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  About Ballad



What happens on tour in Europe doesn’t stay on tour in Europe. Especially when you’re a rock star’s fake girlfriend.

Harper Grey

As assistant tour manager for the Tin Gods, I love my job. Especially the delicious eye candy that is their manager, Tyler Worthington. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner—attractive, polished, and above all, the definition of stable. Too bad he doesn’t see me as anything other than a worker bee. 

Always helpful, the Tin Gods drummer has a brilliant plan: I should fake date guitarist, Xander Lang, to make Tyler finally see me. WHAT?!




Xander Lang

Tyler sold his soul to the devil. It’s the only explanation I have for why he approved my ex-girlfriend as our opening act. Our relationship was the definition of toxic. Cue our drummer’s harebrained scheme. 

And honestly, I’m all in. It’ll keep my ex off my junk and help Harper with drama in her life too. Simple. Only problem is once we start “dating” lines get blurred. Her kisses don’t feel like someone who’s pretending. And when did Harper get so sexy? 

Now I’m tangled in a clusterf*ck of emotions and confusion. So much for simple. 







  Ballad Playlist



Stream it here https://bit.ly/3xKzQuM

Marry Me—Thomas Rhett

Gone—Dierks Bentley

So What—P!nk

We Are Never Getting Back Together (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

Here for a Good Time—George Strait

I Choose—Alessia Cara

Clumsy—Fergie

Enchanted (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

Without Me—Halsey

Surface Pressure—Jessica Darrow

Bleeding Love— Leona Lewis

Home Alone Tonight—Luke Bryan ft Karen Fairchild

Go Your Own Way—Fleetwood Mac

(Kissed You) Goodnight—Gloriana

Galway Girl—Mundy ft Sharon Shannon

On Top of the World—Imagine Dragons

Turn the Page—Metallica

Wasted Years—Iron Maiden

Famous—Puddle of Mudd

Pour Some Sugar On Me (Live)—Def Leppard

Accidentally in Love—Counting Crows

Can’t Fight This Feeling—REO Speedwagon

Head Over Feet—Alanis Morisette

Treat You Better—Shawn Mendes

Heartbeat—Childish Gambino

Simply the Best (From “Schitt’s Creek”)—Noah Reid

Marry Me—Train
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Xander Lang

Los Angeles, CA

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Tyler?” I shoved my fingers into my long, wavy hair to keep my hands from reaching for the fucker’s throat. “Do you not remember Vegas?”

Tyler, the asshole, waved a hand like he hadn’t just singlehandedly imploded my life. “Vegas is the reason we hired her. It was the only leg of the US tour that wasn’t a clusterfuck.”

“So that twenty-k we had to shell out to the club at the Desert Island was what?” Jesse, our bassist, shook his head. “Just a day in the life?”

“And don’t forget the forty-k we had to give those fuckers who started it all,” Chase, our lead vocalist, grumbled. “Thank fuck they agreed to sign NDAs.”

We were all sitting around in the practice room at Chase’s Beverly Hills home. The room had been like a second home for most of us—it was where we wrote most of our songs, worked out any kinks in our music, and bonded like the dysfunctional family we were. And it worked for us. Unlike a lot of other bands, we’d managed to stick together for over a decade without any major rifts.

Until now.

“They’re just fucking lucky the girls decided not to press charges.” Noah, our drummer, snorted before elbowing Chase. “Not to mention the fact that your sister gave that one douche a bloody nose.”

Jesse grinned. “That’s my girl.”

Noah smirked back at Jesse. “Your girl has a way of extinguishing hotheads. How many times did she pour water on your head while we were touring, Chase?”

Chase scowled. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Yeah.” Noah nodded solemnly. “I wouldn’t either. Not easy to admit that your sister can kick your ass.”

“Guys, guys.” Tyler clapped his hands. “Can we get this meeting back on track? I got shit to do after I rein you toddlers in.”

“Speaking of toddlers, which Montoya sister are you seeing tonight?” Noah blinked exaggeratedly.

Tyler stared at Noah for a long moment then turned back to me. “It’s a done deal. Contracts have been signed. Kelly Evers is the opening act for the European leg of the Corruption Tour. Deal with it.”

“That’s fucked up, and you know it.” I stared back at Tyler, numb from head to toe. Was this what an out-of-body experience felt like? “Kelly and I are toxic. How could you not run it past us? You know the history we have.”

“Yeah,” Noah piped up again. “We all have issues with Kelly. I mean technically she only screwed Xander. But by extension, she’s fucked all of us over. One for all and all for one. Right, guys?”

“Yeah,” the rest of the band chorused.

“I don’t know what to tell you all.” Tyler raised his palms like he was an innocent victim. “You guys didn’t want any part of approving your opening acts. And this is where we are. Kelly has signed the contract. The label and tour production company approved it. Media releases have gone out. This is happening.”

The guys quieted, and I felt their gazes on me like a physical presence.

I was wrong.

Maybe this was what an out-of-body experience felt like. Just all kinds of wrong and surreal.

Tyler talked some more about tour dates and what the Europe leg would look like. But I wasn’t really paying attention. I couldn’t. All I could think was how I was going to have to be around Kelly for the next three months. Hearing her voice. Seeing her prance around backstage with that huge ass rock on her finger. Watching her make out with her asshole manager/fiancé.

How was this my life?

We’d finally made it big. Had control of so much of our professional life that every other band wished they could replicate. How had we let this one detail fall through our fingers?

Finally Tyler left, so obvious as he avoided looking directly at me.

“Look at the bright side.” Chase clapped his hands. “At least we know our opening act will only be a shitshow backstage. The one good thing about Kelly Evers is that she’s a total professional onstage.”

“Yeah.” Noah nodded along. “I bet she won’t projectile vomit on the audience like that one act in Tampa. Fuck, that was nasty. We had to pause the show and get ambulances and a hazmat team in because the first three rows started puking on each other. Good times.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to do it,” I muttered numbly. “I spent our entire time in Vegas drunk out of my mind. I can’t do that the whole tour. I’m too old—my liver can’t take it.”

“We can limit the amount of time you’re around her.” Chase ran a hand through his hair. “Kelly won’t be allowed in our private greenroom. We’ll just keep you guys apart. Do our kickoff shot in our greenroom with just the band.”

