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Sometimes in the waves of change, we find our true direction...

Ethan Mitchell is devastated after Ava Hunt leaves New York to return to Hawaii after a series of attacks and a lot of pressure from a pushy media. He starts to unravel a plot and knows she is in danger. He goes to Hawaii, and they make up. 

When they return to New York to handle family affairs, Ethan is arrested and charged with the murder his brother had originally been accused of. Ava makes it her mission to find out the truth to free Ethan. 

Will the person behind the entire scandal be revealed once Ava connects the dots?
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Autumn Gaze Newsletter:

https://www.autumngaze.com/sign-up

Autumn Gaze Facebook Page:

https://www.facebook.com/AutumnGazeAuthor

Autumn Gaze Website:

http://www.autumngaze.com
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Want to read more...

For FREE?

Sign up for Autumn’s newsletter

And she’ll send you updates on new releases, ARC copies of books and a whole lotta fun!

Sign up for news and updates!
https://www.autumngaze.com/sign-up

Contents

Tempting the Ocean Blurb

Touch the Sea Series

Find Autumn Gaze:

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Touch the Sea Series

Wicked Fates Series

Find Autumn Gaze:

FREE BOOKS?

More by Autumn Gaze

[image: A person and person hugging

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


Ava

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

I gave up trying to look normal. Every time I dried the tears, put on a little makeup, and thought it was over, I would see or hear something that made me think of Ethan. Then the tears would start falling again. The flight from New York to LA was long and miserable. Poor Roxy was cramped in the carrier, but she fit.

I just wanted to go home. 

When we touched down in LA, I took Roxy for a walk. Our layover was short. I would be home in a matter of hours. I should have felt better getting some distance between myself and New York and the hell that place was. I didn’t. I felt worse. Leaving Ethan behind had been the hardest thing I had ever done. I had said goodbye to my dying father, and while it had been painful, it was a different kind of pain. 

Leaving Ethan behind was not a wound that would heal anytime soon. I found a quiet corner to huddle in with Roxy sitting beside me. She was being extra protective. The poor girl had no idea what was going on. It had been a roller coaster for her as well. I had no doubt in my mind she was ready to get back to the warm spot in the backyard with her daily trips to the beach. And hopefully, she wouldn’t have to protect me so fiercely. She could go back to being the lazy dog she normally was. 

My mind drifted, replaying the events that had happened over the last two months or so. It was a montage of clips of good and bad. It just so happened the bad had prevailed since we landed in New York. The moments with Ethan were amazing. Getting to sleep in his arms every night had been awesome. I wasn’t even sure how I was going to sleep alone again. I was hooked on him. 

From the very first moment I’d laid eyes on him in my rental property, there had been a trigger. The hazel eyes and tousled dark hair would forever be burned into my brain. He had been surly and arrogant, and while I thought he was a dick at first glance, there was no denying how attractive he was. 

The romance had been fast and furious. I would have never imagined I would fall head over heels in love with the man. He was my enemy. At least, I had decided he was my enemy when my father was dying. I never met Ethan, but I didn’t have to. I knew all the Mitchells were bad. They were evil. In my mind, I decided they had taken advantage of my grandfather and disintegrated the family fortune. Without the family fortune, I was unable to give my dad the last days I wanted to give him. I went into debt trying to make his final days as comfortable as possible. 

And then I met Ethan, and he was not that man I'd painted him to be. He was kind and loving, and he made my heart full. Going to New York had been a mistake. It solved nothing for my sister and only gave the media more fodder to print and gossip about. 

Jenny being in trouble for doing drugs at a party with Ethan’s younger brother was her problem. I didn’t have the money to pay for a high-powered attorney to try and keep her out of prison for murder. She might not have killed the man that died, but she had been there. She’d been committing a crime regardless if she gave the guy the drugs or not. Unfortunately for her, she had been partying with wealthy, connected people. Only Jenny would pay for the crime. It wasn’t fair, but she didn’t have to get high. She didn’t have to keep using drugs. 

Ethan recognized his family’s dastardly ways, but as much as he wanted to get away from them, he had a large company with hundreds of people depending on the paycheck they earned. He could walk away and come home with me, but his people would suffer. My Ethan was too loyal and thoughtful to leave them hanging. 

