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Romancing the Rough Diamond

 

By Clare London

Romancing The…

 

Trust is the most precious jewel of all. 

When Mayfair jewelers Starsmith Stones wins the commission for a gay royal wedding, CEO Joel Sterling is recommended to the brilliant young designer Matt Barth—only to discover Matt’s the man with whom he shared an anonymous and passionate kiss on the celebration night. 

Disenchanted with the commercial jewelry industry, Matt nowadays prefers muddy archaeological digs to designing. Openly resentful of Starsmith’s hostile takeover of his family’s firm, he is horrified at the realization he’ll be working with the man who engineered that deal—but the opportunity to create something fabulous and unique for the royal couple is too tempting to refuse.

Working as a team reignites the spark between Joel and Matt. But when betrayal from within Starsmith threatens both the project and Joel’s confidence, will they have built enough trust to keep their newfound love as precious as the royal jewels?


It was like the first kiss at Claridge’s and yet so much better, like they recognized each other’s touch and texture. Christ. Matt’s head swam. Everything was amplified—the rustle of leaves, the distant horn of a car, a hoot from an owl in the palace grounds… the sigh Joel gave as he broke away.




To my beta Lillian, my office mate Sue, and my dear husband’s royalty research skills. Thank you for your friendship, unflagging support, and fierce critique (when needed!).

 

To my readers who’ve enjoyed the Romancing The… series, and who will hopefully enjoy this new installment full of jewels, jest, and romantic joy.




Chapter One

 

 

JOEL Sterling’s phone was going to burn a hole in the pocket of his suit trousers.

At the very least, it was causing havoc with the beautifully tailored fabric as his hand turned it over nervously every thirty seconds. It needed to ring, and it needed to ring soon. He’d been on tenterhooks all evening, ever since he was told the Royal Household would make a decision before the end of today.

And a boring industry awards dinner wasn’t the best place to be when his mind was anticipating probably the most influential contract of his career. Tonight he’d smiled so often his cheeks felt numb, listened to small talk and dispensed plenty of his own, and shaken a hundred hands—or so it felt, at this late stage of the evening. He didn’t often attend these jewelry trade events. As CEO of Starsmith Stones, he had a marketing and sales team to be the public face of the company, and he preferred to manage everything from the office. But there’d been a clash of diary dates, and he’d offered to cover tonight personally. Starsmith had a prestigious and long-standing reputation to maintain. It didn’t occupy one of the prime sites on London’s Mayfair by accident. So the occasional—if, yes, boring—awards dinner was probably covered within his job description.

But his phone needed to ring.

Claridge’s historic London hotel was as glamorous as expected, and the catering had been superb. The Jewellers Guild always hired the best for their events. He’d been served by professionally alert and beautifully dressed staff, and the 1930s design of marble and mirrors made the setting the epitome of luxury and taste. He’d also attracted his fair share of curiosity and attention from his peers, whether with awe, admiration, or antagonism. It came with the job, he assumed, along with the additional novelty that he was young—still in his late twenties—and not from the usual moneyed or aristocratic background.

His reputation obviously preceded him, but he wasn’t intimidated by that attitude. He knew he was exactly what Starsmith had been looking for when they headhunted him from his previous employer two years ago, straight into his senior position. He was a tough negotiator but could also charm in any boardroom. The network of international goldsmiths based in London also liked to deal with him. Admittedly, some of the old guard wanted to challenge him, to see how much he would bend under the weight of their “superior” experience. They’d been disappointed in that, to date. And some of the younger traders were just shit scared of him—he knew that too, even if it hadn’t been whispered none too quietly behind his back on many occasions.

That was all fine. He’d fought hard for this role. He’d devoted all of his working adult life to the jewelry industry, to getting to this point. Starsmith Stones, under his leadership, was going to be one of the best players in the world. He’d make sure of that. Their profitability grew by the quarter, and the team he had around him was second to none. He was loving the life of a tough businessman—at the office, at least.

But tonight? Tonight that bloody phone needed to ring. The next call could change his whole career, maybe even his life. And Joel Sterling, cool negotiator, level-headed executive, and strategic planner, certainly wasn’t one to make melodramatic statements like that—

Someone rudely nudged his elbow. “Don’t usually see you out and about, socializing with us minions, Sterling. Have you had a chance to think about our European contract yet?”

The blunt question was from a salesman at Marchant’s, a London silver merchant Starsmith had dealt with in the past. But Starsmith’s premier pieces were traditionally struck in gold, and at the moment, Joel didn’t have any need for more silver.

“Dan.” He nodded, barely polite. He didn’t like the man, though he knew he was on duty, whatever the setting. Business deals could be forged as easily in social situations as in the boardroom. “It’s on my desk. You understand, Starsmith is not currently looking at producing another silver collection. But I have time scheduled tomorrow to go through the details.”

The salesman, Dan Llewellyn, young and good-looking but with sweat on his brow either from nerves or too much drink, blustered, “No need. You can trust me, it’s—”

“I will go through the details,” Joel interrupted firmly, though without raising his voice, “in my own time. Then I will let you know if we have any interest.”

“Is it the price?” Dan frowned. “I’m already down to the wire on margin. You guys are only interested in the bottom line, I know—”

“I’m interested in the best product at a competitive cost.”

“As long as it’s lower than anyone else’s in the market,” Dan snapped back.

“I’m sorry?” Joel said, more sharply now. He was irritated because what Dan implied wasn’t, in fact, true. Starsmith paid fair prices, but only for the highest quality product. It appeared Marchant’s had far lower standards, and he’d heard their business practices weren’t always above board. “I believe I just said that I’ll let you know.”

“Jesus.” Dan looked angry and even more flustered. “You’re a tough bastard, Sterling.”

“I’m a thorough bastard.” Joel sounded calmer than he felt. Was that vibration on his hip from a received text? His fingers itched to reach for it. “That’s what Starsmith pays me for. Now please excuse me. I have other people to see.”

He dodged swiftly out of the ballroom, leaving more than a couple of startled faces in his wake and darted into one of the more intimate, private bars. He was greeted with more stylish, 1930s-inspired décor, dark wood and red velvet furnishings, and an immediately reduced noise level. With relief, he saw it was barely occupied, apart from a middle-aged couple sitting in one of the small, snug booths, a young man at the horseshoe-shaped marble counter nursing a beer, and a bartender who was struggling to hide a yawn behind his hand. The night was drawing to a close, the attendees at the trade event would soon be moving on to clubs and restaurants in central London, and it looked like Claridge’s residents were elsewhere too.

Joel paused at one of the empty booths, flipped open the button of his Tom Ford suit jacket, and pulled his phone from his pocket. He had a message to call the office. At last! He hit speed dial quickly. “Teresa? Are you still at work?”

“Finishing paperwork in peace and quiet,” his PA, Teresa Manners, half whispered. “No one here but me and the cleaner, and he’s at the other end of the corridor. Can you talk?”

After a quick glance around, Joel slipped into the booth, where he could rest on the stiffly upholstered seat and the high sides would shelter his voice. “Yes. What news?”

“I’m too old for this 007 stuff.” Teresa chuckled. He knew she’d be shaking her immaculately coiffured head at his eagerness. “But don’t worry, I fully understand the need for secrecy at this stage. Brace yourself.”

For good news or bad? It was like waiting on school exam results all over again. “Tell me!”

She took pity on his impatience. “My unofficial contact at the palace called me as soon as they finished for the day. The commission is as good as ours. The palace will contact Starsmith tomorrow, and it’ll be announced officially in next month’s trade press.”

“Three weeks’ time!” Joel took a deep breath to try and calm his speeding pulse. The aroma in the bar was a rich mixture of wood polish, expensive fragrances, and good liquor. Joel thought he’d remember that smell forever as defining one of the best moments of his life. He realized he was grinning like a fool.

This news was life changing! For six long months, Starsmith had been in negotiations for a commission from the British Royal Family, the first in their company’s history. Joel had initially heard about it from a casual comment at one of the networking lunches Starsmith hosted, where the guest list included celebrity friends of the aristocracy. The first gay wedding involving a member of the British Royal Family in direct line to the throne was seeking a London firm to provide jewelry for the grooms. Prince “Artie” Arthur, currently eighth in terms of succession—young, handsome, and with a twinkle in his eye to match his older brothers’, William and Harry—was marrying his longtime boyfriend, the opera star and independently wealthy Paolo Astra. They were a gorgeous and eminently newsworthy couple, and the media was already wetting its pants at the thought of the coverage.

Joel’s overwhelming desire had been to make that deal for Starsmith. The wedding date was still another six months away. But within twenty-four hours of the marriage announcement, he’d made a presentation to palace representatives, and knew it had gone well. He’d put his whole heart into it! Starsmith had already been informed they’d made the very short, select, and confidential list of approved firms.

And now Teresa’s message was wonderfully welcome. Starsmith had won.

“Joel? Are you still there?” Teresa sounded wary. “While I have your attention, I’ve been asked to alert you about one of the acquisition deals on this month’s schedule. It’s Barth Gems, a small, independent jewelers that has been in financial trouble for some time. Our business development team identified them for potential takeover months ago, and we’re due to sign tomorrow. But the owner is still wrangling a couple of the conditions. He’s facing retirement, and it’s a family business—there’s a son involved, it seems. An awkward young man who isn’t actually an acting member of the company, but who keeps throwing up obstacles to the final contract.”

Joel tried to concentrate on business as usual, but his mind was racing ahead. “The team can handle it.”

“I know. They just wanted you to know.”

Joel didn’t want to hear about obstacles. He wanted to cheer, dance, shout aloud with excitement. He was amazed the very air hadn’t changed around him somehow, charged with his emotions. “Tell them to agree to the conditions,” he said, in a moment of rashness. “I can’t remember the specifics of the deal, though I’m sure it’s not big enough to cause us serious financial grief. But we don’t want any bad publicity for the company at this time. Not now we’ve got—”

“Hush, it’s still a secret, remember,” Teresa broke in with caution but then spoiled it by giving a very unbusinesslike yelp of delight. “Won’t it be marvelous?”

“Yes. And thanks for staying on late to take the call. I would say take tomorrow off in return—”

“But that’s when the work will start in earnest, right?” Teresa chuckled again. “No problem. You owe me plenty already. I’ll just add it to your slate. And I’ll be in at seven to start making calls to the team.”

“Give my apologies to Dylan.”

She snorted. “He’s used to it by now.”

Teresa had a loving husband, Dylan, and three kids. For a fleeting moment, Joel imagined having someone close to tell his news to. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone home to anyone at all. Then he realized Teresa was still talking.

“—and I can’t wait until it’s common knowledge and I can tell the kids. They’re mad for anything about the Royal Family.”

Joel thanked her again and finished the call but stayed sitting in the booth for a while longer. He couldn’t wait either, but mainly to get away from here and think through everything the royal commission would mean. It wasn’t just the grooms’ rings, but gifts for the whole wedding party, including VIP guests. So far, he hadn’t dared bring anyone except Teresa and his head of design on board. He’d been scared of jinxing the deal. But although Starsmith’s work to date had earned them notice, he knew this commission would demand something even better—a blend of modern style and traditional sophistication. His in-house design team was excellent, but maybe he should hire a freelancer to bring fresh inspiration. It would have to be someone both innovative and talented enough. Project Palace. Yes, that’s what they’d call it. God! If they were successful, this could make Starsmith’s the first choice of royal families across the world—

“You look like you need a drink. May I get you one?”

Joel looked up to face the man from the bar, who’d wandered over. He had a beer in each hand now, one of them held out toward Joel. His smile was quizzical, a little nervous. It was a very attractive smile. Joel found himself irresistibly drawn to it, to the underlying self-deprecation he saw, mixed with an undeniable hint of mischief. He was about as tall as Joel and of a similar age, with chestnut-colored hair cut short at the sides and wavy on top, a dark beard, and sharp blue eyes. Lovely, lively eyes. He wore a dark suit that was smart but probably a few seasons old, and the heavy body under his white shirt hinted of strength and fitness. A man who worked outdoors, maybe. Joel hadn’t seen him in the ballroom, though the suit implied he was on business of some kind. No tie, no identity lanyard, no slick, acquisitive arrogance in his manner. Joel was startled at how relieved he felt about that.

“Couldn’t help seeing you smile,” the stranger said bluntly. “After your phone call. Like some kind of private joke.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Shit.” The man frowned and shook his head. “Dammit, I’m the one who’s sorry. My conversation is usually a lot more civil. I just meant… it was good to see someone so cheerful tonight. I’m not asking about the call—that’s your business.”

“Yes. It is.”

The man looked irritated now. His expressions changed within seconds. Everything he thought seemed to show on his face. He apparently had no professional detachment. It wasn’t the restrained behavior Joel was used to, and he regretted there was no hint of the original, sexy grin.

“Just thought you may like to celebrate, whatever the hell it was,” the guy said. “But you don’t want a clumsy arse like me butting in.” He put the beer down on the table in front of Joel and took a step back. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Wait.” The word escaped Joel without any further thought. He didn’t know whether this was a pickup—wasn’t sure whether he minded. He had plenty of advances when he did socialize in London, and he knew his position and power were attractive. He wasn’t bad-looking either, though he didn’t think he was particularly vain. But this guy apparently had no idea who Joel was, had just approached him with a simple expression of companionship. This guy who had a refreshingly blunt way of speaking that Joel hadn’t found in the corporate behavior so far this evening, who had thought to buy Joel a drink, when Joel could have drunk himself stupid several times over on Starsmith’s account, and who… was hot.

What else did Joel have to look forward to when he got home, apart from plans for the workday ahead? And yes, dammit, even if he couldn’t tell anyone why, he did want to celebrate.

“Join me,” he said, smiling and gesturing at the cushioned seat beside him.




Chapter Two

 

 

MATTHEW Barth slid into the booth, cursing his clumsiness. He was tall and thickset—nothing like the elegant man across from him. And these bloody booths were like being sucked back into the womb, with the table edge in your belly and your trousers twisting tight around your thighs because, yes, he knew he should have invested in a new suit many years ago. But he was happier in jeans and sweatshirt, and he’d never made any bones about it. And what the hell did he need a suit for anyway? He’d never bothered with these events before, and he definitely wouldn’t be coming to any more of them after tomorrow.

“The furniture’s not built for comfort, is it?” the attractive stranger said, his smile reassuring. He’d shifted sideways to give Matt enough room to get settled, and now they were sitting side by side. “I got stabbed in the bum by the metal buttons.”

Matt laughed, pushing his hair back off his forehead. It never stayed in its parting for long, and he always forgot he could use gel. His beard probably needed a trim too. He felt like some kind of swarthy pirate against the smooth skin of this guy’s jaw. Matt wondered if a beard would grow in the same blond color as the man’s perfectly styled hair, or if there’d be a touch of ginger in there. Such lovely, sharp, glittering eyes, concentrated so confidently on Matt. And those high cheekbones; the smooth-shaven, chiseled jaw? The man was bloody gorgeous.

Matt’s reaction struggled between a flare of lustful attraction and embarrassment. He probably shouldn’t have taken off his jacket. He hadn’t ironed his shirt very well. Thank God his awkward wriggling to get settled hadn’t spilled either drink.

“I’m Matt,” he said, holding out his hand. The other man shook it—his hand was cool but firm. Matt wasn’t surprised by the flicker of excitement that ran down his spine.

“Joe,” the man said quietly—at least, that’s what Matt thought he said. The couple in the booth behind them had burst into raucous laughter just as Joe spoke. Joe winced, caught Matt’s eye, and smiled ruefully.

“Let’s leave it at that, shall we? First names only,” Matt said quickly. “I bet we’ve both had enough of this evening, introducing ourselves time after time by full name, rank, and serial number.”

Joe raised his eyebrows, but he nodded. “Yes, you’re right. It’s tiring. So, you’re here for the jewelry event?”

Matt wondered what Joe thought he was here for otherwise. He was hardly dressed well enough for Claridge’s usual clientele, but of course he’d spent most of the evening propping up this small, out-of-the-way bar, rather than mingling with the industry types. “Yeah. Luckily it’s almost over now. My duty’s done, and the last train goes at eleven.” He signaled to the bartender, who was poring surreptitiously over a cocktail book under the counter—Matt had caught him studying it several times already—and ordered another couple of beers. Joe nodded agreement. He’d already drunk most of his first one. Maybe he’d had enough of that too-dry champagne in the ballroom.

They didn’t speak until the beer had been brought over to their table. Matt was suddenly very aware of Joe, only a foot away, his beautifully suited body relaxing gracefully on the awkward seat, a slight smile on his full lips, his forehead smooth under expensively cut hair, his nose straight—probably never broken from amateur rugby games—and his hands slim-fingered, not pitted with soil under the nails that Matt didn’t think he’d ever get out, however much he scrubbed.

But Joe had invited Matt to join him, had accepted a drink. He’d even made a joke to put Matt at his ease. He couldn’t be that much of a tosser, could he? Matt felt startlingly warm inside. He had no interest in cocktails, but… he’d definitely like to have another beer with this ridiculously gorgeous man.

It didn’t feel quite real, because Matt had never pulled a guy like this in his life. In fact, he’d never really given his love life enough time or effort for any proper relationship. There had always been other priorities. Family, his design apprenticeship, the business—no, he wasn’t going there again tonight. He sat back in the booth, determined to enjoy a surprising and very pleasant end to the evening in Joe’s company. As he reached again for his beer, he nudged Joe’s hand, and turning to apologize, he realized Joe had been looking him up and down. The man had the grace to blush at being caught out. It was heartwarming to see a touch of vulnerability in such a smart, confident man.

Matt nodded back toward the ballroom. “Were you escaping from the farce in there too?”

“Escaping?”

“When you took your phone call. You dodged in here like you were fleeing a pack of rabid beasts.”

Joe frowned. “Yes, well. It was a confidential call.”

Ouch. Matt knew he was blushing. “Me and my nosiness. I guess you’ll want me to vacate my seat right about now?”

But Joe laughed softly. “No. You couldn’t have known. I’d tell you about it… if I could.” And his smile broadened.

My God, what a smile! It lit up Joe’s whole face, made him look younger, less serious. Matt’s warmth just increased. He felt dizzy, and he didn’t think it was from the beer. He wanted to keep that smile going as long as he could look at it.

“Well, it’s good to meet a guy who hasn’t either looked down his nose at my suit or tried to sell me stuff I don’t need,” he said.

“You got harassed by salesmen too?”

Matt wasn’t going to be led by that, so he just laughed, and Joel joined in with him. They took sips from their beers, the condensation on the glasses glinting with reflections from the low lamps set over the booth. The music in the background switched to a soft jazz track that Matt half recognized. This was all surprisingly cozy.

Joe shifted in his seat, coming closer as he settled to face Matt properly. “Do I gather you don’t like corporate events?”

“Fuck, no. Damn. I’m sorry. Again.” Yeah, way to look sophisticated with froth on his top lip and the inability to make a coherent sentence. “I’m only here as a last-minute necessity. To be honest, I’m sorry I came at all. It hasn’t been of any use.”

Joe tilted his head, quizzically. “May I ask why?”

“You don’t want to know,” Matt said bluntly. “Basically, this isn’t my kind of thing, but I’ve been out of the industry for so long I’d forgotten exactly why. The reason I don’t come to these events is because I don’t have any time for people like this.” The words were barely out before he realized how rude that was. “Bugger. Me and my big mouth too. No offense meant.”

“None taken,” Joe said quietly.

Matt rushed on, suddenly eager to explain himself, though he usually didn’t bother. “Socials like this, they’re nothing to do with the real business, are they?”

“The real business?”

“Working with the source. With precious metals. Gems. Jewelry.”

Joe’s eyes narrowed. Maybe he was wondering whether Matt was anything to do with the Guild at all, after being so dismissive. Whereas it was blatantly obvious Joe was in the business—his eyes lit up at the first mention of gems and his whole body seemed to straighten. He had to be one of the salesmen here, touting for deals. Matt would try not to hold it against him.

“That’s what matters to you?” Joe said.

“Too bloody right. Doesn’t it you? I went into this industry originally because I love beauty. Finding it, creating it, drawing the best from it. And that’s all I’m interested in, not this pathetic pursuit of finger food and financial returns.” He gave a small laugh of embarrassment. He probably shouldn’t be talking like this, not here, tonight. “Listen to me! That’s the drink talking.”

Joe took a moment to reply. It looked as if he’d been watching Matt’s mouth very closely, but maybe Matt had imagined that.

“Please.” Joel looked intrigued. “Tell me more. You say you love it… but you’re out of the industry now?”

Matt sat back with a sigh. “Yeah. Sort of. I’m a jewelry designer. Was. I’m not actually designing at the moment, at least not professionally. I dropped out of this particular rat race some time ago.”

“Is that because of the pathetic pursuit you mentioned?”

Jesus. Joe had every right to challenge Matt. But when he met Joe’s eyes, he saw sympathy and interest there, not mockery. “Partly. I created a collection that was… well, I expect you’d say it was successful.” It had been critically well received, which Matt had been very proud of. It was only when it came time to sell it to traders and retailers… well, he’d realized quite how bad he was at that. He resented being on show, of having to think of the money, of the marketing, of making his work commercial.

Joe was looking keenly at him. “It’s painful for you, to think about it.”

It was. And it had caused problems with Matt’s family—with his job—and had been more or less the final straw for Matt’s involvement in this business. But that wasn’t Joe’s fault. He wouldn’t find that at all interesting. “I don’t want to dwell on that tonight, okay? To be honest, I miss the work. I love seeing metals looped and bent into fabulous shapes, precious items created with polish and shine and crowned with jewels. It’s like a recipe—I weave it all into the design. But it’s not just about the bling, about making things expensive for the sake of it. Not just pandering to the market. You know what I mean?”

“Yes. I do.”

“Yeah?” Matt held Joe’s gaze for a little longer than was polite. The guy actually did look like he understood. What a hell of a relief that was! Matt had felt outside of the crowd for a very long time.

“But…,” Joe began slowly, as if nervous of how Matt would take things, though Matt couldn’t imagine anyone ever daring to stop Joe asserting his confident opinion. “The commerce matters too. The Guild has international reach and representation. A good collection deserves to be shared.”

Matt shrugged. He’d had plenty of time to think about things since he dropped out. Plenty of times to acknowledge compromises had to be made in all things, even if he didn’t bloody like those compromises. “At a reasonable price, yeah. I understand that. People are employed in the business, workshops have to be supported. And beauty isn’t just for a few folks to enjoy in private. But commercial gain should never be the sole objective.” He caught Joe’s rapt gaze. “You’re here for that? For the business side of things?”

“I suppose you’d say that.” Joe looked uncomfortable for the first time. “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you any details because it’s confidential. But I’m celebrating something very exciting tonight.”

Matt nodded. He understood secrets too. He broke eye contact reluctantly and looked back down at his beer. “Anyway. It’s late. Even I can’t stay angry all night. The people here will say they’re just doing their job. But I think they lose their way. That’s what this kind of event reminds me of. The industry’s become all about profit when it should be….”

“About beauty?”

“Yeah.” He pushed his hair back again, and Joe’s eyes seemed to follow the movement. “Listen, that’s too much about me. What about you? You enjoy your job?”

Matt was forcing small talk—not a skill he was known for—but it seemed the right thing to say to Joe, who hadn’t hidden his enthusiasm.

“I love it. I live it.” He gave his own embarrassed laugh. “Jewels are my thing, maybe, more than metals.”

“But that’s fine. The jewels are the coup de grâce, right? The glamor that changes a foundation stone into a cathedral. A dinner plate into a banquet. The mundane into magic.” Yeah, so Matt was going over the top, but he was enjoying this totally unexpected meeting. He was with a hot man who loved jewelry the same way he did, who seemed to be enjoying the conversation, if his thoughtful expression and sparkling eyes were anything to go by. “It’s all about… well, the majesty of them. Like they’re royalty in themselves.”

“Royalty?” Joe suddenly stilled and his pupils dilated. “Yes, you’re right.”

Matt had no idea why Joe’s tone had tightened—had Matt said something out of turn?—but he was on a roll now. “I love the fact that jewelry still captures hearts and minds, whatever the age. I’ve followed the history of design, studying the attitudes toward treasure through time. We’re as drawn to beautiful designs, beautiful styling, as we were in, say, the Bronze Age. We covet jewelry, always have, but not always to own.”

“That’s not always been an option for people who couldn’t afford it.” Joe was nodding now, leaning in closer. “But there’s still been admiration, is that what you mean? The desire to be amazed and enthralled by such precious things.”

“God, yes, you’re right. That’s it, exactly.” Matt hadn’t felt uplifted like this for a long time. Joe’s eyes shone, and his smile was blinding. He was so gorgeous. And now he’d reached over and grasped Matt’s arm.

“The way you describe it… it’s been a while since I thought like that. Since I looked at the heart of things. But I love that too.”

Matt grinned mischievously. “Like I said. Magic, that’s what jewelry is. Or what it can be. Whatever the era, whatever the society. The metals, the gems, they’re ageless. And if the very best designs can tap into that immortal stream of desire, can be truly ageless—”

“Then that’s the real treasure!”

They stared at each other with wide smiles and the same level of exhilaration. Matt felt suddenly breathless. He hadn’t been interested in dating for a long time, but now… there was something about Joe. He was so different from Matt—smooth to Matt’s brusqueness, well-dressed to Matt’s barely a step above casual. And such a perfect fit at this business event that the contrast should have made Matt feel uncomfortable and antagonistic. But when they laughed together, when they spoke about jewels, when they felt so similarly about the intrinsic beauty of their trade….

Joe shrugged off his suit jacket, and Matt watched his muscles tighten across broad, wiry shoulders. Matt’s gaze dropped to Joe’s mouth at just about the same time Joe’s tongue slipped out and wet his lips.

“You know how good you look, right?” Matt said hoarsely.

“You’re… I don’t know what to say about you.” Joe seemed strangely disconcerted, his gaze searching Matt’s face. “You’re unusual. I like that. You’re something special.”

Matt’s chuckle came out as a low, humming sound. The kiss just seemed to happen. Matt couldn’t have said which one of them initiated it. They leaned gently and easily against each other, and their lips met. There wasn’t even any of that stupid first-time clumsiness and nose bump. Matt slid a hand around the back of Joe’s neck, and Joe clutched at the front of Matt’s shirt. The sides of the booth were high, and the bartender had shuffled away to the other end of the counter. The laughing couple had left some time ago. No one could see them. From the way Joe gripped him and the way his tongue pushed firmly into Matt’s mouth, Matt didn’t think either of them would have cared anyway.

Matt hadn’t kissed many men in his limited dating life, and he didn’t think he was that bothered about the whole thing. But this was something else. Joe was something else. They parted slowly, their lips still touching until the last second.

Joe’s eyes were heavy-lidded, his mouth glistening. Matt could see a bead of sweat had sprung up in the hollow of his throat. Dammit, he imagined he looked just as affected.

He ran a finger along Joe’s cheekbone and sighed. “Wow. That was unexpected.”

“But good?”

Amazing. Joe looked completely bemused by the whole thing, as if Matt had bashed him with an iron pipe rather than tried to kiss his way down to his tonsils. “Yes,” Matt said, grinning. “Very good.”

Joe laughed softly. He seemed reluctant to let go of Matt, but reached his free hand to his hair. It didn’t need fixing at all; it was as smoothly styled as before. But Matt was oddly touched by the nervous gesture.

And then Matt’s mobile buzzed in his jacket. He groped for the pocket, pulled out the old model that he used for nothing more than making calls. The screen said, “Gary.” Gary, his cousin, who rarely knew where his own phone was, let alone called Matt up late at night for a cousinly chat.

A cold shiver ran down Matt’s back.

“I have to take this call.” He struggled his way out of the booth and moved to the other end of the bar. He didn’t know why he was keen to keep this private, but something told him it was important. “Gary? What’s up?”

“Matt? It’s your dad. He’s in hospital.”

Matt could hear sounds in the background, unfamiliar voices, a faint beeping noise, the rattle of trolleys along a linoleum corridor. Sounded like Gary was in the hospital himself. Matt felt nauseous. “Was it an accident?”

“Nah. He just got dizzy and fell at home. Personally, I think it was a panic attack. But they’ve taken him in for tests, in case it was a stroke. I thought you ought to know.”

“A—what?”

“Matt, keep calm. He’s okay. He’s conscious and sharp as ever. In fact, he said I shouldn’t call you, you’re at that business thing—”

“I’m leaving now. I’ll get a cab.”

“Jesus, from central London? The cost—”

“Fuck that,” Matt said in a low, vicious tone and hung up.

His heart was thudding like a mad drummer was trapped in his chest, and his mouth was dry. He looked over to where Joe stood just outside the booth. On the table were two half-empty glasses of beer and a small white square. Matt suspected that was Joe’s business card. He was probably going to ask Matt to call him. They could go out for a drink, somewhere less intimidating, less cripplingly formal than a Claridge’s industry dinner. Have fun. Have more of those spectacular kisses.

Joe had a quizzical, concerned expression. He’d probably be able to guess it was serious. Matt knew his face was an open book at the best of times. Joe took a step toward him, with a hand outstretched as if to offer help.

“I gotta go. I gotta go.” Matt didn’t know if Joe could hear him from the distance between them. He couldn’t think straight. Couldn’t think about a tall, handsome, well-groomed young man who’d shared a couple of drinks with him and might even have wanted to take things further.

Instead he turned abruptly and hurried out of the bar and onto London’s still-busy streets.




Chapter Three

 

 

“IT won’t do. None of them will do.”

Joel heard the sharp edge in his voice echo off the stark walls of the Starsmith boardroom. But he didn’t—couldn’t—care. His team had been furrowing through Starsmith’s existing design portfolio for a week now and yet were no nearer inspiration for Project Palace.

The official announcement that Starsmith Stones would be the designer of choice for the royal wedding wouldn’t be made for another couple of weeks, although there was speculation in the media already. That would be the start of public frenzy, high excitement, and fierce expectation of the Project Palace team. This was of course the most important deal Starsmith had ever struck, but Joel was keeping the planning team a minimum at the moment. Partly from the need for confidentiality, but also because he hoped to keep them sheltered from scrutiny and stress for as long as possible. Working on their plans for the palace was enough to cope with for now.

The head of design, Addam de Broek, a buoyant young black man who wore designer suits that were always slightly too eccentric for the city, gave a theatrical sigh and threw himself back in his chair. “Dammit, Joel. That’s all we have on the books. And I’m proud of my designers’ work, I’ll have you know.” The lock of red hair he sported among his black curls flopped over his forehead with his exaggerated performance. “They won us a 2014 industry award with our Rose Collection, and the Constable Collection the year after. And the diamond necklaces in the Jubilee Collection of 2012? They’re still selling now.”

He didn’t have to say “and that was before you even joined us” for Joel to understand the rebuke. Starsmith had a long-established and celebrated reputation for fine, elegant jewelry.

“I want something even more special for this commission.” Joel ran his hand over the drawings on the large table. The boardroom was the most spacious in their offices, and he’d commandeered it for the duration of Project Palace. Paper and glossy photos covered almost all the surface. “Something that’s never been shown before. Something unique.”

The two representatives from marketing, Lily and Freddie, who were almost interchangeable with their pale, aristocratic features and white-blond hair, took slurps in tandem from their coffees.

“Whilst I can appreciate the strength of something totally new—” Lily began.

“—as, indeed, is the essence of this whole wedding event—” Freddie added, beginning their familiar back-and-forth conversational style.

“—there is a certain expectation from the market as regards the firm’s brand—”

“—and from the Royal Family themselves.”

Joel nodded, but he was being polite rather than agreeing. “I know that. I’ve read the official palace brief, as have we all. However, that doesn’t mean we can’t create a collection that marks the need for British royal style and taste but will also be astonishing in its ageless beauty. In its majesty.” He all but stumbled on the last few words. He realized he was channeling something that had been said to him only a week ago—Matt’s fierce, shining eyes, his forceful opinion, the taste of his mouth—and it raised a disturbing, almost physical excitement.

Teresa touched his arm gently in support. “What’s the deadline from the palace?”

Joel bit his lip. “They’ve asked for preliminary designs a month after the official announcement. They’ll also want the prince and Mr. Astra to give their personal approval at critical stages of the process.”

“Yay!” came an uninhibited response from Lily or Freddie—Joel wasn’t sure which; they often sounded exactly the same. They were the most enthusiastic and well-connected promotional team he’d ever known, but they seemed to work as a hive mind.

A knock on the closed boardroom door distracted Teresa. She listened to a muttered message from one of the reception staff in the corridor, then came back to Joel’s side.

“There’s someone downstairs asking to see the design team. Says he had a call from Addam?” She frowned. “Silly boy at the desk didn’t take a name.”

Addam swung himself quickly out of his chair, his eyes lighting up. “Is it one of the freelance designers I called?”

“You’ve called at least twenty in the last week,” Teresa said with a smile to take the sting out of her words. “Why would any of them respond, when you haven’t been able to confirm what the collaboration is?”

“Because they should welcome adventure!” Addam waved his hand dismissively, grinning widely by now. “Okay, so I haven’t had an expression of interest from any of them so far, like Teresa says. But if it’s the one guy I haven’t heard back from at all until now…. God, this could be the best news of the lot!”

“What’s so special about him?”

Addam rushed on, delight all over his face. “I wasn’t sure he was still in the business, to be honest. I haven’t seen anything new from him for ages. He’s only ever worked for his family’s firm, mind you, and they’ve been in the financial doldrums for a while.”

One of Joel’s business development assistants broke in. “Are you talking about Barth? Matthew Barth?”

Everyone turned to look at him. Rafe wasn’t one of Joel’s hires—he’d joined Starsmith just before Joel did—and Joel was still reserving judgment about him. Rafe was very attractive, very charming, but very arrogant with it. His client success rate was high, but Joel had a suspicion that Rafe had cut a few corners to get there. Joel had never liked clients being railroaded just to get them on board.

“Yeah,” Addam said. “Do you remember that marvelous Egyptian Anubis Collection he designed?”

“That was years ago,” Rafe muttered, shaking his head.

“It was superb.” Joel remembered it in the trade magazines. It had even been referenced at the British Museum.

“It remains one of the best things I’ve ever seen,” Addam said with spirit. “The way he fashioned the metal, in the smallest forms, to represent the Egyptian jackal god? I’ve rarely seen anyone with such talent in balancing the old with the new. He’d followed the lines of ancient charms and talismans, the items that people of those times would have found precious. Yet he gave it a sophisticated gloss, using modern production processes.” Addam gave another exaggerated sigh and clasped a hand to his heart. “Some of the pieces looked alive, they flowed so strongly with life and lust.”

Teresa raised her eyebrows, smiling at Addam’s enthusiasm. “Lust?”

“Hey.” Addam wasn’t insulted; his self-confidence rarely was. “Some guys have got to get their kicks where they can. Joel, consider this man seriously. He worked in gold, which is just what we’re looking for. And with an eye for the unusual. Though knowing the reactionaries still running a large proportion of the Guild, that’s probably why he never made it into the big time.”

Rafe snorted. “That, and his attitude problem.”

Joel turned to him. “What do you mean?”

Rafe shrugged. “I’ve heard he’s a loose cannon. Aggressive, arrogant. It’s not that he resists working with anyone outside of his family firm—it’s more likely no one will put up with his behavior.”

“I’ve heard that,” Freddie said, with some reluctance.

“Yes, Digby told me too.” Lily’s fiancé, Digby, also worked for Starsmith in business development and had many contacts in the trade. “He worked on a joint venture initiative—”

“—at Cavendish Gems, yes, I remember,” Freddie continued. “After the Anubis Collection, they approached Matthew Barth to provide some designs, but he turned down what was a golden opportunity. He—”

“—could barely be civil, Digby told me,” Lily finished with a wry smile.

“I wouldn’t work with him if you paid me,” Rafe said.

“Which, in fact, I do,” Joel murmured.

Rafe flushed and pursed his lips.

“He’s such a superb talent,” Addam wheedled, eyes on Joel.

“He’s not a team player,” Rafe countered.

“Joel?” Teresa gave a small, almost apologetic sigh. “It was Matthew Barth we had the acquisition problems with.”

And that was something more serious than artistic differences. “Remind me?”

“It was his father’s business. Desmond Barth pushed on the price right up until the last minute before closure. The legal department were at the end of their tether. And I’m pretty sure it was the son who was behind all the wrangling. Barth senior wanted all kinds of extra provisions written into the contract before he’d sign. Admittedly, they were provisions for staff benefits and honoring contracts, so there was justification and care behind it—”

Rafe broke in, “They already had the best deal they could’ve got anywhere. I wrote up the proposal myself. The company was failing, no assets to speak of, the brand was worth virtually nothing—”

“I seem to remember the Barth goodwill was the reason we were interested in the first place,” Joel said, quietly but firmly.

Rafe flushed. “Yes. Well. Maybe it had some value to us. But the son was grit in the corporate eye when we came to sign. Seems to me there’s a risk of sabotage, bringing him onto the team.”

Teresa gave a disbelieving laugh. “Sabotage?”

Rafe glared at her. “I’m out there on a daily basis, battling our competitors for the best deals, listening for the passing comments that can lead to a new opportunity. I’ve heard Matthew Barth has been bad-mouthing Starsmith to anyone who’ll listen.”

“He has a point, Joel,” Lily said. “Matthew Barth never made any secret of his hostility toward Starsmith. It wasn’t an easy negotiation, from what I heard. Not that we ever spoke of it outside the office—”

“—or the team couldn’t handle it,” Freddie added helpfully, his cheeks slightly pink, obviously at the thought of Lily showing weakness to her ruthless boss.

“—but Digby did mention that Mr. Barth junior was obstructive in the extreme,” Lily finished.

Joel sighed. What was he to do with this mess of contradictions? Starsmith made no excuse for an aggressive acquisition strategy. It had been supported and cultivated by Joel, who was determined to make the company one of the largest and best. There were always personal problems with a takeover, above and beyond the financial due diligence. But Joel couldn’t afford for that to spill over into Project Palace.

