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          Praise for Samantha Chase

        

      

    

    
      “If you can’t get enough of stories that get inside your heart and soul and stay there long after you’ve read the last page, then Samantha Chase is for you!”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Melanie Shawn

      

      “A fun, flirty, sweet romance filled with romance and character growth and a perfect happily ever after.”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Carly Phillips

      

      “Samantha Chase writes my kind of happily ever after!”

      -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Erin Nicholas

      

      “The openness between the lovers is refreshing, and their interactions are a balanced blend of sweet and spice. The planets may not have aligned, but the elements of this winning romance are definitely in sync.”

      - Publishers Weekly, STARRED review

      

      “A true romantic delight, A Sky Full of Stars is one of the top gems of romance this year.”

      - Night Owl Reviews, TOP PICK

      

      “Great writing, a winsome ensemble, and the perfect blend of heart and sass.” 

      - Publishers Weekly

      

      “Recommend Chase to fans of Susan Elizabeth Phillips. Well-written and uniquely appealing.”

      - Booklist

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Thank you

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To the amazing bakers at Wrenhouse Bakery in Knoxville, Tennessee

      

      

      

      
        
        I want to thank you for providing me with the decadent treats I needed to help me finish writing this book. Your Gibby cookies are to die for and your customer service is simply the best and one of these days, I’m going to make the 6 ½ hour drive to get more!!

        Yes, readers, they’re worth it!!

        xoxo

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          Sugar, spice, and everything nice.

        

      

    

    
      It was 8:05 on Monday morning and Leanna Baker was already stressed.

      Not a great way to start the week…

      Oh, she was still singing along to the radio–Katy Perry was one of her favorites–but even her upbeat chorus of Firework wasn’t helping this morning. As she pulled up to the Meet Me at the Altar office, the only thing keeping her sane was the fact that one of her business partners and best friends, Skye, was back from her honeymoon and they were going to hear all about it over breakfast.

      Which Leanna was currently juggling.

      Climbing from her car, she almost sagged with relief when Josie, her other business partner and best friend, came walking over to help her.

      “Good morning,” Lea said, feeling a little breathless as she started handing things to Josie. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “Late? It’s only eight o’clock.”

      “8:09 to be exact.”

      Groaning, Josie took the tray with their coffees and then the bag of bagels from Lea. “Stop being such a stickler for crap like this. Skye’s not here yet and no one’s waiting on us, so relax.”

      Easy for her to say, Lea thought. She hadn’t been harassed all weekend by her bridezilla cousin, Charlene.

      They walked into the office and set their breakfast up at the conference table like they did every Monday morning. “Have you heard from Skye since they got back?”

      “Only a text thanking me for watering the plants and for handling the appointment with their electrician last week. As far as I can tell, she should be here any minute.”

      “Good. Good. That’s good,” she murmured as she moved around grabbing napkins and knives for the bagels. It was their standard menu for their weekly meeting and Lea could probably have it all set up blindfolded, but she found a certain amount of peace in the mundane task.

      “What’s going on with you?” Josie asked after a minute.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re scurrying around here and you’re acting a little twitchy. What’s up?”

      Maybe she’d feel better if she just talked about it–especially before Skylar arrived and the conversation turned to how deliriously happy she was and about her fabulous honeymoon.

      Grabbing her chair, she collapsed on it. “My cousin is a nightmare,” she blurted out. “Like the worst bridezilla I’ve ever dealt with! I thought it wouldn’t be so bad for this engagement extravaganza, but it just keeps growing and taking on a life of its own and it’s too late for me to get out of it!” Slouching down in her seat, she let out a long breath. “Oh my goodness. It feels so good to say that out loud!”

      Taking the chair opposite her, Josie gave her a sympathetic smile. “Okay, if you’re unable to say something positive, then I know there’s a problem. What can I do to help? Seriously, just name it and I’m there for you.”

      “Thanks, but…I think I finally have it all worked out, I’m just going to have to make sure I have several backups ready just in case.”

      “Why?”

      Sitting up straighter, she explained. “It’s a four-day event–Thursday to Sunday. Thursday afternoon, people will start to arrive at the groom’s family estate in Chapel Hill. There’s going to be a casual dinner–they’re having some famous pitmaster come in and do a barbecue for them. I’m doing the cupcakes for dessert. A hundred of them.”

