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To my husband. I couldn’t write a better hero than you.
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CHAPTER ONE

The shot would have been perfect if not for the helicopter landing in the middle of it.

Madison Carmichael had her finger poised on her Canon 5D Mark II camera, ready to take the photo that would seal the deal on the Addison-Temple wedding contract when instead she heard the deafening sound of the demise of her dream. It started off like a thumping buzz in her ear, but morphed into pounding thunder as the helicopter circled above, sending the California oak trees surrounding them into a feral flurry and her engaged couple fleeing the scene. What crazy person landed in the middle of a field on private property, in Serenity Creek no less?

Her photography business was on the brink of going under and her biggest client, the one who had the referral clout to get her into the market and the money to stabilize her finances, couldn’t escape fast enough.

She let her camera hang around her neck and curled her hands into fists at her side. She hadn’t worked this hard for five years to stop now. She would pull herself out of this, but first she needed to have a little chat with the hotshot pilot.

She stormed toward the grounded helicopter, its blades almost stopped now. Maybe there was a logical explanation for a helicopter setting down on her parents’ property. She knew nothing about flying objects and didn’t really care for them—maybe something was wrong.

The door opened and a tall, well-built man jumped down. From this distance, he looked fine and healthy, which kindled her temper.

The odor of gas and engine warred with the wildflowers crushed under the landing gear. She walked straight up to his backside, determined to give him a large piece of her mind. Who did this guy think he was?

“Listen, pal.”

He turned around at the sound of her voice and her step faltered.

The man was gorgeous. Dark, almost black, hair tousled by the airstream of the slowing helicopter blades gave him a sexy, rugged appearance. Deep blue eyes roamed her body, starting at her toes and inching their way up to her thoroughly tangled hair.

She could feel the sweat sliding down her neck from the late summer heat. She cleared her throat, tucking her hair behind her ear as if that would calm her tousled locks.

There was definitely nothing wrong with the man in front of her. Setting her hands on her hips, she put all of her wrath into the glare she sent him. “Are you all right?”

The man raised his eyebrows. “Yes.”

“Then what makes you think you can just land anywhere you like? This is private property.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up in a half smile that set her heart racing. She couldn’t tell if anger or desire made her heart pound, but she hoped it was the former. The guy just blew her biggest career opportunity.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Jake Colt.”

He said the words as if she should recognize the name, but the only thing she noticed was the sidestep he took around her question.

“Madison Carmichael.” She shook his hand. He brushed his thumb ever so slightly over the back of her hand the instant before she broke off the handshake. “That’s my family’s winery, Oak Hills, over there and this is still their property. What makes you think you can land here for the fun of it? You just lost me my largest client. Do you have any idea how long it took me to get that chance with them?”

He cocked his head to the side, a puzzled expression on his face. “Sorry, but I’m not quite sure how my landing here lost you your client.”

She opened her mouth, but shut it again. She couldn’t answer him when she didn’t know herself how a bridezilla had blamed her for the helicopter incident. “That doesn’t matter, what matters is that you did.” That was a solid argument if she’d ever heard one. What happened to her composure?

He chuckled, actually chuckled. “Okay, well I apologize for the mishap. I’ll compensate you for whatever money you would have earned,” he paused, his eyes settling on the camera around her neck, “photographing them. I assume a check will suffice.”

Her mouth fell open. “Are you serious? Money doesn’t solve everything.”

His expression turned hard. “Neither do pride and stubbornness. I’m being more than fair considering I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Nothing wrong? You’ve done everything wrong and I don’t need your help.”

“Everyone needs help sometimes.”

She felt more naked now with his words than she had when he’d undressed her with his eyes. “Sounds a little silly coming from the guy with his own helicopter who sets down wherever he pleases.”

“I have every right to land here.” His deep, rich voice rose an octave.

“You’re delusional. Stop talking like you own the place and everything around it.” She took a solid stride forward, ready to tell him to fly right back out of here, when Cork, her family’s black Lab, come bounding up to them, tail wagging.