“Joel? Give him a chance,” Addam said.

Joel took a deep breath and nodded slowly. He turned to Teresa. “Please ask for Mr. Barth to be shown up.”

While the others were gathering up the photos and plans and filing them back into confidential folders, he went to the refreshment counter at the back of the room. Something about Rafe’s character assassination of the Barth son had disturbed him beyond the actual words spoken.

Facing the water cooler, watching the water bubbles pop and glug as he poured himself a fresh glass, he heard Teresa bring someone into the room. His nape prickled, and he wasn’t entirely sure why. Addam rushed across the room behind Joel to greet the newcomer, his expensive cologne in his wake.

“Matthew! I’m so glad you agreed to come and meet us.”

The visitor cleared his throat. “You won’t be when you’ve heard what I’ve got to say.”

Joel stilled at the man’s harsh words, the shock coursing through him like a lightning bolt. He was still staring at the cooler, but his eyes weren’t focusing.

“Um.” Addam was obviously taken aback but rallied quickly. “Well, I hope you take time to listen to what we have on offer—”

“Like you listened when you stole my father’s business?” The voice was loud, the words clipped and brutally delivered. “When you made us fight to the back teeth for every decent counterproposal, when you bullied him into selling to you at a price that was ludicrously lower than a decent market value? When you drove him to near collapse a week ago?”

“Hey,” Addam blustered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but that’s not my area—”

“No.” Joel turned. “It’s mine, actually.”

The room fell suddenly silent. No one could have realized the true shock of this moment, but Joel was surprised they couldn’t hear his heart beating, fit to burst through his chest. Matt stood there, facing up to Joel and his team in a much smarter suit but with the same tousled hair and expressive face. His whole body had gone taut.

“You?” His eyes widened as he saw Joel, and his face flushed. “Shit!”

“Yes. Me.” Joel swallowed carefully to make sure his voice was calm. “Good afternoon, Mr. Barth. I’m Joel Sterling, CEO of Starsmith Stones. I’m pleased to meet you… today.”

He didn’t need to have paused before that last word, but it gave him a moment to take everything in. Matthew Barth was Matt. Matt, who’d made Joel laugh and feel giddy. Who’d shared a kiss that had tormented Joel for many nights since. Matt, whom Joel had never got to ask for a proper date, who’d never stayed around to spend more time with Joel.

And now a small, suspicious voice whispered in Joel’s mind. Why had Matt rushed off that night? Was it because he’d given up on his real reason for being there? That he’d actually been trying to find out about Project Palace from a temporarily relaxed Joel? But why would he do that….

Seems to me, there’s a risk of sabotage, bringing him onto the team.

He was grit in the corporate eye when we came to sign.

Matt couldn’t have heard Teresa’s phone call that evening about the royal commission. But Joel knew how their business worked, knew that the grapevine said Starsmith was in the running. Even if Matt hadn’t known who Joel was, it would have been easy enough to ask around who was attending from Starsmith, then to waylay him in the bar and try to get more information. Barth Gems hadn’t been one of the firms being considered by the palace, but that wasn’t to say they couldn’t cause real reputational damage for Starsmith if they wanted to be malicious. If they wanted revenge for the takeover.

He’s never made any secret of his hostility toward Starsmith.

Joel met Matt’s gaze steadily, but the anger and shock were vivid in Matt’s eyes. And so was something else.

Hate.




Chapter Four

 

 

MATT wondered if his lungs were ever going to kick back into action, just before they did. He drew a deep breath, but it didn’t calm the fury inside him. After the initial shock, he was frozen to the spot, feeling it course through him.

Joe? Joe was Joel Sterling? Matt knew the big names in Starsmith, of course, though he’d never met any of them except for the pushy, in-your-face, up-their-own-arse salesmen during the negotiations for the takeover of Barth Gems.

And he’d hated them and everything they stood for.

“Please leave the room, everyone,” Joel Sterling said, breaking the weird silence. His voice sounded strained. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Barth alone.”

Matt hadn’t had time to take in the other people. The friendly assistant he’d met at the door was looking concerned, her gaze darting between the two men. Jesus. He knew how that felt. No one said a word, but the tension in the room was like a thick elastic thread drawn tight between him and Joe. No, Joel. The two blonds who looked like twins had eyes like wide, sapphire-blue saucers, and a slickly handsome man at Joel’s elbow looked both confused and sly.

“You sure, Joel?” The striking black man who’d greeted Matt stood close to his boss. Matt knew Addam de Broek’s name from trade gossip when Matt was still working at Barth Gems. The designer was wonderfully extroverted and interviewed well, but he also had a genuine, underlying passion for the industry. Matt had no interest whatsoever in following personalities in the news, but he’d seen many of Addam’s designs. They were true quality.

“It’s fine.” Joel nodded to Addam, and everyone slowly filed out of the room. They all peered at Matt, either overtly or surreptitiously, each of them obviously itching with curiosity.

Let ’em itch. Matt stood exactly where he’d started, staring at Joel.

There was a too-long, awkward pause. Then, “Would you like coffee? Water?” Joel asked.

“I’d like to know what the fuck is going on!” Matt said, the words bursting from him.

He hadn’t wanted to come along to Starsmith today. Jesus, but hadn’t those instincts proved him right? The call had come from Addam a couple of days ago, and unluckily, Dad had taken it. Otherwise, Matt could have ignored the whole bloody thing. But Dad had been almost as upset at worrying the family with his health scare as he had been at losing his business, and they’d all been stepping on eggshells around him ever since.

“You must go down to London and meet them,” Dad had said over breakfast. He often chose times when Matt was distracted by eating to bring up contentious subjects, crafty old bugger. “It could be an offer of a job.”

“No time for that crap. I’m looking after you,” Matt said. “It may have been only a panic attack, but the stress is obviously getting to you.”

His dad had winced. “I don’t need a bloody nurse.”

Matt often wondered where his own stubborn and borderline aggressive streak came from, and then he would look at his dad and the mystery was solved. “Besides, why the hell would I want to work with Starsmith? They’re the bastards who stole your company, Dad. They’re the ones left you with nothing—”

“That’s not exactly true, son.”

“—and ripped the heart out of our lives, all for the sake of profit. How much do you think will be left of the Barth portfolio by the time they’ve finished absorbing us into their hive mind?” His dad had laughed at that, until he caught Matt’s expression and got serious again. “All our history brushed aside. And you….”

“Me?” his dad said quietly, his plate of toast and marmalade forgotten for the moment.

Matt sighed and pushed his own plate away. He’d lost his appetite completely. “I just hate seeing you pushed out, Dad. Bullied by a big corporation into giving up what you love.”

His dad’s tone had been gentler than the words. “Who the hell do you think I am? That I’d let myself be bullied by some whippersnappers in a smart city firm? Yes, I know you were just trying to help with all that arguing at the last minute, and you won protection for our staff and suppliers for longer than I’d ever expected. But there’s much more to it, Matt. As you’d know if you’d stayed in the business rather than riding on your own outrage. The decision to sell was mine, son. I always knew you didn’t want to be involved in the daily management of the firm—”

“I could have come back to Barth—”

“No, you couldn’t. You shouldn’t have. Your talent was always too good for just us, and when you left Barth, I wanted you to get commissions at one of the bigger London firms. This is Norfolk, son. We’re a county of farmers and fishermen, not sophisticated businessmen. At least, not from my generation. I started this firm like a lot of my peers, just to make a living.” He had frowned at Matt over the breakfast table and pointedly reached for the teapot to pour another cup. “I never thought you’d hide away here as well, that’s all. I reckon it’s time to get over yourself and see what they can offer you.”

So now Matt was here, in Starsmith’s Mayfair offices, where not only had they disinherited him, they were trying to make him look a fool. He should leave at once. He glared at Joel Sterling, tall, beautifully suited as before, his gaze assessing Matt just as closely, that fine nose, the lush mouth….

Matt found himself still rooted to the spot, though God knew why.

“This is… surprising,” Joel said. He seemed a picture of calm control, but Matt noticed his hand shook slightly when he put his glass of water back down on the table. “It’s important we talk this through and clear the air—”

“I thought you were just a salesman,” Matt broke in angrily. “Called Joe.”

“Joe…? Oh.” Joel flushed a little. “I’m sorry. You must have misheard me. I didn’t lie. As I remember, you were all for just first names. We both agreed.”

“That’s true. You didn’t lie about that.”

“I didn’t lie about anything.” Joel’s eyes narrowed. “Like the fact that I run Starsmith. I’ve been in the industry for a long time.”

“I know your name,” Matt grudgingly admitted. He’d looked up the listing for Starsmith before coming, but hadn’t bothered with searching any photos of the company principals. “But I told you that night. I don’t do those events.”

“Your family owns a jewelers, for God’s sake—”

“Owned!” Matt snapped so hard that Joel flinched. “Owned. Past tense. It’s yours now, remember?”

“I could hardly forget,” Joel snapped back. “Were you a shareholder?”

It was Matt’s turn to flush. “No. I wasn’t… well, I did freelance work for them. It wasn’t always regular.” Damn Joel and his searching questions! Matt wasn’t going to go into the justification of how Dad had wanted him to be free to take contracts elsewhere, how they adored each other as family but couldn’t work in the same bloody room for more than an hour without growling at each other, how Matt had interests in his cousin’s business too and preferred to be out on the land with Gary rather than trapped in a design office, pandering to whatever his dad’s parochial clients wanted rather than what he, Matt, wanted to create….

Yeah. He ran his hand through his hair with frustration. Joel stirred things up, that was for sure.

Joel gestured to a seat at the table. Matt realized his legs were starting to shake, and he dropped into it both gracelessly and gratefully. Joel sat carefully in a seat opposite. Guess he felt he needed the table as a barrier between them.

Joel cleared his throat. “So why were you there that night, at Claridge’s?”

Matt scowled. “Dad was about to sign the business over to you. We’d just had another row about it, and he looked knackered with it all. I wanted to help him out.”

Joel looked confused. “You argued… but you wanted to help?”

What was this, twenty questions? “Look, I get angry fast—” He could see the flicker in Joel’s eyes, and it better not have been bloody amusement. “—but I back off just as fast when I need to. He was worrying about attending that sodding event. I said I’d go on his behalf.”

Joel nodded slowly, as if working something out in his own mind. “Just to help him out?”

“Yeah. Well. Okay. I had another motive.” The man opposite him flinched again. He surely couldn’t imagine Matt was going to lean over the table and hit him. Matt knew he could appear fierce, but he’d never actually hit anyone in his life. “I thought I could find some of the other owners, drum up some support.”

“To prevent the takeover?” Joel said drily.

Matt didn’t bother to answer. They both knew how that had gone.

“Was that all you were after?”

“Um. Yeah. Why? What exactly are you implying?” Matt’s tongue felt clumsy in his mouth. This whole meeting had been a bad idea from the start, and seeing Joel Sterling again was making everything a million times worse. So, as he often did, he turned defense into attack. “And anyway, what about you?”

“Me?” Joel looked as amazed as if Matt had hit him. “I didn’t know who you were either.”

“Not even the tiniest bit of gloating at having got one over on my family?”

“What?” Joel clenched his hands into fists on the tabletop. “I repeat, I didn’t know you were part of Barth and, even if I had, it was purely a business deal. I don’t gloat.”

He made it sound like he’d left such childish behavior behind at least a century ago, and how come Matt hadn’t? Matt shook his head, his mind a maelstrom of anger and, surprisingly, hurt. “All that shit you spouted in the bar about loving the business and all it meant to you.”

“That was true!” Joel’s expression was furious. “Don’t try and salvage your pride by turning on me!”

“Pride? Jesus, man, you have no fucking idea! You were just taking what you wanted, to hell with anyone who had a different vision of life.”

“If you stopped yelling for a moment and just realized the financial practicalities of business nowadays—”

“I don’t need a lesson from you in what matters! I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Ditto!” Joel all but shouted.

They both paused. The room seemed to echo with their raised voices. Matt was leaning on the table too, his palms pressing hard on the polished wood, his knuckles almost white.

Joel was breathing heavily. For such a calm, confident man, he looked shaken. But his expression was hard. “I am not Starsmith. I’m an employee, not the company itself.”

Matt snorted. “You’re their puppet. You’re their mouthpiece. You’re their willing servant!”

Joel paled. “How dare you—”

“Because I can,” Matt batted back. “Because you don’t have any hold on me, or my family. Not anymore, and never again.” He pushed his chair back, ready to rise.

“Wait!” Joel slapped a hand on a thick file beside him. The sharp sound gave Matt pause. “This isn’t about us. This is about why Addam called you in the first place.”

Matt tried to get up, he really did. He tried not to care what was in that thick file, what this was all about. His curiosity hadn’t killed his inner cat yet, though he feared it would one day. But for now, he felt the prickle of excitement at what lay there.

But Joel didn’t move to open the file. Instead he met Matt’s gaze again, his voice cool once more. “Why did you come today, Matthew Barth, if you hate us… me… so much?”

No point in holding back now. “Dad begged me to. The stupid sod thinks I’m wasted back home. So I thought I’d come and give you all a bloody good tongue-lashing.”

Joel’s mouth twitched, maybe at the old-fashioned saying, damn him. “You’ve certainly done that. And how is your father?”

“My…?”

“You said he collapsed. You dashed off that night without a word.” Joel’s cheeks were slightly flushed. “If he’s still ill—”

“He’s fine,” Matt interrupted quickly. For a moment he and Joel just stared at each other.

Then Joel nodded slowly, as if he’d come to a decision. “My team tells me you aren’t producing designs for anyone at the moment. So what else are you doing?”

It caught Matt unprepared. He was living off his savings and working, mostly unpaid, in his cousin’s archaeological dig in Norfolk, that’s what he was doing—but he didn’t want to tell Joel that. “None of your business what I do.”

“Unless you come and work for us. For me.” Joel deliberately flattened his hand on the file, as if protecting its contents.

“Stop with the games,” Matt barked. “It took me hours by public transport to get here today, and I’m not looking forward to going straight back again. But I will, unless….”

“Unless?” Joel’s eyes glinted. Matt remembered that pinprick of light in Joel’s pupils from that evening in the bar, just before they’d….

“What’s the project?” he asked bluntly.

“I can’t tell you until you sign a nondisclosure agreement.”

“For God’s sake, and you think I’m being melodramatic—”

“But I can tell you it’s the most prestigious we’ve ever had.”

Matt looked at the file. The edge of a drawing peeked out from the side. “You have Addam de Broek on your team. Why would you need another designer?”

“I wish I didn’t,” Joel said harshly. “But Addam reckons we need you.”

Well, well. Matt couldn’t help but feel flattered, though he wanted to tell Joel Sterling to go to hell. But he also wanted to know what all this was about. If Joel would just tease out that drawing into full view….

Joel took a deep breath. “Whether I like it or not, the ball’s in your court. There’s one more thing you need to know. It’ll be very well paid.”

And therein lay the rub.

Matt needed the money. At least, Gary did, for the dig. They were starting to uncover real finds, but scrabbling away on spare weekends with inadequate tools just wouldn’t do the job.

In the silence that had fallen between them, Joel stood. He looked resigned, though not cowed. Slowly he opened the file and spread the first few papers out onto the table.

Matt gawped. There were design sketches and photos of what looked like current royal treasures. Dear God. Was that one of the crowns from the Tower of London, with a man’s arm and hand that looked exactly like Joel Sterling’s just in shot, resting right next to it? When and how the hell had Starsmith gained such close access?

Matt’s heart thundered in his chest, his fingertips tingling with the ache to open that file completely. He looked back up at Joel. There was a look in Joel’s eyes that reminded Matt of his own excitement with any new discovery at the dig. Gary had often told Matt he looked savage, accompanied by fond but raucous laughter at Matt’s expense.

“All you need to know to make your decision is that our client is the Royal Family,” Joel said softly. His eyes shone, even while his voice was steady.

“This means everything, doesn’t it?” Matt said. “To you, at least.”

“It’s a very prestigious commission,” Joel repeated, more doggedly, but Matt could see a bead of sweat on his brow.

“You’re all the same.” Matt couldn’t resist another poke at the bear. “Money above magic.”

“So prove me wrong!”

They stared at each other, startled, the anger and resentment still simmering.

Then Matt gave a big sigh. “Count me in.” Like it had ever been in doubt.

Joel seemed to sink into his relief, if only for a moment. “Thank you. We’ll contact you tomorrow with details, including your start date.”

Matt nodded. There was no more to be said for now. He stood and walked toward the door, but paused when Joel spoke again.

“We’ll be working together, Matt.”

Matt imagined he could feel the gaze from those bright, sharp eyes between his shoulder blades. “Just don’t expect me to be thrilled about it.”

“Like I said before,” Joel said thinly. “Ditto. But I need to know….”

Matt paused, waiting, still with his back to Joel.

“Can I trust you?”

“I don’t see why not.” Matt laughed bitterly. “After all, I understand honor and loyalty a damn sight better than many I could mention!”




Chapter Five

 

 

JOEL thought he’d arrived early enough on Monday morning to be the first in the boardroom for the second weekly team meeting. He’d been away for a few days on a strategic planning meeting with the rest of the board. The announcement of their commission still wasn’t common knowledge, but the board were keen to catch up on the project’s progress.

Joel had to admit, he was too. However much he understood you couldn’t rush creative genius, they were under time pressure. But as he strode up the corridor of the Mayfair office, he could hear a babble of voices. He recognized Matt Barth’s voice above all others.

Opening the door, he found Addam and Matt shoulder to shoulder, the large table strewn with papers, their attention focused on a handful of large drawings. Behind them, two of Addam’s junior designers were pinning new sketches onto the white boards that covered the walls. Teresa sat by the window, her fingers skimming over the keyboard of her laptop as usual.

“Good morning, boss, welcome back!” she called.

Addam looked up and nodded good morning. Matt didn’t lift his gaze from the drawings at all. It had been that way ever since he started working at Starsmith. He barely acknowledged Joel. Joel made his way over to the coffee machine. He suspected he was going to need extra caffeine today.

“How’s it going?” he murmured to Teresa. At her shrug, his spirits fell.

“They’ve been through the Starsmith existing catalog hundreds of times,” she whispered back. “But nothing fits. Matt wants something fresh. Something unique.” She half smiled. “Addam’s getting frustrated.”

Matt’s voice rose, over at the table. Addam snapped back. But they were still together, concentrating fiercely on their drawings.

“There’s a hell of a lot to do,” Joel said, still keeping his voice low. “Gifts for all the wedding guests, whatever jewelry item is decided on. All in gold, with a commemorative design.”

“Perfume bottles? Maybe cufflinks for the men.” Teresa was thinking aloud.

“Clichés,” Matt growled, though he couldn’t possibly have heard her.

Addam winced. He’d obviously suggested something similar.

“And the most important jewelry of all,” Joel said. “The matching rings for the grooms.” He carried his strong coffee over to the end of the table and sat. He knew his skills weren’t in design, but there seemed to be confusion and indecision here today. He was needed on the team in another capacity. He spoke directly to Matt and Addam. “What do you have so far?”

“The commemorative design remains the most important thing.” Addam was twisting the edge of his beard, a familiar sign of concentration when he was in the middle of a project. “We’ve not agreed on anything yet.”

“Matt?” Joel asked. He hadn’t raised his voice, but Matt’s head snapped up as if Joel had startled him. “Do you have ideas?”

Matt scowled. “It’s important to get it right.”

Joel nodded. “But we only get one shot at this.”

The look in Matt’s eyes was so bright, so passionate….

“Matt, I have a file on the prince and Mr. Astra,” Teresa offered. “If you think it’ll help with inspiration, get a feel for how they look together—”

“No need,” Matt said abruptly, then softened his voice. “Sorry, Teresa, didn’t mean to snap. But we’re not designing a suit. This is about jewelry. About the gold and the gems. I’ll know what balance of classic and modern will fit, when I see it.” He glanced at Joel and quickly away. “When we can all see it.”

“So let’s brainstorm some more,” Addam broke in. “If we can get the basic theme right, everything will fall into place from that.”

 

 

WHEN the team broke for coffee and sandwiches at lunchtime, which Teresa’s admin team brought in for them, Joel wandered over to stand by Matt.

“You’re settling in okay with the team?”

“Yeah, they’re great. And it’s great to work with Addam! His reputation precedes him.”

“Right. Yes.” Joel tried to ignore the twist of discomfort in his gut. Addam was talented, of course, and well-known in the industry. A very attractive, sociable man too. There came that twist again, like nagging indigestion.

“You got here early on a Monday, all the way from Norfolk.”

Matt had some kind of a death grip on his coffee cup, and he couldn’t seem to meet Joel’s eyes for more than a few seconds at a time. “I’m not planning on traveling back and forth every damned day. I’m staying with… a friend. He lives in London.”

Joel hadn’t missed the hesitation. Maybe Matt had a lover here, a boyfriend. A rival. No, for God’s sake, where had that thought come from? There’d been a spark between them, but nothing would ever come of that now.

Matt gave an odd kind of growl. “Don’t pull that sour face. I won’t be claiming any expenses from Starsmith beyond my fee.”

It was Joel’s turn to scowl. “That hadn’t crossed my mind. But of course you can claim anything reasonable. We want you to be comfortable during your contract.”

Matt huffed. “You mean efficient.”

“Yes, that too. But I meant comfortable. That was what I said.” Reasonable? The man was insufferable!

“Well. Okay.” Matt met Joel’s gaze fully now, his expression confused. “I get that. Thanks, I mean.”

It was a small step toward the professional courtesy they’d have to foster if Project Palace was to work. Joel drew another breath, perhaps to open a more personal conversational gambit, but then Addam called over, and Matt darted back to the main table to pore over something Addam was sketching on a large sheet of plain paper, Matt’s enthusiasm and impatience to be working as clear as daylight. He never gave Joel a second glance.

For a few awkward moments, Joel felt strangely bereft.

He watched the team as they joked and bantered together. Lily and Freddie from marketing had wandered in to join the team, maybe for support, maybe for the sandwiches—Freddie in particular was always keen on free food. Rafe came to join them, bringing a favorite soft drink for Lily. He’d been to school with Freddie, Joel recalled. This industry thrived on a combination of networking, hard work, and glowing natural talent like Matt Barth had.

The sudden cry from Addam startled Joel out of his reverie. “Oh my God, but yes! I see what you’re getting at!”

Matt was pointing at a basic shape Addam had drawn earlier. “We’ve been too constrained, too respectful. This project isn’t for a formal state crown. This prince will never have to wear one of those. We’re working on personal gifts that will be mementos of a love match.”

“I see. The design can be much simpler, yet more stylish.” Addam nodded.

“Nothing too abstract, of course, because the public has an expectation of tradition too,” Matt added. “Look at how royal brides still wear the jewelry of previous generations. So, it should still be recognizable as royal. A crown. It’s a good place to start.” His hand traced the shape, his voice tight with excitement. “But we should use contemporary styling to reflect a special, twenty-first-century marriage.”

Joel held his breath, listening to them create magic. He moved over to the table, quietly, not wanting to interrupt.

“You mean….” Addam’s nodding was so enthusiastic now that he had to push hair off his forehead as it fell from its sculpted style. “A simple coronet shape with modern, clean lines rather than all the pomp of velvet and religious crosses. Three spokes, perhaps, like the spires of a cathedral. Some of the buildings in Milan are an example—”

“Norwich Cathedral,” Matt said gruffly, “has a great spire.”

Addam just smiled and nodded.

“And to reflect the fact it’s two men marrying.” Matt grabbed the pencil from Addam’s hand without so much as a by your leave and started shading the edges of the original sketch. “Bed the coronet on a twist of golden leaves, reflecting the laurel wreath from ancient Roman emperors—”

“As a nod to Mr. Astra’s heritage as well as that of our own Royal Family? Something old, something new. Yes, of course, I love it.” Addam sounded gleeful. “Boss, what do you think?”

Joel gazed at the rough but elegant sketches of the coronet that Matt had produced. “You’re using perspective to make the spokes of the coronet appear to rise from the wreath.” He nodded approval. “If we place the jewels in the right place, the crown will capture the light from all angles. The gold will draw the eye, the gems will hold it. Matt, it’s beautiful.”

Matt shook his head momentarily, maybe clearing a thought, maybe dismissing the praise. “As a motif, it’ll work on anything. They must be diamonds. They represent loyalty and love.”

“Faith and endurance too,” Joel added. Matt looked up and caught Joel’s eye. For the briefest moment, a grudging smile flitted across his mouth, and he nodded agreement.

Addam started barking instructions to his junior, who scribbled away in his notebook. All the room was gathered around the table by now, rapt by Addam and Matt’s discussion. “Get me a list of our most reliable and discreet gemstone suppliers. Contact the goldsmith’s too. I need them to be ready to start production on samples as soon as possible.”

“Two single gems, paired, for the two single men,” Matt said firmly. “On the rings, as well. Equal sizes, equal men in their love, in their marriage, both touched with royal privilege, with….”

“Beauty,” Joel said softly. He wasn’t speaking directly to Matt, though Matt tensed up. “Striking and special, yet on a timeless theme. Unmistakably unique. Unmistakably theirs.”

Freddie gave a small hiccup—it might have been a sob of happiness.

The high emotion in the room had affected Joel too, though in a different way. He had corporate issues to consider. “I don’t have to stress to you all how confidential this project is, do I? It’s not common knowledge until the end of this week.” He looked around the room, meeting a selection of eager eyes. “Addam, you and your team will deal only with me from this point on. Rafe, you too. Lily and Freddie, we haven’t passed any of these designs through palace protocol yet. In fact, we won’t need marketing involved until then. Matt, Addam, and I will let you know when we’re ready to prepare promotional releases.”

Lily’s eyes widened and pink spots appeared on her cheeks. “Of course we understand, like totally, we—”

“—won’t let you down, boss!” Freddie fired back.

The door opened on Teresa, backing her way into the room with a full tray.

“Let me help!” Lily cried, darting across the room. “I believe that’s—”

“—more sandwiches!” Freddie finished gleefully, overtaking her as if on the last bend of the 100m sprint relay. And everyone laughed.




Chapter Six

 

 

THE afternoon sped by. Not only was everyone excited by Project Palace, they were energized by Matt’s inclusion and his new ideas.

For Joel, it was a revelation to watch Matt Barth work. All the rumors had implied he was a maverick, a lone wolf, with barely developed social skills. Yet even if that hadn’t conflicted with Joel’s first meeting with him in the bar at Claridge’s, it was still obvious from Matt’s working practice that he could be a collaborative team member. He mainly worked with Addam, the two talented men bouncing ideas off each other, both of them sketching as they chatted, sharing the papers, scribbling over aborted designs with a laugh or a grimace, the assistants in a frenzy of research on high-end gifts, gemstone settings, and gold moldings.

Maybe it was because the project had genuinely captured Matt’s enthusiasm.

Maybe it’s because he’s on a mission to infiltrate Starsmith.

No. Joel didn’t want to believe that. He knew his heart was reluctant to cast Matt as a potential saboteur. It wasn’t just pride, although Joel had always thought he was a good judge of character, and in their short time together that evening at Claridge’s, he’d been impressed with Matt’s honesty. No, it was more than that.

That night, I’d probably have asked him for a date. He’d been about to, if Matt hadn’t rushed off.

Matt laughed suddenly at something, his head thrown back, his expression relaxed with pleasure, his body language broadcasting his comfort with his companions, with a job he obviously knew and loved well. Joel remembered Matt saying he’d missed his work in design.

Christ, but he’s gorgeous.

That night, Joel thought, he’d definitely have asked for a date.

I still want to.

 

 

AT the end of the day, Joel sent everyone home on time. The breakthrough was thrilling, but there were many more days of hard work ahead, and he didn’t want resources used up too soon. However, he felt strangely reluctant to set off for home and his elegant, yet silent apartment in Kensington. He found himself left with Matt, who still lingered at the table, Addam’s pencil behind his left ear. Joel went to stand beside him. Did Matt shiver as Joel came close, or was that Joel’s imagination?

“The design ideas are marvelous, everything you’ve been working on today—you and Addam, that is,” Joel added quickly, seeing Matt’s eyes darken. The guy didn’t like singular attention, it seemed.

Matt ran his hand back through his unruly hair, and his smile was wary.

“It’s been a hell of a day. For us all.”

“Yes, I appreciate that. But what we have been missing is that spark of originality, something truly special that reflects our clients’ needs.”

Matt looked uncomfortable with the praise, or was that just because it came from Joel? “I can’t make you out.”

“Me?”

Matt’s shrug was awkward. “All this excitement around you. All this barely controlled chaos. Not that a design office isn’t always like this. But you…. You’re always as cool as a bloody cucumber.”

It startled Joel to be described through others’ eyes. “I have to be. I’m in charge. I have to manage everything.” He didn’t always like that role, but he knew what it entailed, and he’d do it to the best of his ability. “You’re very talented, very passionate about what you do, Matt. In fact, about everything. However, I can’t always afford to be so….” He couldn’t think of the right word. Dammit, the only one that sprang to mind was free.

“Why the hell not?” Matt was back in challenge mode. “You have everything here. Great job, a huge salary, I suspect. Everyone seems to like and admire you. This project is going to make your name in the annals of jewelry history.”

How did Matt manage to make all that sound so hollow? “It’ll be good for your career too,” Joel said tightly. “Like I said, you’re very talented. Everyone here is enjoying working with you.”

Matt reached for his jacket off the back of a chair. “That’s not important. I’m not looking for that anymore.”

“Because…?” The subject couldn’t be avoided. “Because you no longer have a family business?”

Matt opened his mouth quickly as if to argue, but then he sighed and seemed to take a slower breath. “No, not just that. I was tired of the commercial side of things long before Starsmith pounced on us.”

Pounced? Joel would let that pass. “What is your interest now, then? When we first met….” He felt he was stepping on broken eggshells here. “You had plenty to say about treasure. I can’t believe you’ve lost the joy of the industry completely.”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s too late in the day for chat,” Matt said, his voice flat.

Joel didn’t want to push. No, he did want to push, but he didn’t dare. Matt was already making a positive impact on the project but had barely got his feet under the table. Joel didn’t dare alienate him afresh. “I assume you’ll be traveling back to Norfolk at the weekend. Do you have other family there, as well as your father?”

“Yeah. Dad has a cottage in a village near Diss, and my cousin and his wife own a farm nearby. When I’m not at the cottage, I stay with Gary’s family at the farm.”

“You enjoy farming?”

Matt’s jaw set more mulishly. “And why not?”

“No, wait, I didn’t mean—” Joel had just meant to keep the conversation going.

But Matt chuckled, a surprisingly warm, genuine sound. “It’s okay, I know I don’t come across as much of a farmer. And to be honest, I don’t have much time for sheep and pigs, though I’ll help out where I can, when it’s needed. But Gary’s also very keen on archaeology and has a small dig in progress.”

Now that was fascinating. Joel leaned forward, closer to Matt. “Tell me about it?”

“Norfolk is one of the best places in the country for treasure hunters—not many people know that. More treasure has been found by amateur hunters in Norfolk in the last three years than in a host of other counties combined. Plenty of people have settled there over the ages, but unlike the English industrial cities, the land hasn’t been as heavily disturbed by building projects. A lot of it remains in farming. Seems like every time Gary takes out his plowing equipment, there’s the chance of turning up something that’s been hidden for centuries.”

Matt had relaxed as he talked about the farm and the dig. Was this where his heart really lay? Maybe he’d given up his design work not because of issues with commercialism but to spend time in another occupation. Though Joel couldn’t imagine there were any salaried job prospects in amateur archaeology.

Money isn’t everything. Joel knew that as a valid concept. But for him, it always had been.

“Have you discovered any treasure?” he asked.

Matt rolled his eyes with impatience. “Everyone asks that.”

“Everyone’s probably interested!”

Matt’s smile broadened. There was a flicker of bright excitement in his eyes, like the reflection from a flame. “Yes, you’re right. And we recently found evidence of an old Roman site. Gary’s moved the pigpens so we can work on the plot of land that looks most promising.”

“The pigs didn’t mind?”

Matt laughed easily now. “They don’t mind where the hell they are, as long as they’re fed regularly. And now we can explore the land whenever we get free time. It’s not like we can work on it every day, especially now I’m working down here. But at least things stay in place, in between times.”

It was fascinating information about the dig, but also another window into Matt’s passion.

“I’d like to see that sometime. You could show me around.” Joel deliberately ignored Matt’s raised eyebrows. “And while you’re staying in London, I could show you around.”

Matt had tensed again. “Want to keep an eye on me? I’ve been to London before. I’m not a country bumpkin.”

For God’s sake. Joel’s next words escaped him before he could censor them. “You’re bloody impossible, that’s what you are!”

They glared at each other for a second. Then Matt’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and the genuine grin returned. “Yeah. You’re damn right about that.”

“I am?” Joel’s grin followed swiftly. Matt’s sudden good humor was infectious. His heart seemed to beat harder and louder, and he turned his attention to the designs still out on the table, to hide his reaction.

Behind him, Matt spoke gruffly. “I’d like that.”

“Sorry?”

“To be shown around. If the offer’s still open.”

Joel compared the unnerving, back-and-forth effect of being with Matt Barth to a roller-coaster ride, not that he’d ever been on one. “Yes, of course. I thought you might like to see the Starsmith showrooms, behind the scenes as well as the areas open to clients. The goldsmith workshops too.”

The bright flame of interest flickered again in Matt’s eyes. “Yes, I would. As long as we have time in the work schedule. I can’t be burning the candle at both ends.”

“Burning…?”

“You never heard that expression? It’s one of Dad’s favorites.” For a moment, Matt’s eyes softened. “Means I need to develop a better work-life balance.”

Joel spoke without thinking. “You and me both.”

Matt looked up, startled, halfway through pulling on his jacket.

Joel didn’t want to be drawn on his own life, or lack of it outside work. He swiftly stacked the day’s papers into a neat pile on the boardroom table. “I need to lock all this away before we leave.”

“This room can be locked up?”

“Yes, and only Teresa and I have keys. But I don’t like to rely solely on that. I have a safe in my office along the corridor.” He tucked them all in a file and went to switch off the lights.

Matt didn’t move.

“Are you coming?” Joel asked.

“Wasn’t sure you’d want me with you when you do all your secret squirrel stuff.”

Dear God. Did Matt think Joel didn’t trust him? Then again, did Joel trust him? The stories of Matthew Barth’s meddlesome ways were still lodged in the back of his mind. “There’s no problem.” He hoped his sudden pause hadn’t been too obvious.

They both left the room, and as Joel locked it behind them, there came a call from along the darkened corridor.

“Joel?” It was Teresa, hurrying toward him, her expression unusually excited.

“What is it?” Joel asked. “Is there a problem?”

“No, not at all. In fact, the opposite! The palace has sent an invitation to a reception. They insist it’s informal, just a small dinner party, nothing to make a fuss about.” Her cheeks were pink with excitement, regardless. “And if you just so happened to have some early designs, they’d love to see them.”

Joel’s gut lurched with a mixture of excitement and anxiety. “But the public announcement isn’t until next Monday. And we weren’t expecting to present anything until several weeks after that.”

“Just informal,” Teresa repeated. It didn’t sound any less like a royal summons the second time around. “Um… except the grooms would like to set aside a few minutes to catch up with you. Personally!”

“Don’t they have private secretaries or equerries or something, to do all that on their behalf?” Matt asked.

“Sounds like the young men are rather impatient,” Teresa said with a grin. “Like any imminent wedding partners, I’d say. It’s on Saturday—”

“This Saturday?” Joel almost snorted with shock. “We’ve only just decided on the design—we won’t have everything in place by then!”

He didn’t notice Matt’s hand on him until the other man squeezed his arm. “We’ll have enough by then.”

Joel spun around to stare at him. “We will? I mean, you will?”

“We’ll make sure we do,” Matt said, his firm voice surprisingly reassuring.

“Good,” Teresa announced gleefully at him. “Because they’ve invited the chief designers too, that’ll be you and Addam.”

Joel had never actually seen someone’s jaw drop open until that moment. He was torn between teasing Matt and snapping at Teresa for dropping the bombshell on them both.

“I’m out of here,” Matt said sharply. “I’m tired, it’s been a hard day, and it looks like the rest of this week is gonna be more of the same.”

“Yes. Of course—”

But all Joel could do was watch Matt’s back retreating with speed away from him.




Chapter Seven

 

 

“IT’S bloody ridiculous.” Matt scowled at himself in the mirror on the back of his cousin’s bedroom door.

Caro slapped him on the calf, none too gently. She was on her knees, carefully pinning up his suit trousers. “Of course it’s not! It’s really exciting! If you’d just stand still….”

“You’re fussing like I’m one of your prize pigs.”

“Can’t say I remember seeing one of my pigs in a tailored suit,” Gary snorted. He was sitting on the bed, sorting through a messy pile of feed supplier invoices while he watched Matt’s private dressing with unfettered amusement.

“And what are you grinning at?” Matt snapped at his cousin. “Caro, what’s the matter with just wearing my work suit?”

She stood up, pointing a handful of pins at him like mini weapons of mass destruction. “Jesus, Matt. Get that stick out of your arse.” Caro came from a long-established farming family, and she didn’t mince her words. “The reception tomorrow night is at Hampton Court. It’s owned by the Royal Family, and they’ll expect you to do things properly.”

“The Queen won’t be there. Informal, they said.” He sounded like a spoiled child, he knew, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of dread at being so out of his element.

“Yeah. Right. Like informal is something the Royal Family do.” Gary chuckled half under his breath, but it was clear as a klaxon call to Matt. Their elder son, Jim, was hovering in the bedroom doorway, drawn by the adults bickering. His eleven-year-old eyes were as wide as his grin.

