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      On any given day, Emilie Michels hit the ground running.

      But today, for some reason, it seemed like the ground was made of mud.

      Or quicksand.

      Either way, she was feeling out of sorts and nothing seemed to be going her way.

      Morning traffic was a beast thanks to an overturned tractor trailer. Usually it wouldn’t be an issue for her, but this was the first week she was in charge of dealing with clients at Meet Me at the Altar—specifically for tastings—and she was the head baker on all events for the next few weeks while her boss Leanna was on her honeymoon.

      Glancing at the dashboard clock, there was no way she would make it in by eight for the morning meeting with her other bosses, Skye and Josie. Traffic was now at a standstill, so she took a moment to tap out a quick text explaining the situation before settling in and putting her car in park.

      With her phone still in her hand, Emilie pulled up the calendar for the week so she could memorize it a bit and feel a little more at ease when she met with clients. Some were for small affairs like sweet sixteens and engagement parties, but there was also a difficult group coming in for a tasting.

      The Vandergrifts.

      Tapping her schedule, she brought up Leanna’s notes on them and it seemed way more complicated than their usual tastings. Typically, Leanna sends a sample menu in advance of the tasting, which has a dozen cake varieties for couples to choose from. Apparently that wasn’t enough for the Vandergrifts. They wanted more—something different from what any other bride and groom had ever had.

      The funny thing was the Vandergrifts weren’t the bride or the groom.

      They were the parents of the groom.

      Well…grooms. This was a tasting for the weddings of both of their sons, but somehow only one of them had a bride.

      “You just know they’re going to be a nightmare,” she murmured.

      The pressure was on her to dazzle them, and while that normally didn’t bother her, Emilie wanted to be able to prove herself to her bosses that she was up for the challenge.

      Even if she wasn’t.

      “Wrong way to think,” she reminded herself. The only way she would get through this was with positive thinking.

      And the ability to bake thirty-two different flavored mini cakes over the next three days.

      Pushing that distressing thought aside, Emilie scanned further down in the notes and realized there was some information she had missed. It seemed that Skye and Josie had met Mr. and Mrs. Vandergrift at another wedding that Meet Me at the Altar handled. It was the Macon wedding from two months ago down in Pinehurst.

      She remembered that wedding well.

      Very well.

      Sighing wistfully, Emilie also couldn’t help but smile.

      It was the first and only time she had ever lingered after she and the rest of the staff were done and simply observed the wedding. True, she watched it from the dark corner in the back of the room, but…it was magnificent.

      Like a fairytale.

      And as if to hammer that point home, it was like the prince and princess were having their wedding ball, and Emilie was like Cinderella watching from the shadows.

      “Wow, even in my own fantasies I don’t have a starring role,” she muttered.

      The wedding had truly been amazing—the venue was a mansion on a gorgeous estate, there were close to 500 guests in attendance, the menu was prepared by a team of celebrity chefs…everything was over the top, but Emilie remembered walking around outside and seeing what looked like a million twinkly lights set out in the gardens.

      Like a fairytale.

      While working at any event, the key was to stay out of sight and leave once their job was done—and she almost did but her curiosity had gotten the better of her for the first time.  She simply wanted to stay hidden and just…watch and imagine what it would be like to attend an event like that as a guest and not the hired help.

      It would have been enough to just be a fly on the wall for a few minutes, but it was what happened while standing in the shadows that was the best part of the night…

      “I hate these things, don’t you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      The male voice took her by surprise—not only because she never heard or saw him approach, but because it was so close—practically against her ear.

      Coming to stand beside her, he motioned to the room while holding a glass of champagne. “Over the top weddings,” he said as if it were obvious. “They’re nothing but spectacles. I mean, why does anyone need to invite five hundred of their closest friends and family to watch them cut a cake? It seems absurd.”

      Emilie didn’t quite know how to respond. This man—this very attractive man—was obviously a guest of the wedding and had no idea she wasn’t. It would be rude to simply walk away, so…

      “Oh, I don’t know. I think it can be interesting.”

