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			Dedication

			I dedicate this book to all those who believe 

			there is no greater power than love and 

			to those who know true love never dies.

		

	
		
			How it all began…

			Want to know the origin of Carly and Mace’s unforgettable love story? I invite you to read Forever Carly, the first book in my Second Chance Series, where passion, heartbreak, and hope collide during a Charleston Christmas. Until the Sun Rises can absolutely be read as a standalone—but for readers who crave rich backstory and emotional depth, Carly and Mace’s journey is the satisfyingly delicious beginning that makes everything that follows even more meaningful. Below is the blurb for Forever Carly—your invitation to fall in love from the very first page.

			What if everything you worked for—your career, your marriage, your dreams—was torn away by betrayal?

			What if coming home for Christmas didn’t feel like a celebration, but a last chance to piece together the shattered parts of your life?

			That’s where we find Dr. Carly Rivers.

			Battered by a cruel divorce. Worn down by a brutal legal battle. Heartbroken by the thought of losing the one place that ever felt like home.

			And just when she thinks she’s lost everything, fate steps in… wearing the familiar face of her first love.

			Forever Carly is a story about heartbreak and hope. About risking it all when you have every reason to run. It’s about choosing love—choosing yourself—even when the past tries to drag you under.

			It’s messy, it’s beautiful, and it’s exactly the kind of story that reminds us: the heart may break, but it never forgets how to love again.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Mason Moore was no ordinary man. He was a modern  -  day prince, anointed at birth with the keys to his family’s fortune. Famous, powerful, and desired by many, he was one of Charleston’s most eligible bachelors. Yet somehow, beyond my wildest imagination, he loved me. His heart, his loyalty—everything that made him the man I couldn’t live without—belonged to me.

			We were given a second chance, and without hesitation, I flew away with him to the sun  -  soaked island of Barbados. No elaborate reception, no family or friends, just us, bound together in love. I never cared about the fantasy of saying yes to a dress, so I didn’t mourn the loss of a fairy tale wedding. Instead, we created something far more meaningful.

			On that perfect February fourteenth, we stood barefoot on the beach, wrapped in the embrace of a glowing sunset. The sky painted itself in fiery streaks of pink, orange, and gold, as if the universe itself was celebrating our union. The gentle breeze whispered through the trees, nature’s quiet blessing, as we became husband and wife. It was just the minister, his wife, Mason and me, nothing to distract me from the overwhelming love in his eyes and the warmth of his hand holding mine.

			As we walked back to our secluded villa, he made a promise that filled me with excitement and hope: “When we return to Charleston, we’ll share our happiness with everyone we love. I’m going to throw the grandest party this city has ever seen.” His words were full of joy, but they were also a vow to live a life of adventure, romance, and an unbreakable bond.

			But as we reveled in our bliss, oblivious to the world, we unknowingly ignited something dangerous. Jealousy. The shadows of others who resented what we had, what they couldn’t find for themselves. They watched us, their bitterness creeping in like a storm on the horizon. We were so naive, so lost in the magic of what we had, that we didn’t see the darkness closing in until it was too late.

			Our love was powerful, but could it survive the forces determined to tear us apart? Would we pay a high price for it as our lives spiraled into a dark abyss before we could find our way back to the light?

			 

			Forever,

			 

			Carly

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Mason Moore opened his eyes slowly, taking in the familiar expanse of his executive office in downtown Charleston. The leather chair creaked under him as he stretched, a reminder of the life he’d built—no, fought to achieve. The opulence of the room echoed his success. He couldn’t believe his fortune. Life was better than any dream he could’ve conjured: a thriving business, powerful contacts, and best of all, a beautiful wife who brought fire into every part of his life. Or so it seemed.

			His thoughts lingered on Carly, his wife, expecting their child, humming softly in the adjoining bathroom. Her presence was like a warm embrace, comforting yet electrifying. She had surprised him that morning with a visit before he could start his long day of meetings. Only moments after her arrival, she had been sitting on his lap, legs draped over his, reminding him of the promise he’d almost forgotten.

			“Mace, you know we have rules,” she’d said with a mischievous grin, tilting his chin up toward her. “You never leave the house without saying goodbye. You promised.”