Caro stood up and tugged Matt’s hands out of the jacket pockets. Again. “It’s a royal setting. It merits a new suit, even if we did have to buy it in Norwich in a damn hurry.”

“And I refuse to wear a bloody necktie.” He snatched his cuff back from her psychotic pins. “Leave it, that’ll do.”

Jim piped up, “Uncle Matt, do you think the cutlery will have the royal crest on it?”

Caro walked past the end of the bed to give her son a fond but firm cuff to the ear. “He’s not stealing the silver for you as a souvenir.” Jim was a huge fan of the monarchy. He’d sat entranced through all the TV coverage of Prince Harry’s wedding to Meghan Markle.

“I bet there’ll be lots of famous people,” Jim said.

“Don’t ask your uncle Matt about that,” Caro said with a snort. “He wouldn’t know one from another. Hardly ever watches a movie, doesn’t keep up with reality TV—”

“Uses your Hello magazine to set the fire in the parlor,” Gary added with a smirk.

“I don’t have time for celebrities. Men in suits, women in frocks, everyone with shiny skin, talking too much,” Matt grumbled. “And this reception? It’s a waste of half a day, what with traveling back into London. What about the dig?” Yeah, still sounding like a pout, but at the moment he was feeling exactly like a kid bullied into a school play when the FA Cup was on the telly.

Gary shrugged. “I’ll keep working while you’re in London. Life doesn’t stop, cuz. You’re just the unpaid undergardener here, right?”

Matt couldn’t help a grin at his cousin’s insults. “Right. But seriously, I resent giving up my weekend to this bloody job.”

Gary and Caro exchanged an indecipherable look. “Do you?” Gary said.

“And what does that mean?”

“Nothing,” Caro said briskly. “Now get those trousers off so I can raise the hem that extra inch.”

“I’ll go and put the kettle on,” Gary said, hauling himself and his paperwork off the bed. He gave a sly glance at his son. “Got no time for Matt’s commando ways.”

“Oh, ewww!” Jimmy groaned.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Matt protested. “I’m perfectly decent—”

But Jimmy had already darted out of the room, and Caro and Gary were doubled over with laughter.

“To think I came home for this,” Matt said, but he was laughing too, despite himself.

 

 

AFTER supper in the farmhouse kitchen, and when Jimmy and his brother, Nigel, scampered off to their room to play whatever console was in fashion—Matt didn’t keep up with gaming on any level—the adults sat around the table with steaming mugs of tea. Matt breathed in the scent, feeling the immediately soothing effect. He didn’t expect to be drinking anything this homely tomorrow night.

“You know I wish it was more?” he said musingly. “The dig. I know we both love it, but I suppose I hope one day it’ll pay something back to us. Some reward for all the unpaid, backbreaking weekends where we turn over the ground.”

“It will,” Gary said confidently, though Matt knew they had no evidence for that yet. “We’ll find something big. I feel it—”

“In your water?” Matt chuckled.

“That’s one of your dad’s phrases, isn’t it?” Caro said, joining them at the table after putting away the washed dishes. “He’s excited you’re on this royal project, you know.”

“Seriously?” Matt scoffed. “I notice he’s not here to see all this faffing around with suiting ’n booting me.”

“That’s not because he disapproves, you stupid arse,” Gary said carelessly. “He’s really proud of you, and you bloody know it. He couldn’t make it tonight because—ouch!”

Matt knew that yelp of pain. Caro often kicked Gary under the table and thought Matt didn’t realize. “He’s not had another turn?” Matt felt the cold shiver run down his back, and his throat closed with horror. The previous collapse might have been diagnosed as a panic attack, rather than anything more serious, but Matt still worried Dad was vulnerable to too much stress.

“No, you berk.” Gary frowned at his wife. “We should tell him, girl.”

Caro laughed so loudly that both of the family dogs looked up from where they lay in their baskets by the kitchen Aga. One large black Labrador, one small scruffy collie, both with bright, sharp eyes. “He’s on a date, Matt. He’s gone dancing with Mrs. Edgeley from the post office!”

Matt stared in disbelief. “Dancing? A date?” His mother had died when Matt was only ten, and his father had never shown any interest in another woman since. When Gary’s divorced mother, Dad’s sister, also died, Dad had had his hands full with looking after both boys for a lot of the time. Matt always supposed he was happy enough with that and running his business.

“A date,” he repeated, just trying out the concept for fit.

Caro was still chuckling. “Bloody astonishing at first thought, isn’t it? But they go to several clubs in the village together, they’ve taken up an allotment behind the church, and now Desmond’s joined a salsa class with her as well.”

“Salsa?” Matt felt his eyes nearly bug out of his head.

“Des is laughing again,” Gary said, unusually sober. “He’s having a riot of a time. I don’t begrudge him that. Do you?”

It was one of those moments when Matt felt his whole world shift. There’d been a few in his life, including when his mum died, when his Anubis Collection launched, when he met a man called Joe in a posh London bar…. Yes, he knew he had to accept this and cope with it. He smiled, slowly but broadly. “Jesus, he’ll be signing up for Strictly Come Dancing next!”

And then they were all laughing.

 

 

CARO came and sat with Matt on the well-worn but comfy sofa later in the evening. She busied herself adjusting his suit trousers, and for a while he enjoyed just watching her skillful sewing. She glanced up after a while and smiled warmly. “You need to be like this more often. Relaxed. Easygoing.” She snapped a thread of cotton with her teeth. “Happy.”

He was going to grouch back at her—who was cheery every hour of every day?—but stopped himself. Love lay beneath her chiding. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

She obviously chose to ignore that. “So how’s it going, working at Starsmith?”

“You mean, working with the enemy?”

She rolled her eyes. “They aren’t the enemy. They never were.”

Matt shifted in his seat, not because it was uncomfortable, but because his feelings were. “They took everything we had.”

“Pfft.” She snorted. “They didn’t take it. You lost it. We all did. We had a stake in the company too, remember? And we’d have done all we could to make things work. But the world’s moved on. Business has evolved into volume sales, low margins, and online marketplaces. Barth Gems couldn’t compete with that. And it’d have driven your dad to an early grave if he’d tried.”

“What are you saying?” Caro had never been so blunt with him before about the sale. “That Dad gave up?”

“No, of course not. He’s a pigheaded fool, a bit like someone else not a million miles away. But he knows when he’s beaten. He knew Barth’s time was passing, and he was smart enough to get out with the best deal he could get.” Her voice softened. “You helped him with that, you know. You were practical, compassionate help to him when he needed it.”

“Yeah? Not a traitor?” That’s what it had felt like at the time. “If I’d spent more time with Dad, taken a proper role in running the business—”

“Jesus, Matt, we’d all be bankrupt!” Her laugh was as loud as before, but this time the dogs by the fireplace had accustomed themselves to it and didn’t stir. “You’re no businessman. You hate all that work. Your skills lie elsewhere, and you were there for Barth Gems when it was needed. Look at that Egyptian doggy jewelry you did—”

“The Anubis Collection.” He smiled at her description.

“Its reputation was the main reason Barth Gems got the price it did in the end. Yes, that was probably less than you and your dad had hoped. But it was a damn sight more than the bargain-basement price that some businesses go for nowadays.” She was concentrating very closely on a snagged stitch. “Maybe you should talk to your dad about it sometime. Properly, I mean. Get the full story.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “I’m not gonna be the one to upset him again.”

“Well. We’ll see. You could ask that good-looking man you work with, instead.”

“Who?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” She rolled her eyes. “Maybe I only watch Countryfile on the TV, but the boys keep me in touch with reality, and I read the society pages of Hello as well as the fashion shoots. Joel Sterling doesn’t get photographed as often as his trinkets, but he’s the hottest thing in jewelry that isn’t made of gold, in my opinion. And he’s publicly gay, as is half his staff. It must be a treat, working so closely with him.”

Was that look she gave him kind of sly?

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, more sharply than he’d meant. “We’re colleagues. And it’s not only celebrities I don’t have time for. Corporate types are as bad. Just one insincere smirk in a suit after another.”

Caro took an inordinately long time snapping the next thread. She might even have been hiding the beginnings of a smile. “Anyway, I need to press these before you go back to London tomorrow afternoon.” She shook out the trousers, presumably happy with her work, stood to leave the room, then paused. She rested a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever you say, this job’s good for you. Since you started, you’re a different man.”

“Of course I’m not!”

“Of course you are,” she parroted back. “That’s because during the week you’re where you should be, working with people who appreciate you. You have a rare talent, Matt Barth, and it’s not right to let it lie fallow.”

“Look, I don’t—”

“Hush,” she interrupted him. “I don’t know much about jewelry. But at least the farm pays us a wage, albeit not a big one. You should be paid for your work too.”

“I will be.” He remembered Joel’s words at Matt’s interview. “This new contract pays well. But that’s not why I’m doing it.”

“Exactly.” She winked at him. “Now get the ironing board out for me, why don’t you, so I can make sure you look shit hot tomorrow night for that cute boss, whether you’re interested in him or not. Can’t have you showing us honest farmers up in high society!”

Matt laughed and stood to follow her.

“Oh, and Matt?” She frowned at him, though her eyes sparkled with humor. “I know you spoil my boys, so don’t you dare steal even the smallest teaspoon for my evil offspring. I don’t want to have to bail you out from the Tower of London!”




Chapter Eight

 

 

JUST as Matt was erecting the ironing board for his sister-in-law at a farmhouse in Norfolk, the rooms in Starsmith’s offices had grown quiet as the working day finished. Outside, the Mayfair streets were still busy with a combination of late-night shoppers and people on their way out for a night’s entertainment. Theaters were opening for the evening performances, the Tube station was as busy as always, and black cabs ticked over at the pavement as they picked up and dropped off. The streetlights winked through the Starsmith windows, even up on the third floor.

Joel Sterling never failed to find London fascinating, not that he was looking aimlessly out the window tonight. A pile of drawings in individual clear folders lay beside a large glossy binder. Many had sticky notes on them with “no”—far more than the sticky notes with “yes.” His jacket was slung over the back of his chair, and although he hadn’t actually rolled up his sleeves, his shirt was rumpled and his hair felt unusually tangled, as if he’d been running his hands through it all afternoon. Which, of course, he had.

A gentle tap at his office door, and Teresa poked her head round. “Aren’t you meant to be leaving early today?”

Joel glanced at his watch and swore. “I meant to. Never mind.”

“Are you all ready for tomorrow night’s reception?” When he didn’t answer, she spoke again. “Joel?”

“Huh? Sorry. Yes, I’m ready. Well, maybe not. I’m just going through the portfolio again, to take with us.” He frowned. “It’s thin.” What he really wanted to say was, it’s barely begun. But that wouldn’t be doing his design team justice. “Whatever Addam and Matt say, we don’t have much to show.”

“It’s only been three weeks since we won the commission. I’m sure they don’t expect things to be finished yet. This is just a get-together, a social event to introduce the prince and his fiancé to the team.”

“I know. I just don’t want us to mess it up.” There was still time for the palace to give the commission to someone else, he knew that. He hadn’t said as much to the team, because he knew they were relying on him to ensure that didn’t happen.

Addam and his designers had worked tirelessly all week. By Thursday, they had mocked up a whole portfolio of sample gifts, including fob watches, pins, perfume bottles, and jewelry boxes, using sophisticated design software to create 3-D representations. The stylish coronet adorned them all as a motif, settled on its laurel wreath, and with clear stones glinting on its spokes. For the wedding rings, there were detailed sketches—two striking, wide gold bands, each with a pair of deep-set diamonds.

Addam had fallen asleep at his desk on Thursday night. Matt had carried on completing the remaining sketches until midnight. Joel had refused to let Matt work through Friday as well, sending him home early to Norfolk. After all, they’d both be back in London for the reception tomorrow. Now Joel filed the sketches into the binder and prayed that would be enough to inspire their client.

“Marketing have been itching to get involved,” Teresa said.

“I know. But not yet. I don’t want Freddie and Lily to put wheels in motion until the palace gives the go-ahead. Matt’s still trying different styles for weaving the leaves onto the base of the coronet, and he’s not yet decided exactly where to place the stones.” Matt was a perfectionist, that was for sure.

Teresa had an odd, twisted kind of smile. “He’s a cutie, isn’t he?”

“Who? Matt Barth?” Joel wasn’t sure why his gut lurched like it did. He hadn’t told Teresa about the night at Claridge’s, at least, not about meeting Matt. “I’m not sure cute is a word he’d appreciate.”

She chuckled. “He’s a live wire, certainly. But it was a good idea to hire him. Despite that drama when he first arrived. Something fierce was sparking between you two. What’s the history there?”

Another gut lurch. “There is no history.”

She looked like she wanted to say more about that, but changed her mind. “Well, Addam thinks he’s great, I can tell. Not that Matt seems remotely interested in Addam except as a fellow designer.”

What other way was there? Joel felt strangely disturbed. Was Teresa saying that Addam had his eye on Matt as a date?

“Don’t worry,” Teresa said gently, maybe mistaking Joel’s conflicted silence. “You’ve done the most you can in the short time. Tomorrow night you’ll have Addam and Matt with you to answer any detailed issues. And thank you for arranging the invitation to be extended to me as well. I’ll be on call for whatever you need, albeit I’m just administration and can hardly have any influence.”

Joel smiled wearily but sincerely. “You’re one of the most important people on the team. You think I don’t know that?”

“Whatever.” Teresa flushed with pleasure and embarrassment. “You haven’t let us down yet, boss. You’re the one who got us this commission in the first place, remember? Your tireless hard work, networking, promoting Starsmith in all the right places. And then your drive and commitment to keep it all going.”

He appreciated the vote of confidence, but for the moment, his mind was full of representations of a gold coronet and an emperor’s laurel wreath. Teresa helped him pack the binder safely in a lockable briefcase, along with many of the original sketches. It wasn’t going to leave Joel’s side until they got to Hampton Court.

“You’re excited about tomorrow?” she asked.

“Of course I am. I’m just… tired.”

“You don’t always show your feelings.” She bit her lower lip as if worried about intruding. “I mean, I know you care. We all do. You just show it a different way. You always keep your cool.”

“Not passionate like Matt Barth, you mean?”

Teresa gave him that odd smile again. “Thank God! I wouldn’t want too much melodrama in the room at one time. You’re the rock, Joel, who keeps us on track. Who will make sure we rise to the top.”

A rock. Always keep your cool. Jesus, he sounded like a robot. Was that what he’d become?

“What about your family? Are they pleased for you?”

The simple question caught him unawares. Tension tightened his body as swiftly as a noose around his neck. “I have no idea.”

Teresa flushed, her eyes widening. She must have known she’d misstepped, although he didn’t mean to make her uncomfortable when all she’d done was show concern for him. “Oh. Still no communication, then?”

“Teresa.” He spoke carefully, trying to sound unconcerned and yet polite. God knew if he managed it, the way a virtual fist had his throat in its grip. “I know you’re just trying to be kind, but I really don’t want to talk about it.”

“I understand.” She nodded, her cheeks still pink.

He had told her something of his family life one night, when he was exhausted, when he was new to the job and striving to establish his credibility, when he was in need of a friend. Teresa had been—and still was—that friend. But he wished he hadn’t allowed anyone even a keyhole glimpse into his history. It was too painful to dwell on, even for him. Especially for him. It was his problem and his responsibility to keep things tightly buttoned away.

“Now get lost,” he said to her with a strained smile. “I can manage it all from here, and I’ll lock up the offices when I go. You have a family to get home to.”

She paused, her brow creased. “I wish you had someone too,” she blurted out.

“You mean, like a boyfriend?” He laughed softly, though it sounded shaky. “I don’t have time to date at the moment.”

He hadn’t for a long time. When did he break up with Felix, his last partner? He was startled to realize it had been over a year ago, when Felix gave up trying to get a decent proportion of Joel’s time and attention. Foiled again by that work-life balance, Joel supposed. But he’d always made his own choices. He’d be going home tonight to a beautifully furnished, exclusive apartment, where he could and would be his own boss. The rest of the night would involve a well-cooked gourmet dinner delivered from a local restaurant, maybe a glass of good wine, and inevitably another run-through of the portfolio. A comfortable, self-contained time.

A lonely time.

He mentally snapped at himself, Pull yourself together! “What are you wearing tomorrow?” he asked Teresa with a wink. “The little black number?”

“Heavens, Joel. I think you’re better at choosing my wardrobe than I am. I will be wearing that, yes. But as for accessories….”

“Definitely the blue shoes!”

She nodded, grinning as she made her way to the door. “As always, you know best.”

Staring at the empty doorway after she’d gone, Joel wondered whether that was really true.




Chapter Nine

 

 

SATURDAY night, a sumptuous private reception room at Hampton Court Palace, superior canapes and sparkling wine galore—and another planet, as far as Matt was concerned.

The room they were shown into was high-ceilinged and comfortably furnished—at least he assumed it was, by royal standards. The gilded woodwork was kept at a minimum, but the carpet had to be more than three inches thick, and the furniture had been polished so highly that the wood looked like liquid chocolate. And some of the stern expressions from the portraiture on the walls was enough to put anyone off the food.

Joel paused at Matt’s side.

“Are you going to be okay?”

Wow. Perhaps he thought Matt was a complete savage. “You think I can’t cope with an event like this?”

“Of course I don’t.” Joel’s eyes had narrowed. “But I worry you don’t want to. That’s a different thing.”

“I wouldn’t let Addam and the team down. I’m committed to Project Palace. Well, as long as it lasts, anyway.”

“Of course.” Joel’s face was studiedly blank. He tugged down the front of his jacket—not that he needed any adjustment; he looked perfectly and magnificently poised—and led the way forward.

That issue about letting down the team? Matt had completely forgotten Teresa told him to read up on the likely guest list. He’d spent most of the day getting ready at the farm, and when he did get online, he was distracted by an article on Hampton Court Palace’s magnificent art collection, and then something about a Neolithic settlement discovered in an archaeological dig in Wales… so here he was, none the wiser about the Royal Family and their nearest and dearest.

There was a huge table at one end, set with elegant buffet food. The guests’ voices were muted, and there were probably no more than fifty people, but that was forty-five more than Matt could face at one time. And the prince hadn’t even arrived yet. The room was full of those frocks and suits he’d been so dismissive of with Caro. Everyone looked fit, rich, and well made-up, the men included. He kept to the edges of the room and barely sipped his drink, terrified of getting tipsy or spilling the stuff down his new shirt. The bloody champagne flutes were as thin as paper and looked a hundred years old. Personally he preferred beer, but even he didn’t have the balls to ask one of the aides for a pint. His vision swam over all the faces, and he focused on one figure he knew much better: Joel Sterling, his new boss. Matt found himself transfixed even by Joel’s back view. Perfectly and magnificently poised. Matt had a feeling that was just his evasive way of saying Joel looked fit as fuck.

Joel launched into the group of guests as if he’d been born to it. Matt wondered briefly exactly what Joel had been born into—he knew no more about Joel Sterling than a sparse summary on Wikipedia, without benefit of photos, that Matt had bothered to read—and then he surrendered to being just an observer.

It was a rewarding view.

Joel Sterling was handsome, obviously. But his confidence was a physical feature in itself—the grace of his movements, the way he gave focused attention to whoever was speaking to him, his easy smile, his inclusive nod in all conversation. He had happily introduced his team to the palace staff and friends of the royal couple, making sure they were given the proper respect and notice, and then left them to mingle.

Matt didn’t mingle. He was oddly conflicted tonight, feeling righteously isolated from the Starsmith corporate image, and yet warmed at the thought he was sharing this evening with like-minded people who had made such an effort to accept him.

And most especially, conflicted about Joel. Matt had been from the start. He couldn’t seem to shake that first evening at Claridge’s from his memory. There’d been so little to the event—a couple of drinks, a joke, a discussion about their love of jewelry, a too-hasty kiss—yet it felt so huge in his memory, it was keeping him awake at night. Especially since they’d started working so closely together.

Matt wasn’t a complete naif when it came to a love life. He’d had a steady boyfriend back in Norfolk, though it had never amounted to a grand passion by any stretch of the imagination. It had been comfortable; it had been familiar. Robbie had come from a farming family as well but was working his way through a postgraduate degree and planning to travel abroad if he could get the introductions. He and Matt had gone to the pub together, played football, fucked enthusiastically and regularly. But their parting last year, when Robbie had finally got a contract in New Zealand, had been so amicable it was obvious the romance had run its course. Matt hadn’t been interested much in men since then. Though from the coy glances one of the waitstaff was flashing him every time he passed, he could dabble a bit there. But no one had fired him up for a very long time, making his heart race, his blood simmer, and his mouth go dry with need.

Not like Joel did.

Jesus. He had to get over himself. Any promise between them had been overwhelmed by the shock of finding out who “Joe” actually was. Joel was a slick corporate type and probably dated in his own peer group. Matt would be returning to his beloved Norfolk and his beloved dig as soon as this contract was over.

“Matt?” Teresa was beckoning him over. She looked fabulous tonight, and he loved the contrast of her sapphire-blue shoes with the simple yet stylish black frock. Her smile was the most enchanting thing about her, though. Beside her, Addam looked gorgeous too, with a suit that was cut far too stylishly to be off the peg and an extra splash of red in his hair. He winked at Matt, and Matt nodded at them both. He was reluctant to join the melee just yet.

“Your Royal Highness,” one of the aides murmured to someone who had entered the room behind Matt. “This is Matt Barth, of the Starsmith design team.”

Shit. This was it. Matt had visions of royal disapproval that his hair wasn’t neat enough, that his shoes didn’t shine—though, God knows, Caro had made him thrash them within an inch of their leather’s life—and he was only the new boy, anyway—

“Mr. Barth!”

Even Matt recognized a prince of the realm, though the young man who greeted him so cheerfully looked about as ordinary as one of Addam’s eager assistants: slim, with ruddy, healthy features, auburn hair, and a strong build that suggested a lot of sports had been played throughout his life. His suit was beautifully cut but he was otherwise dressed conservatively. That is, apart from the twisted-link chain around his neck, which Matt recognized immediately as a popular Starsmith design in the very finest gold. Prince Arthur grabbed his hand and shook it, surely more enthusiastically than a prince should, when he must have to shake a million hands a month.

“Sir. I mean. Whatever….” Matt was floundering.

Joel hurried over and took his arm. “It’s Your Royal Highness the first time you meet, then sir,” he explained easily, with a smile that included His Highness himself. “That’s right, isn’t it, sir? We all studied the protocol for tonight—”

“But life’s too short for excess formality, I’d say.” The prince gave a very hearty laugh. “Please don’t concern yourselves. I’m not easily offended. As long as you don’t call me Ginger, that is. Though being a ginger hasn’t done my wayward brother Harry much harm to date.” The group of friends now gathering around the prince laughed at the joke.

Matt was both relieved and shocked when the prince grasped his hand again. “I so loved your Anubis Collection. I’ve always enjoyed jewelry. I haven’t seen any of your work since then, which is a pity. I was very excited to hear you would be on the team for the wedding commission.”

“It’s an honor, sir,” Matt barely stammered out.

“We’re really thrilled to have Matt on board,” Joel said, far more easily. “He’s been invaluable, though of course he’s only been with us a couple of weeks. With more time….”

“Who knows what can be achieved?” The prince laughed heartily again, loud enough that his nearest aide couldn’t hold back a wince. “Mr. Sterling, you are a master of the seductive promise. And yet, I believe you will deliver. I am so glad your company won the commission. Even my insistence—and that of my sisters-in-law, who have pieces of your exquisite jewelry—wouldn’t have guaranteed the deal if the damned accountants had found serious fault.”

Matt glanced at Joel—he looked as delighted as Matt felt.

“Please, have you eaten enough?” The prince gestured carelessly toward the table groaning under platters of smoked salmon, asparagus, and an extravagant selection of miniature pastries. “Considering the kitchens here served over fifteen hundred meals a day in Henry VIII’s time, I said these frilly little things wouldn’t be enough for the whole evening. I daresay you can get a burger on your way home.” The guests laughed again; Matt found himself grinning too. The prince’s easy good humor was charming. “Now, let’s have a look at these designs of yours. My secretary, Rogers, will clear the table behind us and give us some space. Rogers, please can you direct my other guests to the drinks while I have a confidential chat with Mr. Sterling and his crew?” He smiled engagingly at Joel and Matt. “I fully understand it’s early days, and I’m not going to hold that against any of you. My commitment is already placed with Starsmith. But you understand I’m beside myself with curiosity, don’t you?”




Chapter Ten

 

 

MATT moved slowly away from the group around the prince as soon as he was able. His head still buzzed from the praise and genuine welcome shown by their royal host, but he needed time to regroup his thoughts. Standing here, in a five-hundred-year-old palace swamped in beauty and heritage, he was questioning everything they’d brought with them. The art here transcended any jewelry Starsmith already had out in high street shops. Fob watches and brooches—how hackneyed were they in today’s modern world? How could such silly things give the true message of a high-profile, same-sex wedding?

A few quiet but alert men and women stood in position around the walls. Matt assumed they were for security. As far as he was concerned, the whole event was an indistinguishable sea of well-fitted suits and politely blank expressions.

One of the men by the doorway strolled over to Matt. “Mr. Barth?”

“Yeah. I mean, hi.”

Wow. The guy was gorgeous, in a dashing Mediterranean way. Matt didn’t think he was attracted to that look—he seemed alarmingly drawn to the handsome, British, executive type these days, despite himself—but the smile on this guy would have melted the snow on the Pyrenees. When he held out his hand, Matt shook it instinctively, still staring. He must have looked like a rabbit in headlights.

The man gave a small, slow smile. “It’s overwhelming, yes?”

He had a very attractive accent. Spanish? Greek? “A little. I’m not used to socializing. And not in a setting like this, you know?”

“I know.” The man smiled in sympathy. “I believe you are the head designer?”

“One of the team,” Matt muttered. Now he was blushing, dammit.

The man raised elegant eyebrows and said in a surprisingly lilting voice, “I think you are too modest. The palace recalls your Anubis Collection from a few years ago. It was all the market could talk about. And you brought some ideas for the wedding designs with you today, yes?”

Matt knew he couldn’t discuss the project work with all and sundry. “Just some initial ideas that we’ve been working on,” he said, deliberately vague. “You know about jewelry?”

The man laughed softly. “You cut to the chase. I like that. So many of these people are—” He paused, as if rephrasing his thoughts. “—too concerned with the political correctness.”

“Well, you’d have to be, wouldn’t you? I mean, you’re with the prince. You have to go where he goes, meet the people he does.”

The man’s mouth tightened. “Yes. Yes, I suppose I do.”

Matt took several more gulps of his champagne. He might be getting a taste for it. “So you’ve got to pretend to be the part. Don’t want to cause some kind of international incident because you let your urban roots show.”

“My…?” The man blinked rapidly, then smiled. “Yes, of course.”

“You’d be out of a job then, I reckon.” Matt grinned conspiratorially and nudged the guy in the ribs. “But then you can go off duty and relax. Be yourself. Put on your old sweatpants, lose the shoes, slob in front of the telly with a takeaway curry and a couple of beers.”

The man’s eyes were twinkling. “That sounds excellent fun. Where we are all the same, no status, no pretension.”

Something in the man’s tone alerted Matt. Maybe he, Matt, had been indiscreet. “I didn’t mean that exactly….” Bugger it, what had he meant? “I just think people should be honest.”

“And you think this isn’t?” The handsome man waved a graceful hand to encompass the room.

Fuck. Matt was pretty sure now he’d messed up somewhere. This man didn’t seem like one of the security detail anymore. Matt wished to God he’d spent more time on that briefing paper Teresa had given him. He put the glass down on the nearest table before he dropped it. His hands were shaking.

“Is that what you do, Mr. Barth? You act the part around Mr. Sterling and his business?”

“No. Not at all!” Matt was momentarily taken aback. Not just that this guy had asked such a blunt question, but that suddenly he wasn’t sure how to answer it. Was it true? Had he been seduced by the work on Project Palace, using his talents fully for the first time in years, loving the team spirit and support? What about his resentment for everything Starsmith had done in the past that had seemed so unfair? His heart sank. What was fair nowadays? Joel’s welcomed me into the team. I’m part of his world and his work. Matt couldn’t seem to reconcile his hatred of capitalist excess in the heart of London’s city with his grudging admiration and attraction for Joel, the self-made man who embodied it whichever way Matt turned.

His companion was looking concerned. “You are disturbed. May I help?”

“God. No. I mean, I’ve behaved badly. I’m so sorry.”

“Why do you apologize? You have spoken freely.”

Yeah, and that was the problem. “I was… mistaken.” What would Dad have said? Here his son was, in with some of the highest people in the land, who’d treated him with nothing but respect and welcome. And Matt was calling them all pretentious impersonators. “Please. Forget what I was saying. You have your job to do, the same as I do. For our own peace of mind, we should do it the best we can.”

The man shook his head gently, still smiling. “You have underlying integrity, Mr. Barth. Even if you let your passions cloud it. What can you tell me about your commission?”

“It’s confidential,” Matt muttered. He glanced over to where Joel was stepping away from the table, closing the large binder. He was smiling at the prince and looked pleased. “But it’s going to be fabulous!” he blurted out in a burst of loyalty and pride.

The man laughed, freely, genuinely. “And that, Mr. Barth, is your true act. You come alive when you talk about what you love.”

“It’s a job.”

“Oh no. I think it is far from that.” The man adjusted his jacket, though it hung perfectly on his broad chest already. “But thank you.”

“What for?”

“For your refreshing company. For sharing your passion while still keeping your loyalty to the project, your boss, and the prince.”

Talking of whom… Joel was on his way over to Matt, with Addam and Teresa at his back, and Prince Arthur just in front of them all. To Matt’s shock, the prince walked another couple of steps forward, slipped his hand into the handsome man’s grip, and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek.

Matt’s whole body went into shock.

“Matt?” Joel looked puzzled. “Are you okay?”

Matt just stared at the couple, who so obviously… were a couple.

The handsome man looked sheepish. “Paolo Astra at your service. I am sorry I didn’t introduce myself properly.”

“What’s going on?” Joel looked between the three men, at a loss. “Mr. Astra, if anything’s been said out of turn, I apologize on behalf of—”

“You don’t have to bloody apologize for me!” Matt snapped instinctively.

A shocked silence sprang up around them, shrouding them in a virtual bubble of horror. Someone—it sounded like Addam—said “bloody hell” under his breath. A plate rattled clumsily on a table in the background, and someone else sucked in a heavy breath. Behind the prince and Mr. Astra, one of the men standing by the wall took a cautionary step forward.

The prince tilted his head to one side as if waiting for an explanation. Or maybe Matt’s head on one of those silver platters. “Mr. Barth? Mr. Sterling?”

“Artie!” Paolo said urgently. A gasp from the eavesdropping guests suggested it was a breach of protocol to call your prince by his first name, at least in front of commoners. “I was being mischievous and am ashamed of myself for misleading Matt. He did not offend or insult me. I have heard much, much worse.” He turned to Matt with a warmer smile. “No, you treated me as a fellow man.”

“Right. So not true.” Matt groaned. “I treated you like one of the security guys.” Did he hear a snort of a laugh from Addam? “Though, no excuse, but people do look different in real life.” Not that he could have picked an opera singer out in a lineup at the best of times. But if he’d studied Teresa’s carefully compiled dossier, there would have been photos….

“You talked to me as an equal,” Paolo said gently. “You shared your passion with me, your desire for honesty. Don’t deny that to yourself now you know I am the client. For a while, I was able to see myself with a life the same as any man here.”

The prince touched Paolo’s arm. There was no mistaking the concern on his face. “My dear. I must see to guests who are leaving. But if there is something wrong…?”

“Never,” Paolo said to him, unmistakable warmth in his tone. “Mr. Barth just reminded me of what is truly important, not a hereditary title and the duties it imposes on us both.” He squeezed the prince’s hand, as if no one else was watching. “How do you feel about the Starsmith designs?”

“I am very pleased with the progress,” the prince began mildly. Then he seemed to relax a little. It might have been the result of the twinkle returning to Paolo Astra’s eyes. “I’m very pleased, actually. I like the blend of old style and new. The laurel wreath element is particularly attractive. And the stones, side by side in every version of the design… it will be unique to us.” He smiled at Paolo. “The representation of the two of us. One and the same in the moment.”

It was as if they spoke to each other without needing words—Paolo nodded gently, his cheeks pink.

“That was a stroke of genius, Mr. Sterling,” the prince said, turning back to Joel. “We are men who enjoy our privileged lifestyle, please don’t mistake me, and I am fully aware of the expectations of our public roles, in return. But we are also just two men who are in love and enjoy beautiful things.”

Matt didn’t dare peer more closely, but was the prince blushing? So now Joel would step into the breach that his useless designer had caused and smooth oil on troubled waters. He would bypass Matt’s clumsy and insulting behavior completely—

“You should thank Matt for that,” Joel said clearly and calmly. “It was his inspiration behind what we have to date. Without him, we wouldn’t even have that to show you.”

But…. “I’ve had new ideas,” Matt blurted out. Yes, that was definitely a groan from Addam.

The prince raised his eyebrows.

“No. Look, I’m not expressing this well enough,” Matt stammered on. “I’m really pleased with the designs as they stand, else I wouldn’t have let Joel bring them tonight. But I’ve been studying the art collection here, particularly the Triumphs of Caesar. Wonderful paintings from great masters, all celebrating the glorious careers and achievements of strong men. I want to reflect that in the project too.”

Joel’s hand landed on his forearm, making him pause. “Matt, we haven’t discussed this.”

“It only came to me overnight!” Matt protested. “And now we’re here, in this palace. And our clients are two men, Joel, who are meeting as peers.”

Paolo frowned. “Not exactly, Mr. Barth. I’m no prince.”

“But in everything else that matters, right? We should make people remember this event for what it truly is.”

There was a sudden, pregnant silence.

Joel cleared his throat. “Your Royal Highness. Mr. Astra. We are fully appreciative of the time frame. Matt and I can discuss this later—”

“No. Please.” The prince raised a hand. Beside him, Paolo’s eyes narrowed. Matt suspected neither man was often challenged. They were a good match on many levels. “We appreciate that too, Mr. Sterling. But if something is to change, please mention it now.”

“The gifts,” Matt broke in roughly, before Joel could either stop him or speak for him. “I think they should be the same item, whoever is receiving, male or female. Nothing attempting to be gender- or status-specific. Something special and precious. The trophies in the Caesar paintings give ample ideas for the shape and size. The theme would be… equal spoils for all,” he said, his smile twisted as he struggled between excitement and knowing he was being insolent in front of a member of the Royal Family.

It seemed a very, very long moment before the prince stirred. And then he smiled. “I like the idea very much. It’s unusual but very modern. It reflects how we feel about our own relationship but also that of others. Paolo will not only be my consort. He will be my partner.”

This time, the sigh from behind Matt had to have come from Teresa.

The prince nodded at them all. “Please take the time you need. Produce something special—that you think is special. My husband-to-be deserves only the best.”

Paolo’s eyes were back in mischief mode as the royal pair moved back toward their other guests, passing so close to Matt that Paolo could murmur to him, “You heard that, Mr. Barth? I deserve your very best!”




Chapter Eleven

 

 

AN hour later, Matt stood with the other three Starsmith representatives in the chilly night air on the road outside the palace. They’d been shown out from the side gate, though it was just as grand as the front. It was only nine o’clock, but traffic was sparse, and there were few pedestrians now that the royal park opposite was closed for the night. Joel sighed quietly and turned to Teresa, who was holding on to Addam’s arm with one hand and carrying her heels in the other. “If any of you would like to stay over and go back into central London tomorrow, Starsmith has an account with a couple of local hotel chains.”

“No, I’ve arranged a lift back,” Addam said. “He’ll be here shortly. Teresa, love, we can drop you on our way, if you like? You’re not far from me in North London.”

“Thanks, yes, please. It’s been a tiring night.” She squeezed his arm and smiled. “Another of your harem, is it?”

“They have their uses.” Addam smirked. Matt had been told that Addam always had a bevy of devoted young men at his beck and call. “He’s a professional chauffeur on his night off.”

“Sounds good.” Joel chuckled. “I’ll call a car to take me and Matt back into central London. Is that okay with you, Matt?”

Matt shook himself to attention. His mind was full of the evening’s events. “Not for me, thanks. I’ll make my way to the railway station. It’s only a short walk. I can catch a connection to Liverpool Street Station and the last train to Norfolk. Then Gary will pick me up from there.”

Joel’s brow creased. “All the way to Norfolk now, when you’re due back in the office on Monday?”

“No rush,” Addam said, biting back a yawn. “I reckon we all deserve a late start to the week. The design guys have enough to go on, if we don’t turn up until the afternoon. Does that help with your travel plans, Matt?”

“Thanks,” Matt said with enthusiasm. He could feel Joel’s gaze on him. Maybe his boss was wondering why Matt was dashing halfway across the country for a day and a half.

“Then I’ll walk with you to the station,” Joel said quietly. “I can order the car from there as well as here.”

A glossy black limo drew up to collect Addam and Teresa, and after their goodbyes, Matt and Joel began walking away from the gate. They were the only pedestrians in sight, walking between pavement and grass verges, sheltered on one side by the high wall that enclosed the palace grounds from public view. Tall chestnut trees planted against the wall loomed over them, the leaves rustling in the cool night breeze, the lingering aroma of cut grass and turned earth in the air.

Joel cleared his throat. “What you said to the prince. You wouldn’t have let me bring the designs if you weren’t happy with them?”

Matt winced and hunched more deeply into his overcoat. “Fuck it. Yeah, that was arrogant of me.”

“No. You made a good call. Showed we aren’t complacent, that we’re committed to working flat-out for them. They were looking for honesty, not platitudes, else we would still be dealing with private secretaries.”

