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  Chapter 1
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Harper Hayes frowned as another sweaty guy bumped into her. She shoved back at him with her hip, eking out some room in the crowd of cheering spectators.  
He raised his dixie cup of beer and winked at her. “Nice shirt. I’m available later if you’re looking for some fun before it’s too late.”
Harper’s cheeks heated as she tugged on the hem of her purple bride-to-be shirt and turned away. Ogling athletic men at the finish line of the Conquer the Mountain Adventure race was not how she wanted her bachelorette party to go. And she definitely wasn’t looking for any kind of fun that this degenerate could offer.
“I think we should head out. We need to meet Isla and Ginny at the spa.” Harper grabbed her sister Tessa’s arm, to drag her attention away from the endless stream of sweat and mud-covered men struggling across the finish line.
Tessa glanced at her watch, then at Harper with her eyebrows drawn together. “They haven’t even left Victoria yet. We’ve got tons of time. Just try to have some fun.”
Harper bit her lip. Tessa wasn’t wrong. The drive from here to the Kingfisher Resort in Courtney was only fifteen minutes, and Isla would currently be teaching her last yoga class of the day. Then she and Ginny still had a three-hour drive to get to the resort where Harper and the rest of the bachelorette party were meeting them.
But that didn’t mean Harper wanted to stay in Cumberland watching the adventure race. 
“I just thought we could enjoy the pool at the spa before our treatment.” 
“Quit trying to take over the itinerary,” Macy said.
“I’m not,” Harper protested.
“Really?” Macy raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. 
“I’m not. I’m really not. None of this was my plan.” Harper held her arms out to indicate the surrounding area. 
“And that’s exactly how it should be.” Naomi pursed her lips into an expression that implied Harper should just get out of her own way and let them make this the best day. “You’re not the only one who likes to plan an event. And the bride shouldn’t be responsible for her own bachelorette. Besides, if you had your choice, you’d have planned a masquerade ball or something equally insane.”
Harper winced. They’d been friends since high school, but without Lori here to blunt her edges, Naomi could get catty.
The crowd surged, jostling the women as another team burst across the finish line. Tessa, Macy, and Naomi joined in, jumping and cheering. 
Tessa paused mid-scream with her arms in the air, glancing at Harper. “Every bride deserves some wild fun before her big day. Just try to relax. Mom isn’t here to see.”
Harper chewed on her lower lip, swallowing curt words for her sister. Easy for Tessa to say. She’d never worried about expectations, always doing whatever she wanted. It was why their parents had written her off long ago, leaving Harper to bear the brunt of parental expectations and all the pressure it entailed.
But she hadn’t invited her sister along on her bachelorette party to engage in sibling rivalry. She’d invited her so they could have some sisterly time together before Harper started her new life as Jonathon’s wife.
What Tessa didn’t understand was that Harper didn’t need an excuse to get wild one last time before her wedding next weekend, because marrying Jonathon was exactly what she wanted to do.
“Lori is the one who planned all of this. And she’s not even here,” Harper gritted out between her teeth. 
Tessa might be right that Harper was taking this too seriously, but Harper didn’t want to be there. Her idea of relaxing was spending time with her sister and friends at the spa, not getting bashed about by crazed fans at some ridiculous race while ogling sweaty men and their muscles.
She didn’t even like being outside with the sun and the bugs.
Macy scowled at her. “You know she would be if she could.”
Naomi planted her hands on her hips. “All the more reason for you to have fun. She’s devastated that she had to cancel.”
Tessa bumped her shoulder against Harper’s. “And that’s why we need to keep you from taking over the planning.”
Harper hugged her arms around herself. “I don’t think this is what Lori had in mind.”
But the women weren’t listening. More bedraggled souls who had been fighting the mountain for hours—kayaking, mountain biking, and trekking—stumbled across the finish line. And the ladies cheered them on like their finishing guaranteed the survival of the human race.
Harper sighed. She didn’t get it at all.
Why would these people put themselves through this? And why should they be cheered on for their stupidity? Her aborted backpacking trip to Cape Scott with Isla last year was all the proof she needed that the great outdoors weren’t all that great.
In fact, she hated this kind of stuff. The adventure of a café trying out a new latte flavour was more her speed. The outdoors made her grouchy.
Naomi pulled her phone out of her pocket, smiled, then tapped vigorously on the screen before shoving her phone back into her pocket. Then she rustled around in her purse, pulling out a small, wrapped package and holding it out to Harper. “Lori says it’s time to give you this.”
“Oh, wow!” Harper put one hand over her mouth. Guilt mixed with joy in her tummy.
Even from afar, Lori was taking the time to make sure that Harper’s weekend was amazing. She was so thoughtful. And Harper was being an ungrateful harpy, looking at this all wrong.
Just because she was getting a bachelorette party instead of a bridal shower didn’t mean anything. Just because she wasn’t the one doing the planning—even if she was the one who loved event planning—didn’t mean she couldn’t control the outcome.
Just because a bachelorette implied a certain kind of partying that ended with naked male bits in your face didn’t mean that Harper had to go there. Her love for Jonathon deserved more than that. He’d even promised that his bachelor party—also this weekend—would be just a few of the guys over for some beers. No nightclubs. No strippers. Those kinds of parties were for people who weren’t really sure. 
And Harper and Jonathon were sure. 
In fact, Jonathon was her dream man, and he’d fallen into her life when she’d least expected it—and most needed it. She’d just bolted from Vancouver, leaving behind her very lucrative position at her parent’s company, Hayes industries—a conglomerate of biotech, pharmaceutical, and research companies—and her luxury penthouse condo to work as front desk staff at a hotel in Victoria. 
Her move had resulted in her mother needing to call in a few favours to get Harper a more appropriate job at West Coast Media. The only reason her parents hadn’t completely written her off was that she’d met Jonathon. A very talented and successful software engineer who ticked all the appropriate relationship boxes for her parents.
He also, more importantly, met every single one of Harper’s requirements in a life partner. He was perfect.
“You see. We’ve got this.” Macy bumped her shoulder against Harper’s.
Harper smiled as she took the package from Naomi, ripping off the wrapping. 
She pulled out a box of lubricated-for-her-pleasure condoms, and her joy morphed into chagrin. “Seriously? I told you I don’t want that kind of party.” Her face burned as she stuffed the box into her purse, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed. “These couldn’t have been Lori’s idea.”
“Nope.” Tessa winked. “But maybe she didn’t know what kind of party you needed.”
Naomi smirked. “We can do both. Get a little wild and relax at the spa. They aren’t mutually exclusive.”
Macy bounced excitedly. “Or we can skip the spa. There’ll be so many horny men at the after party.”
Harper’s chest tightened. Did her friends really think this was appropriate? That she was the kind of woman who needed a box of condoms on her bachelorette weekend? Sure, maybe there’d been a time when she was up for every kind of party before, but she wasn’t that person anymore. She had Jonathon now.
“Nope. I don’t think so.” Harper backed away, pulling out her phone to text Isla. She needed some moral support from her one friend who hadn’t gone rogue and understood what it meant to be loved by a good man.

