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      Allison Siegel is on a mission to stop her friend Ken’s wedding. How can she not when he’s marrying Little Miss Gold Digger? The only problem is Clint. The three of them were once thick as thieves as kids. Now Clint’s determined to stop her.

      

      Clint has wanted Allie since she grew out of pigtails, but she never saw him as more than a friend. It crushed him when she started dating Ken. And now that Ken’s marrying someone else, Clint doesn’t trust her motives for wanting to stop the wedding.

      

      When she sneaks into the bachelor party posing as a stripper, Clint knows Allie’s gone off the deep end and must be stopped. Even if means abducting her and taking her camping in Montana until the wedding is over. And, maybe, with some time alone he can convince her how perfect they are together—in and out of the bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “Have you  been on Instagram this morning?”

      “No, I haven’t,” Allison muttered absently, her attention focused on her toenails currently being painted.

      Maybe that red was too orange.

      It was the last Friday of the month, and Allison had been looking forward to her monthly breakfast, pedicure, and gossip session with her best friend Leah. And after the fatteningly awesome meal, they’d just had, sitting in a pedicure chair and letting her stomach settle was pretty much heaven.

      She just needed to make it to another spinning class this weekend to burn off that damn biscuits and gravy from Voula’s.

      “Does that red look too orange?” Allison voiced her worries aloud, her brows drawing together.

      Leah leaned forward in her chair to look at Allison’s feet. “No, it looks good. You can totally pull it off. But then you could paint your nails with mud and pull it off, you sexy thing.”

      Mud…

      A childhood memory flickered through Allison’s head and her lips curved into a small smile. Her and her friend Clint Novak, running barefoot through a muddy field during the summer, chasing after butterflies. Their feet had been caked in mud.

      God, that was a long time ago. She’d grown up since then, changing into a woman who wouldn’t be caught dead ruining a pedicure in the mud.

      And Clint…well, he’d stayed a little more true to his childhood habits. A forest ranger in Montana. When was the last time she’d seen him? A year ago? Had it really been that long?

      “Why did you ask about Instagram?”

      “Oh. Well, I’m sure you’ve already heard,” Leah cleared her throat. “But, uh, there was a post about Kenneth’s engagement.”

      Allison just barely avoided choking on the cough drop she’d been sucking on. “Kenneth’s getting married?”

      All thoughts of Clint evaporated as her focus turned to his childhood best friend. The man she’d dated last year for a few months.

      “But…why didn’t he tell me?”

      “Who knows with that guy.”

      Allison’s stomach sank and her newly done nails bit into the fake leather handles on the chair. It wasn’t possible. It just couldn’t be true.

      They were friends. They’d all been friends—her, Clint and Kenneth. Until Clint had stopped coming around or calling a year ago. Right around when she and Kenneth had started dating, really. And recently Kenneth had pretty much cut her out of his life too.

      It hurt losing both of them. She hated to admit it, but it really had.

      “Since you didn’t know, you obviously aren’t aware of the really bad part.”

      “There’s a really bad part?” She held her breath, eyes widening as she glanced at Leah again.

      Leah’s face crinkled into a wince. “He’s marrying Ashley Phelps.”

      “Bullshit! That little gold-digging whore? I heard he was sleeping with her, but marrying her?”

      “You swear way too much for a second-grade teacher,” Leah said with a sigh and flipped the page in her magazine. “Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Actually, yes. My fellow teacher friend, Christy—I’ve told you about her right? The one who moved over the mountains a couple years ago after falling in love with Adam from Adam’s Apple Cider?” When Leah nodded, she continued, “She used to tell me that all the time too. You know, that I swear too much. Damn, I miss that girl.”

      “I’m actually shocked you haven’t gotten in trouble for swearing in front of your students.”

      “I can turn it off like a faucet.” Allison’s smirk turned back into a scowled and circled back to Kenneth. “So did Ashely get knocked up?”

      “Allison!”

      “Seriously, she once told me in vivid detail how someone could fake a pregnancy. That girl is bad news.”

      “Yikes, that is bad. But who knows if that’s what happened. Anyway, it’s his life,” Leah reminded her gently. “Kenneth’s a grown man now.”

      Allison stared down at the woman doing her nails—who was chatting quietly with the woman doing Leah’s toes—but didn’t really see her. Her thoughts were flying a mile a minute.

      Kenneth was a friend. A good one. So maybe he’d started being a jerk lately—well, since he’d started sleeping with Ashley, apparently—but did he really know what he was getting into marrying this girl?

      Ashley had never made it a secret she planned to marry for money, and Kenneth had plenty of it. Or at least his family did.

      “Hey, forget about Kenneth. I probably shouldn’t have even said anything.” Leah sighed. “Besides, you know you’re going to meet him.”

      “Meet who?”

      “The man who’s going to rock your world and make you forget your own name.”

      Allison’s lips quirked. “He’s going to give me amnesia?”

      “Allison.”

      “What? Look, we’re not even talking about my dating habits.” Allison shook her head and sighed, tired of this same old conversation. “But since you brought it up, let me just say I’ll be twenty-seven in two months and I’m tired of it. I’m swearing off dating for a while.”

      “You just wait. The man of your dreams will show up when you’re not looking for him.”

      “That phrase is complete bullshit. I’m just going to put that out there. Everybody says it to their single friends to give them hope. It’s basically saying, ‘Hey, try and not act so desperate and the men will come running.’”