I wasn’t going to make him choose. My only option was to walk away from him and leave him to take care of his company and his family—even if they didn’t deserve it. They treated him like shit. Even his best friend Lucas was going behind Ethan’s back and encouraging me to leave. Lucas didn’t believe I loved Ethan. He was convinced I was after Ethan’s wealth and was nothing but dead weight in his life. He had pushed me to leave. He hated the idea of me being with Ethan. I didn’t know what their relationship was about. It was like he believed Ethan was his. It was worse than a jealous ex situation. 

“Are you ready for home?” I asked Roxy. “I know I am. The first thing we’re going to do is go outside. You’ll get to be in your backyard and have your comfy couch.”

I rubbed her ears, prompting her to rub her head against my leg. “I’m going to get back to work. I need to check on the rentals and make some money.”

It was going to take some work to get back into the groove of things. My time away had been nice initially. I loved spending time with Ethan. I loved him. That was never going to change. But the whole oil and water thing had its limits. There was just no way around it. He was a wealthy, powerful man with hundreds of people counting on him. I didn’t think it would ever be possible for me to have him the way I wanted. His life was not his own. I was never going to fit into it. I’d walked away from the glamorous life of a socialite a long time ago. I had no desire to go back. 

I heard our flight being called. I looked at Roxy, feeling a little guilty for her accommodations. “Sorry, girl, but it’s time to go.”

Once settled in for the last leg of our journey home, I felt myself relax a little. I was so close. But then there was another part of me that felt the distance like a knife cutting through my heart. I was going back to my little island. Ethan was behind me. For him to pop in for a visit was pretty much impossible. I was certain I would not see him again. At least not for a long while. It would be the time he needed to move on. He would find another woman more suited to his life in New York.

Takeoff was uneventful for the most part, although the person to my left seemed to be fascinated with me. It was an older woman. She kept looking at me, which made me just a little uncomfortable. I assumed it was just a case of bad manners and chose to look out the window, appreciating the sun shining brightly. I was looking forward to lots of sun. I knew it would help heal my soul. 

“Excuse me,” the woman said. 

I turned and smiled. “Yes?”

“Aren’t you that girl?” 

“I’m sorry?” I asked. 

“That girl from the news,” she said. “You look just like her. Did you just come from New York?”

Shit.

“Were you in New York?” I answered with a question. 

“I was.” She nodded. “You are her.” She leaned forward and pulled out a newspaper from her purse at her feet. I cringed when I saw my face on the front page. The woman looked at the paper, then me. “Yes, you are her.”

“Guilty,” I said with a small smile. 

To my surprise, she smiled at me. “Is that why you’re going home?” she asked quietly. “I read you lived in Hawaii.”

“I never meant to stay in New York for long,” I replied. I wasn’t going to delve into my personal life with a complete stranger. The media was doing that for me.

“I think that reporter, what’s her name? Marta! Oh, what a vile creature that woman is. I can’t imagine what she was thinking. I saw part of that interview. Anyone in their right mind could see what that was.”

“Thank you,” I said with relief. 

“I think you are doing the right thing getting out of there,” she went on. “I can’t believe anyone would think you would purposely hurt yourself. How are you?” She pointed at the brace on my arm. “Did you reinjure yourself?”

“No.” I smiled. “I’m supposed to wear it to protect my arm. I broke it in the car accident. I just got my cast off.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “It’s terrible what happened to you. Were you really attacked twice?”

“I’m not sure if it was an attack,” I said with a forced smile. “I think I just have really bad luck.”

“Shame on that woman for suggesting you set it up,” she said and clicked her tongue. “I’ve lived in Manhattan my entire life. I’ve read more than I care to about that Mitchell family. They’re always up to no good.”

I felt like I should defend Ethan, but I didn’t want to get too chummy. I didn’t want to discuss private matters with a total stranger. “Are you vacationing in Hawaii?” I asked. 

“I am.” She smiled. “I visit once a year.”

“The main island?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“How long will you be staying?” 

“Two weeks,” she replied. “I love to visit, but I’m not sure I could actually live on an island. Do you enjoy it?”

“I do.” I smiled. “I love it.”

We chatted the rest of the flight, which helped pass the time. We parted ways, and I went to collect my luggage. I waited and waited for it to show up on the little carousel. It wasn’t there. “Of course,” I sighed when it became clear my luggage had not made the flight with me. 

