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        She wants nothing to do with him…

      

        

      
        Ariana Remington has spent years building a life where no one can hurt her again. A brilliant prosecutor with a sharp tongue and an iron heart, she’s made peace with her single status. But waking up in Las Vegas—married to her ex, Christopher Wentworth—was not part of the plan.

      

        

      
        He wants a second chance.

      

        

      
        Christopher has traded his reckless youth for stardom as a country rock musician, but fame and fortune haven’t erased the one regret he carries: losing Ariana. Now fate has handed him an unexpected shot at redemption, and he’s determined not to waste it.

      

        

      
        Can a Vegas mistake become their forever?

      

        

      
        Ariana’s walls are high, and Christopher’s decision still casts a long shadow. To turn their accidental marriage into a real one, they’ll have to confront old wounds, trust new feelings, and decide if love deserves a second act.
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        A Saturday in May — Milwaukee — Ariana

      

      

      I stared at the group text like it personally offended me. Which, to be fair, it kind of did.

      Meg:

      
        
          
            
              
        Vegas here we come! Less than one week til party time! Pack your party-pants people—Luke’s jet leaves Thursday at noon!

      

      

      

      

      

      There were heart emojis. A cowboy hat. A champagne bottle. Someone had even replied with a dancing Elvis. I reread it four times, hoping my phone might spontaneously combust and save me from what I was about to do.

      Because the part Meg didn’t mention?

      Was that Christopher Wentworth would be on that plane.

      The Christopher Wentworth.

      My ex. My first love. My high school sweetheart turned college boyfriend turned absolute emotional wrecking ball. The man who broke my heart so cleanly, so suddenly, so surgically, it should’ve come with a hospital bill and a complimentary trauma counselor.

      Also? He just so happened to be the bass guitarist for Whiskey Smoke. Which wasn’t just a band. They were the band.

      Billboard #1s. CMA awards. Sold-out arenas. Magazine covers. Streaming charts. Viral tours. You couldn’t throw a rhinestone in Nashville without hitting some piece of Whiskey Smoke merch. And Christopher? His face—and abs—no doubt graced a thousand bedroom walls. His broody stage presence and boyish smirk had turned him into a walking, bass-playing thirst trap.

      That Christopher.

      I dropped my phone onto the kitchen counter like it had insulted my entire bloodline and reached for the nearest coffee mug. It still held yesterday’s dregs. Appropriate.

      The man had been out of my life for years, and now he was about to be on a private jet with me ahead of an entire weekend in Vegas, where everything was loud and glitzy and fueled by bad decisions and worse judgment.

      I needed backup. This called for FaceTime.

      I picked up the phone again and clicked my brother’s number. Jeremy and his fiancée, Meg, had moved to Nashville recently. Jeremy was building a career as a custom woodworker, and Meg, a former history professor, was now writing historical romance novels full-time. I still missed them. FaceTime made it slightly better.

      He answered on the third ring, FaceTime switching on to reveal him standing in his shop with some kind of sanding tool in one hand and guilt already written all over his face.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, trying to sound casual. He’d seen the group text. He knew damn well everything was not okay.

      “You knew about the jet,” I said flatly.

      He set the sander down like that was going to protect him. “Luke offered. He’s got the jet. Figured it’d be more fun than a bunch of commercial flights.”

      “Uh-huh.” I folded my arms. “And the part where he’s going?”

      Jeremy’s face tightened like he was bracing for impact. “Luke wanted to invite the whole group. And he’s…technically part of the group.”

      “He hasn’t been part of my group since the Obama administration.”

      “Come on, Ari. It’s been—what—ten years?”

      “Eleven.” Not that I was counting. (I was absolutely counting.)

      Jeremy had the decency to look vaguely ashamed. “You don’t have to talk to him. Just get on the plane, drink champagne, wear something sparkly, and pretend he doesn’t exist.”

      Oh, sure. Just pretend the man who once made me believe in forever hadn’t shattered me like a dropped wineglass. Easy peasy. “You make it sound simple.”

      Jeremy ran a hand over his face. He sighed. “Look, I get it. It’s not ideal. But Meg wants you there. I want you there. And it’s Vegas. It’s not like you’re gonna get trapped in an elevator with him.”

