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CHAPTER 1


          

          90 DAYS UNTIL ANNA & DRAKE'S WEDDING

        

      

    

    
      PIPER

      A face-plant into the concrete steps would ruin both Piper Daws's dignity and her carefully calibrated timeline for the biggest day of her event planning career.

      The black key fob she stumbled on skittered across the step leading to the door of her office building. The fob popped open, tossing two little circular batteries flying.

      The button kind that are a total pain to find at the store.

      She reached for the stair railing to catch herself before disaster really struck. Her pastel-pink fingernail polish contrasted against the chipping black paint as she grasped the warm metal rail.

      "I'm not going down that easily," she muttered, steadying herself with the same resolve she used to handle difficult clients and impossible deadlines.

      Not today of all days, when she finally had the contract from the Directors of Interment and Cremation Knowledge locked down for her employer, Montgomery Events. She was a junior event planner with aspirations to snag the head event planner role. Unfortunately, she wasn't the only one with the goal.

      But this contract meant guaranteed corporate clients who wouldn't sob over wedding centerpieces or demand a last-minute dove release. Just neat, orderly, funeral professionals who appreciated her ability to organize the hell out of a conference and the occasional luncheon.

      Sayonara to the bridezillas and the family drama that always paired so well with weddings. The briefest flicker of her mother's fourth wedding tickled at her memory. But she shut that shit down fast.

      "Success by death." She smiled at her little joke. Smiled so wide it settled deep in her soul. Even the bright pink, yellow, and red flowers peeking through leaves seemed to cheer her on.

      Piper had made her own magic happen. Unlike those ridiculous fairy tales her mother used to read her, where some born-royal prince showed up to save the day. Thanks to her hard work, this was the best day ever.

      The universe clearly wanted to test her best-day-ever declaration when her right heel stuck in what was in the running for the world's stickiest wad of gum.

      Okay, ew.

      Balancing the found key fob on the top of a nearby trash-can lid, she pulled off her glittery gold shoe and, standing on one foot so she didn't accidentally step her bare foot into something worse, she scraped the residual gum goo through the rectangular opening into the waste bin.

      Smacking the stretched Hubba Bubba against the side dislodged most of the sticky nonsense, but there was a good amount of scraping still to be done.

      "Need a hand there?" a guy with a husky, deep voice asked in a tone that held entirely too much teasing given her precariously one-footed situation.

      She glanced up, ready to deliver her standard "thanks, but I've got this" speech—and promptly forgot how words worked.

      Because standing there, looking like he'd just walked off a photoshoot for HotGuysinCasualWear.com, was quite possibly the most gorgeous man she'd ever seen outside of a wedding party where the groom modeled regularly for GQ.

      "I'm… fine?" she forced out with only a tiny squeak.

      Though—her current position with one shoe off—balancing drunken flamingo-style while scraping gum on the trash can might have suggested otherwise. "Urban bubblegum warfare. It's everywhere in Cherry Creek these days."

      He chuckled at her joke, and the sound did something weird to her stomach. Weird good, that is.

      "The Mint Gum Menace hits again. He is particularly active around corporate offices lately. The jerk." He stepped closer and she held her breath.

      Not because of the proximity, but he probably smelled amazing to match the whole thing he had going on. She did not need that kind of distraction in her nostrils.

      He reached his hand out and⁠—

      "That key's for my car."

      "Oh." She glanced to where it balanced on the trash can lid. "I was just going to turn it in at lost and found. Though, technically, it found me. Attacked me. Whatever you want to call it."

      "It's been known to misbehave," he said, a twinkle in his eye that made her suddenly want to misbehave.

      His eyes were so ocean blue they made her want to jump in and go for a swim. They crinkled at the corners as he smiled. "The damn thing's never coordinated an attack with gum before. That's new."

      "Clearly a conspiracy." She continued to scrape the sticky mess from the sole of her new Louboutin heel (okay, the knockoff, fast-fashion, budget-friendly version).

      An awkward pause stretched between them like the big old' wad of goo she tried to dislodge from her sole.

      "I'm having a good day today," she blurted. What compelled her to share this with a hot-guy stranger? She had no idea.

      "Zach," he said, those laugh lines deepening. "And clearly your day involves a battle with sidewalk hazards."

      Something about his easy smile made her want to keep talking. "The gum is only a minor setback to an otherwise perfect day."

      "Perfect?" He raised an eyebrow. "Now that's a dangerous word."

      "I like dangerous words." She finally freed her shoe from the last of the sticky residue. "They keep life interesting."

      "So does breaking from routine." He stepped closer and her breath caught. "Like helping strange women with their shoe emergencies."