I dragged myself to the customer service desk to leave my name and number should the luggage miraculously appear. “Let’s go, Roxy,” I sighed. 

Losing my luggage seemed like the perfect end to a horrible week. I ordered a ride and loaded up my dog and my single carry-on bag. It was bittersweet to be home. I was so glad to be back, but now everywhere I looked, I thought about Ethan. The car pulled to a stop in front of my duplex. 

“We’re home!” I said to Roxy and let her out of the car. She barked and spun in circles. I collected my things and made my way to the front door. I unlocked it and walked inside. It smelled stagnant. The blinds were drawn, making it feel very much like a cave. I dropped my things on the table and flopped onto the couch. I looked around my small house and took a moment to soak it all in. The last time I was here, it had been with Ethan. I knew I would still smell him in my bedroom. 

The quiet was only interrupted by Roxy’s excited panting as she rushed around the house smelling everything. I wondered if she would miss Ethan. That’s when it happened. Tears started to fall. Everything that had been building for weeks broke free. I sobbed so hard it hurt. My chest hurt. My face hurt. Mostly, my heart hurt. It was shattered. I knew my life with Ethan was over. It was over before it ever got started. I was just too foolish to see it for what it was.
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The underground exit was a joke. The press knew where it was and were now camped out. I wasn’t going to let them chase me away from my apartment again. I was sick of being on the defensive. My mood was foul. The temptation to knock a few of them on their ass with my car was very, very strong. They were pretty fucking stupid to keep jumping in front of a moving car and then use their flashes. Zero sense. 

I sped away from the building and headed for work. I knew they would be waiting for me there as well. As expected, I had to walk through a throng of cell phone reporters. All of them shouted questions. Every comment and question was designed to get a response, but I wasn’t going to give them a soundbite. They could take my picture all they wanted. 

“Will you be investigating Ava Macarthur?” 

“Is Ava hiding at your place?”

“Is it true Ava staged the attacks?”

“Did Ava and her sister plot revenge against your family?”

I pulled open the door to enter the building. Fortunately, security stopped the few reporters that tried to follow me in. I kept walking toward the elevator. I felt the stares being directed at me. It had been like that since that fucking reporter ran her mouth and started spilling lies. I blamed Marta Mikkels for Ava’s departure. She’d attacked Ava with zero cause. Her suspicions were ridiculous. If she had spent five minutes talking to Ava, she would know Ava was not like that. She was the furthest thing from a vengeful person. She wasn’t interested in money. She didn’t want anyone knowing who she was. The idea she would come up with an elaborate plan to take down my family was laughable. 

“Good morning,” an employee nodded at me when I walked into the office. 

I nodded in reply and kept going. I wasn’t a fool. I knew they had questions. In their eyes, I’d let them down. I was certain at least half believed the rumors. They believed I’d actually gotten in bed with the enemy. They thought I was a fool. A man easily manipulated by great tits and amazing sex. I wasn’t sure why anyone would ever believe that about me. I had never given them any reason to believe I was the kind of guy that got played. 

I walked into my office with my assistant on my heels. “Do you need coffee?” he asked. 

“Yes. And water.”

“Be right back,” he said and rushed out. 

I reminded myself I couldn’t be short with him. The people that worked for me had done nothing wrong. I had barely gotten my jacket off and sat down when Lucas came into the office. I wasn’t exactly thrilled with him. He had been very unsympathetic to my sadness over Ava leaving. He kept trying to tell me it was a good thing she was gone. I begged to differ. 

“Fair warning, I haven’t had coffee,” I said when he sat down across from me.

“You might want to add a little something extra to it,” he warned. 

“I don’t want to know,” I said.

“The market opened, and we plunged,” he said. “I’ve already had two investors call me this morning and let me know they were finished with us. They can’t put their money in our company because they are worried it’s a losing investment.”

I wasn’t surprised. “It’s not like we didn’t expect it. I’m here. I’ll start making calls. I’ll do what I can to reassure any of our remaining investors.”

He was quiet for a few minutes. My assistant came in with my coffee and water. He rushed out when he took one look at the expressions on our faces. “Have you changed your mind yet?” Lucas asked. 

“About?”

“Sticking it out,” he said. 

“Are you suggesting there is an option?” I questioned. 

He released a long, audible breath. “You said you wanted to walk away before.”

