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Jackson Sinclair has always been a flirt. It's second nature. He inhales. Flirt. Exhales. Flirt.

When he's at the pearly gates he'll be teasing and tempting as many angels as he can before they kick him out for trespassing. 

They'll do it with a wistful smile, though. This charmer makes sure everyone leaves happy when things are over.

As for love? Marriage? He'll consider it...after a few decades have flown by.

Then he meets Ellie Donovan. 

A heavenly vision in a wedding gown. Standing in the middle of a crowded roadhouse, fuming, "Jackson Sinclair, how in the hell did you forget your wedding day?"

She's got girl-next-door looks and pin-up-girl curves. An irresistible combination of Cinderella and her wicked stepsister.

When she hurls her bouquet like he's wearing a bulls-eye, then winks and sashays out the door without a second glance...

Oh yeah, he's hooked.

The problem is he's just visiting, and this sassy woman has deep ties here. Hopefully all of that can be worked out. 

Because this lifelong flirt knows. He's finally met his match.
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"So you swear you and Stace never had a thing?"

Brody's expression was skeptical, and Jackson understood why. As brothers, only a year apart, they knew exactly how each other operated, especially when it came to women.

Well, until Brody stopped at this very roadhouse one day, fell in love with Honey, the owner, and decided he wasn't ever leaving.

"Nah, we never had a thing," Jackson said truthfully, sitting back in his chair. "Stace is even more of a flirt than I am. We just laughed and talked a while."

"You're a ladies' man," Brody countered. "At the pearly gates you'll be hitting on as many angels as you can before they boot you out for trespassing. I need something more convincing than just your say-so about Stace." He took a sip of his beer. "She's Honey's best employee. And her best friend."

"You can let up on the death stare, Brody. Stace and I are just friends. And I have no plans to ditch my womanizing ways. Not for a long time."

He sure as hell hadn't shown up for this visit to find the love of his life. For one thing, he didn't have a clue about committing to one woman forever. Or being a boyfriend. How did anyone even develop that skill set?

He could see Brody still wasn't convinced. Apparently falling in love had completely scrambled his little brother's mind.

"I can barely say the word serious. Maybe I'll be ready when you and the future Mrs. Sinclair celebrate your fiftieth." He chuckled. "But as for Stace and me? When you and I got here, you were chomping at the bit to get your girl alone so you could profess your love. Stealing Stace for a little bit was a fun way to thwart you."

"I knew it. Wait until I return the favor."

"Yeah? How are you going to do that?"

Brody's grin had a tinge of evil to it. "You won't even see it coming."

Honey sauntered over and sat on Brody's lap, lacing her fingers behind his neck. He automatically wrapped his arms around her waist then kissed her thoroughly, as if he hadn't done it only five minutes ago.

The boy had it bad for the sassy blonde. No doubt about it.

When Brody finally let her come up for air, Honey asked, "What are you guys plotting?"

"His demise," Brody answered, making them all laugh.

Honey gave her fiancé another sexy kiss. "Let me know if you need any help."

"Hey! Almost sis-in-law. Why aren't you helping me out?"

"I might one of these days." She winked. "You never know."

Before he could protest, the roadhouse door banged open, instantly silencing the entire place as everyone turned to stare. 

A young woman stood in the doorway, wearing a knee-length wedding dress, a large bouquet in her hands. She was backlit by the sunlight, making her look like some kind of angel. A heavenly vision in white. 

As allergic as Jackson was to weddings, the bride still took his breath away.

Wait. 

What the hell is a bride doing here? 

She stalked towards him, her previously sweet expression becoming an angry one. 

"Jackson Sinclair," she fumed, "how in the hell did you forget your wedding day?"

Jackson's jaw nearly hit the floor. "What the—" He turned to Brody, hoping he had a clue, but his brother was laughing so hard he didn't look like he could speak. "This is some kind of joke. It's not my wedding day."

The previously quiet patrons started murmuring. Jackson got out of his chair, ready to make a quick getaway if shotguns or pitchforks all of a sudden appeared.

He spoke a little louder this time, trying to convince the crowd. "I don't even know her. Brody, back me up here. You set this up, right?"