      He took a sip of his champagne. “Care to expand?”

      Tilting her head, she studied the crowd. “Well, I happen to find it fascinating to people watch.”

      He nodded. “That explains your position in the furthest corner of the room.” He leaned down and added, “The only thing missing is a large potted plant for you to hide behind.”

      That made her laugh. “Well…I wouldn’t say I was hiding…”

      Beside her, he straightened once again to his full height, which was easily six feet. “Aren’t you? I haven’t seen you at any of the tables or out on the dance floor.”

      Okay, now it was getting awkward…

      With a casual shrug, she did her best to…well…avoid mentioning she was part of the staff. “I’m not much of a dancer,” she said instead. “And it’s too loud to enjoy talking to anyone at the tables.”

      He nodded again. “I agree. Which brings me back to my original observation of how ridiculous these events are.”

      “I thought you said they were spectacles?” she commented and felt herself smiling at her teasing tone.

      Lifting his glass to her, he smiled. “I stand corrected. Although…spectacles tend to be ridiculous, so really…either phrase would fit.”

      Emilie nodded and forced herself to go back to looking around the room. They were at the point in the evening where there wasn’t much for her to do. The couple had cut the cake, so technically, her job was done. She was free to leave, but this was one of the biggest weddings she’d ever seen and she wasn’t ready to leave just yet. So while the rest of the Meet Me at the Altar staff was probably packing up and heading out to their cars, she stayed behind to just…observe.

      “So, are you here for the bride or the groom?” he asked.

      “Um…”

      “The groom is my cousin Felix.” He rolled his eyes. “Honestly, none of us ever thought he’d get married. Maybe that’s why so many people showed up. Curiosity.” He took another sip of his champagne. “So, are you here for Felix or Mary Beth?”

      “Mary Beth,” she quickly replied because it seemed the easiest way to explain her presence.

      “Well, that’s certainly convenient.”

      Turning, she looked up at him. “Why?”

      His smile was downright lethal. “It would be incredibly awkward if I was standing here flirting with some long-lost cousin of mine. I mean, it would have been weird to find out you’re my second cousin three times removed, right?”

      That made her laugh. “That would definitely be awkward,” she agreed.

      “Good, then we’re in the clear. Can I get you a drink?”

      It was tempting, but…

      “No but thank you.”

      “Oh, come on. Think of how much more exciting the people watching would be while sipping champagne!” Pointing out toward the dance floor, he chuckled. “Although, this is pretty entertaining, even stone-cold sober.” He shook his head. “Clearly alcohol loosened some inhibitions out there because no one would dance like that sober.”

      Emilie looked at the couple he was referring to, and…yeah. They were clearly under the influence because what they were doing resembled a poorly choreographed routine.

      “Someone should call them a cab and send them on their way,” her companion said.

      She readily agreed, but maybe they weren’t the only ones. Now that she thought about it, it was probably best for her to go. It was a little after ten, she had a long drive home, and people were expecting her.

      Smiling up at him, she said, “Well, I hope you enjoy the rest of the evening.”

      “Leaving already?”

      She nodded.

      “Rumor has it there’s some sort of celebrity scheduled to show up and sing.” He glanced at his watch. “Of course, that was supposed to happen an hour ago, but I suppose it’s still a possibility.”

      Damn. Now she truly was curious, but…responsibility called.

      Like it always did.

      “I’m sure whoever it is, everyone will be thrilled.” She let out a small breath before stepping away from him. “Have a good night.”

      But when she turned to walk away, a large warm hand on her arm stopped her. Unable to help herself, she glanced over her shoulder at him.

      “It’s not even midnight,” he cajoled. “Even Cinderella stayed at the ball until midnight.”

      Oh, if only he realized how close that comparison was…

      “Sadly, I really do need to go.”

      “But…” He turned and put his glass down on the nearest surface before coming to stand in front of her. Smiling down at her, he was all boyish charm. Dark hair, lightly stubbled and strong jaw, his suit was probably custom made for him, he smelled positively divine, and he had the most incredibly intense blue eyes she’d ever seen. “Can I interest you in one dance?”

