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      Sophie

      “Clayton Herzog, will you take this woman to be your wife?”

      There’s a general rustling from the direction of our assembled guests, and I do my best to gaze into my intended’s eyes. This is the first big moment of the wedding ceremony. The first I do. All the rest of the I dos will flow from this one, and at the end of it all we’ll be married.

      In the pause all the moisture in my throat hightails it down to the pit of my stomach in a queasy rush. Oh, god. Is this the moment I get the stomach flu in front of everyone at my destination wedding? I hope not. I really, really hope not.

      Clayton opens his mouth like one of those singing animatronic fish. If he’d just get this over with, we could move in with our lives. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel everyone’s eyes on my skin like lasers. In a way, I do want them to look at me, because I’ve never looked better in my life. That’s no joke. I look amazing. My hair spills down my back in curls that mimic the waves of Ruby Bay outside, and my flower crown doesn’t look ridiculous in the slightest.

      For this one day, I am a flower goddess in an off-the-shoulder dress. I’m not knee-deep in washable paints and Clorox wipes. I’m not sweating down my back, trying to corral twenty kindergarteners in from the playground and convince them that reading is more fun than digging in the dirt. I’m not digging  in the dirt.

      My dress—my life—is pristine, except for the sweat-slicked palms rubbing up against mine and a deep-seated churning in my gut. Nobody said having cold feet would be like this.

      Nobody said it would happen at the altar.

      It’s not, technically, a literal altar—just a low table where our unity candle waits.

      “Son?” The officiant prompts Clayton jovially, and a wash of laughter comes down over us. It feels like a tequila shot, warm and comforting, and for a minute I can shake off the ice buildup on my bare shoulders.

      Clayton grimaces at me. It has to be a smile, right? He can’t possibly be baring his teeth like he’s experiencing his own gastric upset at the prospect of saying two little words.

      I make my eyes huge and encouraging. Is my smile faltering? Now is totally not the time for my smile to falter. Cover. Cover it up. My stomach does a slow rotation that feels like the precursor to some serious upset and I swallow against the parched desert building in the back of my throat. What would happen if I called a timeout? Can you get a do-over in a wedding ceremony? If I signal to all the refs, will someone blow a whistle so we can reset this?

      “Yeah,” drawls Clayton, twisting his hands in mine. I’ve been so lost in this endless embarrassment that I forgot we were holding hands, but of course we are. It’s the vows. We’re holding hands in a slippery mess that’s less romantic by the second. On instinct I try to hold his hands tighter, get him to stop twisting his wrists like that, which, why? But he resists. It’s several seconds too late by the time I let go completely, raising one hand to my hair in a wild attempt to cover the motion.

      There’s no hiding it.

      We’re standing in front of eighty people at a destination wedding.

      Silence reins.

      There’s not a single flutter of paper from the programs that took two weeks to finalize. The programs are special, too, designed in the shape of paper fans for the guests to use. I figured that people can still get hot even in an air-conditioned room, and I was right. I wish I had one of those fans right now. I’m about to be sweating buckets, beads collecting at the base of my perfect hairstyle. There’s no high neckline to catch the sweat so everybody’s going to see it run down the slope of my back if this gets any worse. God, can the officiant stop staring? A quick glance out of the corner of my eye tells me he’s grimacing too.

      A camera shutter fires.

      Seriously.

      Seriously?

      Our photographer is one of the ones on the recommended vendors list for the Bliss Resort, but all this grimacing is not something I want an eternal memory of. Even if we laugh about this later, I’m not going to want a high-res photo of everyone around me looking like I just ripped a big one at the altar.

      “Clay?” I don’t know what I’m asking him, really, but his name tastes like actual clay in my mouth—thick and vaguely slimy and chalky in a way that is wholly unappetizing.

      He blinks, his flat brown eyes landing on mine with a dull thud. “Yeah,” he repeats again, but nothing about this is very positive. Like, not at all positive. My teeth clench into something that I hope resembles a grin, but I’ve been struck too. The grimace has us all in its grip.

      What’s the script here, when your fiancé has revealed himself to be a robot stuck in a response loop that’s a hundred percent inappropriate for the situation? Do I power him off? Oh, god, what am I thinking? If he says yeah like that again, I’m not going to have many other options. I blink once, hard, to be absolutely sure this isn’t a nightmare.

      It’s not.

      It’s real.

      “I mean…” Clay starts, cutting a glance at the officiant as if the man can save him from this moment. Nobody can save us. We can only save ourselves. Say ‘I do,’ I want to hiss through my teeth. At least that would get us back on the right track again.

      Maybe.

      Maybe it wouldn’t.

      “No, actually.” He raises a hand to his mouth, clears his throat, and straightens his shoulders. “I don’t. I can’t.”

      For the first time, I force myself to focus on something other than his face. My gaze lands on my best friend, Mallory. Her mouth hangs open, eyes wide with shock and surprise, and I can’t even blame her for staring.

      Heat trickles down my back—beads of sweat, really, and there’s no sugar-coating it—and my heart struggles against my rib cage like a crazed, shrieking bat. My face pulses with lava. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out it was actual lava filling my cheeks.

      “I can’t.” He says it a little louder this time, then gives the officiant a crisp nod. “I don’t. So…”

      And then Clayton Herzog, my fiancé of a little over a year, extends his hand to mine.

      Like he wants to shake hands.

      My face is numb, but Clayton’s expression shifts, reflecting something like horror back at me. He shoves his hand in his pocket. “Okay, then.”

      He turns first in one direction, toward the guests, and blanches. In the other direction, the officiant stands stock still. I’m sure the man thinks his expression is blank, but his eyes are wider than the stark white china I chose for the dinner service.

      “Uh, you’ll have to—if you could just—” Clayton does a half-step to the side. The canopy over our heads is restricting his grand exist.

      “Oh, sure,” says the officiant. The man steps aside and lets him through.

      I watch my fiancé abandon the wedding in short, mincing strides, all the way to the back of the reception hall. The back exit opens under his hands with a high-pitched creak, followed by a whoosh as it swings shut. Several seconds later, the door—on one of those fancy no-slam hinges clicks shut.

      The smile is on my face before I can stop it, and no, it’s not the smile of a happily married bride who has successfully navigated the getting married portion of the wedding. It’s the smile I wear when my kindergarten classroom is getting rowdy toward the end of the school year and a kind of feral energy takes over the kids. I’ve held graduation ceremonies through that kind of pressure. Complete with songs. I can manage this.

      I have to manage this. There’s nobody else.

      Mallory takes a tentative step toward me like I might be one of those feral kindergarteners. “Sophie,” she whispers, and the echo of her voice hits the back corners of the room. We’re underneath a discreet hanging microphone. Nobody here has missed a single word. Everybody here is waiting for something to happen. If none of us move, maybe it won’t have happened.

      But I can’t stand here like a statue forever. The longer this moment goes on, the more likely I am to fall over like an off-balance cake topper. The urge to lie down on the floor is strong. So strong.

      Instead, I turn to my guests, seated in their neat rows, all of them wearing an identical frozen expression. “Just give us a minute, everybody. We’ll be right back.”

      I leave them all standing there, pick up the hem of my dress, and chase Clayton out of the ballroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter Two]
        

      

      Ash

      I’m out of my seat the instant that creaky door closes behind Sophie, my chest squeezed in a vise made from the very air in the room.

      Holy shit. Holy shit.

      All the time I spent stewing in the second row, hating the sight of her marrying that guy—Clayton, for god’s sake—did something to the universe. Having that sort of power feels like being dunked in ice water after spending a gritty, endless day in the desert. Shocking. Painful. Weird as hell. I didn’t want the wedding to happen, and now the ceremony has…detonated. Crumbled under its own weight.

      A guy in a nice suit—not the tuxes that most of the guys here wear—steps to the front of the room with an easy smile on his face.

      “Hello, everybody,” he calls, raising his hands like he’s reminding us all to stay seated.

      I’m the only one standing, but I’m sure as hell not sitting down. Somebody has to go after Sophie.

      “I’m Beau Bliss,” he goes on. “You might recognize me from some of the events around the hotel.” Someone in the back of the room lets out a whoop, and this guy, Beau, points toward the back like he’s the lead singer of a band. “Thank you,” he says. “Thank all of you for being here to celebrate. While we wait out this…uh, minor difficulty, I wanted to invite you all to have some light refreshments.” As if on cue, a side door opens and four uniformed waiters come out with fruit and cheese trays. Is that what the tables along the side wall are for? An early cocktail hour? I hadn’t noticed them until this moment because I, like everybody else at this wedding, have been busy staring at Sophie.

      Not that I have any special reason to look at her, beyond the fact that she looks stunning today.

      Just when I think it can’t possibly work—some random guy from the hotel can’t actually save this moment—everybody around me stands up.

      They just stand up and shuffle slowly toward the trays at the side of the room like they didn’t just witness a miracle.

      No—not a miracle. Sophie’s going to be heartbroken. Of course she is. She just got left at the altar, and I need to be there for her.

      A hand on my elbow stops me halfway to the door in the back. It’s Mallory, the maid of honor. “Ash. Thank god.”

      “You didn’t like him, either?” The words slip out past my frayed control. My heart is a wild man, belly crawling its way out from under the high fence I’ve kept it locked behind since I first saw Sophie three years ago.

      Mallory looks up at me, grim as hell. “I need to do crowd control. Can you see if Soph is all right? Her aunts—” She nods back over my shoulder, and I turn to see the aunts in a tight cluster around the farthest cheese tray. They’re going at it with the fans. I wanted to crush my own fan in my fists the moment I saw that it was printed with an itinerary of torture, but instead I abandoned it under my seat. “Can you get this one? It should be me, but—”

      “I’ve got it. I promised Gunnar.”

      Mallory gives me a solemn nod. “You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.” She turns and marches away with military precision in her pink bridesmaids’ dress.