      "I'm not strange, and this isn't a shoe emergency." The words came out fainter than she intended.

      His pupils flared. "What would you call it?"

      "A temporary lapse in judgment." But she smiled as she said it.

      "Temporary lapses can be the best kind of lapses." His voice dropped lower, sending a shiver down her spine. "They're the ones we don't see coming."

      Their gazes tangled and, for a moment, the busy street around them faded away. Nothing existed except the electricity sparking in the air between them and the dangerous possibility of what might happen next.

      Zach held his hand out for something.

      She glanced to his hand. Then back to his face. Her brain short-circuited. Obviously, the shoe. Obviously. Right?

      He moved his hand. "I'm just going to⁠—"

      On autopilot, she handed him the shoe.

      "Oh." He seemed like he wasn't quite sure why it was in his hand. "Let me … uh…?"

      He sort of shrugged and then knelt to help her slip it back on like he was some kind of Prince Charming and it was a glass slipper. Instead of some random guy on a sidewalk with a knock-off pair of designer cheapies.

      She was about to say something witty. At least, she hoped it would be witty, when she wobbled slightly. His free hand reached to steady her, wrapping warm and firm around her ankle.

      The contact sent a little sizzle decidedly north. His thumb brushed ever so slightly against her skin as he helped slide her foot back in the now gum-free shoe.

      Her breath hitched and her pulse raced inappropriately. Entirely unwelcome. And, apparently, not stopping anytime soon.

      He had a knowing look, like he knew that she'd sizzled like that for a guy wearing well-worn jeans and a plain T-shirt. He stood, and it was not fair that on his athletic frame, even casual clothes seemed tailored.

      "Thank you," she said, adjusting her foot. "That's so nice of you to help me out. People just… aren't nice lately. Like, at all. Seems like everyone needs a dose of happy. You know?"

      "Yeah, no problem." He smirked as he reached around her and grabbed the key fob off the top of the trash, then stuffed it in his pocket.

      Her smile froze.

      "You weren't being nice to me, were you?" she said, the numb dose of reality taking hold. "You only wanted your key?" She said the last bit extra slowly as it sank in. "You held your hand out for your key. Oh my God. I swear to you I am not some kind of deranged Cinderella."

      Though, if one had to announce that, then maybe she was a touch off? She melted into a puddle of embarrassment, her cheeks heating enough to likely match the color of her pink suit.

      "Don't overthink it. I'm not." The slight breeze brushed his dusky blonde hair across his forehead.

      "I mean, I'm not overthinking it." She totally was, but he didn't know what was going on in her brain.

      "All good," he assured, carefully watching her. "I understand."

      She pressed her palms along her sides to straighten her suit jacket. "What do you understand?"

      "That whatever happened just now was unusual for you. It threw you off. I get it," he said, studying her with those annoyingly perceptive eyes.

      "It didn't throw me off," she assured him. The words sounded flat, because they weren't entirely the truth.

      "Okay," he said, moving so she could get by.

      She didn't, however, move. "I feel like you're analyzing me and getting everything wrong."

      "I'm not getting anything wrong."

      Her lips pursed and she lifted her brows in what she hoped was a silent invitation for him to leave.

      He didn't.

      "You seem like the type who likes control. Prefers to manage everything so that you know where it goes. And you have no idea where to catalog… that. " He gestured to where he'd knelt to slip on her shoe.

      "That?" she asked.

      "The whole unexpected chemistry with strangers on sidewalks."

      She bristled. Not because he was wrong, but because he wasn't. And that unsettled her more than anything. But she'd rather eat gum off the sidewalk than admit it. "I was removing gum from a shoe, not speed dating outside my office."

      He smirked again, like he knew exactly how off-kilter he'd knocked her, and worse, how she didn't hate it. A muscle twitched in her jaw as she pressed her lips together. Their odd little back-and-forth hummed under her skin, like nerves reacting to a caffeine overdose. Jittery. Persistent.

      "I don't remember Cinderella dealing with gum issues, but it would've made for an interesting twist on the fairy tale," he mused.

      "Cinderella stories never end like they're supposed to, gum or no gum," she replied.

      She needed to get upstairs. Any second now. Right after this conversation stopped being... this.

      "Not a fan of the fairy tale endings with the wedding and the happily ever after?" he asked and, for a half-second, the twinkle faded. Like maybe he'd learned that lesson the hard way.

      "Well, since fairy tale endings don't exist, no." Not only no, but hell no. She cringed inside, and it likely showed on her face, as well.

      "You don't think so?" he asked, as though this was a problem. Which was stupid because he didn't know her and she didn't know him and, dammit, she had news to tell her boss inside.