      “Yikes! Isn’t this just an engagement party?”

      She nodded. “Yup. There’s fifty people confirmed for Thursday and then another fifty coming in Friday and then an additional hundred for Saturday and Sunday.”

      “Seems a bit excessive for an engagement. I can only imagine what the wedding is going to be like.”

      “It’s going to be a three-ring circus, I imagine. Fortunately, I’m only doing the cake for that one…but it’s going to be like nothing I’ve ever done before. They’re expecting five hundred people. Can you imagine? It’s going to be a six-tiered cake with two giant cupcake towers on either side. Just thinking about it gives me a headache.”

      Josie nodded. “Okay, but back to the weekend thing. You’re doing cupcakes for Thursday night. What about the rest of the weekend?”

      “Friday night will be more of the same–lots and lots of cupcakes–plus a cake. All Tiffany & Co. themed.”

      “Tiffany & Co.? Like the jewelry?”

      “Yup. I finally got the fondant the right color. I was practicing with it all weekend. I swear, Josie, I ate way too much cake while trying to figure out the design. My pants are very squeezy today.”

      “Damn. You should have called me. I would have loved to have some cake rather than the bland vegan dinner I was forced to eat.”

      “Since when are you vegan? Have we talked about it and I forgot?”

      Josie shook her head. “No. I had a blind date Saturday night and he’s vegan.”

      “Oh, um…how did it go?”

      “I went to the Burger King drive-thru at midnight and scarfed down a Whopper in the parking lot. So…there’s that.”

      “Wow. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Even without the whole vegan thing, we weren’t particularly compatible.” She sighed. “But back to you. What’s after the cake and cupcakes?”

      “We’re doing a dessert bar Saturday night and fortunately, I was able to sub out a lot of it. I’ve got someone doing cookies, someone doing the sundae bar, and then we’ll have a chocolate fondue station, plus cupcakes.”

      “I’m afraid to ask what happens on Sunday…”

      “I have to prepare two hundred goodie boxes,” she said wearily. “One cupcake, one cookie, some assorted candies, and a little bag of those Jordan almonds.” She sighed. “I’ve got a team coming in starting on Wednesday to start prepping and assembling as much as we can in advance.”

      “Good grief, Lea! Is there space for you at their estate to work?”

      She nodded. “They’re going to set up a trailer for me as well as a tent specifically for setting things up and assembling. Plus, they’re giving me a room in one of the houses on the estate so I don’t have to commute back and forth.”

      “It’s only a forty-minute drive…”

      “I know, but it will mean I can sleep a little too. It’s going to be exhausting, but I’ve got a team of six coming to help, so it should be okay. Just a lot of work.”

      “O-kay…so tons of baking, but that’s nothing new to you and not enough for you to be this stressed.”

      Rather than respond, she groaned and slouched a little farther down in her seat.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Letting out a long breath, she forced herself to sit up. “Charlene invited me to brunch yesterday so I could get a feel for the layout and walk around and check everything out. Basically, she wanted to make sure I was going to have everything I need for the weekend.”

      “Well, that was very nice of her. No surprises, right?”

      “Everything looked great.”

      “But…?”

      “So we’re in the middle of eating in this massive dining room where the table could have easily fit fifty people and…”

      “What did she serve?”

      “Um…what?”

      “The brunch?” Josie prompted. “What did she serve?”

      “Oh, um…we had lobster eggs Benedict, fresh fruit, and chocolate croissants. Very yummy.”

      “Nice. Okay, go on.”

      “We were eating, and she was going on and on and on about how fabulous her life is when somewhere in the house, people start yelling. Like seriously arguing.”

      Josie’s eyes went wide as she smiled. “Who was it?”

      “Apparently, the groom has two older brothers. One is married and–according to Charlene–the nicest guy in the world. But the other brother…”

      “Was the one arguing, right?” she asked excitedly.

      Nodding, Leanna couldn’t help but laugh. “Yup. Things are supposedly so hostile, that he’s not part of the bridal party.”