      “You say that like fate doesn’t have a sick sense of humor.”

      I moved back to my laptop, closed the case file I’d been reading with a satisfying snap, and let the silence stretch between us.

      Finally, I said, “Fine. I’ll go. But if he even breathes near me, I’m invoking my right to disappear and fake my own death.”

      Jeremy smirked. “That’s the spirit.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know.” His smile softened. “Still glad you’re coming.”

      I didn’t respond. Because I was going. I was going to slap on a smile, toast my brother and his future wife, and pretend that being trapped on a jet at thirty thousand feet with the man who’d turned me into an emotional armadillo wasn’t sending me into a full-blown cardiac episode.

      But the truth?

      The second I laid eyes on Christopher Wentworth again?

      All bets were off.
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        The same Saturday — Nashville — Christopher

      

      

      I was halfway through a cold beer and a half-decent riff—one of those moody bass lines that might’ve turned into something if I’d stuck with it—when my phone lit up with a text from Remington.

      JEREMY:

      
        
          
            
              
        Just a heads-up. Ariana’s coming to Vegas next weekend. Luke’s jet leaves at noon Thursday.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stared at the screen for a solid minute, like maybe if I blinked hard enough, it would morph into something less catastrophic. Something like:

      Just kidding, she’s not coming.

      Never mind—she moved to Siberia.

      
        
        Ariana Remington has legally changed her 		name and joined a monastery in the Swiss 		Alps.

      

      

      But no. The text remained stubbornly unchanged, glaring up at me in brutal clarity.

      Ariana. Coming. Vegas.

      I stood up too fast and knocked over my amp stool. The thud echoed across the room like karma.

      “Shit.”

      Across the studio, Holt didn’t even look up from his laptop. He was eating trail mix straight out of the bag, earbuds in, sunglasses on indoors like a man determined to keep the illusion of chill at all costs.

      “You okay, bro?” he asked, not glancing up.

      “No,” I muttered, picking up the stool and setting it upright. “No, I am not okay.”

      “Why? The label screw something up again? Please tell me we don’t have to re-record that chorus again. I will lose my mind⁠—”

      “She’s coming to Vegas,” I said.

      That got his attention.

      He pulled one earbud out. “The she?”

      I gave him a look. The look. The one that said, Don’t even pretend you don’t know who I’m talking about.

      Nick Holt, drummer and human meme generator, let out a low whistle. “Damn. What’s it been, like, ten years?”

      “Eleven,” I said automatically.

      He smirked. “And you still know the exact number. That’s…alarmingly unhealthy.”

      I didn’t answer. Just dropped onto the couch like someone had cut the strings holding me up and let my head fall back against the cushion. The ceiling fan above me spun lazily, unbothered. Must be nice.

      “I didn’t think she’d come,” I said finally.

      Nick shut his laptop and leaned back in the chair, lacing his fingers behind his head. “Why wouldn’t she? She’s Jeremy’s sister. And Meg’s best friend. She’s in the wedding party. You? You’re just the bandmate with emotional baggage.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that.”

      He shrugged. “Hey, I didn’t say you weren’t important. Just…less impossible to avoid.”

      “I figured if she knew I was going, she’d find an excuse,” I said. “Some court thing. A ‘can’t miss’ case. Sudden flu. Literally anything.”

      “Wait,” Nick said, squinting at me. “You didn’t want her to come?”

      “No, I did. I do. I just…didn’t expect it.”

      “Bro. That sounds like a line from a song you already wrote.”

      I ignored that. Mostly because he wasn’t wrong.

      Nick leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Alright. Walk me through this again. You and Ariana were what? High school sweethearts?”

      “Yep.”

      “College couple?”

      “Three years.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Then what happened?”

      “I happened.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      I sighed. “I ended it. Thought I was doing the right thing. Thought she needed to be free to go live her big life without dragging around a guy sleeping on couches and chasing record deals that paid in beer and exposure.”

      Nick didn’t say anything. Just gave me that look—the one that said, You already know you messed this up, so I won’t pile on…much.

      The truth was that all the guys knew. Hell, anyone who’d toured with us in those early years knew. The ones who shared hotel rooms or vans or even those terrible little green rooms with the flickering fluorescent lights—they’d all heard the stories.