      I did promise Gunnar. I promised him that I’d witness his little sister’s wedding, since he’s been sent out on a three-month training mission and couldn’t make it to the wedding. The guy’s been broken up about it for weeks, but that’s life in the military.

      Gunn wouldn’t sit in his seat after a disaster like that. No. He’d go comfort his sister. I try to breathe out the searing heat in my lungs and fail. I have to think of her as my best friend’s sister, not the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Doorway. Hallway. Parking lot. There’s only one reasonable path, and I take it outside. Clayton, that fucking coward, probably has a getaway car.

      I brace myself for tears and push open the door that leads to the parking lot.

      Sophie stands in the middle of the sidewalk, her dress falling in a white cascade to the sidewalk at her feet. Even from behind, she’s fucking gorgeous. I rake my eyes over the curve of her waist into her luscious ass and force my gaze back up, which only rewards me with the fine lines of her shoulders underneath a spill of blonde hair. My cock throbs between my legs.

      I grind my teeth and think of everything unsexy. My grandmother. Apple pie filling. Sophie’s exposed shoulders. Nope—not that last one. That last one is  unbearably sexy.

      This door, unlike the one in the reception hall, closes silently behind me.

      I listen for sobs.

      I don’t…hear any sobs.

      Maybe she’s in shock.

      One step, then another. I don’t want to scare the shit out of her by stomping, so I strike a delicate balance between thundering footfalls and regular steps. Sophie doesn’t turn her head.

      When I come up alongside her she’s still staring out at the parking lot, jaw set.

      “I can’t fucking believe it,” she murmurs, and I’m too busy being entranced by the perfection of her lips to register what she’s saying. How could he have looked into that face—Sophie’s face—and mumbled some unbelievable bullshit like I don’t? How could anyone?

      “Believe what?”

      She looks up at me then, green eyes vivid from the summer blooms surrounding us. Green grass, green stems, bright flowers—all of them reflecting into those eyes. “That bastard.” Sophie flicks her eyes to the right.

      Out across the parking lot, there he is.

      Clayton Herzog.

      The man who ran out of his own wedding like enemy troops were on his tail.

      Now it’s clear to see that no enemy troops were on his tail. In fact, he’s been running toward something since he wriggled out from under those vows.

      A redhead, wearing what looks like a sundress out of the nineteen fifties. I’d think it was a classy look, only she has her arms thrown around Clayton’s neck and her tongue down his throat.

      She disconnects her face from his lips long enough to tug at his tie, and he pushes her hands away, tilting his head urgently toward one of the cars. Redhead doesn’t seem to be in any hurry. She reaches for his collar again and this time her kiss doesn’t land square on, so his mouth hangs awkwardly open to the side.

      “Did you like kissing that guy?”

      It’s not an appropriate question, by any stretch of the imagination, but honestly I can’t imagine anyone enjoying it.

      Sophie lets out a sound that’s somewhere between a huff and a choke. “I tried my best.”

      Clayton finally convinces the redhead to stop sucking on his cheek and climb into the car. He jogs around the front and slides into the driver’s seat. The rumble of the engine fills the parking lot. One screech of the tires, and they’re out of here.

      The sounds of the summer drop down like a curtain around us. Birds singing. The lap of the lake on the shore, sounding closer than it is. It throws me back three summers into the past. It sounded just like this when I met Sophie for the first time at her parents’ vacation cottage on a tiny lake not far from here. The sun shone in her hair just like it is now. If one screen door slams, I’ll believe in time travel.

      But Sophie lets out a long, deep breath and raises her palms skyward. She lets them hover there for a moment and drops them to the front of her dress.

      “Ash, I think I’ve got a runaway groom on my hands.” Her voice strikes me right in the center of the chest, Cupid’s arrow–style. Ten minutes ago I was dreading the moment when her voice came over the microphone promising to love and honor Clayton Herzog forever.

      Was I jealous? Hell yes.

      Should I have been? Hell no.

      And now I’m in the odd position of almost being grateful to Clayton Herzog. After all, I’m alone with Sophie, the thing I’ve wanted most since I saw her that day in a little navy blue bikini and a smile, out on the dock in the sun.

      “I’d agree with that assessment.” I watch the road like a hawk in case the car turns around and comes back. In case Clayton Herzog disgorges himself from the drivers’ seat. In case he realizes he’s made the biggest mistake of his life.

      Across the parking lot, a sprinkler rises from its spot on the lawn and springs into life with a low hiss.

      Sophie turns, and I’m hit with the delicate slope of her shoulders. The dress looks like I could tug it right down, exposing more of her. Exposing all of her. “Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Now what?”
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      Sophie

      I don’t have to ask twice for a plan

      Not from Ash Montgomery, who stands on the sidewalk with his black tux accenting every inch of his gorgeous, muscled body. My mouth waters at the sight of it. Did I ever once feel this way about Clayton? No. No, I did not. I can admit that now, at least in the privacy of my own brain.

      Ash takes one look around the parking lot, and then his dark eyes settle on mine. I never thought he’d look at me like this. I never thought he’d

      look like this in my presence, all clean cut and dressed to the nines. I never thought he’d be the one to come after me. “Do you want to be standing out here?”

      It’s a perfectly nice parking lot—the Bliss Resort is by far the fanciest of the venues we looked at—but the second he asks the question I feel them running down the back of my neck—goosebumps. I didn’t just follow Clayton out of the reception hall. I chased. There’s no way eighty guests are going to sit, waiting, for longer than a few minutes. Ash was the first. He won’t be the last.

      And then…what? What am I going to say? I found him out here practically swallowing some strange redhead’s tongue? No, I don’t know who she is? Strangely, yes, I do want to have a wedding because I’ve never looked so good in my life?

      “No.”

      Ask and ye shall receive.

      “Let’s go. Anyplace in mind?” Ash offers me his arm, and I loop my hand through his elbow. At my touch I feel his muscles tense, flexing, and for a hot second my balance flees. This isn’t the imminent stomach flu. This is a full-on swoon.

      For the first time all day, I don’t feel alone in a crowd of people. Walking down the aisle alone—that was one thing. Walking back into the Bliss Resort after a failed wedding? That’s on another level.

      Touching Ash is on another level, come to think of it.

      I swallow hard and push away the prickle of anxiety that grows like a seed at the base of my gut. Run—I should run. But I don’t want to run. That’s the most fucked-up part of all.

      And besides—I do know a place. I know the perfect place. It’s the one place nobody will think to look.
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      The first time I saw Ash Montgomery, he was shirtless.

      Technically, we were all shirtless. My mom sat on the deck of the pontoon boat, underneath its shade, and I sprawled on a beach chair perched on the end of the dock. The screen door at the back of the cottage slammed shut, the hinges squeaking. I didn’t look up from my book until I felt the shadow.

      It came down over me, blocking the sun, and I blinked up through my sunglasses at the figures towering above me.

      My brother, Gunnar, who had just completed his first stint in the Army and was home on break.

      And his friend, Stunningly Handsome.

      That was all I could think when I first saw his face—his fine, chiseled face, eyes darker than sin and cheekbones sharper than knives. Don’t get me started on his abs. His abs transported me to another plane of existence, then slammed me back to the surface of the earth.

      “Hey, Soph,” Gunnar said, stepping around me to climb onto the pontoon boat. “This is my friend, Ash Montgomery.” The radio next to me was playing Home by Edward Sharpe and the Magnetic Zeroes.

      The name came to me in bursts of static. Ash stood in the center of the dock, waiting for his turn to get onto the boat, the sun in his hair like a fiery halo. He kept his eyes on my face, never moving them an inch, and my skin caught fire.

      I wanted him to look at me. I wanted him to notice me.

      And for seven agonizing days, he made sure not to notice me.

      Oh, he was perfectly polite. We talked to each other as we danced around each other's personal bubbles in the kitchen. One night, he even sat next to me by the fire when Gunnar went in for another round of beer. The orange-red firelight glinted off his hair and reflected in his eyes, his entire body a mirror for the flames, and that was one of the few times he asked me a truly personal question.

      “Are you seeing anyone?”

      It had come off the heels of a discussion about Gunnar’s girlfriend, so it wasn’t completely out of the blue.

      I told him the truth, even though my student-teacher heart wanted to lie. I wanted to lie so badly. I could feel the future branching out before me—say this, and we go one way, say that, and we go another—and for an instant I was caught between the two branches.

      But I’m not a liar. I’ve always been atrocious at it. I can fake it until I make it with the best of them, but outright lies? No.

      So I told him the truth. And I regretted it instantly.

      I regretted it for three long years.
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      “You have a room?” Ash says in the elevator on the way to the top floor of the resort’s hotel building.

      “I have a suite.”

      The air in the elevator thickens, and is it me, or does Ash step a little closer?

      The elevator comes to a stop and he ushers me out. There are four doors on this level, and four doors only. I came up here earlier to take a breather from the hair and makeup whirlwind, so I know where I’m going—the second door on the left.

      I slip the key out of the hidden pocket in my dress. That pocket was a dream come true when I placed the order almost a year ago, and now it’s a true lifesaver. No fumbling around for a purse. No need to let go of Ash’s arm.

      The lock clicks, and I push open the door. My heart skips like off-beat raindrops in a thunderstorm and skids to a crashing halt when Ash hesitates at the threshold. I whirl back around to look at him, framed in the door in that black tux.

      “If you want to be alone…”

      The last thing I want is to be alone. And I don’t care if my entire body feels like it might spontaneously combust in the presence of this man, who is looking at me now like I could have been his bride. I need something more. I need something else. I need a door closed between me and the rest of the world.

      Between us and the rest of the world.

      “I don’t want to be alone.”

      The air thins, stretches, and the cool tingle of adrenaline sparkles through my veins. If Ash steps through the door, there’s no telling what will happen. This day has already unhinged itself from the planned reality. There are no rules.

