to side, bouncing from air pocket to air pocket as it descended closer to the roiling water. He had yet to see any evidence of anything they could land on, not even so much as a large grassy field with a strip cut through it.

			At least the one thing he did have left to his name was a decent life insurance policy, the beneficiaries of which he’d had the foresight to change from she-whose-name-shall-not-be-mentioned to his parents before he left. Wouldn’t that have been the ultimate irony? The woman who had stripped him of everything he’d worked for also getting a few million dollars because of his exit from the planet.

			Over his dead body. Which, actually, was beginning to look like a distinct possibility.

			At the last possible moment, a strip of tarmac appeared out of nowhere; the only thing between it and the ocean was a flimsy fence and a sea wall constructed of large boulders. The plane dropped onto the concrete like it had discovered gravity and bounced a couple of times, the engine whining as the pilot hit the brakes. Peering out the window, Jackson caught a glimpse of a set of squat buildings as they taxied off the runway and the flight attendant droned on about staying seated, moving overhead luggage, and using cell phones.

			The eyes of the elderly man sitting next to him fluttered open, gray orbs appearing underneath sparse eyelashes.

			Stretching his spindly arms out in front of him, Louis—Jackson couldn’t bring himself to call him Uncle Louis when he had only met the guy a couple of weeks ago—rubbed his hands together and grinned with the glee of someone seventy years younger. “Here we are. You ready for the trip of a lifetime, Jack?”

			Jackson. He bit back the correction on the tip of his tongue. He’d left Jack behind in the cornfields of Iowa well over a decade ago and had no desire to find him ever again.

			Something twinged in him at the unbridled excitement on his great-uncle’s face. The old man honestly thought he was being accompanied by a fellow Tolkien fan. Jackson stuffed the feeling of unease back down. The old guy would never know the truth. And Jackson would be whatever he had to be for the next three weeks, do whatever it took, to get Louis to write the check he so desperately needed.

			* * *

			Allie stood at gate 17 waiting for her remaining tourists to disembark. Taking a final glance at her client clipboard, she pondered the list of names, nationalities, and ages that would soon become faces. Hans and Sofia, a German couple on their honeymoon. Elroy and Esther, an American father with his tween daughter, and Louis and Jackson, an American man in his late eighties and his aide.

			The remaining two, elderly twin sisters from England, had already arrived and were getting settled in at the Museum Art Hotel.

			The Germans and father/daughter duo were clearly true believers, as they’d been peppering the office with obscure questions that only true Tolkien obsessives would ask. The English sisters had forwarded a list of requirements as long as Allie’s arm already, marking them out as high-maintenance. Only the American and his much younger attaché were an unknown quantity, all details having come through one of their travel partners in the States.

			She steeled herself, shoved her clipboard under her arm, and held up her sign with the Southern Luxury Tours logo and six names listed. The obsessives came first, virtually tumbling down the gangway in their eagerness and duly exhilarated by her ridiculous costume. It even earned her a rib-crushing bear hug from Hans, who turned out to be built like a tank. Handing the guests off to Marge, their driver, to go and collect their baggage, she waited for the final pair.

			A few minutes later she spotted them. The elderly man had a cane but a surprisingly sprightly gait. His face was lined, but the slate eyes that peered out from under bushy eyebrows still held a lot of life. His aide was made for television. Dark hair, blue eyes, chiseled jaw, the whole cliché. Though rumpled, he screamed money from the soles of his Armani shoes to the tip of his trendy haircut. The whole ensemble would have been attractive if his expression hadn’t been that of someone who had just sucked a very sour lemon.

			She struggled to keep her face in friendly neutral. Excellent. Just what she needed for the next three weeks.

			The older gentleman walked straight up to her and held out his hand. “You must be our guide. I’m Louis Duff and this is my aide, Jack Gregory.”

			The flicker of a wince crossed the aide’s face when his boss called him “Jack.” So he preferred “Jackson.” Interesting. She filed the tidbit away for future reference.

			“Please tell me you at least have real coffee in this country.” The guy spat out the words in a voice that sounded like he’d eaten gravel for breakfast. What a charmer. Clearly he’d missed a few crucial pages in the Lonely Planet guidebook she could see poking out the top of his leather man-bag. In particular, the ones where they’d christened Wellington the coolest little capital in the world and raved about the amazing coffee and food scene.

			She ignored him and smiled at the older man as she shook his hand. “Lovely to meet you, Mr. Duff, and welcome to New Zealand. I’m your primary guide, Dr. Allison Shire.” Her academic title was out of her mouth before she realized. Usually she introduced herself as Allie. Let people work it out as they went along that she was probably the best-qualified tour guide on the planet. She didn’t even know why this time was different, except there was something about the assistant that grated on her—and they hadn’t even really met beyond his upturned nose. Like she needed to prove herself in spite of her ridiculous garb.

			Mr. Snobby didn’t even bother to hide his surprise. “Doctor?”

			She stared him down—or up, considering the top of her head only just passed his shoulder. “Would you like a copy of my PhD?” She held back where it was from. She’d keep that in reserve. Let him think it was from some third-rate place. She could see from the way he’d looked around the terminal that he’d already written her beloved country off as something barely higher on the international food chain than some war-ravaged African nation.