“We can make sure she has separate accommodations, flights, vehicles. Whatever it takes.” Jesse shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck if it costs us more out of pocket. Your mental health is worth it to me.”

“Me too,” Chase agreed.

“Yeah.” Noah nodded. “I wonder if we can get her downgraded to coach. Fuck, I’d love to see that. Fancy, blinged out princess Kelly Evers sitting back in coach with the plebs.”

“Plebs?” Chase frowned. “Where the hell did you get a word like that?”

“I don’t know.” Noah shrugged. “It’s something your sister said. Did I use it wrong or something?”

“Fuck if I know.” Chase shook his head.

Jesse laughed. “Maybe stay away from words you don’t know the meaning of. We don’t need you accidentally complimenting Kelly. You know how she gets about that shit.”

“Deee-va.” Noah groaned. “Remember that one time she screamed at that waiter in New York because he’d called her ma’am? I thought he was gonna piss himself.”

Honestly, it was tough to recall the specific episode. There’d been so many. I’d paid so many waiters, assistants, drivers, etc. huge tips to make up for Kelly’s Prima donna attitude. Dating Kelly had definitely cost me—in more ways than one.

This tour was going to be a shitshow.

And I’d be damned if she put our people through that bullshit.

I groaned again and scrubbed my hands over my face. “From now on, we get final approval on all acts appearing on tour with us. I don’t care what concessions we have to give up to make it happen. We’ve let this slide long enough. Both the label and our production company has screwed us over one too many times. It was a novelty when it was just about the stupid curse, but this is way over the line. And I want to see a copy of her contract. Anything we can do the make sure she stays in line, I want to know.”

Chase nodded. “And hey, maybe there’s some exit clause we can evoke and get her booted before the end of the tour. It’s worth looking into.”

“I doubt anyone put in a behavior clause in her contract. Her diva-ness is known far and wide.” Jesse rocked back on his heels.

Chase hitched a shoulder. “Still worth looking into, I think.”

Jesse nodded. “And hey, you don’t have to even see her during our downtime.”

“What downtime?” I frowned.

“Yeah, I kinda thought you went all Charlie Brown when Tyler was droning on.” Jesse laughed. “We don’t have any consecutive concerts. We have at least a whole day between shows, sometimes more than one if we’re also traveling. Chase here made it a condition after the shitshow of the US dates. Someone wants quality time in Europe. Pretty sure it’s just his cheap-ass way of saving on a honeymoon with the missus.”

Chase chucked a throw pillow from the sofa he was sitting on at Jesse’s head. “Fuck off.”

“It’s not like Jesse’s really complaining.” Noah grinned. “Anyone want in on the pool of him proposing to Ella while we’re on tour? I’ve got Italy in June.”

“Fuck that. He’s not proposing to my sister.” Chase scowled. “I’ve only just got used to the thought of them being together. They’re not ready for marriage. I’m not ready for them to get married.”

Jesse pulled a sucker out of his pocket, ripped off the wrapper, and shoved the bright red pop into his mouth. “Pretty sure you don’t get a vote on that.”

Chase stared Jesse down. But it didn’t cower Jesse in the least. He just calmly raised an eyebrow in response and continued to slurp on his sucker.

“I’ve got France.”

Everyone swung around to stare at me in confusion.

“In the proposal pool,” I clarified. “I’ve got France.”

Noah ducked his head and read a piece of paper in his hands. “Hey, that’s not bad. We’re probably in France for at least three days. I bet you’re right.”

“Can I see that?” I asked, nodding at the paper.

Noah passed it over, and I skimmed the document. The guys were right. We didn’t have any consecutive shows. If we played a city more than one night, we had a day of relief in between. Damn, what the hell was I going to do with all this downtime?

And the locations! We were playing Ireland for almost two weeks before switching over to the UK for a week, onto the continent for six weeks, then a few Baltic countries before hitting England one more time to close it all out. Three months in Europe and almost half that was downtime? It would’ve been the perfect tour but for the cloud hanging over my head.

Kelly Evers.

Together again.

Fuck my life.

I felt Chase hovering over my shoulder. “I’ve got England at the start of the tour.” After a beat, he looked up and blinked when he found us all staring at him. “What?”

I laughed under my breath as I swapped the itinerary for my beer. “You went from ‘he’s not allowed to propose to my sister’ to ‘I’ve got England’ pretty damn fast.”

Chase hitched a shoulder. “What can I say? I needed a minute to wrap my head around it.”

“Wait, does this mean I have your blessing?” Jesse sat up with a jolt.

Chase shrugged. “Sure. I think you guys make sense. I’ve come around to having you a permanent member of our family. Not like you weren’t before. Just don’t do any of that gross kissing shit or grabbing her ass or any part of her really. Maybe sit on opposite sides of the table. But sure, you got my blessing.”

“Wow. Thanks, bro. That means a lot.” Jesse grinned at him. After a few seconds he got a dazed look in his eyes. “Holy shit, I’ve got to propose to her. What the hell am I supposed to say? I’ve got to buy a ring. I don’t know how to do any of this! Fuck me.”

Chase bounded up from our sofa and flopped down next to Jesse to wrap an arm around him. Soon they were whispering together.

Both Chase and Jesse had found their person. Meanwhile, I was living the plot to some screwed up Rom-Com where the one girlfriend I’d spent almost a decade trying to get over had popped up in my life again. Like Michael Myers. Just when I thought she was finally out of my life, she was fucking back again.

Only this time wearing an engagement ring from someone else.

Noah settled onto the couch on my other side and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Looks like it’s just you and me on the singles team. Again.”

I laughed lightly as I nodded. “You won’t hear me complaining. We’ve had some good times on tour together while these two were all wifed up.”

“You ain’t lying.” Noah leaned forward and grabbed his beer off the coffee table in front of us. “And Europe will be just as awesome. You’ll see.”

I grinned back at Noah and shook my head. He was like a brother to me—even when my actual brother had been my guitar tech years ago. “Too bad Liam can’t be on the road with us. We’d have hella fun with him in Europe.”

“Can you imagine that asshole in Amsterdam?” Noah huffed a laugh.

“We’re not playing Amsterdam this year.”