      “I don’t know what to do.” I forge ahead because the silence makes me dizzy. It keeps giving me flashbacks from that moment under the canopy before that fateful yeah fell out of Clayton’s mouth. “Everybody’s waiting for me down there.” A truth, and another truth, and I can’t stop all of the truth spilling from my own lips. “And I don’t want to be alone right now. I want to be with you.”

      Ash stands up straight, a soldier called to attention, and I can imagine him standing just this way at boot camp graduation. He looks pained with duty. “Your brother…”

      “My brother’s not here.”

      I’ve pushed them down in my memory—all those tiny moments at the cottage. How he looked in the morning light, groggy in boxers and a t-shirt that accentuated exactly how perfect his biceps were. The way he smelled after a day on the lake, tanned and covered in sunscreen and heat. And the day they left, how he finally let himself look at me in my swimsuit and the flimsiest cover-up they had on sale at Victoria’s Secret that summer.

      I had not planned to meet Ash Montgomery in that coverup, and I hadn’t. I’d met him in even less. Just the suit. Just his suit.

      My mouth waters at the memory of those red swim trunks cutting across the hard lines of his body. And my brain, my foolish brain, superimposes it over the image of him now, in black tie, at my wedding.

      My wedding in limbo.

      My wedding about to be canceled.

      I clear my throat. “My brother’s not here,” I repeat, like saying it twice makes it truer than before. He’s not there to barge in and steal Ash’s coffee from the coffee maker. He’s not lingering at the edge of every conversation to make sure his buddy isn’t getting too close to his sister.

      The ache that he’s not at my wedding twines itself right around a rush of relief that he’s not.

      Ash looks at me, and it’s the same look he gave me that morning, right before he climbed into their rental car and disappeared off the face of the planet for a year.

      Then he steps inside.
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      Ash

      Sophie is no-nonsense, shutting the door behind us and flipping the deadbolt.

      I’m nothing but nonsense. The bite of adrenaline races straight through my heart, pumping madly through every one of my veins. My heart doesn’t know if I’m on the battlefield in Afghanistan or in a honeymoon suite with my buddy’s sister. It’s a fight either way, because she looks…touchable. Delectable. Devourable.

      How the hell could that guy have walked away from her?

      How could I have walked away from her?

      The reasoning back then was solid. You don’t hit on your buddy’s sister while you’re on vacation with his family and then head back overseas like nothing happened. You make damn sure nothing happens, even if you want it to. Even if you want it so fucking badly your cock aches for weeks afterward. Even if she looks at you like she wants it, too.

      It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, that pretending. I had to pretend not to see the blush on her cheeks and the curve of her ass and the jut of her hip out there in that bikini.

      Just like I have to pretend not to see how radiant she is in that gown. Sophie wears a crown of flowers, looking regal as hell and nothing like the most recent picture I’ve seen of her, which features her on one knee in the middle of a bunch of kindergarteners, a paint smear on her face and pride in her eyes.

      I’m here to be a sounding board—nothing more. A steady presence, since Gunnar couldn’t make it. Sophie’s parents couldn’t, either, but that’s not a story for anybody’s wedding day.

      She paces over to the windows that overlook Ruby Bay and stands silhouetted in front of the deep blue water. “Okay. So, things didn’t work out with Clayton.”

      This is such an understatement that I have to stifle a laugh. No, things did not work out with Clayton. No, I want to say, because he’s a complete jackass. But instead I come farther into the suite.

      It’s a nice suite. Rooms branch off to either side, bright spaces flooded with eggshell paint and deep navy carpet that looks plush enough to lay on naked.

      I stop looking at the carpet.

      “And I don’t know what to do, because…” Sophie takes one elegant step forward, then another, exactly as graceful as she was when she was walking down the aisle. Only this time, it’s only for me. A delicate pink blush spreads across her cheeks. “Because I’m…I’m so disappointed, and I’m so relieved.”

      Her green eyes lock on mine, and a diamond shard of light flies off the lake and embeds itself in my chest, igniting. She’s waiting for a response—I can see it in the flutter of her pulse at her neck. “Disappointed and relieved,” I echo, making it as much of a question as I dare.

      “I’m disappointed for this.” She motions down the length of her body at her dress and my skin tightens with the urge to touch the fabric for myself and feel every slope and curve. “I look like I’ve always wanted.” Sophie grins, the smile wrinkling her nose, and another little piece of my heart slips out from behind the cage where I’ve kept it since that vacation and falls to the floor at her feet. “How stupid is that? I don’t want to go back there and tell everyone the wedding is off, because I feel like…” She pauses, like the word is on the tip of her tongue. “Like a princess.”

      “You look like a queen.” My voice sounds gruff, even to me, and I see the flash in her eyes before her lashes flutter to her cheeks. “More than a queen. Otherworldly.”

      “Like a ghost?” she whispers.

      “Like a goddess.”

      The only thing keeping us apart is the sofa in front of me, which is doing god’s work in hiding the erection currently trying to force its way through the front of my pants. I lower my hands to the plush back and tighten my grip.

      Sophie brushes her fingertips over the delicate line of her collarbone with a flower crown–colored brush. “I’m glad you’re here to see it. When Gunnar said he wasn’t going to be able to make it, I didn’t know if you’d come.”

      “Where else would I be?”

      Her eyes fly back to mine. “Anywhere else, other than here, watching me get dumped at my own wedding.”

      “I’m not watching you get dumped anymore.”

      “No.” Her voice is soft, almost tentative. “We’re alone in my honeymoon suite.”

      “And you’re—” I fumble it, looking for a way to steer this back onto safer ground. I called her a goddess. If that’s not giving myself away, I don’t know what is. “You said you were relieved.” Another thought occurs to me that turns my blood to metal spikes. “He wasn’t…unkind to you, was he?” Unkind—I don’t know what I’m saying. I’d like to do some things to the innocent otherworldly goddess in front of me that could definitely be classified as unkind. But the thought of another man taking advantage of her in any way feels like swallowing a primal scream.

      She screws up her lips, looking down. “Unkind? Not unless you count cheating on me. And before that, boring me to death.”

      “Boring you?”

      “Do you honestly think that Clayton Herzog knew what he was doing in bed?” My pulse clangs against my ears in matching cymbal beats. “He never once gave me what I really wanted.” Sophie crosses her arms over her chest. “That’s probably too honest for you.”

      “You can’t be too honest with me.”

      “Can’t I?” Her voice is so loaded I’m surprised her words don’t loose an invisible arrow. “Because I can see you right now. There’s nothing hiding your face.”

      Or my hands. I let go of the back of the sofa and slip my hands into my pockets, every muscle aware of her eyes on me. “And what does my face tell you?”

      Sophie bites her lip.

      Damn it, she bites it, drawing it between her teeth. “That you didn’t come up here to act like my brother.”

      There is so much I want to do with her that I’d never classify as brotherly. “No.”

      “So why did you come up here?”

      “You’ve had a shock. You didn’t want to be alone.” It’s simple. She asked, I answered. As if I could do anything else. “It’s what Gunnar would want.”

      Sophie raises one eyebrow in a skeptical arch. “He’d want the two of us alone in an empty honeymoon suite? I don’t think so.” She turns her head to the side, and I’m treated to a view of the flawless curves of her face set against the blue of the lake outside the window behind her.

      My heart splits in two, one part throwing itself carelessly against my rib cage and the other side plummeting straight between my legs. My heart needs blood to survive, and all of it is centered in one aching organ.

      “Is there something you need, Soph? Because I’m here to give you what you need.”

      She looks me straight in the eye and pulls herself up to her full height. Sophie’s eyes gleam. Freedom—I’m seeing freedom in her eyes, and if that’s not enough to make a person stand up and sing the national anthem, I don’t know what is.

      “Are we being honest with each other?” Her tone is light, like a flag fluttering on the wind.

      “I don’t think we have any other choice.”

      “And you want to know what I need. From you. Right now.”

      I’m on the edge of a cliff, looking over. The truth is that her goddess-word is law. I’ve wanted the chance to do anything for her for three long years and two tours in Afghanistan, and I’m not going to let it pass me by.

      Cool it. I have to cool it. What Sophie probably wants is a shoulder to cry on, a stiff drink, and someone to stand next to when she announces that the wedding is off. Then Mallory will step in, and the rest of her extended family, and I’ll be on the outside looking in.

      This is my moment. The knowledge of it sucks the breath right out of my lungs, but I force more air in.

      No point in waiting.

      “I want to know.” I’ve never been so definitive. Not even on the battlefield.

      She takes a deep breath in, the air hitching in her chest, but she doesn’t look away from my eyes. No. Sophie Langdon—this Sophie Langdon—might look sexy yet demure in her wedding dress, but she’s not the shy college sophomore out on the dock. Not today. “What I want, Ash…what I want from you…” Time slows, stills, stops, but my heart keeps beating. “I want a wedding night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter Five]
        

      

      Sophie

      Ash leans over the back of the sofa again, digging his hands into the upholstery. His eyes are thunderclouds, complete with lightning bolts, and I swear the temperature of the room sizzles with that gaze.

      “A wedding night.”

      The words on his lips light up every one of my nerves. I’ve been turning it over and over in my head since I saw Clayton make his escape.

      I want my own escape.

      It’s here—I see that now—in the form of Ash Montgomery.

      “I chose this dress because I thought, if I got all the details right, I would finally get what I’ve been looking for?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Passion.” The word tears from my throat, coming loose from something deep at the center of my core. I would never have admitted this to anyone else. It nagged at me every day with Clayton, but somehow I made this dress—this day—into some kind of crucible. If we got to the other side, maybe it would turn him into the man I wanted.

      And let’s be honest. Ash is the one I wanted.

      I wanted a man with a hard body and eyes that could be softer than the sunrise on the lake or harder than an arrowhead. I wanted a man who could look my father in the eye when they shook hands. I wanted a man who didn’t flinch away from sitting quietly with my mother, reading books.

      My parents aren’t here anymore, but that man still is.

      He’s standing dead center in my honeymoon suite.