      “Yikes.”

      Nodding again, she went on. “So they broke the news to him Sunday morning that he was out of the bridal party, but then the father chimed in that he was still expected to be at the wedding and all the wedding and pre-wedding festivities! And on top of that, he has to be on his best behavior or they’re going to fire him from the family business!”

      “No!”

      “Uh-huh!” Lea said, her heart beating a little faster just like it had at brunch. “I asked Charlene about it because…you know…we were overhearing everything, and she told me that she wanted five minutes alone with him to threaten him that if he did even the tiniest thing to ruin anything, that she’d personally lead the charge to have him thrown off the property!” Shaking her head, she sighed. “At that point, I kind of felt bad for the guy.”

      “That’s because you never like to believe anyone is bad and believe me, sometimes, people are. It sounds like this guy sure is. If the entire family is ready to throw his ass away like this, then you know it’s serious.”

      “Yeah, but…maybe he has his reasons! Maybe if someone just…”

      Josie held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t. Just…don’t.”

      “I’m just saying…sometimes people are misunderstood!”

      “Don’t get involved, Lea! This whole weekend is going to be enough of a circus without you getting involved in their messed-up family dynamic. Go and do the cupcakes, and the goodie boxes, and whatever else, and steer clear of this brother person.”

      “It’s not like I was going to actively seek him out or anything. And besides, I don’t even know what he looks like. There was a lot of yelling, but no one came near the dining room.” She shook her head and laughed softly again. “Seriously, the house is so big, I could have walked around it for hours and never found where the fighting was coming from.”

      “Sounds like they’re going to need the room for this whole weekend party. Where’s the wedding going to be?”

      “Their signature hotel–the very first one they built–is located just outside of Charlotte. It’s a massive hotel and golf resort and, according to my cousin, it’s the most magnificent place for a wedding.”

      Rolling her eyes, Josie snorted. “Please. We hear that from every bride, don’t we? She just loves it because that’s where she’s getting married and I’m sure they’re bending over backwards for her.”

      “Probably.”

      “And you’re just doing the cake for that?”

      “Unfortunately,” she murmured.

      “Lea, it’s okay if you tell her you can’t do it. After all, it’s three hours away. That’s a lot to ask when you’re transporting a cake for five hundred people.”

      “I know, but if I don’t do it, my family is going to throw a lot of guilt my way. As it is, I’m already hearing the usual remarks because I’m not bringing a date to the whole weekend thing.”

      “Sadly, that’s nothing new either, and I’m sorry. The good news is you can hide out in the trailer and ignore them and pretend that you’ve got way too much work to be socializing at the party.”

      “That was my plan,” she admitted and felt her cheeks heat. “I’m such a coward where my family is concerned.”

      “I think we all are in our own way.”

      They grew silent, but it didn’t last for long because Skylar came breezing into the room carrying two giant gift bags and smiling from ear to ear.

      “I’m back!” she cried happily, arms in the air.

      After that it was nothing but squeals of happiness and lots of hugs for several minutes and it was exactly what Leanna needed. Maybe listening to her best friend gush about how lucky she was to finally marry the man of her dreams was exactly what Lea needed to snap her out of her own funk.

      And maybe if she was really lucky, this engagement party wouldn’t be the nightmare she was already envisioning it’d be.
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      The phone beside him chirped with yet another reminder that he was expected in hell in one hour.

      Okay, technically he wasn’t going to hell–not yet anyway–but his brother’s marathon engagement party was pretty damn close.

      Reaching for the phone, Brody King dismissed the reminder as he leaned back in his desk chair and groaned. There were a million other things he’d rather be doing than spending four days celebrating with his family and two hundred of their closest friends.

      Hell would be preferable.

      Raking a hand through his dark hair, he blew out a long breath. As much as he needed to get going, he knew he needed to get into the right mindset first. He’d already been warned numerous times that he had better be on his best behavior every second of every day of this ridiculous four-day engagement party.

      “Why does anyone need that long of a celebration?” he murmured, even as he felt his blood pressure rising.

      The whole thing was just beyond crazy to him. And to make matters worse, he was being attacked for simply being honest.