      “You are such a cynic sometimes.” Leah rolled her eyes and set down the magazine.

      “Easy for you to say, Miss Dating-a-Fabulously-Hot-Firefighter.”

      Leah grinned. “I still say you’re a cynic.”

      Maybe she was, but she kind of had a right to be. She’d done nothing but strike out with the men she’d dated, having left some relationships with her confidence knocked down a notch.

      Kenneth was no exception, probably because the sex between them had been awful. Which was likely the reason they’d stopped dating.

      Fortunately, their friendship had survived. Or so she’d thought.  Now she had to wonder if Kenneth pulling away was due to Ashley coming into the picture.

      “Are you still thinking about Kenneth?”

      Allison shrugged. “I don’t get it. He isn’t the marrying type, and definitely not to someone like Ashley.”

      “If it bothers you this much, go on and ask him then. I hear they’re having dinner at Burnham’s tonight.”

      Allison made a not-so-silent harrumph. “Don’t tempt me.”

      “Who me? Never.” Leah waggled her eyebrows innocently.

      Allison started to laugh but turned her head into the sleeve of her blouse as another round of coughs racked her body.

      “Gosh, that sounds awful, Allison. You should have canceled today. You need to be home in bed.”

      “Ugh. This is the tail end of the cold. It’s nothing now. But a  few days ago I was knocked on my ass.” She stared at her toes, now shiny with polish and drying.

      Why couldn’t she stop thinking about Ken marrying Ashley? It wasn’t hard to see what Ashley saw in him—Ken was sexy, rich, and a member of the prestigious Williams family. He was probably at the top of the list for every unattached girl in Seattle.

      But why on earth would he pick Ashley? The only thing she had was a sleazy reputation and probably a police record.

      Maybe she should talk to Ken. It was way past time to figure out why he’d been blowing off their usual Monday lunch dates.

      “What are you thinking?” Leah asked suspiciously. “I know that look in your eyes.”

      “Nothing.” Allison gave an innocent smile. “So what time did you say this dinner is tonight? You know, just in case…”

      

      Allison climbed out of her car and faced the front of Burnham’s Seafood restaurant, her pulse quickening. Maybe she shouldn’t be here…should’ve taken the hint when she’d tried to call Kenneth and his number didn’t go through.

      Or maybe taken the hint when you weren’t even invited to his wedding.

      But damn it this was wrong. They were good friends. What was going on with Kenneth?

      She lifted her chin and hurried up the steps, holding her head high as the doorman opened the door for her.

      “Thank you,” she murmured and stepped past him into the air-conditioned building, smoothing the skirt of her red dress down.

      The interior of the upscale dining spot was dark with hardwood floors and mahogany tables spread about. She scanned the room until she found what she was looking for. The private room in the back.

      Fortunately, there were windows, and she could see the small party gathered inside. Fifteen, maybe twenty people. Most likely just friends and family of the Williams.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, do you have a reservation?”

      Allison jerked her gaze back to the waif-like model in front of her.  Maybe it would be good to get a table first, then find the perfect moment to launch the meeting.

      “Actually, I don’t. My fiancé suggested meeting here for dinner tonight,” she lied, tilting her head to give a hesitant smile. “You wouldn’t happen to have a table available, would you?”

      “Hmm.” The hostess glanced down at the podium in front of her. “I think we can accommodate that. A table for two?”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      “Did you want to wait for your fiancé, or—?”

      “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll wait at the table. He’s notorious for being late.”

      “All right,” the hostess nodded and stepped away from the podium. “Follow me.”

      The hostess led her to a small table where a floating candle lay flickering in the middle. Allison sat down and took the menu she was handed.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Your waiter will be with you shortly.”

      Once the hostess disappeared, Allison raised the menu in front of her just high enough to cover all of her face except her eyes.

      Peering over the leather folder, she scanned the room only feet away from her now. They were all there. The Williams family and a few of Kenneth’s close friends she recognized.

      Shrill, high-pitched laughter drifted through the glass window just as a flash of bright red hair appeared from the corner of the room. All eyes were on the bride-to-be, who wore a floral sundress with a crown on her head.

      Allison narrowed her gaze and made an inaudible harrumph. A crown? Really? And Kenneth’s parents were beaming like he actually was marrying royalty. Maybe they were just happy he was settling down.

      She shook her head. Had she stepped into the Twilight Zone? This was all just too weird.

      “Hello there.”

      With a startled gasp, she turned her head and looked up at a male server who’d appeared next to the table.

      “I’m Jordan, and I’ll be your server today. Can I get you something to drink while you wait for the other half of your party?”

      “I think just water for now.”

      The server gave a brief nod, and she didn’t miss the male appreciation in his gaze as he gave her a brief smile.

      “Very good. I’ll return shortly.”

      Generally, she would have been flattered by his attention—she’d grown used to male interest over the years. Ever since the day she’d decided to drop the tomboy image and embrace all things girly.

      Makeup, dresses, manicures. Since she’d gone from being invisible to being somewhat sexy by today’s standards.

      The server disappeared and she jerked her gaze back to the room, watching the people inside like they were some kind of exhibit in a zoo.

      Kenneth, Kenneth, Kenneth.

      Where was the guy? She skimmed the room. Lord, look at all the pretty men. It looked like a freaking Ralph Lauren convention.

      Maybe he’d—there.

      She narrowed her eyes as he appeared from behind a group of people and slipped his arms around Ashley, who giggled even louder.