"Wasn't me! I swear." Brody was practically wheezing, gripping Honey like she was a lifeline. "But damn. I sure wish I'd thought of it."

Honey grinned and gave Brody a kiss. "Happy anniversary, bad boy."

"Anniversary?" How many times could Jackson's jaw drop in a five-minute period? "You're not even married yet!"

"I wanted to beat the rush. While the good presents are still available." Honey hopped down from Brody's lap and wrapped the bride in her arms. "Ellie! That was awesome. You were always the best drama student in high school."

"Now I'll get to mold some of them." Ellie grinned, giving Honey a squeeze before stepping back. "Did you ever imagine I'd be the drama teacher here?"

"You're the perfect choice," Honey said. "That's why I picked you for this."

Ellie's gaze turned to Jackson, and she made a point of looking him up and down, slowly and thoroughly. "I wasn't expecting this one to be Jackson." 

He felt the first stirrings below his belt. What man wouldn't respond when a woman's eyes were all over him while biting her lower lip like that? He'd never had a thing for brides before, but maybe it was time he made an exception...

Ellie's nose wrinkled with disappointment. "I was hoping it would be the hot one in the leather jacket."

What the hell?

"That hot one is Brody. Jackson's brother," Honey said. "When I'm wearing a wedding dress, he'll be standing next to me."

"Lucky girl," Ellie said with a heartfelt sigh.

Brody stood and gave her one of his easygoing grins. "Nice to meet you, Ellie. Can I just say—I'm a big fan of your work."

Her laugh was delightful. So was the mischief sparkling in her eyes. It was hard to resist a woman who knew how to have fun. 

Even if he was the inspiration.

"I want to applaud this devious thing you two just pulled off." Jackson's gaze went from one woman to the next and he had to fight off a grin. "But I'm afraid what else might happen if you get any encouragement from me." He stuck his hand out. "Jackson Sinclair. Nice to meet you, bridezilla."

"Ellie Donovan." Her hand slipped inside his like it belonged there. "I usually meet my grooms before the wedding. Sometimes I can't resist that element of surprise, though."

He couldn't help but chuckle. Ellie was pretty, in a sweet sort of way. Cute even. The strawberry-blonde hair and light freckles on her upturned nose were definitely girl-next-door traits.

Not his usual type. Especially when all of that sweetness was wrapped up in a wedding gown.

But there were a couple of wild cards. Like those pin-up-girl curves and gorgeous legs she confidently displayed. That sassiness when she teased him. The wicked glint in her eyes as she looked him over.

There was more than a little spice mixed in with all of that sugar.

Why not have some fun with Ellie while he was here? It was just a couple weeks, until he was finished helping with Brody's new axe-throwing facility. Two weeks was the typical outer limit of his "relationships" so this would work out perfectly—

Honey glared at him, her arms crossed while tapping a red cowboy boot against the wooden floor.

Jackson held his hands up in surrender. Okay, Ellie was off limits. Message received. He was disappointed but he didn't want his future SIL springing any more surprises on him. Hell, she and Brody were practically tag-teaming him at this point.

Just then Stace rushed over, her red ponytail bouncing, her arms outstretched. "Ellie! So glad you're back to stay. Love the dress." They hugged and then Stace leaned back. "What a great performance. You nearly made Jackson faint."

Ellie laughed as she looked at him. "He must be used to this happening a lot. He barely flinched."

"We should have gone with the maternity wedding gown," Honey teased.

This time he did flinch.

"Let's have a girls' night," Stace said. "Just like old times. Only now we don't have to worry about fake IDs." There was a loud throat-clearing from the middle of the room. "Kidding, Sheriff!" She gave a mock grimace before asking, "What do you say, Honey?"

"I'm up for it," Honey said. "By the way, Ellie. Any chance you want to pick up some hours this summer? I know it's been a while, and you need time to settle in—"

"Why not? The drama seminar I'm doing is just a few hours a week. It'll be fun catching up with everybody until my regular classes start."

Brody folded his arms around Honey, kissing her temple. "That'll free you up so we can hop on my bike, Ladybug. We don't want to fall behind on those adventures we'll be documenting for our grandkids."