      Silently, Emilie shook her head. And it was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

      In a perfect world, she would be able to simply put her hand in his and say yes. They’d dance and talk and laugh and have a wonderful time at it.

      Unfortunately, she was here as the baker’s assistant. He was related to the very wealthy groom, which meant he was probably uber-wealthy as well.

      “I know you mentioned not being much of a dancer,” he was saying, interrupting her thoughts. “But I can honestly say I wouldn’t mind you stepping on my toes a time or two.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh softly. “While that’s very commendable, I really do need to go.” This time when she started to walk away, he didn’t stop her.

      But he did start walking with her.

      “Um…”

      “I was taught to never let a lady walk outside alone after dark. So…this is me being gallant.”

      It's funny that Josie and the girls always told the staff the same thing—they were never to walk to their cars alone after dark—but she figured they were all gone by now.

      But just to be sure, she pulled out her phone and checked for messages.

      Since there had been valet parking and she had driven herself, Emilie had taken full advantage of the service. Of course she’d have to deal with tipping them, but it would be worth it simply for the convenience after being on her feet all day.

      
        
        Lea: Sorry I had to take off so fast. Thanks for all your hard work today. See you at the staff meeting on Monday!

      

      

      As Emilie took another quick look around, she didn’t see any of the other girls and let out a small sigh of relief. She hadn’t told anyone she was going to hang back and be like some sort of weird wedding crasher—how crazy would that be?—but she had simply wished everyone a goodnight and hoped they took it to mean she was leaving.

      Slipping her phone back into her purse, she also managed to snag her valet ticket.

      Beside her, she heard him clear his throat and realized she’d gone silent for several moments.

      “Sorry,” she said, feeling a bit foolish.

      “I hope you weren’t sending out an SOS to someone to come and save you from me.” It was said lightly but he let out a nervous laugh. “You are safe with me…um…” Pausing, he shook his head. “I just realized I don’t know your name.”

      There would be no harm in telling him her first name. After all, it was a fairly common one, and if he ever did mention to his cousin that he had been talking to Mary Beth’s friend Emilie, well…surely she had one!

      “Emilie,” she said. “And you are?”

      He paused and took one of her hands in his. “Cooper. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      Her knees almost buckled. His hand was warm and large, and she felt a little zap of awareness that she’d never felt before. Part of her wanted to pull her hand away, but the way he was holding on told her he wasn’t ready for that to happen yet.

      “And it’s nice to meet you too,” she quietly replied. “So, um…” They were almost to the lobby. Well, not a lobby. This wasn’t a hotel or even your typical wedding venue. No, this was an estate and it was massive. The main house—which was where they were—was bigger than her high school! She’d only seen the main floor and couldn’t even begin to imagine what the rest of it looked like.

      As if reading her mind, Cooper moved in a bit closer. “They’re a family of six,” he said. “Why does a family of that size require a house like this?”

      Wordlessly, Emilie shook her head because she honestly had no idea.

      “Granted, it’s been in the family for five generations, but…” he chuckled. “Why am I telling you? You know all that.”

      “I…I do?”

      He nodded. “Oh, come on. Even if you’re a friend or distant cousin of Mary Beth’s, I’m sure you’ve been here before.”

      “Oh, right,” she murmured and wished she had left with the rest of the girls earlier.

      “So tell me, Emilie, why would you want to skip out and miss the rest of the wedding?”

      Slowly, she glanced toward the entryway and almost willed someone to tell her she had to leave. It was one thing to have a quick conversation in the midst of a loud ballroom. It was another to be alone with him and have all his attention on her.

      “Um…”

      Cooper squeezed her hand before releasing it. “No worries. Your secret is safe with me. I believe the first words out of my mouth to you were how much I hate these things.”

      She nodded. “Right. Exactly.” Another nod. “Hate them.”