			“I’m sorry,” he had murmured, entirely too distracted by her lips to give a proper apology. He let his hands wander over her thighs, reveling in the feel of her warmth. “But I’m willing to make it up to you.”

			He had barely finished the sentence before Carly leaned in, capturing his lips in a kiss that was nothing short of devouring. Her fingers tangled in his hair as she deepened the kiss, making him feel as though he was on fire. The woman was relentless in her demands, and he was all too happy to surrender.

			“This is what you’ll miss,” she had teased, nibbling his lower lip and sending jolts of pleasure through him. “If you leave the house without saying goodbye again.”

			“I won’t do it again,” he had whispered, his voice hoarse as her teeth grazed his neck. The playful sting of her bite made him groan. “You win, Carly. Always.”

			But before the morning’s play could escalate into something more, Carly had slipped away to freshen up in his office bathroom, leaving Mace sitting there, shirt half - unbuttoned, mind swirling with thoughts of her. He smiled, thinking of the way she had taken control, always knowing how to push his buttons.

			His grin didn’t even fade when a commotion outside his door broke his reverie.

			“You can’t just barge in!” His assistant, Andrew, sounded flustered.

			“I’m not leaving until I see him,” a sharp female voice retorted, followed by the unmistakable sound of the office door slamming open.

			Mace barely had time to stand and fasten his belt buckle before a woman he vaguely recognized stormed into his office. She was impeccably dressed in a tailored black suit, her heels clicking sharply against the floor as she advanced, fire in her eyes.

			“Who the hell are you?” Mace demanded, anger simmering.

			The woman squared her shoulders, planted her hands on her hips, and defiantly jutted out her chin. “I’m Nala Clarke. Maybe you don’t remember me, but our mothers know each other. I’ve spoken to you at multiple events.”

			Mace shook his head, barely listening as his mind raced to catch up. Who is this woman, and why is she here?

			Before he could respond, Carly emerged from the bathroom, her hair in a messy bun and her yoga clothes hugging her curves. She looked at Nala, then at Mace, and a slow, cautious smirk crept across her face. “What’s going on here?”

			Nala, apparently unperturbed by Carly’s arrival, continued, “Your fancy wedding reception ruined my life.”

			Carly stepped closer to Mace, her presence instantly grounding him. “Excuse me?”

			Mace was about to intervene, but Carly gave him a look that said, “Let me handle this”.

			Nala’s gaze flicked between them, her confidence seeming to waver for a moment. “My fiancé—ex - fiancé—called off our wedding one week before the ceremony. We were supposed to get married the same day as your lavish, last - minute reception, and after it was announced as the event of the season, my guests canceled on me. The venue canceled saying I was in breach of contract. My floral designer canceled. The caterer canceled.

			“And eventually… so did he.” Her voice trembled as she spoke, fists clenched at her sides. “He felt what was happening was a bad omen.”

			Maybe you should have finished paying your vendors what you owed them. I did. Mace held his peace, not wanting to add fuel to the fire by sharing that the vendors had told him she hadn’t finished paying her debts.

			Carly didn’t break eye contact with Nala. “And how is that our fault?”

			Nala’s eyes flashed with anger. “You people,” she spat, her voice dripping with venom, “you think you can just throw money around and make everything go your way. You stole my day.”

			Mace instinctively placed his arm around Carly’s waist, pulling her closer. “We didn’t steal anything,” he said firmly, though he felt Carly gently squeeze his hand, a signal to let her take the lead.

			Before either could say more, the office door opened again, and Attorney Ariel Dennison, one of Carly’s best friends, entered the room, her face a mixture of confusion and concern. “Hey, Carly,” Ariel said, casting a wary glance at Nala. “Am I interrupting something?”

			“Not at all,” Carly replied, her voice light yet tinged with an underlying sharpness. “There seems to be a misunderstanding of a lot of things.”

			Ariel raised an eyebrow, obviously sensing the conflict. “Should I stick around?”

			“Please,” Carly said, smiling. “This won’t take long.”