The dog ran straight past her and right up to Jake. Traitor.

“Hey, buddy.” He knelt down to the dog, patting his head and scratching his belly as Cork rolled onto his back. “What’s your name, huh? You’re a sweet one.”

She ground her foot into the dirt, taking several deep breaths to rein herself in. Normally, she had such a good grasp on her emotions and could think on her feet when everything fell apart. She needed those skills to be a wedding photographer when passions ran amuck and her job consisted of capturing every special moment, planned and unplanned. But this crazy incident marked the end of a bad week and spelled certain disaster for her business, so politeness could take a day off, especially with Jake “It’s All About Me” Colt in front of her.

“Must not be your dog.” He glanced up at her. “Too nice.”

“That’s it.” She put her hands up in a stopping motion. “Get off my property. Take your idiotic flying contraption and leave.”

He stood slowly, still rubbing Cork behind the ear and stared at her in silence for a split second. “No.”

“What?”

“I said no. It’s not your property.”

She huffed. “Fine. Get off my parents’ property. Does that spell it out better for you?”

“It’s not your parents’ property either.”

The guy had to be crazy. “Excuse me?”

“It’s my property.”

“You’re nuts. Get that helicopter out of here and stay away from me. Come on, Cork.”

Cork glanced up at Jake and whimpered.

She clenched her teeth. “Cork, right now. Heel.”

The dog trudged next to her, turning his gaze back to Jake every few steps. She sent one last seething stare at the eccentric, bizarre, gorgeous stranger before stomping through the field to her childhood house.

She hesitated and looked over her shoulder. He stood there, watching her leave before sending her a quick salute and going back to rummage in the cockpit for who knew what.

The nerve of the guy. Where did he get off thinking he owned the place? And that he could buy his way out of his selfish actions?

“What an egotistical jerk,” she told Cork. “And you snuggled right up to him.”

She might need money, but she didn’t need his help. She would make it on her own like the rest of her family. Something Jake Colt probably couldn’t understand.

She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket to call her father. She heard his familiar voicemail message.

“Dad, you’re never going to believe what happened. Some nut job just parked his helicopter in your field behind the vineyards. Call me ASAP.”

Cork ran for the porch as they reached the white picket fence separating the buttercream and white trim Victorian farmhouse from their vineyard. She threw open the small wooden gate with enough force to send it banging closed behind her with a loud crack.

She had to put a cap on her anger. Friday night meant family dinner, and her foul mood wouldn’t be welcome. But she couldn’t shake it. Who was that man and what was he doing here?

The delicious scent of freshly baked apple pie assailed her as she walked through the back door into the informal kitchen filled with knickknacks she and her brother had made throughout their school years. It almost soothed the aggravation pounding in Madison’s head. Almost.

“You won’t believe what is sitting in your field right now.” Madison took care to set her camera in a safe spot behind the pie, against the white-tiled backsplash.

She reached for a sweet sample before Rose Carmichael swatted her hand.

“No taste testing,” Rose scolded. “And whatever’s in the field I’m sure is fine. Don’t worry about it.” She waved her hand in the air, dismissing the topic.

Not the response she had expected. Peace and calm always surrounded her mother, but wasn’t she the least bit interested?

“Don’t worry about it? But there’s a … ”

“Madison, this is an important night for us and, right now, I just need your help with what’s happening in here, not outside.”

Her mother gave her a stern look, but the pleading in her eyes made her stomach drop. Whatever surprise she and her father wanted to announce tonight must be big and nothing good considering Mom just used her real name instead of her usual endearment.

Opting for a more subtle approach, she stood over the delicacy, breathing in its tangy scent. “Mmm. I love it when you make your famous apple pie.”

“That’s why I made it. Adam appreciates it, too. He should be here soon.” Rose spared the clock a quick glance before putting the finishing touches on her lasagna.

There wasn’t much she and her brother didn’t like. Rose’s cooking could make a restaurant famous, something Adam had tried many a time with his own restaurant. But Rose refused to cook for anyone except her family and friends, which by her way of thinking meant the entire town, so a restaurant shouldn’t have been too much of a strain.