Noah raised his eyebrows. “And whose fault is that?”

“Hey, I’m not the one who swung on the cop.” I raised my palms in innocence despite the beer in my right hand.

“But you are the one who was making out with the bastard’s girlfriend. Which was why he swung on you. I just jumped in to defend your honor.”

I tipped my head in acknowledgement. “They did have a pretty nice jail though. Felt more like a dorm room than a jail cell.”

“And good food, too.”

I rolled my eyes even as I laughed. Christ, that had been a clusterfuck. And one of the few times I’d been happy to see Tyler when he’d finally showed up to get us out.

“Hey, how’s Liam doing now? He still clean?”

My shoulder twitched, and I had to shake out my arms before I could respond. “Yeah. Yeah, he’s doing okay. He’s got a sponsor, some old dude who was a roadie for Metallica back in the day. I guess they bonded over guitars or something. But yeah. He’s doing good. Better anyhow.”

“That’s good, man. Glad to hear it.”

I sat back and stared at the ceiling. Just the reminder of my brother was enough to make my skin feel itchy. Like I had to do something. Fix something.

But it was too damn late to fix anything. My brother was already broken. And I’d been the one holding the hammer that broke him.

Fuck. I had to think about something else. Anything else.

Noah rolled his head to the side and tipped his chin at me. “Remember that one night I had a blonde, brunette, and a redhead all competing in the blowjob Olympics?”

I snorted. “You’re so fucking lucky I knew the Heimlich.”

Noah had been so panicked; he’d raced up and down the aisle of the bus screaming, ‘she’s choking on her dick!’ Turned out ‘her dick’ was a banana the girls had been deepthroating. Only hers had broken off and lodged in her throat.

“That banana flew across the bus. I wonder if anyone ever found it.” Noah laughed and smacked my shoulder. “Good times, man. Good times. And Europe will be just as fun. You’ll see.”

I didn’t say anything as I tipped my beer back.

Honestly, life on the road was starting to grate on me. Especially as I watched both Chase and Jesse settle down. Chase had given up women and booze, which was saying a lot. And Jesse had also given up smoking for his woman. They’d both grown up seemingly overnight.

Meanwhile, I was exchanging blowjob Olympics stories with Noah.

When had I turned into that guy?

Even my brother had figured his shit out. Mostly.

Fuck me. Something had to change. And fast.
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Harper Grey

Van Nuys Airport

California

I was so freaking nervous. Every other tour, even internationally, I was with the other rank and file on a commercial plane. Even when it was my job to get to locations before the band, I was still on United. I mean I wasn’t going to complain, business class was still nice, but it wasn’t this.

Today I’d been invited to fly with the band and their manager on their private jet. The Tin Gods owned a Dassault Falcon 900 that could seat a dozen in addition to flight crew… I might’ve Googled it.

Which meant in addition to the four band members, their two significant others, their manager, Tyler—sigh—and my boss, Wes, there were still up to four seats up for grabs. And one of them was mine!

As my Uber pulled up to the airport, I tried not to leave a nose print on his window. But we were here! I was really flying on a private jet. Oh my god!

After I grabbed all my bags from my Uber, I made my way to the entrance, prepared for a long wait on an uncomfortable bench. But the sight of my boss, Wes Tippmann, talking on his cell phone nearby had me hesitating. I didn’t want to interrupt, but I wanted to be helpful if he needed something.

I lingered on the edge of approaching him, twisting on the balls of my feet, when he spotted me.

“Harper! Over here!”

Wincing, I pivoted again and tried to smile as I waved at Wes. I crossed the short distance just in time to catch the end of his call.

“Of course Harper is here. She’s my right hand.” Pause. Then it was Wes’ turn to pivot as he hunched over his phone. “No, I’m not going to talk to you when you’re being like this. Tell the kids I’ll call them when I land. I don’t care, Vanessa. Call me when you grow the fuck up.”

Awkward.

Should I ask him if he was okay? Pretend like nothing had happened? Usually I was more decisive in my work life, but it was safe to say I’d never been in this situation before. I’d always thought Wes’ relationship was rock solid.

He’d been the talk of a lot of women on the road over the years. Wes had that whole silver fox allure. But I’d never seen him waver in the face of temptation. And to me, Wes had always been a mentor. Never as a sexual anything.

For the past year and a half, those thoughts had been focused on the band’s manager, Tyler Worthington. Gah. Now there was a man who could make me melt.

“Sorry about that, Harper.” Wes finally looked up at me as I hovered in indecision.

I gave him a weak smile in return. “No problem. I’m early. But you know me, annoyingly punctual and always prepared.”

Wes shook his head. “That’s why I hired you after your internship. No one else in music is as reliable as you.”

I dipped my head in acknowledgement. And that was why I’d taken the job. Wes always had something positive to say about me and my work. He was an awesome boss. I just hoped whatever was going on wouldn’t end that.

I cleared my throat. “Any last-minute details we need to nail down? I know we have time before the flight.”

“There’s always last-minute details.” Wes scrubbed a hand over his face. “But nothing we have to worry about now.” He dropped his hand with a sigh. “I feel like I should apologize. I’m going through some things at home, and I know that doesn’t have anything to do with you, but my wife thinks it does. Please let me know if she calls you or tries to get in touch with you in any way.”

My eyes widened, and I nodded mutely. Wes’ wife really worried about me? I looked down at my five foot nothing frame currently clad in yoga pants and a loose tee.

“Or you could just tell her that nothing’s going on between the two of you because Harper is seeing Xander.” Noah’s voice came from behind me, and then he wrapped an arm around my shoulders, slouching next to me.

“What?” The size of Wes’ eyes rivaled mine as he looked from Noah to me. “Since when?”

“The end of the US leg of the tour,” Noah answered for me. “Harper didn’t tell you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Why would I?”

“Right.” Noah patted my shoulder. “She was worried you’d see it as unprofessional. But I think, given how the tour went, you can see that’s nothing to be concerned about.”

I distinctly remembered Xander doing a body shot off a groupie at the end of the tour to the raucous cheers of Noah and the rest of the crew. Not a scene I’d call professional. Especially since he was apparently my boyfriend at the time.

I knew the same thought was playing in Wes’ mind as he turned to me. “Harper, is this true? You’re seeing Xander Lang?”

