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			“I can resist anything. I have incredible willpower.”

			“You don’t get tempted? Ever?” She peeled back the paper wrapper with her perfectly manicured fingertips and took a bite of the muffin. She closed her eyes as sheer bliss bloomed on her face. “Mmm. This is so good. Apple cinnamon. It’s like a sugary hug.” Her eyes slowly drifted open and she licked her lower lip.

			Suddenly Grey was thinking too much about temptation and Autumn’s mouth.

			Even though they were technically in a business meeting, the thought did cross his mind that he wouldn’t mind taking off her glasses and digging his hand into her hair, curling his fingertips into her nape and kissing her.

			It was a purely carnal thought, with no emotion attached. Grey didn’t believe in romance. But he did believe in sex.

			“I’ll take your word for it.”

			* * *
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			Dear Reader,

			I’m thrilled to introduce my contribution to the Moonlight Ridge series! This collaboration with two of my best author friends, Joss Wood and Reese Ryan, was born at the 2019 Romance Writers of America conference in New York. Between drinks, meals out, long conversations and dancing for hours at the Harlequin party, we became nearly inseparable. We talked about how much we’ve loved collaborating on other Harlequin Desire series like Secrets of the A-List and Texas Cattleman’s Club. And that’s what got us thinking...

			So we came up with the Holloway family—Mack, Grey and Travis, along with patriarch Jameson. We wanted three heroes with different backgrounds, so we made them foster brothers. It worked well because Jameson, their adoptive father, has a huge heart. We set the series in beautiful Asheville, NC, because it made a lovely backdrop for these three very different heroes to return home, face the obstacles of their shared history and make room for love in their lives.

				I hope you love Best Laid Wedding Plans. Email me at karen@karenbooth.net and let me know!

			Karen
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			One

			Autumn Kincaid prided herself on being optimistic. She took every chance to live in the moment. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to keep her past from following her. Case in point, that morning’s loathsome headline on a gossip website: “Wedding Planner Left at the Altar; Daughter of Controversial Hollywood Producer Humiliated.”

			She squeezed the steering wheel of her silver BMW as she closed in on the entrance to Moonlight Ridge, the luxury mountain resort in Asheville, NC, where as an independent contractor she arranged all their weddings on a shared profit basis. It had been nearly three months since her fiancé dumped her. This was not a breaking story. No, the tabloid had chosen to rehash her sad tale of wedding planner–turned–jilted bride, a story they had covered when it happened, because it gave them an excuse to write about her dad. That meant clicks and dollar signs. Her dad was a powerful disgrace, and a great way for some people to make money. And just like she had for most of her life, Autumn was paying the price.

			She sighed as she pulled into a parking space, then climbed out of her car and marched up the walk to the main entrance of the historic inn at Moonlight Ridge. Inn was a complete misnomer. It was an inn the way a mansion is also a house. Nearly one hundred years old, it went on for days, with a maze of halls and rooms, all of it elegant and finely appointed with original details like hand-carved stone, exotic woods and marble floors. Autumn loved planning weddings for Moonlight Ridge, but her latest piece of negative publicity put her contract with the luxury resort in serious jeopardy. It was hard enough trying to convince modern brides that slightly outdated Moonlight Ridge was the go-to wedding venue. But that had been changing with recent renovations. She thought her job would get easier—until the tabloids interfered again.

			Her stomach soured at the thought of more damage control, but she had to look to the future and deal with her lot in life. So she held her head high, strolled inside and through the lobby, then started up the wide stairs to the third-floor administrative offices to meet with her best friend, Molly Haskell, who was also general manager at the luxury resort.

			Despite everything, Autumn could see two bright spots. First, she no longer lived in Los Angeles and she’d been smart enough to never move to New York, where the shock waves of the tabloid story would be impossible to escape. Her adopted home of Asheville was quiet and serene. The people were lovely. She could be relatively anonymous here. That was all she really wanted—to be free. To simply be Autumn, wedding planner. It was a simple ask.

			As Autumn stopped in the doorway of the manager’s office, her other bright spot came into view—her best friend, and the reason she’d come back to Asheville in the first place—Molly. Even knowing that they were set to discuss Autumn’s problems, Autumn felt immense relief knowing Molly was in charge.

			Molly glanced up from her desk, holding her phone to her ear. Her normally bright green eyes were clouded with concern. She waved Autumn in, then turned her chair and looked out over the lush mountain view outside her window. June in Asheville was truly lovely, and the trees and budding flowers showed it. Autumn quietly took a seat and patiently waited, even though her leg wouldn’t stop bobbing in place.

			“I understand. I hope you find another wedding venue,” Molly said to the person she was speaking to.

			Autumn’s stomach lurched. Had another bride canceled? This had happened before, right after the first spate of negative publicity over Autumn being unceremoniously left at the altar. As if a broken heart hadn’t been enough, humiliation and professional ruin came along with it.

			“Certainly. I’ll have the accounting department return your deposit check immediately. Please let us know if you change your mind.” Molly whirled around in her chair, hung up the phone and smiled sweetly at Autumn. The distinct aroma of pity was in the air. “How are you doing? Holding up okay?” she asked.

			“I was going to say I’m fine, but now I’m not so sure. Was that another cancellation?”

			Molly noticeably winced. “I’m afraid so. Blair Morgan. Her mother called and said they were upset about the negative publicity. They also didn’t seem to realize who your father is.”

			The disappointment Autumn felt was immense. She’d worked hard to court Blair and her fiancé, but she’d known all along that she had a very skittish mother-of-the-bride on her hands. “I wish I could say that I’m surprised, but I’m not. I’m just disappointed. And embarrassed.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“Does Mr. Holloway know about the article this time? I know you were able to keep the first one out of sight.” Jameson Holloway was the owner of Moonlight Ridge. He’d been the manager decades ago and it had been willed to him by Tip O’Sullivan, the very appreciative but childless owner of the sprawling estate. Autumn hated the thought of disappointing Jameson. He was a kind and generous man. He also had a reputation to uphold. He was a beloved figure in Asheville.

			“I don’t think he knows. Mack and I are doing our best to keep any stressful news away from him. That and the cigars out of his mouth.”

			Autumn managed a quiet laugh. Jameson’s love for cigars was well known, but he’d had a brain episode a few months ago, which meant no more smoking. Molly told her a brain episode was another way of saying he narrowly avoided an actual aneurysm. Thankfully, he was reportedly recovering well in his home on the Moonlight Ridge property. Still, everyone was concerned, especially his three adopted sons—Mack, Grey and Travis. The brothers were returning to Asheville from their various homes across the US to look after Moonlight Ridge while Jameson recovered. Mack was up first, with Grey and Travis expected some time over the course of the next several months. It had been a bit of good luck for Molly—she and Mack, sweethearts from when they were young, had fallen back in love. Autumn was happy for her, even when her own romance hadn’t played out the way she’d hoped.

			“I hope they can keep this whole thing away from Mr. Holloway,” Autumn said. “I mean, Jared dumped me three months ago. Isn’t it old news?”

			Molly got up from her chair and walked around to the front of her desk, crouching down and taking Autumn’s hand. She peered up at Autumn with her big green eyes and tucked a few tendrils of her crazy blond curls behind one ear. “It is, and it isn’t. I think you’re so eager to move on that you forget it’s still fresh in some people’s minds.”

			Was that really true? Autumn didn’t want to believe so. “I’m a survivor. You know that. I dust myself off and move ahead.”

			“And I think you’re doing great. I know how hard you’re trying.”

			Autumn so appreciated Molly, whom she’d met when Molly and Autumn were eleven. Autumn’s family had traveled from Los Angeles to Asheville for a vacation at Moonlight Ridge. Molly’s dad had worked for Jameson and when he died, Jameson allowed the family to live on the property. Molly and Autumn hit it off when Autumn had been walking her family’s dog and it got off its leash down by the lake on the property. Molly had helped Autumn track down the pup before her difficult dad found out about it. A friendship was started then, but it got stronger when Autumn’s family returned the next summer. When Autumn’s family didn’t return for a third summer, the girls remained in contact, but it slowly faded as they got older. But they both knew theirs was the type of friendship where no matter the time passed or the distance, once reunited they would instantly be best friends again. The strength of their bond was what made Autumn feel comfortable with the idea of coming to Asheville when things in LA got to be too much.

			“Thank you. I appreciate that,” Autumn said. “I want you to know that I won’t let any more brides bail on us.”

			Molly bit down on her lower lip and Autumn sensed her hesitation. “Yeah. About that. Mack told me this morning that he thinks the brothers should be more hands-on with the wedding part of the business. At least for a while. Until this blows over and we’re on more stable ground. Maybe get a few more bookings.”

			Autumn had not bargained on this. She’d thought Molly might gently tighten the screws, but the brothers? “What do they know about weddings? Mack owns breweries, Travis is a chef, and the other brother’s an architect, isn’t he?”

			“Yes. Grey’s a green architect. He specializes in helping big companies build facilities that are eco-friendly. And I think Grey is who you’d be working with.”

			“Buildings and bridesmaids. Makes perfect sense.” Autumn didn’t want to roll her eyes, but this was Molly. She knew Autumn’s sense of humor.

			“Mack still needs to talk to him about it. He’s coming back to Asheville today.”

			“For how long?”

			“The summer. He’s adamant about that. He doesn’t want to stay any longer than he has to.”

			Autumn didn’t like the sound of Grey Holloway, but what choice did she have? She’d caused problems and she had to try to fix them. “Okay.”

			“Look. I think this will be good. Grey knows how to run a successful business and he’s incredibly good with numbers. He knows a lot of Asheville families from his time living here, so that could come in handy.” Molly stood up and returned to her chair.

			Autumn wrapped her arms around her waist. It was not the body language of a person who was feeling upbeat, but this was her natural reaction. Everything had been going great until Jared dumped her. He’d seemed perfect for her—a man with big aspirations and dreams who was also grounded and sincere. But their love—and their dream wedding—all fell apart when Jared received a job offer at a big brokerage firm in New York, one with an absurd number of zeroes attached to it. He’d asked Autumn to come with him, but it was a half-hearted request, and that was when she’d first sensed something was wrong. He was worried that the notoriety of her family might damage his new career prospects. He didn’t say it in so many words, but his face, and ultimately his actions told her all she needed to know. Autumn only wished he hadn’t chosen to make his decision three days before their wedding. Advance notice would’ve been nice.

			Despite the heartbreak, Autumn didn’t regret her choice to remain in Asheville. She’d carved out a career for herself here. She had Molly by her side. She felt safe. She wasn’t about to turn her back on that, but it did cast doubt on the feelings she’d thought she’d had for Jared. Their relationship had not been built on the strongest foundation. “It’s my fault. I fell for the wrong guy.”

			Molly eagerly nodded. “I know. I’m sorry.”

			Tears stung Autumn’s eyes, but she was not going to cry, not even in front of her best friend. She had to get it together. “It’s fine. Jared and I just weren’t meant to be.” Autumn removed her glasses and polished the lenses with the hem of her blouse. The world around her went fuzzy, so she was quick to put them back on.

			“Don’t worry. You’ll turn everything around, personally and professionally. With Grey’s help on the wedding side.”

			Autumn still wasn’t sure about this. “What if I say no? I’m not a Moonlight Ridge employee. I’m an independent contractor. Technically, I work for myself.”

			Molly twisted her lips, again seeming uncomfortable. “But because we share the profits from these weddings, you’d lose a substantial income. Can you afford to walk away? If I were you, I’d do whatever you can to make the Holloway brothers happy.”

			“Is my contract in jeopardy?”

			“Weddings are a huge source of revenue for the resort, and the brothers are overhauling every aspect of the business right now. They want to know that Jameson’s financial future is secure. Plus, if the money side doesn’t improve, there might not be a way to save Moonlight Ridge.”

			“So, that’s a yes.”

			“Let’s not think about worst-case scenarios. Focus on showing Grey how hard you work and everything you do to make weddings at Moonlight Ridge the best they can be.”

			Autumn wasn’t convinced, but her inner optimist was willing to try. “Okay. Obviously, I’ll do whatever you think I should. I’m not about to give up because of a few bumps in the road. Or a mother-of-the-bride who decides I made her nervous.”

			“That’s the spirit.” Molly smiled wide and got up from her desk. Autumn took that as her cue that their informal meeting was over, and rose from her chair as well. “And look on the bright side.”

			“Bright side?”

			Molly gripped Autumn’s shoulder, offering some reassurance. “Yes. If it ends up being Grey, he’s super hot and single.”

			“It’s not a good idea to get involved with the man who holds my professional life in his hands.” It was more than that though, it was her whole future. She’d settled on staying here, she had to make it work.

			“Doesn’t mean it won’t be fun to work with him.” A quizzical look crossed Molly’s face. “Except, come to think of it, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him actually be fun.”

			I can’t wait to meet him. “Slow down, Molly. Don’t sell the idea of Grey Holloway too hard.”

			

			Even though Grey Holloway had recently been back in Asheville, crossing the threshold into his adoptive father Jameson’s home was like stepping back in time. “Hello? Mack?” he called into the grand foyer for his brother, who’d asked Grey to meet him.

			“Up here,” Mack yelled from somewhere up on the second floor.

			“On my way,” Grey muttered as he strode through the spacious open-plan kitchen and past the dining room to the back staircase. Jameson had lived in this house, a renovated barn on the sprawling grounds of Moonlight Ridge, for years. All around Grey were reminders of his history here—countless framed photographs of him and his brothers dotting the wall, the gleaming wood dining table with chairs lined up like soldiers, and out through the windows, the vistas of rolling hills, lush lawns and thick stands of trees.

			Some glimpses of the past were on display for all to see, but still more were tucked inside Grey’s head, precious to him as the air he breathed. Like the way Jameson had rescued eight-year-old Grey from his volatile family situation and welcomed him into this loving and stable household. He’d done the same for his adopted brothers Mack and Travis. More than twenty years later, Grey couldn’t be more grateful. He was certain Mack and Travis felt the same way.

			Some parts of their shared past were less rosy however, like the car accident that drove a wedge between the three brothers. That night in Mack’s old truck had been truly terrible, dark and stormy chaos. Tempers were running high and in a moment of recklessness Grey hated to remember, he’d lost his cool and ripped into his brothers. Years of being the calm one—the peacemaker—had caught up with him. He completely let loose, saying ugly things that he wished he could take back. And then Mack misjudged the curve on that old logging road, the three went into the ravine, and their lives were changed forever.

			They nearly lost Travis. And Grey vowed that night to never ever lose control again.

			The thought made Grey’s throat grow tight. Despite the promise he’d made to himself, he might never get over the guilt. Then again, Mack and Travis were no angels. Mack had been the instigator, and Travis...well, they never would’ve been out there at all if he hadn’t been chasing a girl who didn’t want him. They might not be biological siblings, or even look alike, but the sheer strength of their bond had made them feel invincible. That night, their love for each other drove them apart. Grey wasn’t sure they’d ever be back together like they’d once been, but he and Mack were trying. Travis was a more difficult nut to crack, but he’d also lost the most.

			At the top of the stairs were the bedrooms Mack, Travis and Grey had inhabited when they were growing up, none of which looked as they had all those years ago. After a decade of begging the brothers to visit at the same time—to finally reconcile—Jameson made a rather transparent play by gutting and renovating the entire second floor, turning each bedroom into an en suite. Plenty of room for any of you to bring a girlfriend along, he’d said. Or maybe someday, wives and grandchildren. Jameson would do anything to strip away their excuses. He was as sentimental and softhearted as they came. Stubborn and strong, too. As luck would have it, the renovations made it an easier sell when Mack hired Giada, Jameson’s live-in nurse. She’d been a housekeeper at Moonlight Ridge when the boys were young, before she went to nursing school. After several years as an ER nurse in Florida, she was back in Asheville to look after Jameson and was currently living in Mack’s old room.

			At the end of the hall was Jameson’s home study. Light beamed out into the corridor, telling Grey exactly where Mack was. “Does Pops know you’re up here, digging around?” Grey inched his way inside. It looked like a tornado had ripped through an office supply factory. There were piles of paper, binders and ledgers everywhere.

			“You’re back.” Mack dropped a banker’s file box on Jameson’s desk, then walked over to give Grey a hug. “How was your flight from New York?”

			Grey clapped Mack on the back. Despite the embrace, it still felt as though there was a wall between them. Would that ever go away? “Fine. I had to transfer in Charlotte, but I got some work done.”

			“How are the brewery plans coming?” Mack stood back and gave Grey half a smile, his intense eyes glinting.

			“I’m nearly done.” Grey was currently working on the architectural plans for the brewery Mack planned to put in the abandoned stone barn on the property. Mack had become a true mogul in the beer world over the last decade, with twenty-five locations of his Corkscrew Craft Beer Brewery across the country. Mack had a staff architect, but he’d gone out of his way to ask Grey to design this one. It was an olive branch and Grey had been happy to take it.

			“Fantastic. I’m excited to work on this together,” Mack said.

			“Me too. We should walk the site together and talk through the details. I’m here until Labor Day, so sooner is better.” Grey could hardly believe that he was back in Asheville for an extended stay. When he’d left for New York and architecture school more than ten years ago, he’d never seen himself returning for more than a weekend. There were too many ghosts haunting him here. Too much potential for uncomfortable conversations and drama—Grey hated both.

			“Absolutely. Moonlight Ridge is in dire straits financially so we have to open the brewery as soon as possible. There isn’t nearly enough revenue to sustain operations.”

			“I’m aware.” Grey’s knack for numbers had prompted Mack to ask him to look at some of the inn’s financials after Jameson came home from the hospital. There were irregularities to say the least. Grey suspected someone had their hand in the cookie jar, but it would take a trained eye to find the culprit and learn how they were stealing. “I’ve hired the forensic accountant. Since so much of the business’s records are on paper, I asked her to come and stay. I booked her in one of the guest cottages.”

			Mack peeked under the lid of the file box on the desk, then closed it, shaking his head in dismay. “That’s a relief. I have no idea where we would even start.”

			“Since Pops is living down on the first floor while he recovers, we should be able to sneak up here and remove these extra files pretty easily.”

			“We definitely don’t want him to know about this. He can’t be under any stress,” Mack said. “We should probably keep it a secret from Giada, too. I don’t know how much she tells him.”

			“Where are those two, anyway?”

			“Out for a walk with the dogs. You should see them together. It’s hilarious. She gripes at him, he grumbles back, and then they end up laughing. I think love might be in the air.”

			Grey moved a stack of papers from the end of the leather tufted sofa and took a seat. “Love?” Grey didn’t want to sound so incredulous, but their Pops was recovering. Romance was messy. It should be the last thing on his mind.

			Mack shrugged. “Molly and I picked up on it.”

			Mack had not only rekindled his romance with his childhood sweetheart since his return, they were talking about building a house on the resort grounds. Mack, the man constantly on the move, had decided to stay in Asheville. Permanently. “How is Molly? Everything still good with you two?”

			Mack looked out the window and a goofy smile spread across his face. He had to be thinking about her. Was he that happy? It confounded Grey. He’d never felt that way about anyone. “Can you keep a secret?” Mack asked.

			Grey nearly laughed. “I’m not known for gossip.”

			“I’m getting ready to propose to Molly. I got the ring. I want to set a date.”

			Grey couldn’t fathom gathering so much enthusiasm for such a major life change, especially one that could end up being a mistake. But he also knew that once Mack decided to do something, it was going to happen, come hell or high water. “You must be nervous.”

			“Amazingly, I’m not. I already told her that I wanted to get married. And build a house together, and have a family. So this is just a formality, really. I guess I’m tired of sitting around and waiting for life to happen.”

			“You’ve hardly been sitting around. You’re crazy successful. You’ve built an amazing business.”

			“It’s not the same. I know that now.”

			Grey hoped his brother would still feel like that down the road. There were a lot of uncertainties at play. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to express his own doubts. He and Mack were trying to rebuild their relationship. “Congratulations. I’m proud of you.”

			“Thanks. I’d like to get married here on the property.”

			“Makes perfect sense. It’ll make Pops happy for sure.”

			“It could be good for Moonlight Ridge, too. Some positive publicity. The wedding business is falling off a bit, actually.”

			“I noticed when I took a look at the numbers.” This was no small matter. The brothers had committed to bringing the family business back to its former glory and profitability. Weddings were a key component of that.

			“Good. I was hoping you’d lend your critical eye to that aspect of the business. The same way you looked over the financials.”

			Grey’s brain was ready to stomp on the brakes. “I know numbers and architecture. That’s it. I know nothing about weddings.”

			“You don’t need to. We just need someone to sort out how we turn around the financial side of it. We don’t know if it’s the source of the accounting irregularities, or if it’s that we aren’t keeping up with other venues because of being outdated. We’re already addressing that with the renovations. But maybe it’s not fast enough for the younger brides? Molly says the mothers tend to love Moonlight Ridge, but daughters want something modern. Then again the other possibility is that it’s our wedding planner, Autumn Kincaid. She’s gotten some negative press attention.”

			“For what?”

			“Her dad is Leo Kincaid, so she ends up on gossip websites every now and then. Her fiancé canceled their wedding at the last minute, so they’ve been having a field day with it.”

			Grey didn’t follow entertainment closely, but he would’ve had to have been living under a rock to not know about Leo Kincaid. The man had been accused of sexually harassing dozens of women in Hollywood over the course of his career. “Wow.”

			“I know. This is uncharted territory. We’ve never had a controversial employee like this. And we’re losing business because of the drama. A lot of these well-off families don’t want anything to do with the resort. We have to nip this in the bud.”

			“You could suspend her contract.”

			Mack shook his head. “I’m hoping you can save it before it comes to that. She’s Molly’s best friend. Dad really likes her. And we have several big weddings this summer that we need Autumn here for.”

			Grey was still unsure of his ability to help with any of this, but weddings were important to Moonlight Ridge, and part of coming to Asheville for the summer was to be a better son and brother. He had to try. “Something tells me she’s not going to like my interfering. Especially since I know nothing about the topic.”

			“It’s better that way. You can walk in with fresh eyes,” Mack said.

			From downstairs, there were voices and a few barks. Giada and their dad were back from their walk with the two golden retrievers.

			“Grey? Are you here? I saw a strange car out front.” Jameson’s voice boomed even at a distance.

			“That’s my rental, Pops. Mack and I are on our way down.” Grey made for the door at the same time as his brother. “I feel like you’re trusting me with a lot right now,” he said to Mack.

			Mack looked like he wanted to fling his arm over Grey’s shoulder, but wasn’t sure of Grey’s reaction. Instead he said, “It’s all hands on deck. We desperately need your help.”

		
	
		
			Two

			Autumn didn’t sleep at all Sunday night. Heck, she hadn’t slept much all weekend. Everything Molly had said was still echoing in her head. If I were you, I’d do everything you can to make the Holloway brothers happy. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do to please Grey Holloway, but she’d pinned everything on staying in Asheville. More than her career, she’d walked away from her family. And she’d let Jared saunter off out of her life as well. She was all-in on this town and on Moonlight Ridge. She had to make it work.

			First thing Monday morning, Autumn decided to take the matter of Grey Holloway into her own hands. If he was going to nose around in her business, she wanted the first impression to be on her terms. Knowing her own weakness for coffee and baked goods, she decided to bring both by the cottage he was staying in for the summer. Grey might have a reputation for running cold, but surely he would warm to breakfast.

			After gaining intel from Molly about which cottage Grey was staying in, Autumn headed off in a golf cart to one of the back corners of Moonlight Ridge. She enjoyed zipping away from the imposing presence of the main inn and into the quieter reaches of the property. Even though she had more than her share of solitude as a single woman and one-person wedding planning business, she still enjoyed having a quiet minute to think.

			That stupid gossip website story was still hanging over her like a dark cloud, bringing up the events of the last four months—when she went from happy and hopeful to sad and beaten down. Despite her mostly sunny nature, the memories of that time still got to her, like the day Jared left, when she’d had to call their guest list and tell everyone not to come. That had been incredibly difficult, choking back tears and insisting that she was going to be fine. It was bad enough to hear the pity in the voices of her friends and loved ones, but worse was the irony of being the wedding planner dumped by her fiancé. It dinged her pride and shook her self-confidence. Since then, despite her efforts to move forward, reminders kept cropping up—an appearance in a tabloid. Another bride canceled.

			She rolled up to Grey’s guesthouse and turned off the engine. She gathered the breakfast items and started up the winding path, which was lined with blooming perennials soaking up the morning sun. Her destination was the flagstone patio running the width of the house, and with every step of her ascent, more of the cottage came into view. Clad in natural stone with a gray slate roof and tall paned windows, she already knew it took good advantage of the beautiful mountain views.

			But then a different kind of view entered her field of vision, making her come to a halt. Grey Holloway was doing push-ups on his patio. She stood there for a moment, just watching as his arms flexed with every rep. His biceps rounded, the contours of his muscles drew tighter, and beads of sweat glistened on his skin. Oh my. Yes, it was June, but the air around her suddenly felt unseasonably hot. Downright sticky. When her family vacationed at Moonlight Ridge when Autumn was younger, Autumn spent the whole time with Molly. She’d only seen Grey from a distance before, and only for a fleeting moment the last time he’d been at Moonlight Ridge. She’d had no idea he was hiding such a chiseled physique under his crisp dress shirts. Maybe working with Grey wouldn’t be half-bad after all.

			She wasn’t quite sure how to interrupt his workout, but she also knew that it would be far worse for her if he were to stop, look up and see her standing in what was practically the bushes. Pondering her best approach, she cleared her throat. He just kept going. She tried a second time, louder, but he was laser-focused. Persistent. Up. Down. Up. Down. More glistening. Even more flexing. How many push-ups can one guy do? She decided she didn’t have time to find out.

			“Hello,” she called, resuming her trip up the path. “Good morning. I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

			Grey straightened his arms at the top of a rep and turned his head, glaring at her. It was her first glimpse of grumpy Grey. He scowled at her. Scowled.

			Autumn second-guessed her decision to try this approach, but there was no turning back now. She was here and she had muffins. She’d just have to turn around Grey’s sour state. “I’m sorry for showing up unannounced, but I didn’t know the best way to reach you, so I thought I’d stop by.”

			She reached the end of the path and the edge of the patio just as he popped back up to standing. He was...wow. Stunning was the first word that popped into her head as he grabbed a towel and wiped the perspiration from his face. He was tall and extremely fit with sculpted shoulders and a trim waist. His thick brown hair was shorter on the sides, pleasingly tousled on top and a bit damp with sweat, as was his T-shirt, which clung to his defined chest in all the right places. Even from where she stood, she could see how intense his blue eyes were—dark and stormy.

			Or perhaps that was shock.

			“Really. I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I should’ve found a way to let you know I was coming by.” Why do you do this? Think, Autumn. Think.

			“You’re Autumn Kincaid.” His voice was deep and even, showing no emotion, which was actually a good sign. At least his tone didn’t suggest that he was downright angry. Still, there was very little that was welcoming in either his stance or his demeanor.

			“That’s me. I understand we’re going to be working together.” She lifted up the bakery box she was carrying in one hand. “I brought breakfast.”

			He narrowed his sights on the package. “I don’t usually eat before lunch.”

			Now that she had not planned on. No wonder he looked like solid muscle. “Maybe today’s the day you mix up your routine. I make a habit of doing new things as often as possible. It makes life much more interesting.”

			He stared back at her, seeming utterly confused. “Life is plenty interesting without trying to make it more so.” He shook his head as if he was trying to rattle loose a few thoughts. It definitely made her curious about what might be going through his mind right now and how that might relate to her. Hopefully he didn’t think she had a screw loose, but if he did...well, he wouldn’t be the first.

			She took the initiative and set her breakfast offerings down on the wood outdoor dining table where he had a water bottle sitting. With a cleansing breath, she offered her hand. “Let’s start over. I’m Autumn Kincaid. I specialize in wedding planning, delivering unwanted breakfasts and interrupting people while they’re exercising.”

			A slight smile curved one corner of his mouth, which she not only took as encouragement, she found quite enticing. It certainly made her want to try to get him to do it as often as possible. He wiped his hands with the towel before hesitantly returning the handshake. “Grey Holloway. I specialize in push-ups and awkward greetings, apparently. I’m sorry, but you surprised me.”

			This might not have been Autumn’s best idea, but she couldn’t exactly go back in time and try again. “Next time, I’ll call. Remind me to get your number.”

			He smiled again, the expression in his eyes softening. “Will do.” He looked down at the table. “Please. Have a seat.”

			“Thank you.” Autumn pulled out a patio chair and got situated. “Will you at least have some coffee?”

			“Always.” Grey sat right next to her. “I apologize for my choice of attire. If I’d known we were going to have a business meeting, I would’ve dressed for it.”

			Autumn glanced at him again, trying to figure him out. She’d spent only short stretches of time around Mack, Grey’s brother, and she knew that all three brothers were adopted, but it was still surprising to see how different they were from each other. She handed Grey one of the cups she’d brought, along with a few creamers and packets of sugar. “I wasn’t sure how you take your coffee.”

			He took a sip. “Black is good. Thank you.”

			Autumn shuddered at the thought. She ripped open three sugar packets, removed the lid from her cup and dumped them in. “I don’t know how you can drink it that way.”

			He shrugged. “This is how I always have it.”

			“I need it at least a little sweet. Takes the edge off the bitterness.”

			Again, he regarded her with those questioning eyes of his. It was as if she was a puzzle he was trying to solve. If only he knew she was doing the same thing—sorting out whether he was going to stick a pin in the only thing she had going for her—planning weddings at Moonlight Ridge.

			He took another sip of coffee. “I don’t really like the bitterness either. I think I’m just used to it.”

			

			Grey didn’t quite know what to make of Autumn, but he was certain of one thing—she was gorgeous. Her wavy dark blond hair tumbled past her shoulders, a striking complement to the dark-framed glasses she wore, which made her look so studious. He was definitely drawn to that. Her personality, however, was a complete one-eighty from his own. Perhaps this was simply how wedding planners behaved, endlessly upbeat and sunny, but it didn’t align with the situation he knew her to be in. Her job was on the line. And she was stuck with an architect meddling in her business.

			“I have to say,” he started. “You seem very happy for a woman who was recently the subject of national gossip about her fiancé leaving her.”

			Autumn’s brown eyes went wide with shock. “Wow. You don’t mess around. Just jumped right in to the ugliest part of the conversation, didn’t you?”

			“It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

			“It is. Just like it’s the truth that I had a mouth full of metal and terrible skin when I was fifteen. Maybe you’d like to see some photos of me as an awkward teenager?”

			Now it was Grey’s turn to be surprised. He hadn’t meant to prompt such a heated response. “I’m sorry if that was too personal. I was only saying that you seem very happy. I’m not sure I would be if I was in your situation.”

			“If I let myself get dragged down into misery every time something bad happened, I’d never ever be happy. Luckily, I’m an optimist for the most part.”

			Although Grey would never describe his personal default as happy, he did appreciate the idea of accepting one’s natural disposition rather than allowing circumstance to dictate it. That was the point he’d tried to prove by not eating what she’d brought from the bakery.

			“Plus, I can’t afford to be dour,” she continued. “Couples want an upbeat wedding planner. They want someone who doesn’t get fazed, and can handle any problem at any time while never dropping her smile.”

			“So it’s an act?”

			“If I need it to be.”

			This felt like another sliver of common ground with Autumn. Grey had learned long ago that obscuring the extremes of emotion steadied his life. When Grey was very young and still living with his biological parents, he did his best to be perfectly behaved, so as not to provoke either of them. His father had a very short fuse and his mother was an alcoholic, which ultimately proved a fatal combination. As for later in life, the one time Grey had truly let loose with his feelings, he and his brothers ended up at the bottom of a ravine. “I appreciate your commitment to your job. We need that professionalism at Moonlight Ridge.”

			A soft breeze blew Autumn’s hair from her face. She had flawless peachy skin, full lips colored deep rose, and her inner sunniness radiated from within. He had to wonder what her fiancé had been thinking when he decided to leave her, especially with such inopportune timing. “It’s more than being professional. I work with people at a time that’s both happy and incredibly stressful. I fail if I don’t take away their worries so they can focus on the good of it. Otherwise, I might ruin one of the most important days of their lives.”

			Grey could’ve easily launched into his opinions about marriage, and how that important day often ended up being nothing more than a sad reminder, but now seemed like a bad time. “I had no idea so much psychology went into planning weddings.”

			“Sometimes I feel like a therapist, but it’s really just about listening and being empathetic.” She smiled sweetly and opened up the bakery box. As she pulled the string and lifted the lid, the aroma of baked goods hit his nose much stronger. She pulled out a large muffin for herself, then slid the box across the table to him.

			Grey held up his hand. “Oh, no thank you. Like I said, I don’t normally eat breakfast.”

			“This isn’t breakfast. It’s a personality test. If you can resist what’s in that box, I’ll know that I’ve read you correctly.”

			“It’s not a flaw in my personality if I don’t eat a muffin.”

			“There are scones in there, too. And I’m not saying it’s bad, but I want to know how stubborn you are.”

			“I’m not stubborn.”

			“He said stubbornly...”

			Grey wanted to feel frustrated, but the truth was that he was enjoying the back-and-forth with Autumn, even when he was determined not to smile and show her. When his brothers and Jameson challenged him, it was far less fun. “I can resist anything. I have incredible willpower.”

			“You don’t get tempted? Ever?” She peeled back the paper wrapper with her perfectly manicured fingertips and took a bite of the muffin. She closed her eyes as sheer bliss bloomed on her face. “Mmm. This is so good. Apple cinnamon. It’s like a sugary hug.” Her eyes slowly drifted open and she licked her lower lip.

			Suddenly Grey was thinking too much about temptation and Autumn’s mouth. It had been a long time since he’d been alone with a woman. Even though they were technically in a business meeting, the thought did cross his mind that he wouldn’t mind taking off her glasses and digging his hand into her hair, curling his fingertips into her nape and kissing her. It was a purely carnal thought, with no emotion attached. Grey didn’t believe in romance. But he did believe in sex. “I’ll take your word for it.”

			“There’s a passionfruit Danish in there, too. It’s insanely good. Sweet and sticky. Absolutely delicious.”

			Grey felt tension growing in his hips, while the sugary aroma teased his nose and Autumn teased him. But he would not give in. He would not show the slightest weakness. It wasn’t about the pastries. It was about demonstrating that he couldn’t be swayed so easily. Not by sweets. Or beauty, for that matter. “I’m good. Thank you.”

			A frustrated tut left her lips. “Fine. Suit yourself.”

			Grey stifled a smile. He didn’t want to gloat about sticking to his guns. “Did you want to talk about actual work this morning?”

			“Yes. I would. Molly told me that you and your brothers are concerned about my management of the weddings business here at Moonlight Ridge. I want you to know that although we’ve had a few cancellations, it’s only a minor hiccup and everything is on track. We’re going to have a very busy fall and holiday season.”

			Grey took another sip of his coffee. “Okay. Well, I know this isn’t a fun topic, but what about that bad bit of publicity? We have very exclusive clientele for weddings, don’t we? Well-established, wealthy families? I doubt they want to risk working with someone who’s attracted even the slightest bit of controversy. No one wants to end up in the headlines themselves.”

			“The tabloids don’t care about our clients. They care about embarrassing me.”

			“Do you think it’s because of your father?”

			“It definitely is. Which is why I don’t have any contact with him anymore, which is the main reason I moved to Asheville in the first place. To stay away from it. To stay away from him.”

			“It seems like the controversy has followed you anyway.”

			“The gossip rags will take any excuse to write about Hollywood royalty, cast down in disgrace. Also, these people think I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth.”

			Again, the thought of Autumn’s mouth was distracting. Just the way it moved when she talked was enticing. It made him want to hear more. “And were you? Born with a silver spoon?”

			“If you’re asking if I grew up in a high-profile family, with everything I could have ever wanted, then yes. But my background makes me uniquely suited to do this job. I can relate to these powerful families. I understand the dysfunctional ways they work. I can tame the spoiled bridezilla. I’ve known dozens of women like that.”

			Grey’s upbringing couldn’t be any more different from Autumn’s if he tried. Still, he could see her point. “You make a good case.”

			“This is why I don’t think you and your brothers need to check up on me. I don’t need help, Grey. Everything will be just fine. You can concentrate on the renovations, which will help me more in the long run. Every improvement is another reason to have a wedding here.”