HARPER: You need to get here!

HARPER: We’re at some stupid adventure race. Can you believe it? We’re supposed to be celebrating my wedding, and they’re too busy drooling over man muscles to care about what I want to do

HARPER: They just gave me a box of condoms

Needing some space, Harper moved away from the crowd while she tapped furiously on her phone. She would get Isla’s opinion, regroup, then demand they listen to her. It was time to get this party to the spa, where it belonged. She should be in the hot pool, soaking away her tension, not squished up against sweaty, dirty men who smelled like a damn forest. 
She looped around the giant green and purple inflatable finish line archway, grimacing at the fact that her bride-to-be t-shirt matched perfectly, then wandered towards the edge of the lake.
Her phone chimed, and she scrambled to check the message.

ISLA: Hang in there. Have some fun. Ogle some men. Keep the condoms for a weekend blitz with Jonathon

ISLA: Ginny and I’ll be there soon, and you can tell me all about the good ones. Just because we’re matched up doesn’t mean we can’t do a little drooling now and then

Harper’s stomach squeezed. It wasn’t the response she was looking for, but then Isla wasn’t there. She didn’t understand the situation. Without answering Isla back, Harper tapped out a message for Lori. Lori would get it.

HARPER: Wish you were here. Tessa hi-jacked the whole thing and dragged us to Cumberland to watch some stupid race. She thinks she can just take control of everything without any consequences. It makes me so mad

Lori’s answer came in almost immediately. She really must be bummed about not being able to make the trip.

LORI: Your sister has always had a little too much nerve

LORI: If you don’t want to be there, you should just tell her. Do you want me to text Naomi?

Yes! She one hundred percent wanted Lori to tell Naomi to stop agreeing with Tessa. Naomi would listen to Lori.

HARPER: No. I’ve got this. Just needed to check in

LORI: I’m sorry I’m not there

HARPER: Yeah. Me too

Harper hit send, then, not wanting to seem like a complete downer when she was supposed to be celebrating like crazy, she quickly sent a follow up.

HARPER: But the hydropath session tomorrow will make it all worth it lol

Lori had felt so badly about needing to bail on the bachelorette weekend that she’d arranged for everyone to get a Pacific Mist Hydropath treatment—a delicious experience involving mineral pools, waterfall massages, a glacial waterfall, a river walk, a steam cave, and tidal baths, and pure bliss. As much as she missed her friend, Harper couldn’t wait.
While Harper waited for her friend’s response, she reconsidered Lori’s offer to straighten things out. It would be so easy. But then a text came from Isla.

ISLA: Just let it happen. Don’t push too hard

Harper stared at Isla’s text. Despite how much she wanted to let Lori sort the crew out, deep down, she knew Isla was right. If she demanded her way, everyone would get resentful. Then she would be the only one enjoying herself, and that was no kind of fun. She was there to celebrate with her sister and friends, not to do it solo. It didn’t matter where they were or what they did. Just because they gave her condoms didn’t mean she had to use them.
Shoving her phone back in her pocket, Harper squared her shoulders. She turned back towards the cheering crowd to assess the situation. A team of four—two men and two women—appeared on the beach, and the crowd, including Macy, Naomi, and Tessa, went wild. 
With a bit of distance, Harper could see how much fun they were having. This was fine. There was a way for everyone to win. She could stay there near the water’s edge, enjoying the beauty of the lake without getting splashed with man sweat. Her friends could enjoy themselves cheering on the finishers, then they could get back to the itinerary in time to meet up with Isla and Ginny.
The important thing was that she was marrying Jonathon next weekend and nothing else mattered.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out with a determined smile on her face. This weekend was going to be amazing! All she had to do was keep her perspective.