      “I thought…” My voice trembles in the hush of the room. “I thought that if I married Clayton, it might change him into something I wanted.”

      A half-smile, almost a smirk with a side of sadness, flashes across Ash’s face and disappears. “I don’t know if weddings can work that kind of magic.”

      “After today, I’m guessing not.” A wild hope rises in my chest like a bird taking flight. “But I still want what I paid for. I want what I paid for, only better.”

      “And you paid for a wedding night.”

      “That was the point.” I shake my head. “No. The point was the marriage, but I’d hoped the marriage would be a long string of wedding nights. Something different from what we had before.” I make the face before I can stop myself. “Something less…soul-numbing.”

      Ash’s eyes narrow. “The sex was that bad?”

      Heat spreads across my cheeks, a wave on another wave. “I’d say I didn’t want to talk about it, but there isn’t…much to talk about anyway.”

      And it was more. It was more than the sex, obviously. Obviously. All of it revealed itself the moment I saw that redhead curled around Clayton radiating lust. Have I ever felt that lustful about Clayton? Has Clayton ever felt that lustful about me?

      No, and no.

      I’ve barreled into this with my garden variety honesty, but suddenly talking about my ex-fiancé’s lack of sexual prowess feels dangerous.

      Dangerous…in a good way.

      Ash stands to his full height with a causal tug at the hem of his jacket, the movement precise. The adjustment to the jacket is subtle. It absolutely makes a difference. He’s a details man.

      What else is he a details man about?

      “Let’s be clear. You’re looking for a wedding night to write home about.”

      It strikes me then, how insane it is to still wish for a wedding night after you have been left at the altar by your own fiancé. Then again, it’s pretty fucking insane to get all the way to the altar before you run away with your mistress. This day has gone completely off the rails already, and having Ash in my honeymoon suite isn’t nearly the weirdest thing.

      I swallow hard and take in a deep breath by sheer force of will. The reward? A lungful of Ash’s scent on the air, all cologne and soap and sunshine. He smells like a man who could run twenty miles without breaking a sweat. Who could lift…I don’t know, an enormous amount and barely have to flex his muscles. Those muscles…

      “I wasn’t planning to write home, if that’s what you were thinking. If it has to be a secret…” My lips buzz at the thought, caught between numbness and hypersensitivity. My heartbeat ticks down the time until I have to go back into that banquet hall and give people a story. If all I have with Ash is a truncated wedding night, if it has to be a secret between the two of us, then I will take it. “It can be a secret.”

      His eyes flash and flare, and I am desperate for the sofa between us to disappear. I’m desperate for the space between us to close like a door that’s been slammed. I can see him in the sun, out at the end of the dock. I can see his body slicing cleanly through water covered in crystals.

      “They’re waiting for you downstairs,” he says, and something revs in my chest like an engine. “One of the guys from the resort stepped in with appetizers and bought you some time. He’s a real hero.”

      “You’re my real hero,” I blurt. The moment Ash stepped up beside me out in that parking lot, a knot in my stomach unclenched and some of the sheer mortified shock from watching my fiancé run out of the room like his ass was on fire vanished. Another truth—god, they can’t stop coming, can they?—swells in my chest and sidesteps my brain. “You’ve been my hero for a long time. I’ve been thinking about you for a long time.”

      Ash rubs a palm over his lips, his perfect Roman Empire lips, and I want to trace those lines with my own fingertips so badly my skin aches. “I thought of you every day.” His voice is low, curling into my ears like the silk of my wedding dress, and I fight for a full breath. “Something about you…Jesus, Sophie, if only you knew.”

      “Me?” It’s fishing, only slightly, and I know it. But I can’t stop myself. Who the hell could? “You thought of me?”

      “How could I not think of you? I saw you in that bathing suit. You think a man can forget a bathing suit like that?”

      “A navy blue bikini?”

      A smile breaks over his face and I swear it’s like the moment when the sun finally crests over the horizon. “A navy blue bikini. That’s like describing the Mona Lisa as a rough draft. I thought of you every day. And it wasn’t just about the bathing suit.”

      I know. I know, because it wasn’t just about the rock-hard abs or the gorgeous face that Ash has been blessed with. It was the way he took his time before he spoke. It was the way he moved through the world. It was all of it. All of it.

      I rock up on tiptoe, my kitten heels rising off the carpet. “So, one of the Bliss Brothers is covering for us?”

      That smile smolders at the corners of his lips. “He did.”

      “Then I want it right now.”

      Now, before I have to go down to the reception hall and make my excuses to dozens of guests. Now, before the pain-in-the-ass reality of getting left at the altar sets in. Now, before I lose my nerve.

      “We don’t have all night,” Ash says, the final words close to a growl. “By this point, I’d say we have forty-five minutes before everything downstairs goes to hell.”

      “Then why are you making me wait?”

      He’s instantly in motion, and my eyes lock on the lines of him in that suit, striding around the sofa. One, two, three long steps, and Ash is there. He’s there.

      This time, there’s no hesitation.

      His hand wraps around the side of my face, tilting my chin so I have to look deeply into his eyes. He pulls me close with the other hand around my waist. I’ve never felt so small, so breathless.

      Ash’s lips are inches from mine, his eyes black pools of want made bright by the mid afternoon sun. “If this were our wedding night, this is how I’d start.”

      Then he leans in to kiss me, and every inch of my soul coils around the contact. It’s a full-body sigh. If this were a romantic comedy, my heel would kick up, but instead my knees weaken and Ash has to tighten his grip around my waist. His lips on mine are gentle, then possessive, then demanding, and all of my being explodes into nothing but yes, yes, yes.
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      Ash

      I’ve wanted to kiss Sophie Langdon since the moment I first saw her out on that dock, with her body stretched out in the sun and her hair gathered up on top of her head in a loose bun that exposed the curves of her neck to me. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to explain how something at the center of me pulled toward her, or how hard it was to keep moving past her when the sight of her already had its hooks in my skin.

      And I’m not fucking kidding. I kiss her exactly the way I would kiss her if this were our wedding night.

      If she was my bride.

      It’s a form of worship…and when she makes a small noise in the back of her throat, so soft I doubt she’s aware of it, it’s pure sin.

      Pure, forbidden sin. She tastes sweet with her lips parted to yield to me, and I could survive on that ghost of a moan for the rest of my life.

      An alarm sounds in the back of my mind—don’t do this, don’t risk your friendship, this is wrong, not allowed, bad, bad, bad—but for all its ear-splitting racket, it can’t change a thing about the way Sophie leans into my hands in that dress.

      It’s a thousand times softer than I expected, and from the way it fell from her hips to the floor, I expected it to feel like running my hands through a cloud. It’s better than that, with her curves underneath. There’s another layer, too. Lace? I’m going to have to hold myself back, because if I had my ring on Sophie’s finger I wouldn’t hesitate to tear those lacy things to shreds.

      I shove that thought, along with a few others, out of my mind and concentrate.

      We don’t have much time.

      And there’s so much I want to show her.

      I bring my lips down to her neck, kissing a hot line down her creamy skin, and Sophie tips her head back and gasps. Her gown is my favorite item of clothing on the planet. It offers up both her shoulders to me, her collarbone, and I work my mouth over every inch.

      She trembles, knees shaking.

      Finally, finally, when I can’t wait another moment, I hook a finger in the top of that neckline and tug it down.

      There’s no bra underneath.

      It’s a miracle.

      But how—

      I cup one breast in my hand, rubbing the pad of my thumb over her nipple and making it jump to attention. Sophie lets out a hiss between her teeth. When her other nipple gets the same attention her knees give out.

      I catch her in one arm and sadly, so sadly, have to use both to pick her up from the floor.

      I’m not going to fuck her on the sofa. No. This wedding night deserves the king bed.

      It’s an easy enough guess, heading to the master suite. On the way over Sophie twines her arms around my neck, gazing up at me with eyes so wide and wanting that it shatters that resolve.

      She’s mine.

      In this moment, she’s mine, and what else matters?

      We cross the threshold into the master suite. Sophie sucks in a breath and holds it. The bed is a white oasis dotted with pink—pink flower petals to match the crown in her hair and the bouquet she held in the ceremony. The muscles at the back of my shoulders tense with the sensation that we’re veering off an unplanned exit on the highway, careening toward a big, plummeting drop.

      This bed was made up for Sophie and her douche of a fiancé.

      The sight of it might send us crashing out of this fantasy and back into the ugly reality of a canceled wedding.

      But Sophie’s arms aren’t shaking around my neck. Her chin isn’t trembling. And there’s not a single tear in her eye.

      “Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s destroy this bed.”
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      Unleashed.

      I’m free—I’m finally free from the vise around my chest. I’m free from that horrible, aching want that’s dogged me every day for three years. And most of all, I’m free from my tuxedo. Fuck formalwear.

      Sophie helps, attacking the tux like it’s offended her. She shoves it ruthlessly off my shoulders, pops one of the buttons off the shirt, and looks ready to bite through the belt with her teeth when it doesn’t immediately do her bidding. Thirty seconds flat and I’m left with nothing but boxers.

      Then it’s my turn.

      She’s tugged the dress halfway back up, but I undo her progress slowly, so fucking slowly it almost kills me.

      I’m in the eye of the storm, in a moment of peace.

      I’ve turned her around so I can undo the zipper. The gown comes down over her waist, then her hips…

      And then the lace panties come into view.

      Sophie steps out of her wedding dress, her hair still sheer perfection down the back of her shoulders, and when she turns to face me, I’m…blinded.

      It’s the strongest drink I’ve ever sipped and then my mouth is on her neck, her lips, the delicate flesh of her earlobe. Every inch of skin is suffused with her scent, and Jesus, it’s so good. How can it be so good? How can that combination of sunscreen and sex still be on her skin after all these years?

      It’s her. That’s why. It’s Sophie.

      I lay her back on the bed and watch as she arches her back for me.