      Upstairs. Away from here.

      She shook out her sleeves and forced a smile on her face. "Let's just say I prefer events where the biggest drama is the decision to serve chicken or fish, and no one ends up divorced afterward."

      "A nice Chamber of Commerce event dinner?" Zach suggested.

      "That would be fine. Or a funeral," she added, a mischievous glint in her eye as she began to walk toward the front entrance. "Those are always predictable."

      Zach's lips twitched and he kept stride with her. "Morbid, but efficient. I think I get it now."

      Oh no, he didn't attempt to figure her out in a three-sentence sound bite. "Stop trying to put me in a box like that when you don't even know me."

      He stayed with her pace.

      Piper was rarely at a loss for words. They flowed freely whether she wanted them to or not. But in that second, she could not find the syllables to say anything. Surely, they were there somewhere in her brain, but they were not making their way to her mouth.

      Her heart kind of kicked at her to say something. But… it was like someone pushed pause on her ability to speak.

      And there he was, still walking with her toward the door.

      "I've got a meet happening inside I need to get to," he clarified.

      Her gaze focused on the floor tiles as her shoes click-clacked in the otherwise silent atrium. She skirted around the fountain spitting water all over itself, and approached the elevator moving double time to… hold on, was she keeping up with him?

      "Nice to meet you but I have to jet. I do have some good news to deliver. Big news. The kind that involves bonuses and promotions." She gestured vaguely toward the bank of elevators.

      "Sounds exciting," Zach said, as he continued to walk with her. "Don't you want to know how the story ends? Does the key fob find true love? Does the gum exact its revenge?"

      "I have a feeling," Piper said dryly, "that the story ends with us going our separate ways."

      "And yet..." he loud-whispered.

      Don't do it, Piper. Don't do it. Keep walking.

      She totally stopped, turned around. "And yet, what?"

      "You got a little tingly when I was helping you with your sticky situation. Am I right?"

      "I did not." She totally did.

      "It's not a big deal. This was a first for me, too. Usually, I buy a girl coffee before she lets me play Prince Charming and we get tingly."

      Her spine stiffened. "I didn't let you play Prince anything."

      Hold up, did he also feel that momentary chemistry when he touched her leg? She shook her head.

      "Okay," he conceded in that way people do when they aren't actually conceding. "But you did get a little zingy, right?" He wiggled his eyebrows.

      "Zingy?" she repeated, incredulous. "That's not even a word."

      "Maybe not in the dictionary, but I know it when I see it. We're not talking a full-on lightning strike. Maybe just a little static shock. But it was there."

      Damn, this guy was smoother than freshly shaved legs on satin sheets.

      "Being in control isn't a bad thing," Zach said gently. Unfortunately, he also kept stride alongside her but didn't say anything more.

      He did press the button with his thumb and shifted from foot to foot in that awkward way people do when they're waiting for the same elevator.

      She couldn't help it; she reached out to press the already-lit call button. His gaze snagged with hers and he lifted his eyebrows slightly.

      Gah, what is wrong with me?

      "That doesn't mean anything," she said in a rush, gesturing to the button she'd just double pushed.

      The elevator dinged, its doors about to slide open with an invitation she suddenly couldn't accept.

      "You know what? I think I'll take the stairs," she announced, backing away from both the elevator and him. "It's only three flights. Good cardio. Very...unexpected." She emphasized the last word with enough sass to make him grin.

      "Three flights in those heels?" His gaze dropped to her shoes, lingering just long enough to remind her of that earlier touch. "Seems like a lot of effort to avoid being alone with me."

      "Maybe I like the exercise." She did not enjoy exercise. Not at all.

      "Maybe you're running away."

      "I don't run." She lifted her chin. "I make strategic exits."

      "Is that what this is?" He stepped closer, right inside the edge of professional distance. "A strategy?"

      The space between them tightened like the air had taken on weight she wasn't certain she could carry.

      "You didn't tell me your name," he said lower.

      She hadn't told her name, had she now? "Cinderella."

      For a second, she almost smiled and let something subtler slip through. A crack in the fairy-tale armor.

      His lips curved. "See you around, Cinderella."

      For the record, she was not running away from him. She was making a strategic retreat from the terrifying little flicker of hope he'd sparked. Everyone knew hope was the most dangerous fairy tale of all.
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          90 DAYS UNTIL ANNA & DRAKE'S WEDDING

        

      

    

    
      PIPER

      With no more time to think about Zach or the fact that she did, in fact, prefer control, Piper fixed a smile on her face. One hand on the railing, she climbed those steps with a conviction like she was climbing the last leg of Pikes Peak.