			Mace looked between the three women, feeling the air in the room shift. Nala, for all her bravado, was clearly outnumbered, but Carly was handling it with grace and strength that made him love her even more.

			Nala blinked rapidly, her anger faltering. “I just… I lost everything,” she whispered.

			Carly stepped forward, her voice soft but firm. “I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, but we didn’t cause this. And as for your fiancé, if he bailed over something like this, maybe you dodged a bullet. You’ll have to find peace some other way instead of blaming us.”

			Nala stood there for a moment, chest rising and falling as she tried to steady her breath.  Someone has to pay,” she said, but the threat lacked its earlier venom.

			Mace, who had been silent through the exchange, finally spoke. “We’re sorry your day didn’t go as planned, Nala, but we can’t be held responsible for decisions other people made. Now, if there’s nothing else, I think it’s time for you to leave.”

			Nala’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, but her expression hardened. “You think this is over? It’s not. I’m suing my ex for everything he put me through. And I’m coming after you too, Mace Moore. You and your wife will pay for what you did to me.” Her voice quivered with anger, but there was an eerie calm behind her words, a quiet promise of more to come.

			Before Mace could react, Andrew, Mace’s assistant, reappeared in the doorway with security. “Miss Clarke,” he gestured to the uniformed officer standing beside him, “it’s time for you to leave.”

			Nala shot one last menacing look at Mace and Carly before turning on her heel. “This isn’t over,” she muttered as the officer led her out.

			Ariel crossed her arms, letting out a low whistle. “What the hell just happened?”

			Mace sighed heavily, rubbing his temples as the weight of her words settled like lead in his gut. “I don’t even know anymore.”

			“No good deed,” Carly muttered as Mace pulled her close, “goes unpunished.”

			Mace nodded, though the tension in his body didn’t ease. As much as he wanted to believe it was just an empty threat, something in Nala’s parting words had left a chill in the air. He let out a long breath and kissed Carly’s temple. “You handled that beautifully.”

			Carly turned in his arms, resting her head on his chest. “I don’t know about that. But I’m glad it’s over.”

			Ariel cleared her throat. “Um, are we still going to yoga class?” she reminded Carly with a grin.

			Carly chuckled, turning to her friend. “I could use a workout now.”

			Mace squeezed Carly tighter for a moment before releasing her. “Enjoy your class. I’ll see you at home this evening. I can’t wait for round two.” He kissed her lips before she left with Ariel.

			“Mr. Moore, your attorney is on the line,” Andrew interrupted from the doorway.

			Mace glanced at the phone, his face hardening. “What now?” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Carly pulled into the concrete driveway on the side of her aunt’s home on Henrietta Street and waved. Her aunt was sitting in one of her white rocking chairs on the wraparound porch. Carly always liked it when the weather was warm, with a slight breeze that allowed them the chance to enjoy each other’s company outside while sipping lemonade or tea.

			“Good morning, Aunt Nora.” Carly got out of the car and closed the door. 

			She climbed the brick stairs as she had done so many times before, touching the wood railing matching the trim around the front of the home. Her aunt had always painted the ceiling of the porch blue, a Charleston tradition to keep away the bad spirits.

			Aunt Nora, a woman who had grown more beautiful with age, was dressed in a casual floral cotton dress. She rose from her seat and greeted Carly with a warm embrace. She smiled with her whole face, a familiar expression with the twinkle in her eyes. Carly never took that smile for granted, as it reminded her that she and her brother, John, were much loved.

			“You’re right on time dear.” Aunt Nora held on to the arms of her chair, returning to her seat. “I just finished fixing this lemonade. Do you want some?” She placed her hand on the pitcher’s glass handle and grabbed one of the matching tall glasses with her other hand.

			“Yes, thank you.” Carly took a seat next to her aunt around the table. She smoothed back her hair and stretched before rotating her shoulders. “I needed that yoga class this morning.” She took the glass of lemonade from her aunt’s outstretched hand, and after her first sip, she closed her eyes and exhaled. “Oh, this is so good.”

			“Glad you like it.” Her aunt smiled. “I guess you’re still recovering from that big party Mace had.”