      I’m careful with the panties. She might want to put them back on, but I body-check that thought out of my head along with all the other useless things. Time presses in on me from both sides, the past barreling into the present and shoving me forward like a rifle in the back.

      Then it stops, skidding on its heels.

      Sophie spreads her legs.

      She spreads her body out on the bed for me, panting, nipples peaked and arms above her head. An offering. A gorgeous, mind-crushing offering, and it’s for me.

      “Please, Ash.” Her eyes are bright, pleading, her face open and honest, and I have no doubt in my mind that she wants this.

      The slick cream already gathering between her legs is the final proof.

      She’s pink and glistening and everything I have ever wanted.

      My boxers are gone in an instant.

      I crawl up on the bed over her and thread my hand underneath her chin, exposing her neck, and kiss her just beneath her jawbone. “Say that again.”

      “Please,” she whispers, her breath brushing the shell of my ear. “Take me. I want you to take me…”

      “You’re already mine,” I growl into the pulse at her neck. “Turn over.”

      In a collision of bodies and flesh we rearrange ourselves, Sophie on her hands and knees. I kiss down her spine, stopping just at the cleft of her ass, and reach between her legs.

      She’s wet. She’s so wet.

      Two fingers slipped inside of her tell me just how tight she is, and I groan. “Fuck, Sophie.”

      “More,” she commands through gritted teeth. “I want more.”

      Sophie throws her head back and I curl one hand around the front of her neck, finger and thumb circling her jaw. Her breaths come fast and hard underneath my palm and she arches her back again, offering herself again, and I’m going to fucking lose it.

      If this was our wedding night I’d take my time with her.

      But we don’t have that kind of time, and my body screams to have her. Now. Now.

      I line myself up with her opening, holding her back against my hips, and she writhes, core rocking.

      “I’ll give you more.”

      That’s the last thing I say before I take her in one stroke, so powerful it would knock her forward into the pillows if it weren’t for my hand. She gasps a breath in, turning it into a moan, and spreads her legs wider.

      Fuck, it’s so filthy, and so wrong, and so perfect. I have my best friend’s sister pinned to the bed, ass up, driving into her with everything I have. She quakes underneath me, hips rolling.

      And that’s not all.

      I play a hand over her breasts, pinching one nipple first, then the other. The sounds she makes are delicious. They’re enough to sustain a man for forty days and forty nights and fuck, add another set of days and nights because that’s how good they are.

      Then I trace a line from the center of her perfect breasts, down, down, down, to where she’s utterly and completely mine.
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      Sophie

      It never would have been like this with any other man.

      I can’t think of any specific men right now, other than Ash, because he’s filled me to capacity. There is nothing but him in this moment. He is the world, and the world is between my legs.

      With anyone else—anyone else—I wouldn’t be on my hands and knees. I’d be demurely on my back, staring up at the ceiling and trying my best to stay in the moment. I wouldn’t be wet from just enough pressure around my neck.

      You belong to me, that grip says. Mine.

      It sends waves of hot, needy pleasure sparking through every nerve, right down to where Ash thrusts into me with a studied mercilessness.

      I can’t get enough of it.

      I thrust back against him, hips begging, and then…

      Then his fingertips meet my clit.

      The woman who used to be Sophie Langdon detonates.

      I’m not a rational creature any more. I’m nerves on fire, an explosion of pleasure, a perfect pain.

      So this is what it’s like to have an orgasm. A real orgasm, so powerful it rattles every muscle, every bone. Ash moves his hands, and I’m impaled. My body bucks and writhes, and I don’t know whether I’m trying to get closer or farther away, but it doesn’t matter, because I can’t.

      I can’t go anywhere.

      I have to come on his steely thickness, and it is steely. Steely, alive, pulsing. He makes me ride it out until I can almost catch my breath.

      Almost.

      Because Ash pulls out then and turns me over as easily as he’d turn a pillow. I land on my back on the cool comforters, flower petals stroking against my skin, and look up at him.

      His eyes are black, and when his gaze travels over my skin it burns.

      “You’re killing me,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “You’re saving me,” I answer, and there’s a flash of intensity across his face that’s gone before I can fully identify it.

      He doesn’t give me time to identify it, either. He spreads my legs wider and rakes his eyes between my legs.

      Where he has recently been fucking me.

      Is it possible to blush over your whole body?

      It is.

      Ash stops, holds his body still, his hands beneath my knees. He takes his time looking. Assessing. I’ve never felt dirtier in my life. My legs are open wide and I instinctively reach for the headboard. I fight off the urge to grab for the sheets.

      I don’t want sheets.

      I want him to see me.

      All of me.

      “So wet,” he says. “So tight. Is this for me?”

      His eyes blaze into mine and I could swear the air between us shimmers and shakes. It’s my eyes that are shimmering and my muscles that shake. My teeth chatter like it’s twenty below, but it’s hot in the room. Or at least it’s hot in Ash’s hands.

      “It’s all for you.” I press my knees against his grip and he groans. “Husband.”

      Without breaking my gaze, he dips his head to the inside of my thigh and sinks his teeth into the flesh there.

      It’s not hard. Not hard enough to wound, not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to leave a mark.

      I feel myself get wetter.

      “Wife,” he growls.

      When this game ends—this beautiful, dangerous game—it’s going to hurt like hell.

      “You’re going to come for me again.” Ash’s words land like raindrops on the surface of a lake that’s already roiling underneath. “I’m going to devour you until you come on my tongue.”

      “I don’t—I don’t know if I can.”

      He grins, as cocky as I’ve ever seen him. “You don’t have any choice.”

      “Ash—”

      Before I can get another word out his mouth is on me, tongue teasing and lapping and working, and there are no more arguments to be made.

      All my thoughts sink down beneath the surface. Someone is moaning. It’s me. It’s me making that noise, straining against Ash’s grip to close my legs against the overwhelming pleasure. Where did he learn to do this? How did he learn to do this? How does he know how much I want him to suck at my clit, to tease it until it’s throbbing, until I’m gushing, until my hips rock up off the bed and into his mouth?

      How…how…how…

      I can’t help but follow his orders.

      I can’t help but come all over his tongue.

      Ash laps up my juices with long strokes of his tongue, relentless and unforgiving. There’s the slow drag and then the release and my hips arch every time.

      “I—” Another long lick, starting at my opening and ending at the tight bundle of nerves at the top. “I—” Another. “Oh—” Another.

      It stops.

      I thought I wanted it to stop, I thought I couldn’t take another moment of sensation, but Ash pulls back and drags his hand over his mouth and I could cry. Tears gather at the corners of my eyes.

      He’s there instantly, nipping my bottom lip between his teeth. “No tears, Sophie. Not on your wedding night. Can you take me again?”

      I’m so desperate for more of him that the only sound I can make is mmmm, but he hears my plea for what it is and drives himself inside me one more time.

      He’s harder than before, thicker, somehow, and I throw my arms around his neck and hang on for dear life.

      Ash is all hard muscle and hard lines and hard thrusts. I’m nothing but nerves and warm flesh. I can feel myself opening for him, I can feel myself taking him in, up to the very limit and past it. He stretches me. Oh, God, he stretches me.

      I never want this to stop.

      I never want to unlock that door.

      Never, never, never…

      Ash presses his head into the curve of my neck, his pace changing, and I can feel from the way his muscles bunch against me that he’s close.

      Very close.

      “Do it,” I whisper into his ear. “Come inside me.”

      He lifts his head then so that he can cover my mouth with his. He reaches a hand under my chin and my body quivers. “I’m going to fill you up,” he warns.

      “Please.”

      He does.

      Ash’s release is one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever witnessed. Every muscle works together. His eyes never leave mine. He doesn’t flinch away from any part of it. He makes me watch.

      My heart turns inside out, throwing itself wildly against my rib cage. He’s showing me himself. He’s showing me himself at his most vulnerable, in the grips of an orgasm that shakes him from head to toe. The heat pours into me in waves. His hips pin me to the bed. I have no escape, and I don’t want one.

      It’s so intimate it takes the breath from my lungs. Goose bumps rise at my hips and move outward, covering everything and diving back beneath my skin as quickly as they came. I’ve never felt this particular tumbling sensation before, but I know what it is—it’s falling in love.

      I’m falling for him.

      I’ve fallen for him.

      Ash stills, breathing hard, and for a series of heartbeats we’re frozen with him between my legs and my arms around his neck.

      Breathing.

      In the same space.

      Closer than we’ve ever been before.

      “Sophie.”

      I know what he’s going to say. He’s going to say that we’re out of time, that we have to go back downstairs and deal with the wedding guests. That I have to deal with them. I’ve never known Ash to leave anything undone. It was something Gunnar used to gripe about on his visits home—how leaving a task incomplete was anathema to his best friend. Ash could never just walk away from a responsibility.

      But all of that is wrapped up in the wedding dress we’ve abandoned on the floor, and I don’t want to put it on.

      “Don’t say it.” I put my finger to his lips. “Don’t say it just yet.”

      A grin with an edge of laziness spreads across his face, the first of its kind that I’ve ever seen. “Say what?”

      “Say that I have to go downstairs. I know I do. I know we can’t stay up here forever.”

      My heart pounds, throbbing. Maybe he will say we can stay up here forever. I wouldn’t argue.

      His eyes trace over my lips. “I wasn’t going to say that. Not exactly.” He threads his hand through my hair, making space between me and the pillow. “I was going to say…I hope you enjoyed your wedding night.”

      I’ve opened my mouth to answer when the door shudders under a loud, thudding knock.
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      Ash

      Fuck.

      I roll away from Sophie, which feels like rolling away from my own soul, and get my feet underneath me on the floor. My entire body is wrung out, but my head is as clear as it’s ever been.

      This has to be over.

      We got caught up in the rush, in all the excitement of what happened, and that’s all this can be. I do hope she got what she wanted.

      But our time has run out.

      Another knock sounds at the door. “Sophie? Are you in there?”

      Mallory.

      Her maid of honor knows her too well.