“Yes.” I nodded. “You convinced me to stay. In fact, you put on quite the campaign to have me stay on as CEO.”

He nodded slowly. “I did.”

“And now?” I asked, picking up on a change in his opinion. 

“And now I think you might have been right,” he said solemnly. 

My ears perked up. “What do you mean?”

“I think the right choice might be to walk away,” he said. 

“Walk away?” I repeated. 

“You said you wanted to give up everything and go live a life with Ava in Hawaii,” he said. “I think you might have had the right idea. I think that might be where you belong. You’ll be happy there. Your family isn’t going to give you any peace. The media is only increasing their campaign against you. You were happy with Ava. That’s the first time I’ve seen you genuinely happy in a long time. Maybe it’s time.”

I digested the words. He’d been so adamant I leave Ava. His change of tune was surprising. It was also very telling. He was looking at the company in freefall and panicking. He didn’t trust me. If Lucas didn’t trust me, I couldn’t begin to imagine what the rest of the company was feeling. 

“I can’t,” I finally said. 

“You can’t?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m here. I’m going to fight. Ava is gone. She is no longer an option. I am going to stick it out and bring this back around. Ava left me for good reason. My focus is on the company. I can fix this.”

“You’re just going to let her walk away?” he asked. “Aren’t you going to chase her? Ask her to wait for you?”

“No,” I replied. “I’m here. This is my focus.”

“Okay,” he said and actually sounded disappointed. “I guess if you think that’s the best.”

“You don’t agree,” I said. 

He shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

Something was triggering my Spidey senses. He had been adamant I get my ass back to New York and get to work. Now he was trying to push me away. It felt off. He was being weird. He had been so against Ava. He didn’t often come out and say it, but I knew it was the case. He didn’t like her. Rather, he seemed to think I should find someone else. I shook it off. I was exhausted, stressed, and not thinking straight. Lucas was the one guy trying to help me handle this craziness. 

“Call a meeting,” I said. “I want all heads there. Anyone that you think can help save this sinking ship, get them there. Please.”

“For when?”

“Now,” I said. “It’s an emergency meeting. I’ll have food delivered. Everyone needs to plan on hitting it hard. We’re not leaving until we have a plan to move forward.”

Lucas nodded again. “Understood.”

He walked away. I buried my face in my hands and tried to quiet the storm swirling around me. Shit was out of control. I didn’t know how to make it stop. My one touchstone was gone. I felt untethered. I was spinning and I had no idea how to make it all stop. 

It was late by the time I wrapped the meeting and released my employees to go home for the night. We were all dead on our feet. I drove home, ready to fall over. I slept maybe two hours. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ava. The way she left had been brutal. The image of her in that cab leaving me gutted me. It left me feeling hollow. What the hell was I going to do now?

Part of me was pissed at Ava. How could she leave me? She’d made me believe we were the real thing. I’d believed her when she said she was going to stick by me. I let myself lean on her. She became a huge part of my life. I had come to depend on her and now she was gone. She’d left me behind. She knew I couldn’t go with her. I wasn’t even sure she wanted me to follow her. 

While I was a little angry with her, I was angrier with myself. I should have tried harder. I should have fought harder. She’d refused protection. I could have hired someone to keep an eye on her and she would have never known. Her life had been made miserable when she stepped foot in New York. The attacks on her were coming from all sides. If I was being honest with myself, I could admit her leaving New York was the best thing for her. It sucked for me, but the attacks on her did seem to be more than just a coincidence. It was likely only going to get worse with the increased media attention. 

I poured myself a drink and stood at the window staring out at the city lights. It had started raining again. It was the perfect weather for my mood. Everything sucked. My life was dreary. There was nothing but darkness. The shitty thing? I’d lost the woman I loved, and it was very possible I was going to lose the company. It was a lose-lose. 

I was spiraling. The security phone rang. I spun around and stared at it. My first thought was Ava. Had she come back? My heart pounded in my chest as I walked across the room to pick it up. “Yes?”

It was Sara. I instructed them to let her up. She arrived carrying a bottle of Jack and a pizza. “I thought you might need this,” she said with a small smile.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

“I was thinking you might be feeling down in the dumps,” she said and carried the pizza up to the kitchen. 

“I’m fine,” I assured her. 