			Carly nodded, her face covered with a bright smile. “Before I forget, Ariel is in town. I told her to meet me here after she returned a few phone calls.” She buried her lips between her teeth and looked away.

			“Great. It’ll be good to catch up with Ariel. I didn’t have much time to talk with her at the reception.” Aunt Nora refreshed their glasses with more lemonade. “I’m still hearing about your reception, weeks later. Everyone commented on how beautiful you looked.”

			“I’m still hearing about it too.” Carly sat back and rocked as she took sips of her cool drink. She placed the glass to her forehead and cheek, allowing the condensation forming on the glass to drip down the side of her face, distracting her from her thoughts.

			“I was surprised how well you recreated your cousin’s wedding reception, the one you attended as a little girl, with so little time to plan it.” Aunt Nora rubbed her chin. “I don’t know how you did it.”

			“What reception?” Carly placed her glass on the table and drew her brows together, staring at her aunt.

			“Girl!” Aunt Nora’s hands made a slapping sound as they landed in her lap. “If you didn’t talk about that wedding a thousand times with your mother and me, you didn’t mention it at all.” She sat back and rocked in the chair. “We took you to your cousin’s wedding when you were about eight years old, one of the fanciest weddings our family had ever had. It was at the Mills House—you know, downtown on Meeting Street.”

			“Yes, I know where it is.” Carly turned and settled comfortably in her seat.

			“We entered the ballroom and had to pull you in the room.” She let out a small laugh. “You were so mesmerized by all the grand decorations that you stopped in your tracks and refused to move until you’d had a chance to look around. I guess it was a sight to see because, as an adult, I was impressed too. I felt rich and important to just be in the room and I wasn’t expected to serve anyone.” Aunt Nora’s smile faded a bit as she paused, inhaling a deep breath. “Well, it was like we were invited to an event straight out of a fairy tale.” She looked up at Carly. The glint had returned to her eyes.

			“I remember vaguely, as a little girl, going to a big wedding.” Carly tilted her head. 

			“There were ice sculptures of doves and wedding bells all around the room. I had never seen anything like that before. They sparkled like diamonds when the lights hit them,” Aunt Nora reminisced.

			Carly sat up, allowing the beautiful, shared memories to envelop them as Aunt Nora continued. 

			“A feast of different foods like it was prepared for royalty covered the tables adorned with large floral centerpieces and yards of satin, tulle, and lace. I recall that there were soft pink and white flowers surrounded by lush greenery in the corners of the room. The waiters were all dressed in tuxedos with tails and…” Carly abruptly stood, causing Aunt Nora to pause. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” 

			Carly placed a hand over her heart, silence substituting for a verbal response.

			 “Tell me what’s happening, Carly?” She placed a hand on Carly’s arm as tears fell from Carly’s eyes. “Have a seat and tell me what’s going on.”

			Carly heeded Aunt Nora’s advice and slowly returned to her seat. “He’s in trouble because of me.” She leaned her elbow on the table and placed her fist to her mouth.

			“Who’s in trouble?” Aunt Nora’s eyes widened. She lowered Carly’s fist from her mouth and nodded, urging her to speak.

			“It’s Mace.” Carly rubbed her forehead. “When we were in Barbados on our honeymoon, enjoying our night together. I was a little worn out—in a good way.” She chuckled. “Until just now, I thought I had dreamt that I told Mace about that reception, but it must have really happened. We were naked on a private stretch of beach and—”

			“Dear, you can skip that part,” Aunt Nora advised, rubbing the back of her neck. “Tell me what you told him about the reception.”

			“He was resting on his elbow beside me, and he asked me that night after we eloped to describe what a fairy tale wedding would look like to me.” She looked away, focusing on the memory of the first night she’d shared with Mace as his wife. “That’s when I must have told him about our cousin’s wedding. With all the emotions swirling around my head after agreeing to elope, the surprise reception Mace had planned when we returned to Charleston, and missing Mom, I didn’t realize that he had recreated the wedding reception of my dreams.”

			“So, Mace planned the whole thing by himself?” Aunt Nora’s mouth slackened.

			“He had the help of an event planner, but he told her what he wanted.” Carly shook her head. “He promised me the reception of my dreams.” Her eyes glistened.

