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      To my one and only,

      We were made for each other, and nothing will keep us apart. You are my world, and I’ve loved you since the moment I laid eyes on you. Nobody else holds a candle to you, and no one ever will.

      You are the peak of perfection and have inspired me to write pages of poetry. Someday I will read them all to you. I can’t wait to see your expression when you realize how much I adore you.

      Every day I watch you. The way you move, the way your eyes sparkle when you laugh. Everything about you is mesmerizing. Even how your face hardens when you’re determined. You are a work of art.

      But first I have to convince you that we’re made to walk hand in hand — the perfect couple. We will be the envy of everyone else.

      Just you wait. You’ll see how amazing life can be when we’re finally united.

      My time is limited. You’re getting married this weekend.

      I can’t let that happen. I’ll never let you go.

      All my love,

      Your one and only

      (Even if you don’t realize it yet.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The road seemed to go on forever, curving and winding among the trees. Flecks of sunlight illuminated spots of wildflowers growing among boulders and fallen trunks. Ariana pulled her attention from the forest to the GPS inside Damon’s Charger. “Is this the right way?”

      “It looks like it,” he said.

      That didn’t sound convincing, especially considering they’d been on the same path for over twenty minutes. The evergreens on either side of the road seemed to reach the sky, their bark covered with moss and gnarled feet clawing into the ground. Rays of sunlight penetrated the canopy, casting intricate shadow patterns on the car’s hood.

      It helped calm her worries about being late. They hadn’t left on time and had run into the start of Friday’s rush-hour traffic.

      “Maybe there’s another road, and we missed it?” Ariana asked.

      “Rita said the venue is deep in the woods. I’d say this fits the bill.”

      “I can’t argue that.” Ariana pulled out her cell phone to text her friend, though she didn’t expect Rita to reply right away. Not when she was preparing for her wedding.

      No cell service.

      “We’re really far out here if there’s no signal.”

      Damon gave her a relaxed smile. “It’s going to be the perfect getaway weekend. Personally, I’m looking forward to some time alone with you.”

      She grinned and nudged him. “We always have time alone together.”

      “Not in a mansion-turned-hotel. I’ve heard the Ravenwood Lodge is amazing. I can’t believe Grayson rented the entire place for the weekend, especially on such short notice.”

      “Maybe it’s haunted. The name certainly gives off that vibe.”

      “I’m sure there aren’t any ghosts.”

      “Right,” Ariana said. “How would they get all the way out here?”

      Damon snickered as he maneuvered around a sharp corner.

      The woods broke, and an amazing sight loomed before them. A gorgeous white brick building shone in the sunlight.

      It took Ari’s breath away. “Look at that hotel.”

      An older man in a tuxedo waved them around the corner. Damon followed the road around the other side of the structure to a large parking lot. All the other cars were near the large main doors, so he pulled into the next empty spot.

      Ariana climbed outside into the warm, humid air then stretched. Unseen birds chirped, and the scent of freshly mowed grass tickled her nose. Her legs ached from the long drive, and her bladder was full.

      Damon rounded the bumper to stand beside her. “I can’t wait to explore. You said there’s a bowling alley inside?”

      “It was on the brochure Rita showed me.”

      He put his arm around her and set the alarm on his Charger. “Let’s find everyone.”

      “You don’t want to get our luggage?”

      “Let’s get the keys to our room first.”

      “Sounds good.” It would be easier to get checked in without all their bags anyway. Plus, Ariana needed to focus on finding a bathroom — she really shouldn’t have had that last bottle of water.

      Damon opened the door then motioned for her to step inside first.

      She could hardly believe her eyes. Marble floors, paintings she estimated to be at least a century old, brightly lit chandeliers that looked more like fireworks displays than decoration, domed ceilings, spiraling staircases, and even a fountain with lights that made the water look multi-colored. Everything sparkled and shone. There was luxury, and then there was this.