“Yes, I’m sure you are,” she said. I watched her open cupboards until she found two glasses. I already had a glass, but she poured me another shot. “Have you talked to her?”

“No.”

She handed me the glass. “You need to call her.”

I shook my head. “There’s no point. She doesn’t want anything to do with me. She made it clear.”

“She loves you,” Sara said while putting slices of pizza on a plate. “Eat,” she ordered. 

“She loved me,” I clarified. “I’m too hot to handle, and I don’t mean that in a sexual way. She wants nothing to do with me or our family. We’re toxic. Ava is the kind of woman that loves peace and freedom. I can’t give her that. Our life comes with a lot of traps. We are constantly embroiled in one scandal or another. People are interested in our family. It’s intrusive and obnoxious. We can’t do shit about it, but Ava can. She doesn’t have to be a part of this craziness. She left. I don’t blame her. It’s for the best.”

Sara snorted. “Yeah, you really believe that?” she said and rolled her eyes. “You’re miserable. You want her back.”

“I might be miserable, but this is for the best,” I said. “I know she’ll be happier in Hawaii. I hope she’ll be safer as well.”

“I don’t think she’s going to be happier,” Sara replied. “She’s happy with you. Now she isn’t with you. That means she isn’t happy, just like you aren’t.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I muttered. “She’s gone. I have to move forward.”

“I don’t think she has to be gone-gone,” Sara insisted. “You can stay here and take care of whatever, but you don’t have to call it over and done.”

“It is over and done,” I said. “Look at our family, Sara. We’re fucked. It isn’t just Collin. Every time I turn around, there is something else. Look at the way our family treated Ava. Look at how the media is treating her for being with me. She’s better off not being here. I’m going to keep bringing her down. I won’t do that to her. She deserves to be happy.”

Sara shook her head. “I don’t believe you believe that. You want her. She wants you. Love conquers all, right?”

“Only in the movies,” I said with a sigh. 

As much as I wanted to close the book on Ava, I knew it was going to be next to impossible. My life felt like a black hole. It was empty and cold. I didn’t know how to go back to life before I met Ava. She was not something I was going to get over anytime soon—if ever. 
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It was a little strange to be getting dressed for work at the coffee shop. I was out of practice. I was both dreading the return to my old life and looking forward to it. I needed to get back into the groove. It was the only way forward. But getting back into the groove meant I had to deal with people. I had to smile and pretend everything was good when that couldn’t be further from the truth. I hoped no one recognized me from the scandal unfolding in New York. Thankfully, we were somewhat isolated, and most people were here to escape their lives back in the cities they’d fled from. They weren’t interested in drama when they were enjoying the beauty of our island. 

I went into work feeling a little anxious. Cindy joined me in the breakroom. She gave me a warm hug. “I’m so glad you’re back! I’ve missed you.”

“I’m happy to be back,” I said. “How have things been going?”

“Good.” She nodded. “You look good. Tired, but good.”

“The last time you saw me, I was covered in bruises,” I laughed. 

“True. So we have a few minutes. Tell me what the hell is going on! I was a little surprised to hear you were back.”

“It’s a long story.”

She looked at her watch. “The girls are minding the store. It’s slow out there. The last I heard from you, you were recovering from being attacked in The Hamptons.”

“Yeah,” I snorted. “It got worse from there. It all feels like a dream. It was like I was living someone else’s life.”

“What happened?” 

I took a deep breath and gave her the Cliff’s Notes version of what the last couple of weeks had been like for me while I was away. She was staring at me with her mouth hanging open. “Why was someone trying to hurt you?”

“I don’t know that they were trying to hurt me,” I said. “Maybe I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

She gave me a funny look. “You don’t believe that.”

“It is a little too coincidental,” I admitted. “The last straw was that interview.”

“I’m not going to lie, I saw it.” She cringed. 

I groaned and slapped my forehead. “You didn’t.”

“I did. I thought it was going to be something totally different. I was thinking Ethan looked very handsome. The lady was obviously trying to get him to say something. When you came out, I wanted to hug you. You looked so scared and nervous.”

“I was.” I nodded. “I wasn’t supposed to be in the interview. I wasn’t ready. I haven’t seen the clips or video. I don’t want to. I know I looked ridiculous. I probably looked like shit. I didn’t even have makeup on.”

“Fortunately, the camera was mostly on that woman,” she
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