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      Bree Simmons held the collar of her wool coat closed as the wind off the ocean blasted past the front of the office building. She should have worn pants to work, but her little plaid skirt was so much more fun. More fitting to the mood she’d been in when she woke. Flirty. Dangerous. It was Friday, the end of a long week, and she planned to make the most of the beginning of her weekend.

      “Bree, wait up!” Ash Uberman, the hunky graphic artist who worked two cubicles away from hers, trotted up. His straight brown hair danced in the blowing air. “Whew, this wind is crazy.”

      “Yes, and thanks for making me stand in it longer.” She grinned to show she was teasing. “What’s up?”

      He smiled, and she forgot how cold her legs were. “I need a favor. Huge favor.”

      They were friendly enough to have lunch occasionally, often with a few other coworkers, but other than the major crush she had on him, she wouldn’t call them friends. Still, with the right favor, that could change. Or she could hope so. “Depends. What kind of favor?”

      “I need a date.”

      The laugh that escaped her was loud and brief, and she snapped her mouth closed a moment to regain her composure. “You need a date? I hear you on the phone all the time, baby this, sugar that. Someone stand you up?”

      He glanced around, then took her elbow and walked toward the parking lot. “It’s a long story. I don’t want to keep you out here in the cold. Can I buy you a drink?”

      Dying to find out what was going on, she said, “Sure.”

      She followed him in her car to a small pub close to the office and he found them a small table in a corner near the fireplace, which she was very grateful to find burning brightly. She took off her coat and draped it over the chair while Ash went to the bar to get their drinks. She was a bit surprised when he came back with her favorite, a strawberry stripper. The man paid attention at their happy hour gatherings with their coworkers.

      He sat and poured his bottled ale into a frosty glass. “Now, then. The favor. I need a date for a wedding.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “One of your sugar babies can’t help you out?”

      “I don’t want to ask any of them. This is important.”

      She sipped her drink while she let that digest. It was too important to ask one of his bimbettes, so he was asking her. She shivered, and blamed it on the cold drink, not the thrill of excitement that he would ask her to do him an important favor. “So, when’s the wedding?”

      “Next weekend.”

      “Weekend,” she repeated. “Not next Saturday or next Sunday. They have some special ritualistic ceremony or something?”

      “No. The wedding is at the Snowshoe Mountain Lodge. They picked the location so we can get some skiing in while we’re there.”

      A weekend at the lodge, and all she had to do was show up at a wedding and reception. Hello. She’d be nuts not to go. If Ash wasn’t interested in warming her bed, she was sure she could find a lonely skier who’d be game. “I pretend to be your date and you pay for the weekend?”

      His cool blue eyes locked on hers as if searching for something. “Well, yeah, if you have to pretend, I guess that still works.”

      Aww. That cute puppy sound went off in her head and tugged at her heart. He wanted her for an actual date. He was too cute, and she was more than willing. “I’m sorry, you said you needed a favor, so I assumed pretending to like you was the favor.”

      Shit! She should just shove her whole boot in her mouth, since her foot was so far in. “Wait, I didn’t mean that. I meant—well, I don’t know what I meant. I’m a bitch. What can I say? I know, how’s this? Ash, I would love to be your date for the wedding.”

      He smiled and took a quick swig of his beer. “Thanks. I can’t tell you how important this is.”

      “You know, you could have saved me a lot of embarrassing moments here if you had just asked me to go as your date.”

      He looked around the room, avoiding her gaze. “I wasn’t sure you’d go. I mean, I guess I should tell you I’m the best man, so everyone is going to be looking at who I bring to the wedding.”

      She was a trophy date. This kept getting better and better. “And you think I’ll impress them?”

      His eyes widened and mouth went slack, as if she’d lost her mind. “Well, yeah. Have you looked in the mirror lately? Looked around the room?”

      Unable to help herself, she glanced at the other patrons and caught more than a few guys watching her. Okay, so in her little red plaid schoolgirl skirt, tight sweater and killer boots, she could turn heads. She knew that. But she was far from the most beautiful girl around. When she turned back to Ash, she caught him staring at her boobs. They swelled in acknowledgement and sent waves of warmth through her belly.

      “So, who is the happy couple?” She toyed with her straw to have an excuse to put her arms in front of her. She knew her nipples had to be visible.

      “Greg, the groom, went to UCSB with me, and he’s marrying the girl he met there. They dated a bit in college, went their separate ways, but met up again recently and really connected.”

      “How sweet. And all your college buds will probably be there. The bachelor party ought to be wild.”