      Well, his brother had called him a rude and callous jackass, but Brody preferred to call himself truthful.

      For starters, no one needed a four-day engagement party.

      And no one needed to create such a spectacle and waste so much money in the process.

      But the straw that broke the camel’s back for him was the fact that this was all taking away from time that would be better spent at work. They ran a billion-dollar business and in order to keep it that way, someone actually needed to work.

      Something his baby brother couldn’t seem to grasp.

      Ever.

      An extended weekend may not seem like much to most people, but to Brody, time was money, and four days of pointless celebrating was going to grate on his last nerve.

      Sooner rather than later.

      Brody knew he was the workaholic in the family. His grandfather started King Hospitality more than fifty years ago. Then his father joined him and they branched out into corporate convention centers and took their business across the U.S. Once Brody was old enough to join the team, he took them global.

      Maybe it was middle-child syndrome, but he always felt the need to work as hard as he could to stand out–to make an impact. His family didn’t mind when he was making them millions, but as soon as he speaks up against something his brothers are doing, suddenly he’s the problem.

      Groaning, he wondered how he was supposed to handle everything.

      Or rather…the next five days.

      Even though the party didn’t technically begin until Thursday evening, the entire family was told to show up today–Wednesday. He didn’t have a part in the wedding–thank God–but for some reason, he was still expected to be there for everything as if he did.

      His backup reminder chirped and Brody knew he had stalled long enough.

      The drive to the family compound in Chapel Hill would take him less than twenty minutes. King Hospitality’s main office was also located there and it was a fairly direct route. His own home was in Raleigh–which wasn’t that far away and it seemed silly that he wasn’t allowed to sleep in his own bed for the next several nights–but again, he was trying to do what everyone asked.

      No matter how inconvenient.

      Fortunately, he had a suite of rooms at his family’s home and knew he could retreat to them at the end of the day and have more than enough privacy away from the throngs of people who were going to be staying there.

      He shuddered at the thought.

      There was a knock at the door and he looked up as his father walked in.

      Great.

      “Brody,” he said in his usual booming, commanding voice. “I expected you to be gone by now.”

      Standing, he stretched. “I was just getting ready to leave,” he replied respectfully. Walking around the desk, he slid his phone into his pocket.

      “Good. That’s good. I’ll follow you out.”

      For the love of it…

      “Dad, you don’t need to do that. I really am planning on leaving. I just need to grab my laptop and some files and I’ll be on my way.” To prove his point, he gathered up his belongings and put them in his satchel.

      “How’s the training going?” his father asked as he watched his son move around the office. “You were here pretty early this morning.”

      “I came right from the gym and showered up here. It’s preferable to doing so in a public locker room.”

      “When’s the triathlon?”

      “Eleven weeks,” he replied. “And if I keep up this pace, I should beat last year’s time.”

      “Good for you, Brody. Personally, I don’t know how you do it. Don’t you ever just sit and rest?”

      “What for? I don’t see the point in simply sitting around the house.” It was true, he hated to be idle, but what he wouldn’t admit to anyone was that his current training was kicking his butt. He was even considering not training next year.

      “Maybe you’ll relax this weekend at the house and do a little less training.” He paused. “You tend to go to the gym at night, too, don’t you?”

      “I do, and before you ask, I’m heading straight to the house and don’t plan on going anywhere, so you don’t have to worry.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      Brody stopped in his tracks. “Is there a problem?”

      “Charlene’s cousin is staying in the house this weekend. She’s in charge of the desserts.”

      “O-kay…”

      “Her room is in your wing so…please be on your best behavior and don’t scare the poor girl. She was at the house Sunday and heard you having your meltdown and…”

      “It wasn’t a meltdown, Dad,” he said with more than a hint of annoyance. “I was simply giving my opinion. Last I checked, that was still allowed.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Marshall King tensed. “We’re not doing this again. Just…please be nice to her. If anything, be overly nice to her. Do I make myself clear?”

      It was pointless to argue so he simply nodded.

      “Excellent,” his father said, his relief palpable. “Now let’s get going.”

      As soon as they were out of his office, Marshall talked about all the plans for the party–as if Brody cared–and all the preparations that were currently underway. It sounded like there were going to be hundreds of people there setting up, and again he had to wonder why his presence was needed or required today.