LORI: Can you believe she’s complaining about your little detour?

Harper’s hand shook, and her stomach twisted into a giant knot. She stared at the phone, willing herself to be calm. The text clearly wasn’t for her. And Lori wasn’t just sniping. She was doing it with another attendee. 
Harper’s eyes flicked to the group of jumping, cheering women in matching we’re-with-the-bride t-shirts, eyeing them up, looking for the traitor.
Her phone buzzed again, pulling her attention back to the screen.

LORI: Enjoy watching those men conquer that mountain. I’ve been conquering one myself 😉

Her phone chimed again. This time with a picture.
“No. No. No.” Harper swayed on her feet as all the blood drained from her head and settled low in her already twisted gut. 
This couldn’t be happening. This had to be a joke. Nothing about this could be real. Tears pricked at her eyes, and she turned to flee back up the beach. She needed Tessa, Naomi, and Macy to get her out of there immediately. Except one of them was a traitor, and she didn’t know which ones she could trust.
She stumbled in the sand, almost falling, but she couldn’t peel her eyes away from the screen. From the picture of a scantily clad Lori laying against Jonathon’s very naked chest. Lori smiled at the camera, and Harper had the gut deep desire to wipe the smile off her face.






  
  Chapter 2
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As Harper staggered up the beach towards her friends, she couldn’t hear the crowd of spectators over the rushing sound in her ears. She needed to inhale, but her lungs couldn’t seem to get the message to her brain.  
Lori had lied.
There was no work emergency. Lori was screwing Jonathon. 
This entire weekend was just one big setup to get Harper out of town.
And either Macy or Naomi knew. Possibly Tessa too.
Maybe both. 
Nausea bubbled up in her throat, choking her. She needed to hold on long enough to find somewhere private, so she could let the storm of tears loose. Let the wave of despair wash over her. Let the wreck of her life submerge her.
“Oof.” Harper slammed into something solid, then fell backwards onto her butt.
“Whoa, careful,” said a deep voice with the slightest remnant of a Quebecois accent that seemed vaguely familiar somehow. 
Harper swayed as the musky scent of a man post exertion mixed with pine and fresh soap assailed her.
When her vision cleared, she caught the glimpse of a man with mud smeared on one cheek and short hair, slick with sweat. Then he was gone, sprinting across the finish line, leaving her on her butt in the sand, her life a crumpled ruin around her.
Macy appeared and offered a hand. “Are you okay?”
Harper ignored her friend. Jonathon was cheating on her with her maid of honour, and this guy didn’t even have the decency to help her up after smashing into her. 
So typical.
Naomi appeared behind Macy, her face scrunched up. “What the hell, Harper? This is a bit dramatic. We’ll do the spa. You just need to chill.”
Harper stared at her friend as a crack zipped across her frozen heart. “You knew. You knew, and you said nothing.” Then she bolted.
With zero clue where she was going other than away from the crowd and her so-called friends, Harper found herself at the edge of the parking lot, twisting her diamond engagement ring on her finger. If only she had her own car here. But, unlike her, it was at the spa. Piling everyone into Naomi’s SUV had seemed like a great idea when Tessa suggested it.
Not so much now.
It was at least a fifteen-minute drive to the Kingfisher Resort, where her car and all her stuff was. She would have to swallow her pride and catch a ride with the traitors.
How could Naomi come and smile and joke and laugh, all the while knowing that Jonathon and Lori were fornicating?
It had to be Naomi. She’d been texting with Lori all day. Foolishly, Harper had thought it was due to Lori’s concern that Harper have a great day despite her absence.
Maybe all of this was a good thing. With Jonathon holed up with Lori, Harper could trust that he would keep his word about no strippers. Harper’s face twisted. It wasn’t like she’d told him he couldn’t sleep with her friends during the bachelor party. That would teach her to be more specific when setting boundaries.
Liquid anger curdled in Harper’s gut. She clenched her fists, the diamond on her ring digging into her flesh, deepening the roiling rage. Where could she hide until she could firm up her grip on her self control? The last thing she needed was a crowd of strangers knowing what kind of fool she was. 
She had truly believed that Jonathon loved her. She’d let him in, and it was all just a joke to him. A bitter laugh erupted from her belly. Wasn’t the groom supposed to wait until the wedding to hook up with the maid of honour?
The first tear escaped, trickling down her face. “Nope,” she gritted between her teeth, swiping at it. A sporting event wasn’t the place for balling. And she definitely wasn’t going to let Naomi see her cry.