      “How did you do it, Ashley?” she muttered.

      “Your water.”

      Allison resurrected her smile and took the glass of water from the server, wondering if he’d heard her comment.

      “Would you like to order something to start with? Our calamari is a very popular choice. Or we have—”

      “I’m fine.” She winced at the edge in her voice. Easy girl. She glanced up at the server through her lashes and murmured in her best husky voice, “Thank you, Jordan. I’ll signal you if I need anything else.”

      A flush stole up his neck and he gave a brisk nod before scurrying away.

      Good. Hopefully, he’d let her be for a bit. She turned her gaze back to the room, just in time to see the bride-to-be plant a wet kiss on Kenneth’s mouth.

      And he allowed that? Kenneth hated PDAs.

      Allison scowled, but her frown died as Kenneth stood to leave the room. This was her chance for an intervention.

      Lowering her menu, she waited until he’d passed by her on the way to the bathroom, then stood to follow after him.

      Before she’d taken two steps, strong fingers wrapped around her arm, halting her progress.

      “Long time no see,” Clint murmured.

      Her eyes widened and she was too stunned to protest as her old friend tugged her through the restaurant.

      In an empty hallway, out of view of the diners, he came to an abrupt halt and she bumped into him.

      “Clint?” His name fell from her lips in dismay. She still couldn’t quite believe he was here, but then why wouldn’t he be? He’d been Kenneth’s best friend when they were kids.

      Just seeing Clint again robbed her of the ability to speak. It had to have been at least a year since they’d seen each other.

      She ran her gaze over him. Black hair just a bit too long, facial hair that was actually kind of hot, piercing blue eyes, and a tall—at least several inches over six feet—muscled body. His skin was tan from working outdoors, and there were more laugh lines around his eyes now. Clint had always been the one with the best sense of humor.

      Apparently being a forest ranger agreed with him. He hadn’t looked this good last time, had he? Or maybe he had and she just hadn’t been looking?

      The realization that he still held her arm blinked her back to reality and her thoughts dissipated into annoyance.

      Why had he dragged her across the restaurant like that?

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He arched a brow and smiled, but the gesture didn’t seem to hold much humor. “I was just going to ask you the same thing, Allie. Last I checked you weren’t invited to this dinner.”

      Allison’s cheeks burned with the reminder. So it was like that, was it? At one time she, Kenneth, and Clint had been thick as thieves.

      She’d grown up just houses away from Kenneth, and Clint—who was originally from Montana—had always spent the summers with his grandma who lived next door to Kenneth’s family. They were a few years older than her, but had always let her tag along. Even in the years after college Clint had still come out to see them for at least a week or two each summer. It was a habit he hadn’t broken.

      They’d been inseparable when they had free time.

      It was only when she and Kenneth had started dating that Clint stopped making trips to Washington State. Hadn’t really replied to any of her texts either, just a short reply.

      Not unfriendly, but definitely not what they’d once had. It had saddened her and made her wonder if he just felt like the third wheel and didn’t want to hang out.

      But that was months ago now. Why was he acting like such a dick now?

      She gave Clint a slight shrug and feigned ignorance. “What dinner? I have no idea what you’re even talking about. Now if you’ll excuse me, I was just on my way out.”

      “But you haven’t yet eaten.”

      Now how did he know that?

      Oh.

      She drew in a slow breath. He’d been watching her. Watching her watch them. She should’ve known better. Clint had always been perceptive as all hell.

      He laughed, and the sound came out low and a bit sexy, sending little shivers down her spine.

      “You can’t expect me to believe that your showing up during Ken and Ashley’s dinner is purely a coincidence?”

      He cut right to the quick, didn’t he? Deciding on a different technique, and wanting to erase any of his suspicions, she relaxed and let her mouth curl into a smile.

      “Actually, yes.”

      “All right. Well, since you were on your way out, let me walk you.”

      Had he always been this bossy? Her smile disappeared and she glanced back into the private room. Maybe if she—

      “Allison.” This time her name was a silky warning on his lips.

      As she watched, Kenneth left the bathroom and returned to the private room, never seeing her or Clint at the other end of the hallway.

      Well, shit.

      Annoyance flickered through her and she scowled.

      Thanks, Clint, for screwing up my plans.

      Who knew when she’d get a chance to meet with Kenneth alone now?

      Frustrated with Clint blocking her efforts and not wanting to make a scene, she gave a sharp nod and allowed Clint to lead her out the entrance of the restaurant.

      Once in the parking lot, she tugged her arm away.

      “There, you walked me outside. I hope it was good for you.” She rummaged in her purse for her keys. “As much as I’d like to catch up with you and chat, I should be on my way now.”

      Two hands came to rest on either side of her and she drew in a startled breath. Clint stepped forward, boxing her in between his body and her Toyota.

      “Let me just make one thing clear, Allie.” His words brushed hot across her face, and a tremble ran through her. She fought the urge to squirm from how close he was.

      God, was it his cologne or aftershave that smelled so good? Whatever it was, was rich and masculine, teasing her senses and slowing her thoughts.

      Clint, this is Clint. Not some hot guy you’re hitting on at a bar.

      How weird she was having this reaction to him. Maybe because it had been a year and she hadn’t realized how much she missed him.

      Though right now she was kind of just wishing he’d go away again.

      “Make what clear?” She shook her head so she could think straight again.

      “It took Ken a long time to get over you, but he’s clearly moved on.” His gaze locked with hers, with no amusement, just sober determination.