			His mouth opened, then closed. Good.

			Mr. Duff chuckled. “Please excuse Jack, Dr. Shire, he’s still a little grumpy from his time in coach.”

			He wasn’t just grumpy, he was an arrogant sod. But she’d dealt with far worse. She pasted on a smile. “Right, let’s get that coffee then.”

			Six more tours, Allie. Just six more tours. Then you’ll never have to be seen as inferior by people like him ever again.

			* * *

			“Can we have two flat whites and a hot chocolate please, Matt?” Dr. Shire gave the order to the guy working the coffee machine. Doctor. Whatever.

			“Actually, I’d prefer a latte.” Jackson hadn’t gotten where he had by letting anyone force their preferences on him.

			She raised an eyebrow. “You asked for real coffee. I’m ordering you a real coffee.”

			It was worse than his worst nightmares. Not even his wildest imagination could have conjured up some frumpy girl who barely came up to his chest, dressed as a hobbit, denigrating his beverage choice. And don’t get him started on the so-called Doctor. Yeah right, if buying it off the Internet counted.

			Three takeout cups appeared on the counter. She picked up the larger one and handed it to his uncle, then handed one of the smaller ones to him. He took a tentative sip, preparing himself for something horrid.

			The smooth combination of coffee and milk hit his tongue. It was good. Really good. He struggled to stop himself from closing his eyes in bliss. Couldn’t give little Miss Hoity Toity the satisfaction of seeing that he liked it.

			“We should go and collect your bags.” She directed her comment to his uncle, who nodded and started walking faster than his age and cane should have allowed.

			Fifty feet later the space opened up to a large atrium encircling a food court and retail shops. Large glass windows overlooked the runway. Hanging from the high ceiling, supervising it all, were two huge eagle sculptures, one with the wizard Gandalf perched on top of its back. Twenty feet farther on, surrounded by fish, hung the little goblin-like creature who had a thing for the ring. “It’s—” Jackson’s mind blanked.

			She stopped, looked at him, waiting. Fortunately, his uncle had paused a few steps ahead of them and was also staring above their heads, so he hadn’t seen his nephew, who was supposedly as ardent a Tolkien fan as he was, flailing over the most basic of character names.

			Think, Jackson, think. He’d crammed two of the movies on the plane. If he failed this most basic of tests he had might as well kiss the money good-bye right now and go home. There was no way he was going to survive three weeks.

			It sounded like goblin but wasn’t. Gobbin? Grobbin? Gollin? “Gollum!” He announced the name triumphantly, like he was wielding some kind of trophy.

			“Oh boy.” The hobbit—or should it be hobbitess?—stared at him with an incredulous look on her face as she muttered under her breath.

			“I was just surprised.” His pathetic excuse sounded lame, even to him. He was going to have to make up a lot of ground to convince her he was a legit fan. Not that he cared what she thought, but if she didn’t believe it, it would only be a matter of time before she blew his cover with his uncle. That couldn’t happen.

			The man himself appeared beside him. “Isn’t he brilliant? I’ve always felt sorry for poor Sméagol.”

			Sméagol? Who on earth was Sméagol? This was Gollum. Wasn’t it? He looked down at Hobbit Girl, the confusion obviously clear on his face because she was struggling to cover a smirk.

			“Yeah, me too.” Time to change the topic, fast. “We should go and get our bags, right?”

			He tried to catch the girl’s eye. His uncle had paid top dollar for this trip, and Southern Luxury Tours marketed themselves as the most luxurious in New Zealand. Presumably that included doing their jobs with some sort of discretion.

			She smiled sweetly. “We never rush anything on our tours. They’re all about the experience. I’m sure your bags have already been collected, so we can stay here and admire Sméagol as long as Mr. Duff likes.”

			He closed his eyes for a second. What a pain. He was going to have to find a way to get the girl on his side before she became a liability. There was no way he was going to allow his family’s future to be compromised by some snarky tour guide with a fake degree.

			Fortunately, the one thing Jackson Gregory had never struggled with was charming the ladies. She’d be looking at him like he’d hung the moon in no time.

			* * *

			Allie eyed Jackson across the aisle of the company’s luxury Mercedes touring bus. There was something about him, deeper than the patronizing arrogance, that jarred her. She didn’t know what, but she didn’t like it.

			She couldn’t give two hoots that he wasn’t a Tolkien fan. Frankly, they were great to have on a tour. The more the better. It was the obsessives who drove her nuts, wanting to dissect every last nuance of the books, convene a debate club every other second on the shortcomings of the movies, and practice their Elvish. She’d had plenty of rich people bring their assistants who couldn’t give two figs about The Hobbit or The Lord of the Rings. They usually spent their days managing things back on home turf and making sure their boss’s every whim was catered to.

			People who had sheep phobias, people who freaked out at the sight of green food, people who had to have their hotel room at exactly 19°C, people who always had to have the bathroom on the right side of the room, people who ordered special food flown in from all over the country—she’d seen it all. Jackson Gregory was not a Tolkien fan, but he desperately didn’t want his boss to know. Maybe it was for the dullest of reasons, but she was going to find out what they were. She liked Mr. Duff. There was no way he was getting taken advantage of under her watch by some guy who looked like a C-grade soap opera star. Especially not when he clearly had some serious money if he had paid for Jackson to come on the tour. In her experience, serious money tended to attract some serious lowlifes.