Rose picked up the lasagna, struggling under the weight of it. She turned toward the oven and bumped into the corner of the kitchen island, sending the dish tipping precariously to one side.

Madison rushed to grab it before it clattered to the floor.

“Here, let me get this for you.” She took the huge lasagna from her mother, carrying it over to the double ovens.

“Thank you, dear.” Rose went to the fridge to pull out ingredients for a garden salad.

Madison juggled the dish while opening the oven door and slid it in.

“Are you feeding an army tonight? That lasagna is huge.” Madison hooked her thumb over her shoulder.

“Oh, you never know who might be coming to dinner.” Rose shrugged her shoulders, bending further over the salad bowl.

Something about her tone set Madison on edge. “Mom, I know you’re always hoping Adam and I will bring dates to Friday night dinner but, neither one of us is in a relationship right now. There isn’t anyone to bring home or anywhere else for that matter. Believe me, I wish there were, but the pickings are pretty slim around here, and I want to focus on getting into wedding photography. With all the people getting married close to here, the work would be so much steadier than the mishmash of jobs I’m able to scrounge up now.”

She blew out her breath and started chopping the tomato her mother handed her. Talk about adding to her irritation level for the day. Dwelling on the fact that she hadn’t had a relationship beyond a few dates since she and Tucker White had crashed and burned would do nothing to ease her sour mood.

“That’s not what I meant.”

Madison waited for her to expand, but her mother said nothing more as she cut up carrots. She took a breath to broach the topic of the helicopter again, but Rose cut her off.

“Are your clients joining us for dinner? They looked like such a nice couple.”

Madison halted mid-slice, the muscles in her shoulders tightening. “No. No, they won’t be joining us anytime soon.”

She couldn’t tell her mother they had fired her. It would be admitting she once again had failed in getting her business off the ground. She could barely get it to taxi the runway, considering the length of time that stretched between her paychecks.

Rose dropped the chopped carrots into the bowl and turned toward her. “You know your dad and I are owed some favors. Mrs. Tuttle’s daughter is getting married next year; I’m sure I could get her to hire you.”

Madison shook her head. “Not a chance. I want to earn my business, not have it handed to me out of pity.”

Rose sighed. “Sweetie, you’re investing too much of yourself into your photography. I know it’s important to you, but love and family are more essential than any business.”

“Mom, you couldn’t possibly understand. You and dad built your dream. You’re living it.”

“We might understand more than you think.”

She’d never seen her mom so cryptic. Did she already know a helicopter sat in her backyard? Somehow the thought disturbed her even more than the incident itself.

Rose touched her arm. “Are you okay? You seem a little stressed.”

That was a laughable understatement. She couldn’t put it off any longer; her mom had to listen this time. “The photo shoot was interrupted.”

“Oh no, what happened? Did the bride and groom get called away?”

“Nothing that simple. Some moron landed a helicopter in the middle of the shot. That’s what’s in your field right now. Can you believe it? A helicopter.”

Some of the color left Rose’s cheeks. “Oh, I, uh … ”

“I mean he landed there like he owned the place.” Her speech escalated, as did the speed with which she cut up a cucumber. “He was so arrogant.”

“You saw him?”

“Of course I saw him. I walked right up to him to tell him what I thought of his little stunt. He imagined himself so smooth and handsome.”

“What did you tell him?”

Madison grabbed another cucumber even though the salad had been saturated with them.

“What? Oh, I don’t know, something about him needing to get off our property and who did he think he was for landing here in the first place. I mean the handsome part might be true, but he’s not that good-looking.” He was, but the best way to convince herself he wasn’t would be to keep repeating it.

And now the floodgates had been opened and she couldn’t close them against the pounding river of her frustration. “He actually had the nerve to say he owned the place and he offered me money. I mean, really. Money.”

“I think we should sit down and talk … ”

“I’d like to tell him where he can stick his money.”