      “What?” Her mouth gaped. “Are you serious? Kenneth never—”

      “Look. Just take my advice. Stay away from him now. Whatever you’re thinking, just stop it. He’s getting married to someone else.”

      She quirked an eyebrow before folding her arms across her chest.

      “What is wrong with you? I thought we were all friends. Why are you acting like I’m some crazy party crasher?”

      “Times have changed, Allison. We’ve all changed. And if you were still such a good friend he would’ve invited you to the wedding and tonight’s dinner.”

      Times have changed.

      Why did hearing him utter those words make her heart twist a little? When had everything gotten so complicated?

      Unfortunately now wasn’t the time to bring that up. Now was the time to try and save Kenneth’s ass from a crappy future. Deciding to drop any pretense of not knowing about the dinner, she said, “And I’m sure he would’ve invited me tonight if Ashley hadn’t told him not to.”

      Skepticism flashed in Clint’s eyes. “Why on earth would she do that?”

      “Because she knows I don’t like her.”

      “And why don’t you like her?”

      Maybe it would be better to tell him, possibly gain an ally. At this point what could it hurt trying to explain her rationale?

      “Why? Because she’s a trashy gold digger, Clint. I have a feeling she’s faking a pregnancy to get him to marry her.”

      Clint stared at her for a moment, his expression unreadable. Hope sparked inside her and she held her breath.

      “Really?” he finally said deadpan. “That’s the best you got?”

      Allison let out a growl of frustration and glared at him. “Oh, I shouldn’t have said anything to you. I don’t know why you don’t trust me anymore.”

      “I just don’t trust your motives.”

      “Don’t you have a dinner to go to?”

      “Yes. I do.” He smiled, seeming amused by her loss of temper now.

      “Then why don’t you go.”

      “I will.” He dipped his head until those lips just about brushed her ear. “Just remember what I said, Allie.”

      Her pulse jerked and heat spread through her body. Shocked at her reaction, she raised her hand to push him back, but before she could touch him he’d pulled his arms away and released her.

      “Good to see you again, Allison. We should do lunch and catch up,” he called out, running a slow gaze over her body one last time before he turned and crossed the parking lot to jog back into the restaurant.

      Do lunch?

      That had to be the weirdest encounter ever with Clint. He’d been aggressive and cocky. Not like the easygoing Clint she’d used to spend time with.

      Did hanging out with bears in the woods all day jack up his freaking testosterone or something?

      And the way he was dressed in jeans and a worn-out-looking T-shirt, he must’ve stuck out like a flea on a poodle at the dinner tonight. Not that he looked bad—far from it—but as a friend of the Williams family you think he’d try a little harder. But then that’s always how Clint had been. He always walked his own line.

      She wrapped her fingers around the oversized heart keychain and jerked it from the bag. After unlocking her car, she climbed inside and drew in a deep breath.

      Where did she go from here? She glanced back at the restaurant and drew her lip between her teeth.

      Maybe she should just back off and leave Kenneth to his fate. But now that Clint had told her to back off, she was more inclined to keep going forward, if for no other reason than just to piss him off.

      Clint’s behavior was seriously annoying. Who the hell did he think he was?

      There was a week until the wedding, she still had time to get through to Kenneth.

      Allison shook her head and started her car. She’d figure out something.
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      Clint lingered inside the door of the restaurant, watching Allison as she climbed into her car. She didn’t leave immediately, and he prepared himself to walk out and go another round with her.

      Would she try and come back inside? He’d barely thought it, when a second later she started her car and backed out of the parking spot—tires squealing.

      She was upset. He fought a smile and shook his head. Not that he could blame her. She’d seemed all too determined to walk up to Kenneth and try to…what, get him back?

      His teeth snapped together. Even now, over a year later, the thought of Allison and Kenneth together gave him the urge to kick something.

      It just seemed…wrong. And it had been a little too hard seeing them together, so he’d stopped visiting.

      He hadn’t even realized they’d broken up until recently when Kenneth had announced he was engaged. And to a woman who was obviously not Allie.

      Clint had told himself it wasn’t relief he’d felt.

      But if by some chance Allison had shown up tonight to fight for Kenneth, then she was seriously deluding herself.

      He turned and headed back to the private room, though in truth the break from the nauseating dinner had been needed. Any Williams gathering was about as fun as a proctology conference.

      Allison might have left the restaurant, but her image lingered in his head. From the wavy brown, highlighted hair and angry hazel eyes to that body tucked into a clingy red dress. She was a woman who knew exactly how to flaunt her god-given curves—and she had them in spades.

      He loved that about her. She’d never tried to shrink her body to society’s standards. Why did women always strive to be stick thin? Didn’t they realize most men wanted a little meat to hold on to? Or maybe that was just him.

      He’d thought she’d been off limits for the past year.

      When two of their group of three had split off into a couple, Clint had known things would never be the same. Partly because he was still jealous that Kenneth had moved in on Allie when Clint was tempted to do the same.

      She’d been emotionally vulnerable, recovering from a bad breakup, but he’d wanted her. Damn, how he’d wanted her. But Ken had moved in first, plucking her up like a wounded animal.

      Clint scowled at the memory.

      But they weren’t together anymore. Hadn’t been in quite a while.

      And Clint hadn’t imagined the sexual tension between him and Allie tonight. She’d watched him in the way he used to dream she’d watch him.