      This was it. This was the contract Piper needed to prove to Aspen Montgomery that she was ready to snatch up the head event planner job and lock down any worry she wasn't the right choice.

      She was the right choice. Sure, others might have had better connections than she did. Piper was new-ish to Denver. But connections could always be developed. The grit and commitment that Piper had forged through her life? Not so easy to come by.

      She paused at the door to Montgomery Events, using her jacket sleeve to buff a smudge from the gold nameplate.

      "Hey, Aspen." Piper called, the lush cream-colored carpet cushioning her footsteps as she stepped inside.

      The reception area opened before her with recessed lighting that cast a warm glow across the pristine white walls adorned with framed photos of past events.

      And Zach-from-the-sidewalk stood near reception, casually leaning against the sweeping curve of the polished white marble reception desk. Light from the fixtures hanging above caught the rose-gold accents, as if they twinkled for him.

      Piper's stride didn't falter, but her internal monologue did a full-on screeching halt. Of course, Zach was there. The universe really had a twisted sense of humor.

      He glanced up and grinned like he'd won a race she didn't even know they were in. Her competitive streak flared at the loss, even if she hadn't known she was playing.

      "Hello, again," he said, all casual and relaxed. "Cinderella." His eyes lingered on hers a beat longer than necessary, and that dimple in his right cheek made an appearance.

      "Hi... again," she replied, still slightly out of breath from the altitude and the stairs. "Zach." A warm flutter spread across her chest, which was ridiculous considering she had other priorities right then.

      Still, there was something in the way he leaned forward slightly that made her wonder if he'd been waiting for her.

      "This is where you work?" he asked. His voice held the confident air of someone who either had nothing left to lose or had everything already secured.

      "Uh, yeah. Who are you meeting with?" Piper replied, surprising herself with the slight hint of flirtation in her tone.

      "Aspen," Zach replied. "I'm here for the meet with Aspen."

      Despite his relaxed posture, Piper caught a flicker of something more calculated in his eyes. Only a brief professional assessment suggested he had more riding on this meeting than his casual demeanor let on.

      But the look vanished as quickly as it appeared, replaced by that damn smile.

      "I didn't realize she was having a meeting." Piper tucked her hair behind her ear, suddenly conscious of how she must look after climbing three flights.

      The elevator was clearly quicker. Noted for next time.

      Also noted were the three other people in the attached waiting area, seated around the glass coffee table that held the latest issues of Vogue, Architectural Digest, and several high-end wedding magazines.

      This was odd because there was no client, potential client, or any other sales meeting on the schedule for the day.

      Piper glanced at Zach by the desk, at the couple sitting on the loveseat currently invested in quiet conversation, then at the lady sitting across from them.

      The woman sitting across from the couple cleared her throat and gave Piper a thorough once-over. Dressed similarly in her own version of a pantsuit, she was about the same age as Piper. But where Piper was pink and fun, this woman was severe in a no-nonsense kind of way.

      "That's Tess," Zach murmured close to Piper's ear, his breath warm against her skin.

      "Same meeting, I take it?" Piper asked.

      Zach nodded.

      Tess straightened in her chair, her eyes darting between Piper and Zach with calculated interest.

      "Strange that we're still waiting to begin," she said loudly enough for everyone to hear. "Aspen is usually so punctual. I wonder what's holding things up today."

      Piper's pulse quickened, not just from Zach's proximity but also because Tess wasn't wrong. It wasn't normal for Aspen to keep anyone waiting. Though she had been stretched extra thin lately with her husband traveling for work.

      "Oh good, Piper," Aspen said, poking her head out from the doorway to the back offices. "You're here."

      "Piper…" Zach stretched her name out, his pupils flaring as though he tasted her name for the first time instead of simply saying it.

      Why did that make her feel all warm and cozy and give her a sudden need to fuss with her lipstick?

      Piper glanced at Aspen, hoping the many questions she had for her boss reflected in her expression. "I’m here."

      "I need a quick sec," Aspen said, tilting her head toward her office.

      She had blonde hair with bangs, the kindest smile, and she always came to the office in business casual. Slacks and sweaters or, like today, a long flowing flower skirt she'd paired with a simple ribbed tee.

      "Yeah," Piper said. "Of course."

      She didn't have a choice; this was her boss after all.

      "Just two minutes," Aspen said to the rest of the people in the room. She confidently moved down the hall and stepped into her office, making room for Piper.

      Piper fought the urge to share her good news because something was seriously off here.

      "I have a job for you," Aspen said, sitting on the edge of her desk. Her mannerisms were the usual calm and put together paired with perpetual smile lines around her eyes. But she also used her matter-of-fact, this-is-how-it-is tone. The one she didn't pull out often and, frankly, had never used on Piper.

