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GRACE

‘The Man’ by Taylor Swift

‘Save Tonight’ by Tom Speight feat. Lydia Clowes

‘Guest Room’ by Echos

‘Swept Away’ by Lennon Stella and Jessy Schram

‘Mirrorball’ by Taylor Swift

REESE

‘Thunder’ by Imagine Dragons

‘The Night We Met’ by Lord Huron feat. Phoebe Bridgers

‘To Be Alone With You’ by Sufjan Stevens

‘Alone Again’ by The Weeknd

‘What If You’ by Joshua Radin




Chapter One

Grace
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Some Sundays you chase your dreams. Other Sundays your dreams get hijacked by unreliable servers and last-minute catering emergencies.

Grace was having the second kind of Sunday.

‘Grace, honey, where are the extra napkins?’ her mother Mabel called from across the kitchen of Blossoms & Brew. Grace knew that tone. It carried a distinctive note of ‘we’re understaffed, over-committed and about to serve lunch to people who think patience is an optional extra’.

‘Linen closet, top shelf. Same as always,’ Grace called back, balancing a tray of maple-glazed butternut squash tartlets while tying her apron.

‘Don’t sass me, young lady. You’re lucky, you know. These people tip more in an afternoon than most folks see in a month.’

‘Oh yes, very lucky,’ Grace shot back. ‘Three hours of serving tiny food to people who probably think “rustic charm” is something you order online with next-day delivery.’

Her mother gave her a withering look.

Grace wished she’d just said no when Mabel called that morning, voice vibrating with stress because their usual weekend server had mysteriously vanished. She should have claimed she was busy, which, technically, she was since that loan application form was still glaring at her from her kitchen table, half-finished and judgmental.

But family was family, even when that meant sacrificing her one weekend off in a month to serve at a rich-boy soirée.

‘Remember, these are important people, Grace,’ Mabel said. ‘The kind who remember good service.’

‘Yes, I remember, you’ve only told me ten million times.’

‘And keep that attitude of yours in check out there,’ Mabel continued, trying to tidy up Grace’s pink-tipped hair as Grace swotted her hand away.

‘I always do!’

Her mother gave her another look. ‘Honey, you once told that businessman from Elmsworth Falls his tie looked like roadkill.’ Mabel put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. ‘I mean it, Grace, behave. Promise me?’

Grace sighed. ‘I promise.’

‘Good. Now get out there, they’re waiting.’

Grace took a deep breath then headed out of the kitchen, weaving through the café. Blossoms & Brew was closed to the public that afternoon for the private networking event, the event host covering their usual Sunday-afternoon takings . . . and then some. The café had thrown itself completely into autumn mode. Pumpkins everywhere: fat orange ones on the windowsills, white heirlooms clustered by the door, tiny decorative gourds scattered across every available surface like someone had shaken them from a bag. Mason jars wrapped in burlap held pillar candles that flickered on every table, their flames dancing behind glass. Cinnamon-scented pinecones filled a wooden bowl by the register. But it all felt strange without its regular crowd. No chess players in the window nook, no knitting circle taking up the big table. Just vintage teacups catching the light from tall windows, the worn wooden counter she’d wiped down a thousand times, that ancient map of Solace Lake her mother insisted was ‘charming’ even though half the marks were coffee stains.

Grace pushed through the side door and into the courtyard. It was a cozy patchwork of brick and wood, a firepit blazing even in the afternoon light, woodsmoke curling up past the deck railing where corn stalks tied with plaid ribbon framed the entrance. The tall tables scattered across the decking had been dressed for the season too, with small pumpkins clustered at their centers, surrounded by acorns and crimson leaves.

As Grace stepped on to the wooden planks, wind instantly gusted around her, the strands of hair her mother had smoothed off her face escaping, those crimson leaves lifting in the air.

Good start, good start.

She peered at distant clouds. Looked like rain was threatening. But despite this, Solace Springs in October really was quite something to behold. The cherry trees around the café blazed gold and red, their leaves dancing down towards the wooden decking in the wind. In the middle of Solace Lake, Maple Island was flaunting itself, those maple trees a riot of saffron and scarlet. Rising from all that fall perfection was the stone and ivy tower of the inn that occupied the island’s center.

Grace let herself stare for a moment, the familiar ache settling deep in her ribs.

Soon, she promised herself. Real soon.

Grace had been obsessing over The Maple Inn ever since the Blackwells put it up for sale three months ago. She could see it all: cozy guest rooms with handmade quilts, a dining room serving maple syrup pancakes made from scratch, rocking chairs on the wraparound porch where visitors could watch the sunrise over the water.