      With an awareness that he was a hot-blooded man. As if she’d wanted to know what it felt like to kiss him. He’d been tempted to lower his mouth to hers and find out if the chemistry between them ignited when their lips touched.

      A heavy weight settled in his chest and he shook his head. But that wouldn’t be a good idea. Touching Allison would be opening the door to a hall he really shouldn’t be going down.

      She wasn’t his type. Not anymore. There was a time when she hadn’t been so high maintenance. When they’d both laugh about the uptight Williams’ parties and superior attitude they all carried.

      But Allison had changed. She’d become one of them, a city girl through and through, probably afraid to mess up her hair, and wearing her self-entitlement like a badge. And though he might want her physically, he couldn’t see himself with a girl like that.

      Not for more than a night or two anyway.

      Clint tugged the door to the restaurant’s private room open, and a wall of sound greeted him. Time to once again pretend he fit in with these rich, materialistic people whose main concern seemed to be making sure birds didn’t shit on their Lexus.

      Once, long ago, Ken had been pretty cool too. Until his hormones had kicked in and his priorities had become chasing tail and milking his parents for money.

      “Hey, Clint. Where did you go?”

      He turned to face his once-good friend, who seemed half drunk already and gave an easy shrug.

      “I thought I saw an old friend,” he lied. Had Kenneth seen Allison? Likely not.

      “Ah, good deal.” Kenneth leaned toward him and lowered his voice. “You ready to see some action at my bachelor party tomorrow night? We’re going to hook you up with some fine women, buddy.”

      Clint’s lips twisted. The only fine woman he wanted right now had just driven out of the parking lot like a bat out of hell.

      “Yeah. About that. I don’t think I’ll be able to make it to the bachelor party.”

      “Not make it?” Kenneth’s eyes widened. “Oh come on, Clint. You never chill with me anymore, and this is going to be awesome. Trust me, you won’t want to miss it. Promise me you’ll show.”

      There was probably no way around it. Still, he tried to be ambiguous. “We’ll see.”

      “Kenneth, what are you doing over here?” Ashley came up behind them, slipping her arm through her fiancé’s. “You’re behaving yourself, aren’t you, honey bunny?”

      “Of course, babe. Just having a talk with Clint.” Kenneth cleared his throat and lowered his head to drop a kiss on her downturned mouth.

      Ashley pulled away, looking much more pleased. “Good. Just think, before long we’ll be husband and wife.”

      Clint hid a smile at the flicker of panic he spotted in Kenneth’s eyes. Maybe it was Ashley’s high-pitched baby talk she used on him, but he just couldn’t understand what Ken saw in the woman. Well. Besides a freakishly large pair of fake breasts.

      “You want some more champagne, honey bunny?”

      Clint winced. He couldn’t be the only one who thought she sounded like a chipmunk trying to be sexy.

      “That’d be great. Thanks, Ashley.”

      Once the woman bounced away, Clint glanced at Ken again.

      “So you’re in love, huh?”

      “I guess. And with Mom’s ultimatum about me settling down or getting cut off, Ashley seemed a good fit.” Kenneth smiled and leaned close and winked. “Besides, she lets me fuck her in the ass.”

      Clint closed his eyes and tried not to let the unwanted image invade his head. Kenneth had always been way too loose-lipped about his sex life. Which made him think about…

      Don’t ask about Allison. Don’t even do it—

      “You ever see Allie?”

      “Allison?” Kenneth shook his head, his expression pensive. “Not as much lately, Ashley’s not too keen on her. For a while, before Ashley, I kept thinking about trying to get Allison back, ’cause she was pretty hot. Always been a pretty cool girl.” Kenneth grimaced. “Though I gotta say she wasn’t all that great in bed.”

      Anger and something else dark—something close to jealousy—sparked in Clint’s gut, and his jaw flexed.

      Of course they slept together, what did you expect?

      But saying Allison was bad in bed? He thought about her mischievous and passionate side he knew still had to exist. And how her eyes had flashed anger at him when he’d boxed her in at the car a short while ago. How for the briefest second he’d been shocked to see the flicker of awareness in her gaze.

      Allison bad in bed? He didn’t buy it. Not for a minute. In fact, it made him question how attentive Ken was with the women in his bed.

      He bit back a sigh, almost wondering if Allison had a right to be worried about the wedding. But unlike Allie, he could admit it wasn’t his business who and when Ken married.

      Although he wasn’t completely certain her concerns were over Kenneth marrying Ashley. Maybe just that he was getting married at all. Did Allison still hold feelings for him?

      Clint’s gut twisted and he tightened his grip around his champagne glass. Hopefully she’d back off—he’d warned her to.

      But the Allie he knew wouldn’t have let that stop her. In a way, he almost hoped she’d try again. It’d give him another reason to see her again… His mouth twitched and he sought out the tray of shrimp.

      

      “Don’t do it, Allison,” Leah pleaded over the phone. “Oh God, please don’t do it. This is way too extreme. Just let him marry the bimbo.”

      “Too late. I’m already on my way.”

      “Oh, my god. Men are crazy at bachelor parties. You’re going to be over your head—”

      “I’m going to be fine. I’ll just sneak in posing as a stripper—because come on, someone will have ordered one. Once I’m there I’ll pull Kenneth aside right away and have a little chat with him…”

      “How did you even find out where they were holding the party?”

      “I’ve got connections. I’m friends with the sister of one of the guy’s attending.”

      “Let it go. Please, Allison.”