Off in the distance, Macy, Naomi, and Tessa called her name in unison. They were clearly looking for her, but she wasn’t ready to be found. She needed to pull herself together first, before she could face them. 
Her parents had drilled etiquette into her, and just because she was on the verge of the biggest disaster of her life didn’t mean that she could turn into a mess in front of everyone. Not her friends. And definitely not strangers.
Darting around the corner of a building, she found the bathroom. Slipping into a stall, Harper closed the door and placed her forehead against the cold metal. Heat rolled over her in waves, and the metal was blessedly cool against her skin. But it didn’t calm the anger. 
Betrayal bit at her. Agitated her. Made her want to do something wild and crazy. Anything to numb the anguish.
Jonathon wasn’t just cheating on her but doing it with one of her best friends. Lori had been her friend since high school. Lori was her maid of honour. 
This kind of thing wasn’t supposed to happen. There was supposed to be a code.
Harper tensed as the bathroom door popped open. “Harper?” Macy called tentatively.
Harper bit her lip to keep her heated words inside. Not that she could’ve spoken if she wanted to. The angry words were clogged with tears in the back of her throat. If she said one syllable, she would set them all free, and they would never stop.
“Harper? I’m worried about you.”
Harper’s stomach clenched with a longing to reach out to her friend. She didn’t want to be alone. She wanted Macy to wrap her up tight in a hug and tell her everything was going to be okay. Harper stiffened, anxiously twisting her ring. Macy had probably been laughing with Naomi all day.
“I don’t think she’s in here,” Macy said.
“Weird. Where else could she go?” Tessa’s voice sounded muffled, but the irritation was clear. It was unlikely that her sister knew about Lori’s plan, but she certainly wasn’t sympathetic to Harper now. “We should just go. When she’s done pouting, she can text us.”
“Are you sure? She seemed pretty upset. Something definitely happened.” Macy’s tone was high with worry.
“She’ll be fine. She has always been a drama queen. Her nose is just out of joint because the plan isn’t going exactly the way she wants it to,” Tessa said.
Harper pressed her face against the cool door, not caring that she was in an outdoor public bathroom, where she should be minimizing contact with all surfaces. Things certainly weren’t going her way, but not in the manner her sister thought.
Tessa’s words tore at Harper’s heart. It shouldn’t be like this. Her sister should be her ally, instead of her antagonist.
Tessa and Harper were only one year apart in school, and at one time, they’d been close, but then Tessa started to rebel, and Harper hadn’t followed her. Now, it seemed that Tessa felt that every slight by their parents was somehow Harper’s fault. 
The truth was that Tessa just didn’t fit in with their parents’ idea of what a dutiful daughter looked like, and she blamed Harper for the fact that she, by comparison, did.
Or had. Her decision to move back to Victoria from Vancouver last year hadn’t gone over very well. Jonathon was the only reason they hadn’t forced her back to the mainland.
Bitter bile rose in the back of her throat. She couldn’t stomach returning to her old life, even if her new one was in flames.
“We can’t just leave her here. She has no way to get back,” Macy said.
“We won’t abandon her. When she’s done pouting, she’ll come find us. She won’t miss meeting up with Isla,” Tessa said.
“Come on, Macy. Tessa’s right. Harper will find us later. We’ll have some fun, and it’ll all be fine.” The tone in Naomi’s voice curdled the rage in Harper’s, making her clench her fists harder until her fingernails bit into her skin. Naomi knew. She absolutely knew. 
The door closed, cutting off the rest of their discussion, and Harper let her breath out, twisting to lean her back against the door. She needed to figure out her next move. She was trapped in practically the middle of nowhere on her bachelorette party, while her skeevy fiancé was back in Victoria, balls deep in her friend. The crudity of her own thoughts twisted Harper’s stomach even more.
She straightened up, tugging on her stupid purple shirt. It kept riding up and was driving her crazy. But she couldn’t let Lori and Jonathon get the better of her. She had an entire weekend of bliss planned, and she planned to enjoy every minute of it. Even if this wasn’t really a bachelorette party any longer.
She just needed to get out of this grimy bathroom stall and start partying. Screw the spa. Isla and Ginny could meet her up on the mountain. She would attend the after party. So, she could find herself a delicious man and get busy wiping the smug look off Lori’s face. While she was at it, she’d show Jonathon that she didn’t need him. 
The two of them could only wreck her fun if she let them.
Filled with a burst of fresh self-righteousness, Harper burst out of the bathroom and smacked straight into a muscular chest.