      “At least no one’s forcing you to stay,” he murmured. “Believe me, if I tried to do what you’re doing, I’d never hear the end of it. I’m actually surprised no one’s followed me out here to make sure I’m not leaving.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Why? Why is it such a big deal for you to stay?”

      He looked like he was about to say something but then changed his mind. “It’s not a big deal.” He motioned to a set of ornate upholstered chairs that were tucked away in an alcove. “I know you said you need to leave, but…maybe you could take pity on me and stay a few more minutes?”

      “Cooper, I…”

      “Please,” he said earnestly. “Just a few minutes. I promise I won’t keep you long. I’m just enjoying talking with you, and I haven’t enjoyed talking to anyone all evening.”

      She glanced at the door one more time and then back at him. “Just a few minutes. It’s almost a two-hour drive home for me, so…”

      He led her over to the chairs and they sat. “You’re driving all the way home tonight? Why aren’t you staying nearby? Or here, even?”

      Shrugging, she tried to come up with a reasonable response. “I’m just someone who prefers sleeping in their own bed.”

      “Now that’s a shame,” he said silkily, and Emilie felt herself blush.

      Unsure of how to respond, she simply smiled at him. “So…”

      “So…”

      After a minute, she sighed. “I honestly don’t know what to say to you.”

      “The way I see it, we can bore each other silly with our life stories, or…we can just chat.”

      Unable to help herself, she laughed. “I should say I’m offended that you already think my life is boring, but sadly, you’re right.”

      “Trust me, mine is too.”

      Somehow she doubted that, considering who he was related to, but she kept that observation to herself.

      And since this would be the only time she’d ever have the opportunity to do something like this—something silly while pretending to be someone else—she decided to simply go with the flow and follow his lead.

      Off in the distance, they heard a loud cheer and both glanced in that direction.

      “I suppose the singing celebrity showed up,” he said before turning back to look at her. “Care to run down and see who it is?”

      Emilie glanced down at her feet and said a silent prayer of thanks that she hadn’t changed into her sneakers like she typically did at the end of an event. Instead, she still had on a stylish pair of pumps.

      “In these things?” she teased, pointing her toe at him. “I’d probably fall head-first into some priceless family heirloom and never get invited back.”

      “Hmm…maybe I should try that,” he replied with a wink.

      “I don’t think these will fit you.”

      And then the greatest thing happened…

      He laughed.

      It was deep, masculine, and sexier than it should have been, but it also broke the tension.

      After that, they eased into a conversation that just went on and on and on. They talked about music, food, and movies and before she knew it, people were starting to leave.

      Pulling her phone out, she gasped at the time.

      “Oh my goodness! I really do need to go!” Jumping to her feet, she grabbed her purse. “I didn’t realize how late it had gotten.” Making her way to the door, she handed her valet ticket to the first person she came to.

      “Maybe you should reconsider the drive,” Cooper said to her as he placed his hand on the small of her back as they continued to the door.

      But she shook her head. “I can’t. I need to be home tonight; I should have been there already.” Part of her knew it wasn’t a big deal, and once she got in the car, she’d make a call to make sure everything was all right, but she’d never done something like this before and felt a mild wave of panic.

      “Emilie…”

      She knew he was about to apologize and immediately stopped him. “I had a really great time talking with you tonight, Cooper.”

      “I did too, but I can tell you’re distressed and it’s my fault. If I had let you leave…”

      Moving away from him, she walked outside and instantly shivered. It was much cooler out now than it had been when she arrived earlier in the afternoon. He was right there beside her, taking off his suit jacket and draping it around her shoulders.

      “Thank you, but…you don’t need to do that. My car will be here any minute.”

      “Humor me,” he said, pulling her in close as he slowly wrapped his arms around her.

      As much as she didn’t want to admit it, he felt glorious—all warm and lean muscles and he smelled divine. If she didn’t need to get home, she would gladly stay wrapped up in him all night long.

      If only…

      He whispered her name and she made the mistake of looking up. Even in the dim lighting, she could see the heat in his eyes and she was helpless to ignore it. He dipped his head, and this time she was the one whispering his name right before his lips touched hers.