      “Hey, you suggest it, Leah. I mean, even if you were joking. But I thought it was perfect. And you have to admit it’ll be pretty clever if I can pull it off.”

      “I’m not sure I’d use the word clever.”

      Allison parked her car on the curb next to the house in the upscale Mercer Island neighborhood. “It’s too late, I’m here already.”

      “Allison—”

      “I’ll call you later. Love ya.” She ended the call and adjusted the rearview mirror to check out her appearance.

      Her stomach flipped with excitement as she adjusted the black wig and swiped another layer of dark red lip gloss on.

      Nothing to worry about. She’d be in and out in twenty minutes tops. There would be no clothes even close to being removed. Plus, it would be kind of fun to see firsthand what went on at a bachelor party.

      Maybe Clint would be there….

      Damn. Where had that thought come from?

      “Stop it,” she scolded herself. “Clint has nothing to do with why you’re here tonight.”

      Still, her pulse surged as she climbed out of the car and walked toward the house.

      

      Clint tilted the beer to his lips and stepped back to avoid another drunken groomsman stumbling across the room.

      The music pounded so loud his head had begun to resonate in time with it. Hell, what he wouldn’t give for a Tylenol right about now.

      A stripper had showed up at the party an hour earlier. A skinny redhead with perky breasts. All the men in the room salivated over her. Everyone but Clint.

      His mind still lingered on the curvy brunette he’d sent packing from the dinner the other night. He’d been surprised—and almost disappointed—that Allison hadn’t made another attempt to see Kenneth.

      A high-pitched giggle had him glancing over at Ken and the stripper gyrating on his lap—his hands all over her tits. She certainly seemed to be lax on the no-touching rule. Likely because everyone here knew who Kenneth Williams was—and the bottomless checking account linked to his name.

      He jerked his gaze away from the tawdry scene which both repulsed him and yet didn’t help the chronic state of arousal he’d been in since seeing Allison again.

      Damn it.

      He took another swig of beer and fought the images of what he’d like to do to Allie flickering in his head.

      The doorbell rang and he sighed, checking his watch. He’d promised to drop by tonight. Surely he could leave and not catch too much flack for it.

      “Another stripper? Hell yeah.”

      Another one? Okay, it was officially time to get the hell out of here. Shoving a hand through his hair, Clint sighed and got up to leave. The men had crowded around the door, blocking the exit as they surrounded the woman trying to move inside.

      He grabbed his jacket, casting a bored glance at the woman almost buried among the men. He spotted the long naked legs and black bobbed hair.

      She finally pushed through the group, stumbling into the middle of the room and casting an irritated glance back at the men.

      “Give a girl a second to catch her breath, boys,” she said in a sultry voice and smoothed down her skirt. “I’m here for the groom.”

      Clint slowed in his progress to get out the door, intrigued by the new addition to the party. Even across the room, something about her sent the hairs on the back of his neck up in warning.

      She looked like she was trying way too hard in the skimpy little cop costume.

      Her legs were damn long underneath the navy blue pleather skirt barely covering her bottom. Her breasts barely stayed inside the matching top only zipped halfway up.

      Clint’s attention never left her as she moved around the party. She kept glancing around nervously and swatting off the advances of any man who attempted to approach.

      Yeah, there was something about her. He set his jacket back down and moved through the party toward the new stripper.

      “Hey, Kenneth boy, here’s another stripper for you,” someone called out.

      Kenneth glanced away from the redhead who was now kissing his neck and turned his focus onto the new stripper. His gaze moved over her almost in dismissal before he looked away.

      “Little too chubby for me. You boys have fun with her. I’m good with Trixie here.”

      Clint’s jaw hardened and he sucked in a swift breath. Christ, Ken could be an asshole when he drank.

      Before looking back at the new woman, he already knew what he’d find. He turned to see anyway. The hurt on her face wasn’t a surprise, but the blazing rage underneath certainly was. An expression he recognized all too well.

      Holy hell.

      Shock ripped through him and he went rigid. He mentally removed the wig and dark makeup from the woman. The shock faded into a slow pulse of pleasure.

      Allison had actually had the balls to try and crash Kenneth’s bachelor party. This time pretending to be a stripper.

      “How about dancing for me instead, baby?” One bold attendee approached her and reached out to touch her hip. “I’m a good tipper.”

      Allison spun around, a tight smile on her face as she pushed the man away.

      “All in good time, buddy. I need to go freshen up first.” Her gaze skittered around the room and landed on Clint.

      Clint slid his attention away from her, raising the beer to his mouth as he tried to appear only mildly interested. As if he hadn’t recognized her.

      Part of him was tempted to march right over to Allison and yank that wig off her head and push her out the door again. Who did she think she was fooling?

      Actually, that was damn obvious. Everyone. Likely the only people in this room who would recognize her were him and Kenneth. And Ken was way too inebriated to look that closely at the new stripper. Not to mention he’d just written her off as chubby.

      What was her intention tonight in showing up at the party? Was she going to be that blatant in an effort to seduce Kenneth? He turned his head again to look and see what she was doing now and his pulse quickened.

      She’d disappeared. He slid his gaze around in search of blue pleather and long legs. Hell, where had she gone?

      He set his beer down and moved through the crowded room. After glancing down an empty hallway he was about to search the game room when he heard a noise coming from one of the bedrooms.

      Clint took a hesitant step down the hallway toward the sound.

      “Just back off—” Allison’s sharp words ended in a muffled shriek.

      Damn.