      "Okay," Piper said, cautiously, taking the seat Aspen waved her hand toward.

      "That's Drake Wellington and Anna Dvornakov out there," Aspen said with a deep sigh.

      "Oh," Piper said, the little hairs on her neck prickling because somehow, she just knew she would not enjoy what came next.

      Drake was the quarterback for the Denver Stallions football team. The thing to understand about Denver was how bananas over-the-top everyone got with their football team, the players, and all things Stallions.

      "I didn't catch that's who was there," Piper said.

      This was a total faux pas because Denver bled gold and blue during football season. And during all the other seasons, too. This was a football town. Something that took getting used to when you didn't grow up here, but like the Rockies standing tall to the west? You just accepted it as how things were.

      "What I mean is that the two of them were turned away…"

      Could she blame her inattentiveness on Prince Charming and his stupid blue eyes?

      "They are engaged," Aspen said like she was leading Piper somewhere she didn't want to go. Only probably with confetti cannons and fondant cake.

      "No-o-o-o," Piper said, frowning. "Did it just happen?"

      Aspen nodded, obviously understanding the full implication of what this meant.

      "They can't do that," Piper said, quickly.

      Clearly, they could. But the last handful of times one of the star players got engaged before the season began… well, the season flopped. Big time.

      It had happened often enough that there was a solid Denver lore preventing just this kind of pre-season engagement.

      With one very specific caveat: the wedding had to happen before the start of the season.

      "Please tell me they're going to elope," Piper said, already understanding that would make things too simple.

      "Nope." Aspen shook her head. "And I need you to handle their wedding."

      A loud silence stretched between them for a lengthy second.

      Piper didn't even have to think about it. "Aspen, no. Anyone but me."

      Piper had been clear when the last wedding couple went up in so much smoke the annulment was completed before the honeymoon was even supposed to be over.

      The mere suggestion of planning another wedding sent Piper's heart racing, her palms instantly slick with sweat.

      Add in the fact that this was Denver football royalty? Oh no.

      The memories flooded back… the Garfield wedding six months ago, when the bride had discovered her fiancé's affair during the reception. The screeching profanities, the thrown cake, the smell of buttercream and harsh perfume… the lawsuit that followed. And that one had nothing on her own parents' spree of nuptials and breakups or her own wasteland of a love life.

      All other events? Fine.

      Give her every corporate gala Denver could throw, the birthday blowouts, quinceañeras, even the occasional christening.

      But weddings? Hard pass.

      "I need you to take this one," Aspen said gently. She twirled an ink pen between her fingers, her gaze dipping before meeting Piper's again. "I really have to pare back my schedule. I can't keep working eighty-hour weeks. The kids need me to be more present—and I want to be there for them. Last night Bronson asked if I love my job more than him. He's my kid. He shouldn't feel like that. And…" she offered a small, hopeful smile, "you know I've been wanting you to step into the senior planner role."

      Piper's stomach knotted. Her palms went clammy. Her chest tightened until it felt like breathing through a straw.

      "It's a bad idea," she managed, her throat thick.

      This wasn't just professional discomfort. After the Garfield disaster, she'd sworn off weddings forever. She didn't want to be remembered as Denver's premier wedding ruiner. Especially not with the quarterback golden boy's nuptials.

      "I get why you'd feel that way," Aspen said gently. "But you're good at this, Piper. Better than you give yourself credit for."

      "It's not that I hate weddings," Piper muttered. "I just don't enjoy watching relationships implode in real time while everyone's wearing pastels."

      Aspen gave a sympathetic laugh. "Fair. But this is a big deal, and I can't handle it myself on top of everything else. I could give it to someone else, but honestly? I trust you more than anyone else. You have the instincts for it."

      Piper's fingers clenched on the edge of her chair. She forced them to loosen.

      "The last thing this wedding needs is another curse." She licked her bottom lip. "Every couple I've planned for has split. Every single one. If the national average is fifty percent, mine is a hundred."

      "A string of bad luck isn't a curse. It's just coincidence with good catering." Aspen slid a fat binder across the desk—swatches, color palettes, vendor notes already tucked inside. "You don't break people up. You bring their vision to life. That's what you're amazing at."

      "When I'm involved, the happily ever after part never loads correctly," Piper whispered. "I'm the common denominator in a series of romantic disasters. This is just a bad idea."

      "Maybe this is the one that proves you wrong." Aspen's voice softened further. "And I'll be here in the background however you need me. You're not alone in this."

      Gah. Ugh. Piper's stomach did another unhappy twist.

      "Fine." She exhaled. "Let's just get this over with."