      I pick up the wreckage of my tuxedo piece by piece and toss it onto the bed. The damn thing took fifteen full minutes to get into this morning. Even with my focus laser-sharp from the adrenaline of that knock, it’s a struggle.

      Sophie perches on the bed, on her knees, looking down at me. “You don’t have to get dressed,” she whispers. “There’s no rush.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Your maid of honor is here.”

      “She’s not going to come in. There’s no way she can—”

      A soft click at the door drains all the color from Sophie’s face.

      Boxers. At the very least, I need boxers. They’re underneath my left foot and I reach down and pull them on as the door to the main suite opens. The change in the air pressure pops in my ears.

      Sophie tucks and rolls, coming up on the floor with the petal-covered top quilt wrapped around her shoulders. I’ve messed up her hair. There’s no getting around it. The flower crown is on, but askew, and the perfect waves of her hair have been mussed.

      “Sophie? People are getting a little antsy downstairs.” The outer door closes again. Pants. I try to put them on backward at first, then spin them and shove my feet into the legs. The master bedroom has a pair of wide double doors leading into the living room, and both of them stand open. “Did you and Clay seriously—” The voice cuts off.

      I straighten my back and turn around.

      She’s seen me, clearly, since I’m centered in the double doors.

      “Hey, Mallory.” There’s no casual way to zip your pants when the rest of your clothes are in an explosion on the bed behind you, so I do it un-casually, then hook my hands into my pockets like this is not a big deal.

      According to Mallory’s expression, this is a very big deal.

      “Ash?” Her arms are still full of the bouquets from the ceremony, all white and pink and perfect. “What are you doing here? How did you—” A rush of color flies across her face. “You’re half-dressed.” Mallory turns her face to the side, but I see her peek out of the corner of her eye. “Does Sophie know—”

      “He’s here with me.” Sophie steps up next to me, wrapped in the coverlet, shedding flower petals. “Me,” she says again, as if the message wasn’t clear the first time.

      Mallory’s eyes go wide, then wider. She looks at Sophie, then me. If she snapped a picture right now, you could still mistake it for a wedding ceremony. All the hints are there. Half a tux, a white “gown,” and flowers.

      “You—” Mallory points a finger from out behind the enormous bouquets in her hands. “You brought him up here in the middle of your wedding ceremony?” The finger swings over to me, looking hilariously small next to the bouquets. “And you came up here with her? What happened to Clay?” A rush of color sprints across Mallory’s cheeks. “Is he in here, too? Oh my god. Is he in here too?”

      “Clay’s done,” Sophie says. “He had a getaway car and a getaway girlfriend, too. A redhead,” she adds. “She had truly red hair.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Sophie laughs. “Mal, I wouldn’t make it up.”

      Mallory purses her lips, her face doing a contortion that looks like a bizarre cross between disapproval and…something else.

      Then her shoulders sag, and she lets the bouquets fall from in front of her chest. “Oh, god, I’m so relieved.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Sophie’s mouth drop open. “You’re relieved?”

      “God, Soph, yes. He was the worst. I don’t know if I could have spent the rest of our friendship watching you cringe away from him. He was terrible at sex, and he never paid attention to you…” Mallory ticks each item off on her fingers. “And we planned our whole wedding. He didn’t care because he had a backup lady in the works. Which, how? How did he have a woman on the side, when he was so…” A shudder runs through her body. “I know you wanted to be there for him, after he was there for you in college. Kind of there. He was a warm shoulder. I don’t need to tell you this. You know all this.”

      Ah. The last puzzle piece clicks into place. The sailing accident, Gunnar and Sophie’s parents…it happened when she was in college.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” Sophie shakes her head. “You could have said something.”

      “Who wants to say something about somebody else’s fiancé? You think I wanted to be the one to step in front of the bullet?”

      Sophie sticks one arm out from beneath the coverlet. “I don’t even own a gun! You should have said something. I really didn’t like him.”

      “I know. But you were so…” Mallory cringes. “You were so valiant about it, even when I know you had a massive crush on—” Mallory presses her lips shut. “Even…” She trails off. “Listen, what’s the plan here? Are you two just…if you want to hide away in the suite, I can’t blame you. I’ll go back down and say some things, make some excuses…”

      “No. I’ll do it. It’s my wedding. These are my guests.” Sophie lifts a hand to her hair.

      “Yeah, not looking like that you’re not.” Mallory tosses the bouquets onto the sofa and marches into the bedroom. I step out of the way just in time. “Damn, this is a suite.”

      It’s…mildly destroyed. The sheets are hanging off one side of the bed from when Sophie rolled out. The remaining pieces of my tuxedo are trapped in the vortex. The flower petals have multiplied.

      We look at it in silence.

      “Okay. First, hair. No. First, clothes.” Mallory bends and sweeps Sophie’s dress from the floor. She hustles it into the master bathroom, shakes out a fall of petals, and drapes it over a pristine stretch of countertop with no other seeming  purpose. Then she bends and opens a drawers. “Yes. Tools.” This is serious maid-of-honor action. Mallory brandishes a curling iron. “I can fix this in ten.” She busies herself with the cord.

      Sophie stares straight ahead for another long heartbeat, and then those eyes are on mine again, boring a path straight into my soul. “You can stay,” she says softly.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      There it is—the brick crashing through the surface of the water, disturbing everything underneath.

      Sophie flinches. “All right.”

      “I want to stay.”

      But staying means that the dominos start falling, here and now. If I stay with her any longer, I won’t be able to leave.

      The first casualty will be my friendship with Gunnar.

      It’s code between us, and it doesn’t matter if it’s unspoken. We’ve been to war together. There is no room in the bond we share to date each other's exes…or family members. He would be so fucking pissed if he knew I’d taken Sophie up to the honeymoon suite for us to have our way with each other.

      And that’s only one risk. If it ever went wrong between us, I’d lose both of them.

      “Then stay,” Sophie says, the words barely audible beneath the clicks and clacks of Mallory setting up in the bathroom. “We can…” She shrugs, bare shoulders peeking out from above the white comforter. “We can talk it through, or…”

      “I think we both know where this ends.”

      I’m trying to do the right thing, damn it, but the expression on her face guts me. Shirtless like this, with nothing between my skin and the air, I’m completely exposed. It’s almost a surprise that there’s no knife in my belly.

      “Sophie—”

      She whirls toward the bathroom then, the train of her comforter gown lifting from the floor. “Just go, Ash. Be where you need to be.”

      “I’ll be downstairs.”

      “Wherever. Okay?” Sophie turns her head, her profile cutting into me again, and she gives me the saddest smile I’ve ever seen on a person. “Thanks for the wedding night.”

      She sweeps into the bathroom, still regal even wearing a blanket.

      “Are they pissed?” Sophie’s voice echoes over the bathroom tile. I reach for my shirt. My jacket. All the other bullshit accoutrements that come with a tux. “How long have I been up here?”

      “Not quite an hour,” Mallory answers. “But the appetizers are running out, and I think everybody’s starting to wonder…you know.”

      “Yeah.”

      I head out toward the main suite.

      “Did you two…” Mallory doesn’t have to finish the question, and the acoustics from the bathroom carry it out to where I’m tugging on my undershirt, then my dress shirt.

      “Yes,” sighs Sophie.

      “How was it?”

      I leave before the answer destroys me.
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      Sophie

      So, this is not going how I planned.

      Mallory stands behind me in the bathroom. She found a cushioned stool of the perfect height somewhere else in the honeymoon suite—the Bliss Brothers really think of everything—and once I got my dress back on, she went to town on my hair.

      The damage wasn’t as bad as it initially looked. Still, it’s not something I could fix for myself. I have always sucked at curling my own hair. As a kindergarten teacher, it’s not an essential part of entering the fray, so I haven’t put much time into it.

      Ugh—there’s another hit. All of my students are ridiculously excited for my wedding. There’s not much about my personal life that I bring into the classroom, but since the wedding and honeymoon meant getting a sub for a few weeks, I told them about it.

      Mistake number one.

      Mistake number two was thinking I could sleep with Ash and just…go on with my life after it happened.

      I never heard him leave.

      He was there one moment, gone the next. Like it’s always been.

      “There,” Mallory says, and I meet her eyes in the mirror. “You’re good to go.” She fluffs my hair one last time and lets it fall over my shoulders.

      It’s a bizarre mirror image of this morning, when the hairdresser did the same thing in the bridal suite downstairs. Back then, all those many hours ago, I felt jittery. Over-caffeinated. Ready to do this thing and launch myself into a better version of my life. A married version, whatever that was going to look like.

      Now I feel like I reached the optimum height to ride the good coasters only to have the amusement park gate shut in my face.

      It’s not the best metaphor. Riding Ash was better than any coaster. My entire body still vibrates with it like the aftershock of a ringing enormous bell.

      “You’re a miracle worker.”

      “I don’t know about that.” She smiles at me in the mirror. “You sure you want to go back down there? I can handle this for you, I promise.”

      “You’re a good friend, Mal.”

      “Hell yes I am.”

      “I gotta face this, though. It’ll haunt me.”

      That’s not the only thing. I will forever be haunted by the ghost of Ash’s body between my legs. Who’s ever going to match up with that?

      The pit in my stomach grows on the elevator back down to the main level. I always knew he was off-limits. I always knew that getting a crush on one of my brother’s friends would be a bad, bad idea. The one crush I let slip through my defenses never left.

      Maybe I thought I could escape it with Clayton. I don’t know. I’ve thought a lot of stupid things in my lifetime.

      “What do you think I should open with?”

      Mallory turns to face me. She taps her maid-of-honor bouquet against her leg. “Probably whether the reception is still on. Is the reception still on?”

      “I already paid for all the food.” I shrug one shoulder. “Everyone’s got to be hungry. I’m starving.”

      “Yeah…starving for more of Ash.”

      I thwap her with my own bouquet. “Don’t say that to me.”

      “Why? It’s true.”

      “That was…” I can’t even describe it as a one-night stand. “That was an afternoon delight.”

