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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Prologue: Jax

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The night before…

      

      

      The drink was a mistake.

      Not because I couldn’t handle it, but because I didn’t even like tequila, and the burn hadn’t dulled the rage clawing through my ribs.

      The breach had been internal. The board was circling like sharks. And I was so sick of being cornered by people in tailored suits who acted like they owned me just because they’d bought stock and smiled through boardroom mergers.

      So yeah. The drink was a mistake. But not the worst one I’d make that night.

      She entered like chaos wrapped in sequins. Glitter on her collarbone, a flower crown crooked on her head, and a voice that could’ve cut through a brass band.

      “I’m telling you, sparkles do count as an emotional support ingredient,” she insisted, waving her phone at the bartender like it was a research paper. “Just because the FDA doesn’t recognize joy as a dietary supplement doesn’t mean it isn’t real.”

      The bartender looked exhausted. “Ma’am, I asked if you wanted lime or salt.”

      “Why not both?” she shot back. “I believe in maximalism. And consequences.”

      I didn’t mean to watch her.

      But how could I not?

      She was all color and conviction and chaos, and she didn’t lower her voice for anyone. Not even the frat boys who turned to gawk. She shot them a glare so sharp one of them dropped his phone into a bucket of melted ice.

      She climbed onto the barstool next to mine like it was a throne and eyed my drink.

      “Tequila? Rough day?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You don’t strike me as a shots-and-self-destruction kind of guy,” she said, frowning. “You look like the kind of man who sips whiskey and contemplates hedge funds.”

      I blinked at her. “Do I?”

      “Yeah. You’ve got big ‘emotionally unavailable but has a private jet’ energy.”

      “Should I be offended?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      I laughed. Actually laughed. First time all day.

      She turned toward the bartender. “Two tequilas. Glitter rim, if you’ve got it.”

      He didn’t. She didn’t care.

      “I’m Poppy,” she said, raising her glass. “And you are?”

      I considered lying. But something about the moment made honesty feel like rebellion.

      “Jax.”

      “Well, Jax, you look like someone who’s just been betrayed by people who smile too much and talk in acronyms.”

      That startled me. “Excuse me?”

      She shrugged. “I’m very intuitive. Or maybe I just recognize the look. You’ve got ‘stabbed by synergy’ written all over you.”

      She was absurd.

      And brilliant.

      And possibly psychic.

      “I came to Vegas to reset,” she continued, swirling her glass. “That’s what people say, right? Reset. I thought maybe if I got far enough away from my ex, my work, and my overbearing parents, I could just…glitter bomb my way into a better life.”

      “Does that work?”

      “Don’t know. This is my first attempt.” She squinted at me., eyes slightly unfocused. “What’s your reset?”

      I stared at her. At the wild energy of her, like she didn’t know how to sit still, like the whole world bored her unless she was throwing metaphorical paint at it.

      And the night continued. She got drunk as a skunk, and I got buzzed.

      Then out of nowhere I asked, “You ever want to do something just because it scares the hell out of everyone else?”

      I figured she already had.

      “All the time,” she said. “Why do you think I pierced my cartilage at Claire’s with a coupon?”

      I laughed again.

      She grinned. “You wanna do something stupid?”

      “I’m listening.”

      She leaned in, conspiratorial. “I dare you to marry me.”

      I blinked. “Come again?”

      She tilted her head and blinked blurry eyes that told me she was definitely not all there. “You heard me. Let’s get married. Tonight. Right now. Chapel’s open twenty-four-seven. Elvis is contractually obligated to bless at least six bad decisions an hour.”

      “You don’t even know my last name.”

      “I’m not planning to monogram towels. What, are you scared?”

      “No,” I said slowly. “I just haven’t been dared into something since prep school.”

      “Well, Jax Whatever-Your-Last-Name-Is, maybe it’s time you stopped letting boring people write your story.”

      I stared at her.

      The board wanted a wife. A polished, poised, perfect asset.

      What they’d get instead…was her.

      A mess. A marvel. A glitter-covered problem no one could control.