It would take every penny of her savings and a loan that made her break out in cold sweats. But it would be hers. Or, more accurately, theirs because it would be a legacy for her son, Zach, too. It was time to stop serving her mother’s dreams and start creating her own.

But how was that possible when the time she carved out to do just that was hijacked all the time? Story of her life, really.

Her phone buzzed. She pulled it from her apron pocket, smiling when she saw it was a Reddit message from WildTrailGuide:


If it feels like punishment, you’re finally learning something worth knowing. Find the angle, turn it to your advantage. You need that garden center, right?



The garden center. That was what she’d told her online mentor she was trying to buy. It had seemed like a brilliant idea at 1 a.m. when she’d first joined the business subreddit, desperate for help with loan applications and basic math that made her brain hurt. A single mom slinging coffee in Nowheresville, Washington? That didn’t exactly scream ‘winner’ to internet strangers. But Australian AutumnDreams87 with her charming garden center sounded like she actually knew what she was doing.

WildTrailGuide had been the only moderator who’d bothered answering her panicked questions about profit margins with some honesty and no-nonsense talk, just what she needed. The man clearly knew his stuff: said he owned multiple businesses, talked spreadsheets like poetry. Somehow their exchanges had drifted from ‘how do I read a balance sheet without crying?’ to swapping playlists and family horror stories.

Maybe WildTrailGuide had a point? Maybe today wasn’t a total write-off after all. The inn’s owners, Abe and Margaret Blackwell, may well show up. After all, this whole fancy shindig was about Mr. Money Bags schmoozing local businesses so they’d buy into whatever venture he had planned. Any new businesses in Solace Springs needed to be vetted and signed off by local people who had a vested interest in what happened to that town . . . and that started with the town’s small businesses. So if the Blackwells turned up, it could be the perfect chance for Grace to show them she had her act together, so when her offer for their inn eventually landed on their desk, they’d think she could pull this off.

Grace squared her shoulders and headed toward the well-dressed crowd milling around the courtyard, professional smile locked and loaded. The business types were exactly what she’d expected: pressed shirts, expensive watches and that particular brand of confidence that came with never having to check your bank balance before buying coffee. She weaved between them, offering appetizers.

‘Oh, how quaint!’ gushed a woman in a cream blazer, accepting a tartlet like Grace was offering her a rare artifact. ‘Is this locally sourced?’

‘The butternut squash? Sure is. Grew it myself out back between the espresso machine and the dumpster.’ The woman looked uncertain, clearly not sure if Grace was joking.

A man in a navy suit waved Grace over. ‘You, server! Could you explain what’s in these? I have very specific dietary requirements.’

You have very specific personality requirements too, but we’re all suffering through it. ‘Of course, sir.’

As she rattled off the ingredients, her eyes snagged on a man standing apart from the others, phone to his ear as he looked out at Solace Lake. The tailored pants and expensive watch said money and civilization. But the messy dark blond hair, the constant scanning, the barely contained energy . . . that said something else entirely. There was something wild underneath all that polish.

He was tall. No, not just tall, huge, with broad shoulders that made the fabric of his white shirt work hard. As he paced up and down, everything about him was screaming restless energy, his huge hands flexing and unflexing.

He looked like a wolf pacing the perimeter of a cage. Dangerous. Restless. And unrepentantly hot.

‘The Blackwells still haven’t shown,’ Grace heard him saying, voice deep and rough. ‘You didn’t mention buying an inn out here’d be such a headache.’

Grace inched closer to listen in.

‘Fine, bump the offer on the inn,’ he snapped. ‘Money talks, even with stubborn old fellas like Abe Blackwell.’

He was talking about the inn. Her inn. The Maple Inn.

The tray in Grace’s hands started to shake and the universe decided that was the perfect moment for someone to back up behind her without looking, bumping right into her. Physics took over. The maple-glazed butternut squash tartlets launched themselves into orbit, achieving perfect distribution across Hot Wolf Guy’s back. One tartlet landed with a soft plop in his hair. Another decorated his shoulder blade. Several more turned his expensive shoes into an autumn-themed disaster zone.

He turned around, revealing green eyes that held far too much amusement for someone who’d just been assaulted by appetizers. He looked down at himself. Then, slowly, his gaze lifted and landed right on Grace.

‘Going to have to call you back,’ he said into the phone. ‘I’ve just been . . . attacked by hors d’oeuvres.’