  
  Chapter 3
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“Oof,” Harper said, ricocheting off a sturdy body. Strong arms wrapped around her, steadying her so she didn’t end up on her butt on the concrete. She inhaled musky male infused with pine, and déjà vu washed over her, making her sway, confusing her senses.  
Behind her, the bathroom door shut with a clink. In the distance, people cheered, and Harper was vaguely aware that it was the spectators at the finish line. She knew she was still at the Conquer the Mountain Adventure race in Cumberland. She remembered she was supposed to be at her bachelorette party, celebrating her upcoming nuptials. But for a split second, right where she stood, Harper couldn’t orient herself. 
It was like she had been here before, but it was also a place she had never been. Amidst the chaos, she felt stability and safety. Something beyond the sturdy hug she was wrapped in.
“Whoa, careful.” The deep male voice rumbled through the chest pressed against her face, shaking her out of her stupor and reminding her that things weren’t okay.
She shoved at him. “Let me go.” She wasn’t in any kind of mood to interact with a random man. Not until she was ready to make her move. Not until her revenge plan was in motion.
“Sorry. My bad.” He released her, and she stumbled backwards.
This time, she caught herself against the wall of the washrooms at the same moment that recognition struck her. “Wait.” Unease settled in her chest, pressing against her bruised heart. This wasn’t some random guy. It was the same one who’d bowled her over at the finish line and left her there. “I know you. And I didn’t appreciate getting ditched in the sand.”
“Hey.” He held up his hands. “You almost ended my race— Wait.” His eyes narrowed, scrutinizing her face. “Harper?”
If the wall hadn’t been right behind her, she would’ve taken a step back. As it was, she was stuck as that icky feeling women get when a guy puts off creepy vibes mingled with the stew of emotions already brewing in her gut. “How do you know my name?”
She inched along the wall to put more space between them. Dealing with a creep wasn’t really in her scope at this moment. She had bigger things to handle, like revenge.
He shrugged. “Because you’re right. You do know me.”
Harper grimaced. “You think that really works?” She didn’t have time to deal with men who thought they could be clever by getting a girl’s name to make her feel comfortable enough to trust them. Harper might’ve fallen for Jonathon’s bullshit, but the reminder of that was fresh in her mind, and she could make better decisions right now. She might be vulnerable and a fool, but she wasn’t stupid. And it was time to get away from this guy.
His eyebrows pulled together, making twin creases between them. “Um. Not sure what you’re getting at. But I’m guessing by the fact that this is the second time you’ve almost taken me down, the first being metres from the finish line—not cool by the way—that you’re having a rough day. So, I’ll start over. I’m Adrien Ward, and you’re Harper… Sorry, I don’t remember your last name. You’re Isla’s friend.”
Harper clenched her fists, feeling her fingernails bite into her skin. This was the last thing she needed right now. She didn’t have the emotional energy to deal with men who couldn’t take a hint. She opened her mouth to lambaste him. Remind him that just because he had testicles and a penis didn’t mean he could do whatever the hell he wanted. 
Then she clamped it shut again as a memory of another day that wasn’t exactly her best slammed into her. “Adrien. From Cape Scott.” It had to be him; how else would he have the detail about Isla?
“Yup. That’s me.”
A wave of mortification rolled through Harper, heating her cheeks and leaving her swaying on her feet. She did know Adrien. And it wasn’t a good thing. Not when she was already at her humiliation quotient for the day.
Of all the men she could run into, it would have to be the one who escorted her back to the parking lot on her hike of shame after she ditched her broken-hearted best friend less than five kilometres into a gruelling backpacking trip to the northern tip of Vancouver Island.
She’d been a complete and utter jerk that day. She’d let her own crap get in the way of her friendship with Isla. It was probably the second worst day of her life—directly after the current one—and Adrien had witnessed every single selfish moment of it.
And to top it all off, he’d been sweet to her the entire time. Never once hinting that she was a rotten friend. Didn’t look down on her for quitting on herself and her friend. Just hiked beside her the entire way without judgment or blame. 
Could things get any worse?
She tugged at the bottom of her stupid shirt, wriggling under the humiliation of seeing him again when he knew the things he did. Adrien Ward was supposed to be a piece of her past that she never had to think about. Instead, he was here, and she’d almost wrecked his race. Then judged him for not rescuing her.
“Oh, God—” Her voice cracked. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”
He chuckled. “Most people wouldn’t cut through the finish line.”
She wanted to cover her eyes. His kindness was making this infinitely worse. “Yeah. Well, I’m not most people.” The words felt bitter. They were true, and the reason she was destined to live her life alone.
His eyes crinkled in concern. “Are you okay?”
“Oh yeah. I’m fine. Just needed to use the bathroom. Now I need to find my friends.” Her voice squeaked on the last word. His compassion threatened to undo her tightly held control.
“So, you just barged through a race, almost taking down a competitor, because you needed to pee?” 
The quirk of his eyebrow told her that he was kidding, but she wasn’t in a state of mind to process humour. Her self-righteous anger was dissipating, turning into something much oilier. Something that felt an awful lot like shame. 
She tilted her chin defiantly. “Not everyone can pee in a bush.”
“Hey. I can see you’re not okay. I’m here if you need anything.”
Anger flared, intensifying the ache in her chest. He needed to mind his own business. “Just because you met me on a hike, doesn’t mean you know me, okay? Doesn’t mean I need to tell you all the dirty details about my fiancé cheating on me.” Harper clapped a hand over her mouth.
They weren’t alone. All around them were competitors and spectators. In the distance, the roar of the crowd cheering in the latest finishers was audible, but right where Harper was, it seemed completely devoid of sound. She hadn’t meant to confess.
“Harper, I didn’t mean—” He reached out, but stopped short of touching her arm.
She stared at his hand until he withdrew it. “Yeah. Of course, you didn’t. Nobody ever means it.” Without giving him a chance to say anything else, she darted away. She just couldn’t right now. Like she’d said, she needed to find her friends and do something radical to put this whole thing behind her.
And that something involved finding desirable men willing to get wild with her tonight—no commitment necessary.
It wasn’t hard to locate the ladies. Macy, Naomi, and Tessa were pressed up against the barrier, hooting and hollering at the men still coming across the finish line. Predictable. Her life was ending, and they were oblivious. Well, she didn’t need their attention. She could deal with this situation on her own. She had a plan. Or at least a goal.
Revenge sex.
Muscling her way through the crowd, Harper found a spot beside Macy. “Yay! Go!” She pumped her arm in the air and hollered at the athletes struggling across the finish line. They all looked like they’d been dragged through the mud and left outside to molder. She still didn’t get it, but she could get in the spirit. It was a means to an end.
“Oh. You’re okay,” Macy gushed, squeezing Harper’s arm. 
Harper barely glanced at her. She didn’t trust her concern for a second. 
“I’m great.” She pumped her arm again and hooted.
She wasn’t. Not even close. But as far as the ladies knew, everything was fine. The bachelorette party was still on. Harper was still in the dark about Jonathon and Lori’s antics. And now wasn’t the time to delve into the dirty details. 
What she needed was a revenge screw, and she knew exactly where to find one. Jonathon might have completely enraptured her for the past year and a bit, but that didn’t mean the old Harper had been eradicated. She still knew how to attract men that only wanted one thing. 
The exact thing she needed tonight.
Turning her back on the race, Harper said, “Let’s go,” in a tone that should brook no discussion. 
“We’re not—” Tessa’s words cut off when Harper held her hand up to stop her protest.
“We need to get ready for the after party, and I need some Alligator Sperm.”
It was time to do exactly what the ladies had been asking for since they left Victoria that morning: find some men and party. She had a box of condoms just waiting to be used.






