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“Oh, Grace. I have a favor to ask of you.”

Grace Harrington stopped with a crystal glass half-way to her lips, sapphire blue eyes sliding down the long rosewood dining table to the elegant older woman sitting calmly at the end. Seated on her right, her middle brother, Dominic, raised a hand to cover his mouth as he slanted a light smirk her way.

“Uh-oh, you’re in trouble now” he murmured in a singsong tone under his breath and Grace shot a quelling look at him before carefully setting her glass down and sending an inquiring gaze her mother’s way.

Nina Harrington was elegant and beautiful, dressed in a pale green silk dress that set off her dark hair perfectly. She was thoughtful, kind, and the best mother one could have.

She was also on an epic matchmaking kick that had all five of her children jumpy and wary whenever she asked something of them.  

For the last year, seemingly simple requests had quickly turned into obvious attempts to throw her children into the paths of possible mates and if monthly Sunday dinners hadn’t been mandatory, most of them would have ducked out until Nina had thrown her hands up in despair and accepted defeat.

But since that hadn’t happened yet and Harrington family suppers were a generations-long tradition no one really wanted to break, Grace and her siblings ate dinner with a sword hanging over their heads, hoping to escape unscathed.

From the hint of satisfaction in her mother’s voice, she had a sinking feeling her time had come.

“What did you need?”

“The son of an old friend of mine from college needs an event planner and she called asking if you’d be willing to help. They’re in something of a pinch and need someone reliable and creative. I thought for sure you would be able to find some time in your busy schedule” her mother explained pleasantly and Grace sighed inwardly, knowing there was no escaping her mother’s not-so-subtle manipulation and guilt when she was trying, in her own words, ‘to bring about long-lasting happiness for her children’.

“Of course. Just send me the contact information and I’ll reach out.”

Nina flashed a pleased smile as she picked up a folded cream-colored paper from beside her china plate and passed it to her sister, Emilia, who passed it down the table until it reached Grace. “I have it all written down here and I also sent it to your phone before we sat down.”

“Great,” Grace stated as she stared at the thick linen paper in her hand and Nina shot a triumphant look down the table at her husband, Anthony, before resuming eating. Sliding the paper into her pocket, Grace picked up her fork again and speared a slice of zucchini.

“You know it’s a trap” Dominic muttered lowly and on her other side, her younger brother, Tate, nodded in agreement.

“Of course, I know it’s a trap. I’m not an idiot” she hissed back, chewing energetically as Dominic eyes danced, openly gloating that it wasn’t him.

“I predict he’s an accountant with an impeccable pedigree and a strong desire to settle down and have babies” he teased with a twitch of his lips and she shot a sideways glare at him.

“You know, if I actually do get married, who do you think she’s going to turn her attention to next?” she asked pointedly and both brothers shot her horrified looks.

“Bite your tongue!”

“I’m the baby. I have time” Tate argued with a wary glance down the table at Nina.

“Besides, Roman’s the firstborn. She’ll attack him first” Dominic reassured Tate with confidence and Grace raised an eyebrow with a slight smirk.

“Roman was just elected mayor. Mother is not going to distract him from his new position. She’ll wait until his term is over. Which means....you’re next, buttercup” she finished triumphantly, spearing a piece of filet mignon and popping it into her mouth.

The confidence faded from her brother’s face-along with all the color-as her words sank in and the two men exchanged horrified looks.

“We’re doomed.”

Satisfied that her work was done, she settled back to finish the rest of her meal, joining into the table discussion about an upcoming charity auction Nina was chairing and trying not to think too deeply about the new man her mother was dangling her in front of.

*   *   *
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THE NEXT DAY FOUND her driving down a wide, tree-lined street in one of the upscale neighborhoods on the bay side of town. Located on the very tip of Gennesaret, Moonspell Falls spread out between the Thaloria Ocean on the west and Meligan Bay on the east with homes springing up on both sides to take advantage of the views.

Her new client lived in a smaller, established neighborhood with well-kept yards and large houses set back from the street. She’d always loved the older, traditional feel of the area and would often drive through just to admire the wide, emerald lawns and vibrant flowers beds that set off the stately homes and dream about someday living in one. Unfortunately, they rarely came on the market but she always kept an eye out, just in case.

Glancing at the navigation screen on her console, she turned down a side street and then slowed to a stop in front of a charming white house with navy blue shutters, large paned windows, and a wide front porch that stretched across the entire front. Tall oak trees shaded the front yard while huge hydrangea bushes bloomed in soft blues and purples.

It looked picture perfect and she wondered how he’d managed to snag the place or if he’d inherited it from family as most of the residents in the area did. Either way, she knew her mother would have cackled with glee when she found out where the man lived, knowing how much she loved the neighborhood.

Pursing her lips at the reminder, she parked on the curb and gracefully slipped out, the loose skirt of her light blue, floral dress settling around her legs as she gathered up her bag and slung the strap over one shoulder.