He slipped the phone into his pocket, full lips curling into a hint of a smile, and Grace got her first real look at him. He was gorgeous, even in his imperfections: a scar through one eyebrow and a slight crook to his nose, like it had been broken once and hadn’t quite set right.

Stop staring, Grace. He’s your competition for that inn!

Before Grace could say anything, a woman in a sleek black dress appeared at the man’s elbow. ‘Mr. Spencer! Oh my God, are you okay?’ She produced a handful of napkins and started dabbing at his shirt.

Mr. Spencer. Grace’s stomach dropped straight through the deck and into the lake. It was Reese Spencer, the human ATM who was hosting this event. And, it turned out, the same human ATM who wanted to buy her inn. The dream she’d been scrimping and saving for, the future she’d been planning down to the last detail . . . and this guy could probably outbid her with his pocket change.

‘I’ve had worse dumped on me, Erika,’ Reese said, eyes still on Grace. He raised that scarred eyebrow. ‘Or better, depending on your taste. Can you check on Mr. Eastman?’

Erika hesitated, her gaze flicking over Grace, clearly finding her lacking. Then she nodded and glided away.

Alone with her well-funded rival, Grace did what she always did when disaster struck: reached for humor like it was duct tape and tried to joke the mess into submission.

‘Well, this is awkward,’ she said. ‘I just dumped an entire tray of appetizers on someone who looks like they’re about to buy half the town.’

‘Just a small part of the town.’ He plucked one of the tartlets from the pocket of his shirt and took a bite. ‘These are real good. Maple glaze?’

‘Yep, locally sourced from Maple Island’s very own trees,’ she said, gesturing to the island. The island with her inn on it.

He tilted his head, a lock of blond hair falling in his eyes. ‘What next, syrup hand-tapped by folks singing ballads to the trees?’

‘Please,’ Grace said with an eyeroll. ‘They sing lullabies. Keeps the sap tender. The maples, too.’

He smiled, dimples appearing and turning his whole expression from outrageously attractive to absolutely devastating.

She noticed her mother in the distance then. The same mother who would happily launch her into the next century once she found out what Grace had just done.

‘Look,’ Grace said quickly, ‘in all seriousness, I’m really sorry about turning you into a walking appetizer display. Believe it or not, I actually won Best Server in Washington State when I was sixteen. Clearly, I peaked early.’

‘Sounds like a very niche competition,’ he replied. ‘Please tell me there were actual judges with scorecards.’

‘Oh, there were clipboards and everything. Very official. My main competition was a kid from Spokane who could balance four plates on one arm. Pity he had the personality of wet cardboard.’

Reese laughed and the people around them turned to watch.

Stop it, Grace. You’re flirting with a billionaire who wants to steal your dreams.

She cleared her throat and straightened up. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing your phone call just now. You’re interested in The Maple Inn?’

The warmth in his gaze cooled fast, like someone had flipped him back to default CEO settings. ‘That’s right.’

‘Why?’

He studied her like she was a puzzle he was working out.

‘I mean, there are plenty of investments out there,’ she quickly added. ‘What’s so special about that old place?’

‘Bald eagles, for one,’ he replied. ‘There’s a nesting pair on the island.’

‘Oh, you mean Doris and Clive?’

Reese blinked. ‘Doris . . . and Clive?’

‘Yep. They’ve been ruling that island longer than half this town’s been alive.’

Reese crossed his arms, showcasing muscled forearms as he gave her a bemused look.

‘Honestly,’ Grace continued, ‘I would not call them an attraction. Doris dive-bombed the Sheriff’s hat clean off at the inn’s Christmas drinks last year. The anti-social eagles aren’t the only issue, either. I heard the inn’s a total money pit. The plumbing makes sounds like dying whales.’

‘Got folks who can sort that easy.’

Of course he did.

Grace tried a different tactic. ‘The island can be pretty wild, you know, especially during storms. See those clouds building up?’ She nodded toward the sky on the horizon. ‘Look all innocent now, but when clouds stack up like that, Solace Springs basically shuts down and waits for it to pass. It gets wild here, on the mainland, let alone that island out there.’

He leaned back against the railing, completely at ease now, that shirt stretching even tighter across his muscled chest. ‘Maybe I like wild.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘You obviously haven’t been around here during a real storm. Forty-foot waves, hurricane-force winds. I’ve known people to get stranded on that island for days.’

‘Sounds like an adventure.’ His wolfish smile suggested he meant it.

‘Well, the wildlife is a nightmare. I mean, Doris and Clive are one issue. But I heard black bears come right up to the inn looking for food. Plus last fall, a family of raccoons moved into the attic and basically held the place hostage.’

