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ONE

 

 

“OKAY, PITCH IT to me,” Ridge Wylde said, dropping into a seat in the Vegas function room. 

For Vegas, it was stark: white walls, crappy carpet, worse chairs. Could be anywhere in a million other cities. Where was the flash? The pizzazz? The Vegas charm? Did Vegas have charm? Heavy-handed, maybe.

Only Berger, his manager, and show producer, Walsall, at what should be a mobbed meeting? The only guys he’d consider friends? No coincidence. No way. They spent most every minute of the year on location somewhere on the globe. If they were breaking news to him alone, it had to be seismic.

What were they about to pull?

“How do you know we’re here to pitch?” Walsall asked. 

Wylde smiled. “‘Cause we start filming tomorrow and I still have no idea of the setup.”

Him being in the dark was one of the show’s gimmicks. In spite of that, the guys usually gave him a hint about climate or which muscles to work. Something. This time? Nada.

Walsall and Berger looked at each other. “Uh…”

Wylde laughed, spreading his hands on the table. “Spill it. I’m not worried. When you ever seen me worried?” Or scared? Ha! Never. “Hit me with it.”

“You don’t read the National Record, do you?”

“What?” he asked, eying one friend, then the other. “The newspaper? No. I get my news online like everyone else.”

“There was a piece in the Record,” Berger said. “It mentioned you.”

“Good for me. What does that have to do with the show?”

“The piece wasn’t about you,” Walsall said. “Not you specifically, but you were cited as an example.”

The fucking around was losing its sheen. “An example of what? Guys, I don’t—”

“It spooked the studio, so we’re… mixing things up.”

“Yeah, whatever. I don’t need the why, I need the what? You weren’t this shady when you told me the plan was to blast me off the planet. What’s our premise this year? Mars?”

Walsall swallowed hard, but it was Berger who cleared his throat and spoke. 

“Mission Man: Relationship Rescue.”

He blinked, completely unenlightened. “What?”

“You know what it’s like out there,” Walsall said. “The Record’s piece was about the machismo of society. The red pill guys. Mission Man was cited as an example of a show with regressive attitudes… the whole toxic masculinity thing. It suggested men like you perpetuate the myth that guys like us are inferior.”

“And that its attitude of masculinity encourages lesser men to act in less than… gentlemanly ways.”

What was he supposed to say to that?

Focus flicked from Walsall to Berger. “You’re shitting me.”

“No, it’s not a joke.”

Lifting his hand, he held it suspended for a second before it hit the table again. “I don’t even have a fucking girlfriend. What the fuck am I supposed to rescue?”

“It’s not a—

“Mission Man is not a dating show,” Wylde said. “Whatever they’re thinking—”

“This is a special edition season,” Berger said, leaping in. “You’ll have a co-host—”

“Support host, sort of, two actually.”

Another gimmick? He relaxed. People were fine, he could work with anyone and was used to it, he did another show with his brother, The Wylde Way. Sharing the spotlight was no big deal. He’d pick the physical stuff over the talking on camera stuff any day of the week.

“Women?”

“A woman and a man.”

“They’ll do the challenges too? Do they have experience? Military?”

“No, it’s uh… they’re for the talking. They specialize in relationships… therapy stuff.”

“The Sanfords.”

“Family?” he asked.

“Married.”

“A couple?” This season would be a different kind of challenge. “And they’re saving their relationship?”

“They’re doctors,” Walsall said. “Relationship doctors. They have their own show Relationship Rescue. This is a mashup. This season you’ll have contestants.”

“They’re not contestants,” Berger said. “They don’t win anything, they… Three couples, their relationships are in trouble. And you do a bunch of trust exercises, the physical stuff.”

“And the doctors will talk it out with them.”

“The idea is by the end—”

“Their relationships will be rescued,” he said, unconvinced, but, hey, whatever. He was up for anything. “Cool.” He held his hands up in surrender and sank against the back of the chair. “I can work with anyone… long as they don’t need to be carried.”

“Figuratively or literally?” Berger asked and the subtle smile on his friend’s face got him suspicious. “You don’t have to worry, man. The setup is different. You won’t be training for one specific task, you’ll have a bunch of soft balls, cookie cutter stuff. The point is to include a… female perspective.”

“Less of the macho bullshit,” Walsall said. “Or at least mixing up the macho bullshit with some touchy feely shit.”

“This your way of putting me in therapy?”

“I’ve been saying you need it for years,” Berger joked. “They want some talking, interactions. Everyone sitting around spilling their shit. Cameras in the talking circle.”

That made him take notice. “Talking circle?”

Usually it was trucks and trekking. He liked trucks and trekking. Sitting? Talking? Less his thing.

