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Chapter One




Autumn 

I knew two things for certain the moment my foot slipped off the wet rock: Gravity was about to win, and I was definitely saving my phone first.

With a gasp and a flail, I launched my phone back towards my backpack. It bounced once on the padded surface and skittered to a halt at the edge of the path. 

Safe. 

Thank goodness. That was a month’s rent dangling over the edge of the riverbank, and explaining to my editor why I needed a replacement mid-assignment was not a conversation I was eager to have.

The rest of me? Different story.

The water wasn’t deep—thank you, whatever water deities were on duty today—but it was cold enough to make me feel like I’d been doused in the Arctic. April in the North Carolina mountains was not the tropical vacation I’d been hoping for.

“Need a hand?” a voice drawled, somewhere above the sound of my dignity making a swift exit.

I looked up. And up.

The man standing on the riverbank wasn’t just tall. He was mountain-tall, all broad shoulders, worn jeans, and arms crossed like he’d witnessed enough tourist catastrophes to compile a coffee table book. His auburn hair was disheveled, and his mouth curved in a restrained half-smile that suggested he was mentally calculating how quickly he could get rid of the klutz in front of him and get on with his day.

Perfect. I was being frozen by cold water and silent judgment. But just because he was being rude didn’t mean I had to be. “Thanks.” I extended my hand.

He hauled me to my feet with unsettling ease. “No problem. Wouldn’t want to lose another tourist.”

His accent was Southern, words softened around the edges, as though years elsewhere had filed down some of its sharper corners.

“Lose a lot of them, do you?” I asked, attempting to sound witty while twisting water from my shirt.

“Some,” he said. “Usually when they do something dumb, like hiking alone.”

So that was how it was going to be. “I’m not a tourist.” I straightened, trying to maintain my professionalism while water streamed from my clothes. “I’m here on business.”

He gave me a look that said, Sure, and I’m the King of Scotland. Not that they had kings anymore. I shivered. 

“Travel writer,” I clarified, taking a few awkward steps to the riverbank, each one a negotiation with physics. “Covering up-and-coming wedding destinations.”

One thick eyebrow arched with such precision it could have taught geometry lessons.

“Silverbrae’s not what you’d call a wedding hotspot.” He glanced over my head at the dense woods behind me. Was he wishing me away?

“That’s why it’s ‘up-and-coming’ and not ‘already arrived,’” I replied as my teeth began to chatter. The spring air, which had felt pleasantly crisp before my impromptu swim, now cut straight through my wet clothes.

I lifted one sodden foot and made my way gingerly to the bank, intending to climb back up, but my foot skidded, my balance wavered—

And strong hands caught my arms.

“Maybe you ought to use a real camera and a telephoto lens,” he said. “You don’t seem to do well with close-ups.”

His hands were rough and callused, warm even through my damp sleeve. My breath caught, and not just because I was freezing.

“I do usually prefer my waterfalls at a distance,” I admitted.

He let out a soft, almost reluctant huff of amusement, and some of his irritation melted. “What’s your name?”

“Autumn Mitchell,” I said, wringing water from my ponytail with as much dignity as possible. “Travel writer. Professional disaster.”

“Duncan Finley,” he replied, like it was obvious. 

It fit him—solid, distinctly Scottish, unapologetically straightforward. The kind of name that belonged to a man who could probably build a cabin with his bare hands or navigate using nothing but the stars.

“Nice to meet you, Duncan Finley.” I extended my still-dripping hand. “Despite the circumstances.”

He shook it, firm and sure. “Welcome to Silverbrae, Autumn Mitchell. Try not to drown before you write your article.”

“No promises,” I replied, noting his failed attempt to suppress another smile.

He stepped back, running an assessing gaze over my drenched state. “You need dry clothes.” 

“Thanks for the advice.” I squeezed out the bottom of my shirt. “Any chance there’s a shortcut back to town that doesn’t involve another river crossing?”

“The path up from town would be the shortcut.” His eyes flicked to the steeper path heading upward. “That’s the scenic route. Another two miles around the ridge.”

I shivered dramatically. “Shortcut it is.”

“Smart choice.” He tipped an imaginary hat, because apparently deadpan mockery came complementary with rescue services. “Enjoy your stay in Silverbrae, Autumn Mitchell.”

He started to walk away, moving with the easy confidence of someone who knew where he belonged in the world.

“Wait,” I called after him. “You’re not going into town?”

He paused, looking back over his shoulder. “Taking the scenic route.”

Of course he was. 