      Because when I got drunk enough—and I usually did—I talked about Ariana.

      Not in the past tense. Not like some ex I’d “learned a lot from.” No. I talked about her like she was still there. Like she was waiting somewhere. Like I was going to open a door and find her sitting on the couch with a mug of tea and that sharp, skeptical eyebrow raised like finally.

      Because in my head?

      She was still there.

      I never really let her leave. Not emotionally, anyway. She was frozen in time in my memory—twenty and brilliant and furious and mine. Except she wasn’t anymore.

      And now?

      Now she was going to be real. In front of me. Breathing. Moving. Looking at me with those emerald eyes that could cut steel or seduce, depending on the day.

      “You think she’ll talk to me?” I asked, trying to make it sound casual.

      Nick snorted. “Not unless it’s to file a restraining order.”

      I groaned and let my head fall forward into my hands. “God. She hates me.”

      “And you’re still in love with her.”

      I looked up. “Did I say that?”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      He stood, stretching like a man with no emotional crisis to shoulder. “Well, either way, this trip just got a lot more interesting. Hope you packed something bulletproof.”

      I leaned back, closed my eyes, and tried to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Ignore the memory of how Ariana looked the last time I saw her—chin lifted, jaw clenched, eyes full of betrayal.

      I hadn’t meant to hurt her.

      But I had.

      And now?

      Now I was going to have to face her in Vegas, where emotions were high, the champagne was unlimited, and the temptation to say the wrong thing was lurking in every shadow.

      God help me.

      Vegas just got a whole lot more dangerous.
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        Wednesday morning — Milwaukee — Ariana

      

      

      The lights in the courthouse were doing their usual impression of an interrogation room—harsh, fluorescent, and about as forgiving as a failed cross-examination. They flickered slightly as I stepped into the prosecutors’ bullpen, projecting just enough of a buzz to grind directly against my last nerve.

      I tugged at the collar of my blazer and walked in like I hadn’t been awake since four a.m., reading depositions in bed with one hand while eating dry Cheerios out of the box with the other. Clutched against my chest was my latest case file—assault with a deadly weapon and more conflicting eyewitness testimony than a daytime courtroom show. I held it like a lifeline. Or maybe a shield.

      The bullpen was already humming. Phones ringing. Keyboards clacking. Paper being shuffled with the kind of righteous urgency that only prosecutors and postal workers seemed to possess. The scent of burnt coffee, over-worn polyester suits, and late-stage capitalism filled the air. God, I almost missed it when I was gone.

      “Morning, Remington.”

      Scott Landry’s voice drifted over from the next desk, warm and easy, like a smile in vocal form. I glanced over and, yep, there it was—his trademark lazy grin. The kind that had probably charmed every admin, intern, and newly hired ADA since 2012. Tall, clean-cut, with eyes full of golden retriever sincerity and just enough edge to avoid being boring.

      Theoretically, everything I should want.

      “Hey,” I said, dropping my bag beside my desk with a heavy thud and slumping into my chair like a woman emotionally carried in on a stretcher. “Busy docket?”

      “Three pretrials and a sentencing. I heard your eight a.m. started off with some…poetry?”

      I groaned and let my head thunk gently against my desk. “Defense counsel brought in a character witness who insisted on testifying in haiku. Actual. Haiku. I counted the syllables.”

      Scott chuckled. “Poetic justice.”

      I lifted my head just enough to shoot him a look. “If I hear one more legal pun before I finish this coffee, I swear to God, Scott⁠—”

      “Message received.” He raised his hands in mock surrender.

      He stood and wandered over, propping his elbow on the edge of my desk like we were starring in some kind of indie workplace rom-com, where he was the earnest suitor and I was the overworked, emotionally unavailable female lead with a tragic backstory and a complicated ex.

      Which wasn’t wrong.

      “Did you see the email about guardian ad litem volunteers?” he asked, the grin softening. “They need more for the next intake.”

      I sighed. “Yeah. I saw it. Wish I could sign up.”

      He nodded. “Conflict of interest?”