  
  Chapter 4
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Adrien plopped down into a chair next to his teammate and boss, Jade, at a long table in the After Shock Brewpub in Cumberland. The Conquer the Mountain Adventure race after party was in full swing, and he was ready for a cold beer. 
Jade held up her beer bottle, and he clinked his against it, even as his eyes drifted to another group of partiers. Across the table, his teammate and colleague, Kirk, had one arm around his girlfriend, Celeste, but he raised his glass with his free hand to join in.
“Are you guys celebrating without me?” Annabeth, his final teammate, grinned cockily as she took the vacant seat next to Adrien. 
“You were one step behind us all day.” Jade winked at Annabeth, softening her jibe. 
Annabeth shrugged. “Someone had to herd you three, and since I do that at work, it felt natural here.”
“Apparently, you were the one for the job.” Beaming with what could only be pride, Celeste held up Kirk’s gold medal. He’d looped it around her neck when she swooped in for a kiss after the presentation.
“I’m not sure her shepherding skills were what got that job done,” Kirk said playfully.
Annabeth grinned. “Maybe not. But this feels damn good. Although, my glutes have a completely different tale to tell.”
The weight of his own medal felt solid around Adrien’s neck as his eyes tracked around the room again. The feeling of victory and the excitement of his teammates weren’t where his focus was. It was stuck on Harper.
He couldn’t seem to process that she was here. Or the fact that he cared. She’d almost tanked his team’s victory. She shouldn’t be on his mind at all. 
And yet, his gaze kept drifting to the table where she sat with three other women, all in matching purple t-shirts. The four of them were eyeing up every man who sauntered past their table, like they were a pack of lionesses just waiting to pounce. 
“Alfresco Adventures should put a team in every year. It could be great publicity.” Annabeth’s enthusiastic tone brought Adrien’s attention back to his teammates, where it should be.
Jade raised her eyebrows and nodded thoughtfully. “There’s no doubt we can always use some positive PR.”
Alfresco Adventures was Jade’s company, and Adrien, Kirk, and Annabeth worked for her as adventure guides and survival instructors. The last couple of years had been a little tough after Jade’s business partner did some shady stuff and left Jade carrying all the debt. Add to that some sketchy decisions resulting in a Survival Spa course, one with the option to purchase a “fantasy upgrade” that flopped for more reasons than mud facials on a beach in spring not being highly coveted, and Alfresco Adventures could use a win.
Not that the Survival Spa course had been a complete write off. It had resulted in one wedding—Ian and Shelby’s—and the lovefest going on across the table from him right now.
Celeste whispered something in Kirk’s ear, then giggled when he nibbled hers while whispering something back. Adrien ripped his eyes away. He couldn’t watch. He was happy for his buddy, but his own breakup was still too raw.
He’d thought he’d had the same love with Cecily. Except he’d been wrong. Just like every time before.
His gaze snagged on Harper, but he yanked it free the moment it registered he was staring at her again. He was single right now, and it seemed like a good way to stay. He didn’t need any complications. And Harper, with her bride-to-be t-shirt and electric green drink, was definitely a complication.
He took a deep sip of his beer and refocused his attention on the vibrant atmosphere of the After Shock Brewpub. He could use some of the positive vibes. This race might’ve been about fun for his teammates, but it was all about distraction for him. As soon as Jade had mentioned it, he’d dove right in.
Annabeth tipped her beer towards Harper’s table. “Are you going to do something about that?”
Adrien snapped his gaze down to the table, concentrating on the condensation circle his bottle had left. “Nope. Not interested.” 
It was a lie, but self preservation dictated that he wouldn’t do a damn thing. Since the moment Harper slammed into his chest for the second time, he’d been thinking dangerous thoughts, like maybe the universe was sending him a sign.
He shoved himself away from the table, angling his chair so it would be harder to watch her. The last thing he wanted was relationship help from the universe. He needed to stay single and focus on the good things in his life. Like winning this race and loving his job.
Harper was the wrong kind of woman for him. He knew her enough to know that. And it went deeper than the fact that she was wearing a bride-to-be shirt and downing shots like this was her last party. 
No. Harper wasn’t someone Adrien was interested in. She was the type of woman who knew what she wanted and bowled over anyone who got in her way. Just look at the way she’d almost taken him down at the finish line. He was no match for that.