      Even buzzed and bruised by betrayal, I saw the opportunity.

      She wouldn’t scheme. Wouldn’t manipulate. Wouldn’t ask for power or privilege.

      She’d just…be.

      Maybe it was freedom.

      I downed the rest of my drink.

      “Fine,” I said.

      She blinked. “Wait, really?”

      “Let’s get married.”

      Her smile exploded like a firework finale.

      And as she grabbed my hand and dragged me through the casino toward our fate, I thought: She’s a walking PR disaster. She’ll be perfect.

      The chapel door burst open.

      Elvis raised his head, blinking through his hangover.

      “Another one?” he muttered.

      A camera flash blinded me.

      And then the music started.

      “Love me tender…love me true…”

      And just like that, I was no longer the man with the plan.

      I was the man with a wife named Poppy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Poppy

          

        

      

    

    
      The first sign that Las Vegas was out to ruin my life was the glitter stuck to my teeth.

      I didn’t know how it got there. I didn’t remember eating glitter, ordering glitter, or requesting glitter as a garnish. And yet, there it was. Lodged between my front teeth like a war medal. Evidence of poor choices and questionable cocktails.

      My head pounded. My dress was riding up in places that would get a nun excommunicated. My left heel was missing. And I was ninety percent sure I was not in my hotel bed.

      Correction: I was in a hotel bed. Just…not the one I started the night in.

      Also, there was a feather boa tangled around my ankle like a snake with a flair for showmanship.

      I blinked up at the ceiling, trying to focus. Gold trim. Crystal chandelier. That was either a very rich ceiling or a very ambitious fever dream. I rolled over and saw a framed portrait of an Elvis impersonator officiating what looked like a fake wedding between two poodles in bowties.

      I screamed. Just a little.

      Poodles. Elvis. Glitter in my teeth. This was not the suite I’d booked with Taryn.

      Speaking of which…where the hell was she?

      I sat up fast and instantly regretted it. The room spun. My stomach flipped like a gymnast on Red Bull. I reached for my phone, which had somehow managed to wedge itself inside an empty champagne flute on the nightstand. Of course.

      I pulled it out, glitter sticking to the screen, and blinked at the notifications.

      Taryn (17 unread messages):

      — You good???

      — You disappeared with the tuxedo guy??

      — Tell me you didn’t get arrested.

      — OMG

      — Did you elope??

      — Please tell me you’re joking

      — YOU HAVE TO BE JOKING

      — Poppy are you married right now

      — ARE YOU MARRIED

      — I swear to God if you got married without me…

      I dropped the phone in my lap. My heart began doing double-time in my chest. The poodles. The Elvis. The glitter.

      The boa.

      No.

      I looked at my hand.

      There it was. On my finger. A ring. Sparkly. Heavy. Real.

      I shrieked. Not a little this time.

      I flung the covers off me and stumbled out of the bed, knocking over a vase full of fake roses and tripping on the boa as I tried to cross the suite in search of a mirror. I found one over the minibar and stared into the face of a woman I vaguely recognized.

      Hair like a teased poodle. Lipstick smudged halfway across her cheek. Mascara clinging to her lashes for dear life. Glitter absolutely everywhere.

      My reflection looked like a birthday clown who had been in a bar fight. And possibly won.

      “What did I do?” I whispered, running my hand over the curls that had definitely once been styled into something respectable.

      I opened my phone gallery and started scrolling.

      Bad choice.

      Photo one: Me, standing on a bar holding a martini glass the size of a small planet.

      Photo two: Me, wrapped around a blurry looking guy in a tuxedo, giggling like I had just won the lottery.

      Photo three: A selfie in a veil.

      Photo four: A full-body shot of me kissing Tuxedo Guy in front of a neon sign that said “Drunk in Love.”

      Photo five: Another blurry photo of the two of us holding hands. With rings. I couldn’t make out his features to save my life.

      Wait…

      “Oh. My. God.”

      I had married a stranger.

      Or a tuxedo rental.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I looked around the room. No sign of him. Maybe he had fled. That would be fair. I was a lot, even sober. Hungover, I was probably a government-classified hazard.