			As he’d expected, Autumn didn’t want him interfering. So why was he disappointed? Especially when he’d insisted to Mack that he wasn’t qualified for this job? Was it Autumn? The bewildering blonde who was fun to argue with? Maybe. “Let’s make a deal. Book one big-dollar wedding to replace the one that just canceled, and I’ll tell my brothers we need to back off.”

			Autumn finished off her muffin, then sucked a bit of sugar from her thumb. Grey tried not to stare, but still it sent a zip of electricity along his spine. “Define big-dollar.”

			“What was the largest wedding you did last year?”

			“The Fitch-Knight wedding. They spent nearly one hundred grand.”

			“Can you book another like that?”

			Her eyes grew comically large. “Weddings like that don’t grow on trees. I have one lead that might fit the bill. It’s a tall order, but I’ll try. Do you think that’ll be enough to convince your brothers to let me do my thing without your supervision?”

			“I think that’ll be enough to call off the dogs.”

			She nodded again, slowly, seeming deep in thought. “Okay. Well, one thing Molly mentioned is that you might be able to help me with some of the old-guard Asheville families. I’m from LA. I don’t have any long-standing ties to this city. Plus, having one of Jameson’s sons on hand might help to seal the deal.”

			“People do love my dad.”

			“Of course. And if anyone can sell someone on a wedding here, it should be you.” She looked back over her shoulder, surveying the lovely rolling hills that led down to the lake and the surrounding property. “You probably know more about Moonlight Ridge than almost anyone. I’m guessing you love it here.”

			Grey felt a distinct squeezing in the vicinity of his heart. He had loved it here at one time, but it didn’t feel like home anymore. Time and distance were likely to blame, and much of that was on him since it had been his choice to stay away. But it wasn’t like Mack and Travis hadn’t done the same. They’d all needed their space after the accident that changed everyone’s lives. “I like it. Sure. But if you’re wanting someone to get misty-eyed and sentimental about it, that’s not me.”

			Autumn nodded and closed up the bakery box. “That part doesn’t surprise me.”

			“You think you have me figured out after one conversation?”

			Autumn narrowed her eyes, sizing him up, and making his whole body go tight in a very pleasing way. “You work out a lot. You don’t eat sweets if you can help it. You put your career first, second and third. You can’t wait to get back to New York, because although you like Asheville, you don’t love it.”

			“I assure you, there’s more to me than that.”

			“Well, I can’t wait to find out.” She got up from her chair. “Can you be at my office Wednesday morning? Ten o’clock? Delilah Barefoot is coming to look at the grounds and get the full dog and pony show. Her mom is flying in from Washington, DC. Rebecca Barefoot? Have you heard of her?”

			“The US Senator?” Grey stood, too.

			“That’s the one.” Autumn was already sauntering away. He was mesmerized by the sway of her hips—she looked just as good going as she had arriving. Damn, he was in for a whole lot of trouble.

			“I was supposed to remind you to get my number.”

			“I know where to find you.”

			Grey grumbled. Like he needed another surprise. “Hold on. You forgot the bakery box.”

			She stopped and looked back at him over her shoulder, her eyes flashing in the sunlight. It was the most potent glance Grey had ever endured. “I didn’t forget. I’m thinking you could probably use a lesson in giving in to temptation.”

		
	
		
			Three

			Wednesday morning, the tiny third-floor office Autumn used to meet with Moonlight Ridge wedding clients was neat as a pin. This was not always the case. When she was up to her neck in planning, but wasn’t expecting to meet with anyone in person, it tended to be organized chaos. Every available surface would be blanketed with seating charts and menus, reception playlists and books of linen samples. Not today.

			Delilah Barefoot and her mother Rebecca, the US Senator, were coming to tour the Moonlight Ridge property, while Autumn would be working her hardest to convince them to book the wedding. Tap dancing. Begging. Groveling. Whatever it took. If she accomplished that, she’d have the big booking Grey said she needed to get his brothers off her back. She’d have breathing room.

			Ross Barnes, catering and events manager for Moonlight Ridge, poked his head into Autumn’s office. “Need anything from me before the bride and her mother arrive?” Ross was a tall, lean man with close-cropped hair and warm brown eyes. He’d been at Moonlight Ridge for five years, a few more than Autumn, and could be a real lifesaver.

			“As long as you’re set to serve them lunch at twelve thirty, I think we’re good.”

			“I believe Chef has everything in order. I think today should be okay.” Ross stepped into the room. He’d exercised his usual diplomacy. The unspoken part was that the executive chef position at Moonlight Ridge was in flux. Fern Matlock was the last person to hold the job, but she’d recently left for a “less stressful workplace.” Before her, it was French ex-pat Henri Bernard at the helm, who left Moonlight Ridge to open his own restaurant. Now Hallie Gregson, Fern’s sous-chef, was in charge.

			“How do you think it’s going with Hallie?” Autumn asked.

			Ross shrugged. “As well as can be expected. She’s twenty-nine and doesn’t have a lot of experience, but Mr. Holloway seems committed to letting her grow into the job.”

			Autumn sighed quietly. The food wasn’t much of a highlight at Moonlight Ridge, which made her job more difficult. Still, she didn’t begrudge Hallie her big chance, especially since she knew Jameson had promoted her after he discovered she was working two jobs to make ends meet. “I’m sure she’ll put it all together.”

			“Well, at least we have the wedding cake samples ready if your bride and her mother decide to test those today.”

			Autumn had a good feeling about Delilah. “I’m thinking that will be a yes. The bride’s mother is flying in from Washington, DC. I can’t imagine she’d take time from her busy schedule if they weren’t fairly certain this was where they want to have the wedding.”

			“Well, you know I’m rooting for you. Always.” Ross smiled warmly. He was truly one of the best parts of working at Moonlight Ridge. “Is it true that Grey Holloway is joining you for your meeting today?”

			Autumn nodded, trying to keep from letting the idea of Grey make her nervous. Although she felt like she could handle him, he still held her fate in his hands. Plus, he was distractingly handsome, although she tried to think of that as a good thing. Maybe he could mesmerize the bride and her mom with his brooding eyes, strong jaw and perfect five-o’clock shadow. “Yes. The brothers want to be a bit more hands-on with weddings. It’s such a big part of the financial health of the property. They need to know it’ll be rock solid before they all return to the lives they had before Jameson got sick.”

			“Except for Mack. He’s staying, right?” Ross wandered over to the window in her office. Although it could be drafty in the winter, it was on the front of the building and had a very pretty view of much of the property.

			“Yep. Mack has officially said he’s staying. It’s Grey and Travis who will only be here temporarily.”

			“I don’t see why the brothers have to get involved in weddings at all. You and I run this part of the business like a machine. I worry about too many cooks in the kitchen.” Ross adopted a pained expression on his face. Autumn chalked it up to his protective nature. “I mostly don’t want them interfering with you and everything you’ve worked so hard for.”

			“It’s fine. I can handle Grey Holloway.” If only she felt as confident as her words suggested.

			Ross looked out the window, then seemed to fix his sights on something. “Want a little gossip?” He turned to Autumn and arched one eyebrow.

			“Is it about me? If so, I’ll pass.”

			“No. Look.” Ross waved her over and pointed outside.

			All Autumn could see was a handful of people walking on the path that wound around the lake, and one of the landscapers tending a section of lawn. “What?”

			“See that woman? With the long brown hair back in a ponytail?”

			Autumn squinted. She’d opted for her contacts today, and she simply couldn’t see as well when she wore them. “I guess? Who is she?”

			“Grey Holloway’s mysterious guest. Nobody knows who she is. You can’t tell from this far away, but she’s drop-dead gorgeous. A real beauty.”

			Autumn folded her arms across her chest. This was an annoying development, even when she had zero interest in romance and she and Grey were working together. She did like secretly admiring him, and it was just going to feel wrong if he was attached. So much for that little sliver of fun in her day. Of course, Autumn knew nothing about Grey’s personal life, and he was incredibly smart, rich and easy on the eyes. It should come as exactly no surprise that he might have a girlfriend. “What do you mean nobody knows who she is?”

			“She’s staying in one of the guest cottages, but there’s no name on the reservation. It simply has a month blocked out. I saw Grey personally bring up her bags. She’s definitely staying a while. She had four huge suitcases.”

			That seemed odd, and not just because Moonlight Ridge had plenty of porters available to handle a job like that. “If she’s his girlfriend, why wouldn’t she be staying in his cottage?”

			Ross shrugged. “Do you honestly think I’ve figured out why the Holloways do anything? Jameson lets those three do whatever they want. Mack has practically taken over the place, and now we get Grey. It won’t be long before Travis is here.”

			“They’re his sons. And they’re trying to make sure their dad is taken care of.”

			Ross bunched up his lips. “I still don’t like it. Things were running just fine before they arrived.”

			“It won’t be forever. Molly said Grey’s only here for the summer, and Travis will be here through the fall and the first part of winter. We can get through that. No problem.”

			“It’s June. December is a long way away.” Ross looked at his smart watch. “I gotta run. Chef needs me. Just text me if you run into any rough spots today. And good luck.” He walked out of her office.

			Grey appeared in her doorway mere seconds later, looking off down the hall. “Is that the catering manager?”

			“Catering and events. Ross Barnes. Good morning to you, too.”

			Grey turned his attention to Autumn. In a dark blue dress shirt that made his eyes even more intense, and black trousers that accentuated his long, lean lines in ways a pair of gym shorts could not, he made her want to bite down on her lower lip. Or at the very least, a pencil. “Sorry. Good morning.”

			She waved him into her office. “Everything okay? You seem preoccupied.”

			“No. I’m fine.”

			Autumn wasn’t sure if she should mention what Ross had clued her in on. It was none of her business. Then again, knowing the circumstances of Grey’s personal life could help her. He held her future in his hands, after all. “I heard you have a friend staying on property.” She decided that qualified as fact-finding and not gossip.

			The most unpleasant look crossed his face. “Heard from whom?”

			Autumn felt bad about even mentioning it. “Don’t worry. Just someone on the staff.”

			He blew out a breath, but didn’t take a seat. His posture was so stiff it made her uncomfortable just to see him that way. This was going to be a long day. “She’s not a friend. She’s a work associate.”

			That seemed like a peculiar answer. “Someone from your architecture firm? Are they helping with the design of Mack’s brewery?”

			Another frustrated grumble left his throat. “Not exactly. But close enough.”

			Okay, then. Autumn could take a hint Grey wasn’t going to share and she’d pried enough. “Our bride and her mom should be here in about a half hour. Have a seat and I’ll brief you on our potential clients and what we’ll be doing with them today.”

			“I’m just observing, aren’t I?”

			He was acting as though he’d just arrived for a root canal, but she didn’t like this any more than he did. “No. We need to work together. Our wedding customers spend tens of thousands of dollars. You’re not following me around like I’m a trainee. It will look bad.”

			Everything in Grey’s expression said that he did not get put on notice very often. Well, that was too bad. Autumn wasn’t about to let him sink her ship. Her entire future was staying in Asheville and planning weddings.

			“Okay, then. Show me the ropes.”

			

			Grey listened as Autumn explained who was coming in today. The upshot was this: important family, lots of money, this could be her one big booking. Grey would’ve taken all of those things as a positive a few days ago when Mack first asked him to oversee the wedding side of the business, but Autumn was wearing a royal blue dress that made her brown eyes sparkle. It made it incredibly difficult to concentrate.

			“I noticed you aren’t wearing your glasses today,” he said, instantly regretting his decision to say anything at all.

			“I try not to wear them when I meet potential clients. I feel a little more polished without glasses. The trouble is I don’t see as well with the contacts.”

			He was about to counter that he liked her in glasses. A lot. They were sexy. Not that Autumn was unsexy without them. Quite the contrary. She could make anything look alluring. But he decided it was best to keep his thoughts to himself. She’d only get the wrong idea. “I see.”

			“Anyway, Delilah is our bride. Her fiancé is Archer Morgan,” Autumn said. “He works in banking down in Charlotte.”

			“I was on the swim team with an Archer Morgan in high school. He was two years younger than me.”

			Autumn smiled from ear to ear, her entire face lit up, and she clapped her hands together. “Grey! That’s so perfect. You might actually end up helping me today.”

			Grey felt her excitement from five feet away. For a man who didn’t get riled up, it was still infectious. He hoped he wouldn’t ultimately end up disappointing her. “Maybe it’s not the same guy.”

			“It has to be. How many Archers do you know?”

			“Just one.”

			“Well, this is my first. I’m sure it’s him. I will definitely need you to play up your connection. Make sure the bride knows he’s your buddy.”

			Grey wasn’t a “buddy” sort of guy. “We weren’t friends. We were teammates.”

			“Just tell her that you liked him. That you remember him.” She flipped through her three-ring binder. “This would be a big wedding. They’re thinking 300 guests. In my experience, when people with lots of money and power have a wedding, the guest list is always bigger than they first estimate. So this would max out our capacity. The most we’ve ever done is 380.”

			“Sounds promising.”

			“Also a logistical nightmare.”

			“What’s another eighty people? More chairs, more food. That doesn’t seem like a big deal.”

			Autumn dropped her chin and he really missed the glasses as she delivered a look that was both admonishing and seriously hot. The thought of those dark tortoiseshell frames on the tip of her nose did something to him. He loved how strong she was. So comfortable in her own skin. “It’s huge. We won’t have nearly enough parking, which means shuttle buses and drivers. We’ll have to block out a large number of rooms and cottages, so we have to hope there aren’t any existing reservations that need to be moved around. Then there are extra bathrooms and staff and a million other things I haven’t even mentioned.”

			“And you do all of this on your own?”

			“Yes. I’m a one-woman show.”

			It occurred to Grey that Autumn’s position at Moonlight Ridge might be more complicated than he and his brothers had first thought. “I had no idea.”

			Autumn pointed at him with her pen. “That’s why I’m showing you the ropes.” Her phone buzzed with a text. “Looks like they’re here. We’d better head down to the lobby.” She rose from her desk, breezed past him to a storage armoire, then opened it to reveal a full-length mirror. “How do I look?”

			He got up out of his chair, watching as she scrutinized herself, cocking her head to one side and swiveling her hips enough to make the hemline of her dress swish. He hadn’t fully appreciated just how lovely her legs were. Apparently, he’d spent too much time admiring the rest of her. Amazing. Gorgeous. He suddenly found it hard to swallow. “Fine.”

			She looked back at him over her shoulder, just like she had out on the patio of his cottage. Her gaze was so powerful. It was like lightning in a bottle, even when it was clear she was disappointed. “That’s all you’re going to say?”

			“I didn’t want to lay it on too thick.”

			She closed the cabinet door and stepped closer, placing her hand on his shoulder. Her touch sent warmth rippling through him. “It’s not possible to lay it on too thick when a woman asks how she looks.”

			“It’s still not my thing.”

			“At the very least, I’m going to need you to muster some enthusiasm for something. Otherwise, this booking is not going to happen.” With a turn on her heel, Autumn marched out into the hallway.

			Grey waited for a moment, trying to compute what she’d said. It wasn’t his job to make this happen. It was hers. Still, he’d promised his brothers he’d help and he wasn’t about to let them down. He hustled to catch up with her, and trailed behind her down two lengthy flights of stairs to the ground floor. He did his best to ignore the sexy sway of her hips, and the sweet fragrance left behind from every swing of her long blond hair.

			When they arrived downstairs in the lobby, it was immediately apparent who they would be meeting with. Rebecca Barefoot was standing off in the corner, talking on the phone. Petite in stature, with perfectly coiffed short red hair and a face he recognized from the news, Rebecca had an air about her that took no time to identify. He’d had hundreds of powerful clients over the years. This he could handle.

			“You must be Delilah.” Autumn walked up to the younger of the two women and extended her hand.

			“Yes. Hi.” Delilah looked exactly like her mother, except her red tresses were long and wavy.

			“Allow me to introduce Grey Holloway,” Autumn said. “His family owns the resort. I also believe he knows your husband-to-be.”

			“Really? What a coincidence,” Delilah said.

			Grey shook her hand. “Yes. We were on swim team together in high school. He’s a great guy. If you book your wedding here, I look forward to having the chance to catch up with him.” He hoped that would suffice.

			“And I’m sure Archer will be thrilled to know that an old friend is one of the owner’s sons.” She glanced over at her mother. “Sorry. She’s on the phone. This will happen a lot. I’m used to it.”

			Rebecca tucked her phone into the sizable designer handbag hanging on her arm, then turned and introduced herself. “Rebecca Barefoot.” She heartily shook hands with both Autumn and Grey. “I apologize. I’ve promised my daughter I’ll keep the phone calls to a minimum today. I would like it if we could get started though. I have an incredibly tight schedule.”

			Autumn smiled, but Grey could tell that it was forced. She was in wedding planner mode. He made a vow to follow her lead. On everything. “Well then,” Autumn said. “Let’s begin the tour.”

			They started with the main inn, which was the historic original building on the estate, constructed circa 1930. Since then, many additions had been made, the largest of which was in the 1950s when two large wings were tacked on. The finishes—carpet, tile, woodwork and lighting had all been the finest available when they were installed. But since then, parts of the inn were showing their age. Grey and his brothers agreed they needed updates after Mack came home to help with Jameson’s recovery and reported back on the inn’s condition. They got things started right away, but renovations were a slow process, as they wanted to remain open while updates were made. With crews handling small blocks of rooms at a time, it was going to take months.

			Autumn described the various amenities available to guests and explained the system for reserving room blocks. They next toured the main ballroom, which had reportedly been quite the location for parties in the 1930s. Now, it was where most indoor wedding receptions were held. All the while, Autumn did an expert job explaining everything, making the history of the property sound far more romantic than Grey had ever heard. As she warmed to Rebecca and Delilah, she became even more genuine. One thing he was sure of—Autumn was amazing at her job. She belonged here, despite the problems she might have brought to their weddings business.

			Next they walked outside and strolled down the winding paths leading behind the inn to the garden, which even Grey could admit was a lovely spot. Although it was carefully manicured—tidy hedges, rose bushes and perennials in full bloom, the meadow beyond it was an untamed sea of wildflowers, skirted by lush green forest.

			“This is a beautiful spot.” Rebecca took survey of the garden. There was no mistaking the “but” hanging in the air. She had reservations. It was just a matter of how Autumn would handle them.

			“It’s so pretty,” Delilah said. “I really think it’s perfect. It’s so grand and steeped in history. It’s like a fairy tale. I absolutely love it.”

			“I can tell,” Rebecca said.

			“I wasn’t sure I would,” Delilah replied. “I was worried it would be too old-fashioned. That’s sort of the reputation of Moonlight Ridge, unfortunately.”

			Grey hated hearing the criticism, but he and his brothers knew that was the perception. It happened with any historic property—the age was part of the appeal but also a hindrance. “We’re in the process of updating a great deal of the facilities.” He wanted to let Autumn take the lead, but he had to chime in and defend the resort. “Including guest rooms. My brother owns Corkscrew Craft Beer Breweries and I’m helping him with the plans for a brewery right here on the grounds. It could be a great spot for a rehearsal dinner. We should also be breaking ground on our new state-of-the-art spa before the end of the summer. If you’re looking at next June, it will be open in time for you and your bridal party to enjoy the facilities.”

			“That sounds amazing,” Delilah said.

			Rebecca slid her daughter a look. “Darling, you know that’s not the main reservation I have. I promised you I’d come and look, but I’m not sure this is the right choice. Like it or not, my job is a consideration.”

			“My wedding is more than an opportunity for publicity, Mother. And it’s ultimately my choice.” Delilah turned her back on her mom, and walked closer to the center of the garden.

			“If you don’t mind me asking, what are your reservations, Ms. Barefoot?” Autumn asked.

			Rebecca pursed her lips tightly. “I don’t like the attention you’ve received in the media lately, Ms. Kincaid. When my PR person found out we were visiting here today, she begged me to cancel. There’s just no reason to invite that kind of controversy when my daughter is getting married. It should be a happy day. Not a ding to my professional reputation.”

			All color drained from Autumn’s face. “I assure you that I will do my best to remain in the background. And I no longer have any ties to my father.”

			“Have you issued a formal statement? Because I’ve supported laws meant to take down men like your father. I can’t be associated with that.”

			Ouch. Grey had thick skin, but he couldn’t help but feel bad for Autumn, especially when she looked truly shell-shocked. Surely she’d never encountered venom like this while planning a wedding.

			“A formal statement?” Autumn asked. “I’m a wedding planner, Ms. Barefoot. I don’t really deal with things like that.”

			“And I’m a very powerful woman who can’t afford to make a single mistake.”

			“Mom. Stop it,” Delilah turned and begged.

			Grey felt his blood at a simmer, listening to this woman be so uncommonly cruel to Autumn and not particularly nice to her daughter, either. He couldn’t watch or listen to this any longer. “Ms. Barefoot, can you and I have a chat for a moment? Just the two of us?”

			She looked startled by the request. It seemed as close to an upper hand as Grey was going to get. “For a minute.”

			Grey escorted Rebecca over to a quieter corner of the garden. “I understand where you’re coming from. I own an architecture firm in New York and the power of appearances cannot be underestimated. But I would venture that Ms. Kincaid’s reaction to your line of questions should tell you everything you need to know about her and her character.”

			Rebecca narrowed her eyes with suspicion. “I don’t know that I see where you’re going with this.”

			“You caught her completely off guard, and I’ve seen Autumn handle plenty of difficult situations without getting fazed.” That wasn’t entirely true, but he would take Autumn’s word for it. “To my knowledge, she doesn’t have any contact with her father. That’s why she lives in Asheville. She left behind a life of privilege and glamour in Los Angeles, just so she could create distance between herself and him.”

			“I suppose there’s something to be said for that.”

			“And as for her skills as a wedding planner, let me tell you that she will handle every detail perfectly without skipping a beat. Honestly, she’ll take a lot of heat off you. You won’t have to do anything other than show up. As a busy woman, you must be able to appreciate that.”

			“I do.”

			Grey pointed to Autumn and Delilah, who were animatedly talking. Delilah even laughed. “And see that? That’s what you’re getting when you have a wedding here. Every member of the staff will give your daughter personal attention, especially Autumn. She genuinely cares. We all do.”

			Rebecca eyed Grey up and down. “Is that why the owner’s son, an accomplished architect no less, is tagging along to give a bride and her mom a tour?”

			“What can I say? I care a lot.” Grey knew then that despite his reservations about returning to Moonlight Ridge for the summer, he truly did care and it had been the right choice. He hoped he would feel that way when it was time to return home to New York.

			“Okay, then. If this is what Delilah decides, I’m good with it.” She delivered a penetrating stare. “But if there’s a single problem, I’m going to get you to host a fundraiser here for me on your dime.”

			Grey forced himself to smile. “That sounds perfect.”

			Grey and Rebecca walked back over to Autumn and Delilah. “Grey convinced me that everything will be okay. So if this is what you want, Delilah, I give it my stamp of approval.”

			“Really?” Autumn blurted, quickly choking back the question. “I mean, that’s wonderful.”

			“Thank you, Mom. And thanks to you, too, Grey,” Delilah said. “I want to bring Archer back to give it a tour, but this is what I want.”

			Autumn smiled wide. “Fantastic. If you want to head back into the inn, we can talk some more and I’ll take you in to have lunch. I just need a minute with Grey.”

			Rebecca and Delilah trailed into the building. “What did you say to her?” Autumn asked. “You didn’t just become Moonlight Ridge’s new wedding planner, did you?”

			“What? No. Of course not. I just told her that the staff at Moonlight Ridge would take care of her and her daughter. That she wouldn’t have to do a thing. I said some nice things about you, too.”

			“That was enough for her to change her mind? Five minutes after she looked like she wanted to spit on me? That seems unlikely considering that you don’t like to lay it on too thick.”

			“I thought you would be happy about this. We got the booking, didn’t we?”

			Autumn blew out a breath. “You got the booking. It’s not going to help with getting you or your brothers off my back.”

			So that was what this was really about. Autumn wanted him out of her business. He was a nuisance to her. It was probably for the best. She was a distraction when he needed nothing of the sort. He didn’t need one more thing to be immersed in at Moonlight Ridge. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell my brothers what happened. All the credit will be yours.”

		
	
		
			Four

			Friday morning, Grey was practically out the door for his meeting at the new brewery space when Mack called.

			“Hey. Have you left yet?” Mack asked.

			“Just about to.”

			“What’s your morning like?”

			“Why? Do you have to reschedule?” Grey didn’t want to be irked, but he was. This was so typical for Mack. As the oldest, he had this knack for wanting Grey, and Travis for that matter, to bend to whatever he wanted.

			“No. I’m over at Dad’s house having coffee with Giada and him. Why don’t you come by? I’ll drive us out to the site right after.”

			Grey wasn’t sure why this all seemed odd, but it did. Probably because the barn destined to become the brewery and Jameson’s house were on near-opposite ends of the Moonlight Ridge property and it wasn’t like Mack to delay any discussion of his business. Efficiency and the bottom line always came first for Mack. Or at least they had before he returned to Asheville and fell madly in love.

			“Okay. Fine. I’ll be there in ten.” Grey didn’t see that he had a choice but to acquiesce. Plus, he did want to see his Pops. With his laptop bag slung over his shoulder, he made out on foot for the house, arriving pretty much exactly when he’d said he would. He knocked to announce his arrival, then let himself in. Laughter filtered into the foyer, and for a moment, Grey was once again feeling as though he was traveling between the present and the past.

			Giada, Mack and Pops were smiling ear to ear when Grey walked into the kitchen, where the three were gathered at the large center island.

			“Good morning, Grey,” Giada said. “Let me get you a cup of coffee.”

			Mack beelined for Grey, giving him a slightly awkward hug. There was still uneasiness between them, and Grey was painfully aware of it. “Hey. Thanks for coming by.”

			Grey’s first thought was that something was up. He looked Mack square in the eye. “Did I miss something? I feel like I did.”

			Mack sucked in a deep breath and grinned. “Molly and I are officially engaged. I gave her the ring last night.”

			Grey took a second to digest the announcement. “Wow. Congratulations. I’m so glad.” He knew he was being reserved, but it wasn’t in his nature to gush about anything, no matter how joyous it might seem. It didn’t mean he was any less happy for his brother.

			Giada, who was normally far more fiery than frivolous, nearly squealed as she handed Grey his cup of coffee. “It’s so wonderful.”

			One look over at his dad and Grey knew exactly how thrilled he was with the news—he looked like he was going to burst open with glee. Grey had never seen him smile like that. “Pops. You must be over the moon.” Grey stepped over to his dad, who was perched on a bar stool at the island, and gave him a hug.

			“It’s the best news since I landed in the hospital. I can tell you that much.” Pops held Grey for a few extra seconds, but this was the norm. Everything the man did projected how much love he had for you.

			“Did you set a date?” Grey took a sip of his coffee.

			“And you’re getting married on the property, of course,” Pops said.

			Mack nodded. “It only makes sense. As for the timing, we’re hoping the end of summer. Maybe the weekend before Labor Day.”

			“Are we talking a big wedding? That might not be enough time to plan everything.” Grey hardly knew what was coming out of his mouth. Not long ago, these questions wouldn’t have even occurred to him. But that was before he met Autumn and became immersed in the business of weddings at Moonlight Ridge.

			Mack laughed. “Listen to the aspiring wedding planner.”

			“Screw off!” Grey left it at that. Any detailed talk of business would just make Pops nosy. “What about Travis? I thought he wasn’t coming back until early September.”

			“I’ll just have to beg him to come back that weekend. I know he’s busy, but we can’t do it over Labor Day. The inn is fully booked,” Mack said.

			This was good news. Moonlight Ridge had been struggling with occupancy, too. Maybe the brothers were making a difference by implementing Molly’s ideas.

			“As for the size, we plan to keep it small. Maybe fifty guests. We just want to get married. No reason to make a big deal about it.” Mack cleared his throat and cast Pops a sideways glance. “The venue is the only potential hiccup.”

			“How soon can you get the interior of the old barn presentable?” Pops asked.

			It took Grey a minute to realize what they were thinking. And asking. “Where the brewery is going? By the end of August you want to have the ceremony in the barn?”

			“We just want the building done. We don’t need the brewery equipment installed. I know it’s a lot to ask, but it’s what we want. It’ll be great publicity for the resort and the brewery. Plus, it’s important to Molly and me,” Mack said.

			Grey ran his hand through his hair, his mind kicking into high gear with thoughts of everything that would have to happen. “Can our current contractor handle this?” They had two small crews on site, working on the guest room updates in the main inn. They were going to need a lot more manpower than that.

			“Yes,” Pops said. “I just got off the phone with Mountain Builders. They’ve got a large crew available and they’re prepared to pull permits as soon as the design is complete.”

			“Your father called in some favors.” Giada cast a disapproving look at Jameson. “Although I would prefer it if he didn’t do things that get him so riled up.”

			“My son is getting married,” Pops said. “I can’t help it.”

			Grey took in a deep breath. There wasn’t really a choice but for him to get on this runaway train. “The design is done, but I want Mack to see the renderings in the space before we move ahead.” He pointed at Mack. “You and I need to get over to the site, ASAP, and talk through these plans.”

			“Got it.” Mack took a final sip of his coffee, set down his cup, kissed Giada on the cheek and hugged Pops. “Thanks, you two. I’m excited.”

			Pops gripped Mack’s arm and gazed up at him. “I’m proud of you, son. And happy.”

			Grey kissed his dad on the temple. “Bye, Pops. I’ll see you later.”

			Mack and Grey strolled outside, both putting on their sunglasses, as the morning rays were intense. “Beautiful day,” Mack said, heading for his car.

			Grey couldn’t think about the weather. He was too preoccupied with the timeline and everything that had to be done. Plus, Mack and Grey had more to discuss—Autumn and the forensic accountant. “I’m glad you drove. We need to save every minute we can.” Grey climbed into Mack’s black Mercedes, but as soon as he was inside, he had to fight off the flashbacks of the accident. He and Mack hadn’t been in a car together in years and it was making too many memories come back. Fear. Chaos. The unholy sound of tires screeching, ending with a crash.

			“You okay?” Mack revved the engine.

			“Yeah. Let’s get over there.”

			Ten minutes later, they arrived at the old barn, which was a remarkable building. The first floor was built entirely from local stone, with a second floor above made of timbers. It dated back to around the time of the original inn and would have been incredibly expensive to build at the time. Mack and Grey each grabbed a handle for one of the massive wood doors. The iron hinges squeaked in protest as they tugged them back. Sunlight flooded the relatively dark space, which was dirty, dusty and in need of a lot of attention. There were twenty-foot ceilings, an old hayloft and not much else. It had excellent bones though, and that was all Grey and Mack cared about.

			Grey pulled his laptop out of his bag and rested it on his forearm, showing Mack the renderings of the final design. When the project was complete, there would be a stunning view of the lake from three sides of the building. They would situate the brewing operation along the back side of the building, which worked perfectly for access to the road for deliveries. Off to one side would be an open kitchen, serving up pub fare. A massive custom bar. A private dining room. A gift shop for brewery T-shirts. There would be gleaming floors fabricated from reclaimed lumber, and a mix of industrial and warmer furnishings like leather and wood to give a rustic, but upscale mountain vibe.

			“Well? What do you think?” Grey asked.

			Mack took several long strides ahead into the cavernous space, then turned around. “I work with some brilliant people, Grey, but I still can’t believe what you see in this space. I knew it was doable, but I never imagined some of the ideas you came up with. It’s perfect.”

			Grey was relieved. He’d really wanted to please and impress his brother. “Fantastic. I’ll speak to the contractor so we can get this going. We have to run all of the plumbing and electrical before we can start on things like the floors. You’re going to want the HVAC up and running by then, too.”

			“Nobody wants to be inside in August if there’s no air-conditioning.”

			“Precisely.”

			Mack took another look around the space, seeming to understand what a monumental task they had ahead of them. “Do you think it can be done?”

			However practical he liked to be, Grey didn’t have it in his heart to disappoint his brother. “I do. I mean, I’ll make it happen.” In a lot of ways, he felt like he owed this to Mack. As to whenever he’d be able to make amends with Travis, he wasn’t sure, but he hoped that could happen as well. The acrimony between them had gone on for too long.

			“Thank you. I really appreciate that.” Mack’s phone buzzed with a text, which he glanced at quickly. “I have a conference call in a half hour with my master brewer. I should get going.”

			“I do need to talk to you about a few things.”

			“We can talk in the car.”

			They closed up the building and were soon on their way. “I wanted to let you know that the forensic accountant is making headway. Nothing definitive yet, but she’s seeing some trends.”

			Mack glanced over at Grey. “And?”

			“We’ll know more soon.”

			“Okay. Sounds great.”

			“But you should know that some of the staff have talked about the fact that there’s a mystery woman taking one of the cottages for a month. I worry that will send up red flags.”

			“Hopefully people will move on to other gossip. We don’t want Pops finding out what she’s looking for.”

			“Right. And then there’s the matter of the wedding department.” In a lot of ways, Grey felt like he was only getting started with understanding what Autumn did and whether that part of the business could be improved. But it was clear that Autumn did not want his help. “Autumn booked a very high-profile wedding for next summer. Senator Rebecca Barefoot’s daughter. I really don’t think we need to keep tabs on her anymore.”

			Mack shook his head. “I know that you’re the one who sealed the deal, Grey. Autumn told Molly the whole story.”

			“What?” Why would she do that? Grey had perfectly paved the way for her to get all the credit. All she had to do was take it.

			“Autumn might seem like she’s not a serious person at times, but trust me, she takes her job very seriously. She didn’t want to take credit for something she didn’t do.”

			Grey hadn’t expected this at all. He’d let her off the hook, and she hadn’t taken the opportunity to be rid of him. “You’re telling me I need to continue to work with her? She doesn’t want me around.”

			Mack pulled up in front of Grey’s cottage, put the car in Park, then killed the engine. “Look. Part of the reason I asked you to step in with the wedding business was personal.”

			“Personal how?”

			“Autumn is Molly’s best friend and she worries about her. That means I worry about her. Being a wedding planner is the only thing she has and Moonlight Ridge is by far her biggest client. She’s cut herself off from her family. Her fiancé dumped her. If she fails at this, it will be really hard for her to go start over somewhere else. Especially since Molly is almost like her sister.”

			Grey nodded, feeling the weight of family responsibility squarely on his shoulders. “I understand. You want Molly to be happy and she can’t be like that unless her best friend is in a good place.”

			“Exactly. It’s not just about keeping tabs on Autumn. It’s about making sure she’s successful. Not just for the business, but for her sake as well.”

			“I really hope you aren’t holding me responsible for her happiness. That is not my area of expertise.”

			Mack laughed. “Believe me. I know you. Mr. Detached. Mr. Calm, Cool and Collected. Forget feelings.”

			“You make me sound like a robot.”

			“That’s not how I mean it.” There was a slight pause before he continued, “You know I love you.”

			That used to be so easy to say to each other growing up. Grey hoped one day things would feel natural again. “I love you, too. I’m glad we’re working together. And I’m so happy you liked the plans.”

			“I’m happy about all of that, too. I hope Travis can come for the wedding. I’d love it if the three of us could spend some time together, especially now that Dad is doing better.”

			Grey nodded. “I’m sure we can work something out.” He opened his door.

			“So we’re good with Autumn? You’re going to continue to help her?”

			Funny, but Grey didn’t think of it as the task he had the first time his brother had asked. Not that he was going to share that with Mack. No way. There was zero reason to let on that he found himself enjoying his time with Autumn, even when she didn’t seem to want him around. “Yeah. No problem.”

			

			Autumn was busy working at one of the tables in the Moonlight Ridge pub. Although she had both an off-site office and an office here on the third floor, Autumn liked working in the pub before it opened because it was quieter and she could spread out and use more table space. Plus, it had lovely light early in the day.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Autumn spotted Molly sauntering into the room like she was floating on air.

			“Good morning!” Molly practically sang her greeting, like a fairy tale princess.

			“Good morning.” Autumn noticed that her own voice sounded like a fairy tale ogre. She pushed aside a pile of spreadsheets. She couldn’t stare at them any longer. It certainly wasn’t improving her mood, which was admittedly a bit sour after the things Rebecca Barefoot had said the other day. She still couldn’t believe she’d let that woman get to her. “What’s got you so chipper?”

			“Oh. I don’t know. Just excited, I guess.” Molly waggled the fingers of her left hand. The jumbo diamond-and-platinum ring was impossible to miss.

			“Oh, my God!” Autumn jumped up out of her chair, unable to contain her excitement. “When did this happen? How did he ask?”