			“And he delivered,” Aunt Nora replied with a slap on her knee. “So, why is he in trouble?”

			“If I wasn’t in Mace’s office this morning to see it, I wouldn’t believe it myself.” Carly ran her hand through her hair. “He was threatened with being sued.” She allowed herself a faint smile. Drawing her knees to her chest, she sat back in the chair. “A young lady named Nala Clarke came to his office this morning and told Mace that he ruined her life by having our reception on what was supposed to be her wedding day. She blames him that her wedding was called off.”

			“Now that’s a stretch.” Aunt Nora rolled her eyes, extending her arms in the air. “Nala needs to stop it.”

			“You know her?” Carly pursed her lips.

			“I know her mother, Alexandra Clarke. She and I served on several charitable boards together. Her father, Nicholas, and my husband, Hank, were friends. Sadly, they’ve both gone to glory and Alexandra is suffering from dementia. She’s in a long - term care home. The past few years haven’t been good for her. Their son, Simeon, is running the family’s business.”

			“Sorry to hear about the Clarkes. That does help to explain Nala’s poor choices.”

			Aunt Nora cocked her head. “You’re telling me that she’s blaming Mace, who did everything to please you, his wife, for her inability to hold on to her man? I’ll be darned.”

			“Well, it’s more than that. She mentioned that she was also trying to retrieve the money she’d lost and recover from the embarrassment her failed engagement caused.”

			“What are you all going to do about it?” Aunt Nora leaned forward.

			Carly shrugged. “Mace didn’t seem fazed by her accusations.” 

			“I wouldn’t underestimate that little tart. Her beauty has always been the light that draws people to her, but from the time she was a little girl, I always sensed a darkness, not on the surface, but somewhere inside her. There’s something not right about her. Mark my words.” Aunt Nora shuddered as if a cold wind had just blown past her.

			“I agree.” Carly tugged at her earlobe. “She’s no Miss Innocent.”

			A blue Mercedes rolled into the driveway. Ariel cut the motor and grabbed her handbag before opening the door.

			“Hi, Auntie Nora.” Ariel flashed a bright toothy smile. “Carly, I’m glad the two of you are outside on this beautiful day. I have some news to share.” She made her way toward the porch.

			“Good, come sit a while.” Aunt Nora rose to greet her. “Let me get some more refreshments for all of us.”

			“Do you have any of those delicious tea biscuits?” Ariel licked her lips.

			“I sure do.” Aunt Nora grabbed the pitcher and turned to enter the house. “Coming right up.”

			Ariel directed her response to Carly. “We might need them. Something a little sweet to make the reality easier to swallow.”

			Gazing at the ceiling, Carly remarked, “What else could happen?”

			Before Ariel could answer, Aunt Nora returned, balancing a tray of ginger tea and her famous biscuits. “I’m glad you girls are back on speaking terms.” 

			Carly noticed the subtle way her aunt’s eyes lingered on her, a silent concern Carly had grown used to ever since she’d announced her pregnancy, still in its early stages. Aunt Nora set the tray down gently, her hands steady but her gaze filled with protective love.

			“Help yourselves,” she said, though Carly sensed she wanted to say more.

			Ariel poured the tea, her movements deliberate, but Carly felt the strain beneath Ariel’s calm exterior. 

			“Carly knew Yara and I would always have her back. We couldn’t stay mad at her for long,” Ariel said, giving Carly a sideways glance, the sting of her elopement still fresh between them. “But we were more disappointed than anything. We couldn’t imagine you getting married without us. We weren’t there for your special day.”

			Ariel took a bite of her biscuit, honey dripping from the corner of her mouth as she closed her eyes in pleasure. “Auntie Nora, these are as good as ever.” Ariel dabbed her mouth and cocked her head toward Aunt Nora. “I was surprised at how well you took the news about the elopement.”

			“Of course, I wanted to be there,” Aunt Nora replied, her voice soft but firm. “But when I thought about it, I realized how much it saved my girl to elope. Paying for an expensive wedding and reception? That could have been a disaster.” She glanced at Carly, her eyes full of determination. “If I’d had to take out a mortgage to help her, I would’ve, but I’m glad I didn’t have to.”