			She pushed down the swirling emotions that threatened to come up at the thought. Only six more months and she’d be finished dealing with all the carnage that Derek had left in his wake. Then she could return home having salvaged some pride. Think about starting to rebuild her career.

			She’d learned her lesson. Love had no place for Allison Shire, and she was fine with that.

		

	
		
			Two

			JACKSON DROPPED HIS BAG ON the floor of the hotel room that was to be his home for the next week and looked around with a critical eye. His uncle was safely ensconced upstairs in an executive suite with harbor views, while Jackson found himself buried in the bowels of the hotel in what was euphemistically called a “classic deluxe” room.

			To be fair, it was perfectly adequate. Queen-size bed with comforter, walls featuring large, bright floral prints, generic bedside tables, and a large armchair all positioned for a view of the plasma television hanging on a mirrored wall. He had just gotten used to living the high life—much like his uncle was currently enjoying, in his double-size room with marble bathroom and sweeping views.

			He blew out a breath. Sometimes it still surprised him how much life had changed since the day he walked into his condo and discovered it stripped of every sign that his ex-girlfriend had ever existed.

			Jackson shoved her out of his mind. So he was going to have to make a few sacrifices to get things back on track. So what? This was still a life of comparative luxury compared to how he’d lived during the years he’d spent pouring every cent he made into trying to build his company and gain the interest of serious investors.

			Besides, this was a business trip. One he’d managed to get on by the sheer chance of his uncle’s real assistant quitting a few weeks before. Nothing mattered except accomplishing his goal. He would sleep at the cheapest, nastiest hostel in town and risk getting some horrid foot fungus from the shared bathrooms if that was what it took.

			The soft bed called to him, inviting him to sink his weary body down and close his eyes. Just for a few minutes. He hadn’t slept properly in two days. He shook his head. No! Sleep was for the weak. He had three hours before the tour officially started, and he needed to use every second of that time to prep.

			Dropping his carry-on onto the desk, he unzipped it and pulled out the material he’d have to ensure no one on the tour ever saw. Copies of A Cheat’s Guide to “The Lord of the Rings” and A Cheat’s Guide to “The Hobbit.” DVDs of all six movies. Two large folders packed with hundreds of pages of information he’d printed off the Internet about Tolkien’s books and the movies.

			Picking up the two guides, he kicked his shoes off, grabbed a soda out of the minibar, and dropped into the armchair.

			Though he had no doubt of his abilities to charm the tour guide, there were seven other people on this tour he also had to convince of his Tolkien credentials. And he had three hours to start covering some huge holes in his most elementary knowledge. For starters: who the heck was Sméagol?

			* * *

			Allie allowed her body to sag into one of the plush seats that made up the informal area of the hotel’s bar. Tilting her head back, she closed her eyes and gave herself a few seconds to relax. She was a little early. Hopefully John, the hotel’s manager, would be a few minutes late.

			She absorbed the silence like a sponge. At eleven in the morning, both the bar and the restaurant were still half an hour from opening for lunch. Thank goodness. The last thing she wanted was to be seen by the ladies-who-lunch set who frequented the restaurant.

			At least she’d had time to shed the hobbit feet and wig in her room, though she was still in the horrid dress because it was too much effort to get out of all the obnoxious padding only to have to wrestle it all back on in a couple of hours.

			“An ice-cold Diet Coke with a slice of lemon for the lady.”

			She opened her eyes as John placed a tall glass on the table in front of her. “You’re a lifesaver. Thanks.”

			The manager settled his lean frame into the seat opposite her, all business in his perfectly pressed navy suit and carrying a hotel-branded folder. Flicking it open, he eyed Allie’s clipboard, which sat on the table between them. “So how bad is it?”

			Allie picked up her glass and took a long sip. “Not too bad in the grand scheme of things.”

			She’d lost count of how many of these meetings the two of them had had. When people paid what SLT charged for a tour, they had high expectations. And on every tour, there was at least one person who would find fault wherever they went. Fortunately, after his years in high-class hospitality, there was almost nothing John hadn’t dealt with. Though, admittedly, a few of her tourists had added to his repertoire.

			Allie picked up her clipboard and consulted her notes. “The Barrett sisters would like their minibar emptied and filled only with glass bottles of sparkling Evian. The small ones. They would like the potted plant removed, their beds remade with the Frette sheets they brought themselves, their bathrobes replaced with brand-new ones, and an organic fruit basket.”

			John scribbled away. “No problem. That all for them?”

			Allie paused, unsure how to frame the final directive. “And they, um, would like all their room service attendees to only be attractive gentlemen under fifty.”

			John threw back his head and let out a laugh, his perfectly coiffed dark hair not moving so much as a millimeter. “What are they? Like seventy?”

			They were seventy-seven. “Over.”

			He shook his head and scribbled a note. “Oh well. Guess at that age you’re entitled to get your fun wherever you can find it.”