The door clicked shut behind Adam as he strode into the kitchen, setting a huge bouquet of lilac, white hydrangea, and lavender in a glass vase on the counter. “Whoa, who’s sticking money where? That’s an awful waste if you ask me, Maddy.”

“Worth every penny,” Madison mumbled.

“Thank you, sweetie. They’re beautiful.” Rose touched a flower, breathing in its fresh scent.

“To celebrate this big surprise you and Dad wanted to share tonight,” Adam explained.

“Oh, that. You shouldn’t have.” Rose’s voice vibrated as did the hand touching the rose.

Adam raised his eyebrows to Madison in question.

She shrugged her shoulders, giving way to the troublesome thought that her mother’s odd behavior and the helicopter in back might be related in some way.

“And what’s going on with you, lil’ sis? What has your feathers all fluffed up?” He swung an arm around her shoulders.

Madison rolled her eyes. “I’m not explaining the whole thing again. It’ll only aggravate me more.”

“Give me the shortened version.”

“Helicopter landed in the middle of my photo shoot. Arrogant jerk for a pilot. The wedding contract I so desperately needed, gone.”

“I didn’t know you lost your contract. I’m so sorry.” Rose placed a hand over her heart. “I know you’ll make it, sweetie. Don’t worry.”

Adam ruffled Madison’s hair. “She’s right, you know. Don’t sweat it. But if it would make you feel better, I can beat up the jerk pilot for you.”

“Arrogant jerk pilot. And yes, it would. Thank you.”

He chuckled. “No problem. So not that I won’t beat him up for free, but do you think you might be able to help me out tomorrow night at the restaurant? We have a dinner rehearsal and a big anniversary celebration on top of the normal traffic flow.”

“Not now,” she mumbled under her breath.

She needed the time to revise her business plan and marketing strategy, but Adam had been there for her countless of times and would always be there for her. “Of course, I will.”

“Thanks, Maddy.” Adam pulled her into a big bear hug, squashing her against his chest. “Now, where’s this pilot guy? What does he look like?”

“He’s probably still out in the field, fussing over his big boy toy. He’s tall, dark hair, blue eyes … ”

“Hello, family. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” Thomas, her father, came through the door, followed by the very man she was describing. “This is Jake Colt with Colt Enterprises. He’s our guest tonight and our surprise. Jake is the new owner of our winery and vineyard.”


CHAPTER TWO

Jake loved a challenge and the golden beauty before him qualified in spades. He watched the color drain from her lovely face even as she pulled herself up to her full height, ready to face whatever he threw at her. She contrasted with the man next to her, whom he assumed was her brother, as his neck flushed red and his hands curled into fists that appeared set to hit him square on in a moment.

“Jake, this is my son, Adam,” Thomas said.

Jake put out his hand and kept his voice cordial. It had to be hard to meet the man who now owned your parents’ livelihood, but that didn’t mean he would back down from a fight, either. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Adam’s face seemed set in stone, but somehow he grabbed Jake’s hand—strangling it was more like it—and growled out, “Same.”

Jake gripped Adam’s hand just as hard and waited for him to release first. The victory went to Jake, but Adam looked ready for round two.

“And this is my daughter, Madison.” Thomas motioned to her.

“We’ve met,” Jake said, grinning as she shoved her long, still windswept, blonde hair behind her ears.

“I was afraid of that,” Thomas mumbled under his breath.

“Yes, I had the distinct displeasure of running into Mr. Colt in the field.” Madison crossed her arms in front of her.

“Madison,” Rose rebuked.

Madison grumbled an apology incomprehensible to anyone but herself.

“It’s all right, Mrs. Carmichael. Your daughter is allowed to be upset. I believe I interrupted a photo shoot of hers.” Jake leaned closer to Madison. “And you can call me Jake. No need to stand on formality.”

She shot daggers at him with her eyes. Beautiful, bright blue eyes.

