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Chapter 1: Destination Temptation
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The ocean spread endlessly on either side of the winding cliffside road, its sapphire waves catching the golden kiss of the setting sun. Wren Montgomery rolled down the car window and let the warm coastal breeze tangle in her hair, wishing it could also tangle up the knot in her stomach. She hated weddings. Correction—she hated this wedding. A destination affair in a remote villa off the Amalfi Coast sounded like a dream, but to Wren, it was a polished hellscape of performative joy, fragile family diplomacy, and picture-perfect pressure.

The car curved around a bend, and the villa came into view—an ancient stone monstrosity with ivy clinging to its bones and a view that screamed luxury. She couldn’t deny it was beautiful. She also couldn’t deny that she was one cocktail away from throwing herself into the sea.

“Stop being dramatic,” she muttered, adjusting her sunglasses and trying to convince herself this wouldn’t be that bad.

She was here for her sister, Cassie, who had planned her wedding with the precision of a general preparing for war. And Wren’s only job? Keep things running smoothly and avoid causing a scene. Easy, right? Except her mother was already texting her every five minutes, asking where she was, reminding her to “please smile more,” and the bridal party group chat had just informed her the best man had already arrived.

Levi Carter.

Wren’s stomach clenched. Not from nerves, not really. More like a full-body eye-roll made flesh. Levi had been her brother's best friend since they were teenagers and had long since upgraded from annoying flirt to full-blown adult menace. Tattoos. Tailored suits. That damn smirk. And now he was not only here, but he was staying in the room next to hers for the week.

She stepped out of the car, heels clicking against the ancient stones of the villa driveway, and paused at the sight of him leaning casually against the front railing like he owned the place. A cigarette dangled from his fingers, unlit, more a habit than an addiction. He wore sunglasses, a white dress shirt rolled to the elbows, and charcoal trousers that looked custom-cut for sin.

“Wrennie,” he drawled, grinning like trouble incarnate. “Didn’t think you’d make it without a police escort.”

She didn’t roll her eyes. That would be too easy. Instead, she gave him a once-over so slow it bordered on insulting, then looked away. “Levi. Didn’t think they let the riffraff in before check-in.”

“Bride’s orders,” he said, flicking the unlit cigarette into a nearby trash bin. “Apparently the best man has duties.”

“Try not to catch anything while performing them.”

He laughed, low and rough, like gravel over whiskey. “Still sharp. That’s why I missed you.”

“Didn’t miss you.”

“Liar.”

She didn’t flinch, but the heat that crawled up her neck betrayed her. This was how it always was with Levi. A constant game of tug-of-war wrapped in double meanings and sarcastic barbs. But this time, she couldn’t let herself get pulled in. Her sister’s wedding was not the place to get tangled up in old mistakes—or new ones dressed in Armani.

By dinner, Wren had already taken three deep breaths, dodged two of her mother’s attempts to critique her dress, and downed one dangerously strong cocktail. The rehearsal dinner wasn’t until the next night, but tonight’s welcome party had been Cassie’s idea of a “casual mixer.” It looked more like a movie set. Fairy lights draped from olive trees. Champagne flowed like water. Guests dressed in outfits worth more than Wren’s rent mingled while a string quartet played soft renditions of pop songs.

And Levi was everywhere. Laughing with the groom. Pouring drinks at the makeshift bar. Catching Wren’s eye across the terrace and raising his glass like they were in on a secret.

She caught him by the wine table, swirling a glass of red like it was blood and mischief. “Stalking me?”

“Only a little,” he said. “You wore that dress on purpose.”

“It was at the top of my suitcase.”

“It’s the color of temptation.”

“Then stop looking.”

He leaned in close enough that she caught the scent of him—leather, cedar, and something darker. “I haven’t stopped looking since we were sixteen.”

She stepped back, her pulse skittering, and turned before he could see what that line had done to her. This was dangerous. She knew it. She could feel it in every slow drag of his gaze, in every syllable he didn’t say.

By the time the guests began to drift off to their rooms, Wren slipped out to the edge of the terrace overlooking the sea, needing air, needing space. The ocean was endless, wild. She gripped the railing, letting the breeze cool her overheated thoughts.

“Midnight escapes,” a voice murmured behind her. “Classic Wren.”

She didn’t turn. “Thought I lost you in the crowd.”

“You never lose me.”

She felt him move beside her, his shoulder brushing hers, warm and solid. Silence stretched between them, filled with unsaid things. Her heart thundered, loud enough to drown out the ocean.

“This isn’t a good idea,” she said quietly.

“Probably not.”

“We’ve been down this road before.”

“Not like this.”

She turned to him. His face was shadowed, unreadable, but his eyes burned. “Why are you here, Levi?”

“Cassie invited me.”