      Mallory stares resolutely ahead, but the set of her lips gives her away.

      “Fine. That was a long time coming.”

      “I bet you spent a long time coming,” she whispers.

      “Oh my god.”

      “You did, didn’t you?” The elevator slows and stops, and she turns to face me. “Why not own it? You have had a crush on him since the day he showed up at that cottage.”

      “How is that relevant to this situation?” I hiss. “I have to tell people the wedding is off, but we’re still having a reception. Do you want me to throw in that it’s all going to be fine because Ash’s magical penis fixed everything in the honeymoon suite?”

      She bursts out laughing. “No, but…”

      “But what?”

      “You could leave with him, is what I’m saying. There’s no need for you to play games with each other now. You’re obviously meant to be.”

      “He didn’t think so.”

      “Oh, please, Soph. He totally thought so. I’ve never seen such a tragic expression on a man’s face before. He wants you. He needs you.”

      “He thinks it’s a bad idea. He said so.”

      “His heart doesn’t say so.”

      “What would you know about his heart?”

      “I’m good with reading people’s faces,” Mal says primly. “And yours says you’re desperate for another roll in the honeymoon suite with—”

      The elevator doors open.

      “Ash,” says Mal.

      I look down into my bouquet, trying to gather myself for the ordeal ahead. “Yeah, I got it,” I grumble into the flowers.

      “And Gunnar,” she says. “Hi, guys.”

      What? What?

      I pick up my head, and there they are.

      My brother’s best friend…and my brother.

      They’re opposites, the two of them. Ash is tall and dark-haired and chiseled out of marble, and my brother looks like he’s made out of sunshine. Blonde hair. Tan skin. I can’t breathe.

      “What are you—how did you get here?” I pick up the hem of my dress and go to them, letting Gunnar circle me in his arms. “I thought you were out on a training exercise.”

      “I weaseled my way out of it at the last moment. I’m here in time for the reception.” Gunnar releases me. “You look beautiful, Soph. Just gorgeous.” Then he looks around for Clayton. “Where’s the lucky man?”

      My cheeks burn. The luckiest man of the day is standing next to Gunnar right now. “About the reception…”

      “The wedding didn’t happen,” Mallory blurts out. “Clayton got cold feet. And a hot redhead.”

      Gunnar blinks. “What?” Then he turns and punches Ash lightly on the shoulder. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “Wasn’t my news to deliver.” Ash’s eyes are on mine, dark wells of an emotion I can’t name. “I didn’t want to speak out of turn.”

      My brother rolls his eyes. “Of course you didn’t. Honorable to a fucking fault, man.”

      “Not that honorable,” Mallory jokes under her breath.

      “You are the worst,” I mumble out of the side of my mouth.

      But Gunnar’s eyes are back on me. “Are you okay? Do you need to get the hell out of here? You don’t…you don’t seem that shaken up.”

      Ash shifts his weight from one foot to the other. Mallory bites her lip.

      “I had people who were here for me.”

      Gunnar squints, like the light in here is several magnitudes too bright. “You’re not heartbroken?”

      This is, at the very least, a good practice run for what’s going to happen inside the reception hall. Most of the invited guests are extended family members from the Langdon side, so I can act sad for anyone on Clayton’s side who hung around after he bailed.

      “No,” I admit. “I’m not heartbroken.” Over Clayton, anyway.

      Gunnar thrusts his fist high into the air. “Score.”

      This is—what? “What do you mean, score?” I stab a finger at Gunnar. “You too?”

      He puts his fist down by his side. “Me too what?”

      “You all hated him?”

      Gunnar folds his arms over his chest. “Look, I’m sure he had some good qualities. He was there in some of our tougher moments.” A curl of his lip is a dead giveaway. “But he wasn’t my top pick for you, Soph. Never has been.”

      “And you kept silent all this time why?”

      “Because it’s your decision who you want to be with.” Gunnar says this like it’s as obvious as the blue of the sky. “Who am I to tell you who to love?”

      “You sure about that?” Mallory cocks her head to the side. “Like, a hundred percent sure? Because—”

      “Shut it,” I tell her, then return my attention to my idiot brother. Would I have listened to him? No. But maybe a critical mass of my loved ones—

      “What’s going on?” Gunnar looks from me to Mallory and back again. “Did something else happen? I know you didn’t send everybody home, because my so-called best friend let that slip. “If you want somebody to go in there and take the heat, I can—”

      “No, that’s not what I want.” A tide of misery rises in my throat and cuts off my airway for a sickening second. I want Ash. I want more of Ash. All I want is Ash. I could go on, and on, and my brain wants to, but the longer we stand here the harder this is going to be.

      “Honestly, I wanted to have this wedding that I planned. Look at me.” My voice trembles. “I look awesome. I felt awesome, too, except for the part where Clayton is the wrong man.” I can’t help it. I look into Ash’s eyes. “And the worst part of it all is that I know who the right man is.”
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      Ash

      Gunnar is my best friend, but the man can be surprisingly dense.

      Sophie’s voice quavers, on the verge of tears, but she doesn’t let a single one fall. Gunnar rocks back a step. “Who, then?”

      She doesn’t look away from my eyes. You, her gaze says. It’s you.

      I’m not a perfect man. I wasn’t brave enough to ask her on a date. I put my friendship and my loyalty to her brother first.

      It’s not me, I try to tell her. I’m just a fucking fool, like any other man.

      Never mind the way we fit together in bed.

      Never mind the way her hands on me feel like heaven.

      Never mind all of it.

      “Are you going to say, or is it a secret?”

      Mallory whips her head toward Gunnar. “Look, I know it was a long flight, but really?” She motions with her bouquet between Sophie and me. “These two. They have a thing going on.”

      “What?” Gunnar’s voice echoes through the hall, bouncing off the high ceilings and back down at us. “You two? You and you?”

      “That’s—” Sophie dabs a knuckle to the corners of her eyes. “That’s very misleading, Mallory.”

      “They do. Sophie’s loved him for years, and this guy—”

      “Hold on.” Gunnar holds up both hands. “You’ve had a secret thing going on for years, and neither of you told me?”

      “No, the crush has been going on for years,” Mallory answers. “The fling…I’d say that’s been going on about two hours.”

      Gunnar does a double take, then a triple take. “Am I having a stroke? What is happening, Soph?”

      “I liked him,” Sophie says, her voice just above a whisper. She clears her throat and tries again. “I liked him from the moment you brought him to the cottage. But I never did anything about it, because you’d have a problem with that. You never wanted me to date your friends.”

      “Well, no, not when we were in high school. You were a freshman. It would have been gross.” Gunnar looks over at me. “You didn’t try anything, did you?”

      “I didn’t go to high school with you, jackass.” My voice feels rusty, like I haven’t spoken in a hundred years.

      Gunnar steps in closer. “Why didn’t you, man?”

      “Why didn’t I try anything in high school?”

      “Why didn’t you ask her out?”

      “Are you kidding?” Sophie squeaks. “You wanted him to ask me out?”

      “No,” thunders Gunnar. “I didn’t want him to ask you on a date. I don’t want to think about you and him—” He waves a hand between us.

      “They already did,” supplies Mallory helpfully.

      “Christ,” Gunnar groans, slapping a hand over his face. “Man, if you liked each other, I’d rather have seen you at all the get-together over the years. Are you fucking with me? You really think I’d kick you to the curb for making my sister happy? That jagweed didn’t, and I had to put up with him for way too many dinners.”

      Sophie laughs, probably at jagweed, but I’m fuming.

      “I didn’t know. You want to stand here and blame me for not being a dick?”

      “Oh, don’t get pissed now.” Gunnar shakes his head. “I couldn’t give you my blessing when there was nothing to bless, if you know what I mean.”

      “This is ridiculous,” says Sophie.

      “Thank you,” I tell her. “It is ridiculous. Because even if we—” I’m not going to give a full rundown of what happened in that honeymoon suite. Not now, and not ever. “What do you want us to do, Gunn? Get married?”

      There’s a moment of silence.

      “Because god fucking help me, I will do it.” The second the words are out of my mouth, I know it’s true. “I’ll marry her right now. In front of your face. And I’ll make you stand up there with me, just so you can see it all happen.”

      “You say that like it’s a dire threat,” says Gunnar.

      I turn to the only person who matters in all of this. “Sophie, do you still want to get married today?” A beam of light shines down from the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the bay, illuminating every bit of the hope written on her face. “Because if you do…” I reach for the lapels of my jacket and give them a sharp tug. “I’m ready.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” Mallory steps between us like she’s breaking up a fight. “Do you two love each other?”

      “I’ve loved her since the moment I saw her.”

      Sophie’s eyes well, but she gives a crisp nod. “Same.”

      “You always said it was a crush,” jokes Mallory.

      “I’ve said a lot of things.” Sophie’s gaze never leaves mine.  “I’m also saying, right now, that this is my dream wedding. I want my dream groom, too.” She lifts her chin, and the determination in her eyes steals what little of my heart was left.

      “All right.” Mallory tucks her bouquet into her elbow and claps her hands. “Let’s do this.”
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      Sophie

      The music is different, this time around.

      The string quartet has an endless repertoire, and they didn’t hesitate when I asked them to play Home. It’s beautiful, all in a string arrangement like this.

      The walk down the aisle is different, too.

      All eyes are on me.

      I’m not alone.

      Gunnar stands tall and proud in his dress blues, head held high.

      We stop inside the doorway to the reception hall and shutters click. There was a brief scramble with the photographers—they had to change out their memory cards—but other than that, it turns out that starting a wedding ceremony over with a different groom isn’t all that difficult.

      “You’re taking this really well,” I whisper to him.

      “You’re an idiot if you thought I’d throw a hissy fit,” he whispers back. “I saw your face light up when he made his little speech. You’re into him.”

      “You don’t think this is crazy?”