      I sat down on the velvet settee and buried my face in my hands. My phone buzzed again. A text from my mother.

      Mom: Saw the photos on your Facebook page. Again? Really, Poppy?

      I posted these? My chest tightened. Again. She always said that. Again, like my mistakes came in a permanent loop. Like I couldn’t be trusted with my own life choices for more than twelve consecutive hours.

      I stood, shook out my curls, and took a long look at the woman in the mirror. Okay. Fine. So I’d made a mistake. Again. But I wasn’t going to cry about it. I wasn’t going to panic. I was going to find Taryn, get a triple-shot latte, and fix this.

      I had fixed worse.

      I grabbed my phone, fixed my make-up, fluffed my boa like it owed me money, and headed for the elevator.

      Outside, Vegas was already in mid-morning meltdown. The kind of sunlight that mocked your hangover. People dressed like pirates or bridesmaids or full Disney ensembles wandered through the lobby like they belonged here. Maybe they did. Maybe I did, too.

      The elevator dinged. I stepped inside. A small child with a balloon stared up at me like I was a failed magician. I smiled weakly. The elevator doors closed. I reached up to smooth my hair and winced. My earring was gone. Great. Now I was broke, hungover, and married.

      When the elevator opened on my original floor, I stumbled into the hallway like a woman emerging from battle. The carpet was too loud. The wallpaper too gold. Everything about this place screamed “bad life choices welcome.”

      I reached my suite and tried the key. It worked. That was something.

      Inside, it was chaos. Glitter, yes. Champagne flutes, yes. But no Taryn. Just a very judgmental rubber duck floating in a half-full bathtub.

      I kicked off my one remaining heel and collapsed onto the couch. I needed answers. I needed Advil. I needed a time machine.

      I flopped backward on the couch and stared at the ceiling like it might explain things. Maybe I married a cult leader. Maybe I was now the unwilling first lady of a glitter-based MLM. What if I signed something? What if he showed up demanding I help him launder money or run a Vegas escape room empire with shady legal practices?

      Or worse—what if I’d married someone with a man bun?

      My phone buzzed, and I nearly threw it across the room.

      Unknown Number: Meet me in Suite 48. Now.

      Oh good. That sounded completely safe and not like the beginning of a true crime podcast.

      I stared at the message. A minute later, another one came through.

      Unknown Number: Poppy, it’s Jax. We need to talk. You’re going to want to see this.

      Jax.

      Was this Tuxedo Guy?

      Jax.

      I stared at the screen for a long time.

      Then I did what any emotionally unstable chaos goblin would do.

      I grabbed the Advil from my purse, swallowed two dry, adjusted the glitter bra strap now permanently fused to my shoulder, and headed back toward the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      Suite 48 sat at the top of the tower, past a velvet-rope hallway and an elevator that required a keycard fancier than any I’d ever touched. The elevator doors slid open like they were welcoming royalty, and I stepped out into a private lobby that smelled like money and ambition.

      There was a man stationed outside the door. Black suit. Earpiece. The kind of jawline you only got from chewing iron. He gave me a once-over that said he knew exactly how out of place I looked in my glitter-crusted heels and yesterday’s dress.

      “Miss Hart?” he asked.

      “That’s me,” I said, trying to sound like someone who didn’t have a cupcake stain on her purse and existential panic in her eyes.

      He nodded once, pressed something on a tablet, and the door swung open.

      I walked into a suite that looked less like a hotel room and more like the inside of a modern art museum curated by someone with access to an offshore account. Glass walls. Sleek furniture. A marble bar with backlighting. A view of the Strip that made me feel like I’d accidentally entered a movie set where the heroine gets eaten alive.

      The first thing I noticed was the silence. Not the awkward kind, but the expensive kind. The kind that came with soundproof walls and seven-figure real estate.

      The second thing I noticed was him.

      He stood in front of the window, half-shadowed by the blinding Vegas sunlight pouring in from behind him. Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark hair. He was dressed in a navy button-down that looked custom-tailored to his sins, sleeves rolled just enough to show strong forearms and a watch that probably had its own security team.