He had gotten under her skin and he wanted to do it again. Women usually swooned around him and men catered to his family’s fortune. But the woman before him looked just as ready to punch him in the face as her brother. She intrigued him a great deal. Maybe this lousy assignment his father had sent him on to a slow, backward town wouldn’t be without its side perks after all, especially if his father kept up his side of the bargain.

“Jake, why don’t we have a drink in my office while dinner is cooking? You haven’t tasted a better lasagna than what my Rose makes.” Thomas set his hand on his back, steering him out of the room.

“I’ll join you,” Adam said, moving behind them.

“No,” Thomas responded curtly to his son. “Stay here and help your mother.”

Jake could see Adam’s clenched jaw as he ground his teeth, but he also saw the respect he had for his father as he nodded once and stepped back.

He envied Adam in that moment. He wished he admired his father that much. But he neither respected nor feared Clayton Colt as everyone else did. He merely existed with the corporate mogul who shared his DNA.

After he had finished his drink with Thomas, which was more enjoyable than he thought it would be, they rejoined the rest of the family. The dining room was filled with food and the delicious scents of fresh baked bread and lasagna as they took their seats around a large, oak table. He couldn’t remember the last home-cooked meal he’d had, and it smelled better than his favorite five-star restaurants in New York.

Cork curled up on the hardwood floor next to his feet as he scratched the friendly Lab, perhaps his one true ally in the room, behind the ear. Madison scowled at him from across the table, her gaze narrowing on Cork, and he starting rubbing the dog’s belly just to irk her some more. She looked like a woman in need of irking.

He bowed his head as the family said grace. The last person in his family who had said grace was his mother when he was a little boy. A needle pricked his heart. This was what small towns did to him, stirred up memories he had pushed away long ago with good reason. And it was exactly why he had to get out of here as fast as he could convince his father.

“So what does it mean that Colt Enterprises bought the winery? For you two, I mean?” Adam asked, throwing his napkin down in front of him, his food forgotten.

“The winery hasn’t been making it for some time now,” Thomas said. “Your mother and I have tried to keep it afloat but the last few years have been rough. More and more large scale wineries are popping up in the surrounding areas with resources that far surpass ours and prices we can’t touch. Tourists are flocking to them and beginning to bypass Serenity Creek’s boutique wineries all together. Clayton Colt, Jake’s father, approached us with a deal we couldn’t overlook.”

“What exactly are the details of this great deal?” Madison pursued with a tilt to her stubbornly set jaw.

Jake didn’t miss the quick glance she stole in his direction. Nor did he miss the spark of attraction in her eyes buried under all her carefully controlled emotions.

So she wasn’t entirely immune to his charms.

“Well, Colt Enterprises now owns the winery in full, but they’ve agreed to keep me on as head winemaker and your mom as the general manager,” Thomas answered.

“What about the house?” Madison asked.

Rose spoke up, her voice calm and quiet. “The house is separate from the winery, as is the land it’s built upon. We’ve retained ownership of the house, but not the winery or the vineyards.”

Adam thumped his hand onto the table, causing a clattering of dishes around them. “You never said you were in financial trouble. I could have helped you.”

Thomas sighed. “I appreciate that, son, but you don’t have that kind of money.”

“I would have found a way. I would have … ”

Madison settled her hand on Adam’s arm and shook her head, no doubt a silent warning not to go down that path. She turned to Jake and it obviously took all her strength to keep herself from tearing him apart with her bare hands as the look she sent him clearly said she wanted to do.

“So, Jake, what plans do you have for Oak Hills? How are you going to turn things around?” she asked, her eyebrow arched in challenge.

In truth, he didn’t have any ideas for the winery, nor did he care anything about it. He didn’t even want to be here and wouldn’t be if his father hadn’t dangled business freedom in front of him. All he had to do was turn the winery around to make a decent profit, and Clayton would give him complete rein over whatever acquisition division he wanted to head up in the company in the States or overseas.

