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Chapter 1: PR Damage Control
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Beck Wilder knew he had charm. It wasn’t the kind of charm that came from effort or intention. It was more like gravity—inevitable, inescapable. People were drawn to him, whether he wanted them to be or not. Most days, he welcomed it. Smiled for the cameras. Raised a glass. Gave them something worth posting. But tonight, as the headlines blared across every entertainment site from TMZ to Variety, even Beck knew he’d gone too far.

The pop star, the balcony, the bottle of Dom Pérignon—all just pieces of a picture painted without his consent, but with his participation. He didn’t sleep with her. He didn’t even kiss her. But the angle of that photo made it look like his hands were somewhere they shouldn’t have been, and the tabloids ran with it. “Billionaire Bad Boy Strikes Again.” “Wilder Nights for Beck Wilder.” “PR Nightmare for Wilder Enterprises.”

He sat in the boardroom of his downtown L.A. headquarters the morning after, his hair still tousled from sleep, sunglasses hanging from his shirt collar, and last night’s scent of cologne clinging to his skin. He had walked in like he owned the place—because he did—but even owning the place didn’t excuse the look his chief communications officer gave him.

“We’ve hired someone,” the CCO said, sliding a tablet across the polished glass table. “Someone external. Unbiased. Disconnected from your... usual orbit.”

Beck raised an eyebrow. “External damage control?”

“More like surgical intervention,” the CCO muttered.

On the screen was a bio. A face. A name he hadn’t seen in a year.

Lana Fields.

The memory hit him like a gust of wind slamming a door shut. The late-night DMs. The flirtation that had turned personal. Honest. Sharp. The promise of coffee. Then silence. Because he ghosted her.

He didn’t mean to. It wasn’t intentional. He told himself it was timing. That if they’d met in person, he’d mess it up anyway. So better to disappear than disappoint.

She looked the same in the photo on the bio—sharp jaw, glossy brown hair in a bun that somehow made her look even more devastating. Her eyes were gray. Cold steel, if you weren’t on her good side. He remembered when they sparkled, though. When she sent a selfie from a conference in Milan with the caption: “Too bad your jet didn’t land here instead of Monaco.”

She was brilliant. A killer at PR. And now she was his handler.

Beck leaned back in the leather chair and whistled low. “Guess I should’ve sent that good morning text after all.”

The conference room door opened. Lana Fields walked in, a tablet in one hand, her other hand tapping the screen without looking up. She wore a navy suit that fit her like armor. No jewelry. No smile. Just purpose.

“Mr. Wilder,” she said, not even glancing at him. “Let’s make this quick.”

He smiled. “Now, that’s not how you used to DM me.”

She looked up, finally. Her expression didn’t flicker.

“That was before you became a headline.”

He stood and walked toward her, offering a hand. She stared at it like it was a ticking bomb. After a long pause, she took it. Professional shake. One, two, release.

“I’m glad it’s you,” he said. “Honestly. No one else could fix this.”

“I’m not fixing you,” she said, stepping past him. “I’m fixing your image. You’ll be doing all the heavy lifting.”

Beck slid his hands into his pockets. “And how exactly does one lift the weight of public perception?”

She set her tablet on the table. A presentation loaded instantly. “We’re doing a full image rehabilitation campaign. Three phases. First: withdraw from the party circuit. Second: philanthropic rebranding. Third: relationship stabilization.”

He lifted a brow. “Relationship stabilization?”

She didn’t blink. “You’ll be in a fake relationship with someone respectable, intelligent, and immune to your charm.”

“I don’t know if that person exists.”

“I do,” she said. “Me.”

Silence.

A full beat passed. Beck’s heart actually skipped.

“You want to fake date me?”

“No,” she said coolly. “I don’t want to. But the press already knows we have history. The DMs were leaked. You ghosted me, I moved on. Classic redemption arc. The media loves when the bad boy realizes the woman he abandoned is the only one who can save him.”

“That’s... kind of sexy,” Beck said.

“Don’t flirt with me, Beck. It won’t work.”

He gave her his most practiced smile. “But what if I mean it?”

She closed her tablet. “Then this partnership is already doomed.”

Over the next two hours, they worked out logistics. Photoshoots. Public appearances. A staged meet-cute for paparazzi, even though everyone knew they’d already met. She briefed him like she was preparing him for battle. And in a way, she was.

By the time she left, Beck was exhausted. Not physically. Emotionally. Because Lana Fields wasn’t just another PR fix. She was the one woman he hadn’t been able to forget. And now she’d be by his side for the next six weeks, pretending to be in love.