      He turned, and for a split second, I thought, Huh. Tuxedo Guy’s hot in daylight, too.

      “Well, you know my name, but I have no idea who you are.”

      His brow twitched. “Jax Vega.”

      My stomach sank.

      Wait. What?

      No

      Noooope.

      I had married Jax Vega. Billionaire Jax Vega. The tech mogul with more startups than I had throw pillows. I’d never actually seen him before, but I’d heard about him. Boy had I.

      I’d accidentally married a business empire in a tuxedo.

      He moved to the kitchen island, coffee mug in hand. His hair was mussed like he’d run a hand through it a dozen times, and his jaw was set to “don’t try me.”

      I froze. He didn’t.

      “Poppy,” he said, voice cool and clipped. “Glad you made it.”

      I gave a shaky smile. “Oh, you know. Just took a detour through denial and landed right at panic.”

      He didn’t laugh. Of course he didn’t. I was dealing with a man whose idea of humor probably involved mergers and tax loopholes.

      “Sit,” he said, motioning to one of the terrifyingly white leather chairs at the breakfast table.

      I sat. Mostly to avoid collapsing.

      He placed a tablet in front of me.

      “Before you say anything, yes. We got married. Legally. There are photos, witnesses, and an officiant licensed in the state of Nevada. The certificate has already been filed.”

      I didn’t even look at the tablet. Just stared at him. “How did this happen?”

      He sighed. “I was here for the launch of a new platform. We hosted a private tech summit downstairs. After the reception, my team left me at the bar while they went to debrief. You showed up during the cocktail hour⁠—”

      “Wait. You remember meeting me?”

      He blinked. “Of course I do.”

      Well, that was embarrassing.

      “I remember…tequila,” I muttered. “And maybe a poodle in a tuxedo. I don’t understand. Seriously, how did this happen? You don’t seem like the spontaneous, tequila-chugging type.”

      “I’m not,” he said, voice tight.

      “So?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and let out a breath. “Someone I trusted torpedoed months of work. A security breach in our new platform. Just hours before the investor summit. And I found out it came from inside. Had to fire said trusted co-worker and fix his mess.”

      I blinked. “So you…decided to get married?”

      He ignored the jab. “I was furious. Shaken. I don’t drink—ever—but that night, I did. I didn’t stop. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “And I just happened to show up?”

      “You were wearing a dress made of feathers and arguing with the bartender about the proper ratio of glitter to gin.”

      I paused. “So you’re saying this whole thing happened because I was…entertaining?”

      He gave me a dry look. “I’m saying we were both drunk and not thinking straight.”

      “But you remember it?”

      “Bits and pieces. You dared me to prove billionaires had a sense of romance. I said marriage was a myth created by lawyers. You dared me again.” He looked at me. “And I said fine.”

      “You said fine.” I stood swiftly and paced the floor like a caffeinated detective. “You want me to believe that a guy who probably has a biometric lock on his toothbrush just spontaneously got married?”

      Jax’s jaw flexed. “I wasn’t myself last night.”

      “Clearly.”

      “I’d had a rough day. A rough month, honestly. You were…different.”

      “Different?”

      “You weren’t trying to impress me. You didn’t even seem to know who I was. You were loud and chaotic and honest in a way that no one in my world ever is.” His voice softened, just slightly. “You made me laugh when I didn’t think I could.”

      I stopped pacing.

      “You married me,” I said slowly, “because I was refreshing?”

      “I was also drunk.”

      “Oh good, that makes it so much better.”

      He sighed. “It wasn’t part of some master plan. I wasn’t thinking about consequences. I just wanted—” He stopped himself.

      “You just wanted what? A break from all the perfect, polished women your team probably hires to flirt with you at events?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I tilted my head. “You know what’s weird? You don’t strike me as a man who ever loses control. Or makes rash decisions. So either I’m missing something big here…or you are.”

      Jax met my gaze. Something flickered behind his eyes. Regret? Conflict? A hint of something that felt like…truth withheld.