“Yeah,” Walsall said. “You heard us say ‘soft balls,’ right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“They want discussions, examples of the differences between men and women… the way they approach things different. Emotional differences, physical ones.”

“How the hell long is this series?” he asked. “The book is due in seven months. When am I going to—”

“That’s the best part,” Walsall said, sitting straight. “We’ve got someone to write it for you.”

“What?” he asked. “Just because I know how to start a fire and shoot a target doesn’t mean I can’t read or write.”

Berger exhaled. “We fucking know that, dude. The publisher loves this woman. The producers love her.”

“Everyone loves her.”

“She’ll be there for everything; she’ll be your scribe. Toss ideas to her, offer your thoughts, she’ll piece it all together.”

“She’s okay with that?” he asked. “No name on the cover when she’s doing the lion’s share of—”

“It’s what she does.”

His brow rose. “She’s a writer?” 

What did that say about her level of ability in the field? Would this woman be doing the challenges too? If getting from A to B meant swimming a river or scaling a cliff, they’d all have to do it.

“She ghost writes. Sometimes it’s books, sometimes newspaper columns. She does it all and will take anything on…”

“Providing her name is not on it,” Berger said. 

“Wait, you said this was about some article? Did she write it?”

“No, but we’re CollCom and the article was WMC.” Competing media companies. “They have a rivalry thing going on that’s heated up recently.”

“A point for media monopolies,” he muttered. 

“She’s taking the boring part off your plate. You’ll have more time to play.”

“Has she done TV? Does she know…” Trailing off, his subconscious wandered an interesting way. “A ghostwriter?”

“Yeah, why?”

His tongue touched his molar. Anxiety wasn’t his thing. He dealt with what was in front of him one step at a time. His last day would come whenever it came. No point stressing about it ahead of time.

A single sinister whisper of laughter seeped out of him. “There’s got to be hundreds of ghostwriters out there.”

“Why d’you say that?” Berger asked. 

Walsall spoke before he could answer. “Wylde, whatever you’re—”

The door at the head of the room opened prompting all three guys to swing their chair that way. A tiny brunette came in first and in her wake was exactly the woman he feared. Fuck, she looked good. A smile rose beneath his curled finger. 

“Uh, Wylde, this is—”

“Honey Appleton,” he said. 

“You know each other?” 

Despite the curiosity in his friend’s voice, he was transfixed. 

“I’ll say,” Wylde said. “She’s my ex-girlfriend.”

Honey made a small sound of something he couldn’t figure out and slid her purse strap from her shoulder to put it on the table. 

“Hardly, Ridge,” she said. “We went on ten dates years ago. Forever ago.”

“And it didn’t work out?” Berger asked. 

Good going, Berg. Gold star! That was a not-so-subtle way of noseying in to anticipate problems.

“No,” she said, resting her hands on the back of the chair at the head of the table. “He decided I wasn’t giving it up fast enough and slept with my sister instead.”

“Oh, boy,” Berger breathed.

Shock vaulted him from his chair as she sat in hers. “That’s why you stopped taking my calls?” he asked. “I didn’t sleep with Jade! You said you had no problems with me going to the Mansion.”

“It was five years ago, Ridge,” she said, opening her purse to extract a hardback notebook.

“Six.”

And that correction was completely irrelevant. Why did he do that? 

“Jade,” Berger said and perked up in a flash. “Jade Appleton? Your sister is Jade Appleton?” His friend’s attention shot to him. “You never told me you fucked a Playmate.”

“Because I didn’t,” Wylde said, lowering into his chair again. “All this shit was gathering momentum…” He gestured at the air. “My name was just getting out there and I was invited to a party at the mansion, that’s all it was: a party.”

Though he emphasized these last two words for Honey’s benefit, she was busy perusing her notebook. 

“And you couldn’t take your girlfriend?” Walsall asked. “Her sister was Playmate of the Year.”

Whose side was he on? 

“Not by then, she was just there,” he said. “I didn’t get invited with a plus one, I might have asked but—”

“I had no interest in visiting,” Honey said, though seemed to still be reading. “And if a woman has to watch a man every minute to make sure he doesn’t accidentally sleep with another woman, he’s not boyfriend material.” She lifted her chin to look him in the eye. “I like honorable men who believe in fidelity.” 

Nice to know she was listening, but fuck that stung. The woman sure did pick her words for maximum effect. And he had to wonder, given their background, if this was the woman he wanted putting his thoughts on paper to be printed and sold to the masses. He’d have to check the contract gave him final approval.

When her attention went back to her book, he turned away slowly. 

“Never work with redheads,” he muttered to himself, choosing not to look her way even though her head shot up.

Berger pointed at her, hand loose, elbow on the table. “Lucky she’s a brunette then.”