      "Good." Aspen tapped the binder. "You know Anna and Drake—the bride and groom. The woman with them is Tess, from the Stallions' publicity department. They're footing the bill, managing the PR, and fighting the whole superstition thing so there aren't riots downtown when it gets announced. Keeping her happy is important."

      "Aspen..." Piper said, flipping through the binder like it was a prison menu offering her last meal.

      "You can do this," Aspen said, again.

      Of course, she could do it. That was never in question. The problem came as to whether she should do it.

      "I cleared the conference room," Aspen said, sauntering out the door and back down the hall.

      Piper followed Aspen and said, almost too quiet, "I got a commitment from the Directors of Interment and Cremation Knowledge. They're having me handle all of their events."

      Aspen paused, turned to Piper and smirked.

      "I had no doubt you would." She hit Piper with a huge smile and clapped quietly. "As I said, you've got this."

      She could scream or maybe even cry. This was supposed to be the moment she’d built her career up to, and she couldn’t even enjoy it.

      Blah, just because she had that did not mean that she had this.
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          90 DAYS UNTIL ANNA & DRAKE'S WEDDING

        

      

    

    
      ZACH

      A Cinderella moment wasn't on Zach's agenda for his sister's wedding planning meeting, but then came Piper. Her preoccupation with verbal volleying paired with her fucking-adorable control made him want more. He shook his head because he wasn't there to explore this thing between them.

      Anna had asked him to be her voice of reason since they'd always done that for each other. Plus, he already had that email thread going with Tess about Wild Sacks becoming official team underwear.

      So, no, he wasn't there to explore his chemistry with Piper.

      Still, he caught the brief warmth in Piper's eyes before she hid it and vanished with Aspen.

      Right after they disappeared down the hall, Tess's phone buzzed.

      "Sixty seconds," she said, already moving toward the hall. "Hi—uh-huh—move the stadium loading dock to eleven. If it's a go, we'll need a quiet room on club level for the bride. I'm sending a dietary note to skip sushi this time, go light citrus. Put the influencer list on hold until legal clears. Text me the revised run-of-show." She ended the call, tapped a reminder, and was gone.

      No wasted words. No wasted motion.

      "Is she always like that?" Zach asked.

      "Yup," Drake said. Super good guy who was currently digging through Anna’s purse, probably for a Gatorade or crackers or something.

      Anna met Zach's gaze, opened her mouth, then closed it. Her eyes widened with alarm.

      Oh crap, she turned an odd shade of green he recognized from the time he'd dumped a sticky mix of Elmer's glue and cornflakes in her shoes. When they were kids, clearly.

      Dammit, he knew that look.

      She was gonna hurl.

      Without answering his question, Anna promptly tore off the other direction, the back of her hand covering her mouth.

      "Anna." Drake called after her, then shot Zach an apologetic look before following her like she was the ball in a playoff game, and he absolutely refused to fumble the play.

      Zach blew out a breath into the sudden quiet of the room.

      Anna was busy tossing her cookies from the morning sickness that had invaded her life. His sister was pregnant, and it was not going well for her.

      An official underwear deal with the Stallions would be game-changing for his start-up company. After years of his family's polite confusion about why he'd chosen to design men's underwear instead of joining the family's uber successful flower business, this kind of validation would silence the doubters. The main one being his dad.

      The sound of approaching footsteps in the hallway pulled him from his thoughts.

      "Sorry to keep you waiting," Piper's voice preceded her into the room, her heels clicking rhythmically until they stopped abruptly when she crossed the threshold.

      She stood framed in the doorway, folder clutched to her chest, blinking at the vacant chairs. She turned to Zach. "Where'd they go?"

      "Anna's throwing up, Drake's probably holding her hair, and Tess went to solve three problems at once," Zach answered.

      The way Piper's forehead creased with concern made something twist in his chest. "Is Anna okay, that sounds⁠—"

      The door swung open again as Tess returned, her attention still half-focused on her phone screen. She glanced up and around the room pointedly. "We're missing a bride, a groom, and the wedding planner."

      "Nope. I'm right here." Piper waved. "I'm the event planner assigned to this wedding."

      The words took more than a second to register fully. This was the same woman who declared her hatred of all things matrimonial earlier, yeah?

      "You?" Zach asked, not totally loving the way the word came out like an accusation with a sprinkle of shock. "Not Aspen?"

      "Aspen is taking more of a strategic role, so you get me." Piper tried to be chirpy, but it didn't land.

      Zach couldn't help his slow smile. "The woman who thinks fairy tales are a scam is planning my sister's happily-ever-after? This day just keeps getting better."