And his heart was in no shape to try. Cecily had seen to that.
“So, you’re just going to stare at her all night?” Annabeth tipped her head to the side. “Creepy isn’t a good look on you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he grumbled into his beer.
“Right. That’s why you’re watching her with heart eyes,” Celeste said.
Adrien groaned. Celeste was a writer, and she had a keen eye for emotions. It was really difficult to hide things from her. “I don’t even know what heart eyes are.”
“Maybe not. But you’ve been looking at her like you’re deciding if it’s too soon to take her home to meet your mother,” Jade said.
Adrien nudged Jade with his elbow. “You’re wrong. It’s just messing with me that she’s here.” 
“You know her?” Annabeth asked.
Adrien shook his head. “Not really. She was on the Cape Scott excursion last year. The first one, where Isla came and did the yoga and stuff. Harper’s the friend who ditched Isla right at the beginning.”
Annabeth narrowed her eyes and leaned further across the table. “Really? I wouldn’t have recognized her.”
“Me neither, except the universe keeps slamming me with her presence. Literally.”
“Oh, wait—” Celeste slapped her hands across her mouth, covering her gleeful smile. “She’s the one from the finish line? Oh, this is too good.”
“It doesn’t mean anything,” Adrien practically snarled. The fact that talking about her was killing his winning vibe was a sure sign that there was nothing to be gained from further interaction with Harper. 
“You sure about that?” Kirk asked.
“Yeah. I’m sure. This night is about our win, not a woman.” If he just kept everything focused on the team, it would be fine.
“Well, if you’re sure.” Jade leaned back in her chair. “Because I have twenty bucks that says you can’t get through the night without falling in love.”
“You might as well give that money to me, because nothing is happening.” Adrien gritted his teeth. They needed to lay off. The Cecily situation was still too raw, and they had bet on that one too.
He had lost that one soundly.
“Do you want to dance with me?”
At the sound of Harper’s voice, Adrien’s irritation at Jade dissipated, replaced by something warm and gooey in the centre of his chest. 
He ignored Jade’s smirk as he turned to face Harper. With him sitting and her standing, the silver bride-to-be lettering across her chest was at eye level, smacking him right in the face that she wasn’t even on the market. 
He could just dance with her. Have some fun. And his heart would be completely intact in the morning.
Except he didn’t do casual. He wasn’t interested in flirting for no purpose. You were either friends or you were interested in each other. And flirting with friends wasn’t on. And as the silver script on her chest proclaimed, Harper was clearly supposed to be getting married soon. She wasn’t looking for a friend. She was after some last-minute flirting before the rest began. 
His gut twisted again. The same as it had when he watched Kirk and Celeste gazing lovingly at each other. He was ready for the rest of his life to begin too. Even if every instinct should be screaming at him to stay away from women. His heart wasn’t fully healed yet. And Harper had just confessed that her fiancé had cheated on her. She could just as easily be looking for revenge as some harmless flirting.
“Do you think that’s a good idea?” He tipped his head towards her chest. 
She threw her head back and laughed, although the edges sounded bitter, and when she looked at him again, her eyes didn’t reflect her mirth. “Dancing is always a good idea. And don’t worry. Jonathon won’t mind. He’s having his own brand of fun tonight.”
He narrowed his gaze, trying to read hers. “Are you okay?”
“I’ll be perfect if you stop asking me that and get off your butt and get on the dance floor with me. I just need a little sexy dancing and another one of these.” She held up a cocktail glass filled with a vibrant green liquid with a creamy white substance on the top. She formed her lips around the straw, closing her eyes as she sucked.
Lust unfurled in Adrien’s groin, and he shifted uneasily in his chair. Alarm bells sounded in his head. He needed to stay far away from Harper because she wanted something that he couldn’t give her.  
“I’m the wrong man. Aren’t you supposed to be…” Adrien’s voice trailed off as her eyes and her smile hardened.
“Jonathon gave up his right to sexy dance with me when he got naked with Lori.”
“Oh.” All words were stripped from his brain. Behind him, Adrien heard Celeste’s sharp intake of breath. He was keenly aware that all eyes at the table were focused on Harper and him. He didn’t have a clue how to respond.
His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out like it was a flotation device that would be the difference between him making it back to shore or drowning.