“Of course it is.” The words came out of my mouth without a thought. I nodded to really underscore my statement. “Totally true.”

Noah squeezed my shoulders to stabilize me. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. And since we’re going back on the road, they decided not to hide their relationship anymore. Especially since Kelly Evers is opening for us.”

I winced.

I’d been against the decision when it’d been brought up during our last meeting, but everyone else had been adamant that she should open for the band. They all thought she’d done so well in Vegas, completely ignoring how broken Xander had been for days. Obviously, I’d disagreed, but I’d been outvoted.

And apparently now I was going to be Xander’s fake girlfriend since his ex was going on tour with us.

“Right.” Wes nodded. “Gotta say I’m surprised. Never thought I’d see the day that our straightlaced Harper fell under a rocker’s spell. But fuck me if it’s not good timing.” Wes blew out a breath like a load had been taken off his shoulders.

I blinked at the utter relief in Wes’ tone. “What?”

“Vanessa has been grumbling about how you’re always at my side. I don’t know. But uh, she’s been talking about separating. I guess she’s worried something was going on between you and me. Which is insane. I told her I only saw you as a sister.”

“Same.” My nose wrinkled. “One hundred percent friend-zoned and vice versa.” I gestured between me and Wes.

“Exactly.” He grinned. “But I guess after she saw those pictures of you out at a club with the band, she was worried…anyhow, she’ll be relieved to hear this.”

“And you’re okay with me dating someone in the band? It’s not against company policy or whatever?”

Wes hitched a shoulder. “It’s not ideal, I’ll grant you. But it’s rock and roll. It was bound to happen sooner or later. You’re an attractive, hard-working woman. Nice to know Xander’s not as stupid as I thought.”

“Thanks?” It felt like there was a compliment in there somewhere.

“And as long as your work gets done, I’ve got no issues with it.” Wes bent down and grabbed his bags. “You’re only young once, kiddo. And trust me, you’ll regret the opportunities you let slip through your fingers.”

I nodded. He’d said as much more than once. Like he thought I wasn’t living life hard enough or something. He of course didn’t know how hard my life had been before college. Sometimes safe and stable was the only choice to make.

Which was the opposite of what was happening right now.

“I’ll meet you two out there.” Wes held up his cell phone. “I might just give the wifey a little call before takeoff.”

“I—”

“Of course,” Noah cut me off. “We’ll see you on the plane!”

Noah grabbed my bags and steered me toward an exit.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed at him once we were clear of my boss.

“That was you doing the band a solid. Do you know how torn up Xander has been about this whole Kelly thing? He won’t say it, but he’s freaking the fuck out.”

I groaned. “For the record, I voted against it, but that doesn’t excuse you screwing with my life—with my job—for crying out loud! Do you know Wes could’ve fired me? This is like peak unprofessionalism. You guys are our clients. I can’t date a client. Oh god. This is a nightmare.”

“No, this is an opportunity.” Noah spun me around by my shoulders and made me face him. “You want to get Tyler’s attention? You want him to see you as a woman? Finally?”

“How do you know about that?” I asked numbly.

“Everyone but Tyler knows. You’re obvious as fuck. Fortunately, Tyler is oblivious as fuck, so it’s worked out so far.”

“That’s because he literally doesn’t see me.”

“Which should tell you something about Tyler. You can do way better, honestly. And hey, now you have! ‘Cause you’re with Xander.”

“Yeah, about that—does Xander know about your little scheme? Or are you just railroading everyone into doing what you think is best?”

“Well—”

“No groupies on the flight, Noah.” Tyler interrupted us. “How many times do we have to tell you? The plane is for the band and executives only.”

“She’s not a groupie.” Noah turned to Tyler with his arm comfortably wrapped around my shoulders. “This is Harper Grey. Our assistant tour manager. You’ve literally seen her a thousand times, Tyler. What the hell?”

“Oh sorry.” Tyler looked up from his phone and gave me an apologetic shrug. “I didn’t mean anything by that, Ms. Grey. Just with the way Noah had his arms around you, I assumed…”

I waved a hand between me and Noah. “He’s like my brother. All the guys are.”

“Except for Xander of course!” Noah cut in loudly. “There’s nothing incestuous about your feelings for Xander!”

I winced. Right. Xander. Because my life wasn’t complicated enough.

Tyler frowned. “What the hell are you talking about? Incestuous? Really, Noah? That’s disgusting.”

“I just mean since they’re dating and all.” Noah sent his manager an earnest look. “So she definitely doesn’t see Xander as a brother.”

Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse.

“Really?” Tyler asked. “Since when?”

This was getting so freaking complicated.

“The end of the US tour,” Noah answered confidently. “Or at least I’ve known that long. I’m sure they were together before I knew about it.”

Tyler’s eyes ran over my body like he was seeing me for the first time.

It was beyond uncomfortable, but I gave him a weak smile.

Tyler Worthington was finally seeing me, but for all the wrong reasons.

This was such a huge mistake.

Only at that same time, Wes came around the end of the building with a huge smile on his face.

I couldn’t let him down.

Wes had given me a chance when no one else had. He really was like a big brother to me. I didn’t want to let him down.

So I smiled weakly at Wes and Tyler.

The luster of flying on a private jet was gone. All I could think was that I’d lost my chance with Tyler. He’d never want to be with me now.

Not that I really ever had a chance to start.

Ugh.

Noah, probably sensing my funk, or worried I might change my mind, guided me to a plush leather seat in the back of the plane. As I sat, I noted numbly how comfortable it was, and with the spacing we’d be able to recline them and actually get some sleep on the plane.

Not that I’d be sleeping.

Noah knelt in front of my seat. “What’s going through that head of yours, Harper? You freaking out? I feel like you’re freaking out.”

“Of course I’m freaking out,” I hissed at him. “You told my boss that I’m sleeping with a client. That’s like peak unprofessionalism. Something, by the way, that used to be really important to me. And now my you-know-what thinks I’m a starfucker slutbag.”

“To be fair, I’m pretty sure he thinks that about most women. Like I said, you could do so much better. But that’s beside the point. You’re on his radar now. I guaran-fucking-tee you he’s interested to know what Xander sees in you and why he’s never noticed you until now. Trust me, this is a good thing.”