The corner of his mouth curled. “No, she’s not.”

“Ridge!”

Sitting back again, he folded his arms and shrugged. “What? We did some stuff.”

“Isn’t Jade blonde?” Walsall asked. 

“No,” said every other man in the room.

And, look at that, Honey’s displeasure zeroed in on him. 

“Oh, come on,” he appealed. “Every man in the world knows that, she takes her clothes off for a living.”

“Some know it better than others,” she snapped. “I can’t believe you. They just told me a few minutes ago it was you, I almost backed out. I thought about it. But I have never reneged on a contract and I thought, ‘Five years must have changed the man. No way he’s the same cruel uncaring cheater he was five years ago.’ I don’t like being wrong.”

“Six and you were wrong,” he said. “I was never that guy. I didn’t cheat on you. I went away for the weekend and when I came back I was persona-non-grata. I was on location in South America for almost a year after that and didn’t have the resources to chase you. And, for the record, I was pretty damn sure you’d moved on yourself that weekend. Who remembers the sports reporter with the Porsche who used to buy you coffee every morning?”

His friends would have no idea who he was talking about, didn’t stop him trying to muster their support. 

Honey was too busy with outrage to care about anyone else. “I didn’t cheat on you!”

“Not nice is it, to be accused of a crime you didn’t commit,” he said. “And, anyway, when the hell did we have a contract of exclusivity? It was ten dates and we didn’t even have sex.”

“Spoken like a true cheater,” she said like he’d proven her point. “We’re not talking about random sex with a stranger. You slept with my sister. We couldn’t have a future after that. How do you want me to introduce you to my father? As the man working his way through the Appleton girls? That would make for an interesting Christmas, don’t you think?”

“I didn’t sleep with her,” he grumbled, slouching deeper into his chair. 

“This is a problem,” Walsall muttered to a nodding Berger. 

“No. It is not a problem,” Honey declared, attracting every man’s attention. “Personal issues aside, I’m a professional and assume Ridge would say the same.” He conceded a nod. “Then we’re fine. This is Mieux, you probably know her, she has some information about how this will work.”

The tiny brunette started around the table to hand out printed booklets. “As you’ll see, dates and times of pick ups are right there. Equipment will be provided for the camping.”

That lightened his mood in a flash. 

“Camping? Fuck, yeah,” he said and smiled at Honey. “This is going to be fun, Hon.”

“Yes,” she said, opening the first page of her booklet. “I think it might be.”


 

 

 

TWO

 

 

HONEY TOSSED THE shot into her throat. Was it the third? The fourth?

Phone at her ear, she exhaled. “I never have fun in Vegas,” she said, stroking a flat hand across the bar before signaling the bartender for another.

“It’s the lack of jeopardy,” Roxie said. “Since I became a billionaire, the whole betting, gambling thing just isn’t as fun. Who cares if I lose a million here or there? Z wouldn’t even notice.”

Though pathetic, her smile did make a brief appearance. “I’m not a—there’s money, but it’s not my money.”

Except…

“Hate to tell you, honey… Do you want me to come over?” Like they were a block apart when, in actual fact, there were thousands of miles between them. “I can get on a plane—”

“No, it’s okay.”

“I didn’t want you to go alone,” Roxie’s voice had softened. “You’ve barely taken a breath since the funeral.”

“It’s better that way.” When the bartender delivered her a shot and a cocktail, she raised her head. “I don’t want to think about it.”

“You have to grieve. You were the only person on the planet your grandfather actually liked.”

“And if I don’t grieve for him, no one will?”

Sad but true. Perfect prelude to the next shot.

“I’ll grieve him.”

“You didn’t know him.”

“Z will grieve him,” Roxie said. “My husband is excellent at grieving.”

Who had Zairn lost recently?

“What makes you say that?” she asked, distracted from her life for a minute. Had she missed something? “Who did he lose?”

“No one. I don’t think. My husband is excellent at everything. No reason he shouldn’t be excellent at this too.” Her friend’s voice softened. “If you need grief, I can deliver grief. Give me a day and I’ll fill a hanger to the rafters with people who knew and loved him. Sometimes we touch people’s lives without knowing it. He will be missed.”

“I’m rudderless. He was the only family I had that… the only reasonable family I had.”

“You’re our family, Honey, honey. Not sure about reasonable though. That’s a tough ask.”

And this was why she needed Roxie. “You’re an amazing friend, you know?”

“You’re in Crimson, right?” Roxie asked with a tinge of concern. “VIP?”

“The party’s in the Lock-In Lounge. I didn’t want to be up there tonight. There are… people there.”

“If you’re on the main floor, there are people there too.”