He knew it was a power play on Clayton’s part. He expected this job to convince Jake how much he needed to learn from his father, including his dirty tricks, to carry on under him. There was no other reason his father could possibly be interested in such a small property when Colt Enterprises dealt in big time real estate. It was a low risk investment on his part to get what he wanted from Jake.

Still, Jake couldn’t imagine abandoning the company entirely. As calculating as Clayton was, he and Colt Enterprises were all he had. But putting as much geographical space between him and his father sounded good, real good.

“I have a few thoughts on how to turn a profit with the winery.” He smirked and couldn’t help having a little fun. “Maybe we should expand it into a big time destination winery complete with a resort and spa.”

Madison’s mouth dropped open and a vein throbbed in Adam’s neck.

“You can’t turn my family’s lovely, boutique winery into some tourist monstrosity. What is wrong with you? This is what you get when you have some big city dweller who doesn’t know a thing about wine come into our town and take over. You, you … ” Madison stammered, searching for her next word.

This time Adam squeezed her shoulder. They had the sibling non-verbal cues down, he’d give them that.

Did she always have such a wild temper? Or was it just he who ruffled her constructed façade of composure? He hoped so.

He put his hands up in a cease-fire. “I’m joking. I would never do something so extreme. Unless the situation called for it.”

Although, expanding the winery somewhat might be a necessity to pull in the kind of traffic needed to turn the business around and get him out of this speck of dust.

Thomas and Rose laughed uneasily, apparently trying to break the tight tension in the room crackling from their children.

“No, you’re just extreme enough to land a helicopter in someone’s field like you own the place,” Madison bristled.

He stared at her in silence.

He thought it best not to point out that he did in fact own the property, but she must have realized that truth on her own as her cheeks burned red.

Jake leaned forward. “Perhaps I can take you flying sometime. It might help with this aversion you seem to have to my MD 600N.”

“Your what?”

“My helicopter.”

“I don’t fly.”

“You don’t fly?”

“I don’t fly,” she repeated with more force.

They locked eyes with each other, engaged in a visual battle. He heard the uneasy fidgeting coming from Rose in the seat next to him.

“Let’s move into the living room for dessert,” she said, rising from her chair on shaky legs.

Jake never stopped looking at Madison. “I can’t imagine what amazing concoction you have for dessert, Mrs. Carmichael. I’ve never tasted better food.”

“Please call me Rose and don’t mind my daughter’s rudeness.”

At that, Madison fell back in her chair, breaking eye contact to watch her mother’s exit before shifting her glance to the still full plate of food before her.

Jake enjoyed the sweet taste of victory. His stay here might actually be bearable if he could spend it with this spitfire.

• • •

“I don’t understand why you didn’t tell us the winery was in such despair. Adam and I would have done everything we could to help you out.” Madison dried a dinner plate before putting it away in the cupboard.

She knew her brother was having the same conversation with their father in his office now that Jake, the way too good-looking intruder, had left.

“I know, and your father and I love you both for it. But neither of you has the kind of resources it’s going to take to turn things around and we know neither of you is interested in running the winery.” Rose patted Madison’s arm before finishing up with organizing the leftovers in the refrigerator.

Guilt burned Madison’s gut. Their parents hadn’t pushed Adam or her; they taught their children to go after their dreams no matter what, but she knew it hurt them, especially her father, that she didn’t want a piece of what they had built from the ground up.

And now look at what had happened to their aspirations. What if she had taken over the winery, as her dad had wanted? Would she have been able to save them from having to sell? Would she have been able to help them keep what they had developed? Maybe. It certainly would have taken some of the burden off of them.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I should have been here.”

Rose stopped putting away containers and grabbed Madison’s shoulders. “Sweetie, there is nothing you could have done. Your father and I are okay with this sale. It’s not ideal, but we get to continue working the vineyard and we have the house. More importantly, we have each other.”

Madison stared down at her feet.

Rose tilted up her head to look her in the eye. “Family is more essential than any business.”

But the winery wasn’t any business. It was their dream. Their blood, sweat, and tears.