“Whatever. It’s not like I can change my mind. With Wes’ situation, we’re locked in now.”

A huge grin stretched across Noah’s face. He hopped up and did a ridiculous little dance that made me smile despite all the insanity going on. Then he clapped his hands and ducked down in front of me like a baseball catcher. “Great! Now all we have to do is convince Xander.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Xander

Usually I looked forward to our international tours. Something about knowing that people—literally all over the world—loved what we did so much they had to see us in person lit me up inside. The power from being onstage and having the audience sing my words back to me was everything. Nothing on earth could compare to the high I got from being onstage. And trust me, I’d tried most of the usual suspects. Coke, heroin, and even molly were all sad substitutes.

But I so didn’t want to get on that fucking plane today.

Kelly Evers was going to haunt my existence for the next three months. Backstage, sound checks, greenrooms—she’d be everywhere. And prancing around with that stupid ring. Rubbing it in my fucking face that she’d moved on, found someone else, was going to get married, have babies, and live happily fucking after.

She won, and I have to watch it all for the next three months.

“Pretty sure sheer will won’t make the plane run over her body.” Jesse’s voice came from somewhere behind me.

“What?” I turned around and watched him walk up to me, bags in hand and his gorgeous, blonde girlfriend at his side.

“You just looked like you were personally planning her death.” Jesse shrugged. “I mean, you know I’m down for a good time, but I gotta draw the line at premeditation. It’s best if it looks like an accident. Crime of passion or whatever. Or so I hear.”

A wry grin spread over my face.

“And definitely don’t try to hire someone,” Ella, Chase’s sister and Jesse’s girlfriend, piped up. “They almost always turn out to be undercover cops.”

“Noted.” I shook my head.

“And just so you know, I’m down to hide a body or whatever.” She stared me down with an intensity that gave me chills. “No one screws with my family and gets away with it.”

“Okay, crazy.” Jesse laughed lightly and patted her on the back. “Let’s not discuss actual murder plots out in the open, and especially not where the feds are within eyesight.”

My eyes moved to the custom agents crossing the tarmac a dozen yards away. “Right. Let’s get on the plane.”

Jesse led the way and said over his shoulder, “If it helps, she’s not on our plane. Chase and I made sure that wasn’t fucking happening.”

I tipped my head. “I appreciate it.”

When I stepped onto the plane, it felt like everyone was watching me. I tried to shake off the feeling, but it clung to me as I stepped past Jesse’s usual spot on the plane.

He slapped my back as I walked by. “It’ll be fine, bro. It could be worse. You could be the fucker marrying her.”

I didn’t even try to hide my shudder. “Fuck. Thanks for that.”

“Just trying to keep things in perspective.” Jesse grinned. “Murder plots aside.”

I shook my head as I walked toward the back of the plane.

Only my usual seat was taken up by a tiny blonde cherub who was staring at Noah like he’d stolen her puppy.

I didn’t even want to know what was going on there.

I pivoted to grab a different seat further up when Noah shouted my name.

“Xan! Get over here!”

I turned back with a frown. I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with Noah’s shenanigans today. I just wanted to put my headphones on and pretend to sleep. “What?”

“Come here.” Noah jerked his head toward Harper. “We’ve got a little situation and need your help.”

Of course Noah had a situation. I was surprised to hear that Harper had signed onto whatever insanity he’d fallen into. Harper had always struck me as a classy chick, someone who had their shit together and didn’t have time for Noah’s stupidity. What the hell was she doing sitting next to him?

After I tossed my backpack on an empty seat, I walked down the aisle to Noah. “What?”

“Wow. Nice to see you too, buddy.”

“What do you want, Noah? I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

“Okay. Sheesh. I just wanted to let you know that I solved your little Kelly problem.”

I blinked, jerking my head back. “What the fuck. How could you solve that?”

“Ouch.” Noah clutched his chest. “You could sound a little less skeptical. You’re hurting my feelings here.”

“Noah,” I barked. “Just get on with it already. What the fuck did you do?”

“I got you a beard.”

“Oh my god, Noah,” Harper hissed as she slapped his arm. “Do not call me that. It’s offensive.”

Dread slithered down my spine. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Harper gaped at me, her mouth opening and closing a few times, but no sound actually escaped.

Noah’s eyes bounced from her to me and back then the fucker giggled. “Oh yeah. You guys definitely need to spend some time together if you’re going to make this even a little bit believable.”

“Make. What. Believable?” I said through gritted teeth.

“Noah told Wes that you and I were a couple,” Harper said quickly and almost under her breath—I had to strain to hear her. “That we’ve been seeing each other since the last few stops on the US tour.”

Considering what I’d done—who I’d done—as we wound our way through the Pacific Northwest, that definitely hadn’t been true. Some of it was a blur, but I’d remember doing Harper.

Pretty sure.

I turned to my former friend. “Why the fuck would you say that?”

“Because Wes hit a rough patch in his marriage. Apparently the missus doesn’t like the amount of time he’s spending with our tiny pixie here and thinks something is going on between them.”

Harper shook her head vigorously. “I would never.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Noah waved a hand. “We all know you and Shay could be poster girls for the Good Girls Club. Or at least you could. Since she married Chase, I’m pretty sure Shay had to give up her Good Girl Card. Do you have cards or do you just recognize fellow members by sight?”

“Noah!” I barked. “Focus. Why the fuck did you get me involved in this bullshit? Why didn’t you just say you were dating her?”

“Like anyone would believe that. I spent the last year hitting on Harper, and she won’t even give me the time of day. Well, I mean aside from her work required duties. You know what I mean.” He waved a hand. “And this helps solve your whole Kelly drama.”

“Really?” I blinked. “Sounds to me like you got me tied up in a whole new round of drama.”

“No, think about it.” Noah pushed to the edge of his seat and leaned forward intently. “Kelly is prancing around with that rock on her hand, but we all know what’s going to happen. She’s going to want to hitch her star to your wagon again. Guaran-fucking-teed.”

I nodded slowly. It wouldn’t be the first time it’d happened. Kelly and I had been on and off so often most of the guys needed to check if we were together before they shit talked her.