“Not people I know, and I’m just at a bar. One of your bars.” She attempted to look around. No, she didn’t, not really, but she definitely thought about it for a second. “The music’s too loud in Crimson.”

“One call will change that.”

Yeah, because Roxie and her husband owned the Crimson nightclub. The rest of the building and its various offerings too.

“People come to Vegas to have fun. Let them have fun.” She sighed. “I’m at a bar. In your building. I’m fine. I’m just… the production people were—I didn’t want to deal with that. No one cares about me anyway. I’m the ghostwriter. The crew are celebrating their last night of freedom before the train leaves the station.”

“Shooting starts in Vegas tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s nothing for me to—”

“Don’t get on a plane, Rox,” she said. “You have Roxiverse to shoot. I’ve taken too much—”

A guy slid up to the bar close enough that his arm brushed hers. Damn. Ridge. What did he want?

“Too much what?” Roxie asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I’ve got to go, Rox. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Hanging up, she stayed fixed on his profile as he ordered. 

“…and whatever the lady’s having,” he finished.

“The lady doesn’t need you to buy her drinks,” she said, though the bartender had already left. “What are you doing down here?”

“Gets kind of suffocating up there,” he said, propping himself against the next stool. “Everyone wants to buy this guy a drink. I lost count of the shots, and I have to work tomorrow.”

“Lucky you, guy. I’d be surprised if you paid for your drinks.”

“You said ‘Rox’ on the phone. Was that the Empress?”

“On my private phone call?” she asked. “Yes, that was the Crimson Empress.”

“I didn’t know you knew each other.”

“For years actually,” she said and squinted on a head shake. “Why are you here again?”

“Needed a breather.” The bartender came with the drinks and Ridge handed over a hefty tip. Yeah, she probably should’ve thought about that. “It’s a public bar.”

“This is Las Vegas. Las Vegas, Nevada. This is—there are—”

“Of every gin joint…?” He raised his glass. “You’re here, I’m here. Can I at least toast our reunion?”

“We are not reunited.” Where had the shots gone? Hmm. Wasn’t much alcohol in the glass, she could just down that. “This is not a reunion, it’s… the quietest bar in the building. Everyone on the inside knows that.”

“On the inside?” he asked, touching his glass to hers though it was still on the bar. “Were you at the wedding?”

“The—Roxie’s wedding? Yes.” The cocktail was there, she might as well drink it. “It was in LA.”

“I was there. Didn’t see you.”

“You think I’m lying? There were hundreds of people there. So many people that most of them didn’t even talk to the bride or groom; everyone still had a good time.”

“It’s the Lomond specialty. They’re popular.”

“They’re good people.”

“That mean, at some time, you and Zairn were…?”

Now, wasn’t that interesting? “Zairn and I were what?”

“Gotta say with his whole Queen thing… Most of the women at the wedding, he must’ve… Roxie is a secure woman.”

“You’re asking if I’ve slept with Zairn?” Outrage puffed her up. “I shouldn’t be surprised you wouldn’t know how to be friends with a woman.”

“I can be friends with a woman.”

“With benefits?”

“Well…”

She semi-snorted. “Don’t tar everyone with your brush, guy. Any, anyway…” another scoff, “why would my sexual history be any of your business?”

“Do you have one? A lot of guys won’t wait out the—”

“Again! Not every man, every person, is like you. Some men are interested in more than sticking it in as many holes as possible.”

“I didn’t sleep with Jade.”

“I don’t care.” She stuffed her phone into her purse. “I don’t care what you did back then, I don’t care what you do now.”

When she tried to hop off her stool, he caught her waist to hold her there. 

“We’ve got to get past this,” he said. “No more talking about it. Sit with me, please.”

If it was up to her, they wouldn’t talk at all. About anything. Ever. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option when it was her job to put him on paper.

“Okay.” Her purse went back to the bar and she picked up the drink. No point letting it go to waste. “How did you find me here?”

“Like you said, this is the quietest bar. I wasn’t looking for you. Saw you split. Figured you were in bed. Partying was never your thing.”

Oh, and he knew her so well. “I’m a lot of things you didn’t know.”

Did that sentence make sense?

“This is one of the few places I can sit and not be bothered.”

“Because you’re soooo popular.”

“It’s Vegas. People are buzzing. The alcohol, the mood, they can be… wild. Gets me in trouble.” Frequently. Which was probably exactly why the studio reserved the Lock-In Lounge for their welcome party. “It’s quiet here. We’re more out of the way. Most people don’t venture this far from the club and casinos.”

“Do you bet? What’s your game? Craps? Roulette? Let me guess, poker?”

His half smile brought his attention around to her, just a little too cunning. 