      He nodded. “It had better be. I’m in charge. It’s been hard to set up a party at the lodge, but we’ve reserved the main room for the night and I’ve arranged for porn and a stripper.”

      “Just add alcohol and stir.” She raised her glass in a toast before taking another sip.

      “There’s something else I should tell you.”

      Something in his voice gave her pause. He had a girlfriend? He’s gay? The bride was a celebrity? She hated when people used that warning tone over nothing.

      “Greg’s sister is my ex.”

      She made a sympathetic face. “Ooh, you have to see your ex-girlfriend. That hurts.”

      “Ex-wife.”

      She choked on the peanut she was chewing. “You were married? I didn’t know.” She knew nothing about him, now that she thought about it. He could be an ex-con, or president of a biker gang. As she watched the emotions working over his face, and really looked at the sweetness there, the scroungy, brown facial hair that refused to become a beard no matter how many days he grew it, and the gentlest baby-blues she’d ever seen, she knew he couldn’t hide any sort of wicked past.

      “It was brief. She wanted a CEO and I was just a guy who drew cartoons for games.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Does she know the awards you’ve gotten for those cartoons? How the gamers go on about your characters?” The woman was blind if she didn’t see the talent Ash had.

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m happier without her. She’s happier with Pierce Henderson, the son of the CEO of Middleton Finance.”

      Bree wanted to hug him, but instead she just smiled. “Her loss.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know,” she said, toying with her straw, “if you really want to make an impression on your ex, we could pretend we have a thing going on. Something more than just a first date. I need to know everything about you since she last saw you.”

      Ash reached for his beer, keeping his gaze down. “There’s not much to know. I buried myself in work, didn’t date for the first year after she left. That was during Warrior Kingdom. You came to BA Games just as we wrapped up that game, so you know what I’ve done since. You’ve worked on some of the same projects.”

      “Yeah, but all I know is what you do at work. She’s going to expect details. What side of the bed do you sleep on? What brand toothpaste do you prefer?”

      He looked up. “You really think she’s going to grill you at her brother’s wedding? I can’t see her even noticing I’m there. She’s done with me. And I’ve moved on. I’m glad she’s not in my life.”

      She believed him, but didn’t want to give up her shot at learning more about him. “We’ll be there for the entire weekend. She’ll have plenty of time to grill me. And she sounds like the type to want to feel she made the right decision about leaving you. I think we should look like old friends, at the very least, at the reception. Unless you don’t want them to think we’re dating. In which case, I understand completely and⁠—”

      “No, no, us being together is great. So, what do you want to know?”
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        * * *

      

      As Ash answered Bree’s questions, he had difficulty concentrating. Thank God he wouldn’t have to face Jillian alone. It wasn’t like she was a bitch, but her superior attitude really ground him down. He kept trying to tell himself Jillian’s opinion of him didn’t matter anymore. Kept putting her out of his mind when he received recognition at work for some award he won, or they reported record-breaking sales on a project he’d been the lead artist on. Yet when there was no one at home waiting to hear how his day went, his thoughts naturally drifted to what might have been.

      What if he’d gotten recognition sooner? If his fans had taken to social media a year or two sooner? Would it have been enough to save his marriage?

      Then he remembered how quickly Jillian remarried. She obviously hadn’t loved him much, if at all.

      “You know, you’ll pull this off better if you actually pay attention when I talk. Or were you going for an old married couple?” Bree’s voice broke through his thoughts.

      “Huh?” Shit, she’d been talking while he was moaning to himself about Jillian. Way to impress a girl.

      “It wasn’t important.”

      He looked in her eyes to determine if that was the typical female brush off or the truth. He hadn’t known her long enough. No, didn’t know her well enough, as they’d worked together for a couple of years.

      “Do we need to figure out how we met?” Bree asked.

      “Why make it more complicated? We met at work. Jillian and her husband live here in Oakland, so we need to keep it as close to factual as we can.”

      “Just lengthen the time we’ve been together. And… pretend that we’ve slept together.” Her lashes lowered, and she reached for her drink.

      His dick jumped. “Yeah. Pretend.” Or they could practice a few times to make it look real. But he didn’t want to blow his chances with Bree by suggesting it.

      “Tell me something. How did you end up with a girl who didn’t appreciate your artistic talent?”

      He shrugged. He’d asked himself that a few times, usually after too many beers. “I think she thought I’d outgrow it by the time we graduated.”

      “So you guys never really talked about your future.”