			Carly placed a hand over her aunt’s, her heart swelling with both gratitude and guilt. “I couldn’t have asked you to do that. Before you reminded me of my reaction to our cousin’s wedding, I thought that I never wanted anything that grand for myself.” She smiled, though the edges of it were tinged with unease. “Mace insisted on eloping. There was no talking him into a small wedding. Money wasn’t the problem, it was time. He wanted to marry me right away.” She hesitated, instinctively resting a hand on her stomach. “We both love Barbados, so he flew us there on his jet.”

			“And it all worked out,” Aunt Nora said, her expression softening. “We were there when you two made your debut as husband and wife back in Charleston.”

			Ariel shifted in her seat, her tone sharpening. “Worked out, sure, but not without fallout.” She met Carly’s eyes. “Did you tell Auntie Nora about Nala?”

			Carly nodded, though the mention of Nala brought a dull ache to her stomach. She absently rubbed her belly, more concerned about the stress than the woman herself. “She knows.”

			Ariel pulled out her phone, her fingers tapping rapidly. “Okay, so here’s what I found out. Since your beautiful wedding reception, everyone in Charleston’s been talking about you. And not just talking, trying to get close to you. And then, there’s Nala.” She paused, showing Carly the screen. “Since you became ‘Mrs. Mason Moore,’ it’s like people can’t get enough of you. Social media’s blowing up with influencers trying to snap pictures of you. Some are even calling you and Mace ‘MacCarly.’”

			Carly rolled her eyes, her fingers nervously brushing the crystal cover of Ariel’s phone. “We are not a power couple.”

			Ariel raised an eyebrow and turned the screen toward her. “Oh, but you are. And Nala? She’s playing a longer game. I looked at the posts on her socials. She recently signed up for your seminar at the university. And that’s not all. Since your reception, people have been scrambling to join anything you’re involved in. They want to be seen with you. Nala’s name on your class roster? That’s no coincidence.”

			Carly frowned, a ripple of anxiety moving through her. She wasn’t one to dismiss concerns, but she didn’t see Nala as a real threat—at least, not yet. “It’s just… weird. I get it, she’s suing Mace, but she’s also free to take any class she wants, isn’t she?”

			“Technically, yes,” Ariel said, her eyes narrowing. “I talked to the university after the incident this morning. There are only three reasons they can bar someone from enrolling in a class: misconduct, threatening behavior, or a crime. Nala’s clean on all fronts.”

			Carly rubbed her stomach absentmindedly, a deep breath slipping out as the tension around them grew heavier. “I just don’t understand why she’s so interested in me. Or Mace.”

			“She’s got over a hundred thousand followers. Maybe she’s looking for content,” Ariel warned, leaning back in her chair. “My advice? Don’t engage. She could be waiting for you to make a mistake.”

			“I won’t let her get to me,” Carly said, though a glimmer of doubt lingered in her mind. Her phone pinged, and Carly relaxed when she saw the message from Mace. “That was Mace. He’ll be home in time for dinner.”

			“Did he meet with Evan today?” Aunt Nora asked, her brows furrowed with concern. “His brother’s a sharp lawyer. He’ll know how to handle this.”

			“They were supposed to meet today,” Carly replied, finishing her biscuit, though it tasted hollow now. The unease settled deeper. “I’m sure Evan’s on top of it.”

			Aunt Nora placed a hand on Carly’s arm, her voice softening. “You need to stay off social media, honey. Especially with the baby on the way. Stress isn’t good for either of you.”

			Carly sighed, nodding. “I know, Aunt Nora, but I can’t. Not if I want tenure at the university in the history department. I need to stay connected, keep my research visible.” She looked at Ariel, the weight of expectation heavy on her shoulders. “That’s how the Renovate Charleston project came together. I used social media to bring in community support for it.”

			Ariel gave her a pointed look. “I went to the site online and fifteen people signed up for the Renovate Charleston the same hour as Nala. Another coincidence? I think not.”