“There’s nothing I don’t do, baby.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, you don’t have to be crass. And don’t look at me like that. That flirty, sly thing, none of that.”

“No?”

“You’re a flirt.”

He breathed out a single laugh. “So are you.”

“Let’s never mistake it for anything else.”

“What’s the harm?”

“The harm is you getting the wrong idea. That smile will never work on me. I don’t care how close you get or how many drinks you guy—buy… guy.”

“Then it doesn’t matter if I do it, does it? You’re immune.”

“You’re one of those guys who hasn’t had a good time unless he wakes up with a stranger, aren’t you?”

“There are no strangers, we’re friends we don’t know yet.”

“Eurgh.” 

Disgust could only be quenched with more alcohol.

He laughed. “I’m kidding. I can have a good night without sex. You should try it sometime.”

“I…” Pushing her shoulders back, she righted her posture. “I can have a great time without sex. With or without sex.”

“There you go. No harm in that.”

“You started it with your whole ‘There’s nothing I don’t do.’” Her impression of him maybe wasn’t that great. “You can just be a human being and have a conversation like a person. A normal, human person.”

“It’s true though. This is me being a person.”

“It’s true? You do everything?”

“Never met a thing I wouldn’t do yet.”

“Maybe you could start by not accusing a woman of having sex with the goorm just because she’s at his wedding.”

“Groom,” he said.

“What did I say?”

“I don’t know—and I didn’t accuse you. Just wanted to know how you knew him.”

“I wasn’t invited to the wedding by Zairn,” she said. “I’m Roxie’s friend.”

“She has a lot of those.”

“Because she’s a good person. You should try it sometime.”

“Every other person around loves warm, kind you. Why do I get hostile you?”

“You don’t have to get anything. Go sit somewhere else.” The cocktail was gone already, she needed more. The bartender delivered both a cocktail and another shot. Good man. “Why are you still here?”

Ridge leaned in right close. “We could be friends.”

The shiver that went through her was cold, but with just enough… 

Leaning away, she raised a shoulder in protection. “Don’t do that.”

“Be your friend?”

“Whisper in my ear like that. It’s creepy.”

“I’m never going to have a chance, am I?”

She blinked. “A chance at what, womanizer? No, you will never have a chance with…” His eyes were brown. Really dark brown, yet they faded to a warmth that drew her in. “You have really long eyelashes.”

“Thanks.” He did a shot of his own. “You have really beautiful everything.”

“Stop hitting on me.” Righting herself bumped her body against his. “Sit on your own stool.” His stool was close. Was it always that close? “I’d bet you a million dollars there’s a long list of things you’d never do.”

“Oh, yeah? Try me.”

“You’d never be faithful to a woman.”

“Done it plenty.”

So he said. “That needs independent verification because my experience says opposite.”

“I can be faithful. If Zairn Lomond can be faithful, the rest of us can.”

“Zairn is a man in love, really, deep, true, wonderful love with a woman no man deserves.”

“You don’t like men, do you? You’re a manhater.”

“I am not! I love men, other men—I do—men are creatures. You’re… after something.”

“You’re beautiful, men—”

“I didn’t mean me or that,” she said, looking around. “What am I even doing here?”

“Yeah, what are you doing here?” he asked. “Why’d you leave the party?”

“I’m an observer.” She touched her clavicle. “I am not a—I wasn’t in the mood to be social.”

“Because?”

“Stop asking me things,” she said. “There, another thing you won’t ever do.”

“I can stop asking, if you start telling.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“What’s none of my business?”

“Whatever we were talking about,” she said because keeping up was a struggle. “You have brothers. Your brothers are really hot.”

“And single,” he said. “Thinking tit for tat? I didn’t sleep with Jade.”

Back around they went.

She sighed and scooped up the drink that somehow appeared. “You were probably too drunk to remember. What disrespect.”

“You love your high horse. It’s fucking infuriating, but, man, you look hot up there.”

“Look, I am a woman…” When he picked up his next shot, some of it sloshed over the side. Ha! Funny, she laughed. “You are drunk!”

“I’m not drunk,” he said, but took one shot then another. 

More outrage. She squawked. “Was that mine?”

“You don’t need more shots, have your cocktail. Is there alcohol in it?”

“Yes, there is alcohol in it.” Just like that, he snatched it from her to drain the liquid. “Ridge!”

“This is Vegas, no booze shortage here.”

Whirling her stool the other way, she wavered, but a hand on her waist steadied her. 

“Bar render!” she called out, raising an arm. “This man stole my drink!”

That hand on her waist descended to her hip, then drifted upward, stroking with a—mmm, atoms trembled. And she actually leaned into it. What was she doing?

Slapping at the hand, she spun around the other way to confront Ridge only for his blink to unfocus his eyes.