His brows knitted together. ‘Bears? On a lake island in Washington State? I think you might be confusing your local wildlife. Black bears are excellent swimmers, but they don’t typically establish territory on small islands. Not enough food sources to sustain them year-round.’

The guy clearly knew his wildlife. Grace was running out of ammunition. Time for the nuclear option.

‘The locals say it’s haunted,’ she quickly said. ‘Guests swear they can hear footsteps at night. Doors opening and closing on their own. A young couple who stayed there last week left in the middle of the night.’

Okay, it was a lie. But she was desperate.

‘Haunted.’ His smile deepened and so did those dimples. ‘Even better. Nothing I like more than a property with character.’

Of course he was the type who’d find poltergeists charming instead of problematic.

As she thought that, she noticed a familiar face across the courtyard.

It was her son Zach, looking like he’d been through a blender: muddy soccer kit, grass stains down his top, one shin guard hanging loose . . . and sporting a black eye that would make a prizefighter proud.

Goddamnit.




Chapter Two

Reese
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Reese Spencer had been in boardrooms from Vancouver to Cape Town, had negotiated deals while dodging charging elephants in Botswana, and once closed a seven-figure acquisition via satellite phone from a research station in Antarctica. But he’d never had someone try to convince him a property was haunted while picking butternut squash out of his shirt pocket.

It was, without question, the most entertaining anti-sales pitch he’d encountered in years.

Not to mention the person delivering that pitch was captivating in a way that caught him off guard. Blonde hair with rebellious pink tips framing a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and a stubborn chin. Her fingernails were bitten short, the remnants of pink polish chipped and half-gone like she’d been too busy or too distracted to care about upkeep. Long legs stretched beneath a café apron decorated with cartoon pumpkins, and her blue eyes held a sharpness that suggested she saw through most people’s bullshit on first meeting.

She was magnetic. And now she’d just cut him off mid-sentence and was shoving past his guests, crossing the patio in quick strides to reach a bloodied-up teenage kid in soccer kit rocking an expression Reese recognized. He’d worn it himself often enough growing up, showing up at the care home his mother worked at after another encounter with the Belanger brothers, who thought poor kids needed regular reminders of their place in the world.

The waitress caught the kid by the shoulders, examining the damage to his face before steering him toward the café’s interior, her arm protectively around him. Reese had the urge to follow them. Become a fly on a wall and maybe glimpse at the memories of his own childhood. But before he could figure out what was happening with the pink-haired server and the kid, another woman appeared. Early sixties, well-put-together in that small-town way—silver hair styled just so, deep purple cardigan that she’d probably knitted herself.

‘Oh my stars!’ She pressed a hand to her chest, taking in the butternut squash decorating his shirt. ‘Mr. Spencer, I am so terribly sorry! My daughter Grace is usually the most coordinated person I know. She won Best Server in Washington State, you know. I have no idea what got into her today.’

So the waitress hadn’t been joking around about the Best Server win. And her name. Grace. Not that graceful considering what just happened. Still, it suited her.

‘It happens,’ he said.

‘Well, we’ll cover the dry-cleaning bill.’ She put her hand out. ‘Mabel Sullivan, owner of Blossoms & Brew.’

He knew who she was. Had done his research on Solace Springs, always did before making an investment. ‘How long you been running the place?’ he asked Mabel now, pretending he didn’t know already.

‘Nearly forty years!’

‘That’s no small thing,’ he said, peering behind her, trying to see if her daughter had wandered back out.

‘Sure is,’ Mabel said. ‘Bought it with my husband when I was just twenty-five. Grace is going to take it over. Now,’ she said, green eyes curious, ‘enough about me. Why the interest in Solace Springs?’

Reese peered across at Maple Island. ‘Looking to buy the old inn over there.’

‘The Maple Inn?’ Mabel asked incredulously.

‘Very same one.’

‘Well . . . that’s a surprise. Why the inn?’

His gaze lingered on the treeline where the old stone tower of the inn was barely visible. Truth was, there was something on that island he needed. But he didn’t tell Mabel that; couldn’t risk anyone finding out right now. ‘Never did like being predictable,’ he said.

‘That we have in common.’ Mabel linked her arm through his like they were old acquaintances. ‘Well then, let me introduce you to the current owners’ son. He’s just walked in with his husband.’

Reese let Mabel guide him through the crowd like a diplomatic escort at a trade summit, ignoring the way his PA Erika raised her dark eyebrow as he passed her.