      Rita had to be in heaven knowing this was her wedding venue. The pictures they’d seen back home hadn’t done the place justice.

      A man and a woman in formal wear beckoned them to the reception desk then checked them in. Damon studied a map of the hotel as they returned to the car for their luggage before checking out their suite. As they were unloading the trunk, a man arrived with a cart. He placed their suitcases on it, hung their garment bags, then whisked it inside and to an elevator.

      Ariana’s bladder threatened to explode with every leap she took to catch up to her belongings. Time slowed until they reached their suite. She didn’t bother taking anything in, but rather zeroed in on the bathroom and rushed to it.

      By the time she was done, the bellhop had left and Damon was busy hanging their clothes. They’d brought enough for a week even though they intended to stay the weekend. But with the wide variety of activities — swimming, skating, hunting, wine tasting, fine dining, a spa, movies, and more — they were prepared for it all, even if it meant they barely got any rest.

      Knock, knock, knock, knock!

      Damon threw her an amused glance. “Probably better get that.”

      “Sounds like it. Must be one of the twins.”

      Ariana’s thirteen-year-old brother and sister had become good friends with the groom’s kids, so they were coming for the weekend too, though she was surprised they’d arrived so soon, as they had a much longer drive.

      She flung open the door, but it wasn’t one of her siblings. That meant her siblings and parents were likely still on their way, after all.

      Rita stood there, beaming in a short, strapless, baby-blue dress. She threw her arms around Ariana then squeezed tightly. “I thought you two would never get here!”

      Ariana returned the eager embrace. “We got stuck in traffic.”

      “Ugh. Figures. If I’d have been thinking clearly, I’d have had everyone get here on Thursday instead.”

      “It’s fine. You look beautiful, by the way.”

      Somehow the bride managed to smile even wider. “Thank you! It covers my belly perfectly.” Rita pressed on the shimmery fabric.

      “I thought you didn’t care about hiding your pregnancy.”

      “Oh, I totally don’t. But I love how this one fits me so well. Don’t you think?”

      “Like it was made for you.”

      Rita kissed her on the cheek. “Speaking of dressing up — Grayson and I are having a little get-together with the wedding party. Throw on something cute and meet us downstairs by the fountain in twenty minutes. Your makeup is already perfect. Just pull up your hair, and you’ll be good to go.”

      Damon appeared beside Ari. “Are spouses allowed?”

      Rita gave him a sympathetic glance. “Sorry, no. Only the wedding party. There are a bunch of people exploring. Just introduce yourself. Everyone here is our guest, and a lot of people don’t know each other — yet. By Sunday, we’ll all be besties.” She turned to Ariana. “See you in a few.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” She closed the door. “I wish you could join me.”

      He put his hands on her waist and kissed her neck. “We’ll be together at dinner, which shouldn’t be too long a wait at this point.”

      “I hope she doesn’t plan on keeping the wedding party separate from everyone else the whole time.”

      “That doesn’t sound practical. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time together. But you’d better pick a dress, or you’re going to be late. I don’t want to find out if Rita is a bridezilla.”

      She gave him a playful shove. “I’m sure she’s not. The woman hosts events for a living.”

      Rita ran a local bar and grill, the most popular Mexican restaurant in town. In fact, that was how she and Grayson had met. He’d been a customer. One thing quickly led to another, and now they were getting married. They both found it poetic since Rita had originally opened the business when her now-imprisoned then-husband Boone was too busy for her, sometimes not even coming home to sleep.

      Damon held up a peach tulle dress with a V-neck. “How about this one?”

      “I was hoping to dance with you in that one.”

      “Perfect. We’ll do that after dinner.” He wrapped his arms around her, dipped her then gave her a mind-melting kiss.
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      Ariana was the last to arrive at the fountain. After she’d gotten dressed, Damon had accosted her with kisses and whispers of how he couldn’t wait to see her at dinner. She’d been tempted to skip the wedding party get together, but she couldn’t do that to Rita.