CECILY: Adrien. Did you get my email?

His throat closed, and he fought for breath harder than he had the entire adventure race, even in the final metres, when his lungs screamed. 
He’d gotten it alright, but he’d been pretending otherwise. It was an invitation to her wedding shower, and if he ignored it, then he didn’t have to admit that he was such a fool that the woman he was on the verge of proposing to—he’d even bought the ring—was marrying another guy. A guy she met while with him.

ADRIEN: I did. Been at work. Haven’t had a chance to look at it

Coward. Why the hell didn’t he just tell her that he had deleted it, and it was a hard no? He should’ve done that without even reading it. She’d slayed him. He didn’t want to know anything about her life. And he sure as hell didn’t need to go to her wedding shower.

CECILY: Please do. We need numbers for the booking

Adrien stared at his phone. The noise of the party faded away. Why on earth would Cecily even want him at the party?

CECILY: You were such an inspiration for Remi and me getting together. Without you, I wouldn’t have known love was possible.

ADRIEN: I’m out of town for a race. I’ll get back to you ASAP

His hand shook as he shoved his phone back in his pocket. He should’ve told her to screw off, but his heart was squeezing in a funny way, and he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It wasn’t the sort of thing he did.
Harper slurped her drink, snapping his attention back to her. She swayed on her feet, and he leapt up, his hand snaking out to grab her elbow and steady her.
“Careful,” he cautioned.
“I don’t want to be careful.” She said it under her breath, like it wasn’t really meant for anyone, but he heard the impotence in her voice. And maybe it was because he was feeling raw after his own encounter with his ex, but it ripped at his heart. 
He didn’t owe her anything—barely knew her—but he couldn’t leave her hanging like this. Whatever had happened with her fiancé had left her vulnerable, and it pulled at every romantic instinct he had.
Besides, the fact that she was so firmly not his type was perfect. He could show his friends that he didn’t fall in love with every woman that crossed his path. He might be a romantic at heart who believed in a true love match for every person, but that didn’t mean he saw his match in every woman who invited him to dance.
“I think they’re playing our song.” Adrien took the cocktail glass from her hand and placed it on the table. He didn’t miss Annabeth’s raised eyebrows and Jade’s smug look. He ignored them and led Harper onto the dance floor.
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Harper let Adrien guide her to the dance floor, still in denial that she was initiating anything with him. She caught her foot on a stool and stumbled, and a tingle shot up her arm, arrowing straight towards her alcohol-muddled brain as Adrien’s hand closed around her elbow, preventing her from falling.  
She needed to slow down on her drinking. She’d been downing Alligator Sperm shots since they arrived, only switching to the cocktail version when the bartender suggested it. 
And she needed to keep her head focused.
Sure, she didn’t want to feel anything, but she also didn’t want to fall on her face. And she didn’t even have stilettos to blame. She’d wanted to go back to their hotel and get armoured up for a night of seduction, but they’d vetoed her. It would’ve taken too long, so they’d come straight to the after party from the race. She was still in her jeans, sneakers, and stupid purple shirt with bride-to-be scrawled across her chest like a fallen woman brand. 
It’d been a long time since she read The Scarlet Letter, but she remembered the gist of it, and she was pretty sure this was exactly how Hester Prynne had felt when everyone found out she’d let a man fool her. 
Not that getting cheated on before your wedding was exactly the same as a guy knocking you up and leaving you to face the public scrutiny on your own, but it sure as heck burned in her chest.
The dance floor was crowded with people jumping up and down to an upbeat song about never quitting. As they hit the edge of it, Adrien turned to face her. 
“You sure about this?” His deep voice rumbled through her, hitting the numbness settled low in her core and shattering it.
She gulped, trying to maintain her equilibrium, with both the alcohol making her head fuzzy and messing with her balance and the shock of her reaction to Adrien. She shouldn’t be feeling anything towards any man. No matter if he was wearing a t-shirt that left none of his lean muscles to the imagination. She was in the trenches of a broken heart. 
Adrien shouldn’t look like a scrumptious treat she wanted to snack on.
“Oh. I’m sure,” she murmured.
He raised his eyebrows, clearly not missing the rough edge to her voice.
To cover the moment, Harper smiled coyly and shimmied her hips invitingly, hoping she looked seductive instead of lurid. Shifting her weight, she shimmied down into a low squat, watching him through her lashes the entire time, then wriggled her way back up. She might’ve been off the market for a while, but that didn’t mean she’d forgotten the techniques that brought the men flocking.
He pursed his lips, like he was trying to contain the grin curling the corner of his mouth. “You do make an enticing offer. Although I’m not sure my legs will allow me to join you.”
This time, her laugh was more natural. And for the first time since she’d received Lori’s text, she felt her shoulders relax and the tightly coiled ball in her gut loosened just a smidge. “I thought you were a champion.” She touched his medal, pressing the disk into his chest.
“A champion with quads of fire. Probably not what you’re looking for.”
His words hit Harper square in the centre of her chest, stabbing into the hollow spot where her heart had been. He was right. He wasn’t what she was looking for. She wanted Jonathon. She wanted to still be getting married next weekend. She wanted the rest of her life to begin, rather than still being in the same place, slogging through the day at a job that did nothing but give her stress and remind her about what she threw away to come back here to Victoria. 
How she had gambled and lost. 
Jonathon didn’t want her. He had Lori.
“I don’t need a champion. I just need a—” The music shifted, getting slower. Around them, people paired off or slipped away to the tables. Harper couldn’t finish her thought; it was too much. Too raw. And she was in danger of collapsing right there, in a sobbing mess on the sticky pub floor.
Probably the exact reason that Isla had cautioned her about drinking when Harper had texted her earlier to give her the change of plans. 
Adrien threaded his fingers into hers, gently pulling her towards him. “Maybe, just a warm body to lean against for a moment.” 
She didn’t respond as he wrapped his arms around her, snugging her against his solid chest, engulfing her in the scent of pine soap and spicy man. Whatever that even meant. Her mind was too muddled to figure it out. She wanted this, but it wasn’t what she needed. 
What she needed was to be hundreds of kilometres away, in bed with her fiancé.
A sob snagged in her throat, and she pinched her eyes closed to catch the tears, hoping that the music absorbed the sound. She’d never wanted this damn bachelorette party. Lori had insisted and Jonathon had encouraged her.
Now she knew why. She was such a fool.
Adrien cupped the back of her head, burying his fingers in her wind tangled hair, and gently pressed her face against the warmth of his shoulder. The heat of his other hand low against her back seeped through her shirt, pulling her from her spiralling thoughts. 
She needed to stop thinking about Jonathon—he was part of the past now and a fantasy that wouldn’t come true—and focus on the actual flesh and blood man holding her on the dance floor.
“Your friends are giving me the stink eye.” Adrien’s chest rumbled against her cheek.
“How do you know
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