      “I made a mistake,” he said finally. “Let’s leave it at that.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Sure. Let’s.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Your sister is Camille Vega,” I said, realization dawning. “I’ve seen her on panels. She did that feature in Modern Luxury about redefining female entrepreneurship with platform capital. She once described PR as ‘storytelling at gunpoint.’ I think I love her.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Would you like to gush about my family some more, or should we talk about the legal situation?”

      Right. The legal situation.

      I looked down at the tablet he’d placed on the counter. The marriage certificate stared back at me like a receipt from hell.

      “We can fix this,” I said. “There’s a process, right? An annulment?”

      Jax nodded slowly. “Normally, yes. But that’s…complicated.”

      “Why? It’s not like we consummated the marriage.” I paused. “We didn’t, right?”

      His expression didn’t change. “No. You kind of disappeared. In all honesty, the rest of the night is pretty blurry for me as well.”

      “Oh.” I felt a bizarre combination of relief and mortification. “Well. Thanks.”

      He didn’t answer right away. Then he said, “I can’t afford a scandal right now.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m about to finalize a nine-figure merger. The last thing I need is tabloids speculating about my love life. Unfortunately, someone at the chapel recognized me and leaked the photos. The story hit the news this morning. You’re already trending.”

      I blinked. “I’m what?”

      He grabbed his tablet and toggled to a different tab then handed it back to me.

      There it was.

      A headline.

      SURPRISE VEGAS WEDDING: Tech Billionaire Jax Vega Ties the Knot with Mystery Woman in Feather Boa.

      Below it, a photo of me. Laughing. Holding a bouquet made of poker chips and mini liquor bottles. Kissing him with my whole soul.

      “Oh my God.”

      “It’s already viral,” he said. “My PR team is trying to spin it as a whirlwind romance. But if we file for an annulment now, it’ll tank the stability optics. Shareholders will panic.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I said slowly. “You want to…what? Stay married?”

      He met my gaze. “Temporarily. We manage appearances. Keep it civil. Attend a few events. Let the buzz settle. Then, quietly, we go our separate ways.”

      I gaped at him. “Are you out of your mind?”

      “Not currently.”

      “You think I want to be paraded around like some fake trophy wife? That I’ll just sign up to be your…your emotional stock stabilizer?”

      “You’d be compensated.”

      “Wow. Okay. That makes it worse.”

      “I’m trying to be practical.”

      “I’m trying to survive a hangover and a personal crisis, not co-star in a publicity stunt.”

      He leaned forward. “This isn’t a stunt. This is damage control.”

      I stood. “No offense, but your damage is not my responsibility. I didn’t ask to marry a mogul. I was here for churros and poolside margaritas after planning back-to-back weddings and dealing with monster-of-the-brides.”

      “And now you’re part of a very expensive narrative.”

      “I’m a person,” I snapped. “Not a narrative.”

      We stared at each other. His jaw was locked. My fists were clenched.

      I could feel the panic creeping in, the sense that I had somehow screwed everything up again. That I had taken one reckless night and turned it into a catastrophe.

      “I want an annulment,” I said. “I want my life back.”

      He stood, slowly. “You’re already in the headlines. The story is out. There’s no undoing that.”

      “Maybe not. But I can sure as hell choose not to extend it.”

      He looked at me for a long, quiet moment. Then, before he could respond, there was a knock at the door.

      He didn’t move.

      Another knock.

      Then the door opened without permission.

      A vibrant blonde woman strolled in like she owned the place, the patent click of her heels announcing her presence before the door had even finished swinging shut. Her coat was designer, draped over her shoulders like a cape. Her phone was glued to her ear, her expression somewhere between delight and disgust—like she’d just discovered her brother had married a stranger and it made for excellent gossip and a branding opportunity.

      “Jax, you absolute idiot,” she said, voice crisp as cracked ice. She snapped the phone shut without a goodbye and slid off her sunglasses with the flair of a Broadway villainess making her entrance. “Please tell me you haven’t proposed a marriage extension to the woman you threw up glitter on.”