"Sounds like a win-win," Ellie said. "And I should probably go for now. I've got so much unpacking still to do. Plus this dress is getting way too warm. I forgot how hot the summers can be here."

She fanned her face and Jackson almost did the same. Somehow he kept himself from thinking about Ellie slipping out of that dress, revealing even more of that creamy skin and her bountiful curves...

Okay, that was a lie. It was all he could think about.

"Come back later tonight," Honey told Ellie. "Have a beer while we dissect why your marriage was doomed from the get-go."

Jackson laughed. "It's not you, Ellie. I'm firmly in the 'always a bachelor, never a bridegroom' category."

"Shocker." Ellie grinned and headed for the door, her swaying hips nearly mesmerizing him. "Oh, wait."

She spun around and hurled the bouquet like Jackson was wearing a bullseye. He caught it without thinking, a reflex after being a wide receiver throughout his high school years.

Brody's arms shot straight up into the air. "Touchdown!"

The crowd in the roadhouse cheered like Jackson had just won the state championship. He grinned and held the bouquet aloft with both hands as if sharing the MVP trophy with his adoring fans. 

He kept his eyes on sexy-sweet Ellie Donovan as she sashayed out the door. How had she knocked him sideways in such a short time? Maybe it was good that Honey had declared her off-limits. He wasn't sure he'd ever win when it came to this woman.

Jackson was confident of one thing, though. When it finally came time for the axe-throwing contests at Brody's new place, this woman was going to be on Team Jackson.
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Ellie opened the door to the roadhouse, only this time she was wearing jeans and a tank top, not a wedding dress.

She also wasn't dealing with opening-night jitters, although she did feel some flutters of excitement. Jackson had turned out to be more fun than she'd expected. She didn't typically do those kinds of shock drama vignettes but Honey wanted to give her future brother-in-law a little poke for his past sins.

And sinful is exactly what that man was.

Ellie had spent the afternoon chasing off thoughts of what a summer flirtation with Jackson might be like. But she knew it wasn't likely to happen. 

She was the sweet girl-next-door. At least that's how everyone saw her. There was a sexier side but she didn't exactly share it with anyone who wasn't appreciative. 

Most guys she'd dated wanted one or the other. Not both.

She had no doubts Jackson would appreciate her naughty side. But it was clear he wasn't too sure about the sweet side. That part of her was ready to settle down. Eventually have a family. It's why she'd decided to move back home after several years away.

There was no point getting tangled up with a man who viewed settling down as a straightjacket. No matter how much her sexy side might want him.

"Ellie! Perfect timing." Honey came around the bar. "Let's sit over here. Stace will join us in a minute."

"Oh? I'm not here to train?"

Honey shook her head. "We'll get you up to speed tomorrow. I'm too tired tonight. Plus you just got back. We need to hear everything about while you were gone."

"Wish it was more exciting. I'll see if I can make up something that'll sound like I was more of a wild child." She pointed at her friend. "Like you."

Honey gave an inelegant snort. "So wild that I've never left Briardale Falls."

"That's okay. Looks like wild came and found you. Congrats on the upcoming wedding. Gorgeous ring, too."

"Thanks." Honey tilted her hand to admire the ring and then smiled. "I'm going to rope you into being a bridesmaid." She winked. "See what you look like in a floofy dress, not a bridal gown."

"Speaking of which..." Stace set three icy cold longnecks on the table. "Weren't you a princess at a theme park? That sounds like it was fun."

"I'll say." Jackson dragged a chair from another table and sat next to Ellie, setting his beer in front of him. "Did you have a crown and everything?"

"Jackson." Honey frowned, her hands on her hips. "This is a girls' night. You weren't invited."

He pushed his lip out in an exaggerated pout. "But Ellie's my bride. Remember? I'd like to get to know her better before we untie the knot."

Honey's lips twisted up in a mischievous grin. "You seem to forget I'm the one who arranged this marriage."

Jackson joined in the laughter. His sense of humor was just one more thing for Ellie to admire. He was handsome, like his brother—they'd won big in the DNA lottery—and both sported the roguish long-haired look. Jackson was a couple inches taller, maybe six-two, with a muscular build she found too appealing. 