      As far as kisses went, it was chaste but powerful. They were on the verge of taking it deeper when she heard the familiar loud exhaust system that belonged to her old Chevy SUV.

      Dammit.

      Breaking the kiss, Emilie nervously looked away. “Um…that’s me. I should…”

      “That’s your car?” he asked, confusion written all over his face. No doubt he was wondering why someone related to the bride’s side of the family would be driving a fifteen-year-old car with a noisy muffler.

      Nodding, she took one step away from him and then another. “I…I should go. It was nice meeting you, Cooper.” And then she turned and fled to the driver’s side of her car, quickly slipping a ten-dollar bill into the valet’s hand. “Thank you.”

      It wasn’t until she was a mile away from the estate that she felt like she could breathe.

      It was also when she realized she was still wearing Cooper’s jacket…

      The sound of a horn blaring snapped Emilie out of her reverie and she had to remind herself that she was in her car and on her way to the Meet Me at the Altar office. That night was two months ago, and sadly, she was back in the present.

      Which sucked.

      Every once in a while, she played a silly game where she was back at the estate and didn’t have any responsibilities waiting for her at home. She and Cooper would have danced in the alcove or maybe out in the garden. He would have asked her back to his hotel and she would have gladly gone with him.

      It always ended in a very sexy and satisfying way in her fantasy.

      The reality was that there hadn’t been anything sexy or satisfying in her life in a really long time.

      Which definitely sucked.

      She would swear it had all been a dream, but she still had his jacket hanging in her closet.

      For weeks she had tried to figure out how to get it back to him, but they’d never exchanged last names and even after tracking down the guest list—no small feat, mind you—there hadn’t been anyone named Cooper on it.

      Was it possible he was a wedding crasher too?

      How fitting would that be?

      As the traffic started to move, Emilie forced herself to push all thoughts of Cooper aside.

      Again.

      Maybe he had been a dream or perhaps he’d been pretending to be someone else that evening too. Either way, it left her with a nice fantasy to play around with when she was alone.

      A fairytale.

      That was all that night had been.

      Back here in the real world, Cinderella needed to get to work and start baking those thirty-two small cakes while practicing her best people-pleasing skills so she wouldn’t let Leanna and the girls down.

      “You can do this,” she told herself. “You’ll bake those cakes and dazzle the Vandergrifts and make them want to order all of them!” That made her stop and laugh because as much as she knew she was an excellent baker, she didn’t think anyone would want that much variety at a wedding.

      Or any event.

      But if the Vandergrifts were as demanding and challenging as Leanna’s notes said, Emilie knew she needed to be prepared for everything.
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      “Honestly, Alastair, you’d think we were dragging you to your own execution.”

      It would be rude to roll his eyes at his mother.

      So he turned his head and did it instead.

      “It’s a cake tasting, darling,” she went on, patting his hand. “And I know how fond you are of sweets.” Then she made a slight tsk-ing sound. “Just be sure you don’t overindulge. No need to make a glutton out of yourself.”

      And those few sentences pretty much summed up his mother’s parenting style. At first it looks like she’s doing something sweet and caring and in the next breath, she reminds you how anything sweet is wrong for you.

      Story of my damn life…

      “It’s not something I need to be at, Mother,” he said wearily, and not for the first time today. “This is for Beau and Kim. It’s their wedding you’re planning.”

      “Nonsense, we’re planning yours too.”

      “I’m not getting married. We’ve been over this.”

      “Not yet, but you will. Preferably sooner rather than later. It’s awkward enough that your younger brother is beating you to the altar.” Evelyn Vandergrift had very outdated views on subjects like this. She truly believed the elder sibling was supposed to get married first. “If I have my way, we can delay these nuptials and then you can have your rightful place. After all, once you head up Vandergrift Industries, it will be important for you to have a wife and—hopefully—children.” Turning her perfectly coiffed head, she gave him a serene smile. “Alastair, you are going to have the most beautiful children.”

      He let out a long-suffering sigh for many, many reasons.