Noah’s voice ripped me from my retrospective. “Unless that’s something you want to happen…”

“Fuck no. Never again. And please give me a lobotomy if I try.”

Noah smiled smugly. “That’s what I thought.”

“But I don’t think I need a beard to get through the next couple of months. No offense, Harper.”

She looked away and said faintly, “None taken.”

“Come on, man.” Noah entreated. “You know it makes sense. And what’s the downside? You have a gorgeous woman on your arm, keep Kelly away, and you help a friend out. Harper here wants to get on T’s radar, and apparently that hasn’t happened.”

“Noah!” Harper hissed. “Why would you tell him that? Why? He didn’t need to know.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “Of course he does. How is he going to help T see you if he doesn’t know what direction to point you when you’re all dolled up on a night out? Xan is a killer wingman. He’ll hook you up. You’re good as golden now.”

I rubbed my temples. “I’m getting a headache. This is so much weird information to take in.”

“I can totally hook you up with that lobotomy if you want.” Noah grinned.

I sighed. “I think I’m good.”

“Feel free to forget everything Noah said about me,” Harper muttered from behind her hands as she hid from us. “Is it possible to actually die from embarrassment? I’m asking for a friend, obviously.”

I couldn’t help the smile curving my lips. She really was fucking cute. Totally not my type. Kelly was a tall, slim brunette with tiny curves that I don’t think could technically be called curves. Harper, on the other hand, was like five foot nothing, blonde, and stacked in a way that was impossible to ignore. Despite not technically being my type, she might’ve starred in one or two of my fantasies while I was in the shower.

But where Kelly had to be the center of attention at all times, Harper was fine blending into the background. When she wasn’t barking orders, of course. And everyone respected her, unlike Kelly. My ex had burned more than her share of bridges within our circle.

I tilted my head as I looked at Noah. His shit-eating grin said he knew exactly what I was thinking. Damn him.

He hopped up with that grin still in place. “I’ll just let you two crazy kids spend some time together. Just remember, there are eyes everywhere.”

Harper’s hands fell back into her lap as she whispered, “Noah! Get back here!”

But he just gave her a chipper little pretend tip of the hat, then slapped my back as he skipped down the aisle to a free seat.

Ass.

I stood in front of Harper and looked down at her, seeing her in a whole new light. “T, huh? I kinda thought you had better taste than that.”

Her eyes bulged. “Oh my god. This is mortifying. Just please, kill me now. Save us all the embarrassment of the next three months because there’s no way anyone’s going to believe I’m with you.”

I dropped down into Noah’s empty seat and turned to face her. “What makes you say that?”

“I mean, come on.” Harper scoffed. “You’re you. You’ve been on magazine covers and in tabloid headlines. You have stan accounts dedicated to your hair. My own dad can’t remember my birthday. He might call a week or two later if I’m lucky. One time he called six months late.”

“That sucks. What about your mom? Does she call on time?”

Harper stared down at her lap and fiddled with her seatbelt. “Nah, she took off when I was in kindergarten. Haven’t heard from her since.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” She heaved a sigh and sat back in her seat, clearly trying to relax. “What about you? Your parents still in the picture?”

“Oh yeah.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Ma calls me at least once a week to make sure I’m still eating my vegetables. And my dad is the one always asking when I’m gonna find a nice girl to settle down with. They got married in their twenties and have been together almost forty years.”

“Wow. That’s pretty special.”

“Yeah. Not a lot of people have what they have. It’s probably why I kept trying to make it work with Kelly. I wanted what my parents had—still have.” I tilted my head as I thought over what I’d just said. “I never thought about it like that before. Huh.”

Harper smiled back at me but didn’t say anything.

And honestly? It was nice. She didn’t feel the need to fill every pause or break with endless chatter. Some women either told me way too much about themselves or fawned all over me. Harper did neither.

A voice came over the loudspeaker. “Looks like we have everyone.” The captain waved from the small doorway into the cockpit. “Welcome aboard. Flight time to Belfast is just under ten hours, with our arrival estimated around noon local time. Current weather on the Emerald Isle is rainy with highs in the low sixties. Let’s get rolling. All hail the Tin Gods!”

“Hail!” everyone shouted back before the chatter picked up.

I looked over at Harper, whose eyes were huge as she took in everything.

The plane jostled before rolling forward.

The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker again. “Crew, arm doors and cross check.”

A flight attendant hurried up the aisle, pausing to meet my eyes and giving me an inviting smile.

I wanted to say her name was Sabrina…or was it Savannah? Shit, I should probably remember considering we’d hooked up more than once. I inclined my head in response but didn’t give her my patented come on over look.

She tilted her head, her eyes passing over Harper sitting next to me before her professional veneer returned. Sabrina/Savannah hurried on up the aisle and met the other attendant and they started the preflight safety spiel.

Like everyone else, I’d heard it so many times, I could probably recite it myself. But still, I kept my mouth politely shut even as my eyes roved over the blonde at my side. Unlike me, Harper was transfixed by the lecture. Her eyes followed the flight attendants as they gestured to the doors, and I swore her lips moved as she counted the number of rows between us and the front exit.

“I thought you’ve flown before. Like a lot. Before every new leg, right?” I asked. Harper hadn’t traveled with us on the buses since she’d been promoted to assistant tour manager. Now she flew to the next location ahead of us to troubleshoot the locations in advance of our arrival.

Harper hunched in her seat, her shoulders rising to her ears. “What? I just like to be prepared. You try getting on a plane again after taking a ride down the inflatable slide. It’s only sheer willpower that got me to walk up those stairs. Well, that and knowing how long it’d take a boat to get me to Europe. No, thank you.”

“Seriously? You’ve been in a plane crash? When?”

Harper gave a quick shake of her head. “It was a few years back. Our landing gear didn’t deploy correctly. I guess when you fly as much as I do, it’s bound to happen sooner or later. And trust me, you wanna know exactly how far you are from the exits when that happens.”

“Fuck yeah. That’s intense. Sorry for teasing you.”

“You weren’t the first, you probably won’t be the last.”

I inclined my head. Harper was an interesting woman. Amazing tits aside, the fact that she’d kept doing this job despite her obvious fear of flying was impressive as fuck. I had mad respect for her.