He also had a killer smile and a deep well of mischief in those green eyes. His flirty manner made it clear he enjoyed using all of those assets at every opportunity.

In short, he was irresistible and he knew it. She had her work cut out if she was going to stay immune to this charmer.

Jackson sent Ellie a wink, as if wishing her luck. "So you three all went to high school together?"

Stace nodded. "Ellie's the only one that left, though. I'm so glad you're back. We can have a lot of fun again. Just like we used to."

"I can't wait," Ellie said. "It's funny, isn't it? Ten years went so fast. I feel like we just graduated."

"That reminds me." Stace grabbed her phone and started scrolling through it. "Did you get the invite to the reunion?"

Ellie barely bit back a groan. "I did. I'm not going though."

"Why not?" Honey asked.

"This will sound crazy," she began.

"All the best stories start that way," Jackson said, grinning.

That made her laugh. "You guys remember Arden?"

Jackson sat forward. "Another one of your grooms?"

"Ugh. Not yet." At his raised eyebrows, she explained, "We made this silly pact in high school. When we were both drama nerds. If we were still single at the ten-year reunion, we'd get together, with the goal of getting married."

"Wow," Honey said. "I thought you guys were just friends. I mean, you were always hanging out and quoting Shakespeare. I didn't know it was serious."

"It's not! I don't have any intentions of doing anything with that pact. We were a couple of goofballs who thought we were planning our future."

"That's a relief," Jackson said. "I get a little jealous when my bride wants to marry other men."

She gave him a playful punch in the arm. "Don't make me divorce you before we even say I do."

"See?" He spread his arms wide. "This is why I've always steered clear of marriage. So many rules and regulations. It gets complicated fast."

Stace chuckled. "I'm with you on that one, Jackson. Much better to keep the options open as long as possible."

"Amen," Jackson said as they bumped fists.

Honey rolled her eyes. "It's going to be delicious when you two finally find the one you're meant to be with." She turned to Ellie. "You should still go to the reunion. Maybe Arden won't even be there."

Stace shook her head. "He's actually on the planning committee. I keep getting texts about it."

"If I go, Stace, you could be my date. We could make it into a fun performance, if you're game."

"It would be fun. Except I've already got a date." She set her phone on the table. "I'd tell you more but it would ruin the surprise."

Honey and Ellie both stared but it didn't persuade Stace to give up any information.

Ellie sat back, slowly rotating her beer bottle on the table. "It's probably best not to go. Just avoid the whole messy situation. You two can tell me all about it afterwards."

"I disagree," Jackson said. "You should definitely go. Make sure Arden knows that pact isn't happening."

"And how would I do that?"

"I'll be your date."

***
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Stace gasped. Honey nearly knocked over her beer. Ellie stared as if he'd spoken in a language that had died out centuries ago.

But nobody was more surprised to hear "I'll be your date" than Jackson.

He tried to tell himself he wanted to help a friend, because that's how he saw Ellie. They had an easygoing thing and he knew it would be fun to spend a few hours with her. 

He also wouldn't mind seeing this guy she'd pledged her future to when she was still in high school. Obviously she'd come to her senses, but it was intriguing that Ellie had considered tying herself to someone at such a young age. 

He was having a hard time considering that possibility at his advanced age of thirty-two.

And okay, if he was being completely honest, there was another motivation here.

Ellie intrigued him. 

She'd been on his mind the entire day. He'd actually spent a fair amount of time planning how he'd approach her the next time he saw her. Casual. Cool. Lighthearted and fun. Nothing that would arouse Honey's suspicions.

It was a solid plan.

Except he tossed it out the window the minute Ellie walked in. He'd made a beeline for her and crashed the girls' night gathering without a bit of hesitation.

Her tank top molded to her in a way that seriously overheated him. Thank God denim had been invented because her sexy thighs and curvy butt were meant to be showcased in tight jeans. Instead of the bridal up-do, a mass of red-gold curls spilled over her shoulders, inspiring a lot of naughty ideas involving pillows and beds...

This sassy girl next door had him eager to find a way around Honey's hands-off warning. He sure as hell wasn't letting some little drama dweeb think—after one look at Ellie's sexy grown-up self—that he could enforce that stupid pact.