      He glanced at another table, unwilling to meet Bree’s eyes. “She talked. A lot. There’s no telling what I was agreeing to when I grunted.”

      She laughed. “Typical. Okay, are we talking future yet? The pretend us?”

      “I don’t know. Jillian ran into my mom last spring, so she knows I wasn’t seeing anyone at the time.”

      “That’s cool. We’re taking it slowly, seeing where it goes.” She took a sip of her drink. “Since we work together, it would get really awkward if we had a big blow-up, so we want to make sure this is the real thing. That will make you sound responsible, grown up.”

      Ash nodded. It sucked that he had to pretend to be somebody else to prove he had any kind of value as a person. His mouth tightened, and he reached for his beer.

      “What’s wrong?” Bree asked.

      “Nothing.” He sighed at the lie. She was doing him a huge favor, so she deserved the truth. He shifted in his chair, but it didn’t make him feel any more comfortable with the situation. Maybe at some point he could talk to Bree. Assuming she wanted to see him again after the wedding trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      The next day at work, Ash’s head was ready to explode, trying to focus. Too many thoughts running through his head. Letting Bree keep the impression she was a phony date was such a bad idea. He’d probably shot down any chance at going out with her after the wedding.

      He couldn’t think of anything but Bree, though. Of kissing her, really kissing her hard, thoroughly, and all over. He’d have plenty of chances over the weekend, with any luck.

      Ash lifted his stylus off his drawing tablet and looked at his monitor. His superheroine had curves that were way too similar to Bree’s. And the shape of her face, the wide forehead and narrow chin, just like hers. At least he’d given the character brown eyes and not Bree’s greenish-hazel, and sassy, spiky brown hair instead of long, flowing auburn locks. Maybe if he widened her jawline a bit…

      “Hey.” Bree’s voice came from the doorway of his cubical.

      Spinning in his chair, Ash tried to block his monitor with his shoulders, just in case she noticed the similarities, too. “Hey. What’s up?”

      “I’m running down the street for sandwiches and wondered if you wanted me to pick up something for you.”

      He had to look at the clock on his computer to see it was an hour past when he usually grabbed lunch. “Um, why don’t I come with you? I need to clear my head.”

      “Great.” Her smile instantly cleared all thoughts from his brain.

      Following her out of the office, he waited to talk until they were in the hallway. The last thing he wanted was to say something idiotic in front of their coworkers. Guaranteed, he’d make an ass of himself at some point in front of Bree. He didn’t need an audience when he did it. “I need to think of a gift for Greg and Susie.”

      Bree gazed at him with wide eyes. “Procrastinate much?”

      “Only on things like this. I don’t know what to get them.”

      “Where have they registered?”

      He hadn’t even thought about that. Jillian handled choosing all the things they’d registered for when they’d gotten married. “Where would I find that little bit of information?”

      She shook her head. “In the invitation. You did get an invitation, right?”

      “Of course. I’m a groomsman.”

      “And, did you open it?”

      Had he? Greg texted him months before the invitations were sent. Somewhere about the time he got that little postcard. “Which one? I got one warning me I was going to be invited…”

      “That would be a ‘save the date’ card. The actual invitation would have had a little slip of paper or a card mentioning where they’d registered.”

      Had he even opened the invitation? He’d probably tossed it on his desk, knowing exactly what it said since he’d been texting with Greg all about it. He just shrugged at Bree.

      She held out her hand. “Give me your phone.”

      He pulled it out of his hip pocket and put it on her palm.

      Bree rolled her eyes. “Unlock it, please.”

      What the hell did she want his phone for? He let it read his face and handed it back.

      She tapped and swiped and scrolled, then began typing.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m texting Greg. ‘Where are you registered?’” She stared at the phone for a few moments as they walked, totally impressing him that she didn’t stumble. Then she burst out laughing.

      Ash reached for the phone. “What?”

      She read, “Who is this and what are you doing on Ash’s phone?” As she typed, she said, “Ash’s girlfriend, Bree. Nice to meet you. I’m helping him choose a wedding gift.”

      She typed all that in half the time it took Ash to absorb the fact she’d just called herself his girlfriend. Before he could snag the phone away, she laughed again and typed.

      “I’ll see you this weekend. I’m his plus one,” she said as her thumbs tapped the phone.

      “What the fuck is a ‘plus one’? Give me that phone.” He grabbed it before she could move it away. He deleted what she’d been about to send to Greg, then typed, Dude, she’s really hot. But that’s not important. What do you want for your wedding?