‘Caleb, Mikkel, meet your host,’ Mabel announced as she stopped before two men. ‘Reese Spencer, the billionaire.’

One of the men—an excitable-looking guy with wavy caramel hair—put his hand to his chest as he looked Reese up and down. ‘Oh my.’

‘Close your mouth, darling,’ the blond man with him said.

‘I have so many questions,’ the excitable guy continued, ignoring his husband. ‘Is it true you once bought a private jet just to fly your ex-girlfriend’s dog to a specialized vet in Switzerland? And did you really buy an entire island just because you liked the view? And how do you feel about the nickname the New York Times gave you: the Golden Wolf? Because now I see you up close, I totally get it.’

His husband looked like he wanted to disappear into the flower arrangements behind them. ‘Caleb, darling,’ he said quietly in a Scandinavian accent, ‘calm down.’

‘What? I’m just being friendly!’ Caleb protested.

‘Reese is looking to buy your folks’ inn, Caleb,’ Mabel said.

Caleb’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows shot up. ‘The Maple Inn? Oh honey, good luck with that money pit. I keep telling my folks they should burn it down for the insurance money before it slides into the lake on its own.’

‘Caleb,’ Mikkel protested.

‘What? I’m being realistic. It’s like staying in a museum dedicated to structural decay.’

‘Maybe Mr. Spencer can change that?’ Mikkel turned to Reese, putting a slim hand out. ‘Mikkel Hansen. A pleasure to meet you. Are you moving to the area as well?’

Reese shook his head. ‘That’s not the plan right now.’

‘Oh, I read Mr. Spencer doesn’t have a fixed home,’ Caleb said. ‘He’s the kind of man who never stays still—one week in a luxury hotel, the next in some remote Airbnb or safari tent, then a cave in Tibet for good measure. Tell me I’m wrong.’

He wasn’t. Reese had tried to own a place once. Had a house built from the ground up when he made his first million years back. A place meant for him and his ex-wife. But that all ended in ways he still didn’t like to think about. Taught him staying in one place and putting down roots only led to bad stuff happening. Also taught him letting himself love again would be . . . inadvisable.

The nomadic lone-wolf lifestyle suited him now. Set something up, hand it over, move on. That was the pattern. And as soon as he got the new inn up and running, this place would be no different.

‘Ah, look who’s just walked in!’ Mabel said, looking towards an elderly couple. ‘The owners of the inn.’

Reese took the couple in. He’d studied their photos from the inn brochure Erika had shown him. The older man had the kind of military bearing Reese recognized from base commanders he’d dealt with in northern territories. Had to be mid-seventies, white beard trimmed to regulation standards, shoulders that hadn’t forgotten how to stand to attention. The woman beside him had her silver hair up in a matronly bun, wearing a floral dress, a walking stick by her side.

Mabel beckoned the couple over.

‘This is Reese Spencer,’ she said when they stopped before her, ‘the Canadian billionaire who’s going to buy your inn!’

Reese flinched at her use of the billionaire label again, as if his bank balance was the only thing worth knowing about him.

‘Abraham Blackwell,’ Abe said, extending his hand to Reese. ‘This is my wife, Margaret. Understand you’re sniffing around our property.’

‘Yes, I’m interested,’ Reese said, shaking his hand. ‘It’s good land.’

‘Been in my family for generations,’ Abe said. ‘My great-great-grandfather built that inn with his own hands.’

‘That’s solid history. A history I plan to honor if my bid is successful.’

History. Honor. The kinds of words he’d brainstormed with Erika that would appeal to these people.

Abe’s expression soured. ‘Unlikely it will be. Don’t want no billionaire taking over. You people show up, wave money around, ruin everything for the folks who actually live here.’

‘Father,’ Caleb hissed as Mikkel grimaced.

Reese had heard variations of this speech before. ‘I get the concern,’ he said. ‘But I’m not here to build up a resort that drives out the neighbors.’

‘Sure you’re not,’ Abe said as his wife smiled awkwardly. ‘They all say that. Six months later it’s helicopter pads and fifty-dollar hamburgers. You rich kids have no idea.’

‘I didn’t grow up with money,’ Reese said. ‘I was born in Thunder Bay in Canada with a single mom who worked extra hours just to keep food on the table. I know what happens when outsiders move in and decide the locals don’t matter.’

‘Then why be one of those outsiders?’ Abe shot back.

Caleb cringed and turned away.

‘Because sometimes the best way to protect a place is to make it pay for itself. Conservation funding, local hiring, supporting what’s already here instead of replacing it.’