			“Last night.”

			“Tell me everything.”

			“In typical Mack fashion, it wasn’t a big elaborate thing. But it was still so romantic. We went for a walk around the pond at the back of the property, the one we used to swim in as kids, and we stopped to look at the moon. The next thing I knew, he was down on one knee with a box from the jeweler.”

			Autumn fought back the tears that threatened to sting her eyes. Some of what she was feeling was pure joy. Of course she was deeply excited for her best friend. But there was melancholy, too. She couldn’t help but flash back to the night Jared had asked her to marry him. Autumn had been taken completely by surprise. They’d only been dating for a few months, and although he had professed his love long before that, she hadn’t been sure of the depths of his devotion. But he turned up one night at her house with a ring, a proposal and a suggestion that they move in together. He’d said he was determined to make a go of starting his own financial services company in Asheville. Autumn had thought that alone was a good sign. She figured that a man like him would only rearrange his life for true love. Little had she known that plan of his would never take flight. No, it wasn’t true love. Even though Autumn had been convinced at the time that it was.

			Autumn took Molly’s hand in hers and admired the ring. “I don’t think he needed to make it an elaborate proposal. I’d argue that this ring is doing all the talking.”

			Molly gazed down at it. “It’s huge, isn’t it?”

			“It’s beautiful. Absolutely gorgeous.” The ring Jared had given to Autumn was not only a stunner, it was still sitting in a drawer in her kitchen. He hadn’t asked for it back, and Autumn hadn’t offered. It wasn’t that she still had sentimental feelings about it. It was more about not being quite ready to admit defeat. She knew she had a hard time letting some things go. “So? Have you guys talked about a date? Please tell me you want to have it here and that you’ll let me plan it.”

			“Of course.”

			A ribbon of delight wound its way through Autumn. She reached under the spreadsheets and pulled out her calendar. “What are you guys thinking?”

			“The last weekend of August. Right before Labor Day.”

			Autumn blinked like crazy as she tried to compute this information. “As in ten weeks from now?” She looked up at Molly, hoping her expression could convey exactly how bonkers this was.

			Molly gnawed on her thumbnail. “I know it’s soon, but we really don’t want a big wedding. Just something small.”

			“People say they want small and then it doesn’t end up being like that.”

			“No. I’m serious. I’m thinking fifty people, tops. And Mack is talking to Grey this morning about starting the renovation for the barn. We’d like to get married there.”

			“You want to get married in a place that isn’t actually suitable for a wedding, ten weeks from now.”

			“Yes. And I want you to be my maid of honor.”

			Any skepticism Autumn had was officially shoved to the back burner. It was not the maid of honor’s job to be a downer. “Aww. That’s so sweet. I’d love to. Thank you for asking me.” Yes, this was all going to consume her summer. That was okay. It would keep her mind off Grey. If she tried really hard.

			Molly shrugged. “I know it all sounds crazy, but it’s what Mack and I want.”

			“Okay, then. We’ll make it happen.”

			Molly leaned down and wrapped her arms around Autumn’s shoulders. “Thank you so much. You’re the absolute best.”

			Of course, Autumn knew that wasn’t true. She’d been striking out at work lately, particularly earlier that week. “I’m just happy for you.”

			“Thanks. I appreciate it.” Molly took a seat across from Autumn. “Are you feeling any better about what happened with Rebecca Barefoot?”

			“I’m okay. I’m just disappointed in myself. I froze up. She started talking about my family and I couldn’t deal with it. I guess it’s one thing to be on a gossip website and another when someone is right in your face.”

			“Of course. That makes perfect sense.”

			Autumn was happy about that, too. But now that she’d had some time to gather her thoughts about what had happened, she had this unsettled feeling in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t been kind or gracious about what he’d done, and it had been an act of chivalry. He’d done the right thing. And Autumn had let her ego get in the way of showing any appreciation at all. “Me too. Grey saved the day.”

			“Do you like working with him?”

			“We hardly had a chance to get started before I messed up, so it’s hard to say. But I like him. He’s nice to have around, and he sure is nice to look at. ” She stifled a sigh just thinking about exactly how much she enjoyed every chance she had to admire Grey. “He’s also frustrating as hell. It’s hard to know what he’s thinking.”

			Molly nodded. “Mack says the same thing. All the time.”

			“That’s not a good sign considering that they’re brothers.”

			“Those three have their fair share of problems. That’s for sure.” Molly glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh, shoot. I’d better get to work. I have a million things to do.” She made her way for the door, but stopped short and turned back to Autumn. “Oh. I forgot. Mack and I want to have a small engagement party on July Fourth. Before the fireworks. Put it on your calendar. He’s hoping he can get Travis to visit.”

			“Do you need help with that, too?”

			Molly held up her thumb and index finger with just a whisper of space between them. “A little bit. Not too much.”

			Autumn smiled as her best friend disappeared through the door. As soon as Molly was gone, Autumn’s phone rang. It was Delilah Barefoot. “Hello? Delilah?”

			“Autumn, hi. Do you have a minute? It looks like Archer isn’t going to be able to tour the grounds with me right away, but I’d like to go ahead and firm up our date.”

			Autumn quickly grabbed her laptop, pulling up the shared catering and events calendar. “Of course. June 28th, right? A little more than a year from now. I wasn’t about to let anyone take it without calling you first.”

			“Yes. We’d like to go ahead and sign the contract.”

			It was silly, but simply typing in “Barefoot-Morgan Wedding” felt like a step in the right direction. Autumn was playing her role. She’d felt left out and left behind the other day, but it had been her own doing. This was her chance to remedy that. “Fantastic. I will send the paperwork right away. We can schedule Archer’s visit whenever you like. And feel free to call me any time with questions or to discuss details.”

			“Thank you so much. I appreciate that. I wouldn’t have blamed you at all if you didn’t want to deal with our wedding. My mother can be brash. I’m really sorry about everything that happened the other day.”

			“No need to apologize. It’s not your fault. And everything she said was perfectly valid. My dad is not a good person, and I can understand anyone not wanting to be associated with him, even if it’s only because I’m his daughter.”

			“But you can’t help who your parents are. I feel the same way about my mom, and she’s not nearly as controversial as your dad. You’d be surprised by the things people will say to me. They’ll just walk up to me in a restaurant and tell me I’m despicable or that they feel sorry for me because they think my mom is a bad person.”

			Autumn hadn’t realized until right then that she’d never met anyone who was in even a vaguely similar predicament to her own. She had friends back in LA with famous parents, but their moms and dads were beloved figures, not people with a name uttered in hushed tones with an edge of disgust. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to deal with that. But if it makes you feel any better, I completely understand how you feel.”

			“Thank you so much. I’m glad Grey turned things around with my mom. I guess he really sang your praises.”

			This came as a surprise. Autumn had assumed that whatever Grey said to Rebecca had been about selling Moonlight Ridge. It hadn’t occurred to her that she might be her own selling point. “That’s nice to hear. Thank you.”

			Delilah and Autumn said their goodbyes and Autumn rushed upstairs to her chaotic office. She quickly plugged Delilah and Archer’s information into the standard Moonlight Ridge wedding contract and hit “print” on her computer. As the papers chugged their way out, Autumn glanced out the window overlooking the property. She owed Grey an apology. Or at least another thank-you. But she still hadn’t taken his phone number. Sure, she could ask Molly for it. But something told Autumn that an in-person visit would be better.

			Autumn collected the contract, sealed it up in an envelope, and gave it to Harry at the front desk to send by courier. Then she grabbed her sunglasses and hopped into one of the resort’s golf carts and headed for Grey’s cottage. When she arrived, she was a bit disappointed to discover that Grey was not out on his patio doing push-ups. She could only be so lucky. And today, she already felt lucky.

			She went to one of the glass patio doors and rapped lightly on the frame. A few seconds later, Grey answered, looking just as confounded as he had when she’d shown up with baked goods. She couldn’t deny just how good he looked in a decidedly more polished ensemble—dark jeans with a perfect fit and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. She had a thing for forearms and Grey’s were magnificent and strong, made all the more enticing by a chunky silver Breitling watch with a midnight-blue face on his wrist.

			“We’ve got to stop meeting like this.” Autumn hoped she sounded clever, not like a stalker.

			Grey’s expression immediately softened. “Right now. You and I are exchanging cell numbers.”

			“Don’t you enjoy my little visits?”

			“Yes. And no. I also think there’s something to be said for using all available technology.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and Autumn fished hers out of her bag so they could finally take care of this small task. “Now that that’s out of the way, what can I help you with?” he asked.

			“I wanted to say I’m sorry for the way I acted the other day. You saved my butt and I should’ve been far more gracious about it.”

			“No need to apologize. I think anyone would’ve done what I did.”

			“Would they though? I get that you care about your family’s business, but Delilah said you sang my praises to her mom. I wasn’t aware we’d known each other long enough to get to the praise-singing phase of our relationship.”

			Grey laughed, a sound that made her think she was really breaking down walls between them. It was one of the sexiest sounds Autumn had ever heard. “Do you want to come in?”

			Autumn shouldn’t be feeling so delighted by the invitation, but she was. “I’d love to.” She followed him inside, and they entered the great room on the back of the house, with wood-beamed cathedral ceilings, a large stone fireplace, a modern kitchen to one side, and truly breathtaking views down to the lake. “This is beautiful, Grey. Why don’t all of the guesthouses look like this?”

			Grey nodded. “Excellent question. That’s one of those things my brothers and I are working on.”

			Autumn turned around in the cozy, but elegant space. She’d thought of Grey as the sort of guy who could only be truly comfortable in New York, with a bachelor pad decorated entirely in black and gray, but he seemed perfectly at home in a setting with a few softer edges. “I’m sure occupancy will go up after you do. Who wouldn’t want to stay somewhere like this?” Through an open door, Autumn caught a glimpse of the bedroom—there was a big bed, dressed in crisp white bedding with a masculine brown tufted leather headboard. That seemed to work with Grey’s personality, too. “So? Mack and Molly, huh? Pretty big news.”

			Grey stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Yep. Hard to believe it, but one of the Holloway brothers actually fell in love.”

			Autumn perched herself on the arm of a leather club chair. “Is that really a surprise? It seems like a forgone conclusion. All three of you are ridiculously handsome and successful. Honestly, I’m wondering what Jameson was putting in your cereal bowls every morning when you were kids.”

			Grey arched his eyebrows. “Ah. But I don’t eat breakfast.”

			“Oh, right.”

			“But seriously, no, it wasn’t a forgone conclusion at all. We’re all hyperfocused on our careers. Making time for things like romance doesn’t always pay dividends.”

			“It’s not a stock purchase.”

			“It’s just a fancy way of saying it’s not worth it.”

			“It can be worth it. If you meet the right person.”

			Grey shrugged. “I’m not the guy to ask. I don’t believe in all of that.”

			Autumn got up from her seat and stepped closer to him. The instant she got a real whiff of his heavenly smell, she had to make a conscious decision to stop her approach before she was standing toe-to-toe with him. The urge to nestle her face in his neck and breathe in the warm and woodsy scent was a little too powerful. The thought of his facial scruff on her nose only added to the enticement. “All of what?”

			“Love. It’s something we construct in our minds. Or at least romantic love. The idea of staying with someone forever. I don’t think we’re meant to do that.”

			Autumn snorted in not-so-elegant fashion, but she could not believe the utter nonsense coming out of Grey’s mouth. “You realize you’re saying this to a wedding planner, right? My entire career is built on the idea that people are meant to do exactly that. Fall in love. Depend on each other. Take care of each other. Forever.”

			“Believing in that and your career choice don’t have to be dependent on each other. Do your parents have a good marriage?”

			“No. It was toxic. They’re divorced now. But neither of them were faithful. I’m not sure they were ever really in love. I think they were caught up in the excitement of it. My dad’s career was on the rise and my mom worked for him.” Autumn didn’t care to talk about her parents any more. It brought up too many memories of big fights and outrageous drama, like the night her mom broke every single dish in their kitchen in a fit of frustration over another of her dad’s affairs, and ended up in an ambulance because her feet were all cut up. “That doesn’t mean I don’t believe in love and commitment. My grandparents had an amazing marriage.”

			“What happened to them?”

			“They’re still together. They’re still in love. They’re retired and they travel all the time, but I see them once or twice a year. They’re really the only family I still see.”

			“Well, my parents were a horrible match, too. And I’ve never felt any need to permanently attach myself to anyone. Ever. And I can’t imagine it, either, to be honest.”

			That struck Autumn as incredibly sad. Despite everything she’d been through, she still saw herself falling in love. She dared to see a long-term partnership with someone. Someday. “You never know when the right person will come along.”

			“And in the meantime, you spend a lot of time with the wrong people. You should know that better than anyone. How many months were you with your fiancé before things fell apart?”

			Good God, Grey had a way of saying things that cut to the bone. “I don’t care about that. It’s the past. I’m looking ahead.”

			“But it just happened.”

			“More than three months ago. Ancient history as far as I’m concerned.”

			Grey pressed his lips together, seeming thoroughly unconvinced. “I think you’re in denial.”

			“And I think we should talk about something else.”

			“Like what?” It wasn’t really a question. It felt more like a challenge.

			“How about the future of our working relationship?”

			Grey took a step closer to her. “Why in the world did you tell Molly that you weren’t the one who got the booking for the Barefoot wedding? That was your out.”

			Half of Autumn’s brain was listening to his words. The other half was fixated on his shoulders—she’d seen them in a dress shirt, and she’d seen them doing push-ups, but she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to touch them. To roll her fingers over what was surely a solid block of muscle. “It was the truth. I wasn’t going to take credit for something I didn’t do.”

			“You just put yourself in a worse position though. If you’re fighting for your existence at Moonlight Ridge, you aren’t making much of a case.”

			Autumn’s frustration with Grey was only growing, partly because he seemed truly mad that she’d done something that would only mean they would continue working together. “I don’t see it that way. I know that I’m good at my job. I make people happy and I find it very rewarding to do that.”

			Grey cast her another doubtful look. It was like he had a daily quota of doubt. “How do you see the bright side in everything?”

			“I don’t have a choice, Grey. Any other way and I wouldn’t be able to function.” She made her way to the door. “I’ll get out of your hair now. I just wanted to stop by and say thanks again.”

			“Autumn, wait.” Grey reached for her arm, and Autumn couldn’t help but notice the zap of electricity between them when his fingers touched her elbow. Why was she so susceptible to Grey’s charms? She didn’t understand why he had any power over her at all. The man didn’t believe in love. Aside from the fact that he was ridiculously sexy and incredibly smart, he was completely wrong for her.

			“Yes?” she asked.

			“When will we be working together again?”

			“There’s a wedding next weekend.” Autumn scoured her brain for some reason she could see Grey before then, but then she scolded herself for being so attracted to him. “You can help me with that. See what my job is really like.”

			Grey smiled slightly, just enough to give her some encouragement. “I don’t know that I’m dying to go to a wedding, but I do want to see you be successful. And you promised me you were going to show me the ropes.”

			“I absolutely did. And I always keep my promises.” Autumn opened the door and stepped out onto the patio, but Grey followed her.

			“I still don’t understand why you outed yourself to Molly. I’m not entirely convinced it’s because you couldn’t stand to be anything less than honest. I have to think your survival instincts are stronger than that.”

			Autumn wasn’t sure why she’d done it, either. It wasn’t like Molly had tried to pry the information out of her. Autumn had given herself up. Maybe it was just that she wasn’t eager to claim credit when it wasn’t hers to take. Or maybe it was something else. “I don’t know, Grey. Maybe I just like having you around.”

		
	
		
			Five

			Grey had been nothing less than completely honest when he’d told Autumn that he wasn’t a big fan of weddings. He didn’t really see the point. So much money and hoopla, knowing that 50 percent of marriages ended in despair and divorce. What person would walk into a casino and put down a year’s salary, knowing they only had a one-in-two chance of winning it back? It was a risk only a fool would take.

			Of course, Grey had his reasons for thinking this way. His parents’ marriage had been dismal, never suggesting even the slightest glimmer of love or true affection. And when Grey was rescued from that situation, it was by Jameson, a single man who never seemed to want for a wife or commitment involving a ring, vows or a ceremony. It left Grey with only one conclusion—romantic love was a trap. It was an illusion, a way to turn lust into something more meaningful or turn loneliness into something less persistent.

			Still, he’d found himself oddly looking forward to this evening’s Carter-Jackson wedding. He could admit that Autumn intrigued him, especially after making that comment the other day about liking having him around. When was the last time someone had actually said that about him? He wasn’t sure of the answer.

			Considering how many assumptions he’d made about Autumn, she’d turned out to be nothing like what he’d expected. She came from a famous Hollywood family, but seemed so immensely grounded, even when she had her head in the clouds. She’d allowed her fate at Moonlight Ridge to remain on the line, all because she couldn’t bring herself to be anything less than painfully frank about what had happened when Rebecca Barefoot decided to be terrible about Autumn’s past.

			Wearing a charcoal suit, Grey strolled into the main ballroom, where the reception would be taking place. The actual ceremony was set to start in an hour, out in the garden behind the inn. The ballroom was abuzz with activity as members of the catering team set out water glasses and place settings on the dozens of round tables covered with white tablecloths surrounding the dance floor. At one end, the DJ was setting up lighting. Autumn, however, was nowhere to be found. He headed back out through the door and ran right into her.

			Literally. She kicked his foot with one of her pointy-toed heels. Her head collided with his jaw.

			“Oh my gosh. Grey. What the heck?” She jumped back, breathless, squinting, and rubbing her temple.

			He couldn’t ignore the way her voluptuous chest was heaving. In fact, he’d forgotten what his name was. Of course, that might’ve been the pain. His cheek was throbbing. “For all of that hair, you sure have a hard head.”

			“I could say the same thing for you. Good thing I’m wearing my contacts. You could’ve broken my glasses and then we would’ve been in serious trouble. I’m blind without them. Where were you going so fast?”

			“I was looking for you.” He reached for her shoulder to show his concern, but quickly learned that one touch would not be enough. He wanted to drag his fingers down the soft skin of her arm. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. Thank you.” Autumn straightened and that was when he noticed her dress—a slim-fitting silhouette of sheer black lace with a cream-colored fabric underneath. It wasn’t short. In fact, it fell below her knees. It wasn’t low-cut. It was quite a modest neckline. But holy smokes did it show off every last delicious curve of the full hips that bloomed from her waist. “Are you okay? I should’ve worn my glasses tonight. That was stupid. It’s probably my fault.”

			“It was an accident. I’m just glad that you’re okay.” Grey focused his attention on her face, if only to keep his eyes from roaming all over her luscious body. But that wasn’t much help. Her lips were slightly parted, full and beckoning. Her eyes wide and intense. “Everything in the ballroom looks great,” he said, trying to distract himself.

			“Thank you. That’s not the part I’m worried about. I’m looking for the groom. I got a text from his dad. He said his son is freaking out and wants to call off the ceremony. He’s disappeared and this building is so huge, he could be anywhere.”

			“Oh.” Grey hated drama, and this sounded like a whole heap of that.

			Autumn looked at Grey, cocking her head to one side, and he could see the gears turning behind her beguiling brown eyes. “Come on. Help me look.” She tugged on Grey’s hand, then marched off down the hall. He had no choice but to go with her. “If we find him and he won’t listen to me, maybe he’ll listen to you.”

			“That’s not a good idea. I can’t convince someone to get married. Do you not remember the conversation we had the other day?”

			Autumn shot him a look of pure annoyance. “I’m not asking you to persuade him to do anything. We just need to help him think straight. If the worst happens and we have to stick a pin in this wedding, there are horrible ways to do it and then there are slightly less horrible ways.”

			“Could that really happen? Does that really happen?”

			“Not often, but yes. Love is messy, Grey.” He and Autumn agreed on very little when it came to that topic—that was their common ground.

			They jogged down one corridor, then another and another, doubling back at least once. But then they rounded a corner and sure enough, a man in a tux was standing at the very end of a narrow hall, staring out one of the many windows.

			Autumn slowed her pace, approaching the groom with caution, like she was afraid she might spook him. “Max?” she called. “Can we talk for a minute?” Without looking back, she waved for Grey to come along.

			The groom glanced over his shoulder then returned his attention to the world outside.

			Grey still felt unsure of his role in this situation. He didn’t deal well with people and feelings, especially when emotions were running high. “I really don’t know what you expect me to do,” he whispered.

			“I’ll do the talking. You can be the calming force,” she muttered out of the side of her mouth.

			Calming force? “You are the queen of armchair psychology, aren’t you?”

			“Call me whatever you want. Just do it later.” A dozen or so strides and Autumn reached the man. She gently placed a hand on his back, which was the first time Grey noticed just how lovely her fingers were. “Max. How can I help?”

			He didn’t turn. In fact, he hung his head. “I’m overwhelmed. I’m trying to catch a breath and figure out what I’m thinking. And feeling.”

			Autumn moved closer and leaned against the wall, lowering her head in an attempt to make eye contact. “I get it. I totally get it. Today is a big day. It feels like so much.”

			Max turned to her. “Yes. Exactly. And I feel so embarrassed that I’m letting it get to me like this. I’m supposed to be strong. And I feel like I’m about to melt into a puddle.”

			Grey couldn’t help it. His heart went out to the guy. He knew what it was like to be a man in a difficult situation and be burdened by expectations of unwavering strength and resiliency.

			“Max, I need to tell you something.” Autumn reached for his hand, which was enough to make him straighten and look her in the eye. “Everything you’re feeling is so normal. I have talked dozens of grooms through this moment.”

			“Really?”

			She nodded eagerly and smiled her warm smile. Grey felt the ripples of her generous nature from several feet away. “Absolutely. You’d be surprised. It’s always the biggest, strongest guys who have the hardest time with this. And I think I know the reason.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it takes a big heart to be strong. A big heart feels everything.” Autumn pointed at his chest. “It doesn’t make you weak to be feeling unsure. It only means that you grasp the magnitude of what’s happening. This is a big day. You love Katie more than you ever thought it was possible to love someone.”

			“God yes.” Max’s voice cracked.

			Autumn offered more reassurance with an eager nod. “That’s scary. It’s like standing outside and looking at the mountains that surround us. You can’t even wrap your mind around where so much beauty came from. It seems impossible.”

			Max exhaled loudly, like he’d been holding his breath. Grey could relate. He, too, felt as though he couldn’t breathe. “What do I do?”

			“Only you know the answer to that. But I would just think about what’s on the other side of the decision,” Autumn said.

			“Either I have a life with Katie or I don’t.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I can’t stand the thought of that.” Max straightened to his full height, blinked away a tear, and drew a deep breath through his nose. “Wow. I feel so much better. Thank you.”

			“Of course.” Autumn adjusted the boutonniere on his lapel and brushed away a piece of lint. “Any time.”

			Max looked back down the corridor. “I don’t even know where I am. How do I get to where my dad and the groomsmen are?”

			Autumn grinned. “Straight down, a left, then a right, and you should be able to find it from there.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Now go get married. I’ll see you at the reception and we’ll have a good laugh over this.”

			Max smiled, nodded at Grey, then strode down the hall like a new man.

			Grey wasn’t even sure what to say. “That was spectacular. You are a miracle worker.”

			“Well, I am an armchair psychologist.”

			“You should charge by the hour.”

			“I’ll take that under advisement. Now let’s go check on a million other details.”

			Autumn started off in the direction Max had gone and Grey went along with her. Of the many things Grey had thought might happen in the course of this wedding, what he’d just witnessed had not been one of them. Autumn was simply amazing.

			She also wasn’t kidding about the sheer number of things she had to attend to, all while making herself seemingly invisible. She floated from place to place, checking on flower girl baskets and music. She made sure the mother of the bride had tissues and she retied the bow on the ring bearer’s pillow when he nearly lost the bands. She stood at the back during the ceremony, with Grey at her side, observing as everything went off without a hitch. When Max and Katie walked down the aisle, Max winked at her. Autumn returned the sentiment with a thumbs-up.

			The ceremony was followed by photographs and then the reception. Grey continued to be astounded by Autumn’s attention to the most minuscule and mundane detail, and how she tackled everything in rapid succession. Her job was intense, with an unrelenting pace. There was very little about his career in architecture that he found frenetic. Everything was deliberate. Measured.

			When the final guests were wandering out of the ballroom, Grey had to express everything he’d been thinking about the job Autumn had done. “I’m just telling you, whatever money you make, it isn’t enough.”

			She laughed quietly, raising both eyebrows as if to ask if he realized what he was saying. “It’s not always like this. Tonight was an extreme case.”

			“Still, you were amazing.” Grey couldn’t help but feel like the word was so inadequate. He’d never met any person like her.

			“Thank you. I appreciate that.” Autumn dug around in her purse and pulled out her keys. “Now it’s time to take off these shoes and pass out.”

			Grey didn’t want the evening to end, but she was clearly exhausted and he couldn’t think of a reason they should spend any more time together, other than the fact that he wanted to. “Let me walk you to your car.” At least this would give them a few minutes alone. Their entire evening had been consumed by other people.

			They strolled out of the ballroom, wound their way to the lobby, and then out to the parking lot. The evening air was still warm, but not oppressively humid like a normal North Carolina summer, even up in the mountains. There wasn’t much of a breeze either, which meant nature wasn’t stirring up the smell of wildflowers or cut grass, leaving Grey to breathe in Autumn’s sweet scent.

			Autumn stopped at a little silver BMW. “This is me.”

			Grey was suddenly struck by the urge to hug her goodbye, even when he knew that wasn’t appropriate for their working relationship. Instead, he just waved, but he wanted to scream at their circumstances. He couldn’t deny his attraction to her. The way he itched to have her in his arms. Kiss her. “Have a good night. Thanks for everything today.”

			He sensed her hesitation, just as he felt his own restlessness. Desire was stirring inside him. Churning. Telling him to not let her go.

			“Okay, then. Good night.” Autumn climbed into her car.

			Grey waited on the sidewalk for her to leave, disappointment hanging on his shoulders like a weight. She turned the key, but the engine made a clicking sound he knew all too well. She tried it again, but Grey was already sure it wasn’t going to work. “Sounds like your battery,” he said, walking to her door, which she had opened. He looked around the parking lot. Almost everyone was gone, and it would be strange for them to ask a wedding guest for a jump start. “We could go get my car. Then come back and get yours started. That is if you have jumper cables.”

			Autumn climbed out. “Nope.”

			“I doubt I have any. I have a rental car.”

			Autumn’s shoulders dropped. “I’m so tired. I just want to go home and collapse.”

			Grey spotted one of the resort golf carts nearby. “We’ll ride to my cottage and I’ll give you a lift back to your place. I can come back and pick you up in the morning if you want.”

			“Are you sure?” she asked.

			For a man who didn’t like to get involved in other people’s problems, he’d never been more sure of anything in his life. “Absolutely.”

			

			Autumn was pretty good at predicting the behavior of others, but she’d never expected that Grey would end up being her knight in shining armor. Not that he wasn’t a good man—he was. She simply never would’ve guessed that he’d go out of his way to demonstrate it.

			Back at his cottage, they climbed into his rental car, a sleek black, fully loaded Jaguar. “I had no idea you could rent a car this fancy.” She pressed “home” in the navigation app on her phone to guide Grey to her house.

			Grey started the engine and the lights flipped on, shining brightly into the dark of night. “It might seem flashy, but it’s incredibly safe, too.” He checked his mirror, then pulled out onto the access road circling the property.

			Autumn remembered Molly talking about the car accident the three brothers had been in when they were teenagers. Reportedly, none of them liked to talk about it, so she didn’t bring it up. But she knew that it was a looming presence in everyone’s lives, even all these years later. “What do you drive back at home? Or is it too much of a pain to have a car in the city?” Autumn had been to New York many times over the years, but she really only enjoyed visiting for a few days. In general, she preferred places with a big open sky.

			“I have a Mercedes I keep in Manhattan. I keep a BMW at my vacation house in Martha’s Vineyard.” He slid her another glance. “You aren’t actually interested in what I drive, are you?”

			“Just making conversation.” It was the truth. Something about being alone with Grey made her nervous, but excited. They were becoming friends. They were getting closer. It was all good, except that guys like Grey—handsome, capable and smart—were like catnip for Autumn. She might have given Grey a hard time about avoiding temptation, but she needed to do that herself. They were working together. He was practically her boss. More than anything, he still held her future in his hands. “Real East Coast guy, huh?”

			“I guess I never really saw the appeal of the west.”

			“You’re so right. All that sunshine. And the beaches. Ugh,” she joked.

			Grey laughed. “I realize that makes me sound like I never have any fun at all.”

			Autumn remembered what Molly had said about that. She wondered if most people never got to see the real Grey. Even though he was serious most of the time, she’d seen glimmers of a more relaxed man. She loved those moments. It felt like a challenge to pry them out of him. “What do you do for fun?”

			Grey shrugged. “I enjoy chess. I’m a big sports fan. Football. Basketball. I like to swim, too.”

			“Huh.”

			“What does that mean?”

			Autumn shifted in her seat. “We’re very different. Although I like to swim, too.”

			“See? We have something in common.”

			Heat bloomed in Autumn’s cheeks. He was looking for common ground between them, and it stirred up warm and fuzzy feelings. “Fair warning, I’m more of a lounge by the pool with a margarita sort of girl. Throw in a good book and you’ll have to drag me out of there.”

			He laughed again, but Autumn couldn’t help but notice that every time he did it now, it was a little less guarded. More natural. Was she really getting to him the way he was getting to her? Despite everything she’d first thought about working with Grey, she found herself drawn to him like a thirsty bumblebee to sweet, sweet honey. “I didn’t expect to say this when we first met, but I like you. I can’t say that I know anyone else like you.”

			Autumn was smiling so wide, she had to turn toward the passenger side window, just so he wouldn’t know how damn happy she was. “I like you, too, Grey.” Maybe a little too much.

			“That’s nice to hear.”

			He turned into the main entrance of her neighborhood, Montford, on the North side of Asheville. It was chock-full of beautifully restored historic homes and hosted an eclectic mix of young families, retirees, entrepreneurs and even a few big executives. Grey leaned forward over the steering wheel, peering out at the homes. “Wow. These are some amazing houses.”

			“Of course. I hadn’t really thought about it, but you’d probably love it here during the day. It’s got to be heaven for an architect.”

			“I’m definitely a nerd for old houses.” Following the navigation directions, Grey turned into her driveway and killed the engine. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

			“Thanks.” Autumn appreciated his gentlemanly ways. It was nice to be treated this way.

			They strolled down the front walk and Autumn was trying to figure out a reason to invite him in. Then again, that was a bad idea. He was too good-looking and it would only make her life messier if she opened that door. Still...she was tempted. Every minute in the car with him had chipped away at her resolve to keep things professional.

			“I have to ask you something I’ve been wondering,” Grey said when they arrived at the front door. Autumn had forgotten to leave on the outside lights, but the moon was high and full in the sky, casting him in an appealing glow. He really was so handsome. Unfairly so.

			“Sure. Ask me anything.”

			“How do you do what you do after going through a big breakup and a canceled wedding? I don’t see how you can stand to be around these happy couples. The reminders are everywhere, aren’t they?”

			Autumn looked down at the sidewalk for a moment. Funny, but this all made perfect sense to her. “It doesn’t make me feel bad to be around people who are in love. If anything, it reminds me of the possibilities. It reminds me that love exists and it’s still worth holding out for.”

			Every bit of his expression, from the half frown to the raised eyebrows, said that he wasn’t buying her answer. “So you’re not traumatized by everything that happened? It doesn’t make you scared?”

			“I’m not saying I wasn’t hurt. Of course I was. But I’m not scared. It’s fine. I’m just busy moving on.”

			“How is that possible? It’s only been a few months, right?”

			She understood what Grey was trying to get at, and Molly had taken a similar tack with her, but Autumn didn’t want to put her life on hold while she waited for her heart to heal. Sitting around was simply not in her wheelhouse. “It’s possible because I’ve decided that it is. I’m ready to fall in love today. Right now.”

			“You can’t think your way out of this.”

			“So says the incredibly smart guy who tries to look at every situation analytically.”

			“I don’t think you’re over it. Over him. You say you are, but I don’t see how you could be.”

			The light of the moon hit Grey’s profile just so, and Autumn was overtaken by an impulse that was impossible to ignore. She wanted to kiss him. She needed her lips all over his, if for no other reason than to prove him wrong. She was over her fiancé. Completely. More important, she was alone with an undeniably sexy man on a warm summer night. Everything in her body was saying that a kiss was the only logical conclusion to this conversation. “Maybe you’ll see this.” She rose up onto her tiptoes, dug her hand into his hair and placed her mouth against his. Her heart was pounding as she waited for him to push her away and tell her no. It would make their work dynamic difficult, but she’d dealt with far worse.

			But he didn’t do that. He didn’t push her away.

			Not at all.

			To her great surprise, his strong hands gripped her rib cage and he went all-in on the kiss, his lips parting and his tongue teasing hers, sending a flutter of excitement through her. Did he want her like she wanted him? Had he thought about this, too? His reaction made it seem like he had. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. Her chest pressed to his, hips met hips. He was so solid and firm, but there was something surprisingly soft about the kiss. It was gentle. Passionate, but not forceful. But then he slanted his head and took the kiss deeper. That made her rethink the part about passion. He was heat and spark and fire, and even after everything she’d been through, she wanted to be burned.

			But then she realized what they were doing. Kissing on her front stoop. Where anyone down on the street could see them. She pulled back, breathless. “We shouldn’t be out here.”

			He gazed down at her, mouth slack and eyes pleading. She took some consolation in the fact that he seemed disappointed. “What? Why?”

			“You either have to come inside or go.” She squinted and scanned her front yard, but it was dark and her eyesight was terrible.

			“I don’t understand.”

			She sighed. “Sometimes people take pictures of me.”

			“They do?”

			“Yes, Grey. To sell.”

			“Oh.” Grey straightened and adopted a posture like he was on high alert, surveying the landscape of her lawn. “Seriously? Like hiding in the bushes?”

			“I know. It’s crazy, but it happens. They try to catch me doing something terrible like bending over in unflattering sweatpants to pick up a piece of mail I dropped. That actually happened, by the way.” That had not been a fun day. “It’s just part of being my father’s daughter. It’s gotten a lot worse in the last year. Every new bit of salacious info about my dad brings them out of the woodwork.”

			“I’d think you would be immune to that here.”

			“I thought so, too. And I was for the first year or so after I moved. But then people figured out where I live. I even had a tabloid reporter pose as a bride and pretend to be interested in my wedding planning services. They’ll do anything.”

			He returned his attention to her. “I’m so sorry you have to deal with that.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Also, for what it’s worth, I’ve seen you bend over and I can’t imagine it looking bad.”

			She playfully hit his arm. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to take that as a compliment, but I will.” Autumn really wanted to kiss him again, but there was this nagging voice in her head telling her that wasn’t wise. She was supposed to be making all three Holloway brothers happy, not just one. “I should probably go inside. I’m exhausted and you have to drive back to Moonlight Ridge. I’m sorry I kissed you. I know I just made things awkward.”

			“Please don’t be sorry. It was nice.”

			Autumn feared that he was only saying that to be kind to her. He knew how badly she’d been hurt and however cold and analytical he could seem at times, she knew now that there was a feeling man under his hard exterior. His core was thoughtful, and his words were those of a man who was putting her feelings first. “You don’t have to make excuses for me. We’re working together. You’re practically my boss.”

			He reached down for her hand. “I’m not your boss. And we’re only working together until Moonlight Ridge’s wedding bookings get on track. I’m helping you.”

			It still felt as though Autumn had crossed a line she shouldn’t have. Even though she’d really wanted to. “I should still probably go inside. Good night, Grey.”

			He sighed. Whether that was exasperation or frustration, Autumn wasn’t sure. “Good night, Autumn. And thank you for today.”

			Autumn made her way inside, closing the door, then flipping the latch. Her fluffy orange tabby cat, Milton, expressed his disdain for the hours she was keeping. He hadn’t been fed. She scooped him up, padded into the kitchen, and filled his food dish. She leaned against the counter, exhausted, the memory of Grey’s kiss still humming on her lips. He was a mystery to her, and she still wasn’t sure what made him tick, but one thing was undeniable—she wanted more.

			Milton finished up his food, and Autumn flipped off the kitchen light, walking back to her bedroom. Just outside her door, her phone beeped with a text.

			Be my date to M&M’s engagement party Friday?