      The bubble appeared on his screen showing Greg was typing. Go to Crate & Barrel or Pottery Barn. Take Bree. She’ll figure it out for you.

      Well, that worked out pretty cool. He had an excuse to see more of Bree. He thanked Greg and stuck his phone back in his pocket. “Greg says I have to take you with me to choose the gift.”

      She tipped her head to one side. “Is he afraid to let you shop on your own?”

      Ash grinned. “I think he’s more afraid of what I’d pick for a gift. Matching Play Station controllers and headsets, a surround speaker system. Or there are these really sweet ergonomic gaming chairs that recline and have adjustable arm rests⁠—”

      “I get the picture. When do you want to go shopping?”
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        * * *

      

      Bree held up an odd-shaped, yellow-striped glass bowl to the light, enjoying the play of color through the glass. “You have to make a decision. Tonight. The store closes in half an hour.” Setting down the bowl, she turned to see Ash standing with his hands in his pockets as if he feared breaking something.

      “What do you think I should get them?”

      Planting her hands on her hips, she glared at him. “I’ve been suggesting things for the past hour.”

      “And I said ‘fine’ to each of them.”

      “You were supposed to be deciding which ones suited Greg and Susie most.” How clueless could he get? Or was he trying to piss her off for some reason? Maybe he just was too lazy to make a choice.

      He looked so lost in the large department store. Totally out of his element. She should take pity on him and just pick something. “I suppose we need to make it look like something you’d have chosen. What about that ice bucket, the stemware and ale glasses?”

      Ash nodded. “Yeah, they might believe I’d pick those.” Then he grinned. “Well, Mark knows better.”

      “Great, let’s get these paid for and see if they gift wrap.”

      ***

      When they reached her apartment complex, Ash pulled into a parking space. Bree unbuckled her seatbelt and asked, “Do you want to come up?”

      He studied her for a few moments before answering. “Yeah, sure.”

      Wow, that was encouraging. Maybe she had completely misunderstood his asking her to be his date. She had no intentions of seducing him—she wasn’t desperate to get laid. It had been a while, but not that long. Ash always made her laugh, though, so she didn’t want the evening to end just yet.

      Once inside her apartment, she flipped on some lights and walked to the kitchen. “Make yourself at home. Can I get you something to eat or drink? I can do sandwiches or a salad pretty quickly.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good.”

      She muttered, “Which one?” as she pulled a bottle of light ale out of the fridge. She poured it into a glass and did the same with some chardonnay for herself. She kept bags of salad “fixings” on hand for quick dinners, so she quickly threw them in a bowl and tossed them with vinaigrette before serving some on plates. After making turkey, ham and provolone sandwiches, she carried it all into the living room.

      Ash quickly reached for half a sandwich. “I wasn’t thinking. I should have taken you to dinner.”

      “There wasn’t time beforehand, with traffic and all. This is fine for me. I don’t like to eat out all the time.”

      He nodded and kept eating.

      They were mostly quiet until the food was gone, and then things turned awkward. They could talk up a storm at work or when they went for drinks with the crowd, but Bree suddenly could not think of anything to say.

      Ash got up and walked to the sliding glass door that looked out over Lake Merritt. She rarely closed the blinds because there were no buildings nearby that were tall enough to see into her apartment. Ash shoved his hands back in his pockets. “Gorgeous view.”

      “Isn’t it? I love seeing the moonlight on the lake and all the city lights. It’s so magical.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Moonlight and city lights are preferred to sunshine on the beach?”

      She held up her arm, her pale skin glowing in the lamplight. “They don’t make an SPF high enough for my vampire skin. Do you like the beach?”

      He nodded. “I used to surf in high school and college.”

      “You gave it up when you got a job?”

      “Not really gave it up, as never found time to go. I keep saying I’ll take a week off in the summer and head down to Malibu or Redondo Beach, but it always seems there’s a deadline looming, and I put off vacation.”

      She tipped her head to one side and studied him. He looked like a surfer dude who would drop everything at the news of heavy surf. “When was the last time you took a vacation?”

      “Three years ago.”

      “Basically on your first anniversary at BA Games.”

      “Yeah, pretty much. But it was a good one. A hurricane off the coast of Mexico created some awesome waves all the way up to L.A.” His face lit up and his arm came up and moved like a crashing wave, then he wobbled like he was on a surfboard. “Huge, crashing hard. We stayed out of the water on the worst days, but when it got safer, we dove in.”

      The change in him when he talked about surfing surprised her. He was such a happy guy all around, a wise ass even in meetings, but now he was animated and excited, just from the memory. “You can surf up here, too, you know.”