“You know what I mean.”

He didn’t answer. Just reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with a tenderness that undid her completely. “Maybe I’m tired of pretending we’re just friends.”

She could’ve walked away. Should have. But instead she stayed, breath caught, skin humming. The fairy lights cast a soft glow around them, and the world went silent for a moment. No guests. No music. Just the two of them and the crackling tension that had been growing for years.

He leaned in slowly, giving her time to run, to object, to slap him—anything. But she didn’t. Her lips parted, heart screaming, and then his mouth was on hers.

It wasn’t soft.

It wasn’t sweet.

It was years of repressed hunger poured into a single, searing kiss. Her back hit the railing. His hands fisted in her dress. Her fingers gripped his collar like he was oxygen.

And just as fast, she pushed him back.

“We can’t,” she whispered, breathless, lips bruised.

“Wren—”

“I mean it. This is Cassie’s wedding. We can’t do this.”

He looked at her like she’d just gutted him. “Fine. But don’t think this ends here.”

He walked away, and Wren stood alone under the stars, lips still tingling, heart in free fall, and one terrifying thought spinning in her head.

She might have just kissed the best man—and ruined everything.
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Chapter 2: The Best Man Arrives
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The morning sun filtered through gauzy curtains, casting golden bars across the villa bedroom as Wren stirred beneath the high-thread-count sheets. She hadn't slept much. Her body ached with exhaustion, but her mind was a battlefield of thoughts, and Levi Carter had taken up permanent residency in every one of them. She could still taste him. His lips. His hands. His body heat, fused to hers like an imprint. A memory that would not fade, no matter how much she wanted it to.

The kiss had been a mistake.

A catastrophic, world-altering, toe-curling mistake.

And now she had to face him again, act like everything was fine, like she hadn’t betrayed every personal boundary she’d set over the past decade. The wedding was three days away, and already she was cracking.

She dragged herself out of bed, stumbled to the en suite, and turned on the shower. The stream hit her skin like penance, but even the scalding water couldn’t scrub the heat he’d left behind. She braced her hands against the marble wall and let her forehead rest between her arms. What the hell had she done?

By the time she emerged, wrapped in a towel and fuming with herself, her phone buzzed from the dresser. A message from Cassie.

Meeting in the garden at ten for itinerary updates. Don’t be late. Also, wear something cute. Press will be there! Love you!

Press. Perfect. That meant smiles, group shots, staged candids, and fake laughter. Everything Wren hated.

She dressed in silence—flowy skirt, strappy sandals, a top that was modest enough for brunch but tight enough to keep Levi from thinking she was shaken. She applied makeup with a steady hand, though her eyes betrayed her. Still, she looked good. And she needed to. If she couldn’t fix the mess in her head, she could at least control how she presented it.

The garden was a postcard of curated charm. Rows of manicured hedges led to a cobblestone terrace set with lavender-draped tables. Staff in crisp uniforms moved among the guests, refilling mimosas and passing silver trays of pastries. Cassie, glowing in pastel linen and armed with a clipboard, waved her over.

“There’s my girl! You look incredible!” Cassie chirped. “We’ll be doing bridal party shots around noon, and I’m thinking white for everyone except me, obviously. Oh! You remember that Levi’s the best man, right?”

Wren’s smile was automatic. “How could I forget?”

As if summoned by his own name, Levi appeared across the garden like a devil summoned from the depths of temptation. His tailored navy shirt stretched across broad shoulders, unbuttoned just enough to suggest sin. Aviators shielded his eyes, but his lips curled into a smirk the moment he spotted her.

She turned to grab a mimosa. She needed something to cool the fire already simmering beneath her skin.

“Wren,” Cassie said, too brightly, “Levi’s looking for you. I told him you’d help coordinate the groomsmen fittings since I’ll be busy with the venue florist.”

Wren barely managed to nod. “Sure. Happy to.”

“Great! He’s just over there. You can’t miss him.”

She could miss him. She could turn and run into the Italian countryside, never to return. But instead, she took a sip of her mimosa, wiped the expression off her face, and approached him like he was just another task on her checklist.

“You’re late,” he said, not bothering to hide the amusement in his voice.

“You’re irritating.”

“And yet, here you are.”

She looked up at him, resisting the magnetic pull that always threatened to suck her under. “Let’s just get through this, okay? Fittings. Photos. Fake smiles. No funny business.”

“No funny business?” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Then what was that last night?”

“That was nothing.”

“Bullshit. That kiss rewired something in my brain, Wren. You short-circuited me.”

She laughed bitterly. “Get a therapist, Levi. I’m not your spark.”

He didn’t laugh. Didn’t smile. Just stared at her until the bravado melted into something deeper, rawer. “You’ve always been more than that. You just don’t want to admit it.”