      Maya and Olivia greeted her with warm hugs.

      Grayson gave her his big smile that had made him a local TV star as an investigative journalist then he introduced her to his half of the wedding party. He put his hands on a guy who could almost be his twin. “This is Emerson, my older but not wiser brother.”

      Emerson laughed, but his eyes didn’t seem amused, as he shook hands with Ariana.

      Grayson rested a hand on the other two men, who also bore a resemblance to him but not as strongly as his brother. “These are my cousins, Javier and Mateo.”

      She exchanged greetings with them, pausing at Javier. “You seem familiar.”

      Rita leaned against him. “He works at the restaurant. That’s why Grayson started coming in. He kept coming for me, though.” Her eyes sparkled.

      Javier’s nose wrinkled. Was that annoyance in his expression?

      “I’m sorry,” Ariana said. “How could I not recognize you? We’ve spoken so many times. I suppose it’s because of the long drive. I’m not fully here yet.”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Sometimes it’s hard to place people when they’re in different situations. Instead of me serving you, we’re in equal standing as members of the wedding party.”

      Ari’s face flushed. “Right. I’m used to seeing you at the bar and grill, and now we’re in this super fancy hotel. Everything is different.”

      Rita waved her arms. “Now that we’re all acquainted, let’s get to know each other over drinks. We’ll also go over the details of the wedding. The eight of us are going to be busy!”

      Grayson threaded his fingers through Rita’s, then they led everyone else down a maze of hallways. Ariana wasn’t sure she’d be able to find her way back through the massive and overwhelming building.

      Upon reaching a library that could’ve been for a movie set, everyone took seats at a tall mahogany table at least as old as the building itself. Ariana was almost afraid to touch it — it had to be worth a fortune.

      The same man who’d helped her and Damon with their luggage arrived, setting wine flutes in front of each person before placing several bottles around the table. After placing a bottle of sparkling cider in front of Rita, he proceeded to open each bottle.

      Guilt stung, and Ari looked around the table. “Maybe we should all drink cider. It isn’t fair that the bride can’t have any.”

      Mateo glared at her from across the table.

      Were both cousins going to be grumpy for the entire weekend? That would make for a miserable time.

      “I don’t mind.” Rita flashed a wide grin. “I serve alcohol every day at work. It’s a wedding — people should celebrate!”

      Mateo held up his glass, already filled with a dark wine. “I’ll drink to that!”

      “Same.” Javier tapped his cousin’s glass.

      “White or red?” The server held two bottles in front of Ariana for her consideration. Both bottles showed dates over forty years old.

      “I’ll have some white, please.”

      “Why?” Mateo asked. “Are you racist?”

      Ariana stared at him in disbelief. “It’s wine.”

      “And it’s just a joke.” Mateo burst out laughing, and Javier joined in.

      Rita nudged Grayson, and she mouthed an apology to Ariana.

      “Stop being idiots.” Grayson glared at his cousins. “I can pick other groomsmen, you know. There are plenty of people who’d be happy to take your places.”

      Mateo snorted. “But you won’t.”

      He and Javier laughed again.

      Ariana exchanged a dumbfounded look with Maya and Olivia. Were those two guys for real? Javier had always seemed nice at the restaurant, but maybe that was all an act to keep his job. Or maybe his cousin brought out the worst in him.

      Either way, she wasn’t going to give them another moment of her attention. They could act like immature preteens if they wanted, but she was going to focus on making Rita’s weekend the best it could be. That was her job as Rita’s best friend and maid of honor.

      Grayson cleared his throat, pulling Ariana from her thoughts. He held up his glass. “Rita and I want to thank all of you for being part of our special day. As you probably know, some people think this whole thing has happened too fast. Certain parents in particular, so we especially appreciate your support.”

      Rita leaned against him. “We aren’t going to deny how quickly everything has moved, but when you find something as special as what we have, why wait?”