Ha, see, hilarious. 

She pointed at him. “You are drunk!”

“No more than you.”

“Go find some poor woman to seduce.”

“I can have a good time without sex.”

“You can have a good time without commitment,” she said. “That’s what you are—that’s the man you are.”

“I am a good… a good… What the hell is that perfume?”

His confusion only became more laughter. 

“Never finish a thought,” she said, leaning in only to steady herself with a hand on his thigh. “Write that one on your long, long list…”

“Long, long whatever you want, baby.”

There was that smolder again. 

“Yeah, no, see, no commitment, that’s what you want. You’ll never do commitment; add that to your list. I’m calling the press. You’re a fraud, Mr. Wylde.”

“I can do commitment. Maybe it’s you—you can’t do commitment.”

“I do what I want.”

“I do too.”

Ah! More drinks! Perfect. 

“Where were we at?” she asked, sipping the sweet liquid.

Then his lips warmed her ear again. “Commitment. We were at commitment.”

“You’ll have to admit the truth. Go find a camera and admit there’s one challenge you’ll never surmount.”

He downed the rest of his drink and leaped from his stool. 

“Challenge accepted,” he said, his arm swooping around her waist to pluck her off her seat.

“Ridge!”

“Commitment, coming up.”


 

 

 

THREE

 

 

THE WORLD WAS LOUD. 

Whoever turned up the volume needed to turn it back down. 

Her head was so heavy, she couldn’t lift it from the pillow. Vegas was guilty, oh, so, guilty. Cocktails. Shots. She remembered—ugh, Ridge. 

It wasn’t until she laid eyes on him in that function room yesterday afternoon that she really believed he was there. Ridge Wylde. A man from her past who should’ve stayed there. In the far, distant, remote past. 

She should call Roxie.

Ah, Roxie, a friend.

Why had she left the welcome party? She couldn’t remember. The production people were generous. Brought people together. If she’d done her drinking there and not alone in the bar—maybe her memory would be better. 

It was the party’s fault. Being loud, happy, buzzing just wasn’t within her capability. Or so she’d thought. She should’ve gone to bed, but it was Vegas. They served alcohol every ten feet. No matter how many times she told herself not to do shots, somehow, in any Crimson building, it always ended up happening. Just one, then just two. Oh hell, why would another hurt?

Crimson was safe. That was why. In the past, she might’ve blamed Roxie for instigating, but she’d left her friend on the other side of the continent. Wasn’t Roxie’s fault that time.

Good thing they were friends. She’d need access to the security tapes to find out just how she got to bed. After the “mystery cocktails” her memory faded out. She couldn’t even remember getting to bed.

Flexing her spine, she pushed her shoulders back and pointed her toes. Her big toe grazed something hairy. Definitely not her leg.

Oh… not good.

Open your eyes. Just open your eyes and look. 

She didn’t want to.

Did she have to?

A groan.

Shit. That wasn’t her. The sharp inhale and masculine grunt, neither of those were her either.

Oh, God. There was someone in her bed. A guy. There was a guy in her bed. Forcing herself to peek, she’d take a quick look and then—holy fuck…

Sitting up fast, she grabbed for the sheet at her chest, covering herself while drinking in the man in her bed. Not just any man.

Fuck. Ridge.

Where were they?

Her head moved as her eyes darted around. Vast windows. Drapes that were like twenty feet tall… Yeah, this wasn’t her room. On a circular platform, the bed was higher in the split-level room. A few steps down by the window, was a living room. To the other side was a bar. A bar in the suite. How did someone avoid getting drunk when they put a bar in the bedroom? A fully stocked bar with bottles of liquor, optics, stools, coasters, the works.

This was definitely a bedroom… Please say it was a bedroom and they weren’t on display.

“This is bad,” she whispered. “This is bad. Bad.”

And her bedmate? Man, she hated looking. Rather she hated liking the view. The impressive muscles of his back, the bulge of those shoulders, those arms, that incredible neck that almost begged…

What was she doing?

Scooping her hair onto a forearm, she threw it back over her head and wriggled to the edge of the bed to stand up. It was round. A circular bed, oh, and a spiral staircase behind it. She dreaded to think where that might lead.

Gimmicky, outlandish, garish colors, at least the room confirmed she was still in Vegas. The cheesy, touristy part of Vegas. A high-roller suite. God, please say she didn’t demand it herself.

Her clothes were… somewhere else. She kept the sheet at her chest, winding it around her as she sought salvation. His shirt was strewn on the stairs, his jeans in a heap by the bed. Where was her dress?