“Because admitting it would destroy everything.”

His jaw tensed. “Maybe everything deserves to burn.”

She stepped back, shaking her head. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do. And you know it.”

They were silent for a moment, the garden noises muffled by the storm between them. Wren turned away before she did something reckless, like drag him into the villa and rip his shirt off.

The fitting room was a converted wine cellar—cool, stone-walled, and smelling faintly of cedar and dust. The groomsmen arrived in staggered bursts of testosterone and cologne, cracking jokes and sipping espresso. Levi, of course, was last, because punctuality wasn’t his style. He strolled in like he owned the air around him, the other men parting instinctively to make space for him and the gravity he carried.

The tailor, a stoic Italian man with a measuring tape and a no-bullshit attitude, motioned Levi forward. “You. Up.”

Levi dropped his shirt without hesitation, and Wren forgot how to breathe. Tattoos covered him, elegant ink across golden skin, words and symbols and sins written in black. He was art and arrogance incarnate.

“Enjoying the view?” he murmured, catching her staring.

She scowled. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

“Too late.”

She turned on her heel and pretended to busy herself with organizing ties while Levi stood still, arms out, being measured with precision and professionalism. Her pulse wouldn’t slow. Every time the tailor moved the measuring tape, Wren imagined her hands in its place. Every time Levi smirked at her, her thighs pressed involuntarily together.

And then, just as the last measurement was being taken, the tailor stepped out to grab a hemline sample. Levi turned to her, shirtless, those dark eyes devouring.

“Tell me to stop, Wren,” he said, stepping closer. “Tell me you don’t want this.”

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. He reached her, hand brushing her hip, thumb grazing bare skin just above the waistband of her skirt.

“You should leave,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

“Say it like you mean it.”

She couldn’t.

He bent forward, lips brushing her ear. “You can’t stop thinking about it either, can you?”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Her body betrayed her, leaning toward him, eyes fluttering shut.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and she jerked back like she’d been burned. Levi only smiled, unhurried as he picked up his shirt and pulled it over his head.

“I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, as though nothing had happened.

She stood in the middle of the cellar, heart hammering, lips parted, and hands clenched at her sides.

He was dangerous.

And she was falling.

Again.
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Chapter 3: Buttonholes and Bitter History
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The villa buzzed with pre-wedding chaos. The morning had barely begun, and already Wren was navigating a sea of florists, decorators, and caterers as they prepared the estate for Cassie’s upcoming nuptials. Buttonholes, menu cards, seating charts—everything had to be perfect. Or so her mother insisted with her usual razor-sharp urgency. Wren moved through the marble halls like a soldier in a war zone, clipboard in hand, smile thin and forced. All the while, her nerves were shredded by one persistent echo in her mind: Levi’s voice, still dripping with sin from their last encounter.

“You can’t stop thinking about it either, can you?”

She could. She had to. Because letting herself unravel now—under his gaze, under his touch—would mean losing control. And she’d spent years clawing her way to this tightrope balance of pretending everything was okay.

Cassie’s voice rang out from the courtyard, honey-sweet and perfectly poised. “Wren, darling, can you double-check the buttonhole flowers? The delivery looked... off. And Mom’s in a mood.”

Of course she was. Wren nodded and turned on her heel, heading toward the east garden where the florists had set up an assembly line of cream-colored roses, baby’s breath, and tiny ribbons. She barely got halfway before she saw him again.

Levi. Leaning lazily against the garden wall, dark slacks hugging his legs, sleeves rolled up, one button too many undone at the top of his shirt, revealing the edge of ink near his collarbone. He looked like every bad decision she ever wanted to make twice.

He raised an eyebrow when he saw her. “They really put you to work, huh?”

She ignored him and knelt beside the box of flowers, inspecting each boutonniere like her life depended on it. Crisp white petals, green stems wrapped tightly in ivory silk ribbon, subtle hints of lavender tucked into each arrangement. Cassie would approve. Her mother might not.

Levi crouched beside her, his scent—clean, dark, masculine—slipping beneath her skin before she could fortify herself. “You avoiding me?”

“I’m working.”

“I can multitask.”

“Not interested.”

“That’s a lie.”

She looked up, eyes sharp. “You think you know me?”

“I do know you.”

“No, Levi. You knew me. Years ago. Before law school. Before real life. Before everything changed.”

He didn’t flinch, didn’t look away. “I remember everything. I remember the girl who used to swim at midnight in nothing but her underwear. Who made me pancakes at 2 a.m. just to argue about syrup. Who kissed me once at the lake house and then never talked about it again.”

Wren felt her breath catch. That summer had been wildfire and regret, the last spark of something unspoken before everything fell apart.

“That girl doesn’t exist anymore.”

“She does. She’s just buried under years of pretending.”