      It felt a little like walking to his execution and Brody knew he was dragging his feet a bit–literally and figuratively. Still, by the time they were down in the parking garage, he was more than ready to be alone in his car. “I’ll see you at the house, Dad,” he said with a small wave, and once he was seated behind the wheel of his Aston Martin DB11, all the tension left his body.

      “And I’ve got all of twenty minutes to enjoy it…”

      Glancing up in his rearview mirror, he spotted his father’s BMW idling and knew the old man was waiting for him to pull out of his spot.

      With a muttered curse, he obliged.

      “So much for relaxing,” he muttered and slowly drove out of the garage. It wasn’t until he was out on the highway that he forced himself to forget about who was following him and why. Turning on the radio, Brody let himself indulge in some loud music from his youth. A little Foo Fighters was exactly what he needed to clear his head. By the time he turned onto the long, tree-lined drive of his childhood home, he felt like he just might survive the weekend.

      Then he spotted the long line of trucks and vans lining the driveway–caterers, electricians, florists, linen rentals, tents. His shoulders tensed and he had to remind himself that he could be in the house and up in his wing in just another few minutes. Being that he wasn’t part of the bridal party, none of this chaos had anything to do with him.

      So he parked his car and grabbed his satchel before getting out. He waved to his father as he walked toward the house, and once inside, he kissed his mother on the cheek while she talked to the florist about her displeasure over the color of the flowers.

      Just another day in the King household…

      He was halfway up the grand staircase when his little brother and groom-to-be came jogging down toward him.

      “Hey, Brody! You made it!” They met on the landing and Travis gave him a brisk hug. “I was afraid we were going to have to send someone to force you to leave the office!”

      Brody knew he was teasing, but it still irked him. He took a moment to roll his shoulders and mentally count to ten so he didn’t respond negatively.

      With a smile, he shrugged. “Well, Dad came in and walked out with me so…” They both laughed. “So where are you off to?”

      “Oh, Charlene’s down at the tent and doesn’t like the lights they’re installing. I’m going to go see what we can do about it.”

      “They’re just…” he started but noticed his brother’s glance hardening and simply bit his tongue. “They’re just doing their job,” he corrected mildly. “If they don’t have anything they can swap out, maybe see if the florist or someone has something that can dress them up.”

      Travis’s jaw dropped slightly before he smiled. “Wow, thanks, bro. I never would have thought of that!” Then with a clap on the shoulder, he took off down the rest of the stairs and Brody was blessedly by himself.

      Jogging up the stairs to the third floor where his rooms were, he whistled. Once in his suite, he shut the door and placed his satchel down on the coffee table in his sitting area. Loosening his tie, he wondered what he should do with himself. There was no way he was going to go down to the tent or risk running into anyone who might want his input on anything. The brief conversation with Travis was enough.

      “So now what?” Yanking his tie off, he tossed it onto the sofa before unbuttoning his shirt. Walking over to the French doors that led out to his balcony, he looked out over the property and sighed.

      People. Everywhere.

      At least…over on the east side of the property. To the west, there was one lone trailer and tent set up by themselves, but other than that, it was nothing but acres of green grass, a paved path his parents used to get to the tennis court, the lake, and the nine-hole golf course.

      It was also a great spot for jogging.

      The thought of going for a run put a smile on his face because it would be a great way to let off steam, relax, and stay out of everyone’s way.

      And that last one was for everyone’s benefit, not just his.

      Plus, it was a way of keeping his word about not going to the gym but still getting his training time in.

      With a renewed sense of purpose, Brody stripped down to his boxer briefs and rummaged through his chest of drawer to find a pair of shorts, a t-shirt, and some socks. Next, he pulled a pair of wireless earbuds out before pulling up a playlist on his Apple watch. Sneakers were in the closet and once he was dressed, he spent a few minutes stretching before heading down the back stairs that led directly to the kitchen. Once there, he maneuvered through the crowd working there, grabbed a bottle of water and made his way out the door.

      After that, it was pure bliss.

      The sky was still blue, the temperature was in the sixties, and the best part was that no one was around.