The plane picked up speed. Noting the way her hands griped the armrests—and now knowing her flight history—I tried to distract her. “So Tyler, huh? You know you can do way better than that douche, right?”
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Harper

Oh god. Mortification swept over me. Why did Noah have to tell him that?

I wanted to pretend that I hadn’t heard him, but the tilt of Xander’s head told me he wasn’t likely to let this one go. I shrugged, uncomfortably. “You can’t help who you fall for. And it’s not like anything’s going to happen. He doesn’t see me that way. He’s never seen me that way.”

“It doesn’t help that he’s still being photographed with the Montoya twins.” Xander stroked his beard. “I haven’t figured out what that’s about. Is he representing them? Dating one or both of them? To be honest, I haven’t really paid much attention, but I can find out for you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to—”

“Isn’t that what this whole thing is about? You scratch my back, I scratch yours?”

My teeth shut with a snap that only I heard, and some of the pleasure of having all of Xander’s focus slowly leaked out of me. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t some rando fangirl. I’d worked with these guys for years.

But Xander was different.

He had this quiet intensity that was magnetic in a totally different way from Chase. Chase had a bit of Noah’s crazy energy that made you feel like the sun was shining down on you when he paid you the smallest amount of attention. I might’ve been slightly attracted to Chase when I first started working with the band. But that’d fallen by the wayside way before he’d met his wife, Shay.

Xander was the one guy in the group I hadn’t spent much time with. Probably because I didn’t have to chase him down like I did the other three.

Sure, Xander was a fuckboy, but could you blame him? Women literally threw themselves at him on a regular basis. Because in addition to that whole rock star thing, he was crazy hot. Six foot three and muscular with longish wavy hair sometimes up in a manbun and always rocking a mad case of stubble. Combine all that with his quiet intensity, and he got more than his share of panties wet.

I cleared my throat. “Right. Back scratching. Totally.”

“You seem less sure of yourself than normal. Gotta say it’s kinda weird.” Xander wet his lower lip. “I’m used to ball-busting Harper Grey. The woman who made that promoter in Tucson cry. What happened to her?”

“If memory serves, that was a man. And he totally deserved it. The asshole had cornered one of our sound techs and was inches away from shoving his tongue down her throat. Also, is it technically a tongue lashing when I used my knee?”

Xander laughed. “I meant what happened to ball-busting Harper Grey, but it looks like she’s found her way to the surface again. And I know Gabby was glad you were there. I’m just pissed I wasn’t. Would’ve loved to have watched you take him down. Heard he fell over just like a redwood.”

“I notice you don’t mention actually helping out in that scenario.”

“You had it under control.” Xander shrugged. “And I can guarantee, no one has underestimated you since.”

I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say to that.

Xander sat back and gave me a sidelong stare that made me uncomfortable. Like he could see everything I’d spent so long hiding from everyone. “So I guess we need to do the whole get-to-know-you thing if we want to sell this, right?”

“Okay. I guess.” Honestly I was still in shock that we were in this mess. “What do you want to know?”

“Is this what you want to do for the rest of your life?”

“Wow.” I laughed uncomfortably. “No soft rolling the getting-to-know-you phase, huh? You just dive straight into what’s the meaning of life kinda questions. Sheesh.”

“Well I kinda know the basic shit.”

“You do not. We’ve had maybe a dozen conversations in the eight years I’ve been with Black Hat Productions. And most of those were generic how’s the weather b.s.”

Xander raised his eyebrows. “You’re an only child. Your dad still lives alone in Las Vegas, gambling his life away. You went to college at Loyola Marymount University in LA, so I’m guessing you’re Catholic, but maybe not deeply religious considering the crowd you keep now. You love Tom Hanks movies and chocolate. I didn’t know about your mom, but in my defense, you never talk about her.” Xander paused and tilted his head. “How am I doing so far?”

“I’m kinda creeped out to be honest. How do you know all that? I didn’t tell you any of it.”

“What can I say? I’m a lurker.”

I laughed. It was hard to imagine Xander taking in all that information about me. “Okay, touché. And as for your original question, I don’t know. I went to school for marketing and kinda fell into this life. I did an internship for Wes back in college and we got along like peas and carrots. He’s the brother I never had. I’m detail oriented and not afraid to make waves to get shit done. I don’t have anything tying me down, so life on the road made sense at first. So yeah. I guess. I’m happy with what I’ve built so far. What about you?”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Is this all you thought it would be? Do you have any regrets getting into the rock lifestyle?”

“Only every fucking day.”

All the levity of my teasing fell away. “What? Why?”

“If I wasn’t me, doing what I do, my brother, Liam, never would’ve ended up an addict.”

I closed my eyes and mentally cursed myself. I hadn’t been with Black Hat when Liam had toured with his brother, but the story was well known. He’d been hired onto a tour as a guitar tech. Everybody loved the guy, but Liam had quickly fallen into the party scene. It hadn’t ended well—hospital stay, cops, headlines. I was pretty sure he’d overdosed at least once.

And it hurt me viscerally to hear that all this time Xander blamed himself. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“It is true. I have to live with the fact that I was the one who introduced him to this life. I gave him his first bump of coke. I introduced him to the kind of people he couldn’t trust. That’s all on me.”

“I know it’s hard to hear, but he probably would’ve fell into the habit one way or another. Yes, you were just the one to introduce him to it, but he’s the one who kept using. You shouldn’t blame yourself for his choices.”

Xander sat back and shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I lived for eighteen years with a degenerate gambler.” I pushed away from the buttery leather seat and leaned forward toward Xander. “I know more than my share about addictive behavior. I could tell you stories about my childhood that would make your stomach churn. Because my dad didn’t care about anything like he cared about chasing his next bet, the next sure thing. That shit is genetic and toxic. It’s an illness. And it’s definitely not your fault.”

Xander nodded, and I saw a sheen in his eyes that he was quick to blink away. But I didn’t comment about it either.

“So you wanna try again? Is this what you want to do for the rest of your life?”

Xander turned to me and smiled wanly. “I couldn’t imagine doing anything else.”

I smiled back at him. “Now that’s an answer.”

“We have reached cruising altitude,” the captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker, crushing the façade of our intimacy. “The crew will be coming around in a little bit with some dinner selections. You are free to move around the cabin, but I remind you that if you are sitting, please keep your seatbelt fastened for your own safety, please.”