It had to be around his side of—

He was naked. Shit. Completely naked, and she’d stolen the sheet. Was that an assault? Just looking at him when… Holding her hand up to shield her eyes, she ignored his tight, toned ass, and that there wasn’t a tan line in sight, and shuffled around the bed, searching for her dress.

“Ah, fuck.”

Her hand moved just as he began to turn over. That was him. He’d groaned those words… unless there was someone else in the room, which wasn’t something she could dismiss out of hand. She didn’t remember getting into bed with him, who knew what else they’d done.

She leaped behind the headboard, though in a circular bed, it was anyone’s guess as to who decided which was top and which was bottom. If only her dress had presented itself. If only… If only… She could’ve been out of there before the giant awoke, if she only had clothes. 

“Are you hiding?”

“No,” she said, her back still to the bed. “I’m not hiding, I… Do you know where my dress is?”

“You were sneaking out on me.”

“No,” she said, despite him being exactly right. 

Keeping her back to bed, she sidestepped her way around and still didn’t find her dress. Next try was the living room, but there wasn’t a thing out of place. Apparently, they didn’t waste time with flirtation or foreplay, it had been straight to bed. 

Except they didn’t… did they?

“Come over here,” he said.

“Uh… no thanks.”

She was kind of going that way because the bar was her last chance. Or not… Some kind of recreation room hid beyond it, under whatever the spiral stairs led to.

His shirt. Where was that again? In lieu of her clothes, she’d have to make do. Sneaking through the hotel in a guy’s shirt would be embarrassing, but less embarrassing than only wearing a sheet. 

On the stairs, it was on the stairs. She went that way, keeping her back to the bed. Please…

Dignity? Where was dignity? Some secret place with her dress, neither to be seen again.

“Are you afraid of me?” 

That was almost a tease. Well, she was glad someone found this hilarious.

“No,” she said. “I’d really just like to get going.”

“I’m getting that impression—wh… Shit, look at your left hand.”

Her left hand? On instinct, she checked. Shit. Shock turned her around so fast she got an eyeful. Instinct spun her away again, eyes squeezed closed. 

“Oh, God, I saw you naked.” And nothing would erase that perfection from her mind’s eye. “I don’t need to be looking.”

His impatience didn’t eclipse her mortification.

“With that seal broken, will you turn around?” 

She crouched by his shirt. “What good will come from that?” 

“Is there anything on your left hand?”

“Yes,” she said, picking up the shirt.

As she straightened, something fluttered out of it.

“There’s no way we… Rings that sort of suggest we… We didn’t get married… did we?”

As she picked up the napkin that had dropped from his shirt, the words on it chilled her. “Oh God, I’m going to be sick.”

No sex, but… a chapel, there was definitely a chapel. Damn Vegas.

“What? I can’t…”

“Remember?” she asked on a sigh. “Neither do I, but…” She kept her chin down so as not to stare but went toward the bed to hold out the napkin. “It seems we have a pre-nup.” 

The hasty scribble on the napkin couldn’t be anything else. 

“We leave with what we brought,” he read from the napkin. “What’s yours is yours, what’s mine is mine. Shit.” 

“Yeah,” she said, looking at the white gold wedding band on her ring finger as she turned her back again. “These things can be annulled, right? That’s something we can do fast. You must have a lawyer… Do you have a lawyer?”

“Probably.”

“Probably?” she shrieked, almost turning around again. “You don’t have a lawyer?”

“I do, just not one I know well,” he said. “A man’s word is his bond; a handshake should be enough.”

Marriage did not work that way.

“Oh, well, if you want to come out of the eighteen fifties for a second, what do you want to do? How do we fix this?”

“I’m on it…I’ll call—hey, Berg, yeah, I need you to come upstairs… We have a situation.”

Damn. What the fuck had they done?


 

 

 

FOUR

 

 

SOMEONE POUNDED THE DOOR.

“Wylde!”

“Shit,” he said.

His movement disoriented her, he was left and right, then standing behind her with the pounding still going.

“Wylde!”

“Fuck, Wal! Give me a minute!” he hollered toward the door, then muttered, “I need fucking clothes.”

“Your shirt,” she said, holding it up in the air.

“It’ll work.” Ridge swooped it over her head around her shoulders. “Give me your arm.”

While she looked left and right, he fed one of her arms into the sleeve then the other, with her switching which hand held the sheet.

When he came around in front of her to button it over the sheet, she just… stood there. The clothes weren’t for him. Ridge was considerate. Wow, who’d have guessed that? The fact he even noticed her discomfort was astounding. Stuck on mute, no gratitude passed her lips, then he was down the stairs.

He was so tall. She’d known that. Intellectually. She’d forgotten. In person, it was intimidating.

Without dressing himself, he went past the bar to open the door, still naked.

“You wanna not break it down?” Ridge asked. “They’ll charge us for that.”