			She consulted her notes again. “Mr. Johnson wants to confirm that the only thing accessible on his daughter’s TV are the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit movies, and the German couple would like this added to the minibar.” She handed over the name of a German spirit she couldn’t even pronounce.

			He took the piece of paper and raised an eyebrow. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			She closed the cover of her clipboard. As far as tours went, so far the participants in this one were surprisingly undemanding. Though she was sure the Barrett sisters would up their game if they found that out. “And that is it.”

			“Nothing for Mr. Duff or Mr. Gregory?”

			She shook her head. “Not yet, anyway.”

			“Excellent.” John pulled a few envelopes out of his compendium and handed them to her. “These came for you.”

			“Thanks.” Allie took the mail and gave it a quick shuffle, pausing at one marked as being from the University of Virginia. Its paper-thin width told her all she needed to know. The only question was which template their HR department had used to say, Thanks, but no thanks. She flipped past it, then did a double take at the familiar logo on the top left-hand corner of the next. Her heart sped up. Could this be it? The news she’d been waiting two years for?

			Placing the envelopes on the table, she tried to keep her face neutral, as if they contained nothing of particular interest, even as the pounding of her heart filled her ears. She clasped her hands in her lap to prevent herself from grabbing up the innocuous-looking rectangle and tearing it open.

			John tapped his notes with the tip of his pen. “I’ll get onto these straightaway. We’ll make the changes to the rooms while you’re at the Weta Cave.”

			Allie conjured up a smile. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

			Standing, he looked down at her almost empty glass. “Need another before I go?”

			Was the man ever going to leave? The cream envelope on the table enticed her like the famous ring called to Gollum. “No, thanks.”

			“Okay. Well, you know where to find me.”

			He started walking away, then paused and turned back. She battled the urge to scream. “Oh, I almost forgot. We have some rooms opening up tomorrow. I could upgrade Mr. Gregory to a deluxe room.”

			She suppressed a smile. “Don’t worry about it. Mr. Gregory is fine right where he is.” The snooty aide would never know that she’d banished his supersize ego to a hobbit-size room, but it would give her something to smile about if he gave her as much grief as she was anticipating on this tour.

			John nodded and finally, finally, disappeared from sight.

			Allie waited a few seconds for the sound of the elevator’s familiar ding before allowing herself to lean forward and flick the top envelope from the pile, revealing the letter from her lawyer.

			Picking it up, she sucked in a deep breath. Stared at the creamy embossed paper in her hands. The envelope was thicker than usual, which meant it had to contain something more than the ordinary single-sheet quarterly invoice.

			She tried to temper her expectations. She’d been mistaken before, thought they had finally reached the end of the road, only for Derek’s lawyers to manage to cause another delay. But surely this had to be it.

			The glue released as she slid her finger under the flap, and she reached inside to extract the folded document.

			God, please let this be it. The desperate prayer surprised her. It had been a long time since she’d asked Him for any kind of intervention. As her mother liked to remind her, she’d made her bed and now she had to lie in it. There were other people out there far more deserving of the Almighty’s help than she was.

			She flipped open the pages, caught her bottom lip between her teeth.

			Dear Ms. Shire,

			We regret to inform you that Judge Finlayson has granted opposing counsel’s request for a further continuance . . .

			Her vision blurred and she couldn’t read what followed. Didn’t need to.

			Bad enough that she’d married a guy who—it turned out—had already gotten himself hitched during a drunken weekend in Vegas to some girl he’d known for five minutes. But how could getting an annulment be this hard? She’d read the Family Proceedings Act so many times she could recite it. In particular, the section declaring any marriage to be void where either party was already married. And yet, almost two years later, she was still shackled to him while lawyers argued.

			Allie flipped to the next page, a mirthless laugh escaping her lips at the sight of the jump in the quarter’s bill. She added it to her mental tally of legal fees. At the current rate, it would probably be cheaper to strike a deal to pay Derek off to drop his opposition.

			It might have even been a viable option if the court hadn’t frozen most of her assets at the beginning of this wretched saga. And there was no way she could cobble together enough now to satisfy her so-called husband.

			She threw the papers on the table and knocked back the last of her drink. Wished for something stronger.

			All those people who waxed lyrical about following your heart were idiots.

			* * *

			Jackson slapped his cheat’s guide shut and stretched his legs. After all that, Gollum and Sméagol were the same creature. No wonder the guide had seen right through him. How could he have forgotten such a basic piece of information?

			Opening his suitcase, he pulled out a fresh polo shirt and a pair of Calvin Klein jeans. Decent attire was one of the few luxuries he had left. At least the vultures hadn’t literally stripped the clothes from his back.

			His eyes lingered for a second on the family photo he’d thrown into his suitcase at the last moment. His parents and sister and her family grinned back at him. He wasn’t normally the sentimental type. Business dealt harshly with those who were, but given that the woman he’d been considering spending the rest of his life with had turned out to be a traitor and that his so-called friends had disappeared as fast as his money, there was something oddly comforting about it.

			Picking the silver frame up, he placed it on the bedside table. He might never understand their contentment with their lot, but they were all he had left that mattered. Them, and raising his reputation from the ashes.

			Getting changed quickly, he tucked his wallet and phone into his pocket and stepped out the door. His skin felt gritty from hours of travel, but a shower would have to wait until tonight.