Being Ellie's reunion date was the perfect solution. For everyone.

"You're really offering to be my date?" Ellie's brow wrinkled as if prepping herself for the "gotcha!" punchline.

"It's the least I can do for my bride," Jackson said with a grin.

She shook her head. "We've created a monster, Honey."

"I think he's always been one. We've just given him a new playground."

They all laughed before Jackson prompted, "So? What do you say?"

Ellie's lips twisted to the side while she studied him. He told himself he wouldn't care if she declined, but it wasn't exactly true. He was fascinated by that sugar-and-spice ratio of hers. There wouldn't be anything lasting. That's not how he did things. 

But he couldn't just work and spend all his time at the roadhouse the next couple of weeks. It would be fun hanging out with Ellie, joking and laughing. Maybe a kiss or two. He wouldn't do anything that would make Honey mad. Hell, look what she did when she was just teasing him.

Which is why Honey's next words took him by surprise.

"You weren't here, Ellie, but Brody was my fake boyfriend. When I needed to convince Chip we were never going to be together. You could have fun doing the same with Jackson."

"I agree," Stace added. "Although look where that ended up. From fake boyfriend to real bridegroom."

"Hey," Jackson protested. "Don't give my bride any ideas."

Ellie laughed, stirring him up in ways he still couldn't get used to. "Arden's probably heard about my little stunt. Which means he won't believe we're really a couple."

"Not true," Stace said. "You just say it's your meet-cute. Everyone wants to know how people met. It's usually the first thing they ask. Now everybody already knows."

Jackson was about to add a "what she said" when Ellie said, "Okay, groomie. Let's do this."

"Yeah?" Not that he was excited or anything.

"Give me your number." Ellie's eyes narrowed in the cutest little glare. "In case I need to chase you down when you don't show. Again."

He laughed and then rattled off his number, which she typed into her phone. She sent him a text, making him snort. "Seriously? Runaway Groom?"

"You called me Bridezilla."

"Not anymore. It's Princess now. Which would be too cliché except you really were one."

Ellie just rolled her eyes, her lips twitching. She was having as much fun as he was.

"You two should have just run off to Vegas," Stace teased.

"And miss out on all those great wedding presents?" Ellie said. "No way. Jackson's got his heart set on that four-slice toaster/hair dryer/lawnmower combo. The one with the kiddie pool attachment."

"We'll have to throw an epic bridal shower," Stace added with a grin. "Oh, and the bachelorette party. I'll start planning that."

"Honey, all this wedding talk is making me shaky." Jackson extended his hand, deliberately making it tremble. "Can I buy a round of shots for us?"

"Sure thing. Whiskey? Or tequila?"

"Tequila!" Ellie said at the same time Jackson said, "Whiskey!"

Honey shook her head as she walked towards the bar. "I should have known this marriage was doomed."
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Jackson looked up from his phone. "Who taught Mom how to text?"

"Not me, obviously," Brody said. "Lucas is closer to home but you know how much he hates texting." He tilted his head. "Is Mom okay? You look a little pale."

"She's fine. I'm not, though." He slid his half-eaten burger across the table. "I think she was trying to text something spicy to Dad. Thank God she hit send before she got very far." He gulped. "Just dig out my eyeballs and drop them in this pitcher of beer, okay?"

Brody couldn't contain his laughter. "I'll call her and get her squared away. She wants to hear about the wedding plans anyway."

"I owe you. And one other thing. Have her delete my phone number so this can never happen again."

Brody just shook his head. "How about I have her change Dad's name in her phone? So she won't hit Jackson when she's looking for Jay."

"Okay," he grumbled. "Just don't wait too long."

His phone buzzed and he almost ignored it, until he saw "Princess Ellie" on the screen. He answered, smiling, "I can't believe my luck. I didn't expect to hear from my ex-bride this soon."

She laughed and it made Jackson's heart dance or flutter or something it didn't usually do. It was probably just residual heartburn from his mom's horrible decision to try sexting.

Ellie said, "I know this will sound like the start of every porno ever made—"

"Stop right there. The
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