			Autumn grinned at her phone like a fool. The invitation suggested he was just as into that kiss as she’d been. You shouldn’t text and drive.

			At a red light.

			She smiled even wider. I’d love to go.

			Perfect. Good night.

			Night.

			Autumn flopped down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling in the dark. As exhausted as she was, she wouldn’t be getting any sleep any time soon. There were too many sexy thoughts of Grey Holloway tumbling around in her head.

		
	
		
			Six

			Grey hadn’t seen Autumn in days. In fact, it had been all week. It hadn’t been his choice, but his more pressing responsibilities had eaten up all his time. The renovations of the brewery had begun, but it was already proving to be a difficult project. The building was old and the contractor was running into problems he hadn’t expected. Then there were the still unfinished plans for the new spa, a project that was quickly sliding to the back burner. He had to deal with Opal, the forensic accountant, about the secret audit of Moonlight Ridge, and manage his business in New York from a distance. That last part was becoming a real headache. He was knee-deep in a contentious negotiation to hold on to his most prized employee. In short, he felt like he didn’t have a minute to breathe.

			That didn’t mean he hadn’t been thinking about Autumn. Part of the reason he was behind on everything was because he kept finding himself daydreaming about her. It didn’t take much to transport him back to that moment when she’d kissed him at her house the other night. She had once again surprised him, but that time, it hadn’t been by showing up unannounced or rescuing a wedding. Instead, a kiss. Out of the blue. He’d thought about it several times before that moment, dwelling on the sight of her lips for a few too many heartbeats. But in his head, he’d imagined he would make the first move. Instead, Autumn had broken what little ice was left between them, and the kiss itself had melted it. Every gorgeous feature she possessed was incredible to look at, but even better to touch. And to think, he’d only had a taste. When she’d talked to him about temptation the first day they met, he was convinced he could resist anything. Now he knew that Autumn was poised to become his biggest weakness.

			To make up for his absence all week, he’d invited Autumn to come over a half hour before Mack and Molly’s engagement party. He wanted the chance to enjoy a glass of wine with her before heading over. Even though he’d worked for much of the day, it had been a beautiful day for July Fourth and he hoped for an even nicer evening, complete with fireworks over the lake. If he was lucky, there might even be a few fireworks with Autumn. But he didn’t want to get ahead of himself.

			He rushed outside as soon as he heard her car door, arriving in time to see her rising up out of her silver BMW. She was wearing yet another dress apparently designed to knock the breath out of him. Again it was lace, but this one was red, and unlike the one she’d worn to the wedding last weekend, it had skinny straps that showed off her lovely shoulders and shimmery skin. As she got closer, his eyes were drawn to the sexy neckline, which dipped low between the swell of her breasts. The sight made everything in his body run hot.

			He greeted her at the end of the driveway, gently gripping her elbow and loving the silkiness of her skin. “You look absolutely beautiful.” He kissed her cheek and breathed in her sweet scent, the perfect complement to the aroma of wildflowers already in the air.

			She grinned at him. “What happened to not laying it on too thick?”

			Grey wanted to kick himself for the stupid comment he’d made in her office the other day. “I was trying to be professional. But now that we’re not on the clock, I don’t see any reason why I can’t say that you and that dress are a knockout.”

			“You look pretty amazing, too, just so you know.” She eyed him up and down in a way that made his chest squeeze tight. Was she thinking what he was thinking? That they needed to explore everything that logically came after a kiss? Clothes being cast aside and hands skimming over bare skin? Just the thought of that moment with Autumn had him ready to jettison every plan and obligation he had. If it wasn’t his own brother’s engagement party tonight, he would have canceled without a second thought.

			“Thank you. How’s your car running?” They made their way across to the patio where he’d left out a chilled bottle of white wine and two glasses.

			“Great. You were right. It was the battery. Quick fix.”

			“I would’ve gladly come to pick you up that next morning.”

			“I used a ride app. I didn’t want to interrupt your push-up schedule.”

			He laughed as he opened the wine bottle and poured two glasses, handing her one before taking his own. “To many more weddings at Moonlight Ridge.”

			“The most ironic toast in the world considering the person making it. But I still like it. Cheers.” She clinked her glass with his and took a sip. “Mmm. Delicious.”

			There was something so sexy about the way she reveled in everything—food, wine, the world. She was so much better at living in the moment than he was. “I’m so sorry about not seeing you this week. I’ve been incredibly busy.”

			“It’s okay. I was super busy, too.” She peered up at him, managing to put him on notice with the warmest brown eyes he’d ever seen. “Of course, it did make me second-guess what happened in front of my house the other night. A week of you being so busy that you couldn’t pop by my office isn’t a great reaction to a kiss.”

			“I really was busy. It wasn’t a line.”

			“And I was super busy, too. It doesn’t mean I didn’t have a spare ten minutes in there to say hello or catch up.”

			He was officially an idiot. Grey hadn’t really thought through how Autumn would react to his absence. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. That’s not what happened. I swear.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.” She took another sip of her wine, seeming unconvinced.

			“I wouldn’t have invited you for a glass of wine if I hadn’t enjoyed the kiss. You were the one who stopped it.”

			“I was being careful. I wanted to preserve your privacy. It’s not fun being in the spotlight I occasionally find myself in.”

			He hated that she had to live like that. He hated that she would ever question herself, or his own inclination to spend time with her. “Let me prove it to you.” He set his wineglass on the table and placed his hand on her jaw, his fingers sliding along the side of her graceful neck. His other hand landed on her hip, the lace fabric silky under his touch while her warmth radiated into his skin. She gazed up at him, seeming amused, a smile playing at the corner of her tempting lips. As much as he wanted to drink in her beauty, he also wanted to immerse himself in the kiss. So he let his eyes drift shut as his lips met hers. For a guy who had a hard time turning off his brain, every thought he had blurred. Her lips were so soft, her hair so silky as he dug his fingers into it, her tongue so sweet and hot. With every second that ticked by, their bodies pressed against each other harder, the kiss became more urgent, and the pressure of his need for her got a little more impossible to bear.

			But once again, she was the one to put on the brakes. “Grey. We’re going to be late. A few more seconds of kissing you and clothes are going to start coming off.” Even though the kiss had ended, they were still in each other’s arms, breathing hard, the attraction between them charging the thick summer air like a thunderstorm was brewing.

			“I fail to see a problem with that.”

			A quiet laugh left her lips, which were even more full after their kiss. “You’re bad.”

			“I can be, if that’s what you want.”

			She cocked an eyebrow at him. “Technically, we’re still working together.”

			He shook his head. “I’ve been thinking about that. After seeing everything you did last weekend at that wedding, I’m convinced you don’t need any help unless you want it.” Grey had already planned to tell Mack as much this evening. The idea of anyone keeping tabs on Autumn was ridiculous. She had everything in hand.

			“I do like having you around. You make my job more fun.” She bit down on her lip, making his thoughts go fuzzy again.

			“How about this? From now on, I will pester you purely on a volunteer basis.”

			She shrugged. “I liked it when you felt accountable.”

			“No, you did not. You hated the idea of me interfering.”

			She took another sip of her wine. “That was before we became friends.”

			Grey couldn’t contain the smile that crossed his face. He realized then that almost every minute of fun he’d had since he returned to Asheville had been with Autumn. He loved spending time with his family, but there was always a layer of tension. Between the trouble with the business and Jameson’s recovery, there were very few easy conversations. Autumn challenged him, but when she did, it was just about getting to the heart of the matter. And with her, everything was simply more enjoyable.

			“I’d still like to remove any constraints of a work relationship.” He drew in a breath, preparing himself for what he was about to say next. “Especially if it’s going to prevent us from getting to know each other on a more personal basis.”

			Autumn drifted into him, placing her hand on his chest. “Are you saying you want to see what comes after the next kiss?”

			He swallowed hard. He loved her honesty, even when it put everything on the line. “In a word, yes.”

			She brushed the lapel of his jacket and smiled. “Let’s play it by ear. We can start by getting to this engagement party.”

			

			Jameson Holloway loved having his family around him. He only wished he could keep up with them. “Can I do anything to help?” he asked as Molly, bride-to-be and his future daughter-in-law, whizzed past him. Jameson had been parked in an Adirondack chair out on his patio by his nurse, Giada, the woman driving him to distraction on a daily basis. He was under strict orders to relax. How was he supposed to do that while everyone else was busy with last-minute preparations for Mack and Molly’s engagement party? He’d waited for years for a moment like this, and he’d been sidelined. “Seriously. I’d like to do something here,” he called out to anyone who would listen.

			Molly bustled over to him. It was an amazing thing that her curly hair always kept moving even after she’d come to a stop. “You know Giada wants you to stay put. This is a lot of excitement, and the party is set to last for several hours. You want to keep your strength, don’t you?”

			Jameson deeply appreciated how much those around him cared for him. He only wished it didn’t feel so damn patronizing. His recovery was taking too long and going too slow for his liking. He didn’t want to sit in a chair while life went on around him. “Yes and no,” he answered. “More than anything, I’d like to feel like I’m a part of this.”

			Molly leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re the reason we’re all here, and I think you know that.”

			Jameson peered up into Molly’s pretty face. He couldn’t wait until she was his daughter-in-law, but in so many ways, she’d seemed like his daughter for years. “No, no. This is your night. Mack’s night. It’s not about me.” He realized then that he was being an insufferable old man. This wasn’t about him. And he needed to stop dwelling on what he wanted.

			“Can I get you anything?” Molly asked. “I’m heading back inside. Guests are arriving. Grey and Autumn just got here.”

			Grey and Autumn? Jameson couldn’t help but wonder about that particular combination. “Can you send Mack and Grey out? I’d love to catch up with them both before things get too busy.”

			“Will do.”

			Molly disappeared through the side door of the house, passing Giada as she came outside. In a maddening blue dress that hugged every inch of her voluptuous form, Giada was the real reason he couldn’t relax. Every time she came into view, he could feel his blood pressure rising. Her presence made him feel the glorious frustration of youth, when you know who you want and your body runs hot and you don’t think you can wait another minute.

			Giada looked over at him and smiled, although a grin from Giada always came with a thick layer of skepticism. She was always watching, waiting for him to do something he wasn’t supposed to do, like smoking a cigar. Or have any fun at all. It was one of the cruel twists in his life that the only woman he wanted to take to bed, the woman who most made him feel alive, was also the person charged with reminding him of his limitations. This was not a formula for romance and Jameson could admit that at this point in his life, he wanted that. Giada was perfect for him. They were only six years apart in age, they kept each other on their toes, and she stoked the fire in him like no other.

			Giada slid him another glance and he managed to catch her with his gaze, or at least that was what he told himself when she traipsed over to him. “How are you doing over here? Ready to make a break for it?”

			“Why did you make me sit in this particular chair? Even with my cane, there’s no way I can get out of this thing on my own.”

			Giada perched on the edge of the chair next to him, crossing her legs, which made the slit at the front of her dress fall open. She was quick to close it up, but he still happily stole a glimpse of her inner thigh. “Exactly why I put you here. I want you to stay put. You’re the patriarch. Let people come to you.”

			Jameson wasn’t sure about all of that. All he could think was that he wanted to hold her hand. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to be his old self and take her to dinner, dance with her under a starry sky on a night like tonight, then make love to her for hours. “I’d like to go for a walk later tonight. After this winds down. After the fireworks.”

			“Let’s see how you feel after the party.”

			He reached over for her hand. Very little fazed her, but she did look at him like he was crazy for making such a public display of affection. “I want to be alone with you, Giada. Is that so hard for you to understand?”

			“You’re alone with me all the time.”

			“But not like this. It’s a warm summer night, the stars are about to come out, and my son is getting married. It makes a man feel romantic.” He rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. “I want to kiss you. I want to do a lot more than kiss you.”

			“I will promise you a walk. As for the rest of it, we’ll see.”

			Mack and Grey emerged from the side door, headed straight for the spot where Jameson and Giada were sitting. Giada pulled her hand back and popped up out of her chair, smoothing the front of her dress. Jameson didn’t enjoy the fact that their conversation had been cut short, but she hadn’t shut him down completely. This was progress.

			“Mack. Grey,” Giada said, giving them each a quick hug. “I need to do a few more things inside. Will you spend some time with your father?”

			“That’s exactly who we came out to see,” Mack answered, taking the seat Giada had just vacated.

			“Perfect.” Giada peered down at Jameson with a look that made him wonder if he might be lucky enough to get more than one kiss from her later. “I’ll be back in a little bit.”

			“Don’t stay away too long.” Jameson watched as she walked away, the sway of her hips pure poetry.

			“How are you feeling, Pops?” Grey asked.

			“Great. Amazing.” He looked over at Mack, who simply seemed different since he’d finally proposed to Molly and put that ring on her finger. He was more at ease with everything, although there was still determination simmering in him. He’d really taken the business of Moonlight Ridge by the horns. “Mack’s about to get married and you’re both here. If we just had Travis, it would’ve made everything perfect. Hopefully that will happen in good time.”

			“There was just no way for him to get away. Between his restaurant opening in LA and working as a mentor on that cooking show, he’s stretched to the limit. He promised he’ll be here for the wedding,” Mack said. “And if he goes back on that one, I’ll never forgive him.”

			Jameson knew that Mack was merely making a joke, but the idea of any of his sons not forgiving the other for anything didn’t sit right with him. The boys had done a lot of finger-pointing after the accident that tore their entire family apart. Jameson understood how much of that had been a product of their youth, and letting their stubborn egos stand in the way, but it still didn’t make him any less sad about the years that had been lost. The years when the three of them went their separate ways.

			“He’ll be here,” Grey said. “You know he wanted to be here tonight. If anyone should understand how hard it is to step away from work, it should be you, Mack.”

			“Don’t act like I’m the only workaholic. You’re just as bad,” Mack said. “Did you even leave your cottage all week?”

			“I did. To do site visits for your brewery,” Grey said.

			Jameson had made a point of raising three hard-working sons, but he hadn’t realized how much that might just backfire on him. Mack, Grey and Travis had taken it to the extreme, pouring everything into their careers and leaving love and family on the periphery. Aside from making a full recovery and romancing Giada, Jameson’s other chief goal in life was to make sure all three of his sons figured out that there was so much more to life than work. He couldn’t stand to watch them be so bullheaded about it. “Listen, you two. I know Travis isn’t here, but I’d still like us to get back to regular Sunday family lunches. We’ve talked about it, but I want us to actually make it happen. Giada has said she’ll cook.”

			“That’ll be a big upgrade,” Mack quipped.

			“Not all of my cooking is terrible,” Jameson sniped back.

			“No need to get defensive, Pops, just because you aren’t a great chef. We know you always did your best,” Grey said.

			“You two still haven’t answered me,” Jameson said. “Can we start this Sunday?”

			Grey and Mack exchanged looks, then Grey answered, “It might not be this week. I might have to head back to New York for a few days. I won’t be long.”

			“You didn’t tell me about this.” Mack made zero effort to hide his annoyance. Then again, he was shouldering a lot of responsibility at Moonlight Ridge.

			“I don’t know yet. We’re renegotiating the employment agreement for one of my staff architects. She’s being pursued by another firm and she’s one of the most important members of our team, so it’s getting dicey.” Grey turned to Jameson. “But I promise we can do it the week after. One of us will coordinate with Giada.”

			Jameson smiled. That was all he’d wanted to hear. All he needed was a cigar and this could shape up to be a perfect night. “Excellent.”

			From inside the house came a clamor of voices. “Sounds like the guests are pouring in,” Mack said, getting up from his seat. “I should find Molly so we can greet everyone together.”

			“Yes. Go,” Grey said, seeming preoccupied. He’d always been a big thinker, very insular even when he’d been young.

			“Everything all right, son?” Jameson asked after Mack had left.

			“Yes. Absolutely. Everything’s great.” Grey offered an unconvincing smile.

			Just then, Autumn stepped out onto the patio. In a showstopper of a dress, she scanned the area, her face lighting up when she spotted Grey. She beelined over to them.

			“There you are,” he said as he got up from his seat.

			Perhaps it was that Jameson’s radar for romance was on high alert, but he couldn’t ignore the tone in Grey’s voice, or the abrupt change in his demeanor. Grey was practiced in hiding his true feelings when it came to most things, but Jameson knew his son. If he’d had to put money on it, he would’ve bet that Grey was smitten with Ms. Kincaid. Jameson had never seen him like this before. And he couldn’t have been happier about it.

			“Hi, Mr. Holloway,” Autumn said, offering her hand.

			“It’s nice to see you,” Jameson said as he returned the gesture.

			“You, too, sir. I’m very excited for Molly and Mack.” She looked up at the sky, which was quickly filling with stars. “They got a beautiful night to celebrate, didn’t they?”

			

			“Your family really is lovely,” Autumn said as she and Grey went off in search of a drink. “Your dad is so great.”

			He placed his hand at the center of her back when they reached the bar at the far end of the patio. Just that one touch sent shivers of anticipation through her. She’d legitimately worried all week that Grey simply wasn’t interested. After that kiss back at his cottage, she knew that wasn’t the case. And she couldn’t wait to see if he might want to kiss her some more after they got back.

			“What do you want to drink?” he asked.

			“White wine is good.”

			“Two please.” Grey stuffed a large bill in the tip jar.

			“You didn’t say anything when I told you that your family is lovely.”

			Grey took the two glasses and handed her one. “Oh, yeah. I agree, but believe me, we have our problems.”

			They wandered away to a quiet spot at the back corner of the sprawling multilevel stone patio. Much like Grey’s cottage, the view from Jameson’s house had a view of the lake, but it wasn’t quite as secluded. It was more a showpiece on the hill for everyone to admire. All around them, candles flickered as the sky darkened and people mingled. Happy chatter mixed with soft music. Love was in the air. “Every family has problems, Grey.”

			He took a sip of his wine. “I suppose. I only know that everything is difficult and messy with my brothers now. It’s been like that for more than a decade, but it wasn’t always like that.”

			She could guess what he was talking about, but she hadn’t had the courage to ask about it before. “The accident? Was that the start of it?”

			His eyes flashed with intensity that she wasn’t sure how to read. Was it anger? Was it betrayal? “You know about that?”

			“Molly told me. It made such a huge impression on her. That was when she and Mack first fell in love but they were so young. I don’t think she knew how to handle it at the time.”

			“And Mack took off immediately without saying a word to her...” Grey’s voice drifted off much the way Molly’s had when she’d first shared the story with Autumn.

			“It’s not an easy thing what you three went through. Physically and mentally.”

			“Is this another armchair psychologist session?”

			He could be so stubborn. So closed off. “I’m just sympathizing with what you went through.”

			Grey sighed, seeming exasperated. “I don’t have a right to dwell on it or complain. Travis suffered the most. He’s the one who paid the biggest price. He lost his dreams that night.”

			“Because he couldn’t play football anymore?” By all accounts, Travis had been an incredibly talented player with a big future ahead of him.

			“That was the aftereffect, but he nearly died, too. It was horrible.” Grey nodded in Jameson’s direction. “It was all-consuming for our dad.”

			“But surely it took its toll on you, too. Just like it did on Mack.”

			He looked down at the ground, seeming introspective. She didn’t want to make things too heavy tonight, but she did want him to realize that he might be minimizing his own pain. “It taught me to never lose my cool. I did that night and it’s always stuck with me. That moment when I let go of all logical thought and gave in to my emotions. I don’t like to think about it.”

			Autumn heard the agony in Grey’s voice, even when he was still retaining his usual calm and even exterior. No wonder he was always reserved. No wonder he had so much self-discipline. She wasn’t sure what he’d been like before that fateful night, but she was fairly certain that the accident had changed him. At least on some level. He saw his emotions and a lack of self-control as his contribution to the accident, and he seemed determined to never repeat the mistake.

			In the center of the patio, Mack and Molly stood together, Molly clinking on a wineglass with a piece of flatware. “If I can steal everyone’s attention for a minute,” Molly said, holding up a finger. “I want to thank you all for joining us tonight to celebrate our engagement. Mack and I are very happy to share this exciting time in our lives with you.”

			“I’d like to propose a toast,” Mack said, directing his attention to Molly. “To the most beautiful woman in the world. Thank you for saying yes when I gave you a million reasons to say no.”

			Everyone laughed, and someone in the crowd shouted, “Hear, hear!” Autumn and Grey clapped as they watched Mack and Molly get lost in a kiss.

			When Molly came up for air, her cheeks were flame red. “That’s all. Tonight is for fun, so I hope that you will eat, drink, dance and be merry.”

			A crowd of guests closed in on Mack and Molly, offering congratulations.

			“I guess we can save our good wishes for later,” Autumn said.

			Grey picked up his wineglass and downed the last of it. “Let’s grab our chance to get another drink while everyone is distracted by the happy couple.”

			Autumn and Grey returned to the bar to fetch two more glasses of wine, then found a pair of chairs where they could sit and talk. “I have to ask,” Grey said.

			“Uh-oh. The last time you started a line like that, you asked me fifty questions about my ex and whether or not I was over him.”

			Grey looked at her with soft eyes. “I’m sorry. I can keep my mouth shut if you’d prefer.”

			One mention of his mouth and she was stuck on the memories of the two times they’d kissed. Would he want more from her tonight? Was that a good idea? Her body was completely on board, but her brain was only 95 percent convinced. She knew how Grey felt about romance. She knew that he didn’t take love seriously. Your fiancé dumped you. Have some fun. “No. I’m fine. You can ask me anything.”

			“You said you can handle seeing strangers be happy and in love, but is it hard for you to see your best friend in that situation? Getting engaged and planning a wedding?”

			She drew in a deep breath through her nose. It was as if he’d been listening in on the thoughts she’d just been having. “I wouldn’t say it bothers me. I love Molly like a sister and I couldn’t be any happier for her.”

			“But? I sense a but somewhere in there...”

			“Well, remember when I said that the weddings don’t bother me?”

			“I do. Mostly because I can’t believe you still feel like that.” He took another drink of his wine.

			“That’s because that’s my career, and that is incredibly important to me, but it’s also work. In a situation like this, where it’s just about everyone gathering and celebrating, I do get a little misty-eyed. They’re mostly happy tears for Molly and Mack, but there’s a bittersweet edge to it. Thinking about what could have been.”

			He nodded slowly. “You let down your guard. And that’s when you can’t think your way out of it.”

			She took a moment to let his words tumble around in her head. “I guess there’s only so much I can compartmentalize.”

			“If it helps at all, and I’m not sure it will, I want you to know that I’m amazed by the way you roll with everything. You don’t let things get to you.”

			She narrowed her sights on him. She loved the way he liked to dissect a situation. He’d called her an armchair psychologist, but he was just as immersed in the practice as she was. “It’s not that it doesn’t affect me, Grey. It’s that no matter what happens, I try to stay positive. Molly’s happiness is a reminder that it’s out there for everyone. It doesn’t mean it’s less likely for me.”

			Just then, the music was turned up a notch or two and Mack and Molly started a slow dance on the uppermost level of the patio. Above them, string lights were looped back and forth, casting a soft romantic glow. Everyone stood and watched. Autumn truly was happy for her best friend. Her love story with Mack had been hard-fought. But Autumn couldn’t deny that she wanted what Molly had found, and she didn’t like to think about how long she might have to wait to fall in love again.

			Autumn was about to wipe away a tear when Grey surprised her. He took her hand. Her heart fluttered with anticipation, the thrill of the unknown. The rest of her felt like she might melt into a puddle. Then he rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. Gently. Softly. And unless she was reading the situation completely wrong, there was a message behind it. It stirred up so much heat in her that it felt like foreplay. Her more salient thoughts about love and romance and what she wanted were set aside in favor of more immediate needs. His touch. His kiss. More than a taste of what was brewing between them.

			After one song, others joined Mack and Molly up on the dance floor. Even Jameson made his way out there with Giada.

			Grey tugged on Autumn’s hand. “Come on.”

			She wasn’t so sure. It was one of the only times in recent memory when she’d hesitated. It was one thing to stand in the shadows and have Grey quietly hold her hand. It was another to dance in front of his family. The Holloways were her employers and they’d essentially put her on probation when they’d asked Grey to oversee the job she was doing. “Are you sure?”

			“I am.” Grey walked her to the dance floor, then possessively pulled her into his arms the instant they were there. He held her tight against him, his hand flat in the small of her back.

			She could do nothing but surrender to the moment and his actions. Nothing else felt right. She drew in his warm smell and drank up the feeling of being in his arms. Autumn couldn’t help but notice that Mack had caught what was going on. “Your brother is watching us.”

			Grey pulled her even closer and turned them until his back was to Mack and Molly. “Let him.”

			“Grey, your dad is my employer. And that’s not a small thing. Being a wedding planner is incredibly important to me and I’ve been on thin ice, even if everyone was tiptoeing around the issue.” Her job anchored her to the life she had here in Asheville. It was the most settled she’d felt in her entire life. It was the one place where she felt like she could breathe. And she still felt that way, even after being dumped right before her wedding.

			“I understand. My career is incredibly important to me, too.”

			Autumn decided that there was nothing wrong with a dance, even when there was zero space between their bodies. Even when they’d kissed before they’d come to the party and she was hoping like anything that they could return to his cottage together. As if she needed much pushing in that direction, Grey nuzzled her hair with his nose. It made her knees weak. It made her want to close her eyes and bow into him.

			“There’s no crime in dancing,” he muttered straight into her ear. His breath was warm against her skin, so hot that it stood out against the balmy night air.

			“Absolutely true.” She really liked this version of Grey, the one who threw at least a little bit of caution to the wind. He was endlessly appealing. But as badly as she wanted him, there was still a tug of uncertainty inside her. She knew that she was over her ex, but seeing Molly get engaged was starting to make her realize that she might not be over what had happened. She might not be over the sting of the ultimate rejection, when someone has taken you to the brink of a lifetime commitment, only to tell you that you’re not worth it.

			To make things more complicated, between Grey’s physical presence and their conversation, he was stirring up a million thoughts in her head. “You know, I feel like I need to apologize to you.”

			“For what?” He pulled his head back and looked down at her. His eyes were dark in the low light, steeped with intensity.

			“The first day we met. When I said that I’d figured you out. Clearly I hadn’t. I mean, I haven’t. There’s a lot to unpack with you, Grey.”

			He granted her a fraction of a smile. “I could say the same thing about you.”

			Autumn shrugged. “Maybe. But I’m not sure it’s quite the same. I’m a pretty open book.”

			“And you think I’m not open?”

			“I didn’t say that. I just think there’s far more to you than your handsome, capable exterior.”

			He grinned a little wider, then pulled her closer, whispering into her ear. “You say things like that and it just makes me want to leave with you. It makes me want to walk you back to my place and be alone with you. It makes me want to pull off this maddening dress and make you forget about the things other people think we should or shouldn’t do.”

			Autumn swallowed hard, finding it difficult to get back the lump in her throat. Desire welled up inside her, flooding her brain and her body. She no longer merely wanted Grey. She needed him. “Yes. I want that, too.”

		
	
		
			Seven

			Autumn had always loved fireworks on the Fourth of July. This year, they were a pain in her butt. Everyone would notice if she and Grey left the party before they had taken place.

			“Grey. We can’t leave now. Everyone will notice.”

			He grimaced. “I really don’t think they will. We’ll sneak around the side. No one will miss us.”

			Autumn didn’t like the idea of this plan, but she was fighting some physical urges that were becoming quite potent. Plus, she appreciated that Grey wanted to break a few rules. “Okay. Let’s go.”

			Grey took her hand and they slipped around the back corner of the house and stole off into the night, across the green grass until they reached the path that wound through Moonlight Ridge. It wasn’t walking—it was faster than that, but it didn’t feel like running, either. It was more that they arrived at his door with Autumn having little recollection of her feet ever having hit the ground.

			Once inside Autumn tossed aside her clutch handbag, unsure of where it landed. It was like an out-of-body experience when he kissed her, except that she was keenly aware of how much longing was built up inside her. She ached for him. She craved his touch, everywhere, as fast and as slow as he wanted to go. She wanted the full experience of being with Grey. She wanted to jump into the deepest part of the ocean and not come up for air until her lungs were burning.

			Their hands were all over each other. Autumn’s fingers dug into his biceps, frustrated by his suit jacket, but too focused on the kiss to do anything about it. Their mouths were hungry for more as their tongues wound together in an endless circle. Somehow they ended up in the kitchen, probably because it was so close to the front door. He pressed Autumn hard against the stone countertop, sending a shock wave of pain through her, a delicious contrast to the sheer heaven of Grey’s kiss. He reached behind her and drew down the zipper of her dress, slipping his hand inside to her bare skin. Having his skin against hers like that was another jolt to the system. She wanted more. She needed it.

			She threaded her hands inside his jacket and pushed it down onto the floor, then went for the buttons on his shirt. His lips were on hers again, his tongue toying with hers while he reached down for the hem of her dress, pulling it up to midthigh. That gave her enough freedom of movement to wrap her leg around his hip and muscle him closer.

			Grey growled into her mouth once she’d freed him from his shirt and began exploring the hard planes of his back, and the rocky perfection of his shoulders. She felt every push-up, every muscle carved and defined, just begging to be explored and appreciated. She was desperate to have a good look, but her glasses were fogging up, and honestly they were just getting in the way.

			“I need to take off my glasses.” She removed them and set them on the kitchen counter.

			“I noticed that you wore them tonight. I like it. A lot.” His eyes were dark with desire, his lips slack from breathing too hard. “But what you really need to take off is this dress.”

			He turned her around until she was facing the kitchen cabinets, slipping his hands under the skinny straps of her dress and letting it puddle to the floor. The rush of cooler air to her skin was a welcome respite to the heat she’d been enduring, but it also shook awake every nerve ending in her body. Every inch of her was now fully engaged in the business of needing Grey.

			He unhooked her bra and dropped it into the growing pile of clothes on the floor. He pressed the full length of his body against her back, reaching around front to cup and caress her breasts, his thumbs rolling over the top of her hard nipples. He kissed her neck and Autumn dropped her head to one side to grant him greater access as he dotted her shoulder with wet hot kisses.

			“Tell me what you like, Autumn,” he said into her ear before taking a gentle nip of her lobe.

			She had no idea how to put it into words. For her, it wasn’t about an act or touching her in a particular spot. She needed to feel worshipped. Adored. Before she could answer, Grey slid his hand down her belly and into the front of her panties. He moved his fingers against her center in steady circles, making the pressure between her legs build. “That’s the perfect place to start,” she muttered. She closed her eyes and soaked up the sensations, the way everything he did was so right on time. The way everything he said set her world on fire.

			Autumn felt the peak closing in, her body getting fitful and eager for her reward. Grey molded his one hand around her breast while the other continued to send her barreling toward the cliff. As she gasped, the pleasure rolled over her in fast pulses. Again and again, until it faded into a pleasant hum. It was a start, and a beautiful one at that, but she wanted so much more.

			She turned in Grey’s arms and kissed him with abandon, digging the fingers of both hands into his thick hair. Cupping the back of his head, she pulled him deeper into their kiss. She wanted to be one with him, and this was a step in that direction. She slipped her knee between his legs and ground it against him. Even through his pants she could feel how hard he was. She couldn’t wait to have him in her hand. In her mouth.

			As if Grey understood what she was thinking, he took her hand and led her to the room she’d only peeked inside before—his bedroom. As soon as they crossed the threshold, she unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, pushing them to the floor. Grey steered her to the bed, easing her back on to the mattress. He gripped her rib cage, caressing the undersides of her breasts with his thumbs, all while making her feel as though he could see right into her soul. He had such a penetrating stare, and she already knew how much was behind those stunning eyes. It made her feel seen in a way she’d never been more.

			Peeling down her panties and wriggling them past her hips, she was finally naked. She was his. Their gazes connected again. He had that serious look again, the one he wore nearly all the time. This time, she was happy for it. She wanted him to take this charge with all the gravity it deserved. He drew a finger up the center of her thigh, from her knee and heading toward her center. He inched along, all the while studying her face and making her squirm in her own skin. When he reached her apex, she bucked at his touch, even though she’d experienced it moments earlier. It all felt new again.

			Autumn scooted back on the bed and with the curl of a finger, invited him to join her. As soon as his long body was next to hers, she rolled to her side, facing him. She tugged down his boxer briefs, then took his length in her hand. He was magnificent. That was the only way to say it. Did Grey have any shortcomings at all? She didn’t think so. As she took long strokes with her hand, he growled like an animal into her ear. She loved hearing him make such a declaration of what he liked, even if it came without words.

			“Please tell me you have a condom,” she whispered into his ear.

			“I do. I’ll get it in a minute.”

			She pushed him to his back and shifted on to her knees between his legs. She lowered her head and huffed warm air against his length. Grey groaned again and thrashed his head back and forth on the mattress. If he thought that felt good, he was going to be over the moon for what came next. She wrapped her fingers around him again, taking long passes with her hand, rolling her thumb over the tip every time. She then lowered her head and took him into her mouth. The delicate nature of this moment could not be overstated—she had him at her mercy and he was giving in to it completely. He dug his fingers into her hair and gently massaged her scalp as she let her lips glide along his length, and let her tongue apply the extra pressure.

			His breaths were coming quick, the strokes of his fingers going faster. “Autumn, I’m going to come and I don’t want to. I want to make love to you.”

			Just hearing him say the words brought her mind to the immensity of the moment. She hadn’t done this in some time, and the last person hadn’t taken very good care of her heart. Still, she felt safe with Grey. He might not be built for love, but at least he’d been honest with her about it.

			He sat up and opened the drawer of the bedside table, pulling out the foil pouch, tearing it open and rolling it on. Autumn shifted to her back and scooted to the center of the mattress while Grey crawled over to her in pursuit. The anticipation made her feel nothing less than totally open to him, and she let her knees fall to the bed. She wanted him. Now.

			He came inside, sinking into her, inch by blissful inch. He took long and forceful thrusts, but he also wasn’t in a hurry. Every move he made was intentional. Deliberate. Just like Grey—focused. She’d always been a romantic and she expected a moment when she’d become fuzzy-headed and the world around her would seem to disappear. But that didn’t happen with Grey. Every thrust he made kept her in the here and now, but she was still immersed in unimaginable pleasure. It was a mind-blowing experience. Sex had never felt like this before.

			She tilted her hips to be closer to him and that left his pelvic bone to press against her center. The sensation became even more intense—he filled her so perfectly, moved inside her like they were made to be together. He kissed her deeply, but with so much tenderness she found it hard to breathe. And in that moment, she feared what might happen if she and Grey made love more than once. She was the woman most prone to falling. And Grey was a little too close to perfect.

			

			It wasn’t like Grey had been completely starved for sex, but it had been awhile since a woman had been in his bed. Work and career were always getting in the way. But he was questioning whether he remembered how this went. Autumn was unlike any woman he’d ever been with. She said things with her body that made him question whether she was real. She was like a fantasy brought to life, lush and beautiful and so worth savoring.

			“You feel so good,” she said breathlessly. “I’m so close.” She pulled her knees higher, allowing him to sink even deeper inside her.

			He grappled with how good it felt to have her tighten around him. It made his head swim, his consciousness dip and sway. He pressed his lips against her sweet and sexy mouth, the one he never wanted to stop kissing. The tension was doubling in his hips as her hands traveled across his back and her ankles rubbed against his butt. Every thrust was taking him closer to the edge, and he felt her gathering around him. She was tightening, coiling, holding on. The pressure was becoming impossible to endure. He was about to give way at any second. Her breaths were short. His were, too. They were in sync. In every way.

			Autumn came first, calling out and knocking her head back. He let go the instant she did, the orgasm so intense that his mind went blank, then shifted to a kaleidoscope of colors. He lowered himself and she immediately nestled her face in his neck, kissing his skin with her warm lips. Grey rolled onto the bed, holding her close. The weight of the moment sat squarely on his shoulders. She had crossed a line with him that he’d been worried she wasn’t ready for. He’d let his own desire get in the way. Yes, she’d been an eager participant, but it still didn’t make him any less concerned.

			“You okay?” he asked, gently caressing her back.

			“Are you kidding me? That was amazing.” He felt her smile between them when she kissed him softly.

			“It really was.”

			She curled closer to him, hitching her leg over his. “You’re not nearly as much of a grump as people told me you were.”

			Grey had to laugh. He knew he had that reputation. It didn’t bother him. His seriousness had served him well. It had kept him on a narrow path, where life was stable and predictable and that was exactly the way he liked it. Out of the corner of his eye, Grey saw flashes of light in the sky. He pointed at the window. “Look. The fireworks.”