      “I think everything is crazy,” Gunnar answers. “It’s all crazy. Life is nuts. And I wasn’t lying. You look beautiful. You might as well have a wedding, and it might as well be to my best friend. Now stop talking to me and look at him.”

      I do.

      Ash waits under the canopy in his tux, one button missing from his dress shirt. I can still feel the place where he grazed his teeth against my thigh. It’s sexy as hell.

      Was it weird when I announced that the ceremony would go on? No, not really. The weird part was announcing the new groom. One of Clayton’s aunts gasped audibly, and Mallory went rushing over to that contingent, which was about six people.

      They left, I think. I wasn’t paying much attention. I was busy getting ready for a second walk down the aisle.

      Mallory waits to one side of the canopy, beaming.

      It takes no time at all to get to Ash.

      He comes down the shallow steps and shakes Gunnar’s hand, then takes mine in his. Together, we climb the steps and stand in front of the officiant. I give him the nod.

      Our ceremony is going to be…a little non traditional.

      “Ash Montgomery, do you take Sophia Langdon to be your wife?”

      “I do.” Ash’s voice rings out like a bell, and my heart sings.

      Three years ago, when I saw Ash out on that dock, my heart did the same thing. Then it leapt forward into the future. A hazy, barely there future where Ash would keep coming back to the cottage and swim in the sun.

      And I would keep coming back. Over the years, we’d get closer. The little hip grazes in the kitchen would turn into lingering hugs. The hugs would turn into chaste kisses. The kisses would turn into a frenzied leap into bed one night, during a summer thunderstorm. One night, we’d find ourselves alone there, and we wouldn’t be able to resist saying the words out loud: I like you. I want to be with you. I want more of you, consequences be damned.

      I had no idea we’d take a running leap over all of that and start with a wedding night in the middle of the afternoon.

      Life is crazy, as they say.

      The officiant turns his attention on me. The guy has managed to pull a poker face out of his back pocket, because he doesn’t look at all concerned that I might pull a runner like my ex-fiancé.

      “Sophia Langdon, do you take Ash Montgomery to be your husband?”

      “I do.”

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” We made it to the finish line. There aren’t rings, since I didn’t want to use my tainted engagement ring over again, and I don’t have a secret ring to pull out of my cleavage for Ash. As I’ve learned, rings don’t make the marriage. Nothing does, except for the people in it. And I want Ash all up in my marriage from now until death do us part.

      My heart skips a beat, shocking itself back into compliance on the next as the officiant’s words sink in.

      Husband.

      Wife.

      Then he says the words I’ve been dying to hear:

      “You may kiss the bride!”
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      Ash

      Sophie stands at the window of our tiny Manhattan apartment and takes in a big whiff of the summer air. “This is city living,” she says, spreading her arms out wide. Then she wrinkles her nose. “Yikes.”

      I go up behind her and slide an arm around her waist. “Shut the window, love of my life. You’re letting the garbage stench in.”

      She turns in my arms and rises on tiptoe to press a kiss to my cheek. “I wanted to be sure we really appreciate Bliss.”

      “I think we would appreciate it even if we didn’t suffocate ourselves on New York City garbage,” I offer. “But sure. Whatever makes you happy.”

      “You make me happy.” Her voice is filled with a genuine love, and I get a strange kind of happiness vertigo. It’s been a year since our wedding. I’m still head over heels for her. I’m more in love with her than ever before.

      It turns out you can learn a lot about a person in a single year. You can learn how resilient they are, going from teaching kindergarten at a scrappy neighborhood school to teaching fifth grade at one of New York City’s elites. You can learn how filthy they are in bed. Who’d have thought Sophie Langdon would like a little spanking now and again? Who’d have thought I’d be into that?

      I am into that.

      “You know,” she says. “Someday, we’ll have to get all the Warriors to vacation at Bliss.” Sophie’s been going to some of the get-togethers with the guys down at Mack’s Bar. I never thought I’d bring somebody to one of those. It always seemed too intimate, somehow, and anybody I brought wouldn’t have been the real deal.

      Sophie is the real deal.

      I snort. “Those guys at Bliss?” I’ve spoken too soon. “Actually, I’m sure you could convince Dayton and Summer. They love the beach.”

      “Couples’ vacation! And they could bring the kids.”

      “Wouldn’t that be weird?” I pull the window shut in front of us and take her in my arms. “We don’t have any kids.”

      Sophie clears her throat, pressing her face against my chest. She mumbles something that I can’t make out.

      “What was that?”

      “I said, we don’t have any kids yet.”

      “It’s a long way off.” I rub my hands down her back. Sophie has embraced the city life with both arms, making friends up and down the block.

      “I’d say…about eight months.”

      She waits.

      The words land.

      And then I’m lifting her in my arms, holding her tight. “Are you—did you—are you saying—”

      “I’m pregnant,” she whispers. “With your baby. I was going to tell you when we got to Bliss, but—”

      “Why are you whispering?” I shout. “This is the best news!”

      Relief breaks over her face and then she’s laughing, I’m laughing, and there are tears. Happy tears. I kiss her like I’m kissing the mother of my child and the love of my life, which I am.

      “How long have you known?”

      Sophie drapes her arms around my neck and I set her back on the floor, still holding her close.

      “Yesterday. I could hardly keep it a secret. And now I’ve spoiled the surprise.” She pouts, and I kiss it away.

      “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Sophie startles. “That sounds urgent.”

      “You can’t be near garbage. We have to get to Bliss.”

      She taps my nose, then presses one last kiss to my lips. “Don’t you know, Ash? We’re already there.”
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      Thank you so much for reading Kiss the Bride! Things at the Bliss Resort are just heating up, so hold on to your garter belt…

      
        
          
            [image: Crush on You cover]
          
        

      

      Jenny London has always had a crush on Roman Bliss. Now he’s her new boss at the Bliss Resort.

      Falling for your boss is totally forbidden.

      Isn’t it?

      ➤ One-click CRUSH ON YOU and read now!
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      Ash Montgomery, irresistible heartthrob of KISS THE BRIDE, is one of the Warriors, a group of Army vets based in New York City.

      Their most famous member? Dayton Nash, hero of BEFORE SHE WAS MINE.

      Dayton Nash was never allowed to love Summer Sullivan. He went to war to try and forget her.

      But now he’s back in New York.

      And his best friend’s little sister is all grown up…

      ➤ One-click BEFORE SHE WAS MINE today!

      If you loved Kiss The Bride, please consider leaving a review on your favorite site to let other readers know! <3
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        Something old

        Something new

        Will you say “I do”?

        Sixteen bestselling Flirt Club authors are headed down the aisle with a new collection of sweet, steamy stories!

      

      

      
        
        Always a Bridesmaid by Dee Ellis

        At Last by Tessa Blake

        Fake Plus One by Arlo Arrow

        Garters & Groomsmen by Kim Loraine

        Kiss the Bride by Amelia Wilde

        My Wedding Knight by Alexis Adaire

        Something Blue by Fiona Starr

        Something Borrowed by Tracy Lorraine

        The Bridal Auction by Vivian Ward

        The Worst Man by Rebecca Norinne

        Three Weddings & Forever by Laney Powell

        Wanderlust Wedding by Rebecca Gallo

        Wedded and Finally Bedded by Olivia Hawthorne

        Wedded Miss by Angel Devlin

        Wedding Wishes by Dori Lavelle

        With This Ring by Alexx Andria
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY and Amazon Top 100 bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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        * * *

      

      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE free in KU today!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with RICH BOSS, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in OVER EASY, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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        Bliss Brothers

      

      

      
        
        Crush on You: Roman Bliss never saw Jenny London coming. This ugly duckling turned brunette bombshell could either save his resort…or destroy his heart.

      

        

      
        Stuck on You: Beau Bliss meets his worst enemy in this opposites-attract firecracker of a novel. Who’s going to win this battle?

      

        

      
        Hooked on You: Driver Bliss needs his freedom, but he might be willing to give it up for a mysterious one-night stand…

      

        

      
        Crazy on You: Charlie Bliss would be crazy to give Leta Quinn a second chance…

      

        

      
        Love on You: Huck Bliss should not fall in love with his best friend. Under ANY circumstances.

      

      

      
        
        Wounded Hearts

      

      

      
        
        Before She Was Mine: Dayton Nash survived the war, but he might not survive falling in love with his best friend’s little sister.

      

        

      
        After I Was His: War has torn Wes Sullivan apart. Whitney Coalport could put him back together…if they don’t destroy each other first.

      

        

      
        When He Saw Me: Bennett Powell never stops searching for the truth. So it makes sense when he falls for Eva…who is a liar through and through.

      

      

      
        
        Main Street Single Dads

      

      

      
        
        Over Easy: Ryder isn’t looking for love, but he can’t help falling for the waitress serving him pancakes in his brand-new town.

      

        

      
        Cold Brew: Dash isn’t in Lakewood to make friends. He’s here to crush the competition… until he meets his rival and things reach a boiling point.

      

        

      
        Sugar Rush: Wilder is the world’s biggest rock star and a desolate widow. All of that changes when he meets the girl behind the counter at Lakewood’s best candy shop.

      

      

      
        
        White Rose Billionaires

      

      

      
        
        Reckless Kiss: Undercover FBI agent, meet your new billionaire boss…

      

        

      
        Start this five-book series FREE with Reckless Kiss!

      

      

      
        
        The New York Billionaires Series

      

      

      
        
        Rich Boss: Rule #1: Don’t fall on your knees for your boss. Especially in the office.

      

        

      
        Start this six-book series FREE with Rich Boss!

      

      

      
        
        Flirt Club

      

      

      
        
        Kiss the Bride: Sophie’s fiancé left her at the altar. But she can’t let her brother’s best friend step in as her new groom…can she?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright Information

          

        

      

    

    
      Cover Design: Dandelion Cover Designs

      Proofreading: Cassie Hess-Dean

      © 2019 Amelia Wilde

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without express written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For more books by Amelia Wilde, visit her online at www.awilderomance.com
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