“I… right. I suppose so.” Matt cast a bemused glance Joel’s way. They were of a similar height, so he could look into Joel’s face as they walked. He was very conscious of Joel, even though they weren’t touching. If his path took him a few inches nearer, they would brush shoulders. He would get another whiff of Joel’s expensive cologne, be able to take hold of Joel’s hand, lace their fingers together….

Stop that right now.

He cleared his tight throat. “I’m sorry I dropped my ideas on you without warning. It was being in that place, talking to Paolo Astra….”

“I understand. It was a fine idea and truly innovative. And he liked you.” Joel’s chuckle broke into Matt’s wayward thoughts.

“Yeah, right.” Matt snorted. “After I called him the hired help, then implied we’d change the whole damn portfolio, right after it had received royal approval. I could’ve fucked up the whole thing!”

“But you didn’t.”

Matt shrugged, warmed by Joel’s support despite himself. “I feel sorry for him.”

“Mr. Astra?”

“It must get really tedious, everyone afraid to speak honestly in front of you in case they upset you.”

Joel nodded. “Or by extension, Prince Arthur. Immediate treason, right?”

They both laughed quietly.

“You understood how they felt as men, Matt. The core of it all, not just the accessorizing. Not just their public appearance. That’s what matters.” After a further, companionable silence, Joel spoke again. “You’ve not designed for a long time. At least, not for public commissions. Has this been a struggle for you?”

Matt’s stomach clenched. “I told you my reasons. The industry hacked me off.”

“Of course.” Joel didn’t sound entirely convinced. “And you have the dig, as well.”

“Yeah. Besides, I….” No. This was getting too personal.

“What? You can tell me.” Joel stopped on the grass verge, his face half in the shade of one of the trees. When a lone car sped past, its headlights cast a gleam deep in his pupils.

Matt stopped too. He gave a long, heartfelt sigh. “Didn’t think I could do it anymore. Design—create art.” It was a strange relief to speak frankly, to let go of some of his private worries. “When the Anubis Collection launched, I wasn’t much help to Dad as he was marketing it, handling the business side. I hated the whole fuss. It felt like selling myself, not just my jewelry. We argued a lot. And when that was over… the inspiration wasn’t there any longer. I had to turn down a lot of work.”

Joel’s voice gentled. “Maybe you just needed the right project.”

“Maybe.” Matt knew how he’d felt these last few days, working at Starsmith with enthusiastic, highly talented, motivated people. It had been a new and startling excitement, a revelation. Not that he hadn’t loved working for Barth Gems, but that was a long time ago, and he’d always worked alone. Dad had never been able to afford a whole design team. Matt was confident in his own talents, but perhaps he needed something more to bring them out. Maybe he needed an employer like Starsmith Stones.

Was that selling out?

“You don’t feel the same now, as if you’re selling yourself again but with Project Palace this time?” Joel asked, even more gently.

“No.” Matt had no trouble answering quickly and honestly. It was different, for some reason. Weird… but true. Something about working on the project from the very start, alongside a team, knowing they all wanted not just commercial success, but the best and most beautiful jewelry too. About working with Joel?

“But… Jesus.” Joel’s laugh interrupted Matt’s disturbing thoughts. “When you snapped at me in front of Paolo? The look on Addam’s face! You couldn’t see him behind you, but I could. It was unique.”

“What did you all expect? I’m a fish out of water here.”

Joel shrugged. “That’s crap. You can cope. And it’d be the same if, say, the tables were turned and I was in your world.”

Matt snorted again. They’d both drawn back into the shelter of the wall, an extra few feet away from the road, and into the whispering shadows of the trees. “As a farmer?”

“No, I don’t think I’d ever manage that. But if I were at your dig. Somewhere out of my usual comfort zone.”

Matt would never know what made him so rash, but he said swiftly, “Go on, then. Visit my world for once. Do it!”

“What? No, I meant just as an example.”

“Scared?”

Joel stared at him, brows drawn together. “No, of course not. Are you daring me?”

“Yes, I am! I’ve dressed up like an idiot and done my duty for Starsmith here tonight. I reckon Starsmith—or its rising executive star—owes me.”

Joel’s gaze searched Matt’s face until Matt felt himself blush.

“Okay,” Joel said quietly. “So maybe I will.”

“Tomorrow?”

Joel blinked hard. His lashes were thick, his eyes a rich amber in the dim light. “That’s Sunday.”

“So what? It’s a seven-day-a-week job at a farm, you know.”

Joel’s gaze was suddenly sharper. “Is that why you want to go back to Norfolk tonight?”

Matt’s breath hitched. Joel had hit a bull’s-eye. “Well, I’m not a farmer—”

“No, but you want to be there, don’t you?” Joel smiled. “I’m not saying you didn’t give tonight your full attention, and I appreciate that. But I get the feeling your heart is back at your dig.”

“I still have until Monday to spend time on it,” Matt said slowly. “I just don’t want to waste any free hours. We’re finding new stuff all the time, and….”

“And that’s what excites you.”

Matt didn’t know how to answer that. It was true, of course, but other things excited him as well. Right now, that included the challenge he’d thrown out at Joel. “Come and see for yourself.”

He stared at Joel, wondering if he really would surrender. Whether he was looking for a way to wriggle out of it….

But Joel stared steadily back. “Okay. It’s a deal. Text me the address of the farm, and I’ll meet you there tomorrow.” With a smug smile, he nudged Matt’s shoulder, then paused when they both heard a chinking noise. “What’s that?”

Dammit. “It’s one of those little pastry forks, rubbing against some loose change.”

Joel’s eyes widened, and he barked out a laugh. “You stole the royal silver?”

“Jesus. It’s not a capital crime.” Well, okay, maybe it was, but the waiter who’d been eyeing him up had seen him lifting the fork earlier in the evening, testing its weight and size, just for fun really. When they came to leave the reception, the waiter had accidentally-on-purpose brushed up against Matt and slipped the fork into his pocket. He’d also left his phone number, but Matt wasn’t going to be taking advantage of that. “It’s for my nephew. He’s a rabid fan of the monarchy.”

Joel was laughing loudly now, his hand on his chest as if trying to keep it in. “You’re unbelievable!”

Matt scowled. “For God’s sake. Who hasn’t done the same in their life?”

“No, you don’t understand.” Joel gave a hiccup, trying to catch his breath. He gripped the arm of Matt’s coat as if to steady himself. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing. I mean… shit!” He leaned in, suddenly very much into Matt’s personal space, and kissed him. His lips were cold and damp, but his tongue was warm and thrust hungrily against Matt’s mouth until it opened up for him. His other hand grasped Matt’s shoulder, pulling him even closer.

Matt’s back hit the wall, but his head was tilted against Joel’s, drinking in the kiss. He barely felt the impact. His fists clenched at his sides, and his heart hammered so hard he thought his chest would split open. Joel tasted of everything good, of everything Matt had ever dreamed of, dreamed of right now. It was like the first kiss at Claridge’s and yet so much better, like they recognized each other’s touch and texture. Christ. Matt’s head swam. Everything was amplified—the rustle of leaves, the distant horn of a car, a hoot from an owl in the palace grounds… the sigh Joel gave as he broke away.

“Oh God. God. Matt, I’m sorry. I think I am. I mean, I don’t know what came over me—”

None of that mattered to Matt. He slid a firm hand around the back of Joel’s neck and pulled him back into another kiss.

When they broke apart again after several more minutes, they were both panting. Matt would have been flattered he had such an effect on the coolly controlled Joel Sterling if he hadn’t been gasping for breath himself.

“Shit,” Joel whispered, his eyes shining. A group of cyclists whizzed past on the road, their lights bobbing as the wheels spun. Joel’s gaze flicked across, following their path.

“Are you worried someone will see us?” Matt growled.

“Why should I be?” Joel’s laugh was shaky. “Is that how you feel? Scared you’ll be seen fraternizing with the enemy?”

“You’re not….” But he couldn’t finish the sentence, because Joel Sterling was the enemy. Wasn’t he? At least, he had been.

The next embrace was stronger, fiercer. They chased each other’s mouth, tongues lapping at lips, teeth nipping at a prickly jawline, hot breath puffing little pillows of steam around them as it hit the colder air.

“The station’s just over the railway bridge ahead,” Joel gasped. “We’re nearly there.”

Matt knew what Joel meant: streetlights, more traffic, partygoers, and late-night diners in the restaurants on the riverside. No more being alone, being undisturbed. No more of this startling intimacy. There was a sudden frozen pause as they stared at each other. Matt didn’t know how this was going to play out, though he knew damn well what he wanted—Joel to get on the train with him, to keep holding him, kissing him, all the way home to Norfolk and Matt’s bed. To hell with fraternizing!

And from the fiery look in Joel’s eyes, he wanted that too. His pupils were dilated; his lips looked too red against his pale face. Matt knew for the first time what the description kiss-swollen looked like.

But….

“We should split up here.” Matt’s throat felt too dry. His legs didn’t feel like his own, but he made them take a step away. “There’s no need for you to walk all the way to the station with me. It’s out of your way.”

“I can call for a car anywhere,” Joel murmured. “But… I guess that’s fine. Sensible.” He looked dazed, and he wasn’t making any move to or from the bridge. He shook his head once, as if to clear his head. “Sorry. I mean, that’s fine. I understand.”

Matt wondered what the hell Joel understood, because his own brain was a mess of confusion and thwarted lust at the moment. But Joel was right. Tonight, they should be sensible.

When Matt spoke again, his voice was hoarse. Sensible was a pain in the arse, in his opinion. “Good night, Joel.”

“Good night. See you tomorrow.” Joel nodded slowly as if he was trying to parse Matt’s words, his expression closed again. He ran his tongue over his lips, his breath misting Matt’s view of that soft yet so firm mouth. “Sleep well.”

As Matt strode across the bridge over the Thames, not daring to look back, his lips still tingled from the bruising touch. Sleep well. How the hell was he meant to do that, with the taste of Joel Sterling burned into his senses?




Chapter Twelve

 

 

JOEL arrived midmorning at the farmhouse, after Matt had texted him the address. It was a large house, sprawling across several outbuildings, though in need of some repair and redecoration. Joel could see a few sheep out in a field beyond the yard, and a large black dog ambled past an old Range Rover parked by the house. Joel drew his Mercedes in beside the other car and slid out of the leather seats.

Rain had started about an hour outside of Norfolk, a steady drizzle. It seemed to be getting heavier now. The cold damp seeped through his sweater, and his hair clung closer to his scalp. There were mud splatters all over the sides of the car. Taking a step nearer the house, his left foot landed squarely in a muddy puddle up to his ankle. The dog reappeared suddenly from behind the farm vehicle, barking loudly, its tail wagging happily. Before Joel could regain his balance from stepping in the puddle, it bounded across to him and jumped up, front feet on Joel’s chest. Muddy feet.

“Mortar!” came a yell from the farmhouse, and a woman rushed out. “Come here, boy. Right now!”

With a whine, the dog dropped away from Joel and slunk past him and the woman into the farmhouse.

“Are you Matt’s boss?” shouted the woman. Joel was only a few feet away, so he wasn’t sure why she thought she had to roar at him. “Come in before you get soaked. The cloud cover isn’t going to pass for another hour.”

He stumbled into the kitchen and was reassured to find a homely room. The woman threw a towel over to him, and he caught it clumsily. Assuming it was for drying off, he rubbed the worst of the rain off his hair and clothes.

“I’m Caroline,” she said in a warm country burr. “Call me Caro, everyone does. There’s no standing on ceremony here. Drop your shoes over by the door and sit down. I’ll get the tea on. You okay with dogs? Sorry about Mortar. He’s totally harmless but a tad overfriendly. I assume you want to see Matt? He’s out with my husband, Gary. They’re getting the dig under cover until the rain’s passed.” She didn’t stop at any stage for him to make any reply, turning to set the kettle on the top of the Aga to boil. “Toast? Nothing fancy, but the bread’s homemade. That’s if my boys didn’t demolish it all before they went on their Scouts field trip at arse-o’clock this morning.”

Joel sat on a chair at the kitchen table, feeling a little stunned. His left foot squelched in his boot and the mud on his trouser legs was stiffening. When he’d called Teresa that morning to tell her where he was going, she’d laughed for an embarrassingly long time.

“Joel Sterling, out on the land! You know it’s a dirty business? I’ve watched Time Team on TV. They’re always on their knees, scrabbling around in the earth.”

“Scrabbling. Right.”

“A dirty business,” she’d repeated, and was still laughing as he’d hung up.

A large white mug of coffee was plunked down in front of him, steaming, fragrant. It had a picture of a recent video game on the side. He took a careful but grateful sip, though he felt odd that Matt wasn’t there to introduce his visit. When Caro picked up a matching mug and sat down opposite him, he knew he was probably facing interrogation.

But first, she grinned widely, her gaze running him up and down. “Look at you! Handsome man. Handsome, posh, city man. Good to see you, Joel Sterling, Mr. Starsmith Stones.”

He found himself smiling in reply. She was an attractive, welcoming woman, and he instinctively liked her. “Not exactly—”

Caro interrupted with a noisy snort over the top of her mug. “Don’t mind me. We talk as we find up here, and I suspect it’ll be a culture shock for you.”

“Please, let me finish,” he continued firmly but with a smile. “I talk as I find too, when the occasion merits it. And I’m far from posh, as you put it.”

Caro raised her eyebrows. She looked delighted he’d answered her back. “Fair ’nough. Is your family from London originally?”

He couldn’t help it; he tensed up. It happened every time someone mentioned his family. He thought he’d conquered his instinctive reaction over the years, but… obviously not. “I don’t see my family anymore.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Caro said slowly. She frowned as if it were an alien concept to her, but she obviously wasn’t letting go of the topic. “Why not? Did they throw you out? Move to Outer Mongolia? End up in prison?”

Joel couldn’t hold back a soft groan. He put his mug on the table as carefully as he could, but his hands were shaking.

“Shit,” Caro said bluntly. “I hit dirt on that, didn’t I? I assure you, it doesn’t matter to me where they are, what they did.”

“It was financial fraud,” Joel said. He startled himself. He never talked about this to anyone. Yet something had loosened his inhibitions today. “All my childhood was spent following their pursuit of some scam or other, always fruitless in the end. Finally they tried to rip off a pension fund, offering fabulous investment returns in a product that was basically no more than a lick and a promise. Someone got wise to them before any money was transferred, they got caught, and this time they were prosecuted.”

Caro nodded, listening carefully with a wary look in her eyes.

“People could have lost huge amounts of money,” Joel said hoarsely. “Pensioners’ life savings. People deeply in need. It was despicable. Unforgivable.” Even now, his heart ached at the way his parents had manipulated the less cautious. They’d never even considered a legitimate job, had always looked for easy money. Yet Joel had spent most of his childhood with his family on the breadline. Any money they’d made, they spent as fast. He had hand-me-down clothes from the charity shops, was almost always hungry, had never been able to join in with his school friends’ parties and clubs.

“As soon as I was old enough, which was luckily just as they started their sentence, I left that all behind. I’ve been solely responsible for myself ever since. Totally legal, totally, financially secure.”

“Oh Joel,” she said softly. “You poor love.”

He frowned. “No, you’re mistaken. I’m very happy with what I’ve made of my life.” He was determined he’d never have to pin up the waist of his trousers again because the charity clothes were two sizes too big. He’d never have to sneak bruised fruit from the supermarket rubbish when no one was looking. He’d never have to answer the door to the police and pretend his parents were traveling abroad, rather than hiding in the car. Nowadays he was well paid and had plenty of savings for a proverbial rainy day, if it ever came—though he was pretty sure he wouldn’t let it. He was in charge, he was in control, and money would never equate to fear for him again.

There was the sudden sound of voices, of excited laughter. The kitchen door swung forcefully open, the black dog leapt to his feet again, barking ecstatically, and two men entered, stamping the rain off their Wellington boots—a man as ruddy and cheerful-looking as Caro, and Matt.

“Boots off!” Caro roared.

The short delay while they toed off their muddy footwear by the doorway gave Joel the chance to catch his breath. He was disturbed at having confessed so much about himself to, in effect, a stranger. But he was also disturbed at seeing Matt again. It was only a few hours since they parted ways, yet the reminders of last night hit him like a physical blow. The excitement and glamor of the palace, the astonishing conversation between Matt and Paolo Astra, the new ideas for wedding gifts, the exhilaration of knowing the prince was on side with everything—and the kiss.

Jesus, the kiss.

Joel had traveled back to London last night with the taste of Matt’s lips still lingering—the mix of sparkling wine and exclusive canape pastry, and the unique flavor of Matt’s skin. This morning, the taste was still with him, in his mind, at least. It was just like the kiss at Claridge’s, and yet it was totally different. It felt like the first kiss, yet magnified, enhanced, multilayered on top of that. He’d started to believe he’d never be rid of the memory.

Oh God, what nonsense was he thinking?

“Is that kettle still hot?” The other man darted to the Aga, rubbing his hands in anticipation. “That rain’s bloody cold out there.” He turned to Joel and grinned. “I’m his cousin, Gary. You’ll have met Caro, I reckon.”

Joel nodded hello, realizing Caro was peering between Joel and Matt, her eyes shrewd. “Matt,” he said quietly in welcome.

“Joel. Hi.” Matt caught his gaze and nodded. He bit his lower lip, then let the plump flesh slide out from under his teeth.

Did he realize how bloody sexy that was? Joel was hit with another wave of memory—the steam of Matt’s breath, the woody smell of the night air in his nose, and Matt’s strong shoulders under his hands as he gripped him, to bring him closer….

Matt cleared his throat, breaking into Joel’s increasingly lurid dreams. He’d accepted a mug of tea from Caro and was blowing over the top of it to cool it down. “Didn’t know if you’d make it today.”

“I said I would,” Joel replied.

“Yes, you did,” Matt said, and something fierce, maybe even happy, flickered in his pupils.

“Sit down, the lot of you. You’re making the room look untidy,” Caro said heartily. “What’s all the excitement?”

“We found another stash!” Gary said with glee. “A whole pile of coins—we think they’re Roman.” Without checking whether it was okay, he heaved a small messenger bag off his shoulder and upended the contents on the table.

Caro rolled her eyes, and Joel gasped. It was a pile of dirty, muddy items, flat and round. There were tufts of hay and grass mixed in, and plenty of grit and small stones, but they were unmistakably coins. On a couple of them, there was a still recognizable imprint of an emperor’s head.

“Are they worth anything?” Caro asked pragmatically. “The barn needs some roof repairs.”

“Gotta report it to the local coroner,” Gary said. “But I’m confident it’ll be classed as treasure, because some of them look like silver, maybe gold, and….” He looked around with a grin, as if waiting for a drumroll. “There’s a whole pile more of ’em out in the west field!”

“But it also depends on whether they’re of special interest, and if a museum will want them,” Matt warned. “Then we also have to see what valuation or reward is offered. It can take months to determine what money we may actually get.”

“We could melt ’em down for a saucepan instead,” Caro grumbled, but actually looked as excited as her husband.

“Is this the first time you’ve found something as important as this?” Joel turned over one of the coins. It was heavier than he’d expected and surprisingly modern-looking. He could run his fingertip over the embossed head and trace the man’s nose and imperial neck.

“We think the merchant who once owned this farm had relatives in the king’s court. There’ve been renovations to the farmhouse over the years that a poor family could never have afforded,” Gary said.

“He would have had staff and possibly an army of his own too,” Matt added. “We’ve found buckles and strips of heavy cloth in the past that we reckon came from soldiers’ uniforms.”

The shake of excitement in Matt’s voice sent goose bumps down Joel’s spine. “It’s a period of history that you feel affinity for, isn’t it?”

Matt’s eyes met Joel’s, sparkling, glittering. “I’ve studied it for years. I like the Roman style, their love of good, strong designs and beautiful metals.”

“What’s this, then?” Joel picked up a triangular piece of hard, terracotta-colored material. He wondered what part it played in the currency of the time. “There are a few of these in the pile.”

“Ah.” Gary looked suddenly sober. “Now them’s something else. I’ll have to take professional advice about that. Maybe call up the British Museum.”

“Really?” Joel looked at the spiky thing with more respect. “What do you think it was used for?”

Gary’s eyes widened. “What? Can’t you see the astonishing story it tells?”

“No. I mean… well, it’s hardly my area of expertise.” There was a long silence, embarrassing for Joel. He put the item carefully back on the table and wondered how he could simply change the subject—

Then Gary and Matt both burst out laughing.

“They’re joshin’ you, Joel,” Caro said with a fond frown. “That is, takin’ the piss. That looks like a broken shard from a plant pot, probably one sold by Mrs. Edgeley at the post office. Its date? Circa 2017, I’d say.”

“You mean… not an artifact at all?”

Gary was still laughing. “We find a lot of rubbish when we dig.”

“It’s actually more of a filtering job than collection,” Matt said.

“Bastards,” Joel said, but with a grin.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

WHEN the rain eased off, Gary and Caro pulled on their coats and went to check on the sheep. Matt finished his bacon sandwich—Caro’s were definitely the best Joel had ever been tempted into eating—and reached for Joel’s sheet of kitchen paper to wipe his fingers. His hand brushed Joel’s wrist, and Joel was pretty sure Matt hesitated before drawing it away.

“You okay?” Matt said quietly, his expression guarded. “I mean, about us laughing at you earlier. Didn’t mean to… you know. It was just a joke.”

“It’s always a good thing to be reminded of what you don’t know,” Joel said calmly. A lifetime of remaining on his guard had probably prepared him for anything.

“Yeah.” Matt nodded slowly. “You said it.”

Joel smiled at him. “Last night was surprising, wasn’t it? All of it.” Was Matt worried about last night? Regretting it? God, Joel had never been so desperate to know what a man was thinking.

Matt’s hand stretched back across the table, but this time to take hold of Joel’s. That was enough expression for Joel’s heart to soar. Matt’s skin was warm from the sandwich, his fingers callused from working here on the farm. “Didn’t think you’d come today. Didn’t think you took time off.”

Joel wanted to tighten his grip. He didn’t want Matt pulling away just yet. Was that too aggressive? “Depends what’s at stake. You know how important this commission is to all of us. But I can take time off, if it matters to me.”

Matt’s gaze darted to a dresser on the other side of the kitchen. “You asked if we’d found anything else of importance on the dig….”

“Show me,” Joel said. He didn’t know what it was, but this was something Matt wanted to share with him.

“Gary’s all about coins and gold, and he’s right if we’re looking to make money. But there have been other items I’ve found that are just as exciting—”

“Matt!” Joel broke in. “The suspense is killing me!”

Laughing, Matt stood and went over to the dresser. He crouched down at the lowest drawer and brought out an old shoebox. He unpacked it on the kitchen table with as much reverence as if it were the Crown Jewels themselves. Instead it was a small but elegant pot with a lid and a carved handle on the side. Made of a silvered metal, there was barely a scratch on it.

“It’s beautiful,” Joel said. He didn’t even stop to think. He just felt the attraction like a punch in the gut.

Matt sighed. “Isn’t it? It’s only silver plated, so I doubt there’s any value in it from the materials.”

“But the shape is glorious. It flows and swells in all the right places. It’s pretending to be useful, I suspect. Maybe it held oil? Ointment? But look at the delicate etching along the rim, and there’s some kind of embossing in the middle of the handle—”

As he reached out to take a closer look, Matt sucked in a heavy breath beside him.

“Two laurel leaves,” Joel said slowly, astonished at the detail carved into such a small item. “Intertwined. Like your design. Oh, Matt… wouldn’t that be a wonderful model for the wedding gifts?”

Matt sat down heavily in the seat opposite. “We only found it last week, and Gary left it with me to clean it up and investigate what it might be. He wasn’t very interested in it. I didn’t think you would be either.”

Joel raised his eyebrows. “What? I’ll make my own decision on that. And it’s perfect! A small, beautiful container that could be useful or kept for ornament. Something totally unique, very special. I can see it reproduced in several sizes, all of them with the golden crown motif on the side. How apt, to bring Roman design to a modern world!” When had his excitement taken him from “could” to “can”? Ideas were buzzing in his mind, and it was only when he looked back up into Matt’s face that his enthusiasm faltered. “That may not be your plan for it at all. You may think something completely different—”

“No,” Matt broke in. His voice was thick, his gaze intense. “That’s exactly what I thought of when I found it. And when I saw the Roman art at Hampton Court, it crystallized the idea in my mind. I should have known you’d see it too. Joel….”

Joel waited, but Matt didn’t continue. “Can I see where you found it?” Joel asked.

Matt started to laugh. “Of course. But you realize it’s—”

“It’s at the far side of my land” came Gary’s voice from the door, as he and Caro stamped their way back in. Their coats were damp, but their hoods were down and their hair dry.

“Yes, if that’s fine by you.”

Gary glanced at Caro, then back to Joel. “There are no roads there, man. We can go out in the four-wheel drive, but only to a point.”

“We don’t want to disturb the site too much,” Matt added. “In case there are more valuable finds.”

“Right.” Gary nodded, looking Joel up and down. “And from there, it’ll be on foot.”

“I understand that. Oh.” Joel suddenly realized what Gary was hinting at. “You mean I’m not dressed for it.”

Matt frowned. “To be fair, you had no idea you’d be asked to go cross-country. There’s no need for you—”

“No,” Joel said firmly. “That’s okay. Just let me go back to my car for a moment.”

He trudged back across the yard in his muddy shoes to where he’d parked, opened the back, and hauled out his waterproof jacket. Then he swapped the shoes for a pair of sturdy green Wellington boots. Matt had come out into the yard and watched him, eyebrows raised.

“You came prepared.”

“Teresa warned me it could be a dirty visit. As if I didn’t know that already.” Joel was delighted when Matt grinned back at him. “And you asked me along to share the experience, not just to talk about it. Right?”

“Right,” Matt said slowly.

“You did the same for me at the reception. Came prepared, I mean.”

“Wearing that bloody suit.”

Joel was afraid he blushed. “You looked damn good in it.”

Their eyes met.

“Let’s get going, then!” came Gary’s cheery cry from beside the Land Rover. “More rain’s forecast within the next hour.”

 

 

THE field was filthy. Joel wondered how the hell they ever found their own feet, let alone any treasure. His wellies sank into the furrows, and for each step, he had to yank out his foot and start forward again, accompanied by alarming sucking noises. The ground was wet from previous rainfall, and any bare ground had turned to mud.

“This was the pigpen,” Gary explained, clapping Joel’s shoulder a little too heartily. “Ground never really recovers.”

“But every time we dig a little way down over here, we find something new.” Matt was standing near a fencepost. A plastic tent had been erected over a patch of ground, abutting the post. He glanced over at Joel, gave a grin, and ducked down to enter the tent.

Joel wriggled in behind him, but the space was very limited. He kept brushing up against Matt, though it took all of five seconds before he realized how much he liked that. When Matt leaned over to lift some plastic sheeting on the ground, Joel took the opportunity to steady them both with a hand at the small of Matt’s back.

He craved the touch; he needed to be close. He didn’t think he’d ever felt this way about anyone before.

And Matt didn’t move away.

With a grunt, Matt hauled the sheeting into his arms, revealing a small trench in the ground, cut deeper than the surrounding plow furrows. Joel shifted forward to look over Matt’s shoulder. There wasn’t a lot to see, he had to admit. Just more earth, more bloody mud.

“This is where we’ve been digging.” Matt sounded very enthusiastic, so he obviously saw more to the exposed ground. “All the discoveries have been within this small area. It’s like a store of some kind—as if the burial was deliberate.”

“Do you think the items were hidden here?”

Matt nodded. “Smart thinking. Yeah, we reckon the merchant was either robbed or fell from favor and had to leave the county at short notice. But he couldn’t take his treasure with him when he left, or maybe didn’t want to be found with it on his person. So he buried stuff here, maybe hoping to come back for it at a later date, but he never did. Records in the local church show the ownership of this farm changing a lot, at least until the nineteenth century when it fell into the hands of Caro’s family.”

“Yeah” came Gary’s loud guffaw from outside the tent. “I married her for her money. Pity it was all in the bloody ground!”

Matt grinned at Joel, rolling his eyes.

A sudden hammering on the tent above their heads heralded the return of the rain. Gary grumbled he was going back to the Land Rover and would wait for them there. They heard him squelching away over the field.

“We’ll have to make a run for it, if you want to avoid getting soaked,” Matt said. “There’s no cover between here and the car.”

“And it’s too cold to wait it out?” Joel had meant it as a question but then shivered involuntarily. The plastic tent held no warmth, and the wind had picked up in the bad weather. He tried to move out of the way as Matt stepped around the trench, then was shocked as Matt drew him into his arms.

“Sharing body warmth?” Joel joked. His voice sounded hoarse. The smell of Matt’s coat was a mix of waterproof wax, chill damp air, and a sandalwood soap. Combined with the physical memory of their kiss, he knew he was in danger of getting hard. In this enclosed space, Matt would surely feel him pressing against his leg….

“Just making sure you’re ready to go, the same time as me.” Matt chuckled, though Joel didn’t think he imagined the brush of Matt’s lips against his ear or the fast heartbeat vibrating through Matt’s chest. “Come on, let’s run!”

Matt darted out of the tent opening, pulling a startled Joel by the arm behind him. The rain was sheeting down by now, from nought to full pelt in a matter of seconds, at a vicious, slanting angle. Cold and harsh, it bit into Joel’s face, and he barely had time to pull up his hood. Matt was calling out to him, maybe still laughing. He could see the Land Rover as a blur in the distance and feel the tug on his wellies from the mud underfoot. Matt’s hand grabbed more tightly, then suddenly started to slip away.

“Wait!” Joel’s word was whipped away by the wind. He took another step forward, but his back foot stuck deeper than before. He tried to snatch at Matt’s coat, but he couldn’t get any purchase on the slick fabric. The rain spat in his eyes, and the foggy air whistled past his ears as he tried to keep his balance, but he was fighting wind, rain, the mud underfoot, and his own weight. His arms pinwheeling, he gave a single yell for help that he knew wasn’t coming, and toppled face-first into the field with a wet, muddy splat.

 

 

BACK at the farmhouse, Caro made Joel strip to his underwear, bundled him in a large blanket that smelled suspiciously of animals, and escorted him up to the guest room, which had its own bathroom. Matt followed and stood at the doorway with a look of concern, though Joel reckoned he could see a smirk threatening.

Joel felt the biggest, stupidest, muddiest, dirtiest idiot who ever lived. And what was worse, Matt had seen him fall over his own bloody feet in a flat field in nothing but a bit of rain.

“Bloody stupid,” Caro snapped at Matt, “trudging across that field with a city type like Joel when you weren’t even tending to animals. You’re both in a mess.”

“I did ask to take a look at the site,” Joel protested quietly, then had to spit out a tuft of grass that had been stuck between his teeth.

“Get in the shower,” she snapped again, though less fiercely to him. “Matt uses this room when he stays over, but he can use our shower or wait ’til you’ve finished.”

“I’ll use yours.” Matt held his hands up as if in surrender. “I’m just wet, not… well.” His gaze flicked over Joel. “All covered in that stinking stuff.”

Yes, that was definitely a smirk.

“Gary’s going out with the dogs to settle the sheep.” Caro peered at Joel. “You’ll be okay on your own if I go with him?”

“Of course I will. I’m fine,” Joel said.

“He’s a bloody adult,” Matt muttered. “He doesn’t need help washing himself.”

And then, to Joel’s surprise, Matt flushed a deep scarlet and looked quickly away. What on earth was Matt imagining? With a final huff of disgust, Caro turned on her heel and stomped back off downstairs.

Matt stared awkwardly at Joel for a moment, then cleared his throat. “I am sorry, you know. I probably tugged too hard—”

“I wasn’t keeping up.”

They both fell silent. “I’ll leave you to it. To your shower, I mean.” Matt was still a bit flushed. “Towels are on the bed. Plenty of hot water. Just watch the dog. She’s an old ’un and doesn’t often go out on the farm now. She can get under your feet if you’re not careful.” And he strode away along the landing, presumably to Caro and Gary’s bathroom.

Another dog? Joel had never had a pet. He wasn’t sure what to make of the shaggy, bright-eyed, panting animal that he now noticed lying on the floor at the end of Matt’s bed. It didn’t bark at him, but its gaze was wary. He took a cautious step across the bedroom, and the collie raised onto its front paws, back legs scrabbling on the carpet, as if preparing for engagement of some kind. Joel swallowed carefully. “Easy, there. Let’s deal with this man to… er… dog. Okay?”

“Pestle!” came Matt’s call from along the corridor. “To me, girl!” To Joel’s secret relief, the dog scrambled to all four feet and darted past him out of the room.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

JOEL was still smiling about the dog as he peeled off his briefs and socks. There was some kind of clammy stuff between his toes. How the hell had the mud got this far? Caro had thrown his clothes into the washing machine downstairs, but luckily he always traveled with a change of outfit. In the kitchen, he’d passed Matt the car keys and asked him to fetch them. Now he set the shower running over the old-fashioned bath and tried to relax through his humiliation. Soon the room was full of delicious, hot steam, and he stepped eagerly under the surprisingly strong jets. There was only a curtain around the bath, and no lock on the bathroom door, and he hoped no other dogs would appear and follow him in.

What an idiot he’d been! Matt would think he was some rarified city type who couldn’t cope in the countryside. What on earth had he hoped to achieve? He’d been nosing his way into Matt’s private life, trying to discover what made the guy tick. Trying to connect. Joel let his head hang back under the spray. That was all he’d ever wanted with Matt, since the day he met him. If he couldn’t be honest with himself here, bared body and mind in a private bathroom, what kind of honesty was it? He wanted something more than the uneasy truce they had at work. He wanted…

Him.

The desire snagged through him fiercely. As he soaped his body with a gel that smelled tantalizingly of Matt himself, his cock shifted and grew heavy. Not now. Not here! He clambered quickly out of the bath and roughly dried himself on the huge bath sheet. Had Matt delivered his clothes to the bedroom yet? Joel hadn’t heard him come in, but the pipes had made such a clanking noise, he doubted he’d have heard the Land Rover if it had driven up the stairs. Bracing himself to face the drop in temperature away from the steam, he wrestled the towel around his waist, eased the bathroom door open, and got ready to make a dash across the carpet.

Someone else was standing at the foot of the bed, setting a small bundle of clothes on the covers. Joel realized it was Matt in the split second it took him to halt in shock.

Matt stood there, stark naked. Mouth open, staring at Joel, eyes wide with equal shock.

Matt. Naked. Joel’s mind couldn’t seem to get past that fact.

“Jesus!” Matt said.

Joel worked his dry throat to answer. “Um. No, just me.” He couldn’t help admiring the way Matt’s blush ran all across his shoulders and chest. Couldn’t tear his gaze away, actually. “You’re… I mean, you’re not dressed.”

“I just got out of the other shower,” Matt said quickly, defensively. “I thought you’d be much longer in yours.”

Matt didn’t attempt to cover up, which Joel admired in principle. Also in reality, because a naked Matt looked really, really fine. Joel had suspected he was built, but here was the proof. Matt was broad-shouldered, with firmly muscled arms and chest. His waist and hips were similarly broad, and his thighs were solid. As Matt straightened, Joel’s eyes were drawn to the impressive flex of his stomach muscles. It was only a visual step from there to Matt’s groin. He didn’t shave, not down there anyway. His dick nestled in a bed of dark curls, between well-proportioned legs, resting on heavy balls. Did it shift, as Joel tried to look anywhere else at all? Did it start to fill, as Joel’s was doing right this bloody minute?

“Matt?” he said softly, not sure exactly what he was asking.

“I… shit.” Matt gave a frustrated growl. “I realized I hadn’t brought up your change of clothes. Thought I’d quickly pop them in while you were washing.” He gestured weakly at the pile on the bed. “And I needed to come back in for….” He laughed brokenly and waved something he was still gripping in his right hand. “For a clean pair of socks.”

Joel glanced at Matt’s bare feet—large, strong, bare—then back up to his face. He couldn’t help it; he started laughing.

Matt frowned, but his mouth was twitching too. “What’s so funny?”

“Just… you. Stark naked. With a pair of socks in your hand.”

“What about you, then?” Matt raised his eyebrows and pointed at Joel with the dangling socks.

“Me?”

“Stark naked too, in case you’d forgotten.”

“No, I….” Even as Matt spoke, Joel felt the towel shift at his hip. Horrified, he grabbed for it, but too late. The twist at his waist had worked loose and the fabric slid quickly down his legs.

The silence was suddenly much more intense. Joel didn’t know whether to cover his crotch—how stupidly coy that would look!—or accept that his towel had been dislodged because his cock had hardened fast at the sight of Matt.

That fact hadn’t escaped Matt either. His gaze flicked quickly down to Joel’s groin. And stayed there.

“So, sue me.” Joel sighed. He gave up attempting to grab the towel and relaxed, arms outstretched. “I never said I didn’t find you attractive. That I didn’t want you.”

“You want me?”

Joel glanced down at his rising erection. Matt’s nude body was still there in front of him—the attractive, well-formed limbs, a really delicious-looking dick. “I couldn’t deny it, even if I wanted to.”

Matt licked his lips slowly, though Joel didn’t think he was being deliberately seductive. “And do you want to?”

Joel took a deep, desperate breath. “No. And I never have.”

Matt nodded, just once. His gaze looked unfocused. “You should get dressed.”

“Yes.” The disappointment slammed into Joel’s gut like a physical blow. “Sure, I’ll—”

“But I don’t want you to,” Matt said raggedly.

“I—what?”

Joel’s heart skipped a beat, or maybe it beat suddenly faster. Whatever the symptom, they both moved at once, covering the space between them in two simple steps. When Matt’s hand snaked around the back of Joel’s neck and pulled him in for a kiss, Joel’s throat tightened with astonishing excitement. Matt’s lips were firm and very demanding. He claimed Joel’s mouth the same way he had last night outside the palace, yet it was a whole new sensation today. Joel liked it—no, he loved it. The assertiveness made his whole body thrum. He reached for Matt’s biceps, gripping them hard, pulling him into a clinch. Matt’s skin was cooler than Joel’s, a vibrant contrast as they came together. Matt’s chest heaved with increasingly heavy breaths. Joel’s nipple flicked the tip of Matt’s as he shifted against him. When Joel slid his hand down to grasp Matt’s hip, Matt grunted and pushed a thigh between Joel’s legs.