			Taking the elevator down to the lobby, he stepped out and scanned the room for his uncle. At least so far he was proving to be reasonably low-maintenance on the assistant side of things.

			A flash of frizzy red hair caught his eye. Did she have no shame? He would take a jump off a high building before he’d ever wear anything so hideous. Though with that unfortunate figure, there was only so much she could do.

			He heard the thought resonate through his head, as if someone else had spoken it aloud, and flinched. When had he gotten so mean?

			Striding across the room, Dr. Shire turned as he approached. “Ah, Mr. Gregory. Mr. Duff hasn’t joined us yet, but let me introduce you to your companions on this tour for the next few weeks.”

			He hadn’t even so much as glanced at whom she’d been talking to. He looked left, pasting an expression of polite interest on his face as he did.

			As he registered what was standing there, he barely managed to keep his jaw from becoming unhinged. A man who looked to be in his forties stood in front of him in a full Legolas costume, from the long blond wig to the black boots to the bow-and-arrow set he clutched in his left hand. The guy beamed like he had swallowed a lightbulb.

			He stuck out his hand and gave Jackson’s a vigorous shake. “Elroy. Elroy Johnson from Minnesota. And this is my daughter, Esther.” He gestured to a slender girl beside him who looked to be in her early teens in a light-green flowing dress, Elf ears, and tiara.

			She cut an annoyed glance at her father. “Arwen.”

			Oh, brother. Seriously? He gave her a nod. “Nice to meet you, Arwen.”

			Now the scathing glance was turned on him. “You forget to whom you are speaking. I am Arwen, queen of the reunited kingdom of Arnor and Gondor.” Her next words were complete gibberish. Followed by a string of even more. The tween looked at him like he was not only supposed to have a clue as to what she was saying, but be doing something in response.

			He felt a poke in his ribs. “You need to kneel.”

			He gaped down at Allison. “You have got to be joking.”

			She shook her head, no hint of a joke on her face.

			Kneel? In a hotel lobby in New Zealand to a deluded teenager? He looked back at the girl, whose face now held an expectant, imperious expression.

			Suddenly he felt a tap at the back of one of his knees. Turning, he saw his uncle, in full Gandalf regalia. Of course he was.

			He held out his cane and rapped the back of Jackson’s leg again. “I’d suggest you do as Her Highness has commanded.”

			He turned back from Louis’s piercing, unblinking gaze, dropped to one knee, and bowed his head. “I apologize, Your Highness.”

			Silence. After a few seconds his old Achilles injury started suggesting he might not want to stay kneeling for too long.

			Finally, the girl deigned to speak. “You may rise.”

			Standing up, he saw that four more people had joined their congregation: two old ladies dressed in floral dresses similar to Allison’s, and a stocky guy and a slim blond girl. He wore a Lord of the Rings T-shirt and she wore one with TEAM ÉOWYN emblazoned across the front. Swords—replicas, he hoped—hung from their waists. He was the only person in the entire group dressed normally.

			The tour hadn’t even started yet and he’d already messed up. He addressed his uncle. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize this was a dress-up event.”

			Allison spoke. “It’s not. Nothing is, apart from the Hobbiton day, but we encourage our guests to assume personas if that will help them get the most out of the tour.” She raked her gaze up and down his body. “We have some costumes available. I could go and get something if you would like.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement.

			There was nothing he wanted less than to look like he belonged with this bunch of losers and misfits. He opened his mouth to decline her offer, but his uncle got there first. “I think that would be a most excellent idea. We would hate for Jack to feel left out.”

			He barely managed to bite back the expletive that flew through his head. For the first time, it crossed his mind that it was possible the next three weeks were not going to be worth the prize at the end of the tunnel.

		

	
		
			Three

			ALLIE ALMOST WISHED SHE’D ACCEPTED the offer of the room upgrade for Jackson. Almost. But not quite. And she had been kind to him, in a sense. At least she’d provided him with an Aragorn costume to wear, which was the least ostentatious of the options she had on hand.

			Though even that had backfired on her, since Esther took her role of Arwen more seriously than most teenagers took Justin Bieber. The unfortunate result? In Middle-earth, where the twelve-year-old was adamant they now resided, this made Jackson her husband.

			Allie tried to ignore the fact that Aragorn was one of her favorite characters—the book version, not the movie one—and that Jackson made a particularly good-looking one. At least he didn’t need any help to perfect Aragorn’s brooding nature. He had that one nailed. Staring straight ahead, only acknowledging his queen when he absolutely had to.

			The rest of the group were all entranced with the Weta Cave, the tiny museum the now-world-famous Weta Workshop had set up to showcase their visual-arts achievements, not to mention flog large amounts of expensive merchandise to aficionados of all the movies they’d been involved in.

			Allie glanced at her phone. A text from Kat flashed up, ­double-checking on their arrangements for Friday. Finally, something to look forward to. Allie couldn’t wait to see what her best friend made of the group. At least they’d all been remarkably well behaved on the tour of the workshop, seemingly awed to be in the presence of someone who had actually worked on their beloved movies. And no one had tried to steal anything. As far as she knew. Which was more than she could say for a few people on some of her other tours.