I watched him disappear up the steeper path, partly because I was still trying to regain my equilibrium and partly because the view was worth documenting. No, I wouldn’t put that in my article.

My phone had survived its flying leap with only a new scratch across its case. I took a few quick photos of the falls—the whole point of this misadventure—grabbed my backpack and squelched my way back down the hill.

As I walked, I mentally composed the beginning of my article: Silverbrae, North Carolina’s hidden gem, offers visitors breathtaking natural beauty, charming local color, and the opportunity to make a complete fool of yourself.

The town of Silverbrae appeared suddenly around a bend in the path, like something from a postcard. Stone buildings clustered around a central square, their weathered facades speaking of history and permanence. Smoke rose from chimneys despite the spring warmth, and I could hear the faint sounds of activity. A hammer on metal, voices calling greetings, a door creaking.

I stepped onto the street, my still-damp boots leaving imprints on the sun-warmed stone. A few locals glanced my way, their expressions ranging from curiosity to amusement. Clearly, I wasn’t the first soggy visitor they’d seen.

A sign swung gently in the breeze: MacGregor’s Inn. Perfect. I needed a room, dry clothes, and possibly the world’s largest cup of coffee, in that order.

As I approached the inn’s door, I noticed activity in the square. A man was working on what appeared to be a large wooden door laid across sawhorses. He bent over it with careful concentration, sanding the surface with long, even strokes.

Duncan Finley, local craftsman and professional rescuer of baffling women. How had he gotten back here before me? He must have had a car parked somewhere.

I hesitated, watching him work. There was something compelling about the focused attention he gave to the wood beneath his hands. Like he was having a conversation with it. His quiet intensity drew me in, a kind of calm strength I hadn’t realized I found . . . distracting.

Before I could decide whether to approach him or retreat to the inn, he looked up and gave me a brief nod of recognition before returning to his work.

Message received. I pushed open the door of the inn, the scent of baking bread and cinnamon enveloping me like a warm embrace. Maybe after I’d changed into something less reminiscent of a drowned rodent, I’d see try learning more about the man who’d fished me out of the river.

After all, I was a travel writer. And Duncan Finley seemed like a very interesting local feature indeed.








  
  
Chapter Two




Duncan 

Silverbrae didn’t get many visitors who looked like her.

Most people who wandered up the mountain were either locals or tourists with hiking sticks, practical boots, and the kind of grim determination you needed to tackle the trails.

Not the kind who slipped on river rocks, prioritized their phone over their skull, and smiled like falling into freezing water was nothing new.

I wasn’t sure if she was resilient or just didn’t have a lick of sense. Likely both.

I leaned over the chapel door spread across the sawhorses and smoothed my hand along the grain. The restoration was overdue by at least a decade. Weather wore everything down eventually, even mountains. You couldn’t stop time, but you could fix what mattered.

The hand-carved scrollwork around the frame was still solid, but the finish needed work. I picked up a piece of fine-grit sandpaper and went back to work, the familiar drag of it against the wood soothing something inside of me.

This door had seen nearly three hundred years of Silverbrae history. It deserved the care I was putting into it.

I wasn’t rattled by my encounter with the woman at the falls. More aware than usual, maybe.

When I’d first spotted her, she’d been standing with her eyes closed, swaying to the music of the water. While I’d been waiting for her to leave so I could have my own quiet moment, she’d opened her eyes, dropped her backpack, and stepped out to the shore, standing still for a moment. It had been almost . . . reverent.

It wasn’t every day someone looked at the Silverbrae Falls like they were magic. 

I glanced up at the sound of approaching footsteps and caught sight of her crossing the square. She’d changed, and her blonde hair had begun to dry in messy waves. She had the flustered look of someone trying to absorb everything at once, and she was taking a lot of pictures.

Most visitors pointed their cameras at the obvious landmarks and left. This one noticed the small details that made Silverbrae what it was. I watched her capture the delicate ironwork of the old inn’s railing and then a patch of moss curling over a crumbling stone wall, and she tried three different angles to photograph the fountain’s worn marble basin. She knelt before the intricate knots in the door of the village town hall. She lifted her arms and snapped a picture of a weathered wooden sign swinging gently in the breeze. 

I went back to sanding, letting the rhythm settle me. No sense in getting involved. I’d done my part—been polite, fished her out of the river, pointed her in the right direction. She’d take some pretty pictures, write her story, and leave like everyone else who didn’t understand what this place meant.

I didn’t realize she’d turned in my direction until her shadow fell across the door I was working on.