			Carly leaned back in her chair, trying to push the worry away, though it clung to her like a shadow. “Maybe. But I just can’t see her as a real threat.”

			Ariel shrugged, grabbing her bag. “Just be careful. Fame draws people to you, and not always the ones you want around.”

			“I will,” Carly promised, though deep down, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could ignore the growing presence of Nala in her life. “I planned to give her space enough to hang herself. I don’t know much about her, but first impressions… she’s not my cup of tea.” She and Ariel shared a laugh.

			“Do you still want to go shopping downtown?” Ariel asked. “I still have time before I need to pack for my trip home tomorrow.”

			“Yes, I have some pieces I want to purchase from the lingerie shop on King Street that hosted my bridal shower. Let’s also stop by Hampden’s. They have a professional stylist who really gets me. She called to say that some of the fashions I ordered are in.” Carly smiled.

			“Do you have time to swing by Tiny Tassel?” Ariel rose from her seat.

			“Sure thing. We can swing by the condo, shower and change before we go. Looks like we’re going to be shopping all day. Auntie, do you want to come with us?”

			“No.” She stood and cleared the table. “You two have fun. I’ll catch up with you later.”

			“I’m glad you’ve decided to accept Mace’s offer to expand your wardrobe.” Ariel grabbed her bag off the table and crossed her arms. “You have some great two - piece business suits for the classroom, but now that you’re the wife of a rich man, it’s time to try new things.”

			“I didn’t choose to be a history professor because I wanted a glamorous career.” Carly pursed her lips. “Are you saying that I don’t have the right clothes for Mace’s social circle?” Carly placed her hands on her hips. “Do I have a standard to uphold now that I’m the wife of a man whose first wife was a supermodel?”

			“If you have to ask, girlfriend…” Ariel gave her a knowing look.

			“I get it.” Carly nodded. “Let’s take my car.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“I’m still trying to figure out what just happened.” Mace walked back and forth, running his hands through his hair. “One minute, I’m enjoying a great start to the day with my wife and the next”—he looked at his brother Evan, seated behind his desk in his law office—“some woman barges into my office to tell me that I ruined her life.” His voice hardened as he took off his jacket containing his phone and threw it on the couch. It hit with a thud. “Sorry, bruh.” He resumed pacing.

			“Calm down,” Evan assured him, holding his palms in the air. “Like I told you on the phone and I repeat now, she doesn’t have a case.”

			“She has a lawyer, and if that’s so, why would any lawyer accept the case?” He stopped and looked back over his shoulder.

			“People have different motivations for their actions.” Evan shrugged. “Maybe someone took the case as a favor to her or her family, and there’s always the hope that you’ll settle to make this go away.”

			“No way.” He narrowed his eyes with a steely resolve. “I’m not settling.”

			“I agree with that.” Evan loosened his tie. “This is a good case to play hard ball. We don’t want anyone else to look at you as a case for civil suit lottery.”

			“I’m angry that Carly has to get caught up in this mess.” Mace took the seat that Evan had offered earlier. “I could see by the look in her eyes, the one she had when she comforted a wounded puppy when we were kids, that she felt for the girl. She was buying some of the story.”

			Evan nodded. “Carly has a good heart, but she’s also smart. No one plays her for a fool.”

			“I agree.” Mace stroked his chin.

			“Maybe you should suggest that she go on vacation with my family and Mom. Kate and the kids would love to have her hang out with them.” He placed his hands on the desk. “They’re in California for a week of spring break.”

			“It won’t work.” Mace looked at the ceiling. “We haven’t been back from our honeymoon for a month yet and I’m supposed to suggest she go away without me?”

			“I see your point. Why don’t you go too?”

			He stared at Evan. “And appear that I’m cutting and running?” He frowned. “No way. This is going to somehow appear in social media and make me look like I have something to hide.”

			“It’s good that you bring up the point of social media.” Evan got up and went to the mini fridge on the other side of his desk. “Water?”

			“You got anything stronger?” Mace watched as Evan went to the bar. “It’s after five o’clock and I could use a cocktail. It’s been a long day.” He rolled up his sleeves.