      He sprinted toward the open door to the room. When he stepped inside his gut clenched and his pulse jumped.

      With a growl, he rushed across the room and grabbed the shirt of the man who had Allison pinned against the wall. With one tug, he’d lifted the man and flung him a few feet away.

      “Hey, man—”

      “Get the hell out of here,” he snarled, recognizing the groomsman who’d been trying to feel up Allison when she’d first walked in.

      “Damn. What’s your problem?” The man slurred his words and stumbled toward the door, casting an irritated glance at Allison. “She’s just a fucking stripper.”

      Clint took one step toward the man, fists clenched, before the guy scrambled out of the room with a yelp.

      He drew in a slow breath in an attempt to lower his blood pressure, before turning to confront Allison. Had the other guy touched her? Hurt her? Concern, and a healthy dose of fury, had his brows drawing together.

      The anger was also targeted at her that she’d been stupid enough to try and sneak in as a stripper with a bunch of drunken men.

      “Excuse me,” she muttered.

      He caught her hand right as she tried to scurry past him, her head lowered.

      “Hold up there,” he said gruffly. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      She kept her head down but gave a slight shake of her head. “I’m fine.”

      Clint frowned. Did she realize he knew who she was? She certainly was doing everything to avoid looking at him.

      She tugged at her hand and cleared her throat. “Can I have my hand back, please?”

      “In a moment.” He decided to play along with her act for a moment. “What company do you work for?”

      Her shoulders tensed. After a moment she muttered, “At the same place the other girl works.”

      “I didn’t realize they’d ordered two strippers.”

      “You’re right. It was obviously a misunderstanding. I’ll just head out.” She stepped away, tugging at her hand again, but he didn’t release it.

      “Not so fast. You did drive all the way out here.” He moved his thumb over the rapidly beating pulse on her wrist. “How about a private dance?”

      Her head did jerk up this time, her eyes flashing.

      It was damn hard to bite back a smile, but Clint managed it. He also made sure there would be no recognition in his gaze. He looked her over, appreciation the only emotion she’d be able to read in his eyes.

      The suggestion had been more of a joke, but his voice had sounded too husky. Made the question more intimate and legitimate.

      Damn, she was sexy. Sexy and clearly vulnerable right now.

      Obviously, she’d realized she was in over her head at this party. Beneath the thick makeup, her hazel eyes were wide with anger and alarm. The exposed curves of her breasts rose and fell with her uneven breathing.

      His dick tightened beneath his jeans as he inhaled the floral fragrance of her perfume. She’d even shown up wearing the same scent she always wore. She sure wasn’t trying very hard to stay incognito.

      The next breath he dragged in wasn’t quite as steady either. Jesus, he wanted her. In every way. He should just pull off her wig and tell her to get the hell out of there.

      Didn’t she realize the trouble she could’ve gotten into? Would’ve gotten into if he hadn’t walked in?

      He should tell her to go, but he wouldn’t. Not yet, anyway.

      His thumb moved over her pulse again and he made a murmur of triumph at her soft moan.

      The flare of arousal in her eyes made him stop fighting it. He wanted Allie, and after all these years, maybe it was time he had her.

      “So what do you say to that dance, kitten?”

      

      Allison’s head spun and her knees turned into rubber. Each time Clint’s thumb moved across her wrist another wave of sweet tingles would race through her body.

      He wanted her to give him a private dance. Wait, not her. A stripper. He hadn’t even recognized her. Should she be offended? They’d known each other since they were kids. Or maybe she should just be relieved her costume was convincing?

      Part of her, a small completely crazy, and random part, wanted to push him down onto the edge of the bed and dance until he was begging.

      The sense of empowerment made her heady, and it would be fantastic and kind of funny to see Clint beg. Her body zinged with fire. Her breasts felt heavier.

      The idea of tempting Clint and herself with this new and insane chemistry between them was all too real. All too crazy, but real. And she wanted to dance for him like he’d just invited.

      Of course, that would be just plain stupid. Not to mention she couldn’t dance for shit.

      “Dance for me,” he commanded again and slid his hand to her waist, pulling their bodies snug together.

      She swallowed hard and tried to form a coherent thought. Or at least some kind of response a stripper would say.

      “I…I don’t do private dances.”

      He nuzzled her ear, his fingers moving up and down the space between her hip and ribcage. “You could make an exception for me.”

      No. No. No.

      She lifted her hands to his chest, determined to push him away, but then his lips brushed the curve of her ear and her fingers grazed his hard torso. She caught her breath and suddenly she was clenching the fabric of his shirt.

      His lips closed over the curve of her ear, just before his tongue moved out to stroke her lobe. Fire singed her blood and her mind turned to mush. Allison let her head roll back, giving him access to her throat.

      This is Clint. Clint for God’s sake.

      He gave a soft growl of approval, and his mouth moved to the curve of her neck closing over the flesh and sucking softly.

      The burning heat spread through her body, sending a heavy ache between her legs at the continued assault of his tongue and lips. He traced a finger into her cleavage and her panties went damp with her desire.

      “Clint.” His name left her lips on a frantic plea.

      She froze. She’d said his name. Oh, god. Maybe he hadn’t noticed?

      “Yes, Allie?”

      Ice rushed down her spine, conflicting with the heat that burned to life in her cheeks.

      “Let go of me.” She pushed against his chest and stumbled backward, almost tripping in her heels. “You knew it was me? For how long?”

      He arched one eyebrow and the disbelief in his was gaze answer enough.