			“Oh, good. We don’t have to miss them after all.”

			He kissed the top of Autumn’s head and they watched the show in silence—every color of the rainbow glittering against the dark sky. When it was over, Grey was about to say something when he heard how slow and even Autumn’s breaths had become. Her head was heavy on his arm. She was asleep. And he was right on the brink.

			

			Grey slept like a baby, but he woke up far earlier than he wanted to on a Saturday, especially on a holiday weekend. Perhaps it was his conscience shaking him awake. Last night with Autumn had been incredible, but he’d been well aware that he was walking into a messy and complicated situation with her and he’d done it anyway. That didn’t sit well with him. He avoided complications. He didn’t pursue them. The fact that it all revolved around the state of Autumn’s heart made the stakes a little too high for him. He could stay detached, but could she?

			She stirred in bed, rolling from her back to her side and snuggling the covers up to her chin. Her hair was mussed and she had a blissful look on her face as she drifted back to sleep. She was so sexy and beautiful it was hard for him to wrap his head around it. He sincerely hoped that everything she’d said last night was true. That she was fine with the idea of keeping things casual and just having fun, but he wasn’t convinced, and only time would tell.

			From the other room, his cell phone rang. He leapt out of bed and dashed into the kitchen, where he’d left his phone on the counter. He answered without looking at the Caller ID.

			“Mr. Holloway, good morning. I’m sorry for calling so early.” It was his executive assistant, Ryan Valdez.

			“Ryan, what’s up?” It was a little after 8:00 o’clock on a Saturday morning, so this was indeed an unusual time to hear from him.

			“I came into the office this morning to catch up on some work, and Ms. Keller’s office is empty.”

			Grey felt his body go cold. Vivian Keller was the most talented architect on his team, and clients loved her. But the negotiation to renew her employment agreement had been going poorly. Now Grey knew that it had fallen apart. “Wow. Okay.” His mind was a flurry of activity. Vivian was the lead on multiple projects and they were already short one architect on staff after someone else had taken leave to care for a sick relative.

			“I know the timing is terrible. I’ve tried to get ahold of the legal team to find out what happened with the negotiations, but nobody’s answering their phone. Ms. Keller won’t pick up either.”

			“It’s a holiday weekend. I’m guessing nobody wants to deal with it.” Grey leaned against the kitchen counter, drawing a deep breath in through his nose. “Ryan, you should be enjoying your weekend, not working.”

			He laughed. “I’m just following your lead, Mr. Holloway. It’s not like you weren’t spending plenty of weekends here before you went to North Carolina.”

			“But I’m the boss. I don’t really have a choice.”

			“Some people might say that because you’re the boss, you always have a choice.”

			Grey hadn’t really thought about it like that. He wasn’t sure he could ever give up that much control. “I guess I need to get my butt on a plane and head home.”

			“Obviously, that’s your call, Mr. Holloway, but it’s only a matter of time before one of the other architects gets wind of Vivian leaving. With the number of projects we’re juggling right now, it could be mayhem in the office on Monday morning if you’re not here.”

			If anyone knew the climate of Grey’s firm, it was Ryan. If he expected mayhem, Grey didn’t doubt it. Grey sighed. He could hardly believe this bit of bad luck, but he didn’t have a choice. He had to deal with it. “You’re right. Can you get me on a flight for later today?”

			“I’m sure it won’t be a problem. I don’t think the 5th of July is a big travel day.”

			“Especially when it’s on a Saturday.” Out of the corner of his eye, Grey spotted Autumn in the doorway to his room. She was wearing one of his T-shirts, hair still messy, looking like everything any man could ever want. “Ryan, I need to run, but if you can text me the reservation, that would be great.”

			“No problem, Mr. Holloway.”

			“Thanks, Ryan. You’re the best.” Grey ended the call and made his way over to Autumn. “I hope I wasn’t talking too loud.”

			She squinted at him, seeming half-awake. “No, it’s okay. I just really need my glasses.”

			Grey remembered that she’d taken them off when things were getting hot and heavy in the kitchen. He turned and grabbed them from the countertop and brought them to her.

			She put them on and smiled. “So much better. Now you look like more than a blur with a spectacular head of hair.”

			Grey wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. “I definitely do not want to be just a blur.” He kissed her softly, trying to ignore the disappointment as it registered in his body. He’d thought they might be able to have the weekend together. That wasn’t going to be the case.

			“Did I hear you say something about a flight?”

			He sighed and took her hand. “I have to go back to New York. Just for a few days.” He then told her everything Ryan had said and explained the ramifications.

			“Oh, wow. That doesn’t sound good.”

			“It’s pretty terrible.” Grey couldn’t help but notice that he would normally be seriously worked up about a situation like this. He always kept his cool, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be a ball of stress on the inside.

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“I’m the one who’s sorry. I thought we could spend the rest of the weekend together.”

			Autumn painted on a smile, but Grey was fairly certain she was forcing it. However upbeat and endlessly sunny she could be, she wasn’t great at faking it, or perhaps he’d learned to read her better. “It’s okay. I have stuff to do around my house. Or I’ll ask Molly if I can play third wheel with her and Mack.”

			Mack. That was something else he was going to have to deal with. His brother would not be happy about him leaving. Grey did not look forward to making that phone call. “I’m really sorry. Truly.”

			Autumn did that thing he often found her doing, where she dismissed something with a wave of her hand. “It’s fine. I just need some coffee.”

			“Okay. Sure. Let me put on a pot.”

			Autumn walked around the kitchen island and acknowledged her dress and bra from the night before, which were draped over the back of a bar stool. “Oops.”

			“Yeah. I got up in the middle of the night to get a drink of water and found our clothes still on the floor.” He poured coffee beans into the grinder, then filled up the carafe with water.

			Autumn sat down, chin on one hand while watching him work. “I think you could get into breakfast if you just applied yourself. You’re already a natural when it comes to coffee.”

			She was such a funny ray of sunshine. He felt horrible about the fact that he had to leave. “Maybe I could learn to appreciate it. With your help, of course.” He brought her a cup of coffee, just like she liked it.

			She blew on the hot beverage with pursed lips then took a small sip. “You made it perfectly.”

			“I pay attention.” Grey’s phone buzzed with a text—his flight information. “Looks like I need to leave for the airport in an hour or so.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m just going to text Mack about it. He’s probably still sleeping off last night.” Grey tapped out as short an explanation as he could. He knew Mack would be disappointed, but hopefully he’d get over it.

			“Let me drive you,” Autumn said. “Then you won’t need to deal with your rental.”

			“Okay. Sure. That would be great.” He had a million things going through his mind, but he wanted to make sure Autumn was okay. “I just don’t want you to think that I’m bailing on you. This thing at work is a real mess.”

			“Grey. I’m fine. I understand. I would do the exact same thing if I were in your shoes.” She took another sip of her coffee then set down her mug and hopped up from the bar stool. “Come on. Let’s get your stuff together.”

			“You really don’t have to help.”

			She headed for the bedroom and looked back at him flirtatiously. “It will be faster this way. Then you’ll have time for a shower. And I’ll have time to get in there with you.” She bounced her eyebrows at him.

			“You are so smart.” The woman was a genius. A very sexy genius. Why exactly was he considering getting on a plane in a few hours? Oh, right—like everything else in his life, he had yet another responsibility that was pulling him somewhere he didn’t want to go.

		
	
		
			Eight

			Autumn was determined to make the best of the fact that Grey was leaving. She was not going to dwell on the obvious in this situation—yet another man leaving her behind for New York. That was a silly way to think, she’d decided, even though that was precisely the first place her mind went when Grey told her what was going on.

			But no, she wasn’t going to let her history with her ex have that kind of power over her. In fact, she’d decided while they were watching fireworks, when the post-sex glow was still strong and before she had any idea that Grey would be leaving, that she would finally pack up the engagement ring and mail it back to Jared. That was her old life. The previous chapter. Sleeping with Grey meant that she had moved on. It wasn’t like she was expecting a future with Grey. He didn’t do serious and she’d known that from the very beginning. It was more that Grey had shown her that she was ready to be with a man, even if it was a summer fling.

			“Is that everything?” Autumn asked when they’d packed the last of the items he’d pulled out of the bureau and closet.

			“I guess? It’s weird to pack when the place you’re going to visit is home. Aside from what I brought here, everything I own is in New York. My whole life is there.”

			She didn’t want another reminder of that sad truth. She didn’t want to talk about details she found disappointing. Instead, she wanted more of Grey. Her fingers curled under the hem of his T-shirt, lifting it up over his head. She spread her hands across the smooth skin of his bare chest, biting down on her lip, “Time to get cleaned up.”

			He kissed her, possessively, like he wanted to leave his mark on her. “Yes, it is.” He took her hand and led her into the bathroom. Glossy white marble tile, gleaming chrome fixtures and a large glass shower enclosure made for a luxurious and relaxing setting.

			Grey turned the faucet handle, letting the water heat up while Autumn pulled off the T-shirt she was wearing, the one she’d stolen from his dresser. When he turned around, he unsubtly eyed her all the way down to her toes, his eyelids getting heavy, and the front of his pajama pants showing his true feelings on the subject of her, her body and the shower they were about to take. “You are way too beautiful.”

			He slid his hands around her waist and down to her bare bottom, squeezing. She rested her arms on his shoulders and kissed him, loving the hot and artful swirl of his tongue. The steamy bathroom air swirled around them. Water pattered against the glass. The shower was calling. Heat crept up Autumn’s spine as she thought about Grey touching her, both of their bodies wet and slick. She reached to tug down his pajama pants, letting them fall to the floor.

			Grey took her hand and stepped into the enclosure pulling her under the warm spray with him. He stood behind her, pressing his erection against her bottom. As the water warmed her body, he smoothed his hands down her hips and kissed her neck, curling the tips of his fingers into her skin but using a delicate touch with his mouth. The steam whirled around them and Autumn already felt drunk on his touch.

			“Thank you for being so understanding about me leaving.” His arms still threaded under hers, he rolled the bar of soap in his hands, making piles of creamy lather. Her nipples went hard with anticipation, then her breasts flooded with heat when he glazed the suds over her stomach and up to her breasts. She closed her eyes and soaked up every sensation. He held her breasts in his hands, plucked at her nipples with his fingers, sending sizzles of electricity between her legs.

			“How could I not be when you’re doing that?”

			Laughing in her neck, he ducked one hand into the spray. Soap rinsed off, his hand skated down her stomach and dipped between her legs. His chest was pressed against her back, his length hard against her backside. She wagged her hips back and forth as Grey groaned even more deeply than he had the night before. With his other hand, he took a single finger and drew delicate circles in the silky lather around her nipple, teasing her and drawing out the pleasure. The heat in the shower had reached its peak, but Autumn already felt like she was floating high above it all. As the pressure bore down on her hips, her reward felt so close, but she was dancing right on the brink. Teetering on the edge. Grey was solely focused on her pleasure. Round and round. Round and round. And then finally, the dam broke. Autumn’s whole body froze, but Grey didn’t stop, he only slowed down, using a gentler touch as he reacted to her gasps, coaxing one more wave of pleasure from her.

			Feeling warm and content, she turned in his arms and delivered a deep kiss while she rode out the aftershocks reverberating through her body. All she could think about was leaving him happy. Leaving him satisfied. She sank down to her knees, dragged her hands down his hard abs, her fingers exploring the hard contours. She first took his length in her hand, then between her lips. Even that first touch had him groaning his appreciation. He gazed down at her through the steamy air, digging his fingers into her hair as the water cascaded down her back. The adoration on his face was mesmerizing, putting her into a near trance. On the outside, it seemed like he was carved out of stone, but Autumn knew now that what was behind those stern eyes was nothing short of pure passion.

			His eyes drifted shut and she continued with her charge, sucking in her cheeks to amp up the intensity. His mouth went slack. Every moan ended with a breathless gasp. He was on the verge. She could feel the tension. With one more deep groan, his hips froze in place and he came in quick pulses. Again and again. Autumn gripped his hips, and gently released him from her mouth, raising her face to the spray. Grey reached down and pulled her up by her armpits.

			As she stood, they fell into a kiss that felt familiar now. Her brain was sending off warning flares—she was going too fast. She was allowing herself to fall and that wasn’t a good idea. Her heart was telling her that a guy like Grey was everything she’d ever wanted or needed. Autumn had no choice but to intervene and remind herself that Grey was going to the airport. He had to leave. And she was going to have to do her best to not be sad about it.

			Grey turned off the faucet and they stepped out onto the fluffy bath mat. They toweled each other off, kissing and smiling, happily caring for each other.

			“I hate that I’m leaving.” There was raw disappointment in his voice. Somehow that was of some comfort.

			“Me too.”

			“But it shouldn’t be long. A few days.”

			She took a deep breath and smiled, reminding herself that this might be for the best. As much as she was into the idea of spending time with Grey, she knew how inclined she was to go overboard. Her unwavering belief in love cut both ways—good and bad. His trip to New York would help her slow down. “Don’t stay away too long. It’s my birthday in less than a month and I don’t want to celebrate alone.”

			“Why would you have to celebrate by yourself?”

			Autumn shrugged, wondering if he felt put upon by the presumption that he would want to spend time with her on her birthday. They’d just slept together. It wasn’t like they were dating. “Molly and I always go out on a girls’ night, but I doubt she’s going to want to do it this year. With the wedding and all, it doesn’t seem likely. I don’t have any family here, so that’s out. Although I guess you could say that I don’t have much family at all.”

			

			That struck Grey as incredibly sad. Right then and there, he made a resolution to make Autumn’s birthday special. He wasn’t quite sure what that would be, but there was time to sort that out. “Count me in.”

			“Really?” Autumn’s voice bubbled with excitement.

			“Yes, really.” He kissed her on the end of her nose, but an abrupt noise made him turn his head in the direction of the great room.

			Boom. Boom. Boom. Someone was pounding on the door to Grey’s cottage. “Grey? I know you’re still here. I can see your car.”

			“It’s Mack,” Grey said in a panic. He should’ve waited to text him. That was a stupid mistake.

			Autumn was frantic, scurrying around the room, wrapped in a towel. “What do I do? My dress is hanging over the back of the bar stool in the kitchen. Which is totally visible from the windows on the back of the house. I have no clothes other than your T-shirt.”

			“Just stay here. I’ll deal with him.”

			“Grey!” Mack knocked again. “I need to talk to you.”

			Thank goodness Grey had put the chain lock on the door. He wouldn’t put it past Mack to use the keypad code and barge right in. He poked his head out of his bedroom doorway and shouted, “Two minutes. Hold tight.” In a flurry, Grey dressed and rushed through the back door, purposely not letting Mack inside.

			Mack was sitting on one of the patio chairs, legs crossed, bobbing his foot in agitation. He sprang from his seat as soon as Grey opened the door. “What the hell? You’re leaving?”

			Grey greatly disliked the tone of his brother’s voice. “I told you last night that it was a possibility. Remember? At the party? I’m sorry I had to tell you by text, but I was in too much of a hurry to call.” He would’ve been crazy to pass up that shower with Autumn in favor of a phone call with his brother.

			“I understand that,” Mack said. “What about your commitments here?”

			“What about them? Pops is getting stronger every day. The renovation of the brewery is on track, Opal has more than enough work to do on the forensic accounting until I get back, and Autumn is doing a fantastic job.”

			“It’s not about a to-do list. It’s the principle of it.” Mack blew out an exasperated breath, shaking his head. “You left my engagement party without saying goodbye. And speaking of Autumn, it’s pretty obvious that she’s in your cottage.” With a nod, he gestured to her car, which was sitting next to Grey’s rental. “Are you two sleeping together?”

			Grey wasn’t about to lie to his brother. “It just happened last night. It’s casual.”

			“She just got her heart crushed, Grey. I hope you know to tread lightly. It would be cruel to break her heart.”

			“I understand. She and I had more than one conversation about it beforehand. Believe me, I will do anything to avoid getting mixed up in any of that.”

			Mack arched a skeptical brow at Grey. “Is that what you tell yourself? Because the easiest way to not get mixed up in something, is to not get mixed up in it. As in don’t sleep with someone if you aren’t willing to deal with the emotional fallout.”

			Was Grey being naive thinking that he and Autumn could keep things casual? He didn’t think so. She seemed on board with all of it. She hadn’t seemed fazed at all by his announcement that he was picking up and going to New York, and that had to be triggering for her. “I think you’re underestimating her. And me, for that matter.”

			“Sorry. You’re a grown man. I’m not going to tell you who you can have sex with. But can you please keep this quiet? We don’t need the whole staff talking about it. And obviously, I would prefer it if there wasn’t yet one more connection between our family and Autumn.”

			Grey had to stand there for a minute and process what Mack had said. “What are you saying?”

			“That whole thing with her dad is a powder keg waiting to explode. And Autumn is an easy target. She’s sweet and nice and unwittingly ends up the subject of pulpy articles all the time. It’s just a matter of time before that all blows up in everyone’s face.”

			Grey was overcome by a powerful urge to defend her. “I really don’t appreciate your tone, Mack. Do you have any idea how hard she works to make weddings at Moonlight Ridge amazing? Because I’ve seen her in action, and let me tell you, she has a very particular skill set. One that is not easily replaced. We should be treating her like an asset to the resort. Not a liability.”

			Mack reared back his head. “Whoa. For the record, you don’t sound like a guy who’s embarking on something casual.”

			Grey took a deep breath. Mack was right. Grey was getting worked up. He needed to deescalate. “I’m tired of talking about this. I need to get back inside to grab my bag, so I can get to the airport.”

			Mack stepped closer. “We agreed to share the workload and I feel like you’re shirking your responsibilities.”

			“It’s only for a few days. My business is having an emergency. If anyone should appreciate the pressure I’m under, it’s you.”

			“I also know that it’s possible to get on a video call and fix most problems. You can do a lot remotely. That’s what I’ve been doing and it works great.”

			Was Grey being irresponsible by leaving for New York? He really didn’t think so. “Are you seriously asking me to not go?”

			“It’s your choice. But... I need you here.”

			Grey sucked in a deep breath and shoved his hands into his pockets. This argument he was having with Mack was the perfect illustration of why he’d stayed away all these years. Why he’d let Mack and Travis live in their own orbits and he in his. There was always a problem. Controversy. And Grey despised it. This was how he’d been conditioned, from a very young age, the first time he saw his parents have a fight.

			He turned and looked down at the lake. Guests were out walking and bicycling, enjoying the summer day. Part of him wished he could have their existence rather than his own. He hated feeling torn like this, but this was his life and he didn’t have the ability to choose a different one. “I hate it when you do this.”

			“What?”

			“Act so damn high and mighty. You are not a perfect person, Mack. However much you might think you are.”

			“I don’t think that.”

			“Well, it can come off that way. The attitude that you know what’s best for everyone is highly annoying. I can make my own choices, especially when it comes to my business. And my personal life.”

			“You still haven’t told me if you’re going or staying.”

			Grey turned back to the cottage and noticed Autumn’s dress was no longer draped over the bar stool. She must’ve managed to grab it and sneak off without being seen. Grey wished he’d been around to witness that. He was certain it would’ve been adorable. If there was any bright spot in any of this mess, it was Autumn. If he stayed in Asheville, he would have more time with her, and he knew in his gut that he wanted that. Things had just started between them. The embers were still white hot.

			“If it really means that much to you, I won’t go.”

			“Seriously?” Mack seemed as shocked as Grey was by the answer.

			“Yes. But I want you to cut it out with the guilt trip. I’m working my ass off here. Stop acting like I’m not pulling my weight.”

			“I will work on that. But I need you to start acting like you want to be here, rather than talking about it like it’s nothing more than an obligation. I get it. I did the same thing. But you’re with your family. And you’re spending an entire summer in the mountains. Find a way to enjoy it. Most people would do anything to be in your shoes.”

			When his brother put it like that, it didn’t take long for Grey to see that he’d been doing everything Mack accused him of. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.” Grey took another cleansing breath. “I’m really sorry that Autumn and I ducked out of your party. It was my idea. You can blame me for the whole thing.”

			“Eager to get somewhere?”

			Grey had to fight his smile. “Yes. I think you’re familiar with that scenario.”

			Mack nodded. “I am. I get it.”

			“I’m still sorry about it. And yes, I’ll keep things with Autumn quiet. And don’t worry, I will tread lightly.”

			“I guess this means Sunday lunch is on for tomorrow.”

			“I guess so. Pops will be happy.”

			“I’ll let Giada know.” Mack opened his arms wide. “Brotherly hug?”

			Grey laughed. Perhaps that was Mack’s real means of control—his charm was so disarming. “Of course.”

			Mack and Grey embraced for a moment, and Grey felt like he and his brother were back on track. He was glad he’d agreed to stay. For now.

			They said their goodbyes and Grey rushed back inside. Autumn was waiting right inside the door with his suitcase, wearing the same jaw-dropping dress she’d been in last night. “Grey. I don’t know when your flight is, but don’t we need to get in the car?”

			“Nope.”

			“Wait. What?”

			“I’m not going. And the good news is that I’m definitely not going to miss your birthday.” Grey could hardly believe that Mack had talked him into it, but he’d made a compelling case. “I’m not going. Mack laid a big guilt trip on me about fulfilling my obligations. He’s right. I promised to stay for the summer. Taking off for New York would go against that.”

			“Do you think you’ll be able to handle the problems you have at work?”

			“I need to make a bunch of phone calls. Let people know the state of things. Then I’ll address the whole company on Monday morning via video call. It should be okay. I will remind them that I’m away because my father has been ill. Hopefully that will put things in perspective.”

			“That’s good. And I’m glad you’re staying. Really glad.” Autumn smiled warmly as a flush of pink colored her cheeks. Good God, she was beautiful.

			“I’m glad, too.” Grey wanted to sew up one more thing, for both their sakes. He reached for Autumn’s hand. “I need to ask you one more time, and I know that we’ve sort of beat this subject into the ground, but I need to know that you’re really okay with this. With what happened last night. And an hour ago. And what might happen again later. If I’m lucky?”

			Autumn slugged Grey on the arm. “Yes. I’m fine. Stop asking me about it.”

			He pulled her into his arms. “There’s nothing wrong with having fun, right?”

			“Never.”

			He kissed her softly. “Well, you, Autumn Kincaid, are all kinds of fun.”

		
	
		
			Nine

			It took Autumn more than two weeks to get around to packing up her old engagement ring. It wasn’t that she hadn’t been at home to do it. She definitely had, as Grey had stayed over multiple times since the Fourth of July. There had been dinners and a few movies on her couch, but more than anything, there had been sex. They were in the throes of that stage where you can’t keep your hands off each other. Every time she was around him, she was burdened with questioning thoughts of when they would next get to be naked together. Things were that hot. And that good.

			Autumn’s cat, Milton, expressed some disdain at first, but seemed to be warming to her gentleman visitor. Yes, Autumn was plying the cat with extra treats, but she wanted the men in her life to get along. It was important. Grey was only there for the summer, and it was more than half-over. She wanted every minute to count and most important, to be enjoyable. She wanted zero drama. No problems.

			Autumn planned to run to the post office at lunch after a morning of work at Moonlight Ridge. It was almost noon, so she pulled her purse and the small parcel out of her jumbo tote bag and set them on her desk.

			Catering and Events manager Ross Barnes appeared in Autumn’s doorway. “I have to run some errands at lunch. Need anything while I’m out?” He was always so helpful, and had a knack for showing up at exactly the right time.

			“Any chance you’ll be near the post office?”

			“I’m actually meeting with a supplier nearby. What do you need?” He stepped into the room.

			Autumn pointed at the package. “This needs to be mailed.”

			“Sure thing.” He glanced down at the address label. “Jared? You’re sending something to your ex?”

			“I’m sending back my engagement ring.”

			“Why not just sell it? He dumped you with zero warning, days before your wedding day.”

			Ross had a point, but Autumn was trying to move on. “I don’t need the money. Plus, it wouldn’t feel right. I’ve already closed the door on that chapter of my life, but I’d like to flip the dead bolt, if you get what I mean.”

			He laughed. “I do. And I’m happy to help you do it. I take it you’d like it insured? ”

			“Yes, please. I also want someone to sign for it.”

			“No problem. My first job was in the mail room at a law firm. I know all about that. I can take care of it and I’ll bring you the tracking info when I get back.”

			“Thank you. I’ll owe you one.”

			“Yep, you owe me big-time.” Ross picked up the package. “By the way, did you see that Grey’s friend moved out of her cottage today?”

			Autumn really liked Ross a lot, but he loved to gossip, which was not Autumn’s favorite activity. “I didn’t. And she’s a work colleague, by the way. Not his friend.”

			“What was she doing here? I don’t think she ever really left the cottage. According to housekeeping, she never let them in. She took clean sheets and linens from them, but that was it. She only ever ordered room service. Doesn’t that seem strange to you? It’s the middle of the summer in the mountains of North Carolina. People pay a lot of money to come to Moonlight Ridge this time of year.”

			It did seem strange to Autumn, but Grey had been pretty quick to end the conversation when she’d asked about it before. “Everyone has their reasons for doing what they do. Maybe she needed alone time?”

			He shrugged. “I guess.”

			Just then, Grey appeared in her doorway. Autumn hadn’t come close to being immune to the effect of seeing him. Every glimpse made her happy. “I’m sorry. Am I interrupting something? I can come back.” He had both arms behind his back and was clearly carrying something.

			“No, Mr. Holloway. I was just leaving,” Ross answered. “Autumn, I’ll get this in the mail for you and bring you the tracking info later.”

			Grey stood to the side as Ross exited the room and disappeared down the hall. “Sending Ross to the post office? Don’t we have on-site facilities for that?”

			“It’s personal. I’m actually sending back the engagement ring.”

			Grey’s eyebrows arched inquisitively. “You didn’t give it back at the time?”

			Autumn shrugged. “It wasn’t the first thing on my mind. I was too busy watching my life fall apart before my eyes. He never asked for it, either. But I don’t like having it around. It needs to go.” Autumn disliked this subject. She wished she would’ve sent the ring back earlier. Like the day after she got dumped. “What’s in your hand?”

			Grey then revealed what he was toting—a large handled basket. “Can I take you out to lunch?”

			The heat started in Autumn’s chest and raced straight to her face. “A picnic?” She got up from her desk.

			“Yes. I guess Chef Hallie is testing some new lunch recipes and she wanted me to try them, but it’s too nice a day to sit inside. So I asked the kitchen to pack us a picnic.” He gazed down into her eyes. “Plus, I was thinking about that thing you said a few weeks ago. About how even when I’m busy, I should still have time to pop by your office. So here I am...”

			Autumn grinned like a fool. “Popping by my office.”

			Grey planted a soft kiss on her lips. “Precisely.”

			Grey and Autumn walked downstairs and through the grand lobby, then outside. It truly was a glorious day for a picnic. The temperature was in the midseventies, there was very little humidity, and a pleasant breeze. “I was thinking we could go back to the garden behind the inn.”

			“Yes. Perfect. It’s so pretty and quiet back there.” They walked along the sidewalks that wound around the building, which led out onto the lush green space behind the building.

			Grey spread out the lightweight blanket packed on top of the basket, and they both got settled. Autumn curled her legs off to the side and he sat on his knees while he pulled out the goodies Chef Hallie had prepared for them—a sandwich of French bread, prosciutto, fresh mozzarella and an oregano vinaigrette, along with several cold salads, one with farro and fresh dill, another with roasted corn and red pepper, and the last with seasonal fruit and mint. They also had a large bottle of sparkling water with lemon.

			“I wasn’t sure about wine on a Monday afternoon,” Grey said, putting the empty containers back in the basket.

			Autumn pitched in to help. “I’m already going to have a hard enough time staying awake this afternoon after all of that.” Feeling quite full, Autumn stretched out on her side.

			Grey put the basket aside and joined her, lying on his back and lacing his fingers together over his chest. “I thought it was quite good. Molly mentioned that sometimes there are complaints about the food.”

			“Hallie’s trying her best.” Autumn hadn’t been able to see Grey the last few Sundays, as he’d been having lunch with his family and he hadn’t extended the invitation. The one time she’d asked about it, Grey had said he’d rather save her from the drama, but Autumn had to wonder if it was something else. “Speaking of food, how was the family lunch?”

			Grey shrugged. “Great. Giada’s an amazing cook.”

			That hadn’t quite been what Autumn was getting at. “Grey, I meant how was seeing your family?”

			“It was fine. No big arguments, so that was good.”

			How he loved it when things were calm and even. “I heard that your work colleague moved out of her cottage today.”

			“More gossip going around?”

			“It’s just Ross. He knows everything that’s going on. Plus, I think she naturally drew attention by not letting housekeeping in for an entire month.”

			Grey rolled onto his side and propped his head up with his hand. “Can you keep a secret?”

			“Of course.” Autumn couldn’t imagine what he might say, but she was very good at holding them tight.

			“First off, my colleague’s name is Opal Terry. She was here because she was sorting out piles of old financial records for the business. My brothers and I discovered that things were in total disarray after Pops got sick. It’s delicate work, in part because she’s looking for discrepancies. We couldn’t risk someone from housekeeping seeing what she was working on.”

			“Oh. Wow.” Autumn was glad Grey had chosen to confide in her. It made her feel a little less bad about not warranting an invitation to Sunday lunch. “Do you think that someone on staff could be stealing?”

			“We don’t know enough yet. But that’s why things were so cloak and dagger.”

			“Well, don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul.”

			Grey looked at his watch and sat up. “Dammit. I have to go. I’m supposed to meet Mack so we can talk about brewery stuff.”

			“I think it’s wonderful that you’re willing to jump through so many hoops to get Mack and Molly the wedding venue they want. And that you three brothers are going to such lengths to take care of your dad. It not only shows your love for him, I think it really shows your love for each other.”

			Grey dropped his head to one side and jutted out his lower lip. “How did you get to be so sweet?”

			She leaned into him until her lips were an inch or two from his. “I think you know I’m not always sweet.”

			He grinned. “Do I get to see you later?”

			Goose bumps rolled across her skin. “I’d love it.”

			“Perfect. I’ll text you.”

			Grey strolled off, and Autumn stole her chance to admire him—the bold confidence of his stride, those sculpted shoulders she loved to touch, and that impossibly touchable head of hair. How was she going to feel when she had to watch him walk away for the last time? Would she be strong enough to simply focus on the countless assets of the man she’d been lucky to have? Or would it feel like she was losing someone who could have been more than a summer fling? She not only couldn’t answer those questions, she didn’t want to think about them. Not yet.

			

			Lunch with Autumn had been amazing, and Grey was so glad he’d surprised her with it, but it had pointed out one glaring gap in his thinking about her. He hadn’t been inviting her to Sunday lunches with his family because he didn’t want to pull her too close. But he could see now that doing romantic things like bringing her a picnic could be just as hurtful—it was not the gesture of a casual relationship. This was a delicate balance, showing her how much he appreciated and adored her, without raising expectations that they might ever be more than friends and lovers.

			Grey dropped off the picnic basket with the catering department and walked over to the barn. As he started up the hill where the building was situated, he marveled at the sheer number of trucks and vans on-site. Normally, the individual subcontractors do not like to work at the same time. Often, they can’t work at the same time. You can’t put in a floor when the plumbers are still running the lines that will go beneath it. But Grey and Jameson together had pulled some strings with Mountain Builders, all so they could make Mack and Molly’s dream a reality.

			When Grey arrived at the top of the hill, he could see that most of the workers had knocked off for lunch, sitting in the shade of a large red maple. This was the perfect time to discuss progress with Mack.

			Grey grabbed a hard hat and walked inside. Mack was already waiting for him.

			“You’re here,” Mack said. His voice was happy and upbeat, but also a bit raw.

			“Of course.” Grey hugged his brother, then placed his hand on his back. “Everything okay?”

			Mack nodded. “Oh, sure. I just sort of had this moment where I realized this isn’t like the other breweries. This isn’t a normal opening. Molly and I are getting married in here. We used to run around as kids in this barn. It’s just sort of crazy to think about.”

			It wasn’t like Mack to be overly sentimental, but Grey completely understood what his brother was saying. “You’re absolutely right. I think it only makes sense that the Moonlight Ridge location of Corkscrew Craft Beer Breweries be a special one. The wedding will make it even more so.” Grey and Mack were both quiet for a moment, looking around the space. For Grey’s part, he was thinking about the importance of getting everything right, but he also took a great deal of pride in the fact that he and his brother had embarked on this together. It felt good to be side by side.

			“Does it look like we’re on schedule?” Mack asked.

			“Yep. It’s going to be tight, but we should be all ready by that last weekend in August.”

			“It’s like a month away.” Mack drew in a breath so deep it made his shoulders rise a few inches.

			“It’s a little more than that. A month and two days. Don’t worry. We’ll make it.” Grey was eager to change the subject. It seemed like it was doing nothing more than stressing out his brother. “So, Opal left today.”

			“I heard.” Mack and Grey strolled back out through the barn door and took off their hard hats. “What was the upshot?”

			“I haven’t had a chance to fully absorb everything in her initial report, but I’d say there’s quite a bit more money gone than we first thought. Maybe as much as a million.”

			Mack slowly shook his head in disbelief. “We’re going to need to talk to a lawyer at some point, aren’t we?”

			“I’m thinking lawyers, plural. Somebody needs to go to jail if this all bears out. More importantly, this is going to take longer than we first thought.”

			“She couldn’t find what she was looking for?”

			Grey shook his head. “Let’s just say she’s frustrated. Every time she thinks she has an angle, evidence shows up and points her to a different department. Whoever is behind this is very clever with numbers so it’s going to take longer than we hoped. But don’t worry. She has photocopied everything and will work on it from home. There are still major pieces missing.”

			“Do we have a rough timeline?” Mack asked.

			“It could take a few more months. Luckily, you now sign off on everything, so the money flow should stop.”

			Yet more concern clouded Mack’s face. “I have to ask you a question, but I don’t want you to freak out about it, okay?”

			“You know I don’t make a habit of that.”

			“Is there any chance that Autumn could be involved?”

			“No. Absolutely not.” Even Grey was surprised by the speed with which he gave his answer, but he was completely certain of this. “Autumn does not have access to billing or receivables. She hands everything off.”

			“Okay.” Mack nodded.

			“That’s it? Just okay?” Grey needed to know if there was even a small chance that his brother was not convinced. “I know Autumn. She would never, ever do something like that.”

			“I believe you, Grey. You believed me when I said Molly had nothing to do with this. I’m trusting your instincts. Calm down.”

			Grey realized his heart was hammering away in his chest like a woodpecker on a sugar rush. “I am calm. I just want you to know that I know she would never do that.”

			Mack placed his hand on Grey’s shoulder. “I don’t think she would do it, either. I just had to ask. In part, because I felt like it was part of our due diligence. But also because I wanted to find out what’s going on with you and Autumn.”

			“Nothing’s going on. I mean, nothing beyond what you already know. We like spending time together.”

			“Sure. I know that. I also know that your car isn’t at your cottage a lot of nights. And that you two had a picnic somewhere on the grounds today.”

			Grey narrowed his sights on Mack. “Are you spying on me?”

			“No. But Molly and I are all over this property every day. It’s not hard to figure out.”

			“We’re just spending time together. There’s no crime in that.”

			“I know. I’m just making sure you’re cognizant of what you’re doing. Or how deep you’re getting. Because judging by the way you just defended her, you’re in deeper than you think you are. I know that because I would absolutely defend Molly in the same way.”

			Grey dismissed the notion. “Autumn and I are fine. We’re just right. She’s not as crushed by her broken engagement as you think she was. She sent her ring back to her ex today. Said she wanted to fully close the door on that part of her life.”

			“Do you think she’s wondering if another door will open? Or maybe it already is open?”

			Grey didn’t see it that way at all. He saw it as a perfectly natural act for someone who was very good at accepting things and moving on. “No. I don’t think so.”

			“Okay.” Mack kicked at the ground with the toe of his shoe. “Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened if Pops hadn’t had his brain episode?”

			“Man, you are really being philosophical today, aren’t you?”

			“I’ve been thinking. So sue me.”

			Grey sucked in a deep breath. “Not really. I mean, I wished many times that it hadn’t happened. Or that he could recover more quickly. But I didn’t think about what life would have been like if it hadn’t happened. In part, because I think life would’ve just gone on being the same.”

			Mack looked Grey straight in the eye. “Right. Which means that you and Travis and I wouldn’t have been communicating with each other. We would’ve been on the same hamster wheel we’ve all been on for the last ten plus years.”