Walsall, the producer, stormed in, noticed her, and stopped dead.

Wylde was closing the door until someone else ran right into it. Berger tumbled in, coming to an abrupt stop by Walsall.

“Guys…” Ridge said, scratching the back of his head as he came up behind them. “Meet my wife.”

“Your…”

Berger was shocked, Walsall just frowned.

“Yeah, we had an interesting night.” Both Berger and Walsall turned to him, but he shrugged. “Don’t worry, I didn’t trick her. She knows who I am.”

“Of course she does,” Berger agreed. “You’re a fucking idiot.”

“That too,” Wylde said.

Walsall had an answer already. “You’ve been secretly planning this for a while.”

“Secretly planning what?” Ridge asked.

Walsall moved, and there was Wylde’s nakedness again. She closed her eyes as her head turned. It wasn’t offensive, and she’d seen naked men… not any like him, but naked men nonetheless. It was jarring to have people carry on a normal conversation while she struggled to keep her tongue in her mouth. God, her hormones were traitors. Treason, that’s what it was.

“Yes!” Walsall said, throwing up his arms. “That’s the line. Colin’s on his way up.”

“The media guy?” Wylde said and smacked Walsall’s shoulder. “Quit looking at my wife.”

She snapped to. Was he? Had he? Her mind spun. 

A wife. Wow, she was a wife. Nausea was normal, right?

Closing her eyes, she shook her head once. “I should go back to my room. Call my lawyer.”

“You have to wait for Colin.”

“Why?” she asked, sure she’d have put on panties before going to the party… How did someone lose underwear? “I’d rather find my… things.”

She’d need a purse, her phone, her room key.

“How fast do they do annulments in this town?” Ridge asked. “It’s gotta be fast, right? They must do it every day.”

“I—”

“That’s not an option,” Walsall said.

“What?” she and Ridge asked together.

“You think it’s a crazy mistake, fine, I don’t care, you’ve done it. You’re sticking it out.”

“We’re sticking it out?” Ridge asked.

“It’s on the internet.” Like that was reason enough. Walsall got closer. “The new mashup show is called Mission Man: Relationship Rescue, remember? Your co-hosts are a married couple. How much fucking credibility do you have if you just got divorced?”

“It’s an annulment,” she said.

“We can keep it quiet,” Ridge agreed. Look at that, they did agree on something. “Who says the world cares?”

“I care.” Walsall raised his phone to them. “The world cares.”

On the screen was a growing list of Huddle alerts with words like Vegas and married mixed in with Ridge’s name. Pfft. Breathe out. She swallowed. How long would it take the media to get a picture of her?

A phone rang. Muffled, quiet, but definitely—her phone. That was her ringtone. Ah! Where…? Chasing down the sound, she threw cushions from the couch, one, two, and—her purse. The phone stopped ringing just as she retrieved it.

Roxie.

Whoa, boy, that would be a conversation.

A hundred and fifty-six text messages? Seventy-six missed calls? She didn’t have the stomach to check emails.

“Like it or not, this, this marriage, is what the season will be about. Either it’s happy, our host just got married and has faith in love, or he’s a horn dog who married a babe to get in her pants, then dumped her only to tout true love in front of her.”

“I’m not touting—”

“You’re with us anyway, Honey,” Walsall said. “What does it matter if you spend a few months married to the jerk? You seeing anyone?”

“Are you hitting on her?” Ridge asked, marching over to put himself between her and Walsall.

At least she got the ass view, damn he was hot, no wonder he did modeling on the side. Still, even those pictures didn’t do his definition justice. Maybe she could just… No! Bad thoughts, naughty fingers. What were they saying?

“Why do you care? Why scent a woman you’re desperate to dump?”

“I’m not desperate to dump her. We’re dumping each other.” He turned to the side. “Right?” 

She held up her hand to block his cock from view. “Do you want to put some clothes on, guy?” she asked. “Please.”

“As nature intended is kinda a Wylde thing.”

That might have been a joke, a true joke, but Ridge disappeared around the spiral stairs to go into another room.

“Married?” she said, tilting her head at Berger. “This is a bad idea.”

“You do a good job. We love the work you do. It’s important,” Walsall answered. “And you don’t technically work for us, so we’re not abusing any power.”

“I don’t care about abusing power,” she said. “I’m supposed to be a passive observer, not an active participant.”

And how many people knew Ridge had been intimate with her sister? Someone would care about that somewhere. Beyond just her. Eventually.

“She has a point,” Berger said.

“Who has a point?” Ridge came strolling in from behind the spiral stairs wearing gray sweats.

“We’ll work it out, Honey,” Walsall said.

Berger went to answer a knock on the door.
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