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Dedication

For anyone who’s ever faked confidence, feelings, or a smile—

and then stumbled into something real anyway.

And for the readers who believe love can start with a lie,

but end with truth, barefoot vows, and burnt toast.

This one’s for you.

—Kirsten 💍
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Prologue

[image: ]




Two Years Earlier – Halloween Night

Wren Ashby had never been good at handling whiskey—or at resisting Jake Weston.

Tonight, she'd spectacularly failed at both.

The party was loud, music thumping through the walls of her brother’s apartment. She’d chosen a costume that had felt clever three hours ago: Holly Golightly from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. But now, her pearls were heavy, her heels were a punishment, and the world was spinning gently around her.

She leaned against the hallway wall, breathing slowly, willing the hallway to stay still.

“You look like you need rescuing.”

The voice was deep, amused, unmistakable. Jake stood there, casually leaning in the shadows, looking like sin wrapped in black denim and a fitted black tee—his lazy attempt at being James Dean. She could smell the cedar of his cologne and something intoxicatingly Jake.

“Maybe I do,” she admitted, the whiskey loosening her tongue. She took a wobbly step toward him, stumbling slightly.

Instantly, Jake reached out, catching her elbow to steady her. Heat jolted through her body like an electric shock. His eyes dropped to her lips, and then slowly climbed back to meet hers.

“You good, Wrennie?” His voice was rougher now, concern tangled with something darker.

Her heart thudded erratically. “I might’ve miscalculated the whiskey to water ratio.”

He smiled slowly. “Come on. I'll get you home before your brother sees.”

Jake guided her toward the door, one strong hand warm at her lower back. Each gentle touch felt like flames licking her skin.

They made it halfway before Wren, head swimming with courage she didn't normally possess, turned abruptly and tugged him into the coat closet, shutting the door swiftly behind them.

“Wren?” he murmured, confused, voice low in the dark. The small space forced their bodies close, her curves pressing softly against the hard lines of his chest.

“Jake,” she whispered, a thread of desperation edging her words. “Do you ever wonder?”

“Wonder what?” His voice was husky, uncertain—but hopeful.

“What this might feel like.”

Before she lost her nerve, she stood on her toes, wrapped her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips to his. At first, Jake was frozen, stunned by her daring—but then he came alive.

With a low growl, he cupped her face, tilted her chin, and kissed her back—deep, searching, scorching every nerve ending she possessed. His hands found her waist, gripping tight, as if he were afraid, she’d vanish if he loosened his hold.

She melted into him, the darkness spinning not from whiskey, but from him. From the heat of his mouth, the taste of his tongue, and the feel of him pressing her back into the coats.

When he finally pulled away, both were breathing unevenly, hearts pounding a reckless rhythm. Jake rested his forehead against hers, his voice shaking slightly. “We shouldn't have done that.”

She traced his jaw softly. “But we did.”

His eyes flickered, darkening with an intensity that left her weak. “Your brother would kill me.”

“Who said he needs to know?”

Jake’s laugh was strained, warm breath ghosting across her cheek. “Wrennie, you’re dangerous.”

“I know,” she murmured, voice feather-light, fingers trailing down his chest. “But sometimes dangerous is worth it.”

The moment stretched—fragile, intoxicating, perfect. And then voices echoed down the hallway, shattering their stolen intimacy. Jake stepped back, hands dropping away reluctantly.

“Let’s get you home,” he whispered. His eyes still burned, conflicted and hungry. “Before we do something else, we regret.”

She wanted to tell him she wouldn’t regret anything—not ever—but the words stuck in her throat. Instead, she nodded, let him guide her out of the darkness into the safer, more familiar shadows of friendship.

But as they stepped out of the closet, Wren knew one truth deep in her bones: she'd tasted Jake Weston once—and once could never be enough.

Present Day

Wren stared down at her cousin Elena’s gilded wedding invitation, heart racing.

Two years since she'd kissed Jake Weston in a coat closet, two years of pretending it meant nothing.

She picked up her phone, scrolling down to his name, hesitation thrumming in her veins. Could she really face him again—pretending to be lovers for ten whole days in Italy without reigniting that dangerous spark?

Well, she thought, nerves tangling with determination, there was only one way to find out.

She hit call.
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Chapter 1: No More Solo RSVPs
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Wren Ashby hated three things: surprise weddings, group texts, and the smug glow of other people’s happiness when it arrived wrapped in Italian linen and monogrammed stationery.

She glared at the wedding invitation lying on her kitchen counter like it had insulted her dog—if she had one. Which she didn’t. Because dogs required stability, and Wren’s love life had the consistency of an overcooked lasagna.

The envelope had come in blush pink with gold foil edges. Elena & Matteo: A Tuscan Wedding to Remember.

And on the back, a note scribbled in her cousin’s curly script: Wrennie! Surprise! You’re a bridesmaid again! Bring your fiancé—can’t wait to meet him! xx

Her what?

Wren slumped into a kitchen chair and sipped her coffee like it was the only friend she had left in this cruel, overachieving world. Of course, Elena had gone full Pinterest board for her third engagement—complete with a destination wedding, wine pairings, and a literal vineyard ceremony.

And of course, Elena assumed Wren was still dating that finance bro with the perfect hair and the emotional availability of a brick wall. She wasn’t. Not since Christmas.

Wren stared at the RSVP card.

Accepts with pleasure

Declines with regret

Will attend solo like a sad, single extra in a Nancy Meyers movie

She slammed her mug down. “Nope. Not this time.”

No more table eleven. No more seating arrangements next to her dad’s accountant. No more pity looks when the slow songs started. This time, she was bringing someone.

Someone tall, hot, and devastatingly off-limits.

And if he just happened to owe her a favour or two from their tangled history, well—that was just fate finally sending her a plus one.

She pulled out her phone and scrolled to the number she hadn’t used in months.

Jake Weston.

Ex-Army. Current mystery. Her brother’s best friend. And, once upon a time, her teenage obsession.

The last time she’d seen him; he’d carried her drunk ass out of a Halloween party after she mistook a glow stick for a churro. She remembered his arms. And his voice. And how he smelled like cedar and trouble.

They’d never spoken about the kiss in the coat closet two years ago. A moment she had chalked up to whiskey and bad decisions. But it had lingered like a splinter beneath her ribs ever since.

Wren didn’t text. She called. Bold move. Brave face. And definitely not desperate.

He answered on the second ring.

“Wren?” Jake’s voice was lower than she remembered. Rougher. Like it had been dragged across gravel and came out sexier for it.

“Hey, stranger,” she said, heart thudding. “You still available for weird favours and bad decisions?”

A pause. “Define ‘weird.’”

She took a breath. “I need a fake fiancé. One plane ticket to Tuscany. Ten days. Zero strings.”

Another pause.
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