			Hans swung around in front of her, almost taking out part of the Lord of the Rings figurine exhibit with his replica sword. “How wonderful would it be to work here?” He swung his large arms around, one hand just missing a glass case.

			Hans reminded her of the three large trolls that resided outside the entrance to the cave. Big and bumbling and not exactly the sharpest weapon in the armory. But he was good-natured and easygoing. Give her that over someone brilliant but nasty any day.

			Allie pasted on a smile. “They are truly talented. Five Oscars and counting.” Which was true. Their work was ­spectacular—even she could admit that, as jaded as she’d become.

			“Do you know people who have actually worked on the movies?” He swung in the other direction, and this time his sword clanged against Sofia’s.

			“More than I can count.” Actors, extras, costumers, set designers, visual designers, IT people, caterers. You name it, she had friends who had done it. You pretty much couldn’t throw a stone in Wellington without hitting someone who had been involved in the movies at some point.

			“They are the luckiest people in the world! To be involved in such . . . such . . . genius!” This time both arms flew up, and the left one smacked into the glass protecting the District 9 display.

			She couldn’t help but smile at his childlike enthusiasm. Though her cynicism now ran deep, she would never disillusion her starstruck tourists with the reality behind the glamour. She wouldn’t let them know, for example, that in Wellington, partners of people who worked at Weta were known as “Weta Widows,” since the hours their loved ones worked sometimes rivaled those of people working in an Asian sweatshop. Nor would she tell them the tales of how, when deadlines were looming, people had been known to not leave the premises for days on end, snatching a few hours of sleep under their desks when they could.

			However, he was right. At least they got to be involved in the creation of artistic greatness.

			Allie turned to Sofia. They hadn’t really spoken, but she liked the girl already, if only for taking the fan road less traveled. “Great T-shirt.”

			Sofia blew a breath that puffed up her fringe. “Thanks. I get so mad at people who act like Arwen is the only female in the Rings.” She put her hand on the hilt of her sword as if prepared to prove it. “Éowyn is so much stronger and more complex than some Elf princess. And Tolkien made her that way. Not screenwriters.”

			Allie was about to reply when a thump echoed from behind them. “Excuse me.” Ducking past them, she peered into the main room to see if any of her people had been the cause. The Barrett sisters were making one of the poor staff open up almost every merchandise display case, their voices carrying through the small space as they bickered over what to buy.

			Off to the side, she caught a glimpse of Jackson, trapped in a pincer movement by Elroy and Esther, up against the case that housed the armor of Théodred. A life-size Gandalf sculpture watched from off to the side, as if amused. Elroy stepped back, attempting to demonstrate some sort of Elvish combat move, while Esther hung on Jackson’s arm like an adoring fan.

			Allie felt a spark of irritation. The girl was only twelve, for crying out loud. Her father shouldn’t be letting her drape herself all over some guy she didn’t even know. A flash of panic passed across Jackson’s face as he tried to extract himself from Esther’s hold and got nowhere.

			Across the room, their eyes caught, and he shot her a look she couldn’t decipher. She suppressed the urge to wade in there and pry the limpet off his arm. Purely for professional reasons.

			That was it. The Aragorn costume was going to have to be retired for this tour. The last headache she wanted—or needed—was a socially awkward girl with an inappropriate crush for the next three weeks. It was bad enough handling the occasional drama between people who were over the legal age of consent.

			“You think I was mean.” Mr. Duff made the observation from beside her, eyebrows tenting beneath his wizard’s hat.

			She looked into his sparkling eyes. “I wouldn’t say that, sir. He just doesn’t seem the dressing up type.”

			The elderly man observed his assistant, who was now trying to save himself by pretending to be avidly interested in a replica of some armor from one of the movies. “Please, call me Louis. And it will be good for him. Jack needs to loosen up a bit, not take himself so seriously. Discover there’s more to life than living in the fast lane.”

			“And you think making him dress up will achieve that?” She doubted it. If anything, the guy had only gotten himself wound up tighter as the afternoon had progressed, and she was pretty sure Esther’s unswerving attentions weren’t the only reason.

			Louis donned a mischievous grin. “I have something he wants very badly. I suspect there’s not much he wouldn’t be prepared to do in order to get it. Little does he know that a couple of hours in costume is the tip of the iceberg of what I’ve got planned for him.”

			Interesting. The old man was clearly much more clued in than she’d thought. “Most of my clients couldn’t care less about their assistants as long as they do their jobs.”

			The old man shot her an appraising look. “Most tour guides have barely managed to graduate high school, and yet here I am with one who has a PhD from Cambridge.”

			Touché. Her mouth went dry. She wasn’t sure why. Anyone who Googled her name would be able to find that information within a few pages. At one point it had even been on Southern Luxury Tours’ website as part of their marketing pitch when they’d repositioned themselves to attract the highest caliber of clients.

			But there was something in the old man’s look that gave the impression he was only scratching the surface of what he knew about her. Information she had worked very hard to ensure remained hidden.

			* * *

			The door to Jackson’s hotel room swung closed with a quiet click behind him, his attempt at slamming it thwarted by the annoying device installed in the top corner.