			Grey hadn’t looked at the situation that way, and it knocked the breath right out of him. “Not really going anywhere.”

			“Maybe it’s just the effect of Molly on me, but I’m trying to be better about looking at the bright side of things. As scary as it’s been to see Pops struggle with his health, I do think some good has come out of this.”

			“Especially if we can get Travis back here.”

			“Yes. Absolutely. We need the time with Travis that you and I are having right now.”

			“I agree.”

			“Good. I’m glad. Because right now, I think you two are only set to overlap for my wedding. And that’s just not enough time, especially considering that it’ll be crazy busy.”

			“Are you asking me to stay beyond the end of the summer? Mack, we originally agreed to a couple of months each. Then when we discovered the financial problems we changed schedules again to stay longer. Next you asked me to skip a trip back to New York to fix a huge problem at my company. There’s only so much I can do. I’m leaving Labor Day. Period.”

		
	
		
			Ten

			Autumn had never really liked her birthday that much when she was growing up. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d liked it before she was old enough to realize what was going on with her parents. Before that, her birthdays were magical events filled with balloons and fancy cupcakes, sparklers for candles and gifts far too expensive for a little girl. But once she turned twelve, she started to notice the venom between her mom and dad—the ways they would whisper terrible things to each other, argue, and eventually, ignore each other. Even after Autumn had gotten out of the house, her parents used her birthday to compete for her affection, trying to outdo each other with gifts. It was a sad, sad game.

			The last few years in Asheville had been different. She’d had simple birthdays out with Molly. They’d grab a cocktail somewhere, then go out for dinner or maybe go see live music. It was always fun and most important, easy. As she’d predicted, Molly felt a little too weighed down with everything she needed to do before the wedding. Instead of their usual routine they spent the afternoon getting mani-pedis and then had a quick lunch that ended with them splitting a huge piece of chocolate cake. Then her grandparents called from Australia, where they were spending the summer. They sang “Happy Birthday” to her and promised to see her soon. And the best was still yet to come.

			Grey had invited her over so he could cook for her and they could have a quiet and romantic evening drinking wine out on his patio. It was going to be perfect. As soon as Autumn could decide on the right dress.

			She’d tried on several different ones, trying to decide which one was right. She wanted to be sexy for Grey. Actually, she wanted his eyes to fall out of his head. Luckily, when she put on the last one she’d pulled out of her closet, she knew it was right. It was black with thin straps, a plunging neckline, and a bias cut that draped over her hips perfectly. Most important, the fabric was silky smooth against her skin, and she knew Grey would think it felt great under his hands.

			She gave Milton an extra rub on top of his head, and was about to walk right out the door when a floral delivery person was marching up her front walk.

			“Autumn Kincaid?” the man asked. He was carrying a lovely arrangement of all purple flowers—iris, tulips, salvia and coneflower.

			“Yes. That’s me.” It seemed odd that Grey would send her flowers, especially since she was set to see him in a few minutes. But she took the vase and walked back inside with it. When she opened the gift card, her heart sank. The flowers were from her dad.

			Autumn, I know I haven’t always been a good father, but I want you to know that I will always cherish you as my daughter. Happy birthday. With much love, Dad.

			To say she was torn would’ve been an understatement. Her mom had completely forgotten her birthday, which did happen from time to time. And it wasn’t like her father had done anything directly to Autumn. But he’d done horrible things to her mom, to other women, and most important, he was the reason their family was in shambles.

			She pushed the flowers to the center of her kitchen island and rushed out the door to go to Grey’s. As soon as she was in the driver’s seat, her grandmother’s voice was in her head, telling her that she should never let a gift go unacknowledged. She wasn’t prepared for a phone conversation with her dad, but she could send him a text.

			The flowers are lovely. Thank you so much. She hit send, deciding that was plenty sentimental, but she hardly got her car started before he replied.

			I’m on the Sunday Hour at the end of August. I hope you’ll watch. You’ll hear my side of the story.

			Autumn couldn’t imagine anything worse. Her dad on national television, telling his side? The thought turned her stomach sour. But that was weeks away, and tonight was supposed to be fun. She didn’t reply to her dad. Instead, she drove straight to Grey’s. When she walked around to the patio, she saw a setting that took her breath away. Grey had his back to her, lighting candles on the table, which was set with a crisp white tablecloth. His usual chairs weren’t there, but instead there were lush upholstered ones Autumn recognized from the main inn. A bottle of wine was on ice. The fireflies were out. And Grey looked good enough to eat in dark trousers that made his butt look amazing and a light gray dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows.

			“Hey there,” she said, coming up behind him and placing her hands on his shoulders.

			He turned, all smiles, warming her from head to toe. Not even a heartbeat went by before he had his arms around her. “It’s the birthday girl.” He kissed her softly, then looked down at her, his eyes blazing. “How are you?”

			“I’m great now that I’m here.” She smoothed her hand over his chest, drawing in a deep breath. Her body was already on fire from just a single embrace. One kiss.

			His hands roved up and down her hips. “Ooh. I like this fabric.”

			She laughed. He was not helping the fact that she didn’t care about dinner. All she really wanted was him. “I thought you might like that.”

			“I love it. And I can’t wait to take it off of you later.” He kissed her on the forehead. “But first, dinner. You sit and I’ll be right back.”

			Autumn did as he asked, and a minute later, Grey brought out an artful salad with mixed greens, goat cheese, candied pecans and edible flowers. “It’s so beautiful. And delicious.”

			“I’m more than just a pretty face,” he joked, adding a wink before he took a sip of wine.

			“So I’m gathering.”

			Grey got up to bus their plates, then disappeared inside. Autumn took her chance to enjoy the night. It was a bit warm for the mountains this late in the evening, but the breeze made it extremely pleasant. Grey returned with two similarly good-looking bowls of pasta. The aroma coming from the dish was incredibly appetizing.

			“It’s hand-cut fettuccine with wild local mushrooms, lemon zest and parmesan.”

			“You made pasta?”

			He shook his head and took his seat next to her, refilling her wine. “I cheated. I bought pasta sheets at the store and cut them. Have a bite. It makes a huge difference.”

			She spooled the noodles on her fork and took a bite. It was a symphony of flavors, all perfectly balanced. “You are amazing. It’s absolutely perfect.”

			“I wanted your birthday to be nice.”

			Autumn couldn’t help it. Her eyes got watery. Her nose twitched. She wasn’t going to cry, but it struck her as such a beautifully simple sentiment. “Thank you so much. It’s better than nice. It’s perfect.”

			Grey smiled, then dug into his pasta, and Autumn did the same. It didn’t take long before they were both sitting back in their chairs, full and happy. “I have to say, I’m pretty proud of myself.”

			“You should be.” She got up from her chair and collected his plate.

			“Whoa. Wait. What are you doing? I’m supposed to wait on you.”

			“Come on. Let’s go clean the kitchen. I need you to take off this dress.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He rushed inside behind her.

			Autumn shouldn’t have been surprised that Grey was the sort of guy who left the kitchen neat as a pin after cooking. “Where’s the mess?”

			He placed their bowls on the counter. “I clean as I cook. There’s a sauté pan in the sink. And the bowls need to go in the dishwasher. Otherwise, it’s all done.”

			“That sounds like things we can get to later.” She grabbed his hand and led him to the bedroom. He didn’t seem to need any more of an invitation.

			She sat him down on the edge of the bed, standing between his knees. He looked up at her and drew in a deep breath through his nose, seeming to grapple with a few urges. Good. She’d been fighting a whole lot of her own. She reached down and unbuttoned two of his buttons, just to get a better view of his sexy chest. She couldn’t wait to spread her hands all over his bare skin. She wanted to get lost in him.

			His confident smile made an appearance—the one that said he was smart and he knew it. Sexy and he knew that, too. She wasn’t going to begrudge him any of that. It was all so true.

			He placed his palms on her hips, the heat from his hands nearly searing her skin through the dress. He curled his fingertips into her flesh and tugged her closer until her knees were flat against the side of the mattress. His face was close enough to her breasts that her nipples went hot and drew tight without a single touch. He trailed one hand to the center of her back and dragged the zipper drown. Electricity zipped along her spine as his fingers grazed her skin along the way. All the while, her need for him became more immediate. More impossible to tame.

			One by one, she slipped the dress straps from her shoulders. The dress slid down the length of her body to the floor, turning up the heat another notch. Their gazes connected as she undid her strapless bra and wiggled her panties down her hips. Without a stitch of clothes, she was still wearing her heels. She put a foot on the bed and let him undo the strap. Then the other. All the while, Grey’s eyelids were heavy with need, making her want to give him everything and anything he ever asked for. Autumn placed her hand on his shoulder and pushed him back on the bed, then planted her knee on the mattress between his legs.

			“I like this side of you,” he said. “The one that takes what she wants.”

			“It’s very simple, Grey. I want you.”

			She removed her glasses and set them on the bedside table, then she leaned down and tugged his shirt out of the waistband of his pants. One by one, she undid the remaining buttons. The second his chest was bare, she stretched out alongside him and let her fingers roam, swishing her fingertips back and forth across his warm skin.

			Grey rolled to his side and curled his hand around her nape, his fingers hot and needy. They kissed like they were both drowning and this was the only way to be saved. Their mouths were eager and open, ready and hot. Grey rolled her to her back, his thigh firmly rocking against her center, making heat flame between her legs. She’d never wanted him more. Maybe because she knew very well now what was in store.

			He shifted to his knees and tore his shirt from his body, launching it across the room. She unbuckled his belt, then unhooked his pants and pulled down the zippers. She already felt the heat and tension radiating from his body. It was like the sun on an August day. He pushed his trousers past his hips, but that wasn’t good enough for Autumn. She didn’t want to wait. She sat up and tugged down his boxer briefs and took him in her hand, stroking lightly, letting her palm roll over the smooth skin of the tip with every pass. He groaned so deeply that the room nearly shook. Her other hand trailed down his taut stomach. She knew every carved contour, every incredible dip.

			Grey hopped off the bed and got rid of the rest of his clothes, quickly climbing back onto the mattress. He pulled Autumn into his arms, kissing her intensely as their legs tangled. Their hands traveled everywhere—hers skimmed down his back to his magnificent backside, and his along the curve of her hip, then up to cup her breast. He rolled her to her back and their gazes connected as he drew delicate circles around her nipple. Blood and heat rushed through her body. Autumn felt like she might explode. It was as if he was touching her hard between her legs.

			“Grey, please put on a condom. I want you. I need you.”

			He smiled and reached over to open the drawer and pull out a packet. He tore it open and rolled it over his length, never taking his eyes off her. Autumn felt both exposed and blissfully open. Needy and content. How did he do that to her? How did he put her in conflict with herself and make her happy to be there?

			On his hands and knees, Grey hovered over her, then dipped his head lower. “What do you want for your birthday?” He huffed the question into her ear.

			“I want you to set my world on fire.”

			

			As much as Grey wanted to look at Autumn, his eyes clamped shut as he sank down into her. The warmth and gentle pull of her body was familiar and had been in reach all this time, but tonight it felt as if he’d gone without her forever. The sensation made a sharp breath leave his chest, made his abs pull tight, but then air filled his lungs and he felt the tension give ever so slightly. Just enough to let him enjoy every second of being with Autumn.

			He lowered himself, planting both elbows on the bed. He kissed her full, sexy mouth. The one full of sweetness and clever words and laughter. The one that gave him pleasure he could get lost in forever. She wrapped her legs around him, caressing the backs of his thighs with her ankles. Up and down, like a rolling wave, tugging him out into a deeper and deeper bliss.

			Autumn tilted her hips, allowing him to plunge deeper inside her. He skimmed his mouth over the velvety skin of her cheek, along the curve of her jaw and down the delicate slope of her neck. They moved together in a rhythm that worked so well for them both. Grey could tell from her breaths, which were shallow and restless, and the roll of her hips, which was more insistent now. Grey was intent on giving her everything she wanted, so he pushed up from the bed, sucking in his abs, trying to stem the coming tide of his own orgasm as he took his thrusts longer and more intense. His thighs felt like they were on fire, the pressure relentless on his hips, tightening in his groin. He listened to Autumn, studied her face for clues as she dug her fingers into his back, holding on to him for dear life. She turned her head to the side, and he lowered his head, kissing her neck and drinking in her smell. She arched into him, humming her approval, muscling him closer with her heels.

			He could tell she was close. He felt the tightening inside her. He remained focused on her, trying to ignore the intensity of how good every inch of her felt. His mind was blurry at the edges, a soft fog rolling into his consciousness. Her mouth went slack, her breaths halting and almost musical. She dug her fingers in deeper and reined him in even closer with her legs. And then she unraveled, arching her back and gasping. It was so stunning to watch that he hadn’t noticed how close his own climax was, and it slammed into him like a line drive from out of nowhere. He sank all the way down into her one more time and dropped his head, planting his face right into the glorious valley of her neck.

			Autumn hummed and rolled them to their sides, where they could kiss and float back to earth in the comfort of each other’s arms. There was a part of his mind that would be blank for a while, but there were several thoughts winding their way through his brain. All he could think about was the complete switch between the way he’d felt when he’d come back to Asheville at the beginning of the summer and the way he felt now. He’d thought he’d spend the time just waiting to leave. Now, there were formerly improbable ideas in his head.

			“Mmm. You are amazing, Grey Holloway.” Autumn trailed her fingers up and down his side, waking up his body all over again.

			“Happy birthday, Autumn. I hope it was a good one.” He was so glad they’d had the chance to share this together. It would be a memory he’d hold on to for a long time. Quite possibly forever.

			“It was the best. The absolute best.”

			“It’s not over yet. There’s dessert.”

			Autumn reared back her head. “Ooh. What kind?”

			“Yellow cake with chocolate buttercream. A real birthday cake.”

			“Did you make it for me? Are you seriously that talented?”

			The idea was ridiculous, but he loved that she saw it as possible. “I had the pastry chef make it for you.”

			“You are so sweet. I don’t even know what to do with you.” She kissed him softly.

			“Do you want some now?”

			“Actually, I was thinking about something while we were sitting outside and having dinner. It’s such a warm night and the pond is so nice this time of year.”

			“You want to go swimming?”

			“What about skinny-dipping?”

			For a moment, Grey wondered what in the hell she was thinking. “We can’t do that. This is my family’s property.”

			“No one will see. The guests only know about the main lake, not the pond at the back of the property. Molly took me there once.”

			As kids Grey and his brothers swam in that pond every day. Sometimes Molly joined them. They considered it their private swimming hole. One summer they even built a tree house overlooking the pond. But that was years ago...

			“How do you know for sure the guests don’t use it now?”

			“Okay. Fine. I don’t know that for sure, but we’re both smart people. We can figure out a way to make it happen if we apply ourselves.”

			“I don’t know...” This was not something Grey wanted to do. Except that he did very much enjoy being naked with Autumn. And he did want to make her happy.

			“Oh, come on. When was the last time you did it? I bet it’s been a while.”

			“Never. I’ve never done it.”

			Autumn gasped. “Then we have to. No excuses.” She hopped up from the bed and grabbed her dress, stepping into it and threading her arms through the straps. “Come on. Throw on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts.”

			Grey did as Autumn had asked, fishing the garments out of his dresser and putting them on. “This is insane.”

			“Just think how ready you’ll be for cake after this.” She turned her back to him. “Just zip it up part of the way. So I can get out of it quickly.”

			“After this, I’ll be ready to get you back in my bed.”

			Autumn laughed. “Swimming first, then cake, then sex.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” They walked out into the living room. “Do we take towels?”

			“Probably too obvious while we’re walking down there. We do need to scout it out to make sure the coast is clear. Also, you’re going to have to do that part because I have to leave behind my glasses.”

			Oh, right. Grey realized that he and Autumn were going to have to guide each other through this scenario. “What do we do if we get down to the water and there are a bunch of people down there?”

			“Wait until they leave. But you’re so far back on the property, I doubt we’ll see anyone and they won’t see us, either.” She kissed him, and it felt like a wish for good luck. “Come on.”

			Hand in hand and barefoot, they walked outside and Grey closed the door behind them, thankful the cottage had a keypad entry and he didn’t need to worry about losing a key. Through the dark of night, they fast-walked along the overgrown pathway to the pond. They gained speed as they got closer. The air was right on the edge of warm and cool, making the senses come alive. The grass was soft against the soles of Grey’s feet. Autumn’s hand fit perfectly in his. Everything smelled sweet, and the bullfrogs and crickets were taking turns being loudest.

			There was no one in sight when they arrived near the water’s edge, standing under cover of a large tree. “Ready?” Autumn asked. She didn’t wait for an answer though, wriggling out of her dress.

			Grey sucked in a breath and stole a moment to look at the sumptuous curves of her body, lit up by the moon. “Yeah. Okay.” He shucked his shorts and lifted his T-shirt over his head, then collected their clothes and left them in a bundle at the base of the tree trunk.

			Autumn took his hand again. “You have to go first. I’ll either jump too soon or fall right into the water.”

			Grey’s heart was thumping wildly, but something about being with Autumn made him willing to throw caution to the wind. “Okay. Follow me.” He decided a quick approach was the best, taking six or seven long hurried strides and leaping into the water. It was warmer than he imagined. His head went right under. And Autumn’s hand slipped from his. Grey kicked hard to get back to the surface, shaking his head. “Autumn? Where are you?” He felt frantic, squinting into the dark, and treading water to stay afloat.

			Then he heard the surface break and a deep breath. “Wow. The water feels amazing.” Autumn was just fine. She’d only swam a little farther than he would’ve liked. “Grey?”

			Now he could see her outline against the blue and black ripples of water. “On my way.” He swam over to her and immediately pulled her into his arms. Their legs tangled as they both kicked to stay afloat.

			“So?” she asked. “Fun?”

			Yes, the experience itself was nothing short of enjoyable. But he knew that it wouldn’t be the same without her. But he didn’t know how to say that to her. He was supposed to be treading lightly. This was just for the summer. Nothing else. “The best.”

			She broke free from him and swam a few strokes away, then turned and came back.

			“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

			“How you’re too handsome for your own good.” She kissed him, soft and wet and breathless.

			He laughed and kissed her back. “That’s sweet, but I know you’re blind without your glasses.”

			“That’s where I’ve got you. I’ll always remember exactly what you look like.”

		
	
		
			Eleven

			This was Jameson’s favorite activity—watching Giada cook in his kitchen for Sunday lunches with his boys. They’d managed eight Sundays since the engagement party. Now it was only a week until Mack and Molly would be married, and Travis was coming home for a few months. All would be right with Jameson’s world. Well, as long as he could convince all three of his sons to stay in Asheville permanently. For now, the most pressing matter was Grey. Time was dwindling, but he and Mack had a plan.

			“Are you sure I can’t help?” Jameson walked up behind Giada as she whisked up a homemade vinaigrette for the salad. He placed his hand on the small of her back and leaned down to kiss her neck.

			Giada turned and shot him a look. “Your sons will be here soon. And yes, you can help. You can put the greens in the salad bowl.”

			Jameson loved both sides of Giada—the taskmaster and the caring nurturer. Fire and ice. She was everything he wanted in a woman. If only he could convince her that it was a good idea. “Got it.” He did as she asked, glad that this was now as simple a task for him as it would be for anyone else. He was getting better. He felt alive, especially when he was with Giada.

			She opened the oven to check on a large baking dish of her signature recipe, which Jameson had dubbed eggplant Giada. It was a classic Greek moussaka with a few Italian twists like fresh basil. She put both love and her heritage into everything she cooked. “Another ten minutes. Then it needs to cool.”

			“All done with the salad. What now?”

			“We need to talk about your new habit of touching my hip and kissing my neck, cara mio. It’s not good to have that happen in front of Grey and Mack.”

			“Why?” He and Giada had kissed several times since the night of Mack and Molly’s engagement party, but it wasn’t nearly enough for Jameson. He wanted more and he’d been quite plain about it. “They adore you and they want me to be happy.”

			“They also pay my salary. I’m supposed to be taking care of you. I’m not supposed to be in your bed.”

			“But you aren’t in my bed. I’ve extended the invitation and you’ve declined.”

			She smiled and stepped closer to him, taking his hand. “I care for you, Jameson. I think you know that. But your health is more important than romance. The doctor wants you to focus on healing and I agree. I know your boys do, too.”

			“But I feel fantastic. I feel perfect, really. I’m hardly using the cane at all. We’re walking farther every day, and that’s even in this crazy heat wave we’ve been having.” Speaking of crazy heat, Jameson felt like his entire body was on fire every time he got her to talk about something of consequence. All too often, she blew off any conversation about the two of them having a relationship outside of nurse and patient.

			“You’re doing really well. I’m proud of how hard you’ve worked. But I still worry.”

			“Maybe that’s because you care.” He rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb, peering down into her lovely face. Her dark hair was pulled back, showing the silvery strands that brought out the aquamarine of her eyes. Her lips were full and beckoning.

			“Jameson...” she said as he lowered his head.

			“Shhh.” Jameson gently threaded his hand into her hair, carefully placing his lips on hers. The instant they met, he was reminded how badly he wanted her. Giada’s hand went to his waist, subtly tugging him closer. Jameson followed her cues, wrapping one arm around her. His heart began to beat fiercely. His thoughts swirled. His feet felt unsteady. And then he faltered, lurching to the side. He caught himself on the countertop with one hand.

			“Are you okay?” Giada asked in a panic.

			Dammit. “I’m fine. Perfectly fine.” He straightened, still feeling dizzy, but unwilling to admit that to her.

			“This is what I’m talking about. You are not ready for this, Jameson, however good you might be feeling.”

			“It’s just my body reminding me how badly I want you. It’s not my health. It’s my heart.”

			The kitchen timer buzzed. Giada checked the oven just as the doorbell rang. Mack’s voice called from the front hall. “We’re here.” He and Molly strolled into the kitchen with a bottle of wine and a large arrangement of colorful summer wildflowers. Thank goodness his son was still announcing himself. Two minutes earlier and Jameson and Giada would’ve been found kissing like a couple of teenagers.

			“These are for Giada,” Molly said as Jameson kissed her on the cheek.

			Giada removed the oven mitts and accepted the bouquet. “Grazie. It’s very kind of you. Although, it seems to me like the bride-to-be should be getting the flowers around here. Not me.”

			“Hard to believe, huh? A week until we get married.” Mack took a seat at the kitchen island.

			Molly stood next to him. “Actually, it’s only six days. By this time next week, we’ll be married.”

			Giada was busy filling a vase at the sink with water. She brought it to the island and began artfully arranging the flowers. “When will Travis arrive?”

			“Not until Friday. He’s so ridiculously busy,” Mack said, folding his arms across his chest. “But at least he’ll be here.”

			“And when is Grey set to leave?” Giada asked.

			“Labor Day.” Jameson looked over at Mack. “Any thoughts on how we bring this up?”

			Giada shook her head. “Jameson, Grey is a grown man. If you want him to stay, just tell him you want him to stay.”

			“Grey needs a nudge,” Mack said. “He’ll do anything to avoid upheaval and drama. It’s too easy for him to stay in New York and live a quiet life he controls.”

			Mack was not wrong about Grey, but Mack also didn’t fully understand the home Grey had come from. Both boys had been so young when they’d come to live with Jameson. “True, but you have to appreciate why he is drawn to stability and quiet. His parents were anything but that. A child grows up in chaos, especially when they’re an only child, and they’ll do anything to avoid it. That doesn’t go away.”

			Quiet fell upon the room, but then Molly spoke up, “I get that. My entire family is a mess. But maybe we just need to remind Grey that the one he has here is ultimately supportive and loving.”

			Jameson felt a certain degree of pride that Molly saw his family that way, but he also knew the truth. His sons had not fully healed the wounds of the past. And none of that could really happen until Travis was in Asheville as well and they had time to work things through. Which meant they had to convince Grey to stay, at least for a little while longer. “He’s bringing Autumn for the first time today. That’s got to be a good sign for our case.”

			Mack shrugged. “Maybe. Don’t you think it’s strange he waited this long? They’re spending so much time together. I just think he’s sending a lot of signals about leaving soon.”

			“Don’t be so negative,” Molly said. “You don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe it will just take the right woman. Autumn might be that person.”

			Mack reined Molly into a hug. “Do you want to know what I love about you?” He kissed her on the top of her head. “You aren’t afraid to tell me to stop being a jerk.”

			They all laughed, but Jameson’s faded quickly. He had so much to be thankful for in his life, but he also had an awful lot weighing on him—Giada, Grey and the hope that his sons would reconcile.

			

			Grey and Autumn heard laughter as they approached his Pops’s house. He was about to walk right in, when Autumn stopped him with a hand on his arm.

			“Hold on a sec,” she said. “I just want to say thank you for bringing me. It means a lot.”

			Grey was torn. He didn’t want it to mean too much. There was a reason this was the first time he’d invited her to a Sunday gathering—it would be just another way in which they’d become too close. He’d only relented because Pops had given him a hard time about it. “I’m sorry. I should have invited you before. I guess I wanted to shield you from my family’s drama.”

			Autumn cast him a dismissive look. “Grey. You want drama, you get my family. Your family is wonderful. I’m so relieved I get to be here while my dad is doing his interview this afternoon on The Sunday Hour. I can avoid the whole thing.”

			Grey glanced at his watch. The Sunday Hour was already starting, and the interview with Autumn’s father would begin any minute. “You’re not worried about that?”

			She painted a smile on her face, but it was that same expression she had when things got stressful at work and she felt like she had to power through it. “A little, but I’ll be fine.” Autumn nodded at the door. “Let’s go in.”

			Grey opened it for Autumn, then followed her inside. There was still laughter and talking coming from the kitchen, all the sounds of a happy household. Grey did have a great deal of wonderful memories of this house, and now that he’d been back in Asheville for a few months, it no longer felt like stepping back in time to be here. When they walked into the kitchen, they were greeted warmly by Giada, Pops, Mack and Molly, with hugs all around. Even the dogs got in on the attention, their tails wagging as everyone petted them.

			“Thank you for joining us, Autumn,” Pops said.

			“Thank you for including me. It feels like a real honor,” Autumn answered.

			Grey again felt like such a jerk. Why hadn’t he included her earlier? Autumn didn’t really care about family drama. And if anyone could make an uncomfortable situation better, it was her. “Lunch smells amazing, Giada.”

			“Thank you, Grey. Everything is ready. We should sit down and eat.”

			Grey and Mack helped bring dishes to the table as everyone got settled in their seats. Pops was at the head of the table, just as he’d always been, every bit the proud patriarch. He began passing food, and Grey had to admit that his dad was looking healthier and stronger every day. The difference between now and when he’d first come home was like night and day.

			“So, I have kind of a funny story,” Molly said as everyone ate. “Two of our guests were taking a moonlight hike around the property and saw people skinny-dipping in the pond. A man and woman. It was too dark to get any details or identification. I wonder who they saw?”

			Grey choked back a snicker as Autumn elbowed him in the ribs. “Wow. That is funny,” Grey said.

			“Good thing we haven’t started renting out the renovated tree house yet,” Mack said, smiling. “Although I suppose this is an argument for putting in more security cameras, eh, Grey?”

			Dammit! Mack knew it was them.

			“My sons love to spend my money,” Pops said, thankfully oblivious.

			“That’s not true. Do you know that the brewery is going to be entirely self-sufficient for electricity? Between the solar panels on the roof and the other energy-efficient measures. It’s going to be amazing. And a big money saver.”

			Jameson looked down the table at Grey. “Really, son?”

			Grey didn’t entirely understand the question. “Well, yeah, Pops. That’s what I do. Green architecture.”

			“I know that,” Jameson said, waving him off and wiping the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “I guess I didn’t realize that it could make that big of an impact.”

			“The technology moves so fast. It’s pretty amazing what can be accomplished.”

			“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about all of that, Grey,” Mack said, putting down his fork and taking a sip of wine.

			“What, exactly?” Grey asked.

			“I’d really like to go back and update all twenty-five Corkscrew Craft Beer Brewery locations with solar and wind power. Water reclamation. The whole nine yards.”

			“There are consultants who can help you with that. I can connect you with a few people,” Grey offered.

			“That’s not what I want. It’s like when I asked you to do the design for the brewery at Moonlight Ridge. I want to work with you. Partner for real.”

			“Oh.” Grey was a bit taken aback. “That’s not really what I do, but I’m sure we could work something out. You know I’ll help you with anything you need.”

			“I think you know what I’m asking, Grey. And I feel like you’re avoiding the question.” Mack shook his head.

			“Just say it, Mack.” Grey looked around the table, hoping someone would see that his brother was making things uncomfortable. Autumn shifted in her seat. Molly downed the last of her wine.

			“I want you to move to Asheville permanently and work with me.”

			Autumn sharply sucked in a breath then nearly lunged for her water. The ice rattled in the glass.

			“We’ve talked about this, Mack. I’m not going to throw away more than a decade of work by leaving behind my business in New York.”

			“You don’t have to throw it away. Just hire someone to run that office. Or heck, see if some of your people want to move out here. It’s a lot cheaper to live in North Carolina.”

			“And it’s so pretty in Asheville,” Molly added. “People with families appreciate that.”

			“If anyone can tell you it’s the perfect place to raise kids, it’s me,” Pops said.

			Grey could see this for what it was—an ambush. “Pops, you’re in on this, too?”

			The guilty look that fell across Dad’s face was all Grey needed to see. “I’d rather have you here. That should have always been obvious. I love you, Grey. Your brother loves you.”

			Grey felt like there was a tug-of-war going on and he was the rope. He was being pulled between his old life and the new. He glanced over at Autumn, knowing she was a big part of this equation. He cared for her deeply. He wanted to see her after he went back to New York. But he also knew that she was looking for a lifetime of love—real commitment. Grey wasn’t there yet. She’d been the first woman to ever question his beliefs about love, but it wasn’t like decades of thinking one thing could disappear in a few weeks. He was someone who thrived on certainty and stability. Love could guarantee neither.

			“Tell me you’ll think about it,” Mack said. “An answer before the wedding would be great. Especially since you’re scheduled to go back soon.”

			That really irked Grey. He felt like he’d already answered this question. The fact that Mack was asking it again so soon before a momentous event in Mack’s life only made the guilt that much worse. What was Grey supposed to do? Go to his brother the day before his wedding and turn down his offer? Grey would never live it down. Mack said he wanted to heal the fissures between the brothers. It was times like this that Grey questioned whether that was really true.

			

			Autumn loved the way the Holloway family made her feel at home. Except now, the spat between Grey and Mack had made everyone uncomfortable. Autumn tried to hold on to her smile, but on the inside, she was crumbling. This was the one thing that had been dogging her for weeks—Grey was leaving. It was about to be over. And the fact that even his brother couldn’t convince him to stay, made it even worse.

			“I think we should change the subject,” Molly said, winking at Autumn. Thank God for her best friend. She understood how much the affection between Autumn and Grey had grown all summer, and that had left Autumn feeling exceptionally vulnerable. Again.

			“Wonderful idea,” Giada said. “Autumn, tell me about your family. I don’t know anything about them.”

			Autumn was ready to run out of the room. It was like all of the previous awkwardness had grown exponentially. “I’m an only child. My parents are divorced. My dad lives in Los Angeles, but he’s always traveling. My mom goes back and forth between Santa Barbara and Miami.”

			“Oh, I see.” Giada smiled. “And what does your dad do that he travels so much?”

			Now Autumn simply wanted to throw up. A headache was brewing. She’d told herself she could ignore her dad’s interview, but now she was confronted with the subject of him anyway. “He works in film.”

			Molly reached for Giada’s hand, which was on the table. “Giada, this is a difficult subject for Autumn. Something tells me that you don’t know who her father is.”

			Giada looked around the table, surprised. “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

			Molly looked to Autumn, silently asking for approval to explain. Autumn nodded, but didn’t say a thing.

			“He’s a very well-known Hollywood producer,” Molly said. “He’s also been in the news quite a lot because women have made allegations of sexual harassment.”

			Autumn swallowed hard, willing the tears to stay away. She forced herself to smile, but it felt so fake it was torture. “That’s pretty much it. My mom is erratic and not much of a mother, to be honest, but she also had a toxic marriage, so it’s hard to blame her.” Autumn felt like she was shrinking into nothingness. The deep sense of shame she felt for something she’d played no role in was difficult to bear. Most of the time she did a good job ignoring it. But at times like this, when it was unavoidable, it all came crashing down on her.

			Grey put his hand on her back. “You okay? Do you want to step outside and get some air?”

			Now Autumn wanted to cry twice as hard. Grey was so sweet and kind. He understood. He was also leaving in a week, and he’d just demonstrated during the argument with Mack that he was dedicated to doing exactly that. Why did everything have to be so terrible? “Yes, please. Excuse us for a minute.” Autumn put her napkin on the table and Grey pulled her chair back for her.

			Giada rose from her seat and scrambled over to them. “Cara mia, I feel terrible. I had no idea. I don’t know anything about Hollywood. I read romance novels and watch British mysteries on television. I’m as out of the loop as they come.”

			Autumn shook her head, not wanting Giada to feel bad. It wasn’t her fault. She was showing an interest in Autumn. She’d been welcoming. “It’s okay. Truly. You had no idea.” She turned to Grey who had just as much pity on his face as everyone else at that table. “I just need a minute outside.”

			Grey took Autumn’s hand and led her out through the patio doors to the backyard. Merely stepping outside felt like permission to fall apart, especially when she flashed back to the last time she’d been out here—Mack and Molly’s engagement party. She and Grey had so much fun that night, flirting and dancing, and starting to fall under each other’s spell.

			Grey didn’t say a thing. He just had that compassionate look on his face, the one that said he didn’t know what to do to make the situation any better, which was frustrating, because he had the power to make so much of what she was feeling go away.

			Her phone buzzed in her pocket, but she ignored it. “I’m a lot of fun at parties,” she said, hoping to lighten the mood.

			Grey pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. “You’re the most fun. Everyone else needs to take fun lessons from you.”

			She peered up at his handsome face. She wished so badly that he wouldn’t leave. Thinking about it caused a burning pit in the middle of her stomach. But she also didn’t want him to have to be talked into it. She wanted him to decide on his own that Asheville was for him. She wanted him to conclude on his own that she was for him. Because the truth was that she had fallen so hard she didn’t know how she was going to survive his leaving. There would be no quick bounce back this time. Her phone buzzed again. Then again. “My phone is blowing up.”

			“Frantic bride?”

			It buzzed again. “On a Sunday afternoon?”

			One more buzz and Autumn had to look. She fished it out of her pocket, only to see a long string of texts from her old friends in LA.

			I can’t believe he used you as a shield.

			I’m so sorry your dad dragged you into this.

			What a jerk! Just because you still love your dad doesn’t mean he isn’t terrible.

			Autumn felt her hand go so cold she nearly dropped her phone.

			“What is it?” Grey asked.

			She showed Grey the messages, not knowing exactly what any of this meant, but certain it had something to do with her father’s appearance on national TV.

			“The interview?” Grey asked.

			“It must be.”

			He pulled out his own phone and in less than a minute, he had a video clip. “I think I found it.” He pushed play, and there she saw her dad, looking unwell. He’d lost at least twenty pounds. His face was gaunt. His skin was ashen, his eyes drawn. Still, she couldn’t help it. She saw that face and she still saw her dad. He hadn’t been perfect to her, and he hadn’t always been there, but she still loved him, even if she hated the things he’d done.

			“What’s your biggest regret?” the interviewer asked.

			“That my daughter Autumn got stuck in the middle of this. She’s such a lovely person. I’d like to show you the text she sent me on her birthday. It meant the world to me.”

			He handed his phone to the interviewer, then the text was displayed on the screen. The flowers are lovely. Thank you so much. I hope you know I love you. You’re the best dad a girl could ever have.

			“That’s not what I said,” Autumn blurted. “Half of that text is fake.”

			“Hold on. Let’s listen,” Grey said.

			“Some people might wonder how a man who has such a close relationship with his daughter could turn around and harass women,” the interviewer said.

			“Maybe you need to ask a different question,” her dad said. “Would a man who adores his daughter ever treat women badly? The answer is no.”

			Autumn felt absolutely sick to her stomach.

			Grey put his phone inside his pocket. “We need to hire a publicist. Make sure someone knows that you didn’t say those things. Do you still have the original text on your phone?”