“Jesus.” Matt lifted his head away briefly and sucked in a breath, the sound sharp in the quiet room.

Joel groaned, needing the kiss to come back, and now. “Oh God. You taste so good. And better, every time.”

Matt gave something that might have been a laugh if he’d had the breath. “The same for me.” His hand captured Joel’s waist, pinching the skin there.

They were as close as they could be, their skin acclimatizing to the same temperature, Joel’s still damp from his shower. Matt’s thick cock pressed on his lower belly, and when they shifted, Joel’s cock dragged a trail of sticky precome across Matt’s groin. He had a sudden, horrifyingly desperate need to rut against Matt’s lower body. “This is going to go fast,” he gasped. He’d never been one of those guys who went for hours like they were competing in an Olympic sport, but he was so excited, he was afraid he’d embarrass himself by coming all over Matt’s thighs at the slightest direct touch.

Matt stilled. “Too fast?”

“No! I mean, not like that. Never.” Joel meant it—something about Matt brought his senses to light faster, fiercer, and more vibrantly than anything else ever had. Yet it didn’t scare him as too much, too soon. He felt he’d known this man for months, not just weeks. Theirs hadn’t been a usual courtship. They’d got to know each other working over a design table, wrangling plans on Project Palace. Arguing. Challenging.

“Tell me honestly. You want this?” Matt growled out the words, but Joel caught the flash of fear in his eyes.

“We’re both honest. Sometimes too much,” Joel gasped in reply. “Of course I do.”

Matt gave a low, shaky chuckle. “The honesty’s been part of our problem. But right now? You can’t doubt I do too.” He claimed Joel’s mouth again, hungry, demanding. Whatever his words, his body couldn’t lie—his cock was growing even harder, his throat pulsing with every swallow, his chest rising and falling quickly with his shallow breath.

It was the most thrilling thing Joel had ever felt.

“What about Gary? Caro?” Joel was trying to remember this wasn’t his house, this wasn’t a private hotel room. Matt’s family lived here. They’d all been sitting in the kitchen only a short while ago….

“Out at the far end of the farm.” Matt’s voice was hoarse. He ran his hand down Joel’s back and grabbed a handful of his arse. “They’ll be gone for an hour at least. Looking for an excuse?”

“No!” Joel said sharply. “Are you?”

Matt just laughed. His eyes were pools of dark, eager need.

Joel had never seen such a response from a lover, never been so keyed up. Matt pushed him backward, until his calves hit the bed frame. It wasn’t an aggressive move—Joel felt no fear—but everything Matt did carried an edge of anger, of unfettered passion. Joel welcomed it. As he tumbled back onto the mattress, he kept hold of Matt’s arms, pulling the man down with him.

This was going to happen. And right here, right now!




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

THEY embraced, kissing, until Matt’s mouth slid from Joel’s and nestled in the juncture of Joel’s neck and shoulder. God. Would he bite? Joel’s breath hitched, and he ran his hands down Matt’s forearms, ready to grip his wrists if he needed to give guidance or warning. At the same time, his head went back instinctively, baring his throat.

But Matt showed a restraint Joel wasn’t sure he had himself. Matt’s nip grazed the sinews, but he didn’t pounce or hurt. His tongue laved at Joel’s flesh until Joel whimpered. He let go of Matt and stretched out on the bed, hands fisting into the sheets. Matt slid slowly down Joel’s body, his teeth scraping over Joel’s nipple, his tongue lapping the light hairs gathered down between strong pecs, his whole face nuzzling the taut belly, his nose nudging into Joel’s navel. Joel reached a hand to Matt’s head, but Matt shook him off.

“Keep those hands up there.”

For a second, Joel tensed. Was this going to be another power struggle? The idea both irritated and aroused him. Then Matt’s breath teased the sensitive skin on the underside of Joel’s belly, and the tension slipped into nerves. Joel was ticklish, really ticklish, and especially down there.

Don’t laugh! Joel begged himself.

Matt must have felt Joel’s stomach clench, because he chuckled. “Hush,” he murmured against Joel’s thigh, his lips moving even lower. He slid his fingers under Joel’s balls, stroking the softer skin, weighing them in his palm.

“Touch me,” Joel forced out through gritted teeth. “More!”

“Patience.” Matt’s voice had a low, caressing tone Joel had never heard before.

“No! Not now, not like this. I can’t—”

Matt’s hand tightened on Joel’s thigh, pausing Joel’s protest. “You’re not calling the shots. You’re not my boss here, today.”

“I know that, I just need….” Joel’s voice fractured into a long, low moan as Matt shifted back up the bed, reaching for another kiss. Joel grabbed tightly, afraid in some strange, inexplicable way that Matt would escape him. Every movement, every sensation, had the pure jolt of pleasure as from a dream, but was so much more vivid, more sensual, more sharply vibrant. Matt’s smell was in his nose, his muscles tense under Joel’s hands, his moans muffled against Joel’s neck, as they kissed and caressed each other.

The sex started almost lazily. Matt folded his broad hand possessively around their cocks, holding them together, letting sweat and precome ease the way as he stroked up and down.

“Better?” he murmured.

“Oh God. Yes.” Joel gasped. The stroking got a little faster and became more of a pump. He arched against Matt, trying to anchor himself to thrust harder into Matt’s fist.

“Oh Jesus.” Matt’s voice was ragged. The words became mere sounds. “Oh, Joel.”

Joel had never heard Matt say his name in just that way. It was a moan, it was a plea. It held both desire and a gentle fondness.

“Uhn.” Joel struggled to form a coherent sentence. He jerked on the bed, matching thrust for thrust with Matt, his thighs sliding against Matt’s in their combined sweat, his lower arm trapped beneath the pair of them and his upper arm tense as he gripped Matt’s wrist, guiding and encouraging Matt as he brought them both to climax. “I’m going to….”

“I know, I know.” Matt sounded stripped bare, not just physically. Joel leaned into Matt’s neck, trying to reach his mouth, to kiss him, to murmur inspiration, reassurance, whatever Matt needed—

“Fuck!” Matt’s body jerked and his fist tightened. All the shared rhythm was lost, and they flailed on the mattress. The headboard thumped against the wall. The nails on Matt’s free hand scraped over Joel’s hip, and the pillows behind his head went spinning onto the floor.

Joel couldn’t reply, couldn’t speak. His mouth was dry, his breath trapped, and his orgasm uncoiled from his groin, rich, overwhelming, and completely uncontrollable. His shoulders tightened, and with a yelp he came, without any chance to warn Matt. But Matt was coming too. Joel could feel the throb and kick of their cocks as they spilled together. The air was filled with the sweet, heady smell of seed, and Joel’s fingers were suddenly covered in it. Matt had cried out something, but Joel couldn’t hear it over the pounding in his ears and his own harsh panting.

They stilled as one. The headboard creaked behind them. The top sheet rustled and slid over the side of the bed into a crumpled heap of fabric on the floor.

Somewhere in the far distance, a dog barked once, then was quiet.

They lay on the bed for several minutes. Joel was waiting for his breathing to settle, for his heart to stop thudding. He could feel the come cooling on his hand and belly, but he didn’t let go of Matt’s hand—he didn’t want to. With a sigh, he nestled against Matt’s chest, and after a brief hesitation, Matt’s fingers carded aimlessly through his hair.

There was another bark, this time from the landing.

Matt snorted. “That’s Pestle. I left her in her basket in the kitchen, but she must have followed me back up here. Lucky I shut the bedroom door behind me.”

“Is she going to go for me when I try to leave?” Joel quipped.

Matt laughed—a relaxed, sexy sound. His other arm tightened around Joel. “Leaving so soon?”

“God, not right this minute. I doubt I could make my legs work properly.” The touch and smell of Matt’s skin teased him, full of warmth, soothing his tiredness with easy comfort. “And I don’t want to go at all, to be honest, except—”

“Work calls. I know.”

“I mean, if I’d known….” Joel let that sentence trail off. How could he have known he and Matt would end up on Matt’s bed together, having had sex? Who would have imagined it for the wildest second?

“Caught us both by surprise, I guess.”

“A bad surprise?” Joel was shocked at how vulnerable he felt.

“No,” Matt said, so softly Joel barely heard him. “A bloody good one.”

“For me too. And we’re both such honest people… so it must be true.”

“Yeah.” Matt chuckled, then yawned. He rolled onto his back and yawned again. “You wore me out. It’s been a while since I had that much fun with another man.”

For me too. It was welcome proof that Matt had wanted and enjoyed this as much as Joel had. He sat up, moving slowly and stiffly. The hot shower had been great, but the climbing over the dig, then falling… and then sex—all exercises that used different muscles from Joel’s regular trips to the Mayfair gym.

“I have a call booked with the prince’s private secretary tonight. I’ll just make it home in time.”

Matt cleared his throat. “You won’t call like that?”

“Like what?”

“That look….” Matt waved his hand to encompass Joel’s naked body, sat carelessly on the edge of the mattress, a pile of discarded bedlinen at his feet. “That’s for me, not for sharing.”

Joel’s face heated fast. “Well, I need to be back at the office when they call, with the design portfolio in front of me. But… thanks.”

“For bringing us both off?”

It was Joel’s turn to snort. “Thank you for the day. For sharing the dig. Though, God, Teresa was right. It really is—”

“A dirty business?” Matt’s pupils were dilated. It made his look very dark, very fierce. Very sexy. “And just look, we made ourselves messy again.”

Joel’s heart beat faster at Matt’s expression. He scratched gently at the dried come on his belly. “If I had time to take another shower, maybe you’d join me.” Matt’s breathing had tightened. His hand hovered at his groin, his fingers stroking his cock. He looked ready to go again soon. Joel’s whole body lit up at the thought. When Matt reached for him, Joel went willingly back into his arms.

They lay back down in the bed, their kisses less desperate but just as eager. Joel wanted to explore all of Matt’s body, longed to turn him over onto his front and run his tongue all the way down Matt’s spine to the dip at the top of his buttocks—

Then the dog barked again, and it was answered this time by a second, deeper sound.

“That’ll be Mortar, Gary’s other home dog.” Matt groaned. “They’re back already.” There was no mistaking the disappointment and frustration in his voice. He glanced at Joel, color staining his cheeks. “Look. This was really good. Maybe when we’re back in London, we can…?”

“Yes,” Joel said. “Please.” He knew what Matt was trying to say, and he wanted it too. More of this, more of Matt. So much more!

Matt waggled his eyebrows, his expression unmistakably relieved. “My people can contact your people?”

Joel laughed. “I’ll have to check with your boss.”

And for that brief moment, before they both had to get dressed, Joel had to drive himself back to London and Matt had to settle to supper with his family—for that lovely, rich, precious time, they laughed companionably together.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

AND yet, when they were both back in London, things went on hold. Maybe Matt should have expected it, when he knew how busy they all were at Starsmith and how much was at stake with Project Palace. And once the official announcement was made, they ran a daily gauntlet of journalists and photographers at the Starsmith office. But it was frustrating as all hell.

By Wednesday, he was itching to touch Joel again. The long days with the design team, with sketches and folders of the realized design growing fatter by the hour, with neglected coffee growing cold in its pot… throughout it all, Matt’s attention returned again and again to his boss. If Joel was in the room, Matt found it difficult not to search him out, to follow him at all times with vigilant eyes and ears. He liked watching the confident way Joel moved, the collaborative way he directed his staff, the charming way he smiled and laughed. Matt’s whole mind shot to full alert if Joel called him over to discuss anything. His whole body goose bumped if Joel stood close by, looking over Matt’s shoulder at the latest plans. And if Joel wasn’t in the room…? Matt found himself waiting for when he would return.

That session in the farmhouse had been so very, very hot, and Matt had been so desperate for Joel, it had taken his breath away. He’d been fooling himself since the first time they met, thinking he could or should stay away from further involvement. Joel had sparked something in him that hadn’t been dampened by his initial hostility, and hadn’t waned with the pressures of working professionally together. Joel Sterling was a bright, clever, mature colleague—and the hottest man Matt had ever touched.

Yet they hadn’t even kissed again since then.

Of course, Joel had to find time to manage other Starsmith projects as well. And now Matt was in additional demand himself. Joel explained to the team that the gifts would be based on the small Roman pot that Matt had found at his dig. It was Matt’s inspiration, therefore Matt’s place to lead the design and production. That was thrilling enough and placed him right back into the thick of the jewelry and precious-metal world he’d once loved. But it meant always being surrounded by people when he drew, talked, argued, and explained. Even at the end of the day, he never seemed to find Joel at the same stage. Either Joel was away from the office, or he was in the middle of a transatlantic conference call, or he had commitments with the rest of Starsmith management.

Jesus, when did Joel ever get time of his own? Matt had always imagined Joel Sterling was a tough businessman, a hard worker by day, his own master at night in his posh flat. But Matt now realized Joel never saw his bloody flat for more than five hours at a time.

Or was Joel avoiding being alone with Matt?

All morning, Matt had been working himself into a confused, worried, scratchy mood about the whole thing, until Joel entered the boardroom and came straight over to him. When he put his hand on Matt’s shoulder, the pleasure spiked like an arrow down through Matt’s chest. He turned to meet Joel’s smile and what might be an extra sparkle in the man’s eyes.

“I’m going to the workshops in an hour’s time. Wondered if you’d like to come along?”

“Yeah. Love to.” Matt leaned back against Joel, into his touch. He only just held back from sighing.

Joel slid his hand off Matt’s shoulder almost reluctantly. Maybe he was feeling the spark too. “Great. Meet you in reception.”

Teresa raised her head from the spreadsheet she was working on. “You want me to come too? Addam will probably say he’s too busy.”

“Addam will probably say you should let them go on their own” came Addam’s low drawl from where he was examining swathes of velvet padding material. “I don’t think they’re asking for company.”

“What?” Teresa frowned, looking between Addam and her boss. Then she flushed. “Oh. Oh, I see. Yes, no problem, I’ll stay here, then.”

Matt frowned too. What were those smirks about? Someone gave a quiet chuckle over by the coffee machine, but when he turned to stare, the group of design assistants clustered around it were furiously absorbed in a piece of paper one was holding. Too furiously for it to be genuine, Matt reckoned.

Sudden suspicion hit. People were talking about him—him and Joel! But how could they possibly know what they’d done, what Matt was hoping they’d do again? The kisses, the touches, the virtual electricity that fizzed in Matt whenever Joel came near. His need for Joel’s company, for his approval, for his attention. His desire to give Joel that same attention back, both in and out of bed. Did any of that show on his face? Was he expressing openly how he felt about Joel Sterling, how it had changed since that first, strong enmity and the reluctance to work together? Even though Matt wasn’t sure himself what those feelings were becoming. He just craved being with Joel. He loved it.

Love? Jesus.

Was that what this was? He’d never been in love before. He had no idea how to measure or manage this overwhelming need, this increasing delight in another man’s company. No, it surely couldn’t be love, not this bumpy, ragged, disturbing, needy feeling. Love didn’t arrive this inexplicably, this fast, this unexpectedly.

Did it?

 

 

THE visit to the goldsmith’s in a side street around the back of Mayfair was fascinating. Matt had been to a goldsmith’s before, of course, when he had the Anubis Collection at Barth Gems. No way would he have trusted anyone to create real-life examples of his design without his supervision! But the Starsmith setup was something else. The company they used was independent, but Joel explained on the way over that it was one of Starsmith’s most regular and trusted contractors. The workshop was still a rough-looking place, with scarred benches and a floor that must need continual brushing to sweep up the metal shavings. A pall of heat hung over one side of the room from the firing oven, and the tang of hot metal tickled Matt’s nostrils from the moment he stepped inside.

Joel introduced him to one of the senior goldsmiths. “Lloyd, how are the prototypes going?”

Lloyd was in his fifties, wiry and sharp-featured, with a smile that barely creased his lips though it shone in his eyes. He was obviously delighted to see Joel. Matt assumed he enjoyed working on Starsmith designs. “We’ve made the molds for the pot, in several sizes. It’s working well.”

“No issues with security? The palace insists on complete confidentiality.”

Lloyd shook his head emphatically. “We’ve worked many times on high-profile projects, as you know, and never had any problems.”

Matt clenched his fists, trying to keep his impatience in check. “Can I see?”

“Matt found the original Roman pot,” Joel explained to Lloyd with a smile.

Lloyd nodded at Matt, interest darkening his expression. “I know you. The Barth boy, right?”

Matt flushed. “Yes. But I don’t think we’ve met before—”

Lloyd barked a laugh. “It’s a small industry, boy. We work for very many jewelers, and we know what’s out there in the market. I wished we could have made some of the Anubis Collection for your company.”

“It’s Joel’s—Starsmith’s company now,” Matt said quickly. “And we couldn’t afford you at the time. But… thanks for the compliment.”

“Now come and see what we’re doing with your latest project!”

The stock of prototypes was on a side counter, a collection of elegantly shaped containers with snug lids and handles on the sides, adorned with intertwined leaves. Even the smallest one looked imperial enough to be carried in by handmaidens to a royal banquet. Matt was thrilled at how the ancient original had been updated to a modern treasure. So far, the surfaces were undecorated. A pile of slim gold plates lay by the side. When Matt looked more carefully, he saw they were crown-shaped templates, though the edges were still rough, and the leaf details hadn’t been engraved. The crowns all had two shallow dips at the base of their spokes for the diamonds to be inset, which was the latest design plan. Plain zirconia gems would be used for these samples, of course, at this stage.

He felt an astonishing swell of pride at seeing his design take shape.

“We’re all excited by the project, boy,” Lloyd said by his side. “The crown’s a beautiful shape, yet simplistic enough that we can incorporate it on the smallest item. We’ll set molds for the rest of the sizes, and then attach each crown shape to the finished pots. We’ll probably have a set of samples to you by the end of the week. I’ve never seen this specific coronet and leaf combination in all my years on royal commissions. Well done for pushing the envelope on that.”

“May I…?” At Lloyd’s nod, Matt picked up one of the larger pots. It was smooth against his palm. Without thinking, he slipped a finger over the lip.

“Matt?” Joel sounded amused. “Looks like you’re searching for something.”

Matt shrugged. “Just feeling around.”

But when he put the pot back down and Lloyd turned aside to answer a question from another worker, Joel was still staring at him, his brow puckered. His voice dropped so only Matt would hear. “Was there something inside yours? The one you found at the site?”

Matt didn’t answer for a moment. What the hell was he doing? He’d forgotten exactly where he was. He’d reached inside instinctively, just like he’d done when he found that stash at the farm. And found—well, that was something he’d tell Joel eventually. Just… “Not here. Not now.”

Joel was a consummate professional. He wasn’t here today to argue with anyone. Instead he gestured over to the far corner of the room. “And that’s where they’re working on the rings.”

Matt almost ran. This was the part that entranced him, the craftsman’s individual work on a unique item. The fire was hotter over here, and there was a gentle roar and crackle in the air from the flames. One of Lloyd’s colleagues worked at a bench with a nugget of gold. He heated it until it was red and malleable, then gripped it in the vise.

“The metal’s relaxed by the heat now,” Lloyd explained, having joined them there. Matt knew the principles but deferred to the older man’s expert knowledge. “Brendan will cut it to the height of the stones.”

The young man with a heat-flushed face concentrated on the metal with fierce intensity. Matt wondered if he was even aware of their presence behind him, watching him work. He used a small hacksaw with precision, cutting the metal into a band suitable for a ring. Then he gripped it with a clamp and twisted it into the familiar rounded shape. At the front of the ring, where the two sides met, the cut had cleverly left the appropriate space for the pair of diamonds to be eventually seated.

“We’ll engrave the leaf motif on either side of the stones,” Lloyd continued. He looked and sounded very proud of the work. “Solder it all up, smooth off the edges. Polish it to within an inch of its life.” He chuckled.

“Beautiful,” Matt said with awe. “Even before the addition of gems.” He glanced across at Joel, and found Joel looking steadily back. Joel’s eyes were startlingly bright, beyond the reflection from the oven, and his chest moved with rapid breaths. As Matt stared, Joel’s tongue slipped out and moistened his lips.

Beautiful. Matt seemed to be stuck on the word.

Joel cleared his throat and broke his gaze. “Keep me posted,” he said to Lloyd with an encouraging smile. “I hope to visit the palace next week with a progress report.”

 

 

MATT followed Joel out onto the London street, half-reluctant to leave the sight of his design coming to life but half-impatient to spend more time alone with Joel. The late-afternoon sky was a smoky gray. The streetlights were starting to come on, brightening London’s shopping district in readiness for the night, and although the traffic still buzzed and clattered in the background, a lot of the human noise had eased. Many shoppers and workers were on their way home.

“You want to grab an early dinner?” Joel asked. Matt felt Joel’s hand brush his as they strolled along the pavement. “It’s not worth going back into the office tonight.”

Matt laughed. “Who are you, and what have you done with Mr. Joel Workaholic Sterling?”

“I said I could take time off, if and when I wanted.”

“When someone makes it worth your while maybe?”

Joel paused. “I didn’t mean to imply…. God. Matt.”

Matt paused too. He knew exactly what Joel meant with those short, single words. The depth of feeling ran through him, a flood of sensation. Without second-guessing himself, he took Joel’s hand in a firmer grasp. “I want you. Now.”

Joel sucked in a breath. His cheeks were slightly flushed. “But… dinner?”

“To hell with the food,” Matt bit out. His thumb rested on Joel’s wrist, and he could feel the pulse throbbing faster than before. From the heated look in Joel’s eyes, Matt expected to be tumbled into a nearby hotel room and fucked within an inch of his life. He wouldn’t complain.

Then his stomach rumbled.

“Damn.”

Joel laughed. “There’s an Italian restaurant nearby I like. They’ll do an early supper.” But he didn’t move straightaway. In fact, he seemed unusually uncertain. “Then, after dinner… well, I wondered if you’d….”

Joel was really struggling to express himself. Matt was amused, but he didn’t want Joel to think he was laughing at Joel’s expense. And actually, his own breath was in short supply—his heart was thumping fit to burst out of his chest, and his skin had flushed with goose bumps at the mere words after dinner. “Just say it, Joel.”

“Yes. You’re right.” Joel drew a breath and spoke more smoothly though discreetly, considering they were in full public view. “I’d like you to come back to my flat tonight. I want to get to know you better, outside work. And I want to fuck you. But in bed, properly this time. Very properly and very thoroughly, with plenty of time to spend on that fine body of yours. On that fine cock of yours.”

The sudden heat swamped Matt from head to toe. “Wow. When you say it, you say it.”

“Forgive me if I took some time to phrase it clearly enough,” Joel said very precisely. His eyes twinkled. “I’m a little too used to keeping things on an even keel at work.”

Something made Matt think Joel was used to that outside of work too. But he wasn’t going to call him on it.

“And I wasn’t sure…,” Joel continued.

“About?”

“Whether you thought the other Sunday at the farm was a one-off. A moment’s madness, maybe? A mistake.”

“Jesus. No!” Matt realized his voice had been too loud when a within-earshot courier faltered on his way up the steps of a nearby building. Matt turned so his back was to the road, to shelter their conversation a little better. “Or I wouldn’t have done it.”

Joel’s smile broadened. “You really are that honest.”

“Yeah. You should try it sometime.”

Joel snorted, unoffended. “I think I just have, haven’t I?”

“Yes,” Matt said with a grin that he suspected looked more like a leer. “Yes, you have.”




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

JOEL’S flat was on the fourth floor of an elegant block in Kensington, with a porter on the front desk and full security on all floors. Pity, Matt thought, because he would have jumped Joel right there in the lift if he could have done it without the CCTV’s eye on them. As it was, he felt as shifty as an unwelcome double-glazing salesman as Joel breezed through the building ahead of him. There was no sign of anyone else in the building, which Matt found a little creepy. He was used to his dad chatting and shambling around in their shared, small house, while traffic rumbled past outside. Or the noise of animals and the family bustle at the farm when he stayed with Gary and Caro. Here, even his footsteps in the hallway were muted in the thick carpet.

The flat itself took his breath away. It was magnificent, so unlike Dad’s cottage that he felt he’d stepped into another world. In the living area, the main feature was a floor-to-ceiling picture window, like he’d only ever seen in TV series, looking out over Kensington, an unusually leafy borough of London. Discreet lighting in the ceiling cast illumination on that side of the room, highlighting the view. Around him, the furniture was obviously expensive, upholstered in pale wood and leather, the walls painted in similarly soothing colors. Through one half-opened door on the other side of the room, Matt saw a very modern kitchen. And he assumed the other two closed doors must lead to the bedroom and bathroom.

“Matt?” Joel looked uncertain. “Do you want a drink?” He had two glasses and a bottle of water in his hand. It was an expensive brand. Matt would have been happy with tap water. “Or another beer?”

Matt shook his head. He was acclimatizing to being in penthouse heaven, and it had temporarily robbed him of speech. But when Joel put the water down on a low table by the huge sofa, Matt stalked over to him.

“If you want anything else—”

Matt kissed him into silence. Hard. When they broke for air, Joel’s pupils were blown and his chest heaved as he tried for deeper breaths. “Just letting you know what I do want,” Matt said, dipping his mouth close to Joel’s ear. The shiver that ran down Joel’s body was very gratifying. When Matt nudged Joel toward the closed doors, Joel stumbled back quickly, willingly, taking the path to what was obviously his bedroom. Matt didn’t let him grab the handle at first. He pushed Joel against the frame and kissed him again, holding him there until they were both breathless.

“Are we going in?” Joel asked at length, a thread of amusement in his shaky voice. One hand gripped Matt’s bicep, the other slipped to the back of Matt’s neck. “Else I’m going to drop to my knees right here and blow you until your eyes roll up into your head.”

Matt’s gut lurched with excitement. Oh God, did that sound good! But on a bed? Would be even better. He fumbled behind Joel’s body and opened the door. They tottered backward, kissing again, panting with anticipation. And then Matt caught a proper sight of the bedroom beyond and burst out laughing.

“What?” Joel gasped.

“What a bloody mess! Thank God.” The bed wasn’t properly made, a couple of half-empty coffee mugs perched on the bedside table, and clothes had been thrown over the back of the chair by the window. And the cool, almost clinical decoration didn’t extend to Joel’s private room. There were London photo scenes and old movie posters on the wall, display cases with models of aircraft and classic cars, and piles and piles of books, both on shelves and stacked on the floor. From a brief glimpse, Matt recognized every kind of design book, plus many on jewelry collections from around the world. Oh, and more than a few trashy thrillers too.

“What do you mean, thank God?” Joel sounded defensive.

“I thought you’d just borrowed this show flat for the night. This shambles shows you’re as mortal—and as messy—as the rest of us poor humans.”

Joel opened his mouth to protest, his cheeks pinked, but Matt dove in for another kiss. This time his forcefulness landed them on Joel’s bed, on top of the covers, dislodging two of the pillows. Matt struggled to undo Joel’s work shirt, while Joel shoved Matt’s shirt up over his head.

The kissing was much slower this time, deeper and richer. Matt still felt the burning need to get closer to Joel, to get him naked, to press against and into him. But now the feeling was layered with so much more. They wriggled awkwardly to shed the rest of their clothes until they were both naked.

Matt lay back on the shockingly comfortable mattress, trying to gather himself, trying not to rush, when everything in him ached to hold Joel, to get them both off again. Joel knelt up, resting back on his heels, and gazed down at him.

The look in Joel’s eyes was predatory, and Matt’s cock twitched, liking it a lot. He cleared his throat. “What you were saying. About blowing me?”

He’d never seen that look of pure devilment on Joel’s face. Joel raised his eyebrows, bent at the waist so his head was over Matt’s groin, and took Matt’s cock into his mouth.

“Oh my God.” Matt gripped the sheet underneath him like it was his only anchor to the planet. Joel’s fingers curled around the base of his cock, holding it steady, teasing it to full hardness, while his mouth…. God, his mouth devoured Matt, his tongue lapping around the crown, his lips fastening tight as he moved up and down. Matt landed a hand on Joel’s shoulder, as further anchorage, though also to feel the flex of muscle under Joel’s smooth skin. “Please,” Matt gasped, not caring he was shamelessly pleading. “Yes!”

Joel hummed quietly, his tongue vibrating against Matt’s length, his free hand sliding under Matt’s balls to caress the skin behind. His cheek brushed Matt’s thigh, a slight scrape on the flesh from his evening stubble.

“Joel. Shit. Joel?” Matt was going to come, and soon.

Joel said something, but it was muffled. At the same time, he slid his middle finger farther back and nudged at Matt’s hole. That was all it took for Matt to come with a loud, shocked, joyous cry, his dick jerking and spilling into Joel’s mouth. He shuddered a couple of times, then stilled, flattening himself on the wonderful mattress. His head was spinning, his skin hot and oversensitive.

Joel slid his mouth away and kneeled up again. This time he looked shaky. He grasped his cock, the strokes much more decisive now. Matt watched, passive beneath him yet urging him on with words alone.

“Do it, Joel. Come on. Your turn—”

Joel came with a cry of his own, his head dropping back, the muscles in his arm in sudden, sharp relief as he gripped himself one more time, and come spat stickily over his fist.

 

 

WITH the edge taken off their excitement, they sat quietly together on the bed, propped up against the plush headboard. Joel fetched the water he’d offered previously and a grocery bag full of fruit from the kitchen for them to snack on. It looked like he’d just done his shopping for the week. It was another charming domestic touch that reassured Matt he hadn’t been fucked by a total control freak. They didn’t dress but pulled the top sheet over themselves to keep warm. Matt knew what he’d prefer as a way of keeping warm, and the sly glances he caught from Joel suggested Joel felt the same. The sexual tension between them—even if they weren’t ready to go again yet—was still thrumming through his veins.

“Will you stay over?” Joel asked softly.

Matt would have made a joke—“just see if you can get me to leave this bloody luxury bed!”—but Joel looked unusually nervous. “I’d love to.”

Joel shifted. Was there another problem? “I haven’t had anyone stay over for a long time.”

Matt wasn’t sure what to say. He was flattered, also excited. Maybe a little scared, though Joel didn’t frighten him as a man. It was the disturbing sentiment, that was all.

“It’s okay by me. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”

Joel smiled very slightly, as if secretly amused at that. Matt shrewdly guessed Joel wasn’t often comfortable. There was something about his tight control, his professional, restrained façade. And yet that made his surrender to sexual satisfaction all the more thrilling. “You don’t have any personal photos in the flat?” Matt made small talk—anything to help Joel relax more. “You know, holidays, or evenings out, or family events.”

The sudden stillness made him realize he’d taken a wrong step.

“My family…,” Joel began, haltingly.

“God, you don’t owe me any explanation,” Matt hurried to reassure him.

“No. It’s fair. And I want to tell you. We met because of family, right? Because Starsmith bought your dad’s business. And that’s the only family I’ve had for a long time… Starsmith and my job.” Joel’s voice had changed; the tone was flatter. “Actually, I said something to Caro at the farm about my past, but I don’t know if she told you.”

“She doesn’t gossip,” Matt said quickly.

“I didn’t mean that.” Joel gave a tired smile. “I’ve never told anyone before except Teresa, but it was a relief. They’re in prison for fraud, you see. It’s not something I boast about. I haven’t seen them for years, not since they were arrested. They got the maximum sentence.”

“Shit.” Matt acted instinctively. He reached for Joel and pulled him into his arms. The bag of fruit rolled slowly off the bed and landed on the carpet with a thump. Joel gave a soft sigh and rolled tight against Matt. Their kiss was heartfelt but not as passionate as before, not as needy, yet it felt more intimate. When they broke for air, they stayed lying in the bed, on their sides, face-to-face. Matt ran a gentle fingertip over Joel’s mouth, tracing the damp lips, then yawned quietly.

“You want to sleep?” Joel asked with a slow smile.

“I want more of you,” Matt said. “But….” He yawned again, more loudly this time, and slapped a hand over his mouth. “I’m sorry! Don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“It’s all of this,” Joel said softly.

“The sex? I’ll have to go into training.” Matt was ready to make a joke of it, especially to cheer up Joel after his revelation.

But Joel’s answer wasn’t what Matt expected. “I mean this. Us. It’s special for me.” He sounded half-surprised, half-defensive. “I don’t know how. I don’t know why. But I’ve never felt like this with someone before, and it’s… it’s unbalanced me. Maybe it has you too.”

Matt’s jokes dried up, because he knew he felt the same. Had been feeling it for a while. He just wasn’t sure how to express it. But it didn’t seem as if Joel expected a reply, as he snuggled more closely against Matt.

“Think I’m going to take a nap,” Matt said. “But be sure to wake me if you… you know.”

“If I what?” Joel’s breath tickled against Matt’s chin.

“If you need me,” Matt said softly, tenderly. He buried his face into Joel’s hair, afraid his face would show his raw emotions. And he slid into sleep.

 

 

IN the small hours of the morning, Matt woke. For a brief moment, he wondered where he was, then remembered. Joel’s bedroom. The clock on the bedside table was showing 04:00. The morning was still dark, but they hadn’t drawn the blinds, so the waning streetlights from outside cast looping shadows around the bedroom, with the occasional blinking reflection from a neon sign.

“Hello there,” Joel said, very softly.

Ah, yes. That would be the other reason Matt remembered exactly where he was. Joel was sitting up beside Matt in the bed. He was still naked, from what Matt could see, and he had a small pile of papers on his lap, nestled on the sheets.

Mr. Workaholic Sterling, Matt thought. But now it wasn’t a criticism. It made him smile.

Joel was a sight for sore eyes, his gaze on Matt increasingly lustful, the papers sliding from the bed without his second glance, shifting himself under the sheet so they lay face-to-face.

“Enjoying the view?” Matt asked with a grin. He glanced deliberately down Joel’s bare body. His arousal was clear, urgent. “Because I certainly am.”

“I am too. I’ve been waiting for you. Good thing I’m a patient man.” Joel pushed the sheet back, exposing them both. He ran a hand down over Matt’s hip and between his thighs, caressing the skin. “At least, I usually am.”

Matt chuckled. “I did tell you to wake me if you needed me.”

Joel’s smile broadened. “You needed the sleep. But I never have more than a few hours a night, and… well. It’s almost enough, just having you in my bed.”

“Only almost?” Matt ran a hand through his hair and winced—the tangles were tight. “Sorry if I was snoring.”

Joel chuckled. “It doesn’t bother me. Just relax.” He continued the affectionate but firm strokes up and between Matt’s legs, his touch lingering under Matt’s balls, letting them settle in his palm, nudging them with his knuckles.

Matt moaned and arched gently. His body was warm and still loose-limbed from sleep. His cock was beginning to fill. “Mm. So good.”

“Matt?”

Matt peered through heavy lids. Somehow, even before he saw the condom packets and a bottle of lube beside the clock, he knew what Joel was asking. “You want to fuck me?”

“God.” Joel’s expression tightened. He hadn’t looked this tense over his damn work papers. “Very much. But only if you want it too.”

Why wouldn’t I? Matt thought. But he understood Joel was asking for his consent and commitment.

He nodded. “I want it too.” His dick hardened faster than he’d imagined it could after such a dozy awakening.

Joel’s eyes glimmered in the dimly lit room as he reached for a condom and slicked himself up.

Matt was unusually submissive as Joel spread his legs and hitched them up at the knees. He knew he was splayed out in full view, but the rapt look on Joel’s face trumped any embarrassment. He watched Joel’s expression carefully at every move, checking how he really felt. This was a further step they hadn’t discussed so far. But….

I want it too. For Matt, that had been the brutal truth.

Joel slid a lubed finger into Matt, and Matt sucked in a breath.

Joel looked stricken. “Did that hurt? I don’t want—”

“For God’s sake. It’s fine. I’m fine.” Matt huffed out a breath and concentrated on the good feeling rather than the shock. It had been a while since anyone had been there. He put a hand to Joel’s cheek. “Just take it slow. And kiss me!”

Joel smiled again and leaned in for a long, slow morning kiss. He tasted of mint; maybe he’d been up long enough to clean his teeth. Matt wished he was as fresh, but then Joel eased into him, and any wishes were saved for urging Joel to push in harder, farther. Matt relaxed as best he could because he wanted this—oh Jesus, he really did!—and then Joel was fully inside him, and they began to rock together.

Oh God. God. It was spectacular. Joel’s breath was harsh, shallow. He let out the occasional groan. Matt clung to him, trying to match his rhythm, though the shocks of pleasure through his body unsettled his coordination. He wanted to lift and arch with every thrust Joel made, to feel the tight grip of Joel’s fingers, the hot hunger of Joel’s breath.

And—oh shit—he was coming too soon again! He fumbled for his cock, bouncing on his belly, and gave it two sharp, twisting strokes. The orgasm burst from him like an internal firework, his hips smacking against Joel’s, his hand clutching wildly at Joel’s hair. As if from a distance—his ears were ringing!—he heard Joel laughing, then gasping. Then Joel’s body shuddered against him, and Matt held him close as he came too.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

WORK on Project Palace continued for several weeks in barely controlled frenzy. Following the visit to the goldsmith’s, Matt and Addam had decided to move the diamonds on the crown to the tip of the spokes rather than on the main body. It brought a touch of magic to the final design, and Joel approved wholeheartedly. But it meant reshaping at the goldsmith’s and another set of samples to be prepared. This was the last full week before the finished portfolio was expected at the palace, to say nothing of the time needed to get the design out to merchandisers in time for the wedding itself.