      He started out walking across the yard–around the pool, the pool house, and the large outdoor kitchen. Once he passed them, he started with a light jog and within a few minutes, he had a great eight-minute mile pace going. Brody had been a runner since middle school. He’d been an all-star on the track team back then, and now he only managed to get his runs while on a treadmill. Being outside was a total game changer and he made a mental note to himself to start getting up earlier so he could get a run in before work.

      But for this weekend, he knew he was going to utilize this path as much as humanly possible.

      Music played, the perfectly manicured scenery passed him by, and by the time he was approaching the house again, he had a good sweat going on and felt invigorated. If it were a little warmer, he would have considered going for a dip in the pool and doing some laps, but he’d have to settle for a shower and possibly a few minutes in the sauna or something.

      While he walked around to cool down, he drank the rest of his water and looked over at the lone trailer, frowning.

      Why was it on this side of the yard? Why wouldn’t it get placed with all the rest? What other unnecessary attraction was being added to this spectacle?

      “Brody? There you are,” his mother called as she walked outside and spotted him. “We were wondering where you were.”

      Sylvia King may be the mother of three grown men, but she didn’t look a day over forty.

      Which is what she told her plastic surgeon every time she saw him.

      “I’m not late for anything, am I?”

      “No, of course not, sweetheart. Dinner’s in an hour and no one knew where to find you. We’re having Italian tonight. Lasagna. I know it’s one of your favorites.” She looked up at him with a big smile and he couldn’t help but smile back.

      “I guess it’s a good thing I went for a run, huh? Now I can have two helpings,” he said, winking at her.

      “Oh, stop. You could eat a whole tray of it and not worry–run or no run.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “Oh, and we have some very decadent dessert! Charlene ordered some tiramisu and a New York cheesecake, and I had Mrs. Grayson make her famous chocolate lava cake. You know how I love something sweet after we have Italian.”

      Brody made a face. “You know sweets aren’t my thing, Mom, but you enjoy them. Actually, you can have my dessert.”

      Shaking her head, she made a tsking sound. “I don’t know how my own son doesn’t eat dessert. It’s not right!” It was a conversation they had all the time and he knew she was teasing. “Just know that I love you anyway.” She went to hug him but pulled back. “But you really should shower first so…go.”

      Kissing her cheek, he grinned. “I’m on it. See you in an hour!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

          A balanced diet is having a cupcake in each hand.

        

      

    

    
      Thursday morning, Leanna climbed into her delivery truck–which was white and refrigerated and currently housing five hundred cupcakes–fifteen trays worth. Two of them were frosted and ready to serve; the rest were unfrosted. After that, it was gallons upon gallons of frosting, frozen layers of cake to be decorated tomorrow, and all the tools and ingredients she was going to need to continue baking on-site. Meanwhile, she had her staff at Meet Me at the Altar working on making more cupcakes that they were going to deliver to her later today.

      “Eight a.m. and I’m already exhausted,” she murmured as she pulled away from the building. Both Josie and Skye had volunteered to come with her to help get everything unloaded, but she turned them down. Showing up at the King’s estate early meant she had almost the whole day to get set up. Plus, she had scoped everything out and knew exactly where to park and how she was going to transfer everything she had with her from the van to the trailer and then ultimately to the party tent. When she was there last time, the tent Charlene promised her hadn’t been set up yet so hopefully it would be there today. The trailer was great, but the space was far too limited for all the assembling she was going to have to do.

      The drive took a little over an hour because of the morning traffic–not that she minded. It gave her a little extra singing time with her favorite playlist to put her in a better mood. She was just finishing her ABBA playlist when she turned into the King’s gated community. Once she turned onto the long and winding driveway, she could already see how much more had been done since she was here only days ago.

      “What is it like to live like this?” she whispered and noticed there was already a steady stream of people rushing around doing things. It hit her again that if it was like this for an engagement party, the wedding would be so much crazier. “A circus. Definitely a circus.”

      Slowly, she drove past the main party area and looked for the turn that was going to take her around to the back of the house. It was a narrow road that was primarily for utility workers, but Charlene and Mrs. King had assured her that she was the only one with permission to use it this weekend.