      First was the whole cake tasting. It truly was scheduled for his brother’s wedding. Their mother just felt it was vital for him to give his input so she could start planning his wedding.

      Even when there was no bride.

      Next was the whole taking over Vandergrift Industries thing. He knew it was expected of him as the firstborn, but no one considered how much he didn’t want it. His brother was more suited for the position and he wanted it! But the whole birth-order thing was biting him in the ass yet again.

      And lastly, the name.

      Alastair.

      It was his great-grandfather’s name, and while it was a perfectly good name, he personally loathed it for himself.

      Alastair Cooper Vandergrift.

      Mentally shaking his head, he thought of how many times he’d nearly gotten beaten up simply because of that name.

      Which was why, in most social settings, he went by Cooper.

      The few times his parents caught a whiff of him doing that, they reprimanded him. Although the last time was at his twenty-fifth birthday party eight years ago, he’d made sure to never have them around his friends again. So far he’d succeeded, but it was exhausting trying to keep them pleased.

      And off his back.

      They were sitting in the back of a chauffeur-driven town car and it was just the two of them. Beau and Kim were meeting them at the wedding planner’s office, along with his father. Why this had to be a family affair was beyond him, but it wasn’t worth asking and finding out. But he was curious about one thing…

      “Why are we going to the wedding planner? Why aren’t they coming to us?” It was an incredibly snobbish thing to say, but…it was the way things usually went with his family.

      “Trust me, I’m a bit miffed about it myself,” she said wearily. “But I gave them an extensive list of cakes I want to try, and it just seemed ridiculous to make them transport thirty cakes across town.”

      “Thirty cakes?” he asked incredulously.

      “Thirty-two, actually,” she corrected with a shrug. “I took everyone’s tastes into consideration, Alastair. It’s only fair. And you know, even though the wedding cake is the centerpiece of the whole affair, we’d also have other offerings.”

      “I suppose…” He shook his head. “And how did you hear of them?”

      “Remember your cousin Felix’s wedding? The one down in Pinehurst?”

      Cooper rubbed his temple. “I only know of one Felix, Mother.”

      “Anyway, everything about that wedding was top-notch. Everything. It was impeccable. Your father and I knew right away that they were the right people for our weddings.”

      Our, he thought with a snort. How dysfunctional was that?

      “You remember the wedding, don’t you?” she asked.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Oh, yes. He definitely remembered it.

      Vividly.

      Hell, he’d played two specific hours in his head practically on a daily basis, for all the good it’s done him.

      He met the perfect girl, had the most intoxicating conversation, and ended the evening with a kiss full of promise.

      And then his Cinderella had driven off into the night in a slightly banged up old Chevy, taking his favorite suit jacket with her.

      For weeks he had done everything in his power to try to find her—he’d reached out to Felix and Mary Beth as well as her parents—but no one knew of any Emilie at the wedding. Hell, no one named Emilie had even been invited to the wedding. It finally occurred to him that she was possibly a wedding crasher, but considering it was held at a private residence, it didn’t seem likely.

      That meant she gave him a fake name.

      But…why?

      From everything he remembered, he hadn’t said or done anything that would have encouraged her to do that. If anything, they just…clicked. From the moment he spotted her standing in the back of the room, chewing on her bottom lip as she watched all the partygoers enjoying themselves, he felt drawn to her. Then they started talking and Cooper really felt like the feeling was mutual.

      This goes to show what a lousy judge of character I am…

      “Oh, good. We’re here.”

      Cooper snapped out of his wayward thoughts and sighed. “Great.”

      “Come now, darling, don’t be like that. Maybe this will inspire you!”

      “Right, because tasting an obscene amount of cake is just the push I need to suddenly forget all my reasons for not wanting to get married. Come now, Mother. Even you have to admit it’s a bit far-fetched.”

      “Stranger things have happened,” she said casually as she accepted their driver’s hand to help her from the car.

      Cooper climbed out and looked around. The building itself was somewhat unremarkable but large. He wondered how many businesses shared the space, which he asked out loud.