			“I do, but you know what’s going to happen. People will want to hear my side of the story. And then it’s just more negative publicity because someone who works for my dad will start poking holes in it. Or they’ll say that I’m an ungrateful daughter. It will never end.”

			“Shh. It’s okay.” Grey again pulled her back into the comfort of his warm embrace. “It might be hell for the next few days, but it’ll be gone in a week.”

			Autumn froze. A rousing round of laughter came from inside the house. Yes, she felt horrible about the situation with her dad. But the real reason this was getting to her was because Grey was leaving. She lifted her head from his shoulder and looked up into his face. “You’ll be gone in a week, too, Grey. So it won’t even matter, will it?”

			He rolled his neck and let go of her, then looked up at the sky, seeming exasperated. “Are you going to lay into me just like my family?”

			She shook her head, fighting back the tears. She didn’t cry often. She’d always put so much stock in being upbeat. But sunny Autumn was gone right now. She was too damn sad. She loved Grey and she’d been too afraid to say it. To anyone, even herself. What they had was supposed to be a fling. It hadn’t turned out that way. Not in her heart, at least. “I’m not going to lay into you. It’s your choice, Grey. It’s always been your choice to stay or go.”

			“Do you not understand how frustrating this is? As far as I’m concerned, it was never a question. I told everyone from the outset that I was going to go back to New York. Everyone knew that all along and everyone’s acting now like I’m the jerk for sticking to what I always said I would do.”

			“I can see your point. I also just sat there and watched your family plead with you to stay. They love you, Grey. Do you not see how lucky you are? Do you know how much I wish I could have what you have?”

			“They’re not perfect, Autumn.”

			“Of course they aren’t. No family is. But if there’s love there, the rest isn’t important. At the end of the day, love is all that matters.”

			He grumbled and looked down at the ground. “We aren’t talking about my problems right now, anyway. We’re talking about yours.”

			She reached for his arm, and she felt in that one touch that he was already leaving. He was going to follow through on everything he promised—going back to New York. Keeping things fun. Except nothing felt fun right now. “Grey. My problem is your problem. Do you have any idea how hard it was to sit there and listen to Mack and your dad make their case and for me to hear you dig in your heels?”

			Grey looked down at her, with the darkest look she’d ever seen in his eyes. “You knew I was leaving, Autumn. Just like everyone else. This was not a surprise.”

			She drew in a deep breath through her nose. “You’re right. It wasn’t a surprise. The surprise was how sad it made me. The surprise was how much I feel like the whole world is falling out from under me right now.”

			“Of course you feel like that. The stuff with your dad is terrible.”

			She shook her head so fast her hair whipped. Overhead, there was a rumble of thunder. The wind had picked up. “It’s not that. I feel like I’m falling apart because of you. The thought of you leaving is killing me and I’ve been convincing myself that I was fine with it. Well, I’m not fine, Grey. I’m not fine with you leaving.” She sucked in one more breath for courage. The words were right there on her lips, waiting to come out, and she realized she’d been holding them for days. Weeks. “I don’t want you to leave because I love you.”

			Raw disappointment crossed his face. “Autumn...”

			“I know. I know. I told you that I was fine with the idea of just having fun, and I was.” She looked back at their summer and realized that wasn’t entirely true. “Up until a point. But my feelings started to change. And I didn’t want to go back on everything I’d said to you.”

			“I don’t think you know what you’re saying right now. You’ve just had all of this upheaval because of your dad, and you’re feeling emotional. This isn’t a good time to talk about this.”

			A raindrop landed on the end of Autumn’s nose. She looked up and another hit her forehead.

			“And see? It’s starting to rain. Let’s get inside,” Grey said.

			Autumn stood firm. “No. I don’t want to go inside. I want to stand out here and get soaked. I want to talk about this. Because I’ve spent my entire summer not talking. Not telling you the depths of what I was feeling for you.”

			Grey looked back and forth between Autumn and the patio door. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I don’t believe in the same things you do. You knew that about me from very early on.”

			“I don’t believe you don’t feel something for me.”

			“Of course I feel something for you. But whatever it is, I don’t think it’s that.”

			Autumn had her answer. “You don’t love me.”

			His shoulders slumped. “I don’t know. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

			Autumn pressed her lips so hard together that it hurt, but she had to do something to stem the tide of pain that was welling up inside of her. “Maybe you should just say goodbye.”

			“We have six more days together. Why would I do that?”

			“Six days or six minutes. Waiting is just going to make the final goodbye that much harder. If you’re really going, I’d rather say it now.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means goodbye.”

		
	
		
			Twelve

			Autumn had to drag herself out of bed on Monday morning. She was running on no sleep and a broken heart—not a good way to start the week. She’d stupidly held out hope that Grey might change his mind about leaving. Now she knew that nothing could keep him here. Not even her.

			There had been thunderstorms all night long, the rain beating against the windowpanes as Autumn was curled up into a ball in her bed, letting the tears flow just as freely. Even Milton gave up on consoling her and went to sleep in the other room. Mother Nature was showing no signs of letting up today. Black clouds were overhead, drowning out the sun, and although the rain had slowed to a sprinkle, the rain was expected to return with a vengeance later that morning.

			She managed a shower and got dressed, but it didn’t improve her mood. She hated herself for being so softhearted and stupid. She might have told herself that it wouldn’t happen, that they were too different, but that had been short-sighted. He was smart and hiding a very tender inside, all wrapped up in an incredible package. Of course she’d fallen. Of course.

			As she walked out her front door to leave for work, she was unfortunately reminded of the other thing she didn’t want to think about today—the situation with her dad. A car she didn’t recognize was parked across the street, and a man was standing at the curb with his phone, taking pictures of her. She stalked to her car, hopped in and flipped him off as she drove by. Not a smart move. She didn’t care.

			By the time she arrived at Moonlight Ridge, walked through the parking lot, into the inn, and up to her office, she knew how much everyone on staff was talking about her. Gossiping. Despite her inclination to ignore everything, she had to see what the stories were saying. So she did the unthinkable—an internet search for her dad’s name.

			It was all exactly what she’d expected.

			“Accused Hollywood Producer Uses Daughter as Shield.”

			“Leo Kincaid: ‘My daughter hasn’t given up on me.’”

			“A Daughter’s Love Comforts Controversial Producer.”

			The stuff people were assuming about her was mostly wrong. She didn’t want to reconcile with her dad. She didn’t want to be a part of his life anymore. She hated the things he’d done. But one thing was right—somewhere in her heart, there was still a glimmer of love for her dad. She’d tried to make it go away, but she couldn’t.

			The worst of the stories were the few that rehashed the whole wedding-planner-left-at-the-altar story. How the media loved a good juicy twist of fate, and that was one for the ages. Of course, in the context of that particular angle came the unavoidable mention of Moonlight Ridge. She hated that she was once again the reason a negative light had been cast on the property. It wasn’t fair to the Holloways. It wasn’t fair to Jameson.

			Autumn’s phone silently buzzed, facedown on her desk. She’d put it on mute out of necessity. She was getting dozens of calls, so many that it was draining her battery, mostly from numbers she did not recognize. She was going to have to get a new number, or perhaps this was the time to cut herself off from society, move deep into the woods and live off the grid.

			But something made her look at her phone. It was Delilah Barefoot. Autumn scrambled to answer, hoping to hell this was a phone call about table runners or cake toppers or something uncontroversial.

			“Delilah, hi. How nice to hear from you. What can I help you with?” Autumn turned in her chair and looked out the window. Impossibly, the sky was getting even darker. The rain was coming down harder now. Lightning crackled across the sky. A few seconds later, thunder boomed so loudly the entire inn shook.

			“I don’t really know how to say this, so I’ll just come out with it. We can’t have our wedding at Moonlight Ridge. My mother saw your dad on television. She’s not happy. She wants her deposit back. I hope that will be okay.”

			Autumn hated how the ripple effects of this disaster were spreading. She also hated that it was ruining what should be a fun process for Delilah. “I understand. I’m so sorry that it came to this. Truly. If it’ll help at all, I’m happy to help coordinate when you find a new venue.”

			Delilah’s voice got quiet. “Moonlight Ridge isn’t the issue, Autumn.”

			Oh right. I’m the problem. The realization hit her like a steamroller. She was flattened. After last night, Autumn had thought there were no more uncomfortable truths to hear. She’d been wrong. “What if I wasn’t here? Like at all.”

			“I’m not sure. My mom is a piece of work. Plus, I don’t want to make you quit your job.”

			“You know, this was already in the works. I’d been planning to leave,” she lied. “I don’t want to hurt the resort.”

			“I’m so sorry, Autumn. I know how hard it is to be in the shadow of a well-known parent.”

			“Thank you. That means a lot.” Autumn choked back tears. “So please let your mom know that she doesn’t need to worry about me anymore. By the time you have your wedding, no one will even remember.”

			“I’ll try, but no promises.”

			“All you can do is your best.”

			Autumn said goodbye, not yet fully absorbing that she’d just committed to leave Moonlight Ridge and the resort still might lose a huge booking. But she didn’t see another path forward. She had to leave. Even though being the wedding planner at Moonlight Ridge was her dream job, and she adored everyone there, she was hurting the place she loved. If she followed her natural inclination to look at the bright side, there was one good result from this. She wouldn’t have to be reminded of Grey every time she came to work.

			She pulled up a word document on her computer and typed out a letter to end her contract with Moonlight Ridge. Despite the few tears she’d shed on the phone with Delilah, there was no time spent being sentimental or crying. This was short and sweet. To the point. She hit print, scrawled her name across the bottom and then prepared herself for her next hurdle. Molly was the natural recipient of this letter, and she was not going to let Autumn leave without a fight.

			Autumn walked with purpose down to Molly’s office. But when she poked her head inside, Mack was there. Not Molly.

			“Hey,” Mack said, looking up from a three-ring binder. “How are you doing today? Grey said you weren’t feeling well.”

			Clearly, Grey had not told his brother what had happened between them. “I’m okay. Is Molly around?”

			“She’s not. She’s chasing down maintenance. There’s a broken pipe in one of the guest rooms. I just stopped in because she asked me to look over some projections.” Mack sat back in his chair. “But I’m glad you’re here. I saw the story about your dad. We should probably have a chat about it and the potential fallout.”

			Autumn knew then that she was doing the right thing. She took a deep breath. It was time to cut her ties with the Holloway family. She handed over the letter, then stepped back from the desk and gathered her hands behind her back. “Yeah, about that. You don’t need to worry about me. I’m leaving.”

			Mack glanced at the letter. “I see.”

			“I want to thank you and your family for allowing me to work as a contractor for Moonlight Ridge. But it’s time for me to go. There’s no reason for you to keep me when I’m only hurting business.” She swallowed hard, willing herself to not cry, and hoping like hell that Delilah Barefoot wouldn’t end up canceling after all. “I’ll clean out my work space immediately. I can get you a list of possible replacements for me next week.”

			Mack set aside the letter. “I’m sorry to hear this. Molly will be really sad to hear it, too. But I appreciate you making this sacrifice for my family. And for the resort. That means a lot right now. Truly.”

			Autumn merely nodded, forcing a polite smile. “No problem.”

			“You’ll still be there for the wedding, right? Molly would lose it if you weren’t there.”

			In the midst of all of this, Autumn had completely forgotten about Mack and Molly’s wedding. Not only was Autumn the maid of honor, Grey was a groomsman. She’d be subjected to a horribly romantic day with the man she loved in close proximity. What a nightmare. “Yes. Of course. I’ll be there.” At least Grey would be leaving Asheville the day after, and Autumn could begin the process of starting over. Again.

			Outside, lightning struck once more. The rain was coming down in torrential sheets. The lights in the building flickered, then another loud boom of thunder came. “I’d better get going,” she said, then quickly ducked out into the hall. This all seemed like a fitting ending to her stint at Moonlight Ridge—straight out of a horror movie.

			

			Grey was trying hard to get work done, but it was pointless. He hadn’t slept at all last night, haunted by the vision of Autumn walking away from him. Right out of his life. Outside, it was dark as night and it wasn’t even noon. The rain was unrelenting. Grey had never liked weather like this. It was too unpredictable. He had no control. It was also a huge reminder of the night Travis went out into the storm and he and Mack had chased after him. In a split second, everything changed. Just like Jameson’s brain episode had changed things again.

			Maybe it was the lack of sleep, but Grey felt like he couldn’t see anything clearly. Lately, Autumn had been the person in his life who’d made things make sense, but he couldn’t reach out to her. She’d be furious with him. Which left Mack. Grey felt so unsettled right now and he had to do something about it. So he reached for his phone. Just as he picked it up, a screeching sound came from the device—the emergency warning system. A quick glance told him that there was flash flooding in the area. Good thing he didn’t need to go anywhere.

			“I was just about to call you,” Mack answered. “Have you talked to Autumn?”

			“Not since yesterday.” Grey still hadn’t told his brother about their falling-out. “We had an argument. Or a disagreement.”

			“About what?”

			“About me leaving. She told me she loves me.”

			Mack grumbled on the other end of the line. “I thought you were keeping things casual. Why didn’t you stick to the plan?”

			It was such a simple question, the sort of thing Grey asked himself all the time. He loved plans. His entire career revolved around them. When he made one he always stuck to it. But he hadn’t with Autumn. “It just happened.”

			“Did you tell her you loved her, too?”

			“No.” He felt sick about it, but he’d been too angry about Mack trying to get him to do something he hadn’t planned to.

			“So you don’t love her?”

			Grey was about to say that he had feelings for Autumn he couldn’t explain. But that wasn’t entirely true. They were simple—he wanted to be with her. He wanted to protect her and keep her safe. She made him look at the whole world differently. But...he was afraid to label his feelings as love. Love could go away. It could fade or get twisted into something else. It happened with his parents. It happened with his brothers. Then again, he’d found a new parental love with Jameson. And he and his brothers were finding their way back. “Dammit, Mack. I messed everything up. I should have told her I loved her, but I panicked. Why did you have to pick that fight with me yesterday, anyway?”

			“Because I love you, you big dummy. And I want you to stay here.”

			Grey could hardly believe he’d been so stupid. “I have to go. I have to talk to Autumn.”

			“She just left. She quit her job and emptied out her office.”

			“What? Because of me?”

			“I’m sure you’d love to think that, but it was because of everything with her dad. The Barefoot family was going to cancel their wedding. She saw that it was hurting the resort.”

			“She can’t quit.”

			“Too late. She already did.”

			“No. Let me fix this. I have to call her now. Bye.”

			“Hold on. Can I give you one piece of advice?”

			“What?”

			“Don’t call her if you aren’t ready to tell her that you love her.”

			I know that now. “I have to go. Bye, Mack.” Grey hung up and immediately called Autumn’s cell. It went straight to voice mail. He ended the call and sent her a text. Please answer your phone. He called again.

			“What do you want, Grey? I don’t want to talk to you right now. I’m trying to drive home through a monsoon.”

			“Why are you on the roads right now? There are flash flood warnings.”

			“I know that. I’m fine. Or maybe a river will just carry me away and nobody will need to worry about me anymore.”

			“I would worry about you, Autumn. I always will.”

			“Next subject, please.” The anger in her voice was unavoidable. He had to see her. He had to tell her in person what he was feeling.

			“Look, Autumn, we need to talk. Pull over to the side of the road and I’ll find you. What route are you taking?”

			“The back way. I figured the old logging road lets me avoid most of the low-lying areas.”

			Grey’s heart began to pound. The mere mention of the logging road made him sick to his stomach. “But that stretch of road before the ravine. It gets washed out sometimes.” The lights in Grey’s cottage flickered. It felt like a bad omen.

			“I’m fine. Don’t—” There was a click on the line.

			“Autumn? Hello?” There was no answer. Grey’s mind switched into overdrive. What if she’d gone off the road? What if she was hurt? What if she was dead and he’d never get to tell her how he felt? He grabbed his keys and ran out to his car, already soaked by the time he hopped inside. For a moment, he hesitated. He knew his blood was running hot right now. Emotions were at a fever pitch. And Mother Nature was not playing nice. This was exactly what it was like the night he and Mack went out after Travis. The night when everything went horribly, horribly wrong. Was this a mistake? Was he about to do something truly stupid?

			Of course, he could answer neither of those questions. This was the unknown in all of its glory and he had to face it. He had to fight through it. With his hand trembling, he stuck his key in the ignition and started the engine. He put it into gear, knowing he couldn’t leave Autumn out in this. He cared too much. He loved her.

			The car fishtailed when he punched the accelerator, and he nearly peeled out of the driveway next to his cottage. Luckily, there were very few cars out in this weather, so Grey was able to get to the old logging road in no time flat. His heart raced just as fast as the wipers struggled to keep up with the rain. He was pushing the speed limit, which he knew was unwise, but it was the only way he stood any chance of catching up to her. He hoped she had the sense to take things slow. Autumn’s eyesight was not great, even with her glasses on. Plus, and this was the big thing—she was upset. The thought of her behind the wheel right now was too much. All he could do was focus on the road and finding her. He rounded a big curve and he knew that he wasn’t far from the ravine. Up ahead, he saw fuzzy red lights. Brake lights. A car was stopped on the side of the road. A silver car.

			Autumn. His gut instinct was to drive like a bat out of hell, but it wasn’t safe, especially not in these slick conditions, so he slowed down. His heart was threatening to beat its way out of his chest as he eased up behind the car and turned off his engine. There was no sign of life in the car. Definitely no Autumn. And she’d left her headlights on, which he found odd. It hadn’t been that long ago that she’d had to replace her battery.

			He climbed out of his car, immediately getting soaked in a deluge of rain. The sound was deafening. Lightning crackled across the sky. He walked to the driver’s side door and shielded his eyes with his hands, peering into the window. She wasn’t inside. He straightened and looked down the road, but there was no sign of her. “Autumn?” he called with hands cupped around his mouth.

			“Grey?” her voice was small and muffled, but it gave him life.

			“Autumn? Where are you?” He turned back and that was when he saw her car rock side to side. He rounded the front to the passenger side and that was where he found her—crouched down trying to turn a nut on her tire. The relief he felt was so immediate he wondered how he could’ve ever doubted his feelings for her. “Autumn! You’re okay.”

			She fell back on her butt, sitting in the muddy ditch with a tire iron in her hand. Her glasses were foggy and had slid down to the end of her nose. Her hair was just as wet as it had been when they’d gone skinny-dipping. “Grey? You came looking for me? I told you not to.”

			He dropped to his knees next to her, one landing in soft and muddy ground, not that he cared. He took her hand. “Of course I did. I had to go after the woman I love.”

			She just stared at him from behind those glasses. “What did you just say?”

			“I love you. I should have said it yesterday. I was feeling it, I just hadn’t wrapped my head around the idea of it. Probably because admitting my feelings for you means that I would have to stay, and that would’ve meant giving in to Mack’s demands.”

			Autumn scrambled to her feet and looked down at him, aggressively pointing at him with the tire iron. “If you’re leaving, I don’t want to hear that you love me.”

			He hurried back to standing, not bothering with the pretense of brushing himself off. He was a disaster. So was Autumn, although she managed to make it look beautiful. “I’m not leaving.”

			“You’re not?”

			He shook his head. He wanted her in his arms. “Will you put down the damn tire iron, please?”

			She dropped it to the ground, her shoulders drooping in defeat.

			He didn’t waste a second reining her into his arms so he could hold her close and watch the water drip down the tip of her nose.

			“Are you serious? Are you really not leaving?”

			He nodded emphatically. “I’m staying. I love you, Autumn, and I know it’s only been a few months, but I hope that you’ll still want to see me. I’m hoping you can forgive me for everything that happened yesterday. I had a momentary blip of insanity.”

			Autumn looked straight up at the sky for a moment, letting the rain fall on her face. “I’d say that this is your blip of insanity.”

			“You stood in the rain for me yesterday. I figured the least I could do was get soaked for you.”

			“Can we put that part to a stop though? The getting wet part?”

			Grey grabbed her hand. “Yes. Come on. Let’s get into my car. We’ll come back for yours after the storm is over.” They rushed back to his rental, and he opened the passenger side for her before he climbed in on the driver’s side. They were both a sight—dripping wet, muddy and looking exhausted.

			“I had to quit my job today,” Autumn said.

			Grey started the engine. “I know. It’s okay. We’ll figure something out.”

			“I don’t see how. I think that part of my life is over.”

			It pained Grey to hear her say that but there were only so many problems he could solve at once. He leaned over and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “Then hopefully we can start a new part of your life together.”

		
	
		
			Thirteen

			Autumn nearly cried when Molly said, “I do.”

			“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride,” the minister said.

			A cacophony of hooting, hollering and applause rang out from the crowd gathered for Mack and Molly’s wedding. Mack dipped Molly in one of the hottest kisses Autumn had ever witnessed. The happy couple then stood hand in hand before the friends and family assembled in the old barn, which was now mere weeks away from being the latest location of a Corkscrew Craft Beer Brewery.

			Autumn sniffled, but she wasn’t sad. She was overflowing with joy for the happy ending her best friend now had with the love of her life. As Mack and Molly started down the aisle together, Grey stepped forward and offered his arm.

			“We have got to stop meeting like this,” he said.

			Autumn laughed under her breath and looped her arm in his, snugging him closer while they made their own journey to the back of the room. The old Grey didn’t joke around much, but she knew now that she hadn’t really known the real Grey. The one he spent a lot of years hiding from those around him.

			Momentarily relieved of their wedding party duties, it was time for Autumn to spring into action. “I need to take care of a few small details.”

			“Always the wedding planner,” Grey said.

			“Miraculously, yes.” Autumn planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ll come find you in a few minutes?”

			“Don’t be too long.” Grey went to join his brother Travis, who was making his way toward the bar.

			Autumn took that as her cue to get to work, taking care of the tiny tasks that make a wedding a success, like talking to the DJ and making sure the catering department started handing out champagne and hors d’oeuvres. She was so happy knowing she had her job back. Grey had done the unthinkable by stepping into the fray and saving the Barefoot wedding and her job. He’d done it by calling his old friend Archer. The two even went out for a beer, and according to Grey, they talked about things like falling in love with a woman you adore. By the end of the evening, Grey had convinced Archer to reframe the idea of Autumn organizing the wedding. He’d instructed Archer to tell his future mother-in-law that it wasn’t fair to hold Autumn accountable for the things her father had done. Guilt by association wasn’t something a US Senator should go around trying to impose. Apparently, it had worked, and all was back on track with Autumn as Moonlight Ridge’s wedding planner. Thank goodness.

			After she took care of a few details, she noticed Grey sitting at one of the round tables with Travis. The two were deep in conversation, so Autumn approached slowly. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said.

			“Are you kidding? Never,” Grey said, pulling out a chair for her. “We were just talking about some of the things that will happen when Travis comes back to help out.”

			“My brothers have a big to-do list for me,” Travis said.

			“Oh yeah? Like what?” Autumn asked.

			“Primarily helping them overhaul catering.”

			Autumn wasn’t shocked. The reports on the food were sometimes spotty. She’d had many conversations with Molly about the menu being stuck in the past. “Will you be working with the brewery at all?”

			“I don’t know,” Travis said. “Mack has his own menu and chefs.”

			Autumn couldn’t help but notice that Travis seemed to have the same attitude Grey had when he’d first arrived back at Moonlight Ridge. Perhaps it was time to change the subject. “Grey, when will the brewery equipment go in?” Autumn flagged down a waiter and asked him to leave champagne for each of them.

			“I need to talk to Mack about all of that, but I would think the brewery and kitchen will be up and running in a month or two,” Grey said.

			Travis took a long sip of his champagne. “Autumn. I need to ask you a question.”

			Grey slid his brother a look. “What are you getting into, T?”

			Travis reared back his head. “Do you know how long it’s been since you called me T?”

			Grey looked surprised, glancing back and forth between Travis and Autumn. “I guess it’s been a long time, huh?”

			“A very long time,” Travis said.

			“I didn’t even think about it. It just came out of my mouth.”

			Travis’s otherwise stern expression slowly turned to a smile, which made Autumn extremely happy. Grey and Mack had pretty well made amends, but Travis had missed out on all of that over the last few months. Hopefully his longer visit would help the brothers continue to heal the broken bonds between them. Autumn knew that it all weighed on Grey.

			“Okay, well, nicknames aside, I need to ask Autumn that question,” Travis said. “Is it true that my brother Grey went out in a dangerous storm looking for you?” He arched one eyebrow at Grey.

			Autumn knew what Travis was getting at. Grey had told her that was a big part of what sparked the argument between the brothers the night of the accident—Travis had gone looking for a girl he had a thing for, and Mack and Grey thought he was crazy for doing it. “It is true. And I told him not to come looking for me. He did it anyway.”

			“I was worried,” Grey pled. “Plus, her phone died in the middle of our conversation. Anyone would have done what I did.”

			“And how did it turn out?” Autumn asked Grey.

			“You had a flat tire and I rescued you. That’s how it turned out.”

			She laughed quietly. “It all turned out fine, didn’t it? I told you it would.”

			Grey shook his head. “She always thinks everything will be fine,” he said to Travis. “But that’s not always true. Sometimes things don’t work out.”

			“Same old pessimistic Grey.” Travis’s phone rang and he glanced at the screen. “I hope you two will excuse me. I need to take this.”

			“Of course,” Autumn said.

			Travis got up from the table and Grey instantly took her hand. “I hope you don’t think of me as pessimistic. I’m trying to be better. You make me want to be better.”

			She loved how sweet he was. She loved everything about him. “I know you’re doing your best. And I don’t want you to change entirely. The man I fell in love with is at least a little bit pessimistic. We need to be able to balance each other out.”

			Grey leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you, Autumn.”

			“I love you, too. I really, really do.”

			Grey pointed across the room. “Hey. Are Mack and Molly supposed to be dancing already?”

			Autumn turned, and sure enough, not only were the bride and groom slow-dancing, Giada and Jameson were doing the same. “It’s their wedding.” Autumn consulted her watch. “And actually, dinner won’t be served for another thirty minutes.”

			Grey got up from the table and offered his hand. “If we have to wait a half hour, I think I should take this chance to ask for a dance.”

			Autumn grinned wide, feeling heat creep across her cheeks. “Sounds great.”

			Grey led her out to the dance floor, then pulled her into his arms as soon as they arrived. The music was soft and slow and incredibly romantic. As someone who relished the more fanciful details of a wedding, it was nice to attend one that was casual and where it was okay for a few rules to be broken.

			“You know, this reminds me of that night at Mack and Molly’s engagement party. When we danced and I wondered what in the heck we were doing.”

			Grey laughed. “I knew exactly what I was doing. I was trying to get you out of that dress you were wearing.”

			“It didn’t take you long.”

			“I’m very focused when I decide what I want.”

			Autumn looked up at him and their gazes connected. Would she ever stop feeling so amazing when he looked at her like that? She truly hoped that she would feel like that forever. “I’m glad.”

			“And speaking of what I want, I need to talk to you about something.” He spun her in a few circles, until they were off in a quieter corner of the dance floor.

			“What exactly?”

			“I know we’ve only been together for a few months, but I feel like what we have is pretty great.”

			“You’ll get no argument from me on that. What’s your point?”

			Grey swayed her back and forth, his hand traveling all over her back, bringing every nerve ending to life. “Maybe it was seeing my brother make the leap today, but now that I’m staying in Asheville, and we know we want to be together, I guess I just feel like we should think about other steps.”

			Autumn wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this. “Like moving in together?”

			“Well, sure. Definitely that. But beyond that, I guess I want you to know that whenever you feel like you’re over everything that happened, I’d like to have the chance to put a ring on your finger. I just don’t want to push you before you’re ready.”

			A soft laugh left Autumn’s lips. “Are you proposing to me at your brother’s wedding?”

			“Only if you want me to. And don’t tell Mack. He’ll kill me.”

			Autumn wasn’t quite ready for engagement, but it was so reassuring that Grey wanted to talk about it at all. “When the time is right I want a small wedding. No big production.”

			“So says the professional wedding planner. And you know, people say that and it always ends up being bigger.”

			Autumn giggled. “And I want a fancy honeymoon. Somewhere warm.”

			Grey nodded, trailing his hand up and down her spin, making her dizzy with contentment. “Oh, yes. Somewhere like Bali where they have those huts out on the water and you can just dive right into the ocean.”

			“That sounds amazing. I’ve always wanted to go on a trip like that.”

			“As long as we go somewhere that doesn’t require you to wear a lot of clothes.”

			“That sounds like a lot of beaches and sunshine, Grey. I thought the East Coast guy wasn’t into that.”

			He shrugged and tugged her closer. “What can I say? You’ve changed me. For the better.”

			She nuzzled her face in his neck and kissed the sensitive spot below his ear. His warm smell sent ripples of anticipation through her. She couldn’t wait until they could get back to her place, cast aside their wedding garb, and lose themselves in each other.

			“I’m so glad you decided to stay in Asheville. You’ve made me so happy.”

			Grey took her for a spin, holding her tight against his warm frame. “Good. Because as long as you’re happy, I will be, too.”

			“You really love me, don’t you?”

			“I do.”
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			Foolish Hearts

			by Synithia Williams

			CHAPTER ONE

			Ashiya scanned the numbers on her computer screen and grinned. Another profitable day for her consignment store, Piece Together. Another day that she’d kept the store she’d opened on a whim from being considered a contender for best dramatic performance by a Robidoux family member. Another day she’d taken that whim and turned it from “that little store,” as her mom referred to it, into the place to shop in Jackson Falls for quality, preowned designer clothes, with a healthy helping of fashion tips and perfect accessories on the side.

			She shimmied her hips in the chair as she hit Enter to save the day’s profit numbers in her bookkeeping software. Six years ago, when she’d decided to open her store, she hadn’t believed she’d be here for this long. Honestly, she hadn’t believed she would be able to make it work. She might have grown up in the mix of the Robidoux family with all their drama, fighting for control, and business acumen, but she’d never wanted any of that. She wanted to live life on her own terms with little interference from her family.

			Piece Together was something she’d known her mother, cousins, and uncle wouldn’t care about. They’d let her “play around,” and she’d get peace and quiet. Who knew she could actually run a business successfully?

			A knock on the office door snapped her from her internal celebration. She glanced up from her computer to the door of her office in the back of the store. Lindsey, the store’s assistant manager, stood there. She’d been one of the first people Ashiya hired to help run Piece Together when she’d opened. Lindsey, with her no-nonsense personality, straightforward style, and keen eye for fashion, had stayed by Ashiya’s side through those early, lean years when Ashiya hadn’t been sure the store would survive. Short, with a cute face, and an upturned nose that reminded Ashiya of a pixie, Lindsey could easily pass for one of the college kids in town despite being thirty-one.

			“Hey, I’ve finished straightening up the front of the store. How much longer will you be here?” Lindsey pulled back her normally brunette hair, which was now colored a soft pink, into a ponytail at the base of her neck.

			They always tried to walk out together. Downtown Jackson Falls wasn’t a dangerous town, but that didn’t mean they liked to tempt fate. Their parking lot was behind the building, poorly lit and after eight p.m. served as the overflow parking for a few bars in the area. They preferred to be safe rather than sorry.

			“I just finished up.” Ashiya hit the Save button one more time just to be sure she cemented the success of the day. “I’ve got to get out of here anyway.”

			“Hot date?” Lindsey asked with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

			Ashiya barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a hot date. Not since she finally came to her senses and told her on-again, off-again boyfriend since college to get the hell out of her life. Every time she thought about the time and effort she’d wasted on that relationship, the good things she’d let pass her by, she wanted to slap herself. She would pay whoever invented a time machine all six years’ worth of Piece Together’s profits for the chance to go back and tell twenty-two-year-old Ashiya to stay away from that manipulative asshole and to remember that good sex did not equal love.

			She pushed aside thoughts of her wasted years and sighed. “No hot date. My cousin Elaina’s celebrating her engagement.” Ashiya powered down her computer and stood.

			Lindsey crossed her arms and tilted her head to the side. “So she’s really getting married, huh?”

			Ashiya barely contained her chuckle at Lindsey’s dubious tone. “She is, and I actually believe she’s happy.”

			Lindsey raised her brows again. “Good for her.”

			“I know, right?” Ashiya said. “I’m happy for her. I hope this marriage works out better than her first one.”

			Lindsey crossed her heart, pressed her hands together as if in prayer and lifted them to the sky. She wasn’t overly religious, but Ashiya appreciated every bit of good vibes for a better relationship for her cousin. “I hope so, too. She can be…intense, but everyone deserves to be happy.”

			Ashiya walked across the small office, which was actually a former storage room that she’d converted into an office for her store, to the coat rack, where she’d hung her purse. A small black Louis Vuitton bag she’d found at a thrift store in Charleston the year before and today had paired with a simple white T-shirt and gauzy leopard print A-line skirt. She lived for finding deals like that.

			“Now that she’s engaged and happy,” Ashiya said, putting the strap for the purse over one shoulder, “she’s also making an effort to hang out with the family more. Tonight is ladies’ night to toast to her good fortune.”

			“Sounds like fun,” Lindsey said with what came across like forced enthusiasm.

			Ashiya grinned. “It will be. I haven’t gotten a chance to hang with my cousins in a while. I’m looking forward to it.”

			“I’m waiting for the day your family convinces you to quit running the store and start working at that huge corporation they own.”

			“I wouldn’t abandon you like that.” Ashiya flipped the lights off in her office.

			“I wouldn’t consider it abandonment. Just remember if you ever decide to go and start making big deals instead of scouring thrift stores for premium goods, I’ll understand and take over the store for you.”

			Ashiya wrapped an arm around Lindsey’s shoulders as they walked toward the front of the store. “Not gonna happen, but if I ever change my mind, I know I’ll be leaving this place in good hands.”

			They did one more check of the front before locking up the store. This wasn’t the first time Lindsey teased her about potentially leaving Piece Together to work for Robidoux Holdings. Lindsey believed Ashiya would take the skills she’d utilized to turn Piece Together and use them for bigger payout working for her family’s larger holding corporation. Ashiya appreciated her friend’s support, but she wasn’t about to deceive herself into thinking she was smart enough to run anything bigger than this store.

			She and Lindsey said their goodbyes as they left the store and got into their cars. As always, Ashiya waited until Lindsey had driven off before exiting the parking lot. She made a left and eased into the late afternoon traffic toward the Jackson Falls Country Club for ladies’ night.

			Honestly, she wasn’t sure how much fun this would be. She didn’t dislike Elaina, who was remarkably more pleasant now that she’d taken over control of Robidoux Holdings and found happiness with herself and in her love life, but that didn’t mean Ashiya immediately thought of Elaina when she wanted to go out and have fun. Thankfully, India, Elaina’s younger sister, was going to be there as well. Ashiya refused to turn down any opportunity to hang out with her favorite cousin. Byron’s new wife, Zoe, would also be there. Ashiya liked Zoe well enough and believed she was the reason Elaina had agreed to the night out in the first place.

			Ashiya was happy for all her cousins. They’d found love and were living their best lives. She, on the other hand, was single again for the first time since the age of twenty-two. She didn’t know what to do about her relationship status. Well, she knew what and who she wanted, but she’d burned that bridge, and there was no turning back.

			She blasted the latest Megan Thee Stallion song on the radio to get her mind right for a night of fun, but her ringing phone interrupted the beat. A number she didn’t recognize popped up on the car’s console. She considered ignoring it, but she’d learned her lesson the hard way about ignoring phone calls. Even from unknown numbers.

			Ashiya pressed the button on her steering wheel to accept the call. “Hello?”

			“Hello, I’m trying to reach Ashiya Waters?” a woman’s cool, professional voice asked.

			Ashiya rolled her eyes. Telemarketer. Hadn’t she put her number on that list that told them to leave her the hell alone or something? “Sorry, I’m not interested.”

			“Ms. Waters, this is Brianna Winters. I was your grandmother Gloria Waters’s personal assistant,” the woman said in a rush before Ashiya could end the call.

			Ashiya frowned at the screen. Her Grandmother Gloria? Why would her grandmother’s assistant call her? Ashiya hadn’t had anything to do with her father’s side of the family since they’d disowned him for marrying her mother. Resentment about her mother pursing her father to gain access to her grandmother’s then-growing beauty company went long and deep. Ashiya vividly remembered being eight or nine and overhearing her Grandmother Gloria telling Ashiya’s mother that she wasn’t going to get a red cent of anything that would have gone to her son.