      “I didn’t throw up glitter,” Jax muttered.

      She arched a perfectly manicured brow. “I’ve seen the photos. There was glitter. It was in your hair. Her hair. A poorly placed fern. Possibly the chandelier. You two detonated a craft store.”

      I blinked. “You must be Camille.”

      She turned to me and grinned, all charm and veiled judgment. “And you must be the chaos gremlin who turned my brother into clickbait. I love you already.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should curtsy or bolt.

      Camille gave me an appraising once-over, then nodded. “Great legs. Awful hangover aura. But we’ll work with it. I’ve pulled scandal out of worse places. Like Jax’s dating history.”

      “Camille,” Jax growled.

      She ignored him completely and clapped her hands together. “Okay, lovebirds. Let’s talk strategy before the internet does it for us.”

      And just like that, I knew.

      My life was no longer mine.

      It was a boardroom pitch in heels.

      And I was the slide deck no one asked for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Jax

          

        

      

    

    
      “…we start with a curated Instagram reel of the elopement—slow-mo glitter, Elvis impersonator, quick fade into a candid of Poppy looking radiant and wildly in love. Caption it with something vague but emotional. ‘When you know, you know.’ The internet eats that up. Then we roll into⁠—”

      “I’m sorry,” Poppy cut in, voice rising like steam through a crack. “Is this really happening right now?”

      Camille didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, and you’re welcome. I’m salvaging your reputations with the precision of a neurosurgeon.”

      “I didn’t ask for surgery,” Poppy snapped. “I asked for an annulment.”

      I could already tell this was going to be one of those mornings that felt like twelve years.

      Poppy stood up, fists clenched at her sides, glitter still embedded in her collarbone like angry confetti. “You can’t just roll in here with your designer trench coat and your glossy threat voice and plan my life for me. I’m not one of your little influencer pets or a scandal you can airbrush.”

      “You’re right,” Camille said, calm as ever. “You’re a businesswoman. One with a five-year plan, a pitch deck, and a dream that keeps getting laughed out of boardrooms because it doesn’t come with legacy funding or press clippings.”

      Poppy’s lips parted. That hit. I saw it in her posture—the flicker of shock before she buried it under more fury.

      “I’m not doing this,” she said, backing away. “You two can keep your fake marriage, your PR circus, and your shiny promises. I’m out.”

      She grabbed her purse and marched toward the door. I moved forward, ready to stop her at all cost, but Camille was on it.

      Of course, she was.

      “Walk out now,” she called after Poppy, “and you’ll still be broke, underestimated, and answering emails from people who spell your name ‘Polly’ in business correspondence.”

      Poppy froze. Her hand hovered over the doorknob. “How do you know anything about me or my business⁠—”

      “I can change that,” Camille interrupted, softer now but no less deadly. “Stay. Help us sell this thing for a full year. I’ll fund your event planning ventures in full. Connect you with Luxe & Bloom’s lead buyers. Get you meetings with their whole editorial board. You’ll be booked a year out before New Year’s Eve.”

      Poppy’s eyes were wide. “What—how do you even know about that?”

      Camille smirked. “You made the mistake of pitching them via your business email. My team hacks faster than your web host encrypts.”

      Poppy blinked. “You’re a little scary.”

      “She’s a lot scary,” I muttered.

      But Poppy wasn’t looking at me. She was watching Camille like a starving woman trying to decide whether the steak in front of her was poisoned.

      “I want it in writing,” she said finally. “Every dollar. Every contact. Every timeline.”

      “Of course,” Camille replied. “No fine print. No tricks. Just one little thing—” She gestured around the suite. “You play the part. A year of appearances, a quiet honeymoon retreat in Aspen, and no Twitter meltdowns.”

      “And I don’t want to wear beige,” Poppy said sharply. “Or pastels. Or anything with the word ‘demure’ in the design notes.”

      “Please,” Camille said. “You look like a peony with unresolved trauma in blush tones. You’ll wear chaos florals and power suits like the wrathful goddess you are.”