      “It’s all theirs,” his mother said as she came to stand beside him.

      A second town car pulled up and parked, and Cooper knew it was the other half of their party. Within minutes, the five of them walked into the reception area and were met by one of the owners, Skylar Sullivan. She was charming—if not overly polite—as she introduced herself and then led them to the tasting room.

      There were beautifully decorated tables set up with different place settings and they were each assigned a seat.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Vandergrift, I think you are going to be very pleased with the selection of cakes we have prepared. Our staff has been hard at work creating some mini masterpieces for you,” Skylar was saying as several members of her staff began to file in with carafes of coffee, pitchers of mimosas, as well as ones of water. “Please just let us know what you’d like to drink and if you have any special requests.”

      Cooper waited for someone to come up with something ridiculous to ask for, but for once, the Vandergrifts behaved themselves and simply accepted what was being offered.

      “We’re going to bring the cakes out four at a time,” Skylar explained, “and I hope you brought your appetites!”

      There was a slight noise from the doorway. He looked up and saw two women wheeling a serving cart into the room. The one facing him was a blonde wearing a chef’s coat, but the one with her back to him had him on alert.

      She was the same height and build.

      She had the same dark hair.

      No, he told himself. It’s not possible…

      “Mr. and Mrs. Vandergrift, Beau, Kim, Alastair, I’d like you to meet our head baker, Emilie Michels,” Skylar said with a smile. “Emilie, please meet the Vandergrift family.”

      She smiled beautifully until she spotted him.

      Gotcha, Cooper thought as he arched one dark brow at her.

      And suddenly, a cake tasting was the most excellent idea he could have ever imagined.

      “I don’t know about the rest of you,” he said almost giddily, “but I am really looking forward to trying each and every cake!”

      Cooper looked directly at Emilie as he said it and watched as she paled.

      Now he just had to find a way to get her alone.

      Good thing he had multiple courses of cake to figure it out.
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      Her face hurt from smiling and her thumb hurt from slicing it open on her brand-new cake knife.

      “Son of a …” Luckily she caught herself before finishing the statement.

      “Oh my goodness, Em!” Skye cried as she shoved a napkin in her hand. “Go! I’ve got this!”

      She didn’t need to be told twice.

      Nearly tripping over her own feet, Emilie scrambled from the room and quickly made her way back to the kitchen to find the first aid kit.

      “Of all the stupid things,” she muttered. “No one cuts their finger on a cake knife.”

      Well…apparently, she did.

      After rinsing her hand under some cold water, she dried off and managed to get her finger bandaged up with minimal fuss.

      Hell, she’d barely been gone for three minutes.

      As she cleaned up her mess, she wondered what Cooper was doing there. She played the introductions over and over in her head, and she knew for a fact that Skye never said Cooper’s name!

      And then she remembered how there wasn’t a Cooper on the guest list either, which meant her suspicions were correct. He’d used a fake name with her.

      Did he realize she was part of the staff? Did he do this sort of thing often—hitting on the hired help as some sort of way to pass the time and amuse himself?

      Now there was a depressing thought.

      Her assistant Ally came walking quickly back into the kitchen with a tight smile on her face. “Time for the next round of cakes,” she said as she walked over to the next tray they had prepared.

      “How’s it going out there?” Emilie asked. “Did they like any of the first four?”

      With a shrug, Ally told her, “The Tropical Coconut Guava was not a hit…”

      “As I knew it wouldn’t be. I knew it was too specialized to be a crowd-pleaser.”

      “You were definitely right. But Mrs. Vandergrift refused to even try the Peanut Butter Cup one because she said it was too common.”

      Yeah, she rolled her eyes because she had a feeling the more exotic the name, the more these people would gush, but give them a common name, and they’d snub it.

      Snobs.

      “However, the Spiked Red Velvet and the Luscious Lemon both got favorable reviews.”

      “Yippy,” she muttered as she turned to double-check the presentation on the next four. “Okay, Bananas Foster, Grand Marnier, Ginger Spice, and Carrot Cake.” Pausing, she sighed. “Want to place bets on which one will automatically be eliminated?”