			“You’ve got to watch what you say.” Evan poured the drinks. “You don’t want this case tried in the court of public opinion.” He handed the glass to Mace. “It wouldn’t look good if you, the big bad businessman, appeared to be using his money, power, and position to bully a young woman who just wanted to enjoy what she thought would be the best day of her life. Some may think you robbed her of that chance.”

			“What?” Mace yelled. “Her failed wedding was her problem.”

			“We both know that, but sympathy doesn’t have to be logical.” Evan took a long sip of his drink. “If they persist in taking this to court, it’s my job to make our argument make sense. I won’t have a problem doing that.”

			Mace smiled for the first time. “Have you started getting information on her? I mean, doing a background search?”

			“Yes, we have, but don’t think they haven’t been doing research on our family in Charleston as well.”

			“What kind of research?” Mace cocked a brow.

			“For one, how we got our money.” Evan placed his glass on the table between the chairs separating them. “You know some of the property that we inherited from Pop, our grandfather, was taken in what could be described as a land grab.”

			“Pop understood opportunity,” Mace responded before finishing his drink. Crossing his arms, he maintained a defensive posture. “No one is going to smear the name of Mason Jefferson, our grandfather, as long as I’m alive.” He frowned. “He was a good businessman. He never stole from anyone. I took my portion of the inheritance from him, and I worked my ass off for over a decade to grow it from a local business to an organization that has a place on the international stage.” 

			“I agree, but anyone can spin a story how they wish. Again, if they wanted to show that the Moores have a history of using their position to take or rob others of what rightfully belonged to them, this could be an angle. Don’t get me wrong,” Evan advised, sitting back in his chair, “I think you’re bulletproof, but her legal team is going after the deepest pockets they can find. They didn’t file a suit against you personally, and none of the contracts that were signed with the vendors for the reception were signed by you. The contractual agreement was with one of the private subsidiaries of Moore Investment Group. Your assistants made the arrangements and signed the contracts on your behalf. There’s no proof that you were even aware of the details, so no one can provide evidence that you had an intent to destroy Nala’s special day as she’s insinuating.”

			“More like imagining.” Mace snickered.

			“Your business reputation as one who gets what he wants, the anti - choirboy, could also be used against you.” Evan cupped his index finger, pressing it against the rim of his lip. “You’ve not been known for displaying your kinder, gentler side. Also, the mess with your ex - wife, Jamillah, won’t help. She was very vocal that it took years to get what she thought she deserved in the divorce settlement.”

			“I’m not worried about Jamillah.” Mace sighed. “I increased her portion of the profits from the sale of the business we once owned together.” He massaged the muscles in the back of his neck, which were tightening from talking about Jamillah. “She’s moved on with her life. We’re finally in each other’s rearview mirror.”

			“That’s good to know.” Evan tented his fingers.

			“Just say it,” Mace urged. “I can tell you’re deciding how to say what you’re thinking.”

			“Okay.” Evan rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “You and Carly have a second chance at love. It’s your reality, and it could play well in the press. You’ve found your way back to each other after a decade apart, and many people know that. They’ve been rooting for the two of you. Let them see the two of you together, smiling and embracing like newlyweds do.”

			Mace pondered as his lips tightened. “Forgive me, but I’m not putting on a show for anyone. I love my wife, and I’m grateful to have her back in my life.”

			“That’s the point, Mason. Let that side of you, the softer side that genuinely comes out when you’re around Carly, show for everyone to see. It’s real.” Evan smiled. “I’ve never seen you smile, dance, or hug anyone as much as you loved on your wifey at your reception. Even a blind man could see how much you love and adore her.”

			He remained silent as his heart swelled with emotion. Mace swallowed the hard lump in his throat. He wasn’t comfortable that his true feelings had been on display to be used by others. After all, hadn’t he spent a decade hiding his feelings, being unreadable and winning at business? Hell yeah. But with Carly, he didn’t care who knew how much he loved her.

			“I love my wife, and I would do it again to see that smile on her face as we danced together for the first time as man and wife. She’s my priority, but I’m not going to treat my marriage like it’s something for public consumption. You know how folks hailing and praising you today can be the same folks nailing you tomorrow.”
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