Shaking her head with a soft sigh of envy at the hanging swing and Adirondack chairs placed just so on the wide front porch with ferns and navy plaid cushions just waiting for someone to settle there on a lazy summer evening and relax.  Knocking at the door, she silently admitted her mother’s plan was working.

To live in this house, she might just throw herself at the man who owned it, no matter what he looked like.

Of course, that might not be a problem.

She stared at the man who opened the navy front door, the oddest feeling of familiarity sweeping over her. It felt almost as though she knew him even though she was certain they hadn’t met before.

She was certain she would have remembered the man who stood before her, hand resting lightly against the doorjamb, with a face she knew had to have struck more than one woman dumb.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he stood with military bearing, wearing a pair of dark blue slacks and a pale blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up.  His light brown hair was neatly styled and just long enough to tempt someone to run their fingers through it while his honey-brown eyes glowed with a warmth that pulled her into their depths.

For a moment they just stared at each other and Grace felt oddly breathless as her soul stirred with a sense of recognition before settling with a sigh. He shifted and the small movement jerked her out of her stupor. Mentally giving her head a hard shake, she straightened up with a silent chastisement to act like the professional she was and to stop gaping at the man like an idiot.

“Mr. Fairfax? I’m Grace Harrington” she introduced herself, holding out one ruby-tipped hand and he looked at it for a moment before slowly wrapping his larger one around hers. Ignoring the slight zing and residual warmth the contact caused, she forced a business-like smile to her lips as he stepped back and pulled the door open wider.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice. I know you’re busy and this is a big inconvenience,” he apologized as she stepped into the wide entry and he shut the door behind her, “this is all last minute and I’m not afraid to admit I’m lost and floundering.”

Flashing a quick, understanding smile, she hiked the strap of her bag higher on her shoulder before tilting her head curiously.

“I’m happy to help but my mother didn’t give me any details about what you needed” she confessed and he rubbed a hand across the back of his neck as though trying to ease the tension there.

“Ah. My mother just said she knew someone who might be able to help and she’d make a call. Why don’t you come to my study and I’ll explain,” he suggested with a tilt of his head down the hall.

He led her into a spacious room decorated in rich shades of brown with nautical accents scattered through-out. Floor to ceiling bookshelves covered two walls and a free-standing antique globe sat against another while a massive mahogany desk flanked two chocolate-brown leather chairs. Floor-to-ceiling paned windows provided a view of the backyard with its wide, green lawn, lush flower beds and the cool, light blue glimmer of a large pool.

Nodding her into one of the chairs, he sat in the soft, dark-brown leather office chair and rested his forearms against the edge of the desk before taking in a deep breath and plunging in.

“My brother is getting married and we need you to plan it,” he announced and she looked at him with open curiosity.

“May I ask why your brother and his fiancé aren’t here?” she asked, “I don’t normally plan a wedding through the groom’s...brother.”

Callum barked out a laughed and leaned back in his chair. “I do know that’s not the normal way of things. There are some extenuating circumstances in this case. My brother is in the navy-Special Operations Teams. He’s currently on a short assignment and out of contact for the next week, at least according to what we’ve been told. His fiancé is also in the navy and is in the middle of the ocean on a training exercise. My brother proposed over the phone to her two months ago right after he got back from a previous assignment and she had just left. He called us a few days ago to let us know the official date of the wedding.”

Grace blinked at him. “He proposed over the phone while she was on a naval ship?” she repeated and Callum laughed slightly.

“He did. With both of them being active navy and his work assignments coming unexpectedly, he decided this was their best option. Apparently, he did at least try to make an effort and had some of her shipmates create a romantic atmosphere with some paper flowers or something” he added with a twitch of his lips.

“Well, I’m glad of that at least. Though, I suppose in the course of love, how the proposal happened isn’t as important as the event” she conceded before pulling her paper-thin, glass datapad out and settling it on her lap before activating the magic-enhanced waterscreen with a press of one finger. Finding her calendar, she looked up expectantly, “what date did they decide on?”

Callum hesitated, clearing his throat slightly before finally answering apologetically, “In two weeks.”

She stared in bewilderment; certain she had to have misheard him.

“Two weeks?” she echoed, “as in....two weeks from now?”

“May thirtieth.”

There was a long moment of stunned silence as her mouth moved but no sound came out, her gaze dropping to the color-coded calendar on the datapad, each date already filled to the brim with other events.

There was no possible way she could pull off a wedding in two weeks. Especially with no bride and groom around to make decisions.

“I know this is a lot to ask,” he continued hurriedly with a pleading look, “but you would be doing us a huge service for two people serving our country who are in love and want to get married but are finding that a challenge in their current situation.”

“Mr. Fairfax-”

“Callum, please” he interrupted and she pressed two fingers against her forehead.

“Callum. I need more details. Let’s start with why they need to be married in two weeks instead of, say, two months,” she suggested, feeling the start of a headache coming on.

She had no doubt her mother knew about the short time table of this wedding when she smilingly strong-armed her unsuspecting daughter into agreeing to meet with Callum. She also knew that her kindhearted mother would have listened to her old friend’s plea for help and immediately offered Grace’s services.