      “Exactly. Prosecutors aren’t allowed. Not officially. Still kills me though. Those kids need someone. Someone who knows how the system works and gives a damn.”

      His expression changed—gone was the playfulness, replaced by something quieter. Sharper.

      “I had one last year,” he said. “Nine-year-old girl. Testified against her dad. Brave as hell. Didn’t cry once. Sent me a Christmas card.”

      My chest tightened. “Jesus. Nine years old?”

      “Yeah.”

      There was a beat. Long enough for the hum of the fluorescent lights to fill the silence between us. It didn’t need words. We’d both seen it too many times—kids swallowed by a system built for bureaucracy, not mercy.

      “They’re just trying to survive,” I said softly. “And we give them forms to fill out.”

      He nodded. “Hardest part of the job.”

      “Harder than murder trials?”

      “Some days, yeah.”

      I looked down at the file in front of me, but the words blurred. Not from lack of sleep this time, but from the simple truth that no matter how many motions I filed or how many closing arguments I nailed, there were cracks in the system you couldn’t seal with case law. And some days, that made me want to burn the whole thing down.

      There was a pause. A charged one. The kind where the air thickens just slightly. Where you know what’s coming, even before the words hit the air.

      “So…” Scott began, voice casual. Too casual. “What about that drink I keep asking you about? Maybe this weekend?”

      And there it was.

      I smiled before I could stop myself. Automatic. Polished. Professional. “I can’t. I’m going to Vegas.”

      “Ah,” he said. “The bachelorette trip?”

      “Yep. My brother’s bachelor-slash-bachelorette weekend. Jet. Champagne. Emotional chaos, probably.”

      Scott nodded, trying to look nonchalant. But I caught it. That small flicker in his expression—the brief shadow of disappointment before it vanished under something more neutral. The man was good. He should’ve been a defense attorney.

      “Another time, maybe,” he said.

      “Maybe,” I echoed.

      But we both knew what that meant. What it always meant. I wasn’t going. Not really. Not ever.

      Scott was smart. Funny. Kind. The kind of guy who remembered birthdays and sent thank-you notes and brought donuts on Fridays without trying to make a statement about it. The kind of man who showed up. Who stayed.

      So why did I keep saying no?

      I knew why.

      Because I didn’t trust “easy.” Or at all, maybe. Because I’d already learned what happened when you handed your heart to someone and believed they’d keep it safe. Because once upon a time, I’d been all-in with someone who told me I was his future…and then walked away like it was nothing.

      Christopher.

      His name still did things to my pulse.

      I turned back to the case file, determined to focus, to drown out the thought of him in paperwork and policy. But the words on the page were useless. Flat ink and legal jargon couldn’t distract me from the fact that somewhere out there, he still existed. That he was going to be in Vegas. That I’d see him.

      And not from a distance. Not in passing. Not on a magazine cover while I stood in line at the grocery store.

      On a private jet.

      At parties.

      In photos.

      In my proximity.

      I hadn’t seen him since that hallway outside my dorm room after junior year, where he ended us with the kind of finality usually reserved for death or life sentences. And yet, he never really left. Not from my memory. Not from my music library. Not from the dreams I woke up from with the ache of him still in my chest.

      Every time someone got too close—Scott included—my heart pulled back. Like it remembered. Like it had a muscle memory of how it felt to get dropped mid-future.

      Don’t, it warned me. It’s not worth the fall.

      And maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was safer to be whole and lonely than shattered and in love.

      But now? Here I was—steady job, decent apartment, good friends—still living a life that looked whole from the outside.

      But some part of me hadn’t healed.

      Vegas was waiting.

      And with it…the one man who'd caused all the trouble to begin with.
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        Thursday at noon — Milwaukee Private Airport — Ariana

      

      

      There are a few things you expect when you pull up to a private hangar for a bachelor-slash-bachelorette weekend in Vegas.

      Champagne. Luggage the size of compact cars. A well-dressed assistant named Blaine or Reese asking if you’d like a lavender-scented eye mask for the flight.

      What you do not expect—what no rational woman should ever have to endure—is climbing the stairs to a Gulfstream G700 and coming face to face with the man who broke your heart so cleanly it might as well have come with a discharge summary and a copy of your vitals.
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