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CHAPTER ONE

“A July ceremony could be problematic.”

“In what way?”

Brittney Merriweather frowned at the wedding planner her mother had hired. 

The man, Mr. Gregory as he liked to be called, was so polished and manicured that he nearly shimmered with acumen and perfection.  Her mother, Jacquelyn, dealt with only the most renowned and expensive professionals, so there was no doubt he would perform brilliantly.  Brittney’s wedding would be spectacular.

Why couldn’t she muster any enthusiasm for the occasion?

“July in Colorado can be tricky,” he explained.  “We could hit a hot patch of weather and everyone would be miserable.”

“Or we could get lucky,” Brittney countered, “and be blessed with some of Denver’s ideal summer temperatures.  Everyone would be happy.”

“And that time of year,” he continued, “there are always late-afternoon thunderstorms.”

Brittney shrugged, undeterred.  “Then we’ll schedule it for two o’clock, before the clouds have a chance to build up over the Front Range.”

“It’s only three months away.”  Mr. Gregory glared at Jacquelyn, hoping to find an ally.  “If we could just delay a bit, maybe into September…?”

“She refuses to delay,” Jacquelyn replied.  “I already tried to convince her.”

“July it is then.” 

He flashed a wan smile and clapped his hands as if it was what he’d wanted all along.  In all actuality, he was aghast at the speed with which she was forging ahead. 

But Brittney was determined—even though she couldn’t figure out why.

There was no reason to hurry.  She’d only known her fiancé, Andrew Fitzroy-Jones, for six months, so she could have stretched out the engagement.  She could have ordered the designer gown from Paris, could have spent months haggling over colors or themes, but it all seemed so unnecessary.  Especially with the bad economy. 

When so many people were struggling, she felt uncomfortable wasting a ton of cash on a frivolous party.

Andrew disagreed, though.  As did her mother.  They saw nothing wrong with squandering a fortune on the event, and when the three of them were so at odds over the tone and the cost, it was becoming more and more difficult to reach a consensus on even the smallest issue.

Brittney would make a choice and instantly be overruled.  So far, she’d managed to win on the location and date:  July fifteenth at the family’s historic mansion in Denver.  She’d lost on every other detail.

She couldn’t decide if she should keep fighting or if she should simply give up and go with the flow.  Her mother was like a force of nature.  She always got her way, and Brittney had learned from bitter experience that it was easier to relent.

With her two brothers, Dustin and Lucas, recently picking unsuitable brides—over Jacquelyn’s vehement objection—Jacquelyn had a point to prove with Brittney’s nuptials.

She had decreed that the affair be grand and ostentatious—whether Brittney consented or not.  Andrew was obscenely rich, charming, and sophisticated, exactly the sort of man Jacquelyn wanted for a son-in-law, and she was almost desperate to bring the union to fruition.

She was eager to show the world that at least one of her adult children was sane. 

Brittney had met Andrew at a gallery opening in New York City, and from the moment they’d been introduced, they’d been destined to end up together.

They had so much in common:  good looks, staggering affluence, societal position, and a taste for the finer things in life.

He was a thriving hedge fund manager who had an unequaled knack for making money.  He’d risen from humble roots to achieve a level of success that impressed even his fiercest critics. 

A brash upstart and impetuous financier, he donated to the appropriate charities and owned property at the most exclusive addresses.  He patronized the proper vacation spots and was photographed at the most lavish galas, so he was deemed to be one of America’s most eligible bachelors.

And Brittney had snagged him for her own.

Or maybe she should remember that he had snagged
her
.  She was one of the country’s great heiresses, her male ancestors having built the Merriweather empire during the waning days of the Old West.  They’d been hardscrabble pioneers and prospectors, but had parlayed those meager beginnings into goldmines, railroads, and real estate.

Though Brittney and her brothers were several generations removed from that industrial foundation, their fortune stretched to infinity.  It provided her and her brothers with the lazy trappings of leisure and privilege that seemed nearly immoral. 

Brittney and Andrew.  Old money and new.  Beauty, brains, wealth.  The perfect couple.  The perfect match. 

She sighed.  Why wasn’t she brimming with excitement?  Why couldn’t she be happy?

“I was thinking five hundred thousand,” she heard her mother say to Mr. Gregory, and she was yanked out of her miserable reverie.

“What?” Brittney asked.

“Mr. Gregory inquired about the budget,” her mother said.  “We can host an intimate celebration for five hundred thousand.”

“Dollars?” Brittney gasped.

“Yes.”

“Absolutely not, Mother.  I refuse to let you spend that much.”

“How will you stop me?”

“I’m the bride.  Don’t my wishes count?”

“Not when you’re being foolish.”

“How am I being foolish?  I’ve told you and told you what I want:  a simple ceremony—here in the mansion—followed by some hors d’oeuvres and drinks.  That’s it.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“And no more than fifty guests.”

Jacquelyn was thin, graying, her icy blue eyes and slender physique as brittle and harsh as her personality.  She pursed her lips with disdain and focused her attention on Mr. Gregory.  She ignored Brittney as if Brittney wasn’t present, and Brittney muttered, “Would you excuse me for a few minutes?”

She slipped out of the room and strolled to the rear of the house, to the solarium that looked out over the garden. 