      "Professional obligations trump personal opinions," Piper replied primly. "Separating the two is part of the gig."

      "Ah, so you're saying you'll plan the perfect fairy-tale wedding while internally rolling your eyes the whole time?" Zach leaned forward. "That's some next-level compartmentalization."

      "I excel at compartmentalization," she said, tapping her folder. "It's how I've survived corporate retreats where CEOs demanded live tigers as 'conversation pieces,' charity galas where donors expected their names spelled out in fireworks, and a tech conference that wanted to release five hundred butterflies in an air-conditioned convention center in January."

      "Impressive résumé," Zach nodded appreciatively. "Any chance you're available to freelance? My sock drawer could use your compartmentalization expertise."

      "Sorry," Piper shot back, "I only organize important things. Like seating charts that prevent family feuds and cake flavors that won't trigger obscure allergies."

      "Are you implying my socks aren't important?" Zach pressed a hand to his chest in mock offense. "They're the unsung heroes of the wardrobe world."

      "You seem unusually passionate about socks." Piper pointed out, a reluctant smile tugging at her lips.

      "I'm passionate about many things," Zach replied, his voice dropping slightly. "Priorities being one of them."

      The look that passed between them lasted a beat too long, the rest of the room seeming to fade into the background.

      "You know, when I first started my business, I'd lie awake at night, worried I'd fail spectacularly. Had to learn to compartmentalize or I'd have never gotten out of bed."

      Piper's eyes gentled momentarily. "The 3 a.m. entrepreneur panic? I know it well. Started planning events out of my studio apartment. First year, I organized a birthday party where the flower delivery went to Idaho instead of Indiana."

      "Ouch."

      "Yeah. Had to raid every grocery store within fifty miles at dawn. The bouquets were creative, to say the least."

      "But you pulled it off," Zach said.

      "Always do," she replied with quiet pride that resonated with something inside him.

      Tess cleared her throat. "Now that we've established that. I have two notes. One: we need to add a quiet room to the venue plan, zero fragrances. Two: medical details stay private unless Anna and Drake approve release." Her gaze flicked to Zach—not unkind, just unmistakably in charge.

      Zach blinked, the world rushing back into focus as he remembered they weren't alone. Tess had clearly observed their exchange with clinical interest. Her gaze flicked between them, a slow, deliberate assessment, as if she were scouting players for a different kind of team.

      Honestly, he'd only ever seen a thorough observation of that magnitude from his babushka.

      "You'll run point on logistics," Tess said to Piper. Not a question. "Be sure to secure and forward vendor NDAs to me before disclosing any details."

      "Absolutely." Piper pulled the cap off her pen to take notes.

      "Do you have a status on the happy couple?" Tess asked.

      Piper frowned. "I understand the bride is experiencing a sort of… um… you know… a… nutritional reversal situation."

      "Anna's puking and Drake's probably holding her hair," Zach clarified.

      "Pregnancy can be unpredictable." Tess's expression didn't change. "Let's build buffers into the wedding schedule. Ten minutes margin per segment."

      "Anna's pregnant?" Piper asked, pausing from her note taking.

      "Yes," Tess said. "And it's important that all medical details stay internal unless the couple approves release."

      "I've planned events with expectant mothers before," Piper assured. "There are accommodations we can make. I'll arrange seating with back support, if she needs to sit during the vows, we'll make it elegant. I'll be sure she's not on her feet all night, and water is always within reach. We'll keep restrooms close by, transportation easy, and I can even prep the wedding party to quietly step in if she needs help. It's all very doable." Her voice held genuine concern that caught Zach off guard.

      "That's really thoughtful," he said, surprised by how much he appreciated someone else caring about Anna's comfort.

      "My sister had hyperemesis during both pregnancies," Piper explained quietly. "I know how rough it can be."

      The personal revelation felt like a small gift, something she hadn't needed to share but chose to.

      "We're hoping the sickness goes away by the second trimester." Zach shrugged. "Mom had said it was the same for her, and it did eventually go away."

      "Will you be participating in all wedding prep?" Tess asked.

      "Anna asked me to help out, so that's the plan," he replied.

      "I say the more the merrier with planning this kind of thing," Piper straightened her already-perfect posture. "Fresh perspectives can be... valuable." Her gaze flickered to Zach for just a heartbeat before returning to Tess.

      Tess looked between Piper and Zach, lifting an eyebrow in that way only certain people can accomplish without looking like a super villain.

      "And you two know each other?" Tess asked, glancing between Zach and Piper with curiosity.

      "Not really." Piper's response collided with Zach's confident, "Yeah."

      "I mean, we've met," Zach clarified.

      "But it's not like we know each other, know each other," Piper replied.