‘Hmmm,’ Abe said, face unreadable. ‘How’s your fancy development team gonna handle it when the power goes out for three days straight? When there’s no way on or off that island because the lake’s throwing up eight-foot swells?’

Reese thought of Grace and her storm warnings. ‘I’ve been through worse,’ he said. ‘Spent two weeks in a research camp in northern Manitoba when a blizzard knocked out everything electronic for fifty miles. And rode out a typhoon in the Philippines that even had the local guides convinced we were all going to die.’ He kept his tone casual, not trying to impress but just stating facts. ‘Weather’s weather. You prepare for it, respect it and work with what you’ve got.’

Abe’s expression didn’t soften, but something shifted in his eyes. ‘Maybe. But respect and a few million dollars don’t mean much when you’re sitting in the dark eating cold beans from a can, wondering if your generator’s gonna hold out another night.’

Reese noticed Grace appear in the distance then with a fresh tray of canapés and a harassed look . . . always moving, always serving, never still. In his experience, it was those kinds of women who needed to slow down the most when the doors closed and the lights dimmed.

He caught himself imagining it: getting her out of this place that kept her hustling, pressing pause on all the noise. Taking his time with her. Showing her what it felt like to focus on herself for once instead of everybody else . . .

Abe was still waiting, eyebrows raised like he was timing how long it took Reese to remember what they’d been discussing.

Right. The inn. Convincing a skeptical old soldier that he wasn’t just another rich guy with too much money and too little sense. Except with that pink-haired waitress getting closer and closer, he was finding it difficult to form words.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ Mabel said, bringing him back to his senses. ‘How about we get Reese to prove himself the Solace Springs way?’

Abe considered it then nodded. ‘Don’t see why not.’

Reese dragged his eyes away from Grace as she walked back inside, and looked at Mabel and Abe. ‘And what way is that?’

‘Harvest Festival’s tonight,’ Abe said. ‘The whole town’ll be there. We’ll put you to the test. Give you a chance to show the folks here you’re more than headlines and money. Prove you can get your hands dirty like the rest of us.’

Reese felt the corner of his mouth tug. A challenge. That, at least, he understood.

And maybe it would give him the chance to see Grace when she wasn’t dodging between tables with a tray in her hands . . . see who she was when the apron came off and the town let its guard down.

‘Sure. Count me in,’ he said. He felt his phone ping in his pocket with the distinctive notification tone he’d allocated to Reddit notifications. ‘Excuse me a moment.’

He strolled off to a quiet corner and checked to see it was a message from his mentee, AutumnDreams87. For three months now, AutumnDreams87 had been his late-night constant. It had started simple: her posting in the subreddit asking for advice. He’d chimed in the way he did for dozens of other people, giving back anonymously to people like he’d once been. But something about her messages kept him replying. Direct. Funny. A little too hard on herself but always game to learn. They’d shifted to DMs and before he knew it, it wasn’t just business. It was music recommendations and jokes at two in the morning when neither of them could sleep.

He read her new message:


AutumnDreams87: Hey, you there? I could really use some advice right now.

WildTrailGuide: I’m here. What’s going on?

AutumnDreams87: So turns out I’m not the only one interested in the garden center. There’s this woman. Deep pockets and apparently zero understanding of what this place actually means. She’s treating it like just another investment property.

WildTrailGuide: That’s rough. But you’ve got something this hoser doesn’t: knowledge of the place, connections, understanding of what it needs. Use that.

AutumnDreams87: Hoser?

WildTrailGuide: Canadian for ‘idiot’. Comes from hockey, when the losing team used to have to hose down the ice.

AutumnDreams87: Oh right, clever. Thing is, she’s not an idiot, plus she can throw money at the problem until it goes away. Or until I go away, more like. I don’t know. Maybe I’m in over my head. Maybe I should just accept that people like her always win.



Something tightened in Reese’s chest reading that. The defeat in her words, the way she saw herself as less-than before the fight had even really started.


WildTrailGuide: Stop that right now.



He was typing fast now, not even thinking about it.


WildTrailGuide: You’re not in over your head. You’re up against someone who thinks money solves everything. That’s actually an advantage.

AutumnDreams87: How so?

WildTrailGuide: Folks like that get comfy. Figure the checkbook does the talking. You? You’ve got relationships, history, street smarts she can’t buy.

AutumnDreams87: ‘Folks like that’? You’re a ‘folk like that.’ Multi-business owner, remember?