      Well, her staff too.

      Carefully, she made her way around to the back of the house and found a place to park that didn’t require too far of a walk to the trailer.

      And immediately noticed that there was no tent for her yet.

      “Well, drat.” As much as she hated to bother her cousin, Leanna needed to know sooner rather than later if the plans had been changed.

      Once she was out of her van, she stretched and made her way over to the trailer. It was unlocked and when she stepped inside, she couldn’t help but smile. Everything was to her exact specifications and would really make everything she had to do go so much smoother. Her staff was going to be doing the bulk of the baking and then transporting everything un-decorated, but Leanna knew there was a certain amount of baking that needed to be done right here on the premises.

      She just prayed there weren’t any mishaps.

      The trailer itself was sixty feet long, had multiple ovens and tons of stainless-steel prep and work space. There was a massive walk-in refrigerator that had all the shelves she was going to need to store everything. As she walked around touching everything, she made note of the three sinks and how she had a private bathroom too.

      “That is certainly going to make things easier than having to run to a porta-potty.” There was a Keurig coffee maker on the counter with a little red bow on top. Walking over, she spotted the card from her cousin.

      “Just a little something to keep you caffeinated while you create your magic!”

      Beside it was a box of pods in her favorite Starbucks strength.

      “She’s certainly thought of everything, that’s for sure.”

      Working like this wouldn’t be a hardship, but it was going to be weird to work in another kitchen for so many days and not see Josie and Skye.

      That’s what phones and Zoom calls are for.

      Which reminded her…

      Tapping out a quick text to Charlene asking about the tent, Leanna tried to think if there was anything else she needed to know.

      Her phone rang and she laughed softly when she saw her cousin’s face.

      “Good morning, Char!”

      “Hey!” Charlene said, already sounding super bubbly. “You’re here nice and early. I love it!”

      “Yeah, well…I wanted to get the lay of the land so I wouldn’t feel rushed this afternoon.”

      “Good thinking.”

      “So…about the tent…”

      “There was a slight miscommunication with the rental company and they are going to provide us with a small tent to go right next to the trailer. The larger tent was placed over by all the other food prep ones.”

      “Oh. Um…”

      “But don’t worry! The small tent is still a decent size–twelve-by-twelve–and we’re providing you with a Work UTV. Isn’t that great?”

      “What’s a Work UTV?”

      “Oh, Lea, it’s going to be awesome for you! It’s like a golf cart on steroids! Imagine one with like a giant box on the back. It’s refrigerated and has a rack system–all stainless steel–that can hold up to sixty-eight trays or sheet pans! It will be perfect for transporting everything from the trailer to the party tent!”

      “Wow!” she replied, still trying to figure out what that was going to look like.

      “It’s being delivered at noon and someone will show you how it all works so you don’t have to worry.”

      “Okay, great. I can’t wait!”

      “Unfortunately, I’m booked solid all day otherwise I’d come down and have some coffee with you,” Charlene said excitedly. “You saw the coffee maker, right? Isn’t it adorable?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “It is perfect. Thank you for thinking of me like that.”

      “Anything for the best baker in the world! Kisses!”

      And before Lea could respond, Charlene hung up.

      With a long sigh, she tried to go with the flow and change of plans. A small tent was better than no tent and a golf cart thingy was better than having to walk the trays of cakes and cupcakes across the massive property.

      I hope it’s not hard to drive a golf cart…

      Pushing that thought aside, she knew it was time to get to work. The sooner she moved everything inside, the sooner she could get to work on the next round of icing cupcakes.

      But first she made herself a cup of coffee with her new Keurig.

      After a few sips, she stepped outside and made her way over to the van and began the long task of getting everything unloaded and set up in the trailer.

      The extra pans and trays went in first, followed by all of the dry ingredients. Once they were situated and she was happy with their placement, she took a small break to finish her coffee. Moving the baked goods was always a little more time-consuming–especially when she was alone–because she believed in being overly cautious.

      Rubbing her hands together, she stepped back outside and grabbed the tray with several layers of cake. They went right into the walk-in before she went out and repeated it with the second tray. After that, it was time for the cupcakes. She glared at the fifteen trays and knew it meant fifteen more trips from the van to the trailer.