“Go to hell.”

He laughed, low and raspy. “Already there, sweetheart.”

She stood abruptly, shoving the box closed. “These are fine. Cassie can stop panicking.”

Levi rose with her, standing too close, invading her air. “You don’t have to keep pushing me away.”

“I do. Because if I don’t, I’ll make a mistake I can’t undo.”

“Then let it happen.”

“I can’t.”

He stared at her, jaw tight. “Why?”

“Because I can’t survive loving someone who’ll never stay.”

His expression shifted. The cocky charm vanished, leaving something raw and vulnerable in its place. For a heartbeat, they were silent. The hum of the villa, the laughter of distant guests, the call of seagulls over the cliffs—all of it faded.

“I would’ve stayed,” he said quietly.

“You didn’t.”

“You never asked.”

She turned before her heart could betray her again, fleeing down the garden path, her heels echoing like gunshots across cobblestones. She didn’t see the tears stinging her eyes, but she felt them burn, felt the way her chest tightened until she couldn’t breathe.

That night, the rehearsal dinner unfolded in a whirlwind of toasts and laughter. Wren wore a backless black dress, high heels, and armor made of sarcasm. Cassie beamed in white chiffon, her fiancé doted on her, and their parents played the part of the happy, picture-perfect family. Wren, meanwhile, floated through the evening like a ghost, a glass of wine in her hand and a carefully constructed smile on her lips.

Levi didn’t try to corner her. He didn’t smirk or whisper dirty things in her ear. Instead, he watched her from across the room, eyes dark and unreadable, his expression sober. It was worse than his teasing. The silence said more than any flirtation ever could.

Halfway through dessert, Wren slipped away. She wandered the back terrace, heels clicking softly on stone, the ocean’s roar below like a lullaby to her unrest. The stars glittered like scattered glass, and she leaned against the railing, gripping it until her fingers ached.

“Thought I might find you here.”

She didn’t jump, didn’t turn. “Don’t you ever stop?”

“Only when you tell me to.”

She glanced at him. He was still in his dinner clothes—tie loosened, shirt wrinkled just enough to be sexy, hair tousled like he’d run his hands through it a hundred times that day.

“You said you would’ve stayed.”

“I meant it.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“I thought you didn’t want me to.”

“You thought wrong.”

His hand touched her shoulder. Gentle. Grounding. She should’ve shrugged him off, but her body betrayed her again, leaning back into his warmth.

“I loved you,” he said, voice rough. “And I hated it. Because I knew I could never be what you needed.”

“You don’t get to decide that.”

“You made it pretty clear.”

“I was scared.”

He stepped in front of her, cupped her jaw in one hand. “So was I. But I’m not scared anymore, Wren. I want you.”

Her eyes filled with something too messy to be defined. Anger. Longing. Fear. Love. “This isn’t the time.”

“Then when? After the wedding? After we pretend nothing happened again? After I leave and you bury yourself in court cases and silence?”

She pressed her forehead to his chest. “I don’t know how to do this with you. I don’t know how to let myself fall.”

“You already did.”

He kissed her, not like the night before, not like some forbidden act stolen under fairy lights, but with reverence. Deep. Slow. Soul-cracking. His hands cradled her face, his body anchoring hers.

When he pulled back, she was breathless, undone.

“Stay with me tonight,” he whispered.

She didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

She reached for his hand, fingers threading with his, and together they disappeared into the shadows, the villa behind them glowing like a dream already fading.

And the world tilted, finally, into something dangerously real.
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Chapter 4: Always the Bridesmaid
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The soft rustle of sheets echoed in the silence of the villa bedroom as Wren stirred, her body tucked beneath heavy linen, her mind a fog of memories from the night before. The first thing she became aware of was warmth—a body beside her, the heat of bare skin, the steady rhythm of another heartbeat beneath her cheek. Her eyes blinked open slowly, adjusting to the early light that filtered through pale curtains, and the moment clarity hit, her breath caught.

Levi.

He was still asleep, one arm draped over her waist, his chest rising and falling in a slow, even cadence. His face, relaxed in sleep, was a study in contradictions—sharp jaw, softened lips, a faint shadow of stubble along his cheek. Wren’s gaze traced the tattoos that disappeared beneath the sheets, each one a story she didn’t know but desperately wanted to read. Her fingers itched to touch them again.

But instead, she slipped away.

She moved carefully, quietly, gathering her dress from the floor and tiptoeing into the en suite bathroom, closing the door with a click. The mirror didn’t lie. Her lipstick was gone, her hair a mess of curls and tangles, love marks blossoming like bruises across her neck and collarbone. She splashed cold water on her face and stared at her reflection.

What had she done?

The question haunted her as she dressed in silence and slipped from the room. The hallway was quiet, the villa still asleep in
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