      "I mean I did help you get dressed," Zach said, a dimple appearing in his right cheek.

      "Barely," Piper replied, her cheeks flushing.

      Zach opened his mouth to explain their sidewalk encounter, but Tess cleared her throat, the sound more of a cue than reprimand.

      "Actually, Tess, since we're already here together waiting, I wanted to talk to you about the Stallions," he said.

      He didn't need long. Just enough time to confirm next steps on the official underwear conversation.

      "What do you need?" Tess asked, again with the straight to the point. Her phone buzzed and she typed out a message on the phone screen before stashing it again.

      He hadn't expected Piper to be there for this part of the pitch, but she didn't seem to be going anywhere until Anna and Drake returned.

      He took a deep breath and dove straight into it.

      "I own a brand of men's underwear called Wild Sacks and we make comfortable undergarments for men," he said to catch Piper up. "Breathable fabric, no-chafe seams, lift-and-separate pouch to reduce discomfort.”

      Piper seemed to choke on air, covering it with a clearly fake cough.

      Tess tilted her head slightly, her gaze questioning even though her overall expression remained carefully neutral. "I recall. We've corresponded."

      "Yes, and I appreciate the time you've given to the idea." He spread his hands wide, "Players stay cooler, longer. I sent your equipment manager a size run and ASTM wash-test results last week."

      He forced himself not to explain how he'd created a pouch to lift the family jewels and keep them nestled away from the body heat that caused them to sweat.

      Sweaty balls did not make for a good sales pitch. He understood that much.

      "So, this is why they call it the 'package deal'?" Piper muttered so only he could hear.

      He grinned, stuffing that line away to use for a future tagline.

      "Oh, shoot," Piper said, snapping her fingers with theatrical urgency. "Connor. My cactus. He needs his emotional-support spritz. It's a whole thing. You two finish up… this. Meet me in the conference room when you're through?"

      She didn't make any eye contact with either of them as she gathered her folder, clutching it like a shield before heading back down the hall.

      He shook his head and chuckled, letting her excuse just sort of sit in the space for a moment.

      Focus, Dvornakov.

      "We've got two million people following us on social media who believe in what we're building," he said, the corporate speak he'd practiced falling away into connection. "I started in my garage, selling to college buddies. Now their older brothers are buying, their dads are buying. It's not just underwear to them. It's supporting something local, something that started here."

      His voice gained momentum. "I could go player by player, beg their management for endorsements. But that's not the vision. I want Wild Sacks and the Stallions to mean something together."

      He met her gaze. "This isn't about quarterly projections for me, Tess. This is about proving that the little guy with the better product can make it to the championship game."

      Proving that he hadn't made a mistake by going out on his own to start this company.

      Validating what he'd built not only in his eyes—but his family's, too.

      "Look," Tess said, sounding tired for the first time since they all arrived. "The Stallions are investing heavily in this wedding because if it goes sideways and our community dives into all the myths and legends we're up against? It will affect the entire season. This is my priority right now because it isn't just a personal event anymore. This wedding needs to be picture-perfect, and that's where my focus has to stay." She sighed. "The marketing department is willing to explore this with you. Local businesses, Colorado connections, that sort of thing. I do think that if the circumstances work, we could consider a structured pilot program for an official team undergarment."

      Zach practically salivated at the carrot dangled in front of him.

      "That's fantastic," he said, keeping his voice neutral despite his internal excitement.

      Tess nodded. "But I want to be clear. These discussions are preliminary. Though your contributions to make this wedding a success will be noticed. The organization appreciates team players. People who understand the bigger picture. Team players who can help us craft the event to be what we both know it needs to be."

      The implication was crystal clear: help make this wedding exactly what the Stallions wanted, and the underwear deal was his.

      "I'm always happy to help Anna," he said carefully. "And if my help takes some of the strain off of you so you can expand your focus past the wedding? Bonus for everyone."

      Including, and mostly, him.

      "Great. The fact that you know the wedding planner already is very helpful." Tess leaned forward. "We need this wedding to be spectacular but controlled. You and Piper have a certain rapport." Tess studied him carefully. "She's very responsive to you."

      He hesitated. He needed this deal. Needed to prove his company was worthy of the family name, even if it wasn't selling tulips and daisies.

      And he genuinely liked Piper, so it wasn't like he would work her like a mark. He'd help, he'd be useful, and tell the truth. If that nudged things along for his company? Awesome.

      "I'll do what I can." He squared his shoulders and held out his hand to shake.

      "I think we both know you'll do better than that," Tess said gripping his palm.

      "Then we have a deal?" he asked.

      Tess tilted her head from side to side. "We have... potential."
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