      Poppy narrowed her eyes at me next. “And you? You good with this? Selling your fake love story to the public for stockholder approval?”

      I met her gaze. “I’ve done more for less.”

      Her jaw ticked. But she didn’t leave. She returned to her seat like a general reclaiming a war table, her chin lifted and spine straight.

      Camille grinned. “Excellent. I’ll get legal on the phone and have some sparkling water sent up. Unless you’d prefer champagne to toast your career reboot?”

      Poppy didn’t answer. But her smile was razor-sharp.

      And for the first time since this mess started, I realized something both unsettling and deeply inconvenient:

      I might have just met my match.

      Which was not what I had originally intended.
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        * * *

      

      The door clicked shut behind Poppy.

      Camille turned to me like a weather system ready to break. She didn’t speak. Not right away. She just walked to the velvet chaise, tossed her phone onto it like it had insulted her ancestors, and stared.

      “You are,” she said finally, “the smartest idiot I know.”

      I poured myself a glass of water from the bar cart. Slowly. Deliberately. The act of someone who wasn’t rattled. Someone who didn’t have glitter on his sleeve and a sudden, inexplicable tightness in his chest.

      “I’ve been called worse.”

      “Not by me,” she snapped. “And you know that means something.” She jabbed a finger toward the door. “Do you even get what you’ve done?”

      “She agreed to stay,” I said mildly.

      “She agreed to delay the explosion. That doesn’t mean she won’t set the whole thing on fire later—and frankly, I wouldn’t blame her.”

      “She got what she wanted.”

      “You got lucky.” Camille pulled her phone back and opened her media dashboard. “The marriage certificate hit the public record four hours ago. TMZ’s running with it. So are E!, Page Six, Deuxmoi, and The Knot, which I think is secretly run by Satan.”

      She turned the screen toward me. There we were, blurry and chaotic—Poppy mid-laugh, me mid-smirk, glitter in the air like fairy dust and regret.

      “Romantic,” I said.

      “Delusional,” she corrected. “So here’s what’s going to happen. You’re both staying at the Marietta through the weekend. I’ve booked a private suite for the honeymooners. The narrative is: spontaneous elopement, followed by a quiet retreat to reconnect off the grid before facing the world.”

      “And when do we face it?”

      “Monday. Press statement. Then Aspen. Pap-friendly hikes, maybe a hot springs photo op, nothing too risky. We give the public just enough to keep them invested but not enough to make them question the legitimacy.”

      I didn’t answer.

      Because honestly? None of this was accidental. Not for me.

      Even drunk, I’d seen the opportunity. Poppy hadn’t slurred or simpered. She hadn’t asked what I did or who I knew. She’d told a complete stranger his energy was beige, then spent ten minutes convincing a bachelorette party that glitter was a birthright.

      I remembered the way she moved through the bar—like she owned it and also couldn’t find the bathroom. Loud. Clumsy. Unapologetic. A walking power surge of hot pink opinions and no-filter charm.

      She wasn’t like the women the board paraded in front of me. The heiresses and legacy connections. The media-trained Ivy Leaguers who knew how to smile like it was scripted.

      Poppy hadn’t smiled at me at all. Not at first.

      And that was what made her perfect.

      The board had been pushing marriage for years—subtle at first, then not. “Stability looks good to investors.” “Married CEOs are statistically more trusted.” “Family values resonate with the Midwest.”

      What they meant was: we want to control your life and install a perfectly acceptable, camera-ready Stepford partner to whisper board-approved decisions in your ear while smiling pretty for the Q4 cover of Forbes.

      What they didn’t expect…was Poppy.

      I needed someone the board couldn’t mold. Someone who wasn’t interested in playing their game—or mine.

      Someone too chaotic to be bought, too opinionated to be managed, too real to blend in.

      Sure, she was a little much.

      Actually, a lot much.

      But that made her useful.

      The attraction? That part was inconvenient. I hadn’t expected to want her. Not like that. Not in a way that got under my skin and made me wonder what she looked like when she wasn’t half-hungover and furious.

      Still, it worked for optics. The chemistry was believable. Hell, it was electric.