On the Friday morning, Joel decided to slip out of the office for a while and leave them all to it. There was an advertising agency in Elephant and Castle he needed to visit, and he could take the Tube there and back within a couple of hours. He also needed to clear his head. It was increasingly difficult to concentrate in the same room as Matt. This had never been a problem for him—he had never seen the office as anywhere except where he worked steadily, calmly, and efficiently. But, now? Now he was conscious of Matt at all times. Matt had his own timetable during the day, but Joel found excuses to drop in on Project Palace as often as he could. Just to see Matt, to hear him laugh, to watch him argue with Addam over last-minute amendments, to see him nodding firmly as he went over the product details with Teresa, to hear his sharp but clear instructions to Rafe, who was liaising with their packaging supplier.

And when he wasn’t watching or listening to Matt, Joel’s mind was still full of the man. But now his thoughts were no longer just dreams, but vivid, sensual, hot memories. Like the night they spent after the visit to the goldsmith’s, when Joel had spilled his heart about his family. When the sex had been so amazing. Like the following couple of nights when they’d both still been ridiculously shy about assuming they’d end up at Joel’s, and had ended up there regardless. Like the next couple of weeks when Joel introduced Matt to some of the best movies Matt seemed totally unaware of, or when Matt took Joel to a couple of live music gigs—Joel had never taken the time to explore everything London had to offer—or when they’d just stayed in, watching TV or playing stupid but surprisingly fun board games, and Joel cooked for them, the atmosphere much more casual than dining out.

And the sex. My God, the sex. It had been a time of heady, sensual, unruly fun. Matt’s company was an aphrodisiac in itself. They laughed, they argued, they fell asleep on the sofa or tumbled to bed each night, and they fucked with astonishing, overwhelming passion.

That very morning, they’d had to rush breakfast because Matt had slept in, and Matt didn’t want everyone turning around in the office and staring at the pair of them arriving together, and late.

“You take a shower first,” Joel called to Matt from the kitchen as he stacked the dishwasher, “and I’ll get my papers together. We can get a cab if the maintenance work on the Tube is still delaying things. I want to have a chat with you on the way, about the latest progress report from the goldsmith’s. Oh, and I have to take a call from the US tonight. How do you feel about getting a late takeaway, finding a movie on Netflix, and making it a Friday night in?” He’d just hitched up his boxers—he wasn’t wearing anything else, and was aimlessly wondering whether to choose a blue or white shirt that day—when Matt pressed up against his back with a groan of need and a strong arm around Joel’s waist.

Joel’s heartbeat went from steady to roller coaster in a second. “I thought you wanted—”

“Down,” Matt growled.

With a moan, Joel went swiftly to his knees. He trailed his hands down Matt’s naked body as he went—when had Matt lost the T-shirt and sleep shorts he’d been wearing at breakfast?—and eagerly opened his mouth for Matt’s cock. He sucked hard and hungrily, careless of the hard tiled floor on his knees, loving the stuttering sounds Matt made as his climax approached, reaching to run his fingers down between Matt’s buttocks, feeling Matt tense and grab hold of the counter to hold himself steady as Joel slid a finger into his arsehole, loving the smell of Matt’s sweat and a stray thread of come that spat onto his nose as Matt came apart under Joel’s loving touch….

God. It was all fabulous, all magnificent. No wonder Joel struggled to keep his head clear and his emotions stable when he was at the office. No one had commented, either to him or Matt, but he had a strong suspicion they knew he and Matt were seeing each other. Would that affect the project work in any way? Joel had no idea—he’d never been in a relationship since he’d taken the CEO role at Starsmith, and definitely never one with a colleague.

He stopped to get a takeaway coffee and rashly picked up a pastry to eat with it. It’d be a long, hardworking weekend. Matt had even foregone one of his precious trips back to Norfolk. But after that, maybe he and Matt could take some time off, go away somewhere. This was a new Joel Sterling, not working twenty-four seven, but that was what Matt had brought into his life, and he didn’t regret a minute. He was already impatient to get back to the office, to see Matt, to make some tentative plans. He wanted to spend as much time with Matt as he could. To have fun, to talk in comfort about their work, then go to bed together every night. To caress, have sex, make love.

Love? That word appeared a lot in his vocabulary nowadays.

Joel was no fool. He knew how short a time he’d known Matt, how badly their relationship had started. That didn’t preclude two adult men having excellent sex, and no strings was a perfectly good arrangement for some. But as he’d confessed to Matt the first night they’d stayed at Joel’s flat, this was something more. It had happened fast and without any warning, but Joel had fallen hard for Matt. Not just for his looks, for his aggressive kissing, his uninhibited fucking. Joel liked Matt’s frowns and grumpy asides as much as he liked his broad grins and blunt teasing. He loved Matt’s enthusiasm and passion for his work, his excitement over the treasures he found at the dig, his fierce loyalty toward his family.

Joel had never felt like this with anyone before. If this was love, it was unnerving. Matt hadn’t replied that night—hadn’t said he felt exactly the same—but did that matter right now, when things were so good? Looking down at his sticky hands, Joel realized he’d eaten the pastry and never registered the taste.

He exited the Tube at Elephant and Castle and called up a London map on his phone to double-check where the agency was. The app popped up already set on local, and Joel recalled Matt was staying in this area. Joel had checked the location when Teresa brought in Matt’s HR forms for signing. What had Matt said? He was sharing a friend’s flat during the week. Joel felt a stupid, brief twist of jealousy, then dismissed it. After all, Matt was with him most nights now. And if this had been a boyfriend at the time, Matt would have told Joel. He wouldn’t lie about something like that. But Joel did wonder who it might be. Matt had never volunteered the information, and Joel hadn’t thought to ask. As far as he knew, Matt didn’t have any siblings, and he’d only ever mentioned Gary as family. An old school friend maybe, or a friend of the Barth family.

The houses up this street were packed close together, but the four-story style meant they’d been converted into generously sized, self-contained flats. The ground floor in each case was usually taken by small businesses—solicitors, financial advisors, advertising agencies—and Joel recalled there were jewelry businesses here too. He rarely went to his competitors’ offices. They would meet at trade events, or at a neutral location if there were business negotiations in progress. The same way that Starsmith’s head office was for staff and clients only.

Someone came out of a front door at a property halfway up the other side of the street. Joel paused to take another sip of coffee, watching a well-dressed, slightly plump young man pause on the doorstep, his back to Joel. He laughed at something or someone still inside the building and waved as if in goodbye.

I know you. Joel frowned to himself. It was always like that when you saw someone familiar but not in the place you expected. He met a lot of new people through work, and out of context, it was often difficult to remember how you knew them in the first place. The man turned, a grin still on his face, and ran quickly down the steps to the pavement outside. He darted away in the opposite direction, raising a hand to hail a taxi.

It’s Dan Llewellyn. Of Marchant’s, the silver merchants. Dan, whom Joel had seen most recently at Claridge’s, on the night he met Matt for the first time. Who’d been aggressive about doing business, and blatantly angry at Joel snubbing him. Who had a reputation for self-seeking and occasionally underhand deals. Joel glanced back at the house Dan had just left, and the number in bold silver numerals on its doorframe.

Wasn’t that Matt’s address too?

Was Matt staying with Dan Llewellyn?

Joel’s legs actually felt shaky, and he leaned against the railing opposite until he got his breath back. He had no evidence that Matt knew Dan, and he wasn’t totally sure of the number of Matt’s London address. Whenever Matt “popped back to the flat” to get clean clothes, Joel never went with him—why would he?—and Matt never announced exactly where he was going. Joel had no reason to suspect Matt lived there at all. But… Matt had been in the trade as part of Barth Gems. Had he made connections at Marchant’s? The seed of suspicion bit deeply, whatever logic Joel drew on.

Unbidden, the memory of Matt’s anger at Starsmith’s purchase of his family company flashed back into Joel’s mind—Matt’s anger at Joel himself. That had been deeply felt. It wouldn’t be forgotten so easily, even if Matt and Joel were now… what?

Joel’s next few moments passed in confusion, with a sick feeling in his stomach. He was ashamed he thought badly of Matt, so quickly, but also reminded how his caution had stood him in good stead in past business. After all, how long had he known Matt? What dealings had they shared, apart from the last few weeks on Project Palace?

Enough to take him to bed. Enough to let Matt see Joel at his most vulnerable, to make him cry out with passion, enough to make Joel reach for him, need him, beg for his touch….

Enough to let him into my heart.

He turned sharply back toward the Tube. The visit to the agency would have to wait for another time. By the time he was back at Mayfair station, his steps were less shaky. Even so, he was distracted and nearly bumped into a family of tourists at the exit. They were hovering around one of the small booths of souvenir goods beside the ticket office, chatting and laughing. Joel mumbled an apology, but they didn’t notice. The dad was looking at scarves for London football teams, while his wife was browsing an upright stand of fridge magnets. Joel didn’t intend to look any closer—he was on his way back to the office, and his mind was full of other issues. But he was distracted by the kids calling excitedly to each other over a table of London memorabilia: plates and mugs with scenes of London landmarks, egg cups and shot glasses, badges and costume jewelry enameled with the Union Jack, a teddy bear wearing a furry, mock bearskin hat, with a royal crown garishly displayed on its T-shirt.

A royal crown? Joel did a double take.

He was used to seeing royal paraphernalia in souvenir shops. The heritage was, after all, one of the reasons foreign tourists and natives alike loved Great Britain. But this print wasn’t of the usual state crown with its ostentatious jewels, golden fleur-de-lis, and purple velvet padding. It was stripped down, more stylish, a modern twist on a royal theme.

Joel stepped into the small, closely stocked shop. He pushed past the tourist family, squeezing between the packed shelves until he was in front of the soft-toy display. The teddy bear’s embroidered mouth grinned up at him, as if in mockery, its fluffy arms and legs protruding from the printed T-shirt. With a wave of nausea, he realized his initial impression had been right.

It was the Starsmith design.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

JOEL continued to stare, trying to find proof that he was mistaken, that this design was coincidentally similar to the one he’d been working on for weeks—the one that was strictly confidential, according to the Royal Household. After all, a crown was a crown, right? Toys were produced daily with royal emblems on them. Meanwhile, the shopkeeper had caught sight of him and eased out from behind his counter, coming to offer help to a new customer.

Joel picked up the teddy bear, gripping it tightly, peering hard at it. No, it was definitely the Starsmith crown! It was a less sophisticated version of the elegant coronet, and its base wasn’t made up of laurel leaves, but a clumsy mix of what might have been beech or elm. But it had the three distinctive spokes, and the pair of diamonds—or in this case, glass—nestled at the base of each one.

How the hell had this happened? Yes, Starsmith would negotiate merchandising with their approved suppliers, and yes, millions of people would want to copy the style of a royal treasure after they saw it at the wedding. But none of that had been fully contracted yet, let alone released into production.

“You wanna buy that, mister?”

“I… what?” Joel barely registered the shopkeeper’s words.

“The teddy. It’s new stock, arrived yesterday. You wanna buy one?” The man looked calculating. He could probably see Joel’s smart suit and guess at his salary. “Wanna deal on wholesale? I can do that for you.”

“This design….”

“Yeah,” the man said carelessly. “For the royal wedding this summer, they said.”

“Where did you get it?” Joel’s voice sounded too sharp, but he couldn’t help himself.

“Whaddya mean? I got a whole pack of stuff. I just order from the catalog, whatever’s new, whatever’s gonna sell well.”

“It’s not licensed. It can’t be.”

The man looked decidedly shifty. “Don’t know about that. You’ll have to talk to the owner. He does all the buying. He’s away at the moment.”

I bet he bloody is! Joel’s anger and horror were bubbling inside him like a geyser about to pop. “Tell me where the hell you got it!” He brandished the teddy in front of the man’s startled face. Out of the corner of his eye, he realized the tourist family was still there, now engrossed in the scene.

“What the fuck you playing at? Get away from me!” the shopkeeper yelled, squaring up to Joel. “Give me that back or I’ll call the police!” He grabbed at the bear, but Joel hung on tight. They tugged it fiercely between them. Joel heard the rip of stitching giving way, felt one of the toy’s arms jerk free.

“Call them!” he snapped. The situation was ridiculous, he knew it intellectually, but he didn’t seem to have any control over his actions. How could the cheap souvenir manufacturers have the design in production already? He knew, of course, that manufacturers could quickly turn around a design after seeing it in the fashion or celebrity press, but how had they found it in the first place? There hadn’t been any public photos of it so far—the palace had insisted on that. The only way anyone could have got hold of it was if someone from Starsmith had leaked the design—

The mere thought of that brought on fresh nausea.

“Call the police!” he repeated. “Bring it on!” The fury was like a red mist in front of his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this angry, but then shit, yes, he could. It had been when the police came to his house in the small hours of the morning when he was barely seventeen, his dad arguing with the officers and his mother screaming pleas at them, as they searched the house for incriminating evidence of the fraudulent scheme. They’d found his dad’s laptop—some crappy model that Joel couldn’t even play games on—and arrested his parents. A shocked neighbor held him in a hug, trying to calm him, reassuring the police she’d look after him until morning. Until his parents would get bail. Which they never did, of course. They were considered a flight risk—after all, they’d been fleeing from one scam after another, for years—and they’d been taken finally to trial and sentencing.

When he next saw them, they were in jail. He remembered telling them this was the last time he wanted to move house to avoid criminal investigations, the last time he wanted to be bullied into answering tearful or angry phone calls from victims at all hours of the day or night, the last time he wanted to lie and say he had no idea where his parents were or when they’d be back.

The last time he wanted to see them at all.

He’d left the jail that day without wavering in his ultimatum. He’d been in tears while he walked out with an aunt who’d offered to take him in until he left school. He’d never seen them since.

And now?

Now, the anger swamped his self-control with a tsunami of emotion. This stupid, cheap item he held squashed in the shop assistant’s face was just a symptom of his anger, his betrayal, his fear of losing everything he’d worked for, everything he cared about. Everyone he cared about! Because someone he knew must have leaked the design. Someone he knew and trusted. Someone he didn’t realize had a grudge against Starsmith, against him.

Or perhaps someone he knew who did.

You let him into your heart.

Joel would never know what he might have done next—whether he would have hit the man or called the police himself or ripped to pieces every damned, ridiculous, traitorous soft toy he could find. Because he was suddenly startled by the flash of a mobile phone camera and realized a group had gathered around him and the man struggling in the shop, in full view of one of London’s busiest Tube stations.

And at least three of them were filming him.

 

 

BY the time Joel left the police station after giving a statement and promising full financial retribution to the shop owner—for a ripped teddy bear, the upset of several shelves of souvenirs, and apparently a large amount of mental anguish despite the shop assistant looking nothing but smug after Joel was taken away—Teresa was there to collect him. When Joel had called her, she’d offered to bring the Starsmith legal representative with her as well, but he refused. The humiliation was bad enough with just her to witness it. They were silent on the way back to the office. She offered to explain to everyone if he needed to take the rest of the day off, but he insisted on going straight back in to join the design team.

The news had somehow reached the boardroom before Joel himself. He met a bunch of pale, startled, and largely sympathetic faces.

“Hey, boss,” Addam said. “You okay now?”

“No,” Joel said. His voice didn’t sound strong enough.

“Honey.” Teresa nudged him down into a chair. She looked like she wanted to hug him, but she could probably see he was barely holding himself together as it was. “It was just a silly disagreement. They’ve said they won’t press charges now you’ve paid for any damage.”

Joel shook his head with despair. “It was filmed.”

“It was…?” A murmur of shock ran around the team.

“Some people had mobile phones. That’s what happens with every outrageous event nowadays, isn’t it? They film it and upload it to YouTube. It’s probably already there.” Addam sucked in a breath behind him. That meant, Joel assumed wearily, that it already was. “Tell me, Addam.”

Addam glanced between Joel and Teresa, who was even paler than before. “The headlines include Enraged Executive Smashes Souvenirs. Diamond Man Goes Ballistic. I’m ignoring the more sensationalist Frenzied Teddy Massacre in London Store.”

“Oh God. I should resign.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Teresa exclaimed.

“At the very least, I’ll have to drop out of Project Palace. Who wants a YouTube lunatic involved in one of their Royal Family’s happiest days?”

Addam sighed. “What possessed you?”

And that had been the problem, hadn’t it? Joel had felt possessed, just for that brief, anguished time.

The door from the corridor opened, and Matt entered, carrying supplies from the local sandwich shop for everyone. “What’s going on?” he asked. He sounded confused. They all turned slowly to look at him.

Doesn’t he know?

“Joel found a public print of the Project Palace crown,” Teresa explained. “In a souvenir shop at Mayfair Tube station. On a teddy bear’s T-shirt.”

Joel closed his eyes briefly. He was eternally grateful no one laughed, but said baldly like that, how ridiculous did it sound? How stupid had he been?

“What the hell?” Matt looked and sounded shocked. “How can that have happened?”

“We don’t know,” Addam said. “We all know that Joel locks everything up. And we haven’t allowed any outsiders into the project meetings.”

“So what does that mean?”

Joel met Matt’s gaze. For a moment, he thought he saw sympathy, distress on Joel’s behalf, anger in his defense. But maybe Joel was projecting a dwindling hope. “It means it wasn’t an outsider.”

“Are you sure it was our design?”

“Of course I am.” Joel’s anger started to bubble inside again. “I know what I saw. I know what’s happened.”

Matt’s eyes darkened. “What are you implying?”

“Joel—” Addam said quietly, looking between them.

But Joel ignored him, his eyes still on Matt. “Someone has leaked our design to the public. Maybe sold it to make money, maybe just released enough confidential details to cause us reputational harm.”

Matt flushed. “Wait a minute here. Do you mean me?”

“Matt!” Teresa was trying to calm things down. “He never said anything of the sort.”

“No, he didn’t,” Matt said slowly. “But he meant it.”

“All I’m saying is, I’ve never known it to happen before.” Joel could hear himself speaking, could see the shock in Matt’s face, could feel the sudden tension in the room. It was as if he was possessed again, forcing him to speak the unforgiveable. “The team has been together for several years. Starsmith never had any issues with confidentiality before.”

“What are you implying? Say it aloud. Don’t mince corporate words with me.” Matt’s mouth had set in a thin, hard line, so unlike the soft, demanding lips Joel had kissed only that morning, laughing, protesting they both needed to get dressed or they really would be late. His eyes, soft this morning with pleasure and satisfaction, were now alight with growing anger. “Or deny it to my face!”

“Jesus, will you both shut up?” Addam said loudly. He’d unconsciously taken a step between them, like a referee in the argument. “Joel, you’ve been in a stressful situation. Matt, chill. This is a royal commission, remember?”

“I’m hardly likely to forget, am I?” Matt said thickly. His hands were clenched into fists at his sides.

Addam winced. “I mean, everyone and his damned dog is interested in what’s actually going to appear. We’ve never had this level of public interest before. It could have been anyone, tempted to talk out of turn, to let loose a secret, however small. Or it could have been a coincidence—”

“No,” Joel broke in harshly. “No coincidence.”

“What he means is,” Matt almost spat out, “it’s no coincidence that the one difference to the team this time around is me. And we all know how I feel about Starsmith, don’t we? It’s not as if I ever made a secret of how I feel about your business practices.”

“Matt, stop before you say something you can’t take back,” Addam said.

“No.” Joel talked across Addam again. “Let him speak.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Damning myself from my own mouth.” There was a damp sheen to Matt’s eyes. Fury… or some other emotion?

“This is awful,” Teresa moaned softly.

“You have no justification to accuse me,” Matt said. His voice was quieter, but so much colder.

“You’re the one staying with Dan Llewellyn. How long have you two been working together?” Joel countered.

“What?” Teresa said.

Matt’s eyes widened. “Dan? He’s an old friend of Caro’s. They were at uni together. Then she met and married Gary, and Dan went off on some highflier career in London. But she suggested I look him up and beg a bed for while I was working here. So I could spend more time on your damned project, more time at your fucking beck and call.”

“My damned project? You were keen to be part of the team, I seem to remember.”

“You were desperate to bring me in on it!”

“What’s all this got to do with Dan Llewellyn?” Addam asked.

“He works for Marchant’s.” Joel was unable to tear his gaze from Matt for more than a few seconds. Did he think that Matt would suddenly make a run for it? Take a swing at Joel? Burst into bloody flames? He could barely order his thoughts, but suspicion iced through them all, a cold and solid lump in his chest. “They’re jealous of Starsmith’s reputation. They must be furious we’ve won a commission like this. And industry gossip says they don’t always play by the rules. You must know that.”

“What if I do? It doesn’t make any bloody difference to me.” Matt glanced distractedly at the others, catching their startled, shocked gazes. “Look, I barely know Dan. There are two other guys in the flat, and I’m sleeping on the sofa. It’s like rush-hour Waterloo Station most of the time, with them coming and going on different jobs. It’s not like anyone has time to stop and have heartfelt conversations with me.”

“You can’t be so naïve.” Joel heard his voice as if from another person, glacial and distant. So hard, so determined to attack. “Marchant’s has plenty of contacts with souvenir manufacturers worldwide. Dan wouldn’t need to hear much about Project Palace to pick up on it straightaway. What a coup, to cash in on our commission, plus a blow to Starsmith’s privilege!”

“I didn’t say anything,” Matt said curtly. “He wouldn’t have heard anything from me.”

“So you say.”

There was a sudden, horrified silence. Joel heard his words echoing in the room like small, deadly shots, all aimed at the very heart of things. It was too late to bite anything back.

“That’s enough,” Addam said, his voice a harsh interruption. “You have no reason to think any of us would do this, Joel. And Matt, listen to me—”

“No.” Matt stepped back, jerkily, as if his legs weren’t steady enough to hold him. His fists were so firmly clenched, Joel could see the whiteness of his knuckles. “That isn’t the issue, is it? It’s not whether or not I might have talked about Starsmith’s work with Dan. It’s that you thought I might.”

The look on Matt’s face was horrible. The look of betrayal and disgust hit Joel as firmly as a physical blow. But—oh God—it still didn’t shut him up. “What am I supposed to think?”

“That,” Matt said, his words shaking for the first time. “That is the whole damn point.” And he turned, strode out of the room, and slammed the door behind him.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

“HE didn’t mean it,” Teresa said. She’d caught up with Matt outside Starsmith’s building while he waited for a cab. If it wasn’t for Teresa’s hand on his arm, Matt would already be on his way home. He let several taxis go by while she spoke.

“He bloody did.”

She sighed. “Maybe at the time. But it’s not true. We all believe that. And so does Joel, in his heart.”

“Sorry, Teresa, but I doubt that. You’re a loyal team member, but I’m taking myself off that team, as of now.” He should never have imagined he was part of it in the first place.

“What will you do?”

“Do?” His laugh was bitter. What the hell did it all matter now anyway? “I’ll go back to what and where I was before the gracious Lord Sterling picked me off the scrap heap and threw me a crumb of a job.”

“But everything you’ve done so far—”

“You can keep it all,” he interrupted her rudely. “I don’t want any credit. I don’t want anything from Starsmith.”

“Can you just shut up for a damn moment?” she snapped, startling him. “I’m not interested in that. You’ll remember you signed the contract, which included ownership of copyright clauses, nondisclosure terms, and what happens in the case of termination, forced or otherwise. But I’m not talking about the bloody legalities!”

Matt had never seen her so incensed. “Um. Sorry.”

“Okay.” She took a breath and stepped back against the outside wall.

Matt followed her, though reluctantly, moving out of the way of passing pedestrians.

“I’m worried about you,” she said. “And Joel. In fact, the pair of you. I’ve realized over the last few weeks he cares about you, Matt. Something’s been brewing between you since the first day you arrived.”

“Before then, actually.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Okay. So Addam and I were right to suspect it. You don’t need to give me details, but isn’t it worth trying to sort this out, rather than run away?”

“I’m not the one who called me a traitor.”

She bit her lip as if measuring her words carefully. “Matt, you’ve always been honest with us. It was difficult at first, I know, to see us as your team rather than your opposition.”

Damn her for being so perceptive. He’d grown both to respect and like Teresa in the time he’d been here. She continued to stare at him with those sympathetic eyes.

“So I wasn’t entirely blameless. I knew Dan worked for the competition. But I would never have said anything about the project. Not that he didn’t try and probe me for information, the stupid arse.”

“I know Dan from trade events. I know he would have tried.”

They smiled ruefully together. Matt felt the burning knot of anger and humiliation in his chest start to thaw a little.

“And I also know he wouldn’t have succeeded with you,” she said softly.

“Pity Joel doesn’t have your faith.”

“Matt, he’s defended you time and again.” At his raised eyebrows, she flushed and continued, “You don’t see it. I hear him on the phone to the palace aides, and he’s always given you credit for the ideas. He’s loyal to his team, of course, but when he talks to anyone about bringing you in on Project Palace, his enthusiasm and admiration for you shine through.” Her flush got even deeper. “It’s partly why I started to look for something more happening between you.”

“He… never said.” Matt felt oddly tongue-tied. Had Joel really been so supportive of Matt at work? Had his commitment really been more than just the insane attraction they shared outside of the office? With a shock, Matt realized how much that meant to him.

“I don’t know what happened today.” Teresa was looking seriously worried. “He’s usually so controlled. He just lost it. A combination of the shock, I suppose, of finding our project was apparently compromised, and….”

“His background. All that shit with his parents?” Matt hazarded a guess.

“I… yes. I wasn’t sure he’d told you.” She looked very surprised. “He doesn’t usually tell anyone. I always thought—”

“He’d blocked it out?” Matt nodded. He’d seen the effort it took for Joel to tell him about his past. The pain was still real, still current. They stood in silence for a moment. Matt was a jumble of confused emotions. He wanted to run—and yet he dreaded leaving. His thoughts of Joel were a mix of hatred, disappointment, desire, need, and love. Dammit, the love was still there. The conflict was agonizing. “What’s going to happen to the project?”

“I don’t know.” Teresa’s eyes were damp with threatening tears. “He’s still talking about surrendering it.”

“The whole thing?” Matt was stunned. “Pull Starsmith out completely?”

“I don’t know. He cares so much about Project Palace, he can’t bear the fact it’s being cheapened. Being ridiculed.”

“Jesus, it’s just a couple of videos. And the final jewelry will be so much better anyway. That teddy shirt was a pale imitation, from what I can see in the video.”

“You’ve seen it?”

Matt had the grace to blush. He was so out of social media, he’d had to download the YouTube app from scratch, but he’d wanted to know what the fuss was about. “Looked it up while I’ve been waiting for the cab. And to me, it didn’t look like the designs were an exact copy. At least, not of what we’re working on at the moment, the final version. You can tell, or at least anyone in the team would if you challenged them. The leaves are too sketchy, and we’ve recently changed the position of the diamonds.” He let a sad chuckle escape. “But Joel is spectacular, I must say. I didn’t know he had that level of fury in him.”

Teresa grimaced. “And that’s a positive for you?”

“Yes, actually. He’s letting go of that cool façade he carries around all the time. Letting his feelings rip, expressing his true emotions, not thinking about how he has to act or move or sound. Just surrendering to it all. Though maybe not in the middle of a London souvenir shop, right? But I liked seeing that. I liked it a hell of a lot. It’s the real him, you know? The Joel Sterling that no one sees very often.” When he looked back at Teresa, her eyes were soft with some inexplicable emotion, and her cheeks a little pink. “What did I say?” She shook her head as if he should know the answer already, but he was damned if he did.

“Matt, please don’t go. By all means, go home today, but don’t give up on Starsmith completely. He’ll need you.”

Matt remembered that cold, accusatory look in Joel’s eyes. Joel Sterling, need him? Matt couldn’t even imagine. “Not if the project’s abandoned. Lost.” He was startled to realize how disappointed he felt about that. Not just for the glory of working for the Royal Family, but for losing the time he’d had so far, the friends he’d begun to make. Getting closer to Joel.

Believing, even for a second, they might have a future together.

What a bloody fool he’d been!




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

IN the end, Matt decided not to go to Norfolk that night, however much he wanted to escape there. The whole episode had made it really awkward to continue staying with Dan, on many levels, so he went back to the flat while all the guys were mercifully out at work, packed up his gear, and left a note that he was moving on. Moving on. Maybe not as easy as it might once have been.

But now he’d been forced to face up to it. Firstly, he was not going to go crawling for his job! He wasn’t going to sit hunched in front of the tiny TV screen in the local hotel he checked into, feeling sorry for himself. He wasn’t going to sit with his phone in his hand for the rest of the day and on into the evening, wondering if he should—or could—find an excuse to phone the team to see what was going on.

But that’s what he found himself doing.

He should be feeling vindicated, because he’d known he would never fit in the glamorous, shallow, cutthroat world of London’s jewel trade and—look!—he’d been proved right. They had never accepted him. They’d never respected him as much as they respected profit and prestige. Yes, he knew he had talent, but it wasn’t about the art, was it? Not really. It was about what a person could get out of another person, and the financial gain involved. And Starsmith was a business, first and foremost.

Joel said he loved the beauty, not just the money.

Matt gritted his teeth. It had just been a line, to get Matt to work with them. All the talk about beauty and enduring style and the wonderful lessons that could be learned from past craftsmen—Joel had sounded sincere, true. But a sincere spiel could be manufactured as smoothly as metal could be molded. Surely Joel wasn’t lying when he said he was falling for Matt? Christ, the thought of that hurt so much.

But someone stole my design.

Yes. That hurt, definitely. That made him bloody angry. But there wasn’t much he could do about it, now it was out there in the marketplace. If Joel bloody Sterling was so bloody concerned about keeping his credibility and exclusivity, he should have taken better bloody care of it in the first place—

Joel’s hurting too.

For God’s sake. Matt was arguing with his own brain now. His pain at being so betrayed was mixed up with anger at all the stupid pillocks—those who’d stolen his designs and those who’d thought it was funny to post a man’s distress online for all to laugh at. There was no excuse for Joel having been such a shit to him. But the look in Joel’s eyes in that video… the bleak pain and awful humiliation as he’d faced the team, with the news that they’d possibly lost the best work they’d ever had….

That made him angry too.

That wasn’t the Joel he wanted to see. He wanted the man who’d taunted him in bed, who’d lifted his legs to pull him closer, who’d grinned at him from under a sweaty fringe, with lips red from kisses, stubble burn starting up on his jaw, and eyes shining with challenge and desire as he moved in and out of Matt’s body.

He wanted Joel, the man who ran a successful company, whom his team admired and respected, who would stride with Matt out into a muddy field just to see what had Matt so excited. Who gave his team credit for all their hard work, who cared about his company’s reputation above his own, who cared about giving two men in love the very best accompaniment to their wedding.

When his phone buzzed with an incoming call, Matt picked up reluctantly. He wasn’t sure he was up to Gary’s call tonight.

“You seen YouTube, mate?”

No need to ask what Gary was talking about. Presumably Gary and Caro’s boys were online every minute they weren’t doing homework or working on the farm. No chance the debacle would have passed them by. “Yeah, I’ve seen it. Joel all but accused me of being behind it.”

“So I guess you walked out?”

“Yes, I bloody did.” Of course he did! What did they expect?

Gary’s voice went in and out of hearing. “No, I’m handling this…. Caro, stop that! No, wait—”

Caro came on the line, to a background noise of Gary yelping with outrage.

“What did you do to him?” Matt asked.

She chuckled. “I stamped on his toes until he gave me the phone. He’s fine. He has another foot.”

It gave Matt the first laugh he’d had for hours. “Look, I don’t want to talk about it tonight. I know you weren’t expecting me this weekend, but I’ll get a train up tomorrow—”

“No, you won’t!” she snapped. “You’ll stay and sort this out, Matt Barth. That’s what your dad expects of his family.”

Now it was Matt’s turn to be outraged. “You can’t tell me what Dad would want me to do. And as for staying to sort things out, I don’t think he’s one to talk—”

“Matt? Are you there, son?”

Bloody hell, now it was Dad on the line. Matt could imagine them all huddling over the kitchen table in the farmhouse, squabbling over whose turn it was next to harangue Matt. “Are you all ganging up on me or something? I’m the one’s been accused of industrial espionage. I’m the one treated like shit. And by….” No, he couldn’t say that aloud. By a man I thought was in love with me.

“I need to talk to you, son. Get on Skype right now,” his dad barked.

Blimey, what now? Matt fiddled with his phone until he had his Skype window up and a picture of Gary and Caro’s kitchen in view. There was a long, weird minute where they settled the laptop—one of the dogs’ ears flapped into view, then out, and Caro’s shoulders filled the screen totally for a moment—then his dad was there, frowning at him.

“You okay?” Matt searched quickly and hopefully surreptitiously for signs Dad was unwell, but his concern was blatantly ignored.

“This vendetta you think you have to maintain with Starsmith,” his dad said abruptly.

Vendetta? Matt had almost forgotten the anger he’d been nursing when he first went to Starsmith—until today had brought it all back. The accusation in Joel’s eyes, the suspicion raising its ugly head between them again—

“You’ve got it all wrong, son.”

“What?”

“I know you care about me, Matt. I know you were proud of the company, on my behalf. I know you thought it was all I had in life.”

Matt just stared. He hoped they’d attribute his dropped jaw to a glitch on the Skype screen.

“Tell him, Dad” came Caro’s voice, more gently than she’d spoken to Matt.

His dad sighed. “It was actually a relief to me. To sell the company, to pass over the management of all those old collections. Starsmith is a damned good company. I know there will be changes, but you and I made sure they kept on as many staff as they could. And they’ll treat the work you’ve done in the past with respect. The rest of it?” His dad snorted. “I don’t give a pig’s tit for it.”

Matt heard Caro’s robust laugh in the background. What exactly was going on here?

“It was the stress of all that that gave me the panic attacks, Matt. Yes, I’d been having them for a while, just never told you. I couldn’t get the books to balance, we hadn’t released anything new for years, and the retail business gets more and more cutthroat by the day.” He cleared his throat, and even on the little phone screen, Matt could see his eyes were suspiciously damp. “I was glad to give it up, to tell you the truth. Now I have the money and time to do other things with my life. And Matt?”

“Yes?” Matt said weakly.

“You can too.”

Jesus.

His father moved away, then came back into view. He was blowing his nose rather too robustly and his fingers clutched a large mug of tea as if he needed it to anchor him. “You angry with me, son?”

“Me? Of course not. I just… I got the wrong end of the stick.” For so long, he’d thought his father had been cheated, robbed, and discarded. Looked like he’d been wrong. That hurt. But Matt Barth had never been afraid to face being wrong, had he? “We’ll talk this through when I get home.”

His dad smiled encouragingly. “Yes. Next weekend is fine.”

“Well, like I told Caro, I can get a train tomorrow—”

“And like she told you, I want you to stay in London and get this thing sorted with Starsmith Stones. This is the best opportunity of your career, and if I know you half as well as I think, you’ll have thrown your heart and soul into designs for it. You deserve to get them in front of the client, to be proud of your work. Those royal boys will be bloody glad to have you.”

Matt felt stupidly proud. “But Joel and I…. Dad, we had a falling out. It was bad.” Even those simple words hurt to say.

“You’ll make amends. I know the man. He’s good.” His dad nodded firmly. “Young, and maybe not as tough as he pretends, but he’s a good man. You could do worse.”

“I… what has Caro been telling you?”

“Matt?” Caro came back into view, half scowling, half smirking. “Don’t tell me it’s still a secret you fancy the pants off him. You had your damn tongue out all the time he was here. Why d’you think Gary and I stayed out in the fields that day for so long? You’d better have made hay while the sun shone is all I can say.”

“Pigs, Caro. We keep pigs, we don’t farm wheat” came Gary’s mild complaint in the background.

Matt started to protest, “Maybe we had a moment, but now it’s all over.”

“Crap,” she said. “I know you too well. You don’t do moments. You’re not a one-night-stand kind of guy, Matt Barth. You’ve staked your claim, and the heart knows best. But you’ll never get anything off the ground with him if you come scuttling back here.”

Matt frowned. “I might as well. Joel thinks the palace will cancel the project because of the bad publicity.”

“More fool them!” his dad announced from over Caro’s shoulder. “They won’t do better than Joel Sterling with you on his side. I’d tell ’em so to their faces if I were anywhere near Buckingham Palace. So you’ll have to do it instead!”

“Me?” Matt spluttered. “What am I meant to do?”

“Sort things out,” his dad said, then softened his voice. “For the sake of the pair of you.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

I WAS so wrong.

Late that evening, Joel found himself in the bar at Claridge’s, where he’d met Matt that very first time. When the man’s humor and looks had attracted him, when his conversation had captivated him. When the kiss they shared had woken Joel to the prospect of sharing himself with another man, for the first time in so long.

But he’d dodged in here tonight because he knew it was secluded, away from the London crowds outside. It was somewhere he could take stock of what a stupendously cruel, unfair, and pathetic bastard he’d shown himself to be that day, in front of everyone at Starsmith. It was somewhere he could hide.

Coward.

While he and Matt argued, the tension in the boardroom had been like a physical pain, a pressure in his head and his chest like a heavy weight. When Matt stormed out, the tension had lifted—but only to be replaced with total, abject misery. No one had said a word to Joel after Matt slammed the door behind him. No one moved to go after Matt, although Joel could see Teresa’s anguished expression, as if she didn’t know which of them needed her more. For a whole minute, everyone stood there stunned, Joel’s harsh words echoing in the total silence.

And then he’d left the room as well. Gone into hiding among the glamor and sophistication of a London hotel, where guests wandered in and out, some of them stopping for a drink, some of them meeting up with friends and colleagues. But tonight the bar was a shelter for him. No one approached, apart from the bar staff. No one asked what he was doing there. He couldn’t have chosen a better place to privately pull himself together and analyze what the hell he’d done.

Pathetic coward. And so, so wrong.

He’d known, even as he ranted, that Matt couldn’t have sold out the design. It was as precious to Matt as it was to Joel. Matt’s honesty and integrity had never been found wanting. He was fiercely loyal, fiercely protective of the team and Project Palace. He’d proved it at the palace reception, in his dealings with the team, in the companionship he’d shown Joel.