It was a lovely spring morning in Denver, the grass so green, the sky so blue.  Off in the west, the Rocky Mountains towered over the city, their snowy peaks a stark reminder that winter wasn’t completely gone.

The flowers were blooming, the trees heavy with leaves, and she wondered how many more times she’d be able to stand in the quiet spot.

With her father’s death the prior year, everything was changing.  The glorious residence—with its carved woodwork, frescoed ceilings, and antique furnishings—was her favorite place on the entire planet.

But none of them had ever lived in it.

Jacquelyn puttered around in Santa Fe where she claimed to be an artist.  Dustin was an idle bachelor and occasional movie producer in Los Angeles.  Brittney and Lucas travelled constantly, not really having any permanent location, although Lucas had recently gotten married and settled in Boulder with his wife, Faith Benjamin.

The mansion—which represented so much of their past—sat empty decade after decade.  They used it for their infrequent gatherings when their Colorado-based business drew them to Denver for meetings.  So Lucas had decided to sell it to the historical society so it could be turned into a museum.

She’d tried to dissuade him, but couldn’t, so her wedding would likely be the last time she’d ever have the right to call the house her own.  It was the reason she’d insisted on holding the ceremony in the front parlor. 

Andrew had wanted to rent a ballroom in New York City, but Brittney had been adamant.  They would have their wedding in her family’s historic home, and she wouldn’t consider any other venue.

In the windows of the solarium, she could see her reflection.  Her golden blond hair curled down her back.  It was sun-streaked from a recent jaunt to the Caribbean, her skin tanned a warm bronze color.  She should have appeared healthy and fit, but she was much too thin, with stress weighing heavily. 

Any bride—with her big day approaching—would kill to be so slender, but Brittney had slimmed to the point of emaciation.  No amount of nuptial preparation, no amount of pretending to be glad, could reverse the haggard look in her striking green eyes. 

She laid her palm on the cool glass of the window.

“What am I doing?” she murmured to herself.  “Why am I getting married?”

“I give up,” a male voice replied.  “Why are you getting married?”

Frowning, she whipped around. 

A man was in the doorway, insolently leaned against the frame.  He was older than she was by a few years—she was twenty-six—but he seemed to be much more aged, as if he’d done too much and was exhausted by his experiences. 

He was incredibly handsome, tall and imposing, his broad shoulders filling the narrow space.  He had piercing blue eyes and thick black hair that he wore too long.  It was tied in a ponytail that dangled down his back.  Though he was dressed casually in a leather jacket, jeans, and boots, there was an air of authority about him that unnerved her. 

He was probably the type who thought with his fists, a cop or maybe a boxer who roamed the physical world of threats and retaliation.  He’d drink alone in dark, smoky bars and pick up dumb, busty women who were too clueless to know better.

In other words, he was the total opposite of her fiancé:  suave, urbane, charming Andrew Fitzroy-Jones.  Andrew was forty, stable and mature and established in his habits and routines, while the guy before her oozed testosterone and danger. 

He rattled her composure.  He made her want to run away and keep on running.    

“Who are you”—she assumed the haughty manner of the rich princess she’d been raised to be—“and why are you in my home?”

“The door wasn’t locked.  I barged in without knocking.”

“Which doesn’t answer my question.  Who are you?”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a business card.  Displaying his own haughty arrogance, he waved it in a taunting way—as if she was a puppy that might come over and fetch.

They engaged in a brief standoff, but she quickly lost their little war.  She was no match for his brand of cocky conceit.  She stomped over and yanked the card out of his hand. 

“Talbot Security?” she said, reading the name of his company.

“Yup.”  He gave a slight, mocking bow.  “Matthew Monroe, at your service.  They sent you their number one guy.”

“And you’re here because…?”

“Why do you think a private security firm would show up?  To provide
security
.”

“To who?”

“To you.”

“To me?  I don’t need any security.”

“Your fiancé would beg to disagree.”

“Andrew hired security?  Why?”

“I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that it’s to ensure you’re safe.”

“Safe from what?”

“He’s a Wall Street banker.”  Mr. Monroe shrugged as if his comment was self-explanatory.

“He’s not a banker.”

“Banker, stockbroker, hedge fund manager.”  He made a waffling motion with his fingers.  “Those crooks caused a lot of misery for a lot a people.  These days, it’s not uncommon for them to be uneasy.”

“Uneasy about what?”

“Bodily harm.  Personal injury.  Arson.  Death threats.”

“Death threats?  Andrew?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“In his line of work, it pays to be cautious.”

“But not to be silly.  I’m in my family’s home in plain, boring Denver, Colorado.  I’m not about to be attacked by lunatics.  So if you’ll excuse me?”

She gestured to the hall for him to leave, but he was as obtuse as she could have predicted.  He didn’t budge.

“I can’t go anywhere,” he maddeningly claimed.  “My orders are to stick to you like glue.”

“In your dreams maybe, but not in mine.”

For some preposterous reason, she’d presumed she could intimidate him with her five feet six inches of height.  He was every bit of six feet, weighed two hundred pounds that was all muscle, and he blocked the door like a brick wall.

She glared up at him and was momentarily lost in the blue, blue of his eyes.

He was too big, too handsome, too, too…everything.
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