      Emerson lifted his glass. “It’s true. I’ve seen you together, and more importantly, I’ve seen how my niece and nephews have taken to the relationship. What you two have is genuine and real. Don’t let what anyone says get to you. You two have trust, and it’s beautiful. If you don’t have trust, what do you have?”

      Everyone spoke their agreement, even the two jokers.

      Emerson lifted his glass higher. “To Grayson and Rita!”

      “To Grayson and Rita!” Everybody tapped their glasses and sipped their drinks.

      As they enjoyed the wine and cider, the bride and groom went over the details of the weekend, including instructions for each member of the wedding party. Ariana had already heard most of it and knew what Rita wanted her help with, but it was always good to have a refresher. And now that she was actually on site, it helped her to picture the events all the better.

      Then Rita and Grayson thanked each person individually, telling them how much they meant to them.

      Rita walked around the table and hugged Ariana. “It feels like I’ve known you forever because we’ve been through so much. You had a big hand in me surviving my kidnapping, and I’ll never be able to forget that. I don’t know what I’d do without you. You were an easy choice for maid of honor.”

      Ari’s vision blurred with tears. “I can’t imagine my life without you either.”

      Rita hugged Olivia and Maya, thanking them for being such good friends through her recent life transitions.

      After she sat, Grayson shared similar sentiments with his half of the wedding party.

      Ariana listened with interest to see what he’d have to say about Javier and Mateo. From the sounds of it, they’d grown up together and had spent their summers and other holidays at some beach house. Apparently that was what had cemented their relationships. It made her wonder if Grayson had once been as immature as his cousins were acting. If so, he appeared to have grown up.

      Rita pointed out the time. “We better get going. All the guests are going to be gathering for dinner, and I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      Grayson rose then helped her up.

      Mateo nudged Javier.

      Javier leaped out of his seat. “Wait! I have something to say. It’s important.”

      Doubtful, Ari turned her attention to the twins.

      “What is it?” Grayson asked, annoyance in his tone.

      “Have a seat first.”

      “The wait staff isn’t going to take any food orders until Rita and I arrive, and I know people are hungry. Besides, I don’t want Rita going too long between meals.”

      “It’ll only take a minute,” Javier said. “I swear.”

      Grayson glanced at Rita, who nodded.

      “Be quick.” Grayson sat.

      Phhtt!

      It sounded like someone loudly passed gas.

      Javier and Mateo burst out laughing and high-fived each other.

      Grayson rose and held up a whoopee cushion. “Nice. Real mature.”

      That only made the cousins roar all the louder.

      Rita took Grayson’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      Ariana rose, shaking her head in disbelief at Javier and Mateo. Hopefully this would be the last of their antics this weekend. But she couldn’t help thinking it was only the beginning.
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      Rita alternated between sipping her water and stuffing her mouth with pre-meal bread from the basket in front of her. The awkwardness with the wedding party before dinner had only been the warm-up for the actual meal. She would rather sit with Grayson’s cousins than their three sets of parents. Hers were still mad at her for divorcing Boone — who was currently serving a life sentence in prison — and Grayson’s divorced parents and stepparents were barely hiding their disdain for each other.

      This would be the last meal she would sit with any of the parents. But she would have to suffer through this one in the meantime.

      Grayson squeezed her hand. “Don't worry, it’ll be over soon enough.”

      She returned the squeeze. “I wouldn’t make it through the next hour without you.”

      “Remind me, whose idea was it to have all of our parents at one table?”

      “Pretty sure it was yours.” She took another piece of bread.

      Her mom leaned over. “If you keep going at the carbs like that, you won’t fit into your dress on Sunday.”

      “Mom!” She glared at her.

      “You’re barely able to hide the pregnancy as it is.”

      “I’m not trying to hide anything. And my dress will fit just fine. No need to worry about me.”

      It wasn’t like her mother ever did, anyway. Rita only heard from her parents around the holidays. They hadn’t even bothered acknowledging her birthday since her divorce.
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