			Storming into the small space, he stripped off pieces of his ridiculous costume as fast as his fingers could free him from the various buckles and buttons that constrained him.

			Walking into the bathroom, he yanked on the tap, turning on the shower, and threw the bath mat onto the floor as water pounded into the tub. At least the country had decent water pressure. Steam filled the hotel bathroom, obscuring his vision and offering a brief respite from reality.

			He looked at his watch, groaned, and shut the water off. Not enough time for a shower before he had to meet his uncle for a drink. Louis had sidled up to him as they were leaving Weta and informed him they needed to meet in the bar before dinner for a chat.

			Turning on the cold water, he splashed it over his face and ran his fingers through his hair. Everything hurt, and he had a cracking headache because of the socially awkward Esther/Arwen, who had leeched onto him for the entire afternoon. One second, she’d been looking at him with disdain for pronouncing a character’s name wrong or not knowing some tiny pedantic detail from one of the books. Then the next, she’d been wrapped around his arm tighter than cling wrap and reminding him that in Middle-earth they were married.

			It was creepy. In spite of his best efforts to disentangle himself, she’d stayed glued to his side for the entire three hours. Worse, his attention was torn between trying to eyeball the girl’s father and get him to take some responsibility for his daughter and his growing alarm at the amount of time his uncle and Hobbit Girl were spending together, trailing behind the group in conversation.

			By the time they’d finally boarded the van back to the hotel, his blood pressure had been somewhere in the stratosphere. And he still had dinner to contend with, when what he really needed was more time to cram as many Tolkien facts into his head as he could manage.

			Whether it was the jet lag, the pressure of playing the role of assistant, or the unending amount of information he needed to absorb, his usually almost photographic memory was failing him. The business brain that had catalogued every nuance, fashioned the business deals that had made him successful, and found niches in the market that no one else had seen had abandoned him the day Nicole walked out.

			He’d clearly never had much of a brain when it came to his love life. How could he not have seen that his greatest threat lived with him? Woke up next to him? He could tell by the twitch of an eye or the flicker of an expression when a business competitor was lying, but he’d been living with the enemy for months and had no idea.

			Six months later, he still had no clue as to what had gone wrong. That was what infuriated him most of all. He was a rational man, a logical one. Some might even say cold and unfeeling when it came to business.

			He’d given her everything. Funded her lavish lifestyle, showered her with gifts, introduced her to people she could only have dreamed of meeting before him. What had he gotten in return? Treason. And some bleating note about how his fiercest competitor “got her.”

			Stupid, stupid girl. What Richard Evans had gotten was his hands on Jackson’s most fiercely guarded commercial secret. The thing that was supposed to seal his success and make him richer than Croesus when it catapulted his company to one of the most successful Wall Street offerings this millennium.

			Stalking across the floor to the bed, he reached into his suitcase for a fresh set of clothes. The photo of his family tugged at him from the bedside table. Open, honest smiles. Contentment radiated from the expressions of his parents, sister, brother-in-law, niece, and nephew.

			How could he have been so reckless? So arrogant to not have settled everything for them when he had the chance? He could live with what he’d lost. It was only a matter of time before he made it all back plus some. But if the delay cost everything his parents had ever worked for, he would never forgive himself.

			Picking up a folded shirt, he flicked it open with a quick shake and pulled it over his head. His fingers made quick work of the buttons before he threw the matching tie around his neck. Pulling his pants on, he snapped the belt into place and shoved his feet into black dress shoes.

			He could have—should have—paid off some of the farm’s debts in the months before his world unraveled. One simple little funds transfer was all it would have taken. Especially when a few bad years meant they lived shadowed by the constant threat of foreclosure. But no, he wanted to be the big man, and do it in person. Drive back into town in some flashy sports car, throwing money around like Halloween candy, rubbing it in the faces of all those people who predicted he’d come crawling back like the prodigal son within six months. Prove he wasn’t the failure they all thought he was.

			Never again would he be so stupid. Never again would he let any woman get past his guard, find her way into his heart. The only person he could trust was himself.

			Shoving his wallet in his pocket, he pulled on his jacket as he walked back out the door. Trudging down the corridor, his fingers tugged his tie into place so it sat snug around his neck like the noose that it was. His family depended on him. He was not going to let them down again. If he could handle high-maintenance investors, he certainly wasn’t going to be undone by a group of Tolkien lunatics who couldn’t even separate reality from fantasy.

			* * *

			Jackson ran his finger around the edge of his collar as he waited in the restaurant bar for his uncle to join him. It was anyone’s guess as to whether he would appear in the form of Gandalf or show up in civilized clothing. The itinerary had said suit and tie for dinner, but who knew what the Middle-earth equivalent of that was.

			At least, as far as he could tell, they were dining in an ordinary restaurant tonight. Not a hobbit hole, or an Elf castle, or some other weird Tolkienesque place. He’d been afraid their first dinner would be like that scene in the first Hobbit movie, where the dwarves run around Bilbo’s house ripping food apart with their bare hands. His borderline obsessive-­compulsive tendencies had been scandalized just watching it, and he couldn’t imagine having to partake in such a revolting scenario. Just thinking about it gave him the creeps.

			“What can I get for you, sir?” The bartender paused in front of him.