And Joel had thrown all that back in his face. What the fuck had possessed him?

He had no idea how long he’d sat at the bar. He’d left his phone in his jacket pocket over the back of the chair, and just couldn’t be bothered to check. The bartender was so efficient, every time Joel drained his glass, it was cleared away, the napkin replaced, the bar wiped down. Joel only wished this day could be wiped away that easily.

When he’d first arrived at Claridge’s, every man who passed through the doorway caught his eye. His heart had leapt every time—maybe it was Matt, somehow miraculously finding Joel in this unexpected place, like he’d found him the first time. He’d be demanding an apology or an explanation of Joel’s behavior, of course. Joel would have welcomed that. It was deserved, after all. But it never was Matt, and after a while, Joel stopped reacting to new visitors to the bar. He would have known Matt’s tread; he would have heard Matt’s voice. He never realized how attuned he’d become to the man. Or how lonely he felt now he’d lost him.

Finally he was distracted by another voice, almost as familiar—Teresa’s. “Joel?”

He didn’t move from his seat, but out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw Addam behind her. Was this an intervention? “I can’t talk to anyone at the moment.”

Teresa pulled up a tall stool and sat beside him, Addam doing the same on Joel’s other side. “You don’t need to, honey,” she said quietly. “Everyone in the office has gone home—I didn’t think you’d worry about anyone not putting in a full day today.”

“No. Of course I don’t.” There wasn’t much point to any future days either. “I’m the one who made a scene.”

“You were just caught unawares. It’s a kind of shock.”

“Teresa, please.” He didn’t need her to make excuses for him.

“You’re such a good boss, Joel. But you do that at the expense of yourself.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Too late to bite back the sharp edge to his words. He dropped his head into his hands. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.”

“To be honest, boss,” Addam said, “it’s not entirely yours either. You’re wound up as tight as a spring waiting to bounce out of an opened ballpoint. Something was bound to give.”

Joel wanted to laugh at the visual. There were days he did feel like that, the stress like a knotted ball in his throat, his temper barely held in check at fellow commuters, his food as tasteless as sand. But he kept it all together—that was his job. He wasn’t going to be found wanting.

Teresa rested her head briefly on his shoulder. “You can talk to any of us, Joel. If it’s getting too much.”

“Thanks,” he said curtly. “I can cope on my own.”

She shook her head, unfazed. “I’m an orphan, Joel. Dylan and the kids are my only family, and we treasure each other because of it. I want you to know it’s not pity if I say I understand what it’s like not having your parents as a support, whatever your age. And I could see you were getting close to Matt. He would have—could have—given you that companionship instead. But then you thought you’d been let down. Betrayed.”

“I had. We had. I just got the wrong guy. What’s more, I knew it, even as I went at him.” He should have been angry at Teresa, talking to him so personally, drawing out the deepest vulnerabilities of his life. He should be used to being alone.

“Let’s talk it all through, Joel, decide what to do next. Addam and I will join you for a drink.”

“You’d better be paying,” Addam grumbled. “Took me long enough to track you down. I’ve had to contact too many exes in London hotels for my liking.”

“No need. I don’t want you—”

“What you want, Joel Sterling, you can’t have right at this moment,” Teresa interrupted, showing an uncharacteristic sharpness. She waved to the bartender to order drinks for them all. “I damn well hope they do a good margarita here!”

“They do,” Joel said. He’d had three already. “You see, I was wrong. So wrong.”

Addam sighed. “Yeah. We know. We’ve just got to work out how to salvage this sorry mess.”

“I don’t mean about losing my rag in the shop,” Joel insisted. He was sure he was still coherent. Weren’t they listening?

“No,” Teresa said, a long-suffering sigh in her voice. “Believe me, we know that too. This isn’t about the mangled teddy bear, Joel. This isn’t even about your recent foray into the world of video stardom. We know you really mean you were wrong to accuse Matt of treachery.”

“I….” Yes. I was. Why deny it?

“You were wrong to lay into him like that, calling him disloyal, ignoring the work he’s put into this project, the effort he’s made to be part of the team, despite not knowing any of us before now. You were wrong to humiliate him in front of us all. You were wrong not to look for any real evidence first.”

“Jesus,” Addam muttered in the background, rolling his eyes. “Don’t sugarcoat it now, dear.”

“And what’s more,” Teresa continued, her voice getting so loud that two girls in the booth behind them had paused their conversation and turned to stare at the group, “you were wrong to mess up what was looking to be the finest boyfriend you’re ever gonna get!”

The girls gasped and snickered. Joel felt the punch of grief all over again.

Addam bit off his own laugh and winked at the girls, who blushed and turned back to their own business.

“Anyway.” Teresa was still talking, while whisking her margarita with a swizzle stick so fiercely she might have been a witch at her pot in the opening scene of Macbeth. “We need to put our heads together on this. There was something Matt said as he was leaving Starsmith.”

Joel’s attention came back to order. “You spoke to him? Was he on his way home to Norfolk?” Well, why wouldn’t he be? The project was over. Joel was amazed the palace hadn’t been in touch already, though maybe the private secretaries weren’t as internet-savvy as the teenagers who were trending his video, even as the star performer sat here in the bar drinking the night away.

“Listen.” Teresa’s voice was stern. “He said the designs on that teddy weren’t the very latest, the ones we’ve updated. You know, that last-minute move of the diamonds to the tip of the spokes, rather than on the base.”

Joel sighed. A minor comfort, but he’d take anything at this stage. “So maybe they’ll accept my apology and resignation but agree to wait for the final portfolio—”

“No. I mean, whoever leaked the design did so from the early drawings.”

Joel stared at her. So did Addam.

“For God’s sake, you look like matching bookends. Did you think we’d get out of this mess without finding who the real culprit was? If we can discover that, we can deal with it, then try and square things with the palace.”

“And Matt,” Addam said softly, his eyes on Joel. “But there’s only been the design team involved.”

“And me, of course,” Teresa said, a little more hesitantly.

Joel caught Addam’s gaze; they both rolled their eyes this time.

“Yes, but that’s the point,” she urged. “We have to examine every single person who had access to the plans. I mean, when the commission was publicly announced, everyone in the company got to know about it. But before then, when we were first making plans….”

“It was a small, exclusive team. Of course.” Addam nodded. “Design, production, graphic art, it all went through us.”

“We kept IT informed, to some extent,” Joel added. “HR, finance.”

“But none of those saw the recent designs,” Teresa said.

“Marketing,” Addam continued, then stopped. There was a sudden, shocked silence.

“Lily and Freddie were involved in the beginning,” Joel said slowly. “Then I decided to keep them out of the later meetings, as we started to develop the design. They only needed to know the rough outline, to start preliminary discussions with—”

“Manufacturers,” Addam concluded. “Freddie, goddammit!” He physically jerked back when both Joel and Teresa rounded on him. “Remember how he was hanging around, trying to get in on the later meetings?”

“He was always asking me for updates.” Teresa nodded, wide-eyed. “I told you marketing was impatient, Joel, remember?”

“But he couldn’t have done that to us.” Joel’s head was spinning. “He’s been with Starsmith for years. He and Lily were here before I joined.”

“We should call him in,” Addam said, reaching for his phone.

“Wait!” Teresa gasped. “He went on holiday this morning! Lily came to tell me he hadn’t turned up for work and he wouldn’t be around for a week or so. She looked surprised by it, as if he hadn’t told her his plans, when I thought they were more or less joined at the hip.”

“He couldn’t have known I’d see that teddy bear today.”

“But you would have, sooner or later. Dammit, there are plenty of those souvenir outlets around the corner in Regent Street. I pass them on the way home every night. If he knew the design was hitting the shops any day now….”

“I must talk to him.” Joel shifted on his seat. “Find out for certain. Take the appropriate action.”

Addam’s hand on his arm stopped him moving off. “The appropriate action is for you to get home tonight and rest. You can deal with this tomorrow. Wherever Freddie is, it’ll wait until then.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

IN the early hours of the next day, even though it was Saturday and few other staff were in the Starsmith building, there was a private and painful meeting. In the company of Starsmith’s HR manager and Freddie’s colleague and friend Lily, Joel confronted Freddie Winchester.

Teresa had alerted Starsmith’s head of security department the night before, as she left Claridge’s with Joel and Addam, which led to a late-night scene at Heathrow Airport worthy of a Jason Bourne thriller. A team of company officers, with Lily in tow, intercepted Freddie on his way to the departure gate for an overnight flight to Switzerland. He insisted he was just taking advantage of a last-minute opportunity for a skiing holiday, but his shock and exaggerated protest told a very different story. Lily, in intermittent floods of tears, had scolded and argued with him until he agreed to come back home with her and meet Joel in the morning.

Freddie now confessed to Joel that he’d been stupid, though he’d never meant to cause deliberate damage to the company. He’d met a handsome, very persuasive young man at one of the trade events, had too much to drink, and boasted about the royal commission. Most people in the industry knew what Starsmith was working on, but Freddie had gone one step further and scribbled a picture of the crown on a paper napkin. “It was just a bit of fun!” he protested. “I thought it had been thrown in the rubbish bin.”

It hadn’t, of course. The persuasive young man turned out to be a trainee salesman at another competitor—not Marchant’s, Joel was actually pleased to hear—with far less scruples than most members of the industry. Their recent jewelry profits were on the wane, and they took a chance on benefiting from someone else’s design. They’d hoped to use Freddie as an ongoing mole at Starsmith, but when Freddie was kept out of the Project Palace loop, the competitor decided to go ahead with the early sketch they already had. The drawing was passed to their manufacturers, and the souvenirs were on the production line within the day.

“Why did you try and run, Freddie?” Joel asked. “You could have come to me. Explained what happened.” Though he couldn’t see things turning out any differently.

“You could have come to me too,” Lily snapped. “You never said a bloody word!” Red-eyed from lack of sleep and shedding plenty of angry tears for her best friend, she’d still been furious with him.

“I saw the design in a catalog on Thursday,” Freddie confessed miserably. The marketing department received a flood of trade magazines on a daily basis. “Just panicked. I guessed the shit was about to hit the fan, and I didn’t want to be here for any interrogations in the office.” He looked between Joel and Lily and winced. “I guess I—”

“—you better damn well admit it—” Lily burst out.

“—messed that up too,” he finished glumly.

 

 

JOEL was irritated to find Teresa in his office when he trudged back there after the meeting, but it was because he hadn’t wanted anyone else to give up their weekend for such a miserable, dispiriting situation. But when she gave him a hug and produced a mug of steaming hot latte—his favorite—he had to admit how glad he was to see her.

“He’s been fired?”

“Of course he bloody has.” Joel scowled. It was never an easy thing to discover you’d been let down by someone you thought you could trust. “Stupid young man. Lily’s devastated too. She knew nothing about it. Her job is secure, though I don’t know if she’ll want to go on working here without him, let alone under the cloud he’s cast over the company.”

“Will you press any charges?”

Joel looked up at her wearily, from where he sat behind his cleared desk. “I don’t see what that would achieve. His behavior was a breach of his contract, and he’s lost his job because of it. Plus we won’t give him any kind of a reference for his next placement. But he’s not broken any criminal laws, and if we take further action, it’ll draw attention to the fact we don’t have enough control over our employees.”

“That’s harsh,” Teresa said. “I mean, harsh on you. You can’t control everyone, all the time. People make their own stupid decisions.”

Joel had a feeling she wasn’t talking only about Freddie.

Teresa sipped at her own coffee, studying him over the rim of the cup. “What will you do now? No, let me phrase it a different way. What do you want to do now?”

“I want to see Matt,” Joel said. The words spilled from him, honest and heartfelt. “I want to see him, and apologize until I’m hoarse, and… maybe one day he’ll forgive me.”

Teresa’s smile was small but happy. “Then do it!”

“He’s not answering his phone. At least, not to me.”

“No, he’s not answering me either.”

“Teresa!”

“Okay, okay, so I’m meddling in your business, I know.” But she didn’t look at all repentant. “I just thought he might be avoiding you, so I’d try another route. But it looks like his phone is dead or out of range. Or he’s not got it with him, wherever he is.”

“I could go to Norfolk. Or at least call his cousin, see if Matt will talk to me.” Joel grimaced. “This damn business with Freddie has me tied up until later this afternoon. I have to update the Starsmith board of directors about the design leak. They’re bound to want to know what the palace thinks about it all, whether the commission is at risk.”

“Any news from them?”

“I’ve placed the request for a call with the prince’s private secretary, but they’ve not got back to me yet. The suspense is killing me, I don’t mind admitting.”

“There’s an official banquet at Buckingham Palace this weekend,” Teresa said. She was an avid follower of the royal updates in all the newspapers. “They’re hosting leaders from several Commonwealth countries as part of the debate on global warming. Maybe the prince has been wrapped up in that.”

Joel smiled bitterly. “Yes, I can imagine our tawdry little dramas aren’t number one priority, considering all the issues the Royal Family has to deal with worldwide. But I need to begin making things right.”

“Don’t rush into anything, Joel.” Teresa’s tone was sympathetic. “Can you find out if Matt’s back at his father’s house or his cousin’s farm? Though, if you ask me, I think you should give him some more time to calm down—”

“I daren’t.” Joel didn’t realize how loudly or fiercely he’d spoken until he saw Teresa flinch. “I’m sorry. I’m just so scared I’ve fucked things up for good.”

Teresa blinked hard, and her expression softened. “My dear man, I never thought I’d hear you admit vulnerability like that. He really means the world to you, doesn’t he?”

“I love him,” Joel said. How easy that had been, just to admit it aloud! And yet… to the wrong damned person.

Teresa nodded. “Joel, may I be brutally honest? If you’ve realized what an idiot you were—Matt will know that too. He’s easily angered, easily passionate. He doesn’t suffer fools. We can all see that. But he’s also a very honest and intelligent man who gets over things quickly when he needs to. He’ll forgive you.”

Joel smiled at her, a little sadly, and stood. “And on that note—what an idiot I’ve been—I have to go and check in with HR about Freddie’s termination process. But thank you. As soon as I get another free moment, I’ll try Matt’s family. Even if he won’t talk to me, at least I’ll know he’s okay. And then, in case the palace doesn’t get back to me any time soon, I’ll draft a letter to the prince.” Teresa looked unhappy. She’d told him not to be rash, but what was the point in waiting? It would only look as if he’d been trying to hide Starsmith’s guilt. “I’ll explain none of it was Matt’s fault. I don’t think it’ll affect his reputation. They liked him.”

“Paolo Astra certainly liked him,” Teresa said with a wry grin. “I suspect that man was a bit of a player before the prince persuaded him to settle down.”

“And why shouldn’t Paolo like Matt? Matt’s a bloody attractive, talented, charismatic young man.”

“Like you, boss,” she said with a smile.

Joel shrugged. “But unlike me, Matt’s been true to his principles. Relentlessly honest.”

He wouldn’t have made the mistake I did.

 

 

IT was nearly midnight before Joel gave up trying to sleep and got up from bed to make a hot drink. His flat, usually such a source of calm contentment to him, felt empty tonight. He kept imagining Matt in the living room, turning on the TV, reading a book, enthusing over a trade magazine. Grabbing Joel and kissing him, again and again. He remembered Matt’s laugh, Matt’s grudging amazement at the flat’s opulence, Matt’s unruly desire and the way they both stumbled into the bedroom, some nights, desperate for sex. But then also the mornings after, with quiet laughter over breakfast, light touches that had felt just as passionate, just as meaningful. Their talk about the dig and Roman treasures, their shared enthusiasm for Project Palace, and what wonders jewelry could uncover in the human heart. Nothing had ever felt as right as having someone with him at last, of having another man in his personal space, and so welcome.

As long as that other man was Matt Barth.

In the silence of his kitchen, Joel sighed and clicked off the kettle. Matt still wasn’t answering his phone, and Joel didn’t think there was any point in leaving another message. He didn’t want to say sorry from a distance, so his messages so far had been terse requests for Matt to call him back. Please. But was Matt so angry with Joel he’d break off any contact? He has every right to be. Yes, Joel told his inner conscience, but how the hell else am I meant to apologize and ask for a second chance?

It was distressing how much it hurt, the thought that he might have destroyed any friendship, let alone anything more, with Matt.

Neither Gary nor Caro knew where Matt was—or they weren’t saying. However, Joel didn’t think they were being obstructive, because he’d spoken briefly to Caro, and she sounded worried Joel couldn’t reach Matt.

“Let me know when you find him,” she’d said.

“I’m not sure I’m the person—”

“You’ll find him,” she said briskly. “Last we heard, he was going to sort things out.”

“Where? With whom?” But Caro had no more clues for him.

He sat in his kitchen while, outside, London started to wake up to another day, and sipped a fruit tea until it grew cold, ostensibly working on a presentation for a forthcoming trade awards ceremony, but one he knew he’d have to rewrite in the morning because he couldn’t concentrate on it now.

Where was Matt?




Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

JOEL would never in a million years have guessed where Matt was.

Because at some time just after midnight, Matt was stuck halfway over the railings surrounding Buckingham Palace, pinned to a couple of the metal spikes by the twisted loops of his own jeans, wondering if breaking and entering a royal palace was nowadays considered an act of treason. And if that still carried the death penalty.

The night air was getting colder by the minute. London was a great city, and one that rarely sleeps, but Matt had tried to scale the railings in a quiet corner around the southeast side of the building, where there was no traffic access and pedestrians were few. He was in the shadows, away from streetlights. He was pretty much isolated. Ahead of him was the driveway to the main entrance, and behind him was a wooded area sheltering the splendid palace. But he couldn’t move either way.

Quiet corner or not, it was only a matter of time before he was spotted. The lights of London up the Mall toward Trafalgar Square were like a distant multitude of stars fallen to earth, fluorescent squares shining in office block windows, distant car headlights arcing across the road, colorful lights looped over the awnings of late-night restaurants—and, right beneath him, a torch held by a police officer, aimed right into his face.

“Good evening, sir,” said a low, sardonic voice.

“Get down from there! Get down right now!” another, younger voice shouted at him from behind the light.

“I… I can’t.” Matt didn’t know whether his teeth chattered from the cold or from fright. “I’m stuck.”

“Coming in or out, sir? Don’t bother answering. That was a rhetorical question.” The first man lowered his torch and came into Matt’s view. He was a stocky, no-nonsense-looking officer, in middle age, his expression more bemused than fierce. “Keep your hair on, PC Jenkins. I don’t think this one’s a terrorist.”

“We can’t take that risk, sir! Not with the Commonwealth meeting today.” Both men were armed, and the second police officer looked young and terrifyingly eager to shoot Matt where he hung. Matt flung up his hands in the universal sign of surrender. Unfortunately, that unbalanced his upper body, and he sank farther down between two of the spikes. He yelped as a sharp edge grazed his crotch.

The older policeman sucked in a breath. “That’s not going to do anyone’s crown jewels any good, sir.”

“I’ll call for backup, Sarge,” PC Jenkins said, fumbling with his radio. “The others are by the front gate.”

“In a minute, lad,” the sergeant said soothingly. “Let’s see what we’ve got here first. There’s no damage done yet. Apart from this chap’s jeans, that is.” And he chuckled softly.

Chuckled? Matt would have protested at the inappropriate joke, but he was hardly in a position to complain. What would the offense be? Breach of the peace? Trespass? Indecent exposure? “Do you think…? Could you just help…?”

The sergeant raised his eyebrows. His mouth twisted briefly as though holding back a smile, and he reached up and unhooked Matt’s jeans from the railing. Matt straightened, then toppled back over onto the pavement side, falling to the ground with an ungainly thump. PC Jenkins jumped back a couple of steps and gripped the top of his holster, as if Matt might launch an attack.

Matt didn’t feel like launching anything except a groan of humiliation. He hauled himself to his feet and stood in his most unthreatening position.

“Is he carrying explosives? A gun? Maybe a spray paint can or two?” PC Jenkins peered at Matt with blatant disappointment, as it became increasingly obvious Matt had no weapons of mass destruction on him—apart, perhaps, from his own stupidity. Matt knew there’d been several incidents over the years of people breaking into Buckingham Palace. There was the infamous time a man got all the way through to the Queen’s own bedroom, and the time a homeless man broke through the railings and was found sleeping in the grounds. But Matt just stood there, with his jeans ripped in three places—one embarrassingly under his balls—and nothing else to show for it.

“I’ve not got any of that.” Oh God, but he’d made a mess of this. “I just wanted to get in and deliver a message.”

The sergeant raised his eyebrows. “Are you protesting against something?”

“Protestors can be very militant,” PC Jenkins insisted, with what sounded like hopeful zeal. “He could be concealing explosives.”

“The tracker would have spotted them by now. Or the dogs would have sniffed him out.” The sergeant snorted. “And there’s precious little room inside those Marks and Spencer briefs for anything else.”

Matt flushed in the darkness and clutched his jeans more tightly around his hips. Not that he wanted to be mistaken for a terrorist—he suspected he would have been facedown on the ground by now if they thought he was, nose into the gravel, handcuffs snapped on faster than he could have said “I’m a bloody idiot”—but it looked like he couldn’t even attract attention for the wrong reasons.

The sergeant took Matt’s wallet and noted down his details, while PC Jenkins, obviously itching on a cold night to see some action, trotted off to fetch more of their team.

“You don’t need reinforcements,” Matt said hurriedly. “I’ll come quietly.”

The sergeant nodded. It looked like he was still trying to keep a straight face. “So, humor me while we wait. What’s this all about? I can’t smell booze on your breath, lad. Are you high on something?”

“No way!” Matt said forcefully. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with Prince Arthur.”

“Oh yeah? Friend of his, are you? Oh wait—if you were, you’d have his phone number, wouldn’t you? Most people use phone and email nowadays as the most sensible methods of communication.”

Smart-arse. “This is really urgent,” Matt said sharply. “I’m working with him on a project for the wedding. Jewelry for him and Paolo Astra. I’m a consultant for Starsmith Stones.”

The policeman paused in taking notes and looked at him more closely. “Starsmith, eh? Yes, I’ve heard of them. The stuff’s too expensive for me and the missus, but it’s classy. Their people have been on the guest list a couple of times, indeed. But those meetings have all been held in daylight hours. Unless of course you’re a vampire consultant.”

“Ha-ha,” Matt said harshly. “I tried the normal ways, believe me.”

He’d had an astoundingly frustrating day. Acting on Dad’s advice, he’d decided to stay in London and help sort things out with the palace. He reckoned he could put forward a good case for them continuing to work with Starsmith. He didn’t feel like talking personally to Joel just yet—what was he going to say? Would that cold, hateful look still be in Joel’s eyes?—but he wanted to help his team. My team. Funny how he hadn’t put that into words until after he’d left. But they’d all worked so hard, and Joel had been so excited about the commission and so alight with pleasure over the designs….

Well, enough of that. The whole day had been wasted in insuperable bureaucracy and dead ends. He’d tried to contact the prince in those sensible ways the sergeant suggested, but he’d been politely but firmly turned away every time. Email and phone had met with the same result, with a promise that his message would be passed on, but in the tone that suggested unless the matter was of international importance, he would have to take his turn before anyone replied. He might have got a quicker answer if it were a matter of national security—but again, the voice implied if that were truly the case, they would be sending around the combined might of the Metropolitan Police instead.

Looked like that was happening now anyway.

Matt had also tried Paolo Astra, but the man was almost always with his fiancé in these months leading up to the wedding. He’d cancelled any public engagements, and he also had a private secretary who was much less polite than the palace’s and, after Matt’s tenth phone call, threatened to have him physically restrained if he came anywhere near the opera star.

Matt had started to panic. What was happening about Project Palace? About Starsmith? About Joel bloody Sterling? His phone had run out of battery shortly before lunchtime—he’d done nothing but send emails and make calls since he got up, and he realized just before it died that he’d lost his charger in the panic to leave Dan’s. He took one last look at Joel’s YouTube ranking and was relieved to see it’d been supplanted in popularity by a sneezing horse on Horse Guards Parade. But the palace might still be offended at Joel’s outburst. Or, for that matter, the fact their latest royal treasure was adorning a teddy bear’s T-shirt in souvenir shops across the capital.

He found himself at a small café on Trafalgar Square as the evening wore on. He was meant to be looking for a shop to buy a replacement charger, but he’d lost heart. Nursing coffee after coffee, his misery matched the increasing darkness of night. Maybe it was the result of all that coffee. Maybe he was swamped with anger that no one wanted to help him. Maybe he was just confused, trying to hang on to his anger at Joel when all he could remember was the man’s smile, the way he placed a hand on Matt’s shoulder while they were working, and how he talked so animatedly when they relaxed at his flat, about his plans for Starsmith, for collections they could work on in the future. And the fabulous, toe-curling, heart-thrilling sex? He didn’t dare think of that in public. That would have led to indecent exposure. It was all swiftly followed by the ache in Matt’s heart when he remembered their growing intimacy—so brief, so fast, yet so deep—and the fact he’d probably thrown all that away when he marched out of Starsmith’s office.

Whatever the reason, he’d been reading one of the newspapers left for patrons in the café, and seen that the Royal Family was at Buckingham Palace over the weekend. On the heels of that came the idea to go there and try to see the prince face-to-face.

And look how well that had gone. Now he was being held at gunpoint on the wrong side of the palace defenses, his nerve shot to pieces, his jeans ripped, a stray dog sniffing suspiciously at his leg, and what looked like a passing tourist videoing him on his phone. Looked like he’d be joining Joel in the YouTube charts by morning.

The sergeant chased away the dog, referred the tourist to PC Jenkins, to politely but firmly suggest the video would be better deleted, in the national interest, then returned to Matt’s side. “They’ve all left, anyway,” he said, not unkindly. “The Queen left for Windsor a couple of hours ago, and the delegates have gone back to their hotels. Didn’t you see it on the news? The talks ended early but very positively. A great success for the Commonwealth.”

No, Matt hadn’t seen. He’d been sitting in a café, nursing an out-of-date newspaper and his pride. And concocting a ridiculous escapade. Now he had one ear cocked, waiting for the sound of sirens coming his way. “I don’t suppose I could just go—”

“No way, lad. You just stay there while we decide what to do with you.”

The sergeant’s radio crackled. He listened carefully to a message of some sort—it was too low for Matt to hear the words—and his brow furrowed with a deep frown. He gave a glance Matt’s way a couple of times. Then he shrugged, silenced the radio, and lodged it back on his belt.

“Well. Wonders will never cease.”

“Sorry?”

“Apparently, I’m to show you inside.” He smiled ruefully. “Jenkins will be very disappointed.”

“What?” Matt couldn’t parse this development.

“I know, it’s a mystery to me too. But someone inside the palace has seen what’s going on and has asked for you to be escorted inside.”




Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

IT was one long, stately corridor after another, but Matt didn’t fool himself. He was still in custody. Two business-suited secretaries accompanied him from the minute he entered the palace, and a security guard had taken up position behind him. He still had time to be impressed and intimidated by the historical building. It was too grandiose for his personal taste—too many decorations, too many inherited styles—but he suspected that reflected the many generations of royal persons who’d marched these same corridors. Its majesty swamped his senses. Magnificent overblown portraits, dark wood embellishments, sumptuous velvet curtains and upholstery on the occasional chairs, the faint aroma of polish, and the tap of his feet on parquet floors.

They finally stopped at a door that looked no different from any of the others. One of the secretaries knocked, then entered and pulled the door half-closed behind him. Matt heard him announce, “Mr. Matthew Barth, Your Royal Highness.”

What the fuck? Matt jumped with shock when the door opened again and he was beckoned inside. It was another large room with high ceilings and traditional furnishings, but with a more personal atmosphere. A wooden desk hosted several modern monitors, and one wall held shelves stuffed full of DVDs and glossy hardback books. A couple of suits hung on hangers behind the door, and a gorgeous vase of blowsy flowers dominated a small table by the window. In one corner was a sofa and a couple of comfy-looking armchairs. A pile of magazines lay on one of the cushions. Matt was startled again when he recognized a popular GLBT title.

Two men stood beside the seats—Prince Arthur, with Paolo Astra at his side. Despite the late hour, the two of them were still dressed formally. They were scowling.

Oh Jesus. It was going to be the death penalty, after all!

“Mr. Barth,” the prince said coolly. “Or may I call you Matthew?”

Dumbly, Matt nodded. They could call him Queen of the Bloody Fairies if they liked, and if it’d keep his head on his shoulders. He tried surreptitiously to hide the flap of loose material on the thigh of his jeans.

One of the private secretaries nudged him. “You address the prince as Your Royal Highness. Then after first introduction, sir.”

“It’s all right, Cotswold. We have already met.” Prince Arthur turned to the secretaries. “Thank you both. We’ll take it from here.”

The men didn’t move. Instead they looked doubtfully between Matt and their precious charge. Like PC Jenkins, they probably still suspected he was a terrorist.

“For heaven’s sake,” the prince said more warmly. “You may wait outside the office, then. But Paolo and I wish to talk to Matthew confidentially. And undisturbed.” He waited until the secretaries had reluctantly withdrawn back out into the corridor, then took a seat in one of the armchairs. Paolo tilted his head, indicating Matt should join them.

Matt didn’t dare. He stood stiffly, aching with embarrassment, facing the two important men and their stern expressions. What could he say? “Sir, I apologize for being here. I apologize for trying to break into the palace. I apologize—”

“Matt. Please. There’s no need.” The prince held up a hand, and he was smiling now. “And we don’t stand on so much ceremony when we’re in private.”

“No. Really. Sir, I mean. God. I just thought I’d wander around the palace, see if I could spot someone to help get a message to you. Then I saw the railings, and they didn’t look that high, and I thought, how easy would it be to hop over and talk to someone at the front door? And then I found myself doing it….” He flushed with humiliation. “It was so, so stupid of me.”

“Yes, it was. And you wouldn’t have succeeded anyway. Luckily we were joining the family here today, and also staying on for the night. It meant we caught the message relayed to the Palace Household office and realized who was—” Prince Arthur pursed his lips politely, then continued. “—attempting to gain entrance.”

“Sod it. I mean, sir. I wasn’t thinking straight. I haven’t been thinking straight at all, to be honest. Of course, you’d see it as breaking in, a potential terrorist threat, a lunatic approach—”

They weren’t listening to him. In fact, they were both laughing.

“Come and sit beside me,” Paolo said in his richly melodic, accented voice. “I think it best. Before you have a further accident with your… um… eccentric clothing.” He led Matt to the sofa with his hand briefly at the small of Matt’s back, a little too familiarly. When Matt glanced over at the prince, Prince Arthur sighed but still smiled.

“Paolo has always had an eye for attractive men, Matt. I hope you don’t mind his attention. I can assure you….” And the prince’s voice tightened, though still pleasantly polite. “It is purely platonic.”

Paolo laughed, his head going back, his eyes sparkling. He bowed to the prince, a little more casually than the secretaries had. “Of course, my love.” When they smiled at each other this time, there was understanding and love in the look. Paolo liked to play, it seemed—but only within the rules set by the prince.

The prince turned back to Matt. “So, tell me what’s going on.”

“I needed to see you. I couldn’t get through the official channels.”

The prince frowned. “No one has informed me you were trying to get in touch.”

“You must have a mountain of correspondence every day, sir. And I understand you don’t want to be bothered.”

“Matt, you’re not a man who bothers people, at least not deliberately. It must be important. Is it about the project?”

“Or,” Paolo interrupted with a different kind of sparkle in his eyes, “is it about the video?”

There was a sudden, pregnant silence. Paolo grinned and picked up a small tablet from the side table. He held it out so they could all see the screen, then pressed Play.

It was awful. This was the second time Matt had watched Joel’s meltdown, and it felt worse than before. He could see the anger and distress in Joel’s expression and hear the tremor in his voice. However, with some distance now, he could admit….

“It’s pretty bloody funny,” Paolo said, echoing Matt’s secret thoughts.

“Poor Joel,” the prince said reprovingly, but he was also smiling.

“It’s when he rips off the bear’s arm,” Paolo said. “Look at the grimace on his face! The way he grits his teeth. It’s worthy of one of those London gangland movies you like so well.”

“You do?” Matt asked of the prince, startled. He couldn’t imagine this elegant, sophisticated man settling in with popcorn and a beer to watch Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels.

Prince Arthur frowned at Paolo. “Enough, dear.”

Matt groaned inside at that frown. It was because of the video. Things were worse than he’d imagined. “I know you can’t overlook such an appalling misjudgment on Joel’s part, but my God, the fault lies not only with the bastard who stole the design, but with those morons in the shop who didn’t think to help Joel, just taking fucking photos like he’s this week’s entertainment. They should all get a fucking life, in my opinion!” Too late he realized he was swearing—had done, several times—in front of a member of the Royal Family.

Paolo was laughing heartily and didn’t seem to mind.

The prince’s look was more thoughtful. “You and Joel….” The quirk of his eyebrows made it more of a question than a statement. “I think you care for him?”

“Told you so,” Paolo said softly, with a wink at his fiancé. “I called it when they came to that reception. I knew from the start.”

“This is nothing to do with Joel,” Matt said hurriedly to the prince. “I mean, me being here. He doesn’t know where I am.” Didn’t know I was going to be such a bloody idiot.

“But you’re here for his sake?”

“Yes.” The time had come to lay his cards on the table. “He thinks this video will mean you dropping Starsmith for the project. Let’s face it, there are plenty of other prestigious jewelers who’d jump at the chance of this commission. And ones where a senior executive isn’t currently this week’s Most Watched.”

“Actually, you’d be surprised how few meet that criterion,” Paolo murmured, though he possibly didn’t intend that for public consumption.

“And what do you think, Matt?”

“I think you won’t get a better man to work for you,” Matt said hotly and without a second thought. He just knew it to be true. “He’s totally committed to doing a top job for the wedding. Starsmith has a portfolio of bloody brilliant designs, and despite that damn teddy bear, we have many enhanced details you’ll never see on high street knockoffs. You have my word on that.” He took a deep, steadying breath. “And if there’s still a chance of Starsmith keeping this commission… I’m prepared to back out of the team myself.”

Prince Arthur raised his eyebrows again. “I’m sorry, why would that be of interest to us? It’s your design that we like.”

“Look. I’ll be honest. Joel Sterling thinks I may have had something to do with the leaked design. I’m not his favorite person at the moment.”

“Did you?” Paolo asked curiously.

“Of course not! Dammit, he’s not a creative, but he keeps a bloody tight rein on the Project Palace team. None of his designers would have sold him out. I mean, sold Starsmith out.”

“Your loyalty is admirable.”

“I love him,” Matt said, then flushed. He’d never meant to say that aloud. But no one laughed. The sky didn’t fall. The only problem was that Joel Sterling wasn’t there to hear.

“I understand.” The prince’s expression had softened. He glanced quickly at Paolo, then nodded. “Project Palace is an apt name. And you are a good team.”

Maybe not any longer, Matt thought dismally. Had he convinced them? Or had his stupid break-in stunt undone any good feeling they had toward Starsmith? There was a long silence, and then the prince stood. Paolo leapt immediately to his feet and pulled Matt to standing beside him. Matt’s heartbeat sped up—had he misjudged this whole meeting, and this was where they marched him to the nearest police station?

“Mr. Barth. Matt,” Prince Arthur said. “We accept your assurance that the final design remains uncompromised. We will be both happy and honored to continue our working relationship with Starsmith.”

Matt couldn’t help himself—he gaped. “You will? But what about the video?”

The prince chuckled. “Good grief, those things are ephemera to us. Don’t you think the Royal Family has weathered far worse media storms in the past? We just choose not to dwell on them.” More sternly, he added, “It’s more important that Joel weathers his own storm. And you should be there to help him through.”

“This is immensely generous of you, sir.” God, Joel would be relieved! Whatever happened with him and Joel personally, Project Palace would still be delivered. “I just wish I could tell him this myself, but I don’t think he’s talking to me. We didn’t part on the best of terms.”

To Matt’s surprise, a rather sly grin crept over the prince’s handsome face. “Well, if you’ll let us help, we’ll find a way to make that happen!”




Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

SEVEN o’clock on Monday morning, Joel gathered the team together at Starsmith for an emergency update meeting. He’d barely cleared his throat to start before a small but clear yelp came from the corridor outside the boardroom.

“Teresa?” Joel quickly looked out the open door. He didn’t want this meeting to go on any longer than it had to. He’d checked again—in vain—for news either from the palace or Matt, and now he was determined to drive to Norfolk and bloody well search, day and night, until he found him.

“A letter,” she said so quietly it was almost a whisper. She held a single sheet of thick cream paper. “Hand delivered, the minute the office opened. From the palace.”

A letter? Joel was both fearful and surprised—he’d imagined the palace had moved sufficiently into the twenty-first century to use email or a phone call to contact him. He wished he’d fired off his resignation to them yesterday, preempting this. He gestured her into the room to join everyone else. They were all sitting silently around the meeting table, expressions ranging between confused and wary.

“This will be about the project,” Joel said firmly. “I mean, I’ve been waiting for an official update from them ever since… you know. In fact, I may not be in any position to complain, but I’m annoyed for everyone’s sake that they’ve kept us waiting this long. We’ll need to know who to liaise with when the palace wants us to hand over the briefing documents. I know project work stopped on Friday—”

Addam cleared his throat rather theatrically. “Never actually happened, boss.”

“Sorry?”

“We’re still working, and were all over the weekend. Apart from when I took time out to rescue you from a potential drunken stupor.”

Joel did a double take. “But wait a minute. I told you—”

“And we ignored you.” Addam’s tone was apologetic, but the sparkle in his thick-lashed eyes was far from it. “You were pretty adamant after your Ballistic Ballet on YouTube that the project would be taken away from us. But we have far more trust in you than that.”

Joel was shocked speechless. The team had apparently mutinied.

Addam went on, “However, there’s still a pretty tight deadline. My guys are working with the goldsmiths and gemsetters. There was a small problem late on Friday night with moving the diamond settings—the cut of the gold needed to be thicker at that point on the smaller motifs—but Rafe took that on board.”