      “I’m sure the Carrot Cake will, but that next tray? There’s no way anyone is eliminating the Sultry Chocolate. That cake is lethal!”

      “And that’s why I made an extra one for us for later,” she said with a wink. “It is my absolute favorite and the only one where I lick the bowl!”

      Laughing, Ally picked up the tray. “You coming?”

      “Um…just give me a minute to make sure the bleeding’s stopped. No need to gross everyone out again.”

      “Oh, stop. It wasn’t that bad. Everyone was really concerned.”

      “Yeah, that I’m a klutz and how they’re having second thoughts about hiring us. Great.”

      But Ally simply chuckled as she walked out of the kitchen.

      It was wrong of her to try to kill time while avoiding going back to the tasting room, but she wasn’t ready to face the Vandergrifts.

      Especially Cooper.

      What are the odds they’d be done tasting all thirty-two cakes? She wondered with a sigh.

      “Slim to none,” a deep masculine voice said.

      Emilie knew that voice.

      She heard it almost every night in her dreams.

      Turning, she faced Cooper. “Excuse me?”

      “I figured you were thinking what the chances were of leaving here without anyone noticing,” he said casually as he strolled into the room.

      “I hate to break it to you, but that wasn’t what I was thinking at all.”

      Although I’m thinking about it now…

      “Hmm…” Cooper walked around, hands tucked into his trouser pockets, as he examined the space. If possible, he looked even better than he had the night of the wedding. “I’ve never been in a baker’s kitchen before. This is pretty impressive.”

      “How would you know if you’ve never been in one before?” And yeah, maybe there was a slight snap to her tone. As much as she wanted to ask how he was and if he’d been thinking about her the way she’d been thinking about him, right now she was ticked off because he’d told her some massive lies two months ago.

      But…what difference would finding out the truth make? It was clear he was from a very upper-class, mega-rich family, and he was here because they were planning his wedding as well as his brother’s.

      Oh, God! Cooper was marrying someone else!

      He’d kissed her when he knew he was marrying someone else!

      Okay, that sealed the deal. She didn’t care why he said what he said or did what he did. From this moment on, he was just…

      Wait…who was he?

      “I couldn’t help but notice that you weren’t introduced as Cooper,” she said smugly as she crossed her arms over her chest. “So, are you Beau or Alastair?”

      He frowned.

      “Alastair,” he said grimly before letting out a long breath.

      A dozen snarky replies were on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t seem to put a voice to any of them.

      “But no one calls me that,” he said in a near growl that had Emilie on the verge of apologizing when…

      “Alastair! What’s taking you so long? You simply must try this Grand Marnier cake!”

      Emilie couldn’t help but smirk triumphantly.

      “Okay, fine. No one other than my parents calls me by that name.”

      And just because she felt like pushing some buttons, she asked, “What name?”

      Raking a hand through his hair, he paced along the opposite side of the room. “You know, I’m not the only one who wasn’t one hundred percent truthful that night. It seems to me you told me you were related to the bride.”

      Now it was his turn to look smug, but…

      “Technically, I didn’t. You simply assumed that.”

      Cooper immediately stopped pacing. “No. You distinctly said…

      “You asked if I was there for Felix or Mary Beth,” she replied. “And technically, I had been dealing specifically with Mary Beth, so…” She shrugged. “You just assumed I meant I was related to her.”

      It was cute how befuddled he looked, and as much as she could probably stand here all day and just look at him—because he looked even better today than she remembered—she had a job to do. No doubt Ally needed a hand and Skye was wondering why she hadn’t returned yet.

      “I need to get back inside,” she told him as she headed out. “Oh, and will your fiancée be joining us for the tasting?”

      But she didn’t wait for a response. She walked back to the tasting room with her head held high and apologized profusely for taking so long.

      There was no issue with Cooper distracting her because his mother was like a force of nature who demanded all of Emilie’s attention with her constant critique and commentary on each and every
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