      He looked completely unruffled by their heated moment. As if it hadn’t affected him nearly as much as it had her.

      She exhaled slowly through her nostrils. God, she really hated him right now. He’d just been toying with her. Like a cat with a bug. Only it was kind of messed up that the bug had liked it.

      Who would’ve known Clint’s lips on her would’ve made her feel like that?

      “You knew it was me and you still…touched me like that?”

      His steady gaze darkened in a way that had her breath catching, instead of answering he said, “You’re leaving. Now, Allison. This is a bachelor party, and unless you intend to start strip—”

      She gasped. “I am not stripping, you jerk!”

      “I didn’t think so. Let’s go.” He caught her wrist, tugging her toward the door.

      She dug in her heels and refused to budge. “No. I need to talk to Kenneth.”

      “Call him tomorrow.”

      She blinked, hating to admit the truth. “He changed his number.”

      “And didn’t give it to you?” he mocked. “Why not drop by his house?”

      “Because he’s moved into a place with Ashley and I don’t know where. What, you think I didn’t try the obvious stuff already? She’s keeping me from him.”

      Clint’s lips twitched. “Okay, Allison, I’m gonna say it. You’re acting kind of stalkerish.”

      “I am not stalkerish,” she growled and tried to pull free. “I’m concerned about our friend—which at least one of us should be. Let me go, I’ll talk to Kenneth myself.”

      “No can do.” He pulled her toward the door.

      “Clint, stop. You can’t keep dragging me out of places.”

      “Okay. I won’t drag you.” He released her arm, only to grab her around the waist and scoop her up. “I’ll carry you out.”

      “What the—ooph!” She gasped as he dropped her over his shoulder, and marched her back into the living room.

      “Hey, look at that!” Someone yelled. “Clint’s taking the stripper home!”

      “No fair, buddy. You need to share.”

      “Now that is one fine ass. Can’t I have a piece, Clint?”

      Allison’s mouth hung open, humiliation zinging through her as she realized her skirt was up over her waist now, showing off her white bikini panties.

      She was going to kill Clint. Once he got her outside, of course. Because she had to give him credit for realizing that sticking around with these drunken ass clowns probably wasn’t a good idea at this point.

      The front door opened, assailing her with a cool late-night breeze before it slammed shut behind them as they moved outside. He didn’t set her down, just continued to carry her down the driveway until they’d reached her car.

      Only then did he slide her back up over his shoulder. But instead of just setting her down, he slid her with agonizing slowness down the length of his body. Her breasts scraped against his hard chest, her pelvis hit flush against him and there was no mistaking the hard length of his cock beneath his jeans.

      Despite the cool summer night, her body flooded with warmth and when her feet finally touched the pavement, she stumbled away from him just as turned on as she’d been back in the room.

      “Do you have your keys?” he asked flatly.

      “Maybe you should have asked me that before we left the party.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.” She glared at him but fished into the bodice of her costume to retrieve the key to her car. She’d left everything else tucked under her front seat.

      His gaze followed the movement and she bit off a frustrated curse. Her nipples peaked under his close scrutiny, rubbing against the thin plastic of the costume. Wearing a bra had been impossible with the top, but fortunately, it had been tight enough to support her large breasts.

      He lifted his gaze from her chest and under the streetlight, she didn’t miss the desire in his gaze. Then he stepped closer to her. Her heart skipped and she took a quick step backward, her bottom hitting the passenger door.

      Clint reached up, his palm gently cupping the side of her face.

      “Come back to my hotel room.”

      The air locked in her lungs and Allison’s heart nearly stopped. Hot awareness rocked through her as his offer resonated in her head.

      Had she heard that wrong?

      “We would be explosive together, Allie,” he murmured, tracing his thumb over her lower lip. “Tell me you haven’t thought about it.”

      She tried to shake her head, but it just kind of twitched as a low moan formed in her throat.

      Clint wanted to sleep with her. He wasn’t even being all hesitant, subtle, or romantic about it. He was just laying it all on the table.

      “I want you,” he continued, “and I intend to have you, kitten.”

      Kitten. It was almost a sexual play on how he’d called her Allie-cat all those years. She’d seen Clint be aggressive with women before, but never with her. To have his attention focused on her was both titillating and a bit scary.

      Her knees went weak and she closed her eyes, already seeing it in her mind. How going to bed with Clint would be.

      But he’s your friend.

      And yet she’d crossed that boundary with Kenneth at one point, why not Clint?

      Before she could silently answer her own question, Clint’s mouth, soft and yet firm, covered hers.

      The moan in her throat finally escaped as his tongue slid deep inside to tease her.

      Allison’s thoughts scattered as pleasure slid through her body. Heating her, making every nerve come to life. She instinctively pressed herself close to him, wrapping her arms around his neck and responding to his kiss as if it were the most natural thing to do.

      The hard press of Clint’s cock against her belly sent an ache pulsing low between her legs.

      He lifted his head and dazedly she saw the hard glitter of arousal in his eyes.

      “Let’s go to my hotel room, Allie. You can drive me back here to my car in the morning.”

      It took a second for his words to sink in, but when they did a flush stole into her cheeks. Did he seriously just expect her to waltz out of there and go to bed with him?

      A thought slid through her, leaving her chilled and her stomach twisting. Or was Clint just looking at sex as a distraction? As a way to keep her from talking to Kenneth while getting a little action himself? Would Clint really be that calculating?
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