      He shrugged. “Until recently, I was always out too late on Friday and Saturday nights to get up early enough to hit the beach.”

      And he wasn’t the type to call in late to work.

      “Speaking of which…” He took a step or two into the room.

      “Can’t stay out late on a school night?” she teased.

      “Something like that.” But he didn’t move toward the door.

      Bree rose and picked up their glasses. Ash quickly dove to grab the plates. When Bree set the glasses in the sink, she turned and found herself trapped by Ash. He was so close, his warmth and his scent enveloped her. Butterflies stirred in her stomach as she breathed in the clean, masculine smell. Try as she might to not do so, she swayed a bit in his direction, wanting to feel his lips on hers.

      Ash leaned in, too, then pulled back. He took a step closer and set the plates on the counter without breaking eye contact.

      The butterflies multiplied as if she’d never been kissed. Her tongue swiped her lips just as Ash planted his hands on the counter on either side of her. She drew in a breath and narrowed the distance between them.

      His touch was warm and gentle. Her eyes closed as she parted her lips to welcome his searching tongue. Her hands pressed against his back, pulling him closer. When her breasts rubbed against his shirt, she moaned.

      He echoed the sound, and then his mouth was gone. Bree opened her eyes. Ash was still close, his eyes looking as heated as she felt.

      “I should go.”

      “Should you?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Or neither one of us will make it to work tomorrow.”

      Bree sighed and followed him to the door. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough.
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      At the end of the week, Bree rode the elevator down in her apartment building with Ash pulling her suitcase. She was so pleased she had gotten everything she needed into one large, wheeled bag, except for her dress, which was in a garment bag. They’d left work early because of a storm heading toward the lodge. They hoped to beat the weather up the mountain.

      When Ash’s small hybrid car began the climb into the mountains, Bree leaned back in the passenger seat with her eyes clamped shut. She hated winding roads. She hated the drop-offs, especially ones where you could see there were no rocks or outcroppings to stop a rolling car. When you added in blind curves in failing light, and a dusting of falling snow, she needed a good stiff drink. Or a barf bag.

      “How are you doing?” Ash reached across and squeezed her hand.

      She refused to open her eyes. “I’ll be better when we get there. Although I might need another hour or two to stop shaking.”

      “I’m sorry about the weather.”

      “It’s not like you planned it,” she said. His voice, a rough-edged tenor with a hint of surfer to it, calmed her in a way even a drink couldn’t. It was like someone running his fingertips over the skin of her back, sending her tension scurrying. She needed him to keep talking. “What’s your ex’s name, again?”

      “Jillian.”

      “Well, I hope we don’t run into Jillian until some of the green has left my complexion. She might think I’m one of your animations.”

      He laughed and went quiet again.

      Bree peered through the barest slit in her eyelids and watched him concentrate on the road. Darkness had fallen quickly due to the storm, but the dashboard gauges lighted his face. How sad he’d married a woman who couldn’t appreciate him. He was such a nice guy. In a good way. Nice, and sexy and funny. She always knew when someone had stopped in his cubicle because of the laughter ringing out.

      When Ash turned the car into the lodge parking lot, Bree sat up and sighed with relief. With any luck, Sunday would be sunny and they could leave in the daylight. She pressed a hand to her stomach, willing the muscles to relax.

      Ash carried their luggage and Bree held her dress bag away from the dirty snow piled near the walkway. He took care of registration, got their key cards and led her back out into the covered passageway to the wing where their room was.

      “Who plans a wedding in the winter in the mountains?” she muttered, holding the lapels of her coat closed.

      “Greg and Susie are avid skiers.”

      “I like to ski, too, but behind a boat. And with no snow around.”

      He grinned. “I’ll take a Jet Ski any day.”

      He opened the door to their room and let her enter. She glanced at the one queen-sized bed and wondered if they’d actually get any sleep over the next few days. It could be he just wanted to keep up the impression they were a couple, but the chemistry between them was hot and she was more than willing to see where it would take them.

      As she hung her dress and unpacked, Ash flipped through apps on his cell phone. After listening to his voicemail, he swore and tossed the phone on the bed. Grabbing his garment bag from where he’d draped it over a chair, he strode past her to the closet.

      “Bad news?”

      “Nah, just something I should have expected. I’m not the guy you want to plan your bachelor party.”

      She frowned. “Uh-oh, what happened?”

      “Nothing major. The stripper cancelled, is all. She’s afraid to drive up the mountain and get stuck in the snow.”