WildTrailGuide: Fair point. But I started with nothing, eh? Grew up in a town where if you wanted something, you had to scrap for it. Still do. Money’s just a tool. It’s not the whole toolkit. This garden center. Do you want it bad enough to fight dirty?

AutumnDreams87: Define dirty.

WildTrailGuide: Not illegal. But strategic. Go for the emotion. Think of ways you can appeal to the heart of the sellers, not the head.

AutumnDreams87: You really think I can do this?

WildTrailGuide: I know you can. You’re smart, determined, and you’ve got more grit than half the executives I work with. This woman’s got no shot if you stop doubting yourself and start playing to win.

AutumnDreams87: You make it sound so simple.

WildTrailGuide: It’s not simple. It’s hard as hell. But you’re harder. Now stop talking to me and go get ready to show this woman what you’re made of.

AutumnDreams87: Okay. I’m doing this. Thank you, WildTrailGuide. You’re the best mentor-friend-person a girl could ask for.



She went off-line and Reese stared at the screen for a long moment. Then he thought about his own business challenge.

Looked like he’d need to fight dirty too . . . and that involved attending a small-town event that evening.




Chapter Three

Grace


[image: ]


Mid-October in Solace Springs only meant one thing: Harvest Festival night. Third Sunday of the month, every year, no excuses. Once upon a time it was about fishermen hauling in their last big catches before the lake turned mean, families smoking trout and swapping jars of whatever they’d managed to grow. These days? Less survival, more sugar rush with a focus on cider and stalls with everyone pretending fried dough counted as dinner.

Grace walked through the crowds, watching as smoke from the bonfire drifted across the water, mixing with the smell of trout, maple fudge and batter sizzling in oil. Lanterns bobbed along the shoreline, their reflections wobbling on the lake like tipsy fireflies. Kids tore down the dock with jam-stained fingers while some old man with more confidence than talent tortured a banjo loud enough to scare off every duck within a mile.

Grace knew it better than most, having worked this festival every single year since she could balance a tray. At eight she handed out napkins, at twelve she poured cider until her wrists ached, at sixteen she sulked behind her mom’s pumpkin bread samples while her friends ran wild under the lanterns, flirting, laughing, sneaking kisses at the end of the dock. She never got to be one of those girls; she was too busy smiling through gritted teeth and scraping cinnamon sugar off the tables.

And here she was again. Different year, same festival, still playing Cinderella with the mop and apron while everyone else got to have a ball.

She paused to look at the inn across the lake. A thin layer of mist was beginning to form over the surface, the kind that came with the temperature drop once the sun started its descent behind the mountains. Fallen leaves floated like small boats near the dock—gold, rust, amber—slowly making their way toward the island where the inn’s stone tower rose above the treeline. The air smelled like wet earth and woodsmoke, that sharp autumn scent that meant winter was coming whether you were ready or not.

If she could buy the inn, it could be different. She just needed to get to Abe and Margaret before Reese Spencer did.

‘Grace!’

It was her mother, beckoning her over to the Blossoms & Brew booth. The stand was unmistakable: gingham tablecloths, fairy lights twined around the posts, the air around it smelling of cinnamon, sugar and espresso. On the ground in front of it were baskets spilling with apples and pumpkins and cinnamon sticks tucked into jars. The front board listed specials in her mother’s loopy handwriting: Maple Pecan Latte. Spiced Apple Cider. Pumpkin Chai with Whipped Cream. Caramel Walnut Cake. Cranberry Orange Loaf.

It was practically sugar-coated blackmail.

There was a new addition to the festival, too. The Cherry Blossom Boathouse Bookshop booth! Grace held up a finger toward her mother—the universal ‘give me one second’ gesture—and made a beeline for her friend’s stall.

Sophie, who ran the bookshop, had outdone herself. It looked like autumn had exploded: maple leaves strung like garland and pumpkins carved with intricate book quotes graced the ground in front of it. She had arranged her books by color, creating this incredible gradient from deep burgundy mysteries to golden romance novels.

Grace had to hand it to her friend. When Sophie Bennett had shown up in Solace Springs earlier that year all the way from London, soaking wet from an unplanned swim in Solace Lake, nobody had expected much. Just another city transplant with more dreams than sense. But she’d turned that old boathouse into something special, building a real bookshop business that actually served the community instead of just extracting money from it. Plus, she’d somehow managed to civilize Grace’s good friend and local boatman Luke Rhodes, which most people had written off as impossible.