			Jackson looked down at the drinks list he held between his hands. He hadn’t even had a look at it. He peered at the page, unfamiliar brand names swimming in front of him. “A Tuatara Hefe, please.” He picked a beer at random. No doubt they all tasted the same anyway.

			A bottle and a glass appeared in front of him within seconds and he scrawled his room number across the bill. Ignoring the glass, he picked up the bottle. He hadn’t even thought to check what the old man’s views were on alcohol, but he was too wrung out to care.

			He looked at his watch. Still twenty minutes before everyone was due to assemble for dinner. What was the mysterious reason his uncle had wanted to meet him beforehand? He’d referred obliquely to having “something to discuss” but had given no other clues.

			Rolling the chilled bottle between his palms, Jackson lifted it to his mouth and took a careful sip. Pretty good. Maybe this country wasn’t quite as backward as he’d anticipated. That would be a relief, given that everything else was a nightmare.

			“A soda and lime, please.”

			He glanced to his right to find a redhead had taken up residence a few stools over. A blue cocktail dress skimmed her curves and flared out over her knees.

			She turned toward him, revealing a pert nose with a smattering of freckles and large green eyes. Light makeup highlighted her features. She looked real, which was more than he could say for the artfully painted, perfectly sculpted, surgically enhanced women who occupied his old social circuit.

			A subtle scent of citrus came from her direction. There was something about her that was familiar, but that he couldn’t place. But then, he’d charmed and schmoozed so many women over the last few years that they all kind of blended together.

			Stop it, Jackson. He had no business thinking about the female species. They were the reason he was in this ridiculous predicament.

			She caught his gaze and something he couldn’t quite interpret flitted across her face before it reset to neutral. “Hi.”

			“Hi.” He was so surprised by her opening that it was all he could manage. He scrambled for something else but came up blank. Which never happened. The old Jackson would have had a perfect follow-through. Within a couple of minutes he would have been in the empty seat beside her—

			He hauled his train of thought to a screeching halt. That kind of behavior was exactly what had gotten him where he was right now.

			“Tough day, huh?” She nodded toward his bottle, then took a sip of her soda.

			He took another drink. “Something like that.” She opened her mouth as if to say something further, but he cut her off. “Look, no offense. But I’m not really interested.”

			Ouch. That hadn’t come out at all like he’d intended. It was abrasive. Rude.

			From the way her mouth clamped shut and eyes flashed, he was guessing it was also the last thing she’d expected to hear.

			What was wrong with him? The old Jackson had been a pro at making women feel amazing as he dodged their advances. He’d needed the skill to part a few lucrative divorcée investors from their money without resorting to warming their beds. He might have left the Iowa boy behind in the cornfields, but he prided himself on having a few lines he wouldn’t cross.

			He contemplated some form of apology, then gave up. Oh well. It wasn’t like it mattered. She was just some random girl in a hotel bar in a country he never planned to visit again. With wholesome looks like that, she no doubt had guys falling over themselves—it was probably good for her to have her charms rebuffed once in a while. A good dose of rejection every now and then certainly hadn’t done him any harm. He tipped his beer to himself. The men of New Zealand should really be thanking him.

			“Here you are!” Thank goodness, his uncle came around the corner into the bar, saving Jackson from the chill now emanating from three seats over. He still wore his Gandalf hat, but from the neck down was dressed in a standard gray suit, with some sort of themed tie Jackson couldn’t quite make out. “Sorry I’m late. Anna packed my suitcase and I couldn’t find my suspenders. Ended up being in one of those infernal inner-pocket things.”

			“Sorry, I should have checked if you needed help.” Jackson turned on his perch and eyed the other seating available. There was no way his octogenarian uncle was going to manage to clamber up onto a bar stool.

			His uncle waved a hand at him. “Not at all. Not at all.” His face lit up. “Dr. Shire. Aren’t you a lovely sight!” He changed direction, crossing the carpet toward the auburn-haired woman. “Not that you don’t make a wonderful hobbit as well but, if an old man is allowed to say so, if I were fifty years younger . . .”

			What? No. It couldn’t be. Jackson almost gave himself whiplash as his head spun back to the girl who was sliding off her stool with the liquid grace of a waterfall and smiling at his uncle. “Please, call me Allie. I do have to admit that it’s a relief to be out of costume on a warm night like tonight.”

			Sweat beaded down his back. He gave his collar a tug. He was pretty sure he was going to throw up. How had he not seen it? Admittedly the wig and the feet and the thirty pounds of padding had obscured some key features, but still. His ears buzzed. So much for some random girl he was never going to see again. Of course it had to be the one, the one, person he needed to win over so his Tolkien ignorance wasn’t revealed to his uncle.

			“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you and Mr. Gregory to enjoy your drinks. I’ll come and let you know when everyone else has arrived.” She somehow managed to keep smiling while tossing Jackson the kind of death glare that would have taken out whole armies in Greek mythology. She seemed to glide out of the bar on lean legs clad in high strappy sandals, hair bouncing against her shoulders.

			His uncle pierced him with wizened eyes. “What did you say this time?”

			Jackson’s mouth opened but nothing came out. There was no way he could come back from this. He might as well get back on a plane home right now.
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