      Placing her hand on his sleeve, she said, “I’m sorry, Ash. That sucks. But you have movies and lots of drinks, right?”

      He shrugged her aside and crossed back to his suitcase. “Yeah, but that’s not a real party. That’s a bunch of frat boys hanging out.”

      Bree walked to the mini fridge and looked inside. No alcohol, but there was plenty of bottled water. She opened one and sat on the edge of the bed, ideas of how she might help churning through her head. “How close is the town?”

      “I don’t know. But the only strippers I found online were off the mountain. I guess there isn’t much work for one in a town of three-hundred people.”

      She stared at her bottle, swirling the water around as her thoughts continued to wander. She’d bet Ash didn’t know how she put herself through art school. And even if he did, he wouldn’t have the nerve to ask her to help. But no, that would be a terrible idea. The whole logistics of it didn’t add up. Not when he needed to make a good impression in front of Jillian. She shoved the thought aside.

      Ash sat down at the small table in the corner, opened his laptop and began tapping keys. He had to be hunting for entertainment. She remembered the look on his face when he mentioned his ex-wife, and how he hadn’t been good enough for her. He really wanted to blow away his friends, let them see he was more than a gamer boy.

      This was important to him. If she had any heart at all, she would help. He might not even accept her offer. But she had to ask. “Um, Ash? If you don’t find another stripper, I have an idea.”

      He looked up, his expression blank. She stood, set down her water and straightened her sweater as she walked toward him, gently swaying her hips a bit more than usual. “Did I ever tell you how I put myself through college?”

      He shook his head, his lips pressed thin and turned down at the corners. “Can we talk about this a bit later? The party is in a couple of hours and I need to figure this out.”

      Should she just do it? It couldn’t hurt. Crossing her arms and grabbing the hem of her sweater in both hands, she lifted it over her head and tossed it in his face. Strutting closer, she turned his chair, planted her hands on the wooden arms and leaned forward, allowing her breasts to practically fall out of her demi-bra, right in his face. “I was a stripper.”

      Ash’s gaze locked on her breasts and he appeared to stop breathing. She’d always been proud of her implants. Best investment she ever made. Even after she quit dancing and got a “real” job, she loved the way her clothes fit. She was tall enough to carry them off without looking plastic, and her tiny waist made them look that much bigger. They made her feel so much more feminine than the little mounds she’d been born with.

      When he still didn’t speak, Bree stood and reached behind her back for the hooks of her bra. “Should I show you a sample routine?”

      He shook his head. “No, God no.”

      Her stomach clenched as if he’s punched her. She crossed her arms over her bra. “Sorry I asked. I was just trying to help.”

      “Wait, that’s not what I meant. If you take off your bra, I won’t make it to the party.” He glanced at his watch. “I have little choice but to use you.”

      Ouch. Strike two. That was payback for her lack of excitement when he asked her to come with him to the wedding. She straightened and backed away, looking for her sweater. “Well, hey, I don’t want to spoil the party.”

      With a confused frown, he shook his head. “No, no way would you spoil anything. The guys will love you.”

      “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      Ash rose from his chair and walked away. “Yeah. I guess. Am I missing part of this conversation?”

      Holding her sweater in front of her breasts, she tried to figure him out. “If you’d rather I didn’t... I mean, I guess you don’t want everyone to see me strip tonight and then I show up as your date tomorrow. That wouldn’t impress anyone.”

      He laughed, the tension line between his brows fading. “More likely it would impress the fuck out of the guys, but they’d never admit it.”

      “But it would make Jillian think you’d turned out exactly like she expected. Frat boy dates stripper girl.”

      His smile was sweet. She walked over to him, took his chin in her hands and leaned closer. Pressing her lips to his, she tasted the mint of his gum on his breath just before she found his tongue. He kissed her back gently, but with restrained passion that she sensed just beyond her reach.

      When she pulled away, his eyes were smoky. He inhaled deeply. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Are you sure you want me to? It’s your call, Ash. In the long run, it all reflects on you.” Before he could answer, an idea hit her. “Wait. How long do I have to get ready?”

      “About an hour and a half.”

      “Perfect! They’ll never recognize me as your date when they see me tomorrow.”

      Taking a step back, he looked down at her body and back up again. “Somehow I can’t believe that. Maybe if you wore a fat suit tomorrow.”

      She laughed and winked at him. The look in his eyes made her want to forget all about the bachelor party and go straight to the fucking. “I’m serious. It’ll work. Is it a plan?”

      “I guess it is.”
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