      “I am so going to eat a few of these when I’m done,” she promised herself before wondering if she should have packed herself a lunch or if she should call one of her assistants and ask them to bring something with them. “I’ll decide that when this mess is done.”

      Stepping back into the van, she grabbed the first tray of undecorated cupcakes. Each tray held thirty-five cupcakes and she counted one hundred steps from the van to the refrigerator.

      I better lose some weight after this.

      By the tenth tray, her arms felt a little like limp noodles, but she was determined to finish bringing them all in before allowing herself to take a break. It wasn’t until she got to the last two trays which held the frosted cupcakes that she groaned.

      “You are my Everest,” she grumbled as she carefully backed out of the van with one tray. Her steps were slow, her arms were shaking, and she wished there were a way to bring them both in at the same time.

      Once her feet hit the pavement, she turned and went to walk around the van when something large and hard banged into her. Cupcakes went flying everywhere as she cried out, losing her balance and falling flat on her butt. The momentum kept her going until she banged her head. “No!”

      “Son of a bitch!”

      All of the breath had been knocked out of her and she swore she was seeing stars. There was icing all over her arms and even some on her face and Leanna wanted to cry. She had been so close to having everything done. What the heck had she walked into?

      Suddenly there was a face hovering over her. “Oh, shit! Are you okay?” he was saying and for the life of her, she couldn’t quite focus. Her head was spinning and it took her a minute to get her bearings. “Here, let me help you up.”

      “Um…”

      “Did you hit your head? Please tell me you didn’t hit your head. I really don’t want to call a doctor.”

      Whoever this guy was, he certainly was a little unfeeling.

      Reaching behind her, Leanna felt her head and it hurt a little but she didn’t think she’d banged it too hard. Her butt hurt more than anything and there was no way she was going to share that information with him. He was holding out his hand to her and she had no choice but to take it, but as he pulled her to her feet, she groaned.

      And he cursed.

      Charming.

      “Where are you hurt?” he demanded with very little patience and that simply made her snap.

      “Everywhere, you jerk! Look at me! I’m wearing most of that tray of cupcakes thanks to you!” Looking down at herself, she wanted to cry. There was frosting all over her, she skinned her elbows, and her butt still hurt. She was ready to yell some more when she looked up and…

      He was quite possibly the most attractive man she had ever seen.

      Jet black hair, strong jaw, and eyes so blue they were almost as dark as his hair. Her breath caught and she felt a little dizzy.

      Wow…I never had this kind of reaction to a guy before…

      Then she realized it wasn’t the guy.

      Everything started to spin right before it all went black.
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      Brody looked around frantically before scooping her up in his arms.

      Okay, now what?

      Before he could second-guess himself, he stalked toward the back entrance to the house and said a thankful prayer that no one happened to be around. Taking the stairs two at a time, he got up to the third floor and raced into his room where he put her down on his bed before he started to have a full-on panic attack.

      This was the baker–Charlene’s cousin–and he’d somehow managed to knock her out.

      That was a new one–even for him.

      Running to the en suite, he grabbed a couple of washcloths and wet them down before going back to the bed. He wiped the frosting from her face and arms and then placed a cool cloth on her forehead.

      “Um…hey,” he said softly. “Can you hear me?” Then he cursed because he had no idea what to do in this situation. If she didn’t wake up soon, he was definitely going to have to call a doctor and then his whole family would be like an angry mob chasing him off the property because he’d broken the baker and ruined dessert.

      Although…to be fair…he might not have been watching where he was jogging, but she wasn’t paying attention either so…

      Great plan. Blame the unconscious woman…

      She started to move and relief nearly brought him to his knees. One manicured hand slowly reached up to move the washcloth before her eyes opened. Brody stood back and held his breath.

      She looked around in confusion before her gaze rested on him. “Where am I?”

      Please don’t be amnesia…please don’t be amnesia…

      “Um…you fainted outside so I brought you in here,” he explained. “I’m Brody, by the way.”

      Slowly, she tried to sit up and he immediately rested his hand on her back to help her. “Thank you,” she whispered as she continued to look around.

      Clearing his throat, he asked
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