At the far side of the table, Rafe raised a hand, looking surprisingly embarrassed at being singled out for praise. This was the man who, as far as Joel knew, had never volunteered to come into the office late night if he could avoid it.

“And I’ve finalized the gift packaging,” Rafe said. “The boxes are being imprinted with classic Roman emperors, blending the theme of the jewelry with the royal hierarchy. But as for dealing with our sponsors and the official souvenir manufacturers….”

“God. Of course.” Joel was still stunned. “That’s usually set up by—”

“Freddie and Lily. Right.” Addam grimaced. “Shortly after Freddie… um… left on Saturday, Lily went with him in solidarity. Gotta admire her for that, despite what he did, but it left us with a gap in the marketing team. So, over the weekend, Teresa stepped in and will be handling that from now on.”

Joel gaped at Teresa. Seemed he was being blindsided time and again.

“It makes sense,” she said, a little defensively. “After all, I know them all by name. I have my own contacts in the organizations, and they’re used to me working closely with you as your PA.” Her cheeks were pink. “But if I’m overstepping….”

“Jesus, no! Never.” Joel recovered and smiled with genuine gratitude. “I can’t think of a better person to entrust it to.”

Teresa’s cheeks went more scarlet than pink.

“But it’s all pointless,” he continued sadly. “I mean, I really appreciate the loyalty and your determination. Really. I’ve treasured working with you all. But either the project’s gone, or I’ll be handing it over to a new CEO.”

“Joel? Please read the letter.” Teresa placed it firmly in front of him on the table. “It’s come from Prince Arthur himself. It… well, it mentions Matt.”

Matt? Joel’s heart lurched. He picked up the letter.

“You want us to go, boss?” Addam asked.

“No. Please. I know Teresa’s already seen the letter, but I’d like you all to listen to it with me. If there’s one thing this has made me realize, it’s that we’re all in this together.” He read aloud. “His Royal Highness wishes to reassure the Starsmith team that Project Palace will continue as planned, with no changes in personnel or design product.”

Addam gave a very uncool whoop.

“How did the prince know we’re calling it that?” Rafe muttered. “That’s the team’s private working title.”

Addam was high-fiving anyone in the room who’d offer a hand. “See, boss? Bloody good thing we kept on it, regardless.”

Teresa smiled at Joel. “The royals aren’t easily shaken, I imagine. To them, the important criteria are quality and commitment. And you’ve always given that to your clients. Whoever they are.”

“But….” Joel didn’t reply to her because he was already halfway down the next paragraph. His voice started to stutter. “Oh my God. They also say… the prince is obliged to report… an unexpected development….”

“For God’s sake, give it here!” Addam all but snatched it from Joel’s hand. “Shit. It says that Matt Barth is currently detained in the Tower of London!”

Cries and gasps erupted around the room. “The Tower?” “What the hell?”

“This is due to an unfortunate incident at Buckingham Palace,” Addam continued somberly. “As such, he has offered to resign from the project team. However, we expect all other arrangements to proceed as previously contracted—”

“No!” Joel said, much too loudly and definitely too forcefully. “No way!” Everyone’s attention swung back to him.

“We can manage, I think,” Addam said tentatively. “I mean, without Matt. His input was invaluable at the start, don’t get me wrong, but the designs are set now, and we’re into the production phase.”

“No,” Joel repeated. “What did I just say? That we’re all in this together.”

“Are you sure?” Addam raised his beautifully groomed eyebrows. “You were furious when you thought it was his fault.”

Joel was wracked again with self-loathing. “I know what I thought. It was shameful of me, and I accepted that even before we discovered it was Freddie’s negligence that got us into this mess. I behaved appallingly, I treated Matt unfairly, and, let me tell you honestly, it’s—”

“It’s breaking your heart,” Teresa finished for him, softly.

“So, let’s have no more talk about abandoning him from this project. Without Matt, there would be no project. No offense meant to you and your team, Addam.”

“None taken, boss.”

It took Joel a moment, but he realized, despite his very public display of emotion, everyone was grinning at him. “What’s up with you all?”

“All that about Matt being part of the team?” Addam rolled his eyes. “We never disagreed with you, boss.”

“We’re as fond of him as you are, Joel,” Teresa added.

“Well, not exactly as much. That’d be creepy,” Rafe protested quietly in the background, a leery grin on his face, until the assistant next to him accidentally-on-purpose poked him with a sharp pencil to distract him.

Addam put his hand on Joel’s shoulder. “You go get on your white charger—”

“Joel drives a Mercedes, actually.” That was Rafe again, still smirking.

“And go rescue our lead designer!”

 

 

JOEL paused in the lobby of the Starsmith building, buttoning his coat. Teresa had followed him down to the exit. “Teresa? This Tower of London thing… they don’t actually keep criminals there nowadays, do they?”

“It’s just old history, isn’t it?” She didn’t look convinced.

“Dammit, you’ve lived in London all your life!”

“And you must have studied the same history at school that I did,” she countered. “Do you think they’re really keeping Matt as a prisoner?”

“No, of course not. It was just a mischievous bit of phrasing in that letter.” I hope.

“Surely they’d have taken him to a police station if he’d committed a serious crime,” she said thoughtfully. “I do remember a TV documentary about the Tower a while back. It was used for temporary prisoners until quite recently, though they haven’t executed anyone there since the 1940s….”

Joel’s heart missed a beat. “Good God, that’s a bit recent, isn’t it?”

“And I did hear they kept the Kray twins there in the 1950s for a short while.”

His car keys fell from his shaking fingers, and he had to crouch down to retrieve them from under the reception desk. “For what sort of crime?”

“Failing to report for National Service, as I recall.”

Not an “unfortunate incident at the palace,” then.

“The look on your face!” Teresa started to laugh, then bit it off. “It’ll be okay, Joel.”

“I just need to tell him….” Joel swallowed hard. “I should have told him….”

“You’re too used to keeping things under wrap. But you need to say it when you see him.”

“I need to tell him I’m sorry. If I’d stopped to think with my heart rather than my suspicious business head, I would never have accused him. I should have known—I already knew!—better.”

“Yes, you tell him that. We’ll hold the fort here until you return.” She patted his arm encouragingly. “With Matt beside you.”

 

 

DEAR God, but it was an intimidating building! Maybe Matt wasn’t being held here under threat of being beheaded, but passing through the imposing doorway cut into the thick stone wall, Joel could almost believe that was still a royal option. He’d arrived before the official 9:00 opening time, so after the unique password had been exchanged with the Tower guard, a Yeoman Warder in his distinctive red-and-dark-blue uniform accompanied him along the outskirts of the compound. When they passed Traitor’s Gate, Joel couldn’t help a shiver.

“Chilly morning, sir,” the warder said cheerfully.

Was that a sly smile on the man’s face? Joel couldn’t be sure. He pulled his coat closer and followed obediently, his footsteps echoing the warder’s officious stride across the cobbles. Marching to his fate, Joel thought, and his worry for Matt flared again. When they walked past the turning to where the Crown Jewels were housed—and where Joel had been before—he wondered where they were headed. When they passed the White Tower, with all its grim history as a military fortress, his heart settled into a steadier pace. But when they took a turn away from the Battlements, the panic started up again. Where was he being taken?

Finally the warder opened a door set deep into the wall and gestured Joel through. The area inside was dark, the daylight not quite strong enough yet for Joel to get his bearings, but the warder guided him through one more door off a narrow, unevenly paved corridor, and they stepped into….

“It’s a pub!” Joel exclaimed. The lights were bright in here, and the air warm. All the furnishings were modern, clean, and immediately welcoming. A red leather banquette hugged the length of one wall, fronted with dark wooden tables, as often found in public bars and pubs. Hanging above the seating was a vast selection of plaques with regimental coats of arms, and photographic displays of weapons—though Joel was sure he saw an actual ceremonial axe in one frame. At the far end of the room was a traditional bar, where three men stood watching him, a further two standing more discreetly behind the main group.

“Your Royal Highness,” Joel said in surprise. It was Prince Arthur, with Paolo Astra beside him, and on his other side—thank God!—Matt. And it didn’t look like Matt was in chains of any sort. Their eyes met. Matt nodded and smiled at him, a little grimly. Joel didn’t care! Matt was here, was all right, and was acknowledging Joel.

Everything else could be rebuilt from that.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

“MR. Sterling.” The prince inclined his head. He was in an immaculately cut suit, though without necktie. Joel suspected that was as casual as he ever got. “Yes, this is a pub, but a very private one. Open only to the warders and their guests. They have… ah… allowed me its use today to host this meeting.”

“Though at this time of the morning, with no spirits available,” Paolo said mulishly.

The prince shook his head fondly at Paolo. “I’ve taken the liberty of ordering other refreshment. I don’t know how long we may stay, but at the moment, I’ve arranged for it to be for our sole use.”

There was a scuffle behind Joel, and two young warders came in with trays of sandwiches, pastries, tea, and coffee. It was a bizarre feeling, to be having a late breakfast with a prince of the realm in a secret pub that few people outside the Tower of London even knew existed. Paolo bustled over and sat at one of the tables, and Joel settled opposite him. The prince slid in beside his fiancé, leaving the chair beside Joel for Matt. After a moment’s hesitation, and with no comment, Matt followed the other men and sat down. The chair caught on the edge of a flagstone and rocked Matt briefly against Joel. He straightened, but not until Joel had heard him groan softly, as if the touch had pleased him.

Joel’s own nerves sang with the touch. Matt’s whole look, sound, and smell filled the senses. His body was solid beside Joel’s. His involuntary smile curved lips that Joel ached to touch with his own. Joel looked quickly back at the prince, shocked despite himself at such a visceral response. “Sir? If there’s any problem here, with Matt, with me, I take full responsibility.”

“Hey.” Matt’s gruff tone was familiar and typical of him—a protest against Joel taking charge. But today there was an excited, much happier tone warring with it. “I started this—”

“Joel. Matt. Please, there’s no need.” The prince examined a neatly cut rare-beef sandwich, nodded with delight, and demolished it in two bites. He wiped his hands on a linen napkin and gestured to Paolo to pour the hot drinks. “In fact, you should forgive me.”

“For what, sir?”

“For delaying getting back to you. To be honest, we only heard about the YouTube incident on Saturday, shortly before Matt… well, came to visit us. But we should have been quicker to reassure you that nothing would change in the commission arrangements, unless of course we found there was more to the incident than—”

“Me throwing a fit of rage and dismembering a soft toy,” Joel said with a wince. “Sir.”

The prince and Paolo chuckled politely. Matt, to Joel’s surprised delight, lifted a hand and pressed Joel’s shoulder in a comforting gesture.

“The infamous moment will pass,” the prince said dismissively. “They almost always do. I suspect if you check in with your marketing department over the next month or so, you’ll find the exposure will have done Starsmith nothing but good. After all, no one was hurt, nothing illegal was done, and many people will empathize with that feeling of shock and betrayal. Your reputation will not be badly harmed.”

“Thank you, sir.” Joel relaxed enough to sip his coffee—a very excellent blend, if he was any judge of quality. But even if the commission was secure, there was still the mysterious matter of Matt being held here….

“And forgive us for a small joke too,” the prince added with a mischievous glance at Paolo. “Calling you to the Tower. That may have caused you some worry.”

“I’m not apologizing,” Paolo said with a wink at Matt. “After all, it did the job.”

“The job?” Joel frowned.

“Brought you to your man’s rescue,” Paolo said smugly. “Not a lawyer, not one of your assistants, but you. You were afraid for him, don’t deny it. You, of course, missed him horribly. It’s obvious he feels as strongly, from his pained defense of you. However, you need to make amends. And because you did not trust anyone else to do things properly, you came here, personally.”

“To be with him again,” the prince added, his smile growing as he reached for a small pastry. “To show how much you care.”

Joel could feel a flush of embarrassment rising up his neck. “That’s not what I meant—”

“That’s not what I was looking for—” Matt started to say, hotly, at the same time.

They twisted in their chairs to stare at each other.

“Not like I needed bloody rescuing, like some damsel in distress,” Matt grumbled.

“No, nothing like being misguidedly stuck on a spiked railing outside your country’s most prestigious palace,” the prince murmured in the background.

“Not like I had any intention of rushing down here just to make some kind of lovesick declaration!” Joel snapped back.

Paolo cleared his throat theatrically. “Because I am sure you have already expressed your feelings clearly enough to each other many times, am I right?”

Both Joel and Matt fell silent.

The prince dabbed his mouth one more time with the napkin and, with a regretful gaze at the rest of the pastries, stood. Everyone else at the table rose at once, and the security men standing discreetly in the background straightened to attention. “Now,” Prince Arthur said, “I have an appointment elsewhere.”

“You do?” Paolo asked, surprised.

“Yes,” the prince insisted. “And you will be accompanying me, my dear. Matt and Joel? Please stay as long as you like, if you don’t find the setting too overbearing. There is unlimited coffee and tea and some of my sister-in-law’s favorite cakes, if the pastries aren’t enough.”

“Sir?” Matt looked embarrassed too, but also grateful. “Thank you again.”

“Matt, think nothing of it. I’m just glad I was able to help before the Metropolitan Police’s wrath was unleashed.”

“What actually happened on Saturday night?” Joel asked, confused.

The prince smiled warmly at them both. “I’ll leave Matt to explain. After all, it’s all in the past now. Just pick up the phone on the bar should you need anything, or when you’re ready to leave.”

“The service here is much better than that poky hotel I’m staying in,” Matt said with a chuckle.

“You’re in a hotel?” Joel was startled.

“Couldn’t go back to Dan’s, could I? That’d be throwing fuel on the already roaring fire at Starsmith.”

Joel’s shame reared its head again. “You should check out right away. You can stay at mine for as long as you need. I want you there! I mean, if I’m not pushing you into something, too much, too soon. After the way I behaved—”

“Let it go!” Matt snapped, then grimaced. “I didn’t mean to bite your head off. I’d like that… but doesn’t it depend how you feel about everything between us? We can’t just brush all that crap under the carpet—”

“—because of a few royal cakes? But it’s a start, I’d say.” Matt had that half-awkward, half-delighted look on his face again. Joel thought the delight was winning at the moment, but what did he know? He’d made so many mistakes with Matt already. They both stood as close together as when they’d been sitting. Even when the prince shook their hands, ready to leave, they barely moved apart. Joel wasn’t sure he could, when every inch of him was craving to be even closer.

“Yes, indeed,” Paolo Astra said to his fiancé with a sigh. “From the current look on both their faces, they do need to be alone for a while.”

 

 

“IN the Tower of London,” Matt said slowly. “Who’d have thought it?”

They’d shuffled onto the leather banquette seating, made short work of the sandwiches, and Matt had drunk all the tea. He said something about being so stressed yesterday he didn’t dare eat anything, not until he knew how today would go.

“Did you really try and scale the railings at Buckingham Palace?”

“Don’t remind me. It was a moment of madness. I was bloody glad I was found by a sympathetic police officer.”

“And rescued by a prince,” Joel teased gently.

“The man’s a mischief maker,” Matt muttered. “Or he’s been led astray by that Italian joker of a fiancé. Turns out this Tower idea was mostly Paolo’s. I think he was paying me back for not recognizing him at Hampton Court that time.”

“I remember it as that time where you sealed the Project Palace deal,” Joel said quietly. “You excited them with your ideas. No wonder Paolo took to you.”

“You think he fancies me? That’s what Teresa said, after that night.” Matt snorted a laugh. “Not my type, I can tell you. I prefer….” He paused for a moment. “You know who,” he said, his voice ragged.

Joel’s heart did the equivalent of a backflip. “I am so deeply sorry for suspecting you,” he said. “I knew in my heart you wouldn’t have let us down. But I had some kind of meltdown that day. Twice,” he added ruefully.

Matt’s grin was equally sheepish. “I’m to blame too. My hot head ruled the day, as usual. I didn’t give you time to calm down and work things through. You’ve been so wound up about the project, and I should’ve known the suspicion of industrial espionage would stir up all that trouble and pain you’re carrying around about your parents. You’ve always been fair with your staff.”

“This is more than just a staff matter,” Joel said. His throat felt too tight. Dammit, he gave presentations in front of hundreds at trade events, and now he was tongue-tied?

“’S all right,” Matt said. His face was flushed too. His hand was inches from Joel’s sleeve, as if itching to touch but afraid to. “I know you didn’t mean it. You don’t have to say any more. It’s implied—”

“Doesn’t mean a thing shouldn’t be said!” Joel broke in. No, he shouldn’t be let off that easy. “Meeting you has been one of the most astonishing, disturbing, exciting, emotional things that has ever happened to me.”

“Thanks. I think?” Matt gave a short laugh.

Joel gripped the edge of the table. He needed to keep his hands off Matt, at least until he’d said his piece. “Over the last few weeks, it’s been great having you over at my place. The companionship, sharing the work, the banter—”

“The sex?”

Jesus, yes! “Yeah, I suppose that’s been okay.” He laughed when Matt thumped him on the upper arm. Nothing could spoil the happiness and hope bubbling inside him for a reconciliation. “I meant it when I said I was falling for you. Such an old-fashioned phrase to describe how I feel, but I can’t think of anything else….”

“I love you,” Matt said quietly, gruffly.

“Well, yes, I could say that, but I didn’t want to startle you or make you think things were getting too heavy.”

“No. I mean. Me.” Matt shifted nervously on his seat. “I mean—I love you. Have for a long time. Possibly since I kissed you in that Claridge’s bar after talking about what beauty really is.”

Joel stared at him. Was it true? Could he be that lucky? “Hell’s bells.”

Matt laughed again, but now he sounded relieved. “Now there’s an old-fashioned phrase, if ever I heard—”

And so Joel tugged him close and kissed him to silence. He wasn’t going to throw Matt onto the royal leather seat and fuck him senseless—much as he wanted to—but they were definitely going to need the rest of their time here to do justice to the makeup kissing!




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

THE weather smiled on the royal wedding of Prince Arthur and Mr. Paolo Astra on an early summer morning at St. George’s Chapel in the Windsor Castle grounds. The TV coverage was more restrained than at Prince Harry and Meghan’s wedding, but it was still streamed across the world. It was especially celebrated by same-sex support groups and lauded by the popular British press as an example of how positive role models could be found in the highest family in the land.

Joel and Matt were invited to the ceremony, and a very generous prewedding breakfast at the Macdonald Hotel in the heart of Windsor. Matt had grumbled at having to buy yet another suit, and this time an even more expensive designer one, while secretly enjoying the most luxurious thing he’d ever worn in his life. Then, when Joel introduced him to the actual designer on the way into Windsor Castle, Matt gushed over the man like a teenage pop-star fan. He was afraid he was going to turn into some kind of celebrity hanger-on—though that passing thought was quickly discarded when Joel told him to get over himself and threatened to feel him up under cover of the elegant orders of service.

Matt hadn’t enjoyed running the gauntlet of the paparazzi on the way into St. George’s Chapel, though. It wasn’t the first royal wedding to be held there, but it had an extra cachet because of the number of celebrities and professional musicians who attended. Prince Arthur led a charmed and privileged life, with much less responsibility than the rest of his family, and he shared his spirited social life with creatives and media stars. And all of Paolo’s opera star friends appeared larger than life, and louder than the journalists themselves. Even more unnerving to Matt, many of them found Joel and Matt a fascinating and seductive couple.

It was surreal that he and Joel had become minor celebrities. The Palace Diamond Collection, as it was now called, had taken the jewelry world by storm. Starsmith had been approached by many prestigious families, royal and otherwise, and Matt was in high demand. The gold pots with their distinctive style and exquisite crown motif were reported to be one of the most treasured possessions of the wedding guests, and their copies embraced with love by the buying public throughout the world. Models were on display in all jewelers’ windows, in the major department stores, and all over the popular press. Matt knew the design as well as he knew the back of his hand by now, but it still gave him a thrill to see the enchanting urns most every place he went. As well as the luster of gold and diamond, they demonstrated graceful simplicity and beauty from every view. And Joel had reported an amazing rise in sales of wedding rings set with diamond pairings—for all marriage participants, whatever gender, seeking a true partnership.

When the grooms paused on the steps of St. George’s Chapel after the ceremony, to laughter and cheers from friends and press alike, Matt took a deep, calming breath and tugged at Joel’s sleeve.

“You want to go?” Joel murmured quietly.

Amazing, how well his lover had grown to understand his grumpy moods. “I’m fine right now,” he protested, though Joel was totally right. “But I’m not keen on the partying to follow.” The prince and his consort were hosting a much smaller family party in private back at Buckingham Palace, but other guests had organized parties of their own to continue the festivities. Matt and Joel had been invited to most of them.

Joel nodded. “Back to mine, then?”

“Those bloody reporters aren’t still camping outside your building?” The week before the wedding, when the gifts had been delivered to the guests, Starsmith and its principals had been stalked by many a journalist looking for exclusive pictures.

Joel laughed. “Since Paolo arranged the loan of some palace security staff—”

“—who chased them off—” Matt recalled with a satisfied grin.

“—none of them has dared to return.”

Joel cast a look to either side to see most of the activity had followed the grooms down to the waiting limos and no one’s focus was on them. “Let’s go!”

 

 

BACK at Joel’s flat, they shed jackets and shoes and sprawled out on Joel’s generous sofa. Matt felt strangely reluctant to change completely out of his opulent new suit—mind you, he’d have to wear it twenty-two hours out of twenty-four for the next ten years to recoup the cost, in anyone’s version of “fashion maths.”

Joel passed him a beer, and they clinked the bottles as their own cheers.

“It was a fabulous day,” Joel said. “Believe me, I didn’t have you on surveillance, but did you…?”

Matt chuckled. “I may have pocketed a couple of the exclusive booklets from the chapel for Jimmy.”

“I nabbed our breakfast place cards too.” Joel nodded. “You’ve turned me to a life of crime.”

Matt tensed briefly.

“It’s fine,” Joel said softly, then reached over to kiss him quickly, gently. “I meant it as a joke.”

Matt nodded and took a swig of his beer. “Well, that’s another palace we can cross off our visiting list. Gary’s got bragging rights at his local pub, now he has a cousin who mixes with the nobs.”

“Strictly speaking, it was a castle,” Joel corrected.

“Whatever. It wasn’t exactly Diss Parish Church, was it?” Matt wasn’t a regular churchgoer, but he’d visited a few times recently because Gary and Caro’s boys had been to the junior school associated with it. “Though if that offer we got last month on the Roman coins comes through, Gary can probably afford to build his own ruddy castle.”

Joel smiled, his gaze on Matt’s mouth. “Put down your beer,” he said, his voice low and a little rough.

Startled, Matt did as he was told. Now there was a rare event, he thought—and then Joel pulled him in for a proper kiss, and all thoughts were lost in the marvelously raw sensation of Joel’s damp, sexy, demanding lips. Kissing had taken on new importance in Matt’s life since meeting Joel Sterling.

“You looked so good in that suit.” Joel breathed into his ear. His hand was already sliding between Matt’s thighs, reaching to cup his thickening cock. “Could barely keep my hands off you.”

“Well, you’ll have to wait a little longer,” Matt said, and was gratified by Joel’s grunt of disappointment. “We have a wedding-day present of our own to open.”

“We do?”

Matt shifted his cock, now uncomfortable in the well-cut trousers, and reached behind the sofa. He lifted a plump, elegantly wrapped parcel and placed it on the coffee table. “The porter was holding it for us downstairs.”

“What is it?”

“I’m a fabulous man, like you keep telling me, but I’m not psychic.”

Joel snorted and started to unwrap it. Just inside the first layer of paper was a small, embossed card. “It’s a gift from the palace.”

“Maybe it’s a whole set of monogrammed cutlery,” Matt joked. “I confessed to the theft of that fork from Hampton Court when I was being marched to the Tower of London!”

“No. Too quiet. Too soft.” Joel was squashing the parcel, trying to guess what it was. “And if it were something to do with our work, it would have been delivered to Starsmith.”

Matt’s heart warmed. Joel didn’t even realize his easy use of “our.” He was still CEO of Starsmith, but Matt had been welcomed onto the permanent design staff. Once Matt’s dad had confessed he’d been happy to sell his company and settle into a stress-free retirement, Matt had found it more palatable to become a corporate employee. Not that he’d work with anyone but Joel and the team. And not that he’d ever settle to being a submissive drone….

Joel ran a hand around the back of his neck. “Yes, you said that aloud,” he murmured, his eyes sparkling. “And I don’t think anyone would ever consider you a submissive drone, you sexy, passionate, opinionated, argumentative man.”

“Ah, but I’m your sexy—” Matt didn’t get a chance to finish, because Joel kissed him again and he kissed Joel back. Several minutes later, they snuggled back into their seats, breath slowing, hearts steadying, but still holding hands. Matt could taste the beer from Joel’s lips. A damn sight more agreeable than the champagne they could have been drinking tonight.

“What about the present?” he prompted. Yeah, he wanted to have sex with Joel—and soon—but he was intrigued by their gift. And there were other things he wanted to address tonight.

With a frustrated pout, Joel thrust the half-unwrapped parcel into Matt’s hands. Even before he’d ripped the rest of the paper off, Matt realized what it was. “It’s a bloody teddy bear!”

“Two of them.” Joel burst into laughter. “With matching T-shirts!”

“The official ones, I see.” Matt traced the beautiful Palace Diamond crown on the cuddly creature’s belly. The one he held had “Thank you, Matt” printed below the motif. He glanced up at Joel, who was studying his own bear, a distracted look in his eyes.

“There was a time you wouldn’t have been able to laugh at that so easily,” Matt said gently.

Joel shrugged. “I doubt that would have stopped Paolo from gifting it to us. That man has a wicked sense of humor.”

“No, it wouldn’t. But it might have made things more difficult for us.”

Joel’s gaze met Matt’s, his expression troubled. “Have I been difficult these last months?”

“No. But it’s taken you a while to trust me, I think. To relax. To believe things don’t always need an iron fist to keep them on track.”

Joel’s laugh carried more irony than amusement. “You’re referring to my parents as well, aren’t you?”

Matt didn’t want to hurt Joel—never! he thought with a ferocity that was triggered now only for the man he loved, and the business they were running together—yet he knew the importance of them facing these issues together. “I’m glad you decided to start visiting them. It’s good to keep in touch. When I thought I’d lost Dad….”

“I understand. I don’t think I’ll ever have that kind of relationship with them, Matt. But I’m glad you persuaded me to reestablish contact.”

Matt hadn’t gone with him to the prison, but Joel had told him about the visits. His parents still had time to serve, but they’d responded well to recent rehabilitation initiatives and were planning on a new business when they were released—a legitimate one. And they’d been pathetically grateful to see Joel again, even if they seemed a little scared of him. Matt knew that was control Joel still needed yet didn’t always enjoy. Maybe he’d learn to trust them again one day.

“And what about you?” Joel said with a smile to soften any implied challenge. “You wouldn’t have had time for sentimental teases like this, at one time. You’d have seen insult in it. Demanded you were treated with the proper respect by everyone, prince’s consort or not.”

“Nowadays I can see it’s a sincere gift, albeit a bloody mischievous one. I think I’ve learned that respect can still be shown in more casual ways.” He grinned ruefully. “Yeah. My world isn’t as grim as it used to be.”

“You mean you’re not as quick tempered as you were.” Joel’s caresses were getting impatient again. “I’m glad, for your sake as well as mine. My rough diamond is now a true gem.”

Matt snorted, hoping to hide the fact his eyes were stinging a little. “I guess I’ve mellowed. And… I guess that’s your influence.”

Joel sighed. “You’re my family, Matt. I’m happy with that.”

“Yeah? Even if all I do some days is argue with you?”

“Like I said, just like a proper family.” Joel flipped over the card that came with the gift. “Look, there’s another message here, in Prince Arthur’s handwriting. It says, ‘Best wishes for your own happy ever after.’”

“He’s a sappy fool.” Matt watched Joel’s expression out of the corner of his eye. Joel looked thoughtful, a little dreamy. It was critical that Matt chose the right time for what he was about to do, and yet… there were so few wrong times now with Joel that he didn’t worry as much anymore.

“Bed?” Joel murmured hopefully.

“Soon.”

Joel sat up, running a hand through his hair. “You’re looking a bit sappy yourself. All those croissants at breakfast disagreed with you?”

“I can’t help having a healthy appetite.”

“You didn’t have to eat eight of everything, though. See, we’re bickering again.” Joel shrugged. He truly didn’t seem concerned. He looked relaxed—gorgeous. Loving. Horny.

So… here goes.

“What you said,” Matt said slowly, “about being our own family.” He reached under the coffee table to the small shelf where they usually kept magazines and the remote controls. He fumbled with a small package he’d left there before they went to the wedding.

“Is it another gift? Too small for another bear.” Joel must have seen something in Matt’s expression to worry him. “Is something wrong? Tell me!”

“Nothing’s wrong. Not at all. I don’t know if you remember when I found that original pot in the dig. There was something inside it that I kept for myself. Gary was okay about it,” he hastened to add. “He’s not interested in jewelry, as you’ve seen by the fact he and Caro are still wearing cheap wedding rings they bought online when that was all they could afford.”

“I wondered about that pot,” Joel said slowly. “But I always assumed you’d tell me when you were ready. You have it with you?”

Matt didn’t answer, he just unwrapped the parcel.

Joel sucked in a breath; his eyes widened. “There was a ring inside it? Roman, I’d say. Yes? How splendid! Is it gold?”

Ever the professional, Matt thought with pride for his man. “Yes.” He’d treasured this since the day he found it, covered in dirt and badly scarred. But the thick metal had been so lovingly embellished he could imagine the emotion behind its creation, appreciate the pride and love when it was worn.

It was a ring for a man, a large size, with rounded edges. The front was flattened into the circular shape of modern signet rings, with two sturdy hands engraved onto the surface. It wasn’t the usual design for a status ring, for a landowner or politician, which implied it had been made for a more personal desire. The hands reached toward each other, leaving a central dip for a stone to be inset. That was long gone, but the careful etching of the strong fingers remained.

“They’re the hands of a man,” Joel said. His voice was quieter than it would usually be in his own home. “Slightly cupped to hold something precious.”

“Just one man? I think it could show two hands from two different men, meeting to clasp each other’s in the middle.”

Joel gazed at Matt, not the ring. His eyes were still wide and glinted with moisture. “It’s a lovely thought. I’ll believe it if you will.”

“I used it as a basis for my own design.”

“Your…? I didn’t know you were working on anything at the moment apart from Starsmith projects.” Joel didn’t sound accusing, just puzzled.

“I’ve been making something of my own. Of our own.” He reached under the table again and brought out a box. A jewelry box.

“Matt.” Joel’s voice was barely more than a whisper. He reached out and grasped Matt’s free hand.

Matt cleared his throat. Then did it again. His voice still came out hoarse. “What do you…? Would you…?” Oh shit, his nerve was failing him. These things always looked so much easier in the movies. “I mean, this is a shock. It must be. You’re probably annoyed I used company resources to make personal trinkets, though Lloyd worked on it in his own time for me—”

“Matt. Please. The hell I am. Let me see, for God’s sake!”

“This new, relaxed Joel Sterling… he’s damned impatient,” Matt quipped. It helped keep him calm, though he didn’t think anything could stop his heart racing like a train. He opened the box to reveal the two rings he’d been cherishing for several weeks now, trying to find the right time and the right way to share them. Men’s rings, in gold, with a single diamond in each, framed by the two hands from the original Roman ring. Yet unmistakably modern, unmistakably exceptional, unmistakably unique.

Unmistakably made with love.

“They’re marvelous,” Joel whispered. Yet he didn’t move to touch them. He took a deep breath but didn’t meet Matt’s eyes. “You know we’ve promised to be honest with each other, and there’s no reason to stop that now. I know you’re not a man to make empty gestures. If you’d like us to wear these rings as, well, a matching fashion statement—”

“What? When did I ever follow fashion?” Bloody hell, he should just call a spade a spade and get the declaration out there! “I’m asking you to marry me. I love you. I want to love you and be with you as long as I live.”

He dared to catch Joel’s eye again. Joel was grinning! His eyes were suspiciously damp, but he was still bloody grinning.

“You bastard! You knew what I meant all along, didn’t you?” Matt could feel his grin almost splitting his cheeks. He’d kiss the man to unconsciousness, if he didn’t thump him first.

“Of course. If you hadn’t proposed, I would have taken my chance to do it instead. But you… this….” Now Joel took one of the rings, with reverence, with wonder. “I could never have matched this.”

“Is it a yes, then? We may be able to have a service at Diss Parish Church. Caro knows the vicar there, but whatever you want, however we celebrate it, I don’t care.”

Joel paused for a long moment, his expression mild but his eyes twinkling with mischief. “You know I love you, Matt, but maybe we should think carefully about such a step….”

“Damn you, there’s no sex until you answer!”

And then Joel had him by the collar, dragging him toward the bedroom, before Matt could even take another laughing, gasping, joyous breath.




Now Available

Romancing the Wrong Twin

 

How tangled can a romantic web get?

When gruff mountaineer Dominic Hartington-George seeks sponsorship for his latest expedition, his London PA insists on a more media-friendly profile—like dating celebrity supermodel Zeb Z.

Zeb can’t make the date, so he asks his identical twin, Aidan, to stand in for just one evening. Aidan, a struggling playwright, shuns the limelight to the extent people don’t even know Zeb has a sibling, but he reluctantly agrees.

When the deception has to continue beyond the first date, Aidan fights to keep up the pretense. Dominic likes his sassy, intelligent companion, and Aidan starts falling for the forthright explorer. But how long can Aidan’s conscience cope as confusion abounds? Will coming clean as “the other twin” destroy the trust they’ve built?
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Now Available

Romancing the Ugly Duckling

 

Is this the makeover of a lifetime?

Ambitious fashionista Perry Goodwood lands the project of his dreams—track down a celebrity family’s missing brother in the Scottish Highlands and bring him back to London for a TV reality show. But first he must transform the rugged loner into a glamorous sophisticate.

Greg Ventura has no use for high fashion. He lives on the isolated island of North Uist to escape the reminder that he’s nowhere near as handsome as his gorgeous brothers and avoid the painful childhood memories of being bullied.

Greg wants nothing to do with city life, and Perry’s never been outside London. When Perry is stranded on North Uist, this conflict seems insurmountable. But Greg is captivated by the vivacious Perry, and Perry by both the island and his host. However, Perry’s one heartfelt wish remains: that ugly duckling Greg fulfill his potential as a swan.
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Now Available

Romancing the Undercover Millionaire

 

Can poverty and privilege find a loving compromise?

Alexandre Bonfils, a rich and spoiled second son, is tired of being ignored and decides to help when the family’s exclusive wine business is in trouble. Going undercover in the warehouse, he loves the adventure—and the chance to be close to the sassy and sexy manager, Tate Somerton.

Tate is hardworking and financially struggling, bringing up his siblings on his own. A suspected saboteur at work is his latest challenge, but now he also has a clueless, though very attractive, new intern. There’s an immediate spark between the ill-matched couple, until a shocking accident cuts short Alex’s amateur sleuthing.

While recovering in the generous care of Tate and his family, will Alex realize what belonging really means? Passion and pride come together to fight for the company they’re both committed to preserving, but can a personal bond remain when the dust settles?
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CLARE LONDON took her pen name from the city where she lives, loves, and writes. A lone, brave female in a frenetic, testosterone-fueled family home, she juggles her writing with her other day job as an accountant.

She’s written in many genres and across many settings, with award-winning novels and short stories published both online and in print. She says she likes variety in her writing while friends say she’s just fickle, but as long as both theories spawn good fiction, she’s happy. Most of her work features male/male romance and drama with a healthy serving of physical passion, as she enjoys both reading and writing about strong, sympathetic, and sexy characters.

Clare currently has several novels sulking at that tricky chapter-three stage and plenty of other projects in mind… she just has to find out where she left them in that frenetic, testosterone-fueled family home.

Clare loves to hear from readers, and you can contact her here:

Website: www.clarelondon.com

Email: clarelondon11@yahoo.co.uk

Blog: www.clarelondon.com/blog

Facebook: www.facebook.com/clarelondonauthor

Twitter: @clare_london

Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/clarelondon

Amazon: www.amazon.com/author/clarelondon

Bookbub: www.bookbub.com/authors/clare-london
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Dreamspun Desires #91

Drawing the Prince by Kim Fielding

Painting themselves a life together will be a royal ordeal.

Small-town boy Cal Walters doesn’t know whether he owes his phenomenal success as an artist to talent or to his connections to famous people. Doubt leaves him secluded—until a lost bet lands him on yet another blind date. But this one is different.

To Teofilo Vabriga-Kastav, playboy prince of the tiny nation of Porvunia and passionate art lover, Cal’s paintings are as intriguing as Cal himself. When Teo invites Cal to his country for an art competition, a whirlwind romance sweeps them up. But it can’t last—loyalties and obligations bind them to lives that are worlds apart.

Cal and Teo might’ve found their perfect complements in each other, but to hold on to their happiness, they’ll have to get creative.
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The Winter Quarters by Anna Veriani

Snow, steam, and a second chance.

Reluctant socialite Kai has thirty-five days before his family starts shooting the next season of their reality TV show, revealing a life he’d rather keep private—and one that feels increasingly scripted. Desperately needing a break, Kai escapes to his childhood best friend Hiro Asada’s inn in rural Japan. He finds peace in the thousand-year-old hot springs, but his yearning for Hiro resurfaces at the worst time: Hiro is about to inherit the inn, and his parents expect him to marry within the year.

Hiro’s traditional family loves him for who he is, but they can’t imagine two men running the inn. Meanwhile, Kai has a TV contract his lawyer insists can’t be broken. Hiro and Kai need to think outside the box—and solve their problems before Christmas Day, when Kai’s show shoots its annual holiday special.
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