She hugged her mom tight. “I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetie.” Rose pulled back and touched Madison’s wavy hair. “You could help us out by being a little nicer to the owner’s son. He is here to oversee the winery.”

She cringed. “I know. I’m sorry. It was the shock of everything.” At least she hoped that explained why she seemed to continually lose her self-control around the man.

The idea of being polite to him, though, inflamed every nerve in her being. He was the enemy.

Cork sidled up to her legs.

She cast him a long glance, whispering, “Don’t think I’ve forgiven you, yet. I saw you at dinner.”

She patted his head all the same.

“He’s a handsome one. Very charming,” Rose said, a hint of mischief in her tone.

Madison rolled her eyes. “And doesn’t he know it.”

Only her mother would look past all the guy’s haughty smugness to his few good traits. Tucker had the same arrogance about him and look how well that had turned out for her. What was it with city dwellers that made them think they were better than everyone else?

“Well, I’m sure he’s used to being catered to. He’s rich, good looking, and a nice boy.”

Madison didn’t know about the “nice boy” part. She could be pleasant to the guy, or at least try, but cater to him? Never.

She finished wiping down the counter and glanced out the window above the sink at the neatly lined rows of grape vines laden with fruit. She’d be devastated if someone stole her photography business—her baby, her life’s work—from her after all she had put into it.

No way could she stand by and let this happen to her family. She was going to do everything in her power to salvage their dream. She would get the winery back for them in any way she could, and she’d start by getting rid of Jake Colt.

• • •

Jake nursed a glass of the Grand Marnier he had found in the well-stocked mini fridge of his suite while pouring over the dossier on the Oak Hills winery and the family behind it. When he’d first been given the packet, he hadn’t given it a second look. How hard could turning a profit at some trivial winery be? But after meeting the Carmichaels’ daughter, maybe he should give the information more attention.

A picture of Madison smiled up at him from the simple, dark wood desk that matched the rest of the bed and breakfast style furniture in the room. He knew it had been taken from her website, as he’d already perused that as well. The folder, though, provided more in-depth background on her and all of the family members. His father paid to be well informed, and this was no exception.

Madison’s photography skills were good from what her website showed. But her business was floundering and her attempts to switch over to wedding photography were also failing. Her latest effort had been to photograph the upcoming wedding of some movie producer’s daughter by the name of Victoria Temple. That must have been the photo shoot he had disrupted.

She should have taken the money he had offered her. She needed it desperately, and he had been more than generous considering he had landed on his own property. Well, his father’s property. Why hadn’t she taken it?

That was the problem with dealing with rural business owners. Too much pride and not enough common sense. He hated small towns, everything about them, which wasn’t saying much since nothing happened in them except the incessant gossip about people’s affairs that was really nobody’s business in the first place.

He listened for the smallest sound and, even in the inn, couldn’t hear anything but the rustle of some tree branches outside. When did you ever hear trees rustling in a city unless a plane was coming in for a landing over them?

He could smell the freshly baked oatmeal cookie the maid set on the nightstand earlier. It promised to taste as sweet as the apple pie Rose Carmichael had made for dessert. All signs of a small town, and each one a rope trying to lasso the memories he kept smothered under fast cars, beautiful women, and one thrill-seeking adventure after another.

His phone buzzed and his father’s name appeared on the screen.

“Clayton,” Jake growled.

“Hello, Jake. How was dinner?” His father’s deep, commanding voice reverberated through the phone.

“Everything was home-cooked and made from scratch.”

“I meant about the business. You’re supposed to be there to work, not play.” Clayton’s words carried a sharp bite to them.

Jake’s were no different. “Business went slow like everything else in this backward town you banished me to.”

“Time for you to grow up, Jake. I can’t run this corporation forever, and you need to be ready to take over my legacy.”

That sounded fine, but with his father it really meant towing the line and being another one of his puppets, all strings attached all the time. “Cut the sob story. This isn’t about the corporation, it never has been. It’s always been about control. And this assignment doesn’t matter one bit to your company. At the end of this, I expect you to honor your end of our little arrangement.”
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