He looked at his reflection in the office window. Somewhere between his smirk and his eyes, he didn’t look like himself anymore.

The damage wasn’t just public.

It was personal.

And for the first time in a long time, Beck Wilder wasn’t sure charm alone would be enough to save him.

The following morning, Beck stood in front of his mirror buttoning a crisp white shirt, the kind he rarely wore unless someone on his team begged him to look “less rockstar and more Fortune 500.” Lana’s words echoed in his head: Philanthropic rebranding. Relationship stabilization. No flirting.

He rolled his eyes at his own reflection. “No flirting. Easy.”

But it wasn’t. Not with her.

When he arrived at the arranged meeting spot—a café in West Hollywood with just the right blend of trendy and approachable—the plan was already in motion. Paparazzi were tipped off, tables strategically chosen, and their “chance encounter” was scheduled to the second.

He spotted Lana instantly. She sat near the corner window, her hair in soft waves instead of the usual bun, wearing a pale cream blouse and black trousers. She looked like power wrapped in elegance. Her fingers tapped a tablet screen, her focus absolute.

He walked in, ordered coffee with a casual smile for the barista, then strolled over to her table like he hadn’t memorized every word of the itinerary.

“Lana,” he said, letting just enough warmth into his voice.

She looked up, blinking like she’d only just noticed him. “Beck.”

He pulled out the chair across from her and sat. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Weird,” she replied dryly. “Neither did I.”

He gave a soft laugh, leaning forward so his forearms rested on the table. “How about we stop pretending and start the show?”

She tapped her tablet once more and set it down. “You do remember the plan, right? No arm touches. No lingering looks. Just comfortable familiarity.”

“And a kiss on the cheek,” he reminded her.

Her jaw tensed. “Just the cheek.”

He leaned in. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

As if on cue, a camera shutter clicked outside the café’s glass window. Lana gave him a tight smile and stood. He followed her lead, stepping into the light as she tilted her face just slightly, offering him her cheek.

He kissed it gently. Brief, but real.

Another camera snapped. More than one.

Lana whispered, “Now say something that looks like a compliment but isn’t.”

He smiled. “Your crisis management skills are the second-best thing about you.”

She pulled back, blinking. “Second-best?”

“You don’t want to know what’s first.”

“Don’t test me, Wilder.”

They sat again, sipping coffee as they exchanged practiced banter. But underneath the performance, something more unsteady stirred. She was good. Professional. Composed. But her fingers trembled slightly around the handle of her mug. Not enough for anyone else to see—but Beck noticed.

He remembered late-night DMs when she confessed her dreams of starting her own PR firm. Of being the best without having to fake being cold. She wanted to feel. Just not on camera.

He wondered if she still wanted that.

After the café appearance, they headed to the next part of the rebrand itinerary: a photo op at a charity gala supporting youth art initiatives. Beck’s name was on the donation list, but he’d never actually attended before. Lana insisted this time he walk the red carpet. With her.

At the venue, flashbulbs lit the pavement like strobes. Beck wore a navy suit, tie undone just enough to look deliberate. Lana walked beside him in a sleek emerald dress, her hand tucked into the crook of his arm.

Reporters shouted their names. “Lana, is it true you’re dating the man who ghosted you?” “Beck, what changed your mind?” “Are the rumors true—you’re in love?”

He didn’t flinch. He turned to Lana, brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and smiled for the cameras.

Then, because it was planned—or maybe because he wanted to—he kissed her on the temple.

Her breath caught. Just a fraction.

He didn’t say anything.

Later that night, back at his penthouse, Beck poured two glasses of scotch. Lana stood near the floor-to-ceiling window, staring out over the city.

“You didn’t have to kiss me,” she said quietly.

“I know.”

She turned to face him. “Don’t do it again unless it’s in the script.”

He nodded, walking over to hand her a glass. “Fair.”

She took a sip. “We have five more weeks of this. Can you behave?”

“I’ve surprised people before.”

She met his gaze. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

They stood in silence for a long moment.

Beck said, “You know, I didn’t mean to ghost you.”

“I know.”

“I panicked.”

“I figured.”

He looked down at the scotch in his hand. “I told myself you’d be better off.”

She gave a bitter laugh. “You don’t get to decide that.”

“I’m sorry.”

Another silence stretched between them, but it felt different. Heavier.

She finished her drink and set the glass down. “We’re not revisiting the past, Beck. We’re selling a future neither of us wants. Remember that.”

Then she left.

And Beck stood alone, the city twinkling behind him, wondering if pretending not to care would be harder than he thought.

The real performance wasn’t for the cameras.

It was for her.
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