      Camille’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Do you even know what you’re doing, Jax?”

      I looked at her. “Of course I do.”

      She studied me like she wanted to throw her espresso in my face and also make me a chart. “If this backfires, I’ll have to murder you with a Kate Spade stiletto.”

      “Noted.”

      She turned to leave, muttering something about press kits and brand alignment.

      As the door shut behind her, I poured another glass of water and stared at the glitter-covered photo still glowing on her abandoned tablet.

      We looked happy.

      And if I did this right, we would be.

      Or at least, we’d look the part.

      Because whether Poppy knew it or not…

      She was exactly what I needed.

      And now that I had her, I wasn’t letting go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I leaned back in my chair, staring at the glowing screen like it owed me an apology.

      Camille’s draft read like it had been ghostwritten by a Disney executive high on nostalgia and Instagram algorithms:

      
        
        In a romantic and spontaneous moment, billionaire tech entrepreneur Jaxson Vega and event designer Poppy Hart exchanged vows in a private Las Vegas ceremony, surrounded by close friends and celebratory chaos. The couple is currently enjoying a private honeymoon and asks for privacy as they begin this exciting new chapter.

      

      

      Romantic. Spontaneous. Private.

      Which part, I wondered, had involved glitter in my mouth and an Elvis impersonator who smelled like meatballs?

      I scrolled further, scanning the bullet points Camille had included for media interviews we’d likely never give:

      
        
          	
        They met in Vegas and fell fast.
      

      	
        They’re opposites who balance each other.
      

      	
        They’re prioritizing each other and privacy for now.
      

      

      

      All technically true. All professionally delusional.

      I signed the NDA and temporary cohabitation agreement an hour ago—standard PR boilerplate Camille whipped up whenever one of us did something profoundly stupid. It covered appearances, joint media assets, and even a clause about public hand-holding, as if proximity was proof of love and not just body heat logistics.

      Across the room, my tablet chimed.

      I swiped it open and pulled up the search results for Poppy Hart.

      There wasn’t much.

      A barely-maintained wedding planning website with garish fonts and a loading time straight out of 2007. A handful of blog posts with titles like “The Ten Worst Wedding Trends (And Why I’ll Die on This Hill)” and “If Your Centerpieces Involve Faux Antlers, We’re Already Enemies.”

      Then there was the video.

      One viral clip, fifteen seconds of pixelated chaos from a reception in Temecula.

      A bride in a cupcake-shaped dress screeched about flower arrangements while Poppy—glittery, red-faced, and visibly out of patience—shouted back, “You hired me to plan a wedding, not validate your superiority complex! Try therapy, not table runners!”

      The internet had labeled her The Bridal Wrangler.

      The comments were split between “Queen behavior” and “unprofessional harpy,” which honestly felt like the most accurate summary of Poppy I’d seen yet.

      She was a wildcard.

      And that made me nervous.

      I hadn’t realized how little digital footprint she had until now. No LinkedIn. No polished press kit. No army of lifestyle reels promising curated chaos. Just a woman with a blog, a glitter obsession, and the subtle professionalism of a feral raccoon.

      That was why I’d picked her.

      She wasn’t safe.

      The board wouldn’t be able to turn her into a puppet or a PR strategy. They couldn’t shape her into a brand. Hell, she’d probably bite them before letting anyone pick out her shoes.

      But now that I’d tied myself to that chaos… I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d underestimated just how off-script she could go.

      Unpredictability was fun in a bar. It was intoxicating at a Vegas altar.

      But in front of cameras? On a stage with shareholders watching?

      If she said the wrong thing—even once—it could cost me.

      I shut the laptop and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

      This had to stay controlled.

      She could sparkle. She could sass.

      But she couldn’t destroy me with a single unfiltered soundbite.

      Not until the merger closed.

      Not until the board backed the hell off.

      Not until I figured out why I couldn’t stop picturing the way she laughed when she thought no one was watching.

      Damn it.

      I wasn’t worried about her going rogue.

      I was worried I’d start wanting her to.
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