“Hey!” She sounded way too cheerful for someone who’d been dunked like a teabag an hour ago. “It’s you again.”

She looked better—still damp around the edges, but less like she’d gone swimming in her clothes. She was twisting her mostly dry hair up in some kind of messy ponytail.

“Careful,” I said, setting down the sandpaper. “Might make a habit of it.”

“Habit of what? Falling into rivers, or running into you?” she asked, the corner of her mouth quirking up.

I hadn’t realized I was speaking out loud. “Both sound hazardous,” I joked, surprising myself with how easily the reply came.

She grinned, clearly unoffended. “I’ve survived worse than a little mountain water. The time I fell into a canal in Venice during a winter photoshoot? That was hazardous. And smelly.”

I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow. “You fall into bodies of water all around the world?”

“Only the photogenic ones,” she said, entirely too cheerful. “It’s my superpower.”

Despite myself, I felt the corner of my mouth twitch. She was kind of funny.

“You restoring this?” She moved closer, inspecting the door with genuine interest.

“Trying to.” I ran my hand over the scrollwork at the edge. “Chapel’s been standing longer than most families have been in these parts.”

“How old is it?”

“1734.” Her eyes lit up, and I stared a bit longer than I should. “My family helped build it. I help keep it standing.”

“Ever think about leaving?” she asked, abruptly changing direction. “Contractors make a lot of money in the city.”

I snorted. “Not interested. Everything I want’s right here.”

She studied me for a second, like she was trying to fit me into a puzzle that didn’t quite make sense.

“You’re lucky.” 

I heard something under her words. Wistfulness, maybe. Strange, coming from someone whose job was literally to travel, to not put down roots.

“Getting what you need?” I nodded toward the phone she still gripped in one hand.

She grimaced. “Sort of. The falls are stunning, obviously, even when they’re trying to drown me. But I need more than pretty scenery for a wedding destination piece. I need venues, local color, traditions.” She glanced around the square. “So far I’ve got soggy boots and a touch of hypothermia.”

“That’s a bit dramatic. Water is only two feet deep there,” I pointed out.

“You can still get hypothermia in two feet of water.” She waved a hand. “In the travel writing business, we call it ‘immersive journalism.’“

I couldn’t help the small huff of laughter. “That what they’re calling faceplants these days?”

For a second I thought I’d insulted her—until she grinned again. 

“It was more of a butt-plant, but you have no idea how refreshing it is not to be placated with fake Southern hospitality.” She mimicked a syrupy accent. “Bless your heart.”

“Would’ve been lying,” I said with a shrug. “You looked like a cat trapped in a bathtub.”

This time, she laughed harder, and I felt a surge of pride. Before I could think too much about it, I jerked my chin toward the chapel’s side door.

“Come on, wedding writer. I’ll show you something.”

She hesitated for half a second, then followed.

Inside, the chapel was cool and dim, the heavy air smelling of beeswax and old wood. Sunlight streamed through the windows, painting the stone floors in a patchwork of ruby and gold.

“Wow,” she breathed, spinning slowly to take in the vaulted ceiling and ancient timbers. “This is incredible.”

I led her to the pews near the front and knelt by one of the side panels.

“Here.” I pointed to the worn wood.

She crouched beside me and leaned in.

The initials were carved in hurried, hopeful hands. Couples who’d sat here centuries ago, etching their promises into the wood before standing at the altar.

Autumn traced a set lightly with her fingertip. “D.F. and E.B., 1812,” she read.

I nodded once. “Daniel Finley and Elspeth Benton. My six-times-great-grandparents.”

Her eyes widened. “No way.”

“The Finleys helped found Silverbrae,” I said, straightening up. “Most of them married right here in this chapel.”

She stood too, brushing dust from her knees. “That kind of continuity is . . .” She seemed to search for the right word. “Rare. Special.”

“Some call it boring,” I said, echoing what I’d heard from outsiders. “Same place, same people, same mountains.”

“This isn’t boring.” She gestured to the chapel, to the mountains visible through the windows, “It’s practically alive with memory.”

I stood, wiping my palms on my jeans, and watched her for a beat longer than I should have. There was something about her there in the chapel light, still damp, still curious, that made something restless in my heart ease a little.

Like maybe she wasn’t just passing through without seeing.

“So, wedding venues.” That was her actual purpose in Silverbrae, after all. “Chapel’s available to schedule, if that’s the sort of thing you’re looking for.”

She blinked and her professional demeanor slid back into place. “Right! Yes.” She pulled out her phone and began typing with her thumbs. “Do many couples still choose to get married here?”