Luke was behind the stand too, his large presence making it look tiny. Same dark hair, same weathered lake-man face, same faint expression like he was enduring the festival rather than enjoying it. Luke’s brother Finn wandered over with another box of books, looking remarkably less like he’d been sleeping rough for months. The man had good bones under all that previous misery: sharp jawline, those expressive brown eyes that were actually focusing properly now instead of looking through everything. When he set the box down and gave Grace a quick nod, his brown curls bouncing, she noticed two teenage girls watching him. Looked like Luke’s mysterious brother was going to be quite the heartbreaker once he got his feet properly under him.

‘Holy hell, Sophie,’ Grace said when she got to the booth. ‘This looks like something out of a magazine.’

Sophie looked up from arranging a display of cozy mysteries, her dark, wavy hair escaping from a messy bun. ‘Grace! Perfect timing. I was just trying to convince Luke that we need more romance novels on display.’

‘I’m not arguing against romance novels,’ Luke said, wrapping one arm around Sophie’s waist and pulling her snug against his chest as he looked down at her. ‘I’m just saying, maybe books with shirtless men on the covers aren’t what a harvest stall needs.’

‘Are you kidding?’ Grace said firmly. ‘Hot lumberjacks are exactly what we need over the harvest period.’

‘See?’ Sophie smoothed her palm along Luke’s forearm and smiled up at him. Grace eyed them—Sophie glowing, Luke looking grumpily satisfied—and felt a mix of envy and affection. Sophie had come here with nothing but dreams of turning a ramshackle boathouse into a bookshop, and found a future husband in the process, too.

Meanwhile, Grace was still living above her mother’s café, scraping glaze off her apron.

But if Sophie could do it, damn it, so could she.

Minus the future husband, she quickly told herself. Done that, worn the grubby T-shirt.

A sudden gust of wind whipped across the festival grounds, sending Sophie’s maple leaf garland into a frantic dance.

‘Storm’s coming in,’ Luke said as he helped steady the booth’s framework with his large hand. ‘This is just the edge of it.’

‘Even more reason to snuggle up with a good book later,’ Sophie said. ‘So, Grace, have you met our mysterious billionaire visitor yet?’

Grace felt her stomach do something uncomfortable. ‘Briefly. Have you?’

‘Not yet, but your mother cornered me twenty minutes ago, telling me all about him,’ Sophie said. ‘Apparently, he’s like “thunder in a suit”, whatever that means. She told me if she was thirty years younger, she’d—and I quote—“climb him like a tree and never come down”.’

Sophie’s impression of Mabel was spot-on, complete with the hand gestures.

‘Jesus Christ.’ Grace rubbed her temples. ‘That is disgusting.’

‘You’re not going like this then,’ Sophie continued. ‘She said maybe you should try to cozy up to him. That with all his money, all your problems would be solved.’

‘That woman!’ Grace said. ‘I don’t need anyone solving my problems, billionaire or otherwise.’

Sophie held up her hands in surrender. ‘Hey. Don’t shoot the messenger.’

Grace grabbed her friend’s hand, giving it a soft squeeze. ‘Sorry. It’s just—’ She ran her hands through her hair, making the pink tips stick up at odd angles. ‘Mom thinks every problem can be solved by finding me the right man. Like I’m some broken toy that needs fixing. Anyway, my mother’s judgment isn’t exactly reliable when it comes to men. She loved Zach’s dad.’

‘Before he gambled away your mortgage downpayment,’ Luke said, hands curling into fists. ‘I swear, if I see that jerk again, I’ll have him dishing out a special kind of payment.’

‘You and me both,’ Grace said.

‘Oh! Look who just turned up,’ Sophie said.

Grace didn’t need to turn to know exactly who it was. There was a sudden uptick in feminine laughter, the Miller twins pausing mid fish-fry flip and even ninety-one-year-old Beryl Finch turning to stare.

She glanced over her shoulder and there he was.

Reese Spencer.

He’d traded polish for ease tonight: a dark wool sweater pushed up at the sleeves, pants the color of fallen leaves, solid black boots. He accepted a cup from the new girl who worked at the local bar, directing a charming smile toward the girl that made her swoon, literally.

Luke muttered something about ‘goddamn newcomers’ under his breath, and Sophie nudged him in the ribs.

‘Great,’ Grace whispered, forcing a brittle smile. ‘The only thing this festival was missing: Captain Capitalism.’

But no amount of sarcasm could stop the fact that her pulse was suddenly thudding in her ears. Because Reese Spencer, billionaire dream-crusher, had just walked into her territory and he looked like sin dressed up in autumn lantern light.

‘Grace!’

Mabel’s voice rang out across the crowd like a church
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