She’d known from the moment that she took the note from Nina that she would be helping with whatever was needed-she’d never turned down her mother when she’d requested her help before. She just hadn’t realized she would also be losing her mind trying to plan a wedding in two weeks with an already packed schedule.

“Griffin was given change of station orders previously. His team is moving to a base down south and when he proposed, they put in a request for Mya to be transferred as well. We received a call from her a few days ago that the request had gone through...and they want her down there for a special assignment almost immediately after she returns” he explained and Grace nodded slowly.

“So, they only have a short window to have the ceremony.”

“Exactly.”

“Is there family that can help out with some of the details?” she probed, nibbling on her bottom lip as she flicked to a new page and began rapidly writing questions and making notes.

“Unfortunately, no. My parents are on a fiftieth wedding anniversary trip to Dalinore that they’ve been saving and planning years for and Mya only has a sister...who lives down south” he added with a grimace and Grace stifled a sigh, flicking to another page and jotting down a reminder to sit down at her office and see what she could juggle around to squeeze out some time to plan an entire wedding...in two weeks.

“Okay. Is there a way to contact Mya and find out what kind of wedding she wants? Theme, colors, venue?” she inquired, opening up a form she’d created to mark down the beginning details of an event.

“So, you’ll do it?” he countered with cautious hope and she nodded.

“I can hardly leave two sailors in love in a lurch, now can I?” she responded wryly and one side of his mouth tilted up.

“No. No, you can’t.”

“Besides, I’m fairly certain my mother already committed me to yours. I’d never hear the end of it if I walked away” she added with a roll of her eyes and Callum grinned, leaning back and looking immensely relieved.

“You have no idea how much I appreciate this” he started and she waved a hand.

“You can’t fight mothers.”

He hesitated before flicking a glance her way. “Speaking of mothers...did yours give the impression...”

“That they’re trying to set us up?” Grace finished, laughter ghosting across her sapphire eyes, “oh, yes. My mother has been trying to marry me off for several years now. You’re not the first eligible man she’s sent me to ‘help’.”

“You too, huh?” Callum grinned, making Grace’s breath catch. He was distractingly handsome when he was stressed...but he was heart-stoppingly gorgeous when he smiled.

“My mother has dropped more hints and unexpectedly ‘run into’ more nice women that I can count” he added ruefully before looking at her in concern, his forehead  wrinkling, “I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable helping us out.”

Smiling slightly, she shook her head. “Since we both recognize the signs, we should be able to easily avoid any unwanted entanglements.”

“Exactly. We’ll just focus on getting this wedding done and ignore the blatant setup” he responded with relief and Grace nodded in agreement but couldn’t help but feel disappointed that he was so eager to ignore their mothers’ matchmaking. For the first time, she wasn’t opposed to her mother’s machinations and the thought of getting to know Callum Fairfax better made a tendril of anticipation swirl to life inside her.

It was just too bad that he obviously didn’t feel the same.

With an inner sigh, she cleared her throat and looked back down at her datapad. “We should get some of the basics down so I can start making lists. We’re going to need to send out invitations...yesterday.”

“Right. So Mya did email me a file about the wedding. Let me just send that to you...” he murmured, opening his desktop datascreen and tapping on the paper-thin glass keypad. “It’s mostly extended family and a few close friends and they all know about the date so the invitations aren’t as vital as they normally would be.”

Opening up the file, she found a digital scrapbook as well as some notes about how Mya envisioned her wedding and a guest list with contact info. Scrolling through it, she nodded and looked up at Callum.

“This is a good start. I’ll put some things together and start the initial planning stages.”

“I’ll see if I can set up a call with her in the next day or two. Communication has been pretty hit or miss with the exercise but I know she’ll want to talk to you. And I will do anything I can to help. Barring emergency surgery, I can work around most anything” he told her and she looked at him curiously.

“Surgery? You’re a Healer?”

He nodded, walking over to a drink cart tucked in the corner of the room and lifting a cut-glass decanter with a pale green liquid inside. After pouring himself a glass, he held it up in a silent question to Grace and she shook her head.

“I was a naval Healer for twenty years. After I got out, I moved to Moonspell Falls and took a position at Harrington Memorial as head surgeon there” he informed her, leaning against the front of his desk and sipping from his glass.

“So, the navy’s a family occupation” she guessed and he nodded toward a framed photograph propped up on a shelf in the bookcase of three smiling men standing in front of a navy destroyer.

“My father retired as an Admiral a few years ago,” he told her but paused when his phone rang. Shooting an apologetic look her way, he glanced at the number before looking up regretfully. “This is the hospital.”

Immediately, she tucked her datapad into her bag and stood up. “I should go. I’ll call as soon as I need more questions answered,” she said, slipping her strap over one shoulder and waving a hand at him, “answer that. It might be important. I can see myself out.”

Lifting the phone to his ear, he nodded with a brief smile before he began talking to whoever had called him. Grace walked back down the hall toward the front door, Callum’s deep voice calm and inquisitive as it drifted out of the study.
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