			Ashiya kind of understood her grandmother cutting ties after learning the truth behind the reasons her mom pursued her dad. That didn’t stop Ashiya from being hurt when her father’s family didn’t want anything to do with her. She loved her father and knew the estrangement hurt him, too, but she also loved her momma. Ashiya couldn’t imagine ever wanting to be close to someone who hated her mom. As she’d grown, and the animosity festering from her parent’s bad marriage and unresolved issues infected Ashiya’s life in ways that still hindered her.

			“Okay,” she said slowly. “Why are you calling me?”

			“Because you grandmother died two days ago.” Brianna spoke in a direct manner with only the barest hint of sympathy.

			Ashiya sucked in a breath. She squeezed the steering wheel. Every single memory she had of her grandmother involved her telling her dad he never should have married that raggedy whore in the first place whenever they visited. Eventually the visits stopped. That didn’t mean Ashiya had wished her dead.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said truthfully.

			“I’m calling you because the reading of the will is this Friday.” When Brianna spoke this time, her voice was warmer. “You’ll need to be there?”

			“Why would I need to be there? I’m pretty sure I’m not listed.”

			Brianna cleared her throat. “Actually, you are.”

			The thought of being in her grandmother’s will was so absurd, Ashiya laughed. Probably not appropriate after receiving news of a deceased relative, but she didn’t believe anything her grandmother left for her required her to attend the reading of the will. “Okay, so she left me a clock, or my dad’s high school clothes. Can’t you just mail them to me? I don’t have to show up for that.”

			There was a pause before Brianna spoke again. “You’re getting a lot more than a clock. Ms. Waters, your grandmother left you her entire estate. You are now the majority shareholder of the Legacy Group. If you’d like to avoid having your cousins contest the will, I’d suggest you be here.”

			Ashiya sat in her car in the Jackson Falls Country Club parking lot. She’d driven there on autopilot while listening to her late grandmother’s personal assistant talk about everything she was expected to inherit. Not only the shares in the company, but a home in Hilton Head, South Carolina, multiple properties throughout the Southeast, all her grandmother’s money and worldly goods, and a vintage Jaguar vehicle.

			The information whirled around in her head like clothes during the spin cycle of a washing machine. She didn’t believe a word of it. She’d said as much while on the phone with Brianna. How could her grandmother’s assistant know what Ashiya was getting if the will hadn’t been read yet?

			“I was with your grandmother when she made the changes with her lawyer, and I served as the notary. Believe me. You’re getting it all.”

			Inheriting her grandmother’s money made absolutely no sense. She hadn’t seen her grandmother in years. Decades. Her grandmother hated when her dad married her mom and wanted to keep her mother from having access to even a penny of the money the company made. Ashiya always assumed her grandmother didn’t want Ashiya to gain access to the company either since Gloria Waters never made any attempt to reach out to her or form any type of relationship with her. Now she was supposed to believe the company, money and property were all hers?

			She had to get to the bottom of this. She couldn’t go inside and celebrate with her cousins. She wouldn’t be able to focus on anything. Yet, she didn’t want to outright snub Elaina.

			Ashiya got out of the car and dialed India’s number. Her cousin answered quickly. “Hey, are you here?”

			“Umm…yeah, but I can’t stay. Can you meet me at the front door? And don’t tell Elaina.”

			“Sure, let me step away so I can hear you better,” India said, not asking for more information. “I’ll be right back,” she said not quite in the phone. Ashiya assumed she spoke to Elaina and Zoe.

			Ashiya arrived at the front of the clubhouse and slid through the door. India came around the corner at the same time. Her cousin slid her phone into the pocket of her pink sundress. Her curly hair was twisted into a cute puff at the top of her head, and worry clouded her brown eyes.

			India immediately came over and placed a hand on Ashiya’s arm. India was two years younger than Ashiya, but they were more like sisters than cousins. “What’s going on?”

			Ashiya let out a humorless laugh. Where would she even start? There were so many unanswered questions she was afraid to even try to begin to unravel.

			“Something came up,” she said. “I really need to go talk to Mom and figure out what’s going on?”

			India frowned. “Is everything okay? Did my dad do something?”

			Ashiya shook her head. “No. For once this doesn’t have anything to do with your dad.”

			Ashiya paced in front of the door. She wished her problem were tied to her Uncle Grant. She’d know what to do if that were the case. Thankfully, because Ashiya was busy with her “little store” Grant Robidoux didn’t pay her any attention. She’d rather deal with her overbearing uncle meddling than inherit a fortune and the responsibility that came with it.

			India reached out and took Ashiya’s elbow in her hand, stopping her from pacing. A small line appeared between her brows. “Hey, what’s going on?”

			Ashiya took a deep breath and met her cousin’s worried expression. “My grandmother died.”

			India blinked. Her head drew back, and she frowned. “Your grandmother?” India’s eyes narrowed as if the idea of Ashiya having a grandmother was unheard of before her head cocked to the side. “You mean your dad’s mom?”

			India’s surprise at the announcement was further proof that what Brianna said on the phone made no sense. Ashiya had no ties or contact with her grandmother. There was no way the woman would leave Ashiya with all of this responsibility.

			Ashiya sighed and shrugged. “The one and only.”

			The confusion left India’s eyes, and sympathy filled them instead. “Oh, no, Ashiya, I’m sorry.” India pulled Ashiya in for a hug.

			Ashiya stepped back after a second in India’s embrace. She didn’t deserve it. Sure, she was saddened to hear the news, but she wasn’t devastated. She hadn’t known the woman. And there came the guilt. A big, heavy weight in her chest. She didn’t deserve sympathy, and she definitely didn’t deserve money.

			“Thank you, but I’m fine. Really, I am. I barely knew her, and according to my mom she is—was—evil.”

			India shook her head. “No one is completely evil. You told me yourself there was bad blood between her and your mom since your parents got married. There are always two sides. I’m sorry you didn’t get the chance to hear her side.”

			Ashiya pressed a hand to her forehead. “You’re right, I guess. But I got a call from her personal assistant. She wants me to come to Hilton Head for the reading of the will. She thinks my grandmother left everything to me.”

			India’s eyes widened. “For real?”

			“That’s what she says, but I don’t believe it. My grandmother hated Momma, and she didn’t like me. Why would she leave everything to me?”

			“Maybe she didn’t hate you and your mom as much as you think,” India said in her very logical, let’s-view-all-sides way.

			“No, the hatred was real.” She remembered the visits to her grandmother when she was young. The cold shoulder. The shouting behind closed doors. The names she’d called Ashiya’s mom. Names like gold digger, whore, two-faced witch. Names Ashiya hadn’t understood the meaning of back then but knew they couldn’t be good.

			She shook her head to rid her brain of the memories. “I can’t believe it. I can’t do it.”

			“Do what? Go to the funeral? I don’t think it’ll hurt just to pay your respects.”

			If only that’s what she meant. She tugged on her ear and glanced around. No one was in the front of the clubhouse with them. “Take the company, the money, the estate,” she said in a thin voice. “I don’t know how to run anything.”

			India had leaned in to hear what Ashiya had to say. After Ashiya spoke, India grunted and leaned back. She gave Ashiya an are-you-kidding-me side-eye. “Ashiya, you run a business now.”

			“A small clothing store here in Jackson Falls. And not even new clothes. They’re consignments. I can’t run a corporation.”

			The thought of being in charge of million-dollar decisions, having to report to a board of directors, fighting for respect from people who’d spent their entire careers in the corporate world made her stomach twist in a dozen glass-encrusted knots. No, she couldn’t do it. Wouldn’t do it. They’d eat her alive in less than thirty seconds.

			India rolled her eyes. “Girl, get out of your damn head. Before you start having a panic attack and telling yourself all the things you can’t do, how about you first find out what exactly you’ve inherited and what, if anything, you have to do about that?”

			Ashiya took a deep breath. Her stomach still twisted. Her palms sweat, but India’s words took the edge off her anxiety. Until she knew for sure what was going on, there was no need to freak out. The freak-out could wait until she was sure Brianna was right.

			Please, God, let Brianna be wrong. She sent up the quick prayer.

			She met India’s you’ve-got-this gaze. “You’re right. I just never thought I’d be in this position. You know I never wanted to be a part of that world.”

			Understanding crossed India’s features. India’s desire to stay out of the running for top billing in the Robidoux family was one of the reasons she and Ashiya had been so close. Ever since they were kids and India gave Ashiya her favorite teddy bear instead of laughing when she’d learned that at eleven, Ashiya was still afraid of the dark she’d mentally adopted India as her little sister.

			“Not wanting to be a part of it and being able to survive it are two different things,” India said in a supportive voice. “Regardless of what happens, I believe you can handle it.”

			Ashiya wished she had a tenth of her cousin’s optimism. “Time will tell. Look, I need to talk to Momma about all this. See what she thinks and then make plans to go to Hilton Head. I guess I just needed to talk to someone first and get my initial freak-out out of the way. You know Momma. She’ll tell me to calm down, act like a Robidoux, and take everything my grandmother left and more.”

			At times Ashiya thought her momma forgot that Ashiya was half Waters. That even though her dad had generated his own wealth, he’d given up the wealth from his family when he’d married her. Elizabeth Robidoux Waters had not known her husband knew he wouldn’t inherit a thing if he married her. She also hadn’t forgiven him once she learned the truth. He’d only wanted to be happy, and despite her parents’ strained marriage, her dad had found his own way without the help of his mom or his wife’s rich family. He was why Ashiya had tried to avoid being as cutthroat as some of her Robidoux cousins.

			India nodded and patted Ashiya on the shoulder. “I’ll tell Elaina that something came up. She’ll be fine.”

			Ashiya reached into her purse and pulled out a card. “Give this to her, okay? I know she didn’t want gifts, but I still thought I’d get her something. Tell her to enjoy it.”

			Ashiya had gotten Elaina a yearlong subscription to a tea-of-the-month club. Since her cousin was cutting back on alcohol, she’d focused on using tea to calm her nerves. Ashiya hoped the gift would be welcome from the prickly Elaina.

			“I will. You go. Talk to your mom and call me before you head out of town. If you need me to go with you—”

			“No, I’ll be fine. I may need drinks when I return.”

			“I’ve got you.” This time when India opened her arms for a hug, Ashiya took it. She’d need all the emotional support she could muster if the inheritance was really hers.

			They pulled apart, and Ashiya watched as India went back toward the dining area. With a determined sigh, she went to the door leading out of the clubhouse. She wasn’t looking forward to this conversation with her mom, but she couldn’t possibly go to the funeral and learn the contents of the will without saying something to her.

			She pushed open the door at the same time someone pulled from the other side. She lost her balance and stumbled forward on her high heels. She barely stopped herself from falling. A warm hand reached out and steadied her by the elbow.

			“Excuse me,” she said.

			“Sorry,” a familiar male voice said at the same time.

			Ashiya froze. The blood rushed from her face, and her lungs decided breathing wasn’t necessary at that moment. Her eyes jerked up. Surprise, embarrassment, and regret sent her body into a confusing tailspin. The familiar face seemed just as surprised to see her. Her heart squeezed while the lingering touch of his hand on her elbow turned her limbs into jelly.

			Russell. The guy she should have chosen. Fine as hell Russell. He would be the person she saw when she was already discombobulated.

			Fine as hell was a weak string of words to describe Russell Gilchrist. Tall, broad of shoulders, thick of thighs, and sweet of heart, Russell was the perfect embodiment of good guy with just a hint of bad boy beneath to make a woman fantasize about seeing him lose control. The lights from outside the clubhouse added a silvery glow to his sandy-brown skin and brought out the gold in his hazel eyes. He’d offered her everything she said she’d wanted in a relationship, and in turn she’d broken his heart when her jerk of an ex came back and said all the right words with wrong intentions.

			After recognition entered his gaze, he quickly snatched his hand back. “You good?” His voice didn’t seem as concerned now that he recognized her. Instead it was cold, clipped, as if he couldn’t wait to get away from her.

			“I’m fine. I was in a rush and didn’t—”

			“Then I’ll let you get going.” He stepped to the side so she could walk away.

			Ashiya sucked in a breath. Three years had passed, yet she still couldn’t get used to seeing the cold look in his eye. Three years of seeing him occasionally around town or at parties and trying to accept the way he barely held her gaze or spoke to her in a tone warmer than an Antarctic. She’d seen his other side. She’d seen the adoration shining in his eyes. Heard the way he whispered her name when he was deep inside of her. Knew he could be the most caring person she’d ever met. Knowing that only made this side of him hard as hell to accept.

			“Russell, I…”

			“I’ll see you around.” He walked pass her and entered the clubhouse without another glance her way.

			Heat spread through her cheeks. She looked to the sky and groaned. No matter what she said or did, she couldn’t break through the silent treatment. Not that she could blame him. She’d toyed with him. Used him to make her ex jealous, and by the time she realized she was falling for Russell, it was too late.

			She wanted to rush back into the clubhouse and demand that he talk to her. That he let her explain. That he give her, them, another chance. Instead, she sighed and walked to her car. Getting Russell back was still on her bucket list, but she couldn’t focus on that particular goal at the moment. Right now, she had to figure out how to get rid of a million-dollar inheritance.
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			How to Catch a Bad Boy

			by Cat Schield

			One

			Asher Davidson Edmond lay on the jail cell’s hard bunk, arm thrown over his eyes to block out the gray concrete walls and dingy ceiling. How the hell had he gotten here? Correction: he knew how. A police escort in the back of a cruiser. As to the chain of events that had landed him in this mess, he’d been completely blindsided.

			Despite some of the risky behavior he’d demonstrated in his thirty-one years, he’d never imagined landing behind bars because of something he hadn’t done. And he definitely hadn’t been embezzling funds from the festival. He might’ve bent or even broken a law or two in his youth, but that had been petty stuff. Stealing for his own gain was the last thing he’d do.

			“Hey, rich boy.”

			The mocking voice belonged to the blocky, muscular cop who’d escorted him back to his dank, windowless cell after his arraignment. Asher’s molars ground together at the man’s taunt. Apparently, he’d gone to high school with Deputy Vesta’s younger sister and hadn’t treated the girl too well. He had to take Vesta’s word for it because he didn’t remember those teenage years all that well. Something about laughing at her when she’d asked him to prom… Not one of his finest moments, obviously.

			“Yeah?” Asher responded, not bothering to move. Quashing his jittery emotions, he packed as much sardonic boredom as he could into the single word, all too aware that he wasn’t doing himself any favors by acting like a jerk. Still, nothing would change Vesta’s rock-solid perceptions of him, and after years of coping with his adopted father’s nonstop disapproval, he reflexively retreated into behaving like a sullen, entitled prick.

			“You’ve got a visitor.”

			Hope exploded in Asher’s chest.

			Had Ross and Gina changed their mind about his guilt after failing to support him at yesterday’s bail hearing? While his siblings’ abandonment had aroused panic and uncertainty, Asher had known better than to expect his adopted father to show. Nor did he expect Rusty Edmond had come to see him now, unless to drive home his acute regret for adopting his second wife’s son.

			Asher had his own complaints on that score. Why had Rusty bothered with a legal connection when he’d never truly embraced Asher as one of his own? Or maybe he had—the man demonstrated little affection toward either of his biological children and between criticizing Ross’s abilities and dismissing Gina’s talents, none of the Edmond offspring had a great relation­ship with him.

			That hadn’t stopped Asher from spending his teen years fighting an uphill battle to win Rusty’s affection though. And when all his efforts had failed, Asher had begun acting out. If he couldn’t win his stepfather’s approval, then he figured he would become truly worthy of Rusty’s disdain.

			Yet as difficult as his relationship with his stepfather was, Asher’s connection with his stepsiblings was as close as if they were blood relations. Ross had been twelve and Gina ten when fifteen-year-old Asher had come to live with them. He’d enjoyed playing big brother to the pair and the trio had bonded immediately. Even though Rusty had only been married to his mother for three years, they’d been formative ones for all three kids and they’d remained tight even after Rusty and Stephanie divorced and Asher headed off to college.

			Which was why the silence from the Edmond siblings was so ominous. Since his arraignment, he’d consoled himself by speculating that Rusty—intent on teaching his adopted son a lesson—had barred Ross and Gina from showing up in court. But as the hours stretched out and he’d not heard from either of his siblings, Asher started to worry that they believed he was guilty and had turned their backs on him.

			Unrelenting panic swelled in his chest. At the arraignment he’d learned the charges against him were worse than he’d been led to believe. It wasn’t just the theft of the funds—that could’ve been handled locally—but the money had disappeared from the banks, sent by wire transfer and that meant the feds were involved. Even if he’d wanted to, Rusty couldn’t use this as a teachable moment for his adopted son and make the charges go away.

			Asher was in deep.

			With his bank accounts frozen thanks to the embezzlement charges, he hadn’t been able to post his own bail. Naturally he’d hoped that his family would believe that he’d never do anything like what he’d been accused of and help him out. But as the hours passed, his despair had grown. Only now it appeared as if he’d been worried for nothing. One or both of them had decided to help him out.

			“You’ve got five minutes,” Deputy Vesta said, his tone brisk.

			Asher sat up and blinked in the sudden brightness. As his eyes adjusted, he focused on the person standing on the other side of the bars. The individual was neither his tall, lanky brother nor his stylish sister, but a petite woman in figure-hugging jeans and high-heeled boots, her long black hair slicked back into a neat, low ponytail. Probably another fed come to pick at him about the missing funds.

			But then she stepped closer and he glimpsed her features.

			“Lani Li?”

			He could barely breathe as recognition landed a sharp jab to his gut. Then he rallied and pushed to his feet, fighting to remain upright as his emotions executed a wild swing between delight and confusion at her appearance. Had she heard about his plight and come rushing to help him? His heart hoped so. It thumped hard against his ribs as he processed his outstanding luck.

			However his euphoria dissipated as he noticed the glower in her mink-brown eyes. Spots of color flared in her cheeks, marring the uniform perfection of her pale skin. She’d compressed her luscious lips into a flat line that broadcast her disdain and the only thing keeping her arched brows from touching was the bottomless vertical indent between them. To say she looked less than pleased to see him was an understatement, but putting aside his desperate need for rescue, her arrival flooded his mind with vivid, racy memories.

			Until she spoke…

			“Asher.” Her tone was all business.

			“What a surprise,” he murmured, advancing toward her, drawn like a bee to a flower.

			Her scent hit him before he wrapped his hands around the bars and leaned in. She smelled like warm vanilla and spicy cinnamon, all lush sweetness and mouthwatering delectability. He remembered burying his nose in her hair and drawing her unique perfume into his lungs. How she’d tasted like sweat and sunshine as they’d made love beside a raging river, crushing pine needles beneath their straining bodies and releasing the astringent scent. The simple act of breathing her in now slowed his heart rate and soothed his restless nature.

			“What’s it been?” he continued blithely. “Five years?”

			She gave a curt nod. “About that.”

			“Long time.”

			“Yep.” Lani narrowed her eyes and scanned him from the top of his close-cropped brown hair to the toes of his brown Berluti loafers. “You look like hell.”

			“Well,” he drawled with a lazy shrug while his brain scrambled to process that she was standing there. “I have been locked up in here for a day and a half, so…”

			While finishing the sentence, he trailed his gaze over her, following the buttons of the white button-down shirt she wore beneath a practical navy blazer, over the swell of firm breasts and the flat plains of a taut abdomen to the waistband of the dark denim. He knew that body. He adored that body. Curves in all the right places. Honed muscle beneath silky soft skin. He’d spent long hours guiding his lips and hands over every inch, learning what made her shiver, moan and whimper.

			“You look really great,” he drawled, recalling that time he’d nipped the firm mound of her perfect butt and made her squeak in surprise. “So, what brings you by?” Asher posed the question lazily, chatting her up as if they’d bumped into each other at a barbecue rather than a jail cell. One corner of his mouth kicked up as he delivered a smoky look her way.

			“I’ve gotta say, you’re the last person I expected to see here.”

			“I’m on a case,” she told him.

			“I’m intrigued. Care to tell me about it?”

			“I’m investigating the theft of the festival funds.”

			“Who do you think did it?” he asked.

			She cocked her head and shot him an incredulous look. “You.”

			“So, you’re on the Asher-is-a-thief train.” He nodded, unsurprised by her answer. “I thought you might believe I was innocent.”

			With a long-suffering sigh, she swept aside her blazer and set her hand on her hip. The gesture exposed an empty holster clipped to her belt. He stared at the telltale harness as lust blindsided him. The thrill wasn’t entirely sexual. Since he was a kid, Asher had lived for the next great adventure and had spent most of his twenties chasing anything exciting or dangerous. The thought of Lani packing heat turned him on in so many ways. His skin tingled and the tips of his fingers began to buzz with the need to touch her.

			“Looks like you became a special agent after all,” he said, his gaze drifting up her torso, pausing momentarily to revisit the enticing curve of her breasts before making contact with her hostile glare. “What are you? FBI? ATF? DEA?”

			Her sooty eyelashes flickered. “I’m a private investigator.”

			“You don’t say.” This intrigued him.

			Lani had been on the cusp of attending graduate school when they met five years earlier and planned to study criminal justice. She’d graduated college with a degree in sociology and a passion to make the world a better place. Despising injustice, she’d decided a career in federal law enforcement would offer her the best chance to make a difference.

			“Well,” he continued, “get me out of here and you can do all the private investigating you want.”

			Even before her eyes flared in outrage, Asher regretted flirting with her. She was the only person who’d come to see him and he was treating her like some random chick he’d met at a bar instead of the dazzling prize he’d foolishly let slip through his fingers.

			Her full lips, bare of lipstick, puckered as she let an exasperated breath escape. As if they’d last kissed yesterday instead of five years ago, he recalled how her lip balm had tasted like strawberries. How her long silky hair had tickled the back of his hands as he’d drawn her close. From their first kiss to their final heart­breaking embrace, he hadn’t been able to get enough of her.

			“You’re still the same frat boy, aren’t you?” Her words splashed icy water on his libido.

			“I’m not.”

			The nickname stung the way it had five years earlier. They’d met while she’d been employed as a waitress on Appaloosa Island in Trinity Bay off the coast of Texas. He’d been lazing around before what had turned out to be his final season playing professional polo. Intrigued as much by her brilliant wit as her killer body and gorgeous face, every time he ate at the resort’s restaurant, he’d made sure to be seated in her section.

			To his chagrin, nothing about him had charmed her. Unimpressed with the giant tips he’d left her, she’d sized him up as idle and aimless and dubbed him “frat boy” even though he’d left college behind half a decade earlier.

			“These days I’m the vice president of operations in charge of The Edmond Organization’s Bakken business.” He puffed out his chest, wondering if he could impress upon her that he was serious and successful, someone who had a plan and stuck to it instead of roaming around the world chasing one polo season after another.

			Although his practiced tone was one of pompous confidence, it didn’t reflect his true feelings. In fact he hated the endless dull details demanding his attention and made the barest effort to manage his team. He’d been with the company for a little over nearly two years, bullied into taking the position because Rusty was tired of subsidizing Asher’s “unproductive lifestyle” and threatened to cut off all support unless Asher did something to earn the money.

			“Yet you’re barely ever in the office,” she said, her skeptical expression indicating she’d already heard an earful about him.

			“I’ve been busy with the Soiree on the Bay festival.” An exaggeration. He’d had little to do with the practical aspects of organizing the luxury food, art and wine extravaganza.

			“Yes,” she murmured dryly, “that seems to have led to your current state of incarceration.”

			As much as Asher wanted to argue, what could he say? The steel bars blocking him from freedom said it all. Nor could he point to anything he’d done since they’d parted ways that would meet with her stringent standards. She was one of the most focused and task-oriented people he’d ever met. From the beginning she made it perfectly clear that his lack of ambition frustrated her. In every way that mattered, they were opposites. Yet he was drawn to her by an undeniable hunger that proved as distracting as it was intoxicating.

			While it might have been her striking looks that first attracted him to her, what inflamed his pursuit in the face of one rejection after another was her courage, unflinching strength of character and no-nonsense outlook.

			And he loved a challenge.

			Her aloofness fired his determination to discover the woman hiding behind her prickly exterior. Yet as satisfying as the chase had been, catching her had surpassed his wildest dreams. Nor had his attention shifted to his next conquest after getting her into bed. She’d proved to be more exhilarating than any woman he’d ever known. And through the course of their whirlwind affair, she’d had a profound effect on him.

			During those blissful summer months, he’d become someone…different. Someone who stopped joyriding through life and started to question his purpose. Someone who considered another’s hopes and desires might be just as important as his own.

			Yet it couldn’t last. They were heading down two completely different paths. She was off to graduate school in the fall, destined to make something of herself. Faced with losing her, he’d relapsed into the aimless, restless, the unreliable “frat boy” she’d christened him. And often in the intervening years, he’d wondered what would’ve happened if he’d been a better man.

			Lina raised a slim black eyebrow and shook her head. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in?”

			Her stony demeanor brought him back to the predicament facing him. “I’m starting to,” he grumbled, his panic surging once more. If he could only get her on his side… “It’s all a huge misunderstanding.”

			“Is it?” she countered. “The evidence against you is pretty damning. Millions are missing from the festival accounts and all the withdrawals appear to be in your name.”

			“I swear I didn’t steal a single cent.”

			For days Asher had been denying any knowledge of where the money had disappeared to. No one believed him. Not his family. Nor the authorities. He appeared responsible, so everyone believed he was guilty.

			“I’ve talked to the investigators,” Lani went on as if she hadn’t heard Asher protest his innocence. “There were payments made to a tech firm, a music company, a luxury jet charter enterprise. Many of the transfers seemed as if they could be legitimate, but the companies don’t exist and money was siphoned out of the accounts as soon as it was put in.”

			This was more information than he’d previously heard. Fake corporations with real bank accounts. That sort of thing took calculation and finesse. And if anything pointed to Asher’s innocence, it was that his planning skills were subpar, just ask his team at The Edmond Organization.

			While he’d been mulling his shortcomings, Lani’s gaze rested heavily on his face, her expression grave and expectant. “No one has any idea where the money is now.”

			“Me included.” Heat flared in his face as frustration bubbled up inside him. It was one thing for the Edmonds to believe his guilt, but he needed Lani’s help if he was going to get out of this mess. “I didn’t take any of it.”

			Unfazed by his continued denials, she continued to assess him with cool detachment. “There’s a condo in the Maldives with your name on it.”

			“It isn’t mine.” Anger flared. Where was all this damning evidence coming from? With the money trail leading directly to him, was it any wonder no one believed his innocence? “I don’t even know where the Maldives is.”

			“It’s an island off the coast of India.” She paused and studied him through narrowed eyes. “More importantly, there’s no extradition treaty with the US.”

			“Meaning I intended to take the money and run.”

			He barely restrained a wince at her obvious disgust. Damn. As hard as it had been to glimpse the betrayal and disappointment on his family’s faces as he’d been escorted out of the Edmond headquarters in handcuffs, the scorn rolling off Lani cut even deeper. He’d never admit it, but once upon a time he’d wanted to be her hero. Obviously his need for her admiration hadn’t dimmed.

			“I’m telling you that I didn’t steal any of the festival’s funds and I didn’t buy a condo in the Maldives.” Asher gave his head a vigorous shake. “I didn’t do this. Why won’t anyone believe me?”

			Lani glared at Asher, unable to believe that five minutes ago, as she’d walked through the door leading to these jail cells, she’d been besieged by an attack of butterflies—butterflies!—at the thought of seeing him again. She braced her will against the pull of his striking good looks, broad shoulders and overwhelming masculine appeal and cursed the part of her that revisited the bliss of his hard body surging into hers and the peaceful aftermath snuggled against his big warm chest. The double-barreled shot of mind-blowing sex and tender romance had torn her defenses apart.

			She’d spent the last five years putting her walls back up. Yet when it came to Asher Edmond, she always underestimated his charisma. Her throat clenched. She remained as woefully susceptible to him as ever. At least she hadn’t let on how her heart had leaped at her first glimpse of him. Or given any hint of how she’d rushed from a client meeting with the famous musician Kingston Blue, to this jail cell in Royal, Texas, breathless and giddy and all too aware that this new case would bring her into close proximity with Asher once again. Last time she’d almost ruined her life because of him. She must not be led astray again.

			Recognizing that she was grinding her teeth, Lani unlocked her jaw with an effort. “If you didn’t do it, then who did?”

			“I have no idea.”

			His denials didn’t surprise her. Given the serious charges facing him, Asher would be a fool to admit wrongdoing. At least not until his lawyer had plea-­bargained his sentence down for cooperating with the investigation.

			“It would be good for you if the money was returned.” A pause. “I could help with that.” Kingston Blue wanted answers. She intended to get them.

			“If you think I have a clue where the missing funds have gone, then you’re going to be disappointed.”

			“When it comes to you,” she retorted without considering her words, “I’m used to being disappointed.”

			For a second he looked stricken and Lani wished she’d guarded her tongue.

			“What I mean is…” Rummaging through the ashes of their brief romantic fling to dig up all the old hurts and disappointments was not the way to get him to trust her. “Look, I’m here to do a job. I’m not here as your friend. We had a lot of fun that summer, but let’s not pretend that we ever intended on seeing each other again once we parted ways.”

			Asher winced. “I’m sorry for how things ended between us.”

			Lani scoured his expression to determine if he truly felt remorse or if he was merely spouting more of his pretty words. Fool me once…

			“Don’t give it another thought.” She pressed her lips into a grim line. The man already thought too much of himself. Why give him an inkling that their breakup had bothered her at all? “I haven’t.”

			That summer everyone had warned her about him. She should’ve listened, should’ve followed her initial gut instincts and steered clear. Especially after her parents voiced their disapproval of their relationship when Lani had started reconsidering whether she should head to graduate school as planned or take a gap year and spend the time with Asher. She’d been such an idiot to think he’d been at all serious about her.

			“I know I was a bit of a tool back then,” Asher said as if she hadn’t brushed off their fling as inconsequential. “But those days are behind me. I’m not that guy anymore.”

			His reputation said otherwise. He had an active love life, playing as fast and loose with women’s hearts as he had with the festival’s bank accounts. Every social media post featuring him should be captioned #heartbreaker.

			“Forgive me if I have a hard time believing that given that you’re behind bars at the moment.”

			“Like I said, I’m innocent.” A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I was set up.”

			Don’t be taken in by his earnest denials. Lani steeled herself against the agony in his intense brown eyes, but couldn’t quell the sudden frantic pounding of her pulse. His silver tongue had drawn her in all those years ago and she’d almost given up her dreams to be with him. She just couldn’t allow a lapse in judgment to happen again.

			“Do you have any evidence of being framed? Or a theory who might be involved?” When she spied the way his chiseled lips thinned in frustration, Lani nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

			For a long moment they stared at each other and Lani couldn’t decide if she wanted him to be innocent or guilty. For his sake, the part of her that had once loved him hoped that he had been set up, but the heartbroken portion needed him to be a bad guy. Since they’d parted, she’d been telling herself that she was better off without him. Misery loomed if she stopped believing that.

			“I guess that’s it then. Your mind is made up. There’s nothing more I can say to convince you.” He looked so despondent that Lani’s heart contracted in sympathy. “Well, it’s been really great catching up with you. Good luck with the investigation.”

			Crap. Well, she’d done an outstanding job of alienating him before learning anything. “If you’re innocent, you could use…help.” She couldn’t bring herself to say my help. Sucking in a steadying breath, she tried again. “My client wants me to find the money…”

			“Did my father hire you?” Asher looked hopeful. “He was very impressed by you back when we dated. In fact, his only criticism was why a woman with your brains and ambition would waste your time with me.”

			“My client would prefer to remain anonymous.”

			Which wasn’t true. Kingston Blue had given her no such instructions, but she was here to get information, not give it out.

			The musician had agreed to perform at Soiree on the Bay and, like many people, he was out a lot of money thanks to Asher’s embezzlement. Kingston Blue had deep pockets and wasn’t in any desperate financial straits, unlike many of the vendors and attendees of the aborted festival, but he was a savvy businessman who didn’t take lightly to being swindled. He’d met the entire Edmond clan and was quite convinced that there was more to the story than Asher Edmond acting alone to defraud all the people who’d put money into the festival.

			Lani had been surprised when a high-profile client like Kingston Blue had contacted her about the case, but it became clear right away that the singer had done his homework and knew all about her connection to Asher Edmond. Kingston also knew that their fling hadn’t ended amiably, at least not on Lani’s part.

			Professional ethics prompted her to warn Kingston that her prejudice against Asher might affect her work, but the musician believed her familiarity with the family made her the perfect person to investigate them and find the money. After the first obvious leads had panned out, progress had stalled on discovering the bulk of the missing funds. The feds had stopped investigating other suspects once all the evidence solidly pointed at Asher.

			Despite her misgivings, in the end, the outrageous retainer Kingston offered was too tempting to resist. Plus, a check in the win column would open the door to other prominent clients. This case was the gateway to turn her fledgling business into the most sought-after investigative firm in Dallas.

			But first she had to find the money Asher had stolen and for that she needed his cooperation.

			“Sure. Okay. I understand.” Asher raked his fingers through his short dark hair. “But when you see my dad, tell him I’ve learned my lesson. It would be great if he could bail me out now.”

			Lani saw no reason to correct Asher’s assumption that his father had hired her. If he believed that Rusty wanted him to cooperate with her investigation, all the better.

			“Let me go see what I can find out about that,” she said, suddenly eager to escape.

			Asher stared at her intently, his gaze growing ever more piercing as the seconds ticked by. Heat flared beneath her skin at the intensity of his stare. His look wasn’t sexual in nature, yet she’d always been so aware of his body and keyed into his moods. She saw now how longing and relief mingled in his expression as he believed, perhaps for the first time since his arrest, that someone might be willing to stand in his corner and believe in him.

			“Thanks.”

			“Don’t thank me.” She needed to find the money. He was her ticket to do that. “I’m on a case. I think you can help me with it. That’s all. Don’t read anything more into it.”

			“Sure. Whatever you say.” His even, white teeth flashed in a relieved grin as she turned to go. “And, Lani…”

			She hated the way her heart spasmed as she headed for the exit. The powerful lure of their shared history was a stronger temptation than she’d expected. But she couldn’t let herself be ensnared by her longing for him. He’d been bad for her back then, and he’d be even worse for her now.

			“Yeah?” Standing before the door, waiting for the buzz that would indicate it was unlocked, she made the mistake of glancing Asher’s way.

			A smile of genuine delight lit up his brown eyes and softened his lips into sensual curves. “Seeing you again is the best thing that’s happened to me in a long, long time.”

			The buzz sounded. Without uttering another word, Lani yanked open the door with far more force than necessary and left. She collected her phone and keys from the deputy guarding the cells, and then she was run-walking through the police station and stepping out into the blistering hot August afternoon. She didn’t stop moving until she’d reached her SUV in the parking lot. Breath coming in ragged gasps, she bent forward and set her hands on her knees while the blood pounded in her ears.

			As her pulse slowed, she unlocked her vehicle and slid behind the wheel. She couldn’t do this. Pulling out her phone, she began to scroll through her contacts in search of Kingston Blue’s name. To hell with the money or the boost to her reputation this case offered, working in close contact with Asher was going to mess with her emotions again.

			“Lani,” Kingston’s smooth deep voice soothed her ragged nerves. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Did you meet with Asher Edmond?”

			“Yes.” She searched for a way to extract herself from the case without damaging her credibility. “He claims he’s innocent.”

			“Do you think he is?”

			Did she? “The evidence suggests he’s guilty.”

			“But you know the guy. What’s your take?”

			“It’s all a little too obvious.” Lani didn’t realize this fact had been bothering her until right now. “Asher isn’t stupid or naive. How could he possibly think he could get away with it?”

			“So, you agree that there’s something more going on.”

			“Maybe. I don’t make assumptions this early in a case.”

			“Fair enough.” Despite Kingston’s neutral tone, his inflection reflected disappointment. “So what’s your next step?”

			“Well, having Asher behind bars makes getting information from him about the festival bank accounts nearly impossible, and since the feds froze his assets and his family isn’t stepping forward to help, it doesn’t look like he can make bail.”

			“If I put up the money to get him out, I’m counting on you to make sure he doesn’t run. That means he’s your responsibility twenty-four/seven.”

			“That’s…”

			Impossible. Outrageous. Too much to expect from her.

			She couldn’t handle that much contact with Asher. There had to be another way. Yet even as she scrambled for a logical excuse to give Kingston, she knew there was only one answer.

			“Doable.”

			“Great, then get me the details so we can get his bail paid and let’s hope our boy can lead you to the missing money.”
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