“Oh wow.” I looked around the cabin and took in all the people chatting, listening to headphones, or napping. “I’d kinda forgotten we were even on a plane.”

Xander smirked. “You’re welcome. So what’s your drink of choice? Lemon Drops like Ella and Shay? Or are you a Cosmo girl?”

“Sangria actually.”

“Nice. We’ll have to find some excellent sangria when we’re in Spain. I think we have like a week there.”

“I know. I can’t wait. I’m really looking forward to having some paella and sangria.”

“Aren’t you going to ask about my drink of choice?” Xander asked with an affronted expression.

“Come on. Everyone knows you’re a slut for tequila.”

His bark of laughter had everyone swiveling around to stare at us at the back of the plane. “Fucking hell. You’re not wrong.”

“From what I remember of our last European tour, you might have a hard time finding your precious tequila at some of our stops.”

“I guess I’ll have to find something else to bring out my slutty behavior.”

My cheeks heated and I dropped my gaze to my lap. Between Xander’s intense stare and the rest of the plane wondering what we were talking about, I was so flustered. I wasn’t used to having so many eyes on me. That was what the guys did—lived for, even. Me, I was very happy to stick to the shadows and make sure that everything kept chugging along.

“Harper.” Wes’ voice came from above me, and I jerked my head up to find my boss standing in the aisle in front of us. “Can we have a word, please?”

Why did I agree to Noah’s stupid plan? I was shit at lying. My dad had always known when I’d stolen money out of his wallet and tucked it away so we could make rent at the end of the month.

What came out of my mouth was a croak, followed by a weak, “Sure.”

“Wes,” Xander interjected before I could stand up. “If this is about Harper and my’s relationship—”

Wes waved a hand. “It’s not. Whatever you two get up to in your downtime is none of my business. Harper and I have a few tour details to nail down. And I’d like to talk through it now so she can enjoy the rest of the flight. Harper?”

Relief swept through me. I gave Xander a weak smile as I stood up and followed Wes to his seat toward the middle of the plane. He sat in a buttery brown leather recliner, and I took the seat next to him.

“Oh. I forgot to grab my phone.” I moved to stand when Wes stopped me.

“You don’t need to take notes for this. I just wanted to chat about responsibilities and a few other things.”

“Okay.” I sank back into the seat as the back of my neck prickled. That didn’t sound ominous at all. We’d done this long enough we were like a well-oiled machine—anticipating each other’s needs, finishing each other’s sentences. What responsibilities could we possibly have to discuss?

“Again, I want to apologize for what happened with my wife on the phone earlier. We’ve been going through some things, and I think life on the road is wearing on us.”

I shook my head. “Like you said, it’s none of my business. I just hope that you’re okay.”

“Thanks, Harper. I appreciate it. It’s…I think my days on the road are coming to an end. And that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Oh,” I said weakly as another sense of doom swept over me. He was closing the company.

“I’m thinking of taking a step back,” Wes went on, all but confirming my fears. “And as such, I want you to take the lead on this tour.”

“What?” I couldn’t have heard that correctly. He was promoting me?

“I am clearly needed back home. There’s work I can catch up on at the office while my wife and I work through things. So I’ll handle the home front, and I’ll send Marisol over to take your old duties—head to locations the day before with the trucks, troubleshoot setup, and whatever else you need her for. I’ve already sent her an email. Her flight leaves in a few hours. And once we land, you’ll take the tour manager role.”

“Wow.” This was a lot to take in. “I uh, I know I’ve worked with you for years, but remind me would that involve what exactly? My new role.”

“Mostly make sure the guys show up when and where they’re supposed to. Make sure accommodation, meals, and services are satisfactory. Help with passport and immigration issues. I want you to be the contact person for all the venues, accommodations, media outlets, and vendors. If this goes the way I’m planning, you will be the new tour manager for the Tin Gods and Black Hat Productions for all future tours.”

Crazy squirrels were currently screaming for joy in my head, but somehow that didn’t feel appropriate at the moment. Oh my god.

Oh my god! I was going to be tour manager for the Tin Gods.

Me. Tour Manager. Me!

“I don’t know what to say.” By some miracle, my voice came out even.

“Well, I hope you’ll say yes.” Wes sat back and smiled at me. “I’ve worked with you for almost a decade now, ever since you were a scared little intern afraid to speak up. And look at you now. You’re going to run a worldwide tour for one of the biggest bands in the industry. You got this. I believe in you.”

“Thanks, Wes.” It felt like a verbal hug from an older brother. I got a little choked up for a second.

“And honestly, it’s nice to know that you finally have someone in your corner who supports you. I worried about you, always shouldering your burdens yourself, no one to lean on.” He moved his shoulders against the back of the recliner. “Now that I’ve had time to think about it, you and Xander make sense. There’s no one else here who I believe is worthy of you. You’re an amazing woman, Harper. And I’m glad Xander has finally seen it.”

All this sudden praise made me uncomfortable. I didn’t hear much of it growing up, and I didn’t know what to do with all these emotions coursing through me. Happiness, embarrassment, anxiety over the lie. It all tangled up inside me and left me itchy for lack of a better word.

Unworthy was the other word circling my brain.

Was I getting this opportunity because of Xander somehow?

“I, uh—”

“You don’t need to say anything. I know you well enough by now to know that you don’t like compliments and praise. Just know that you deserve this. And that I’m happy for you—both of you. I hope you two work out.”

“Thanks, Wes.”

“And if you guys break up or any of them give you a hard time, just say the word. I have zero problems putting spoiled rock stars in their place. I’m on your side, and I’ll always be on your side. No matter what.”

Warmth spread through my heart and beyond. Gah. Wes Tippman was the best man I knew. “Thanks, Wes.”

“My return flight leaves soon after we reach Belfast. But you know you can call me day or night with any questions, and obviously you can email or text too. Even though I’m partly making these changes because of my marriage, I don’t want you to ever think you can’t call me. Vanessa’s baggage has nothing to do with you or mine and your relationship. Just know that I’m in your corner and I wholeheartedly believe you got this.”

“Again, thank you, Wes. It means so much to me that you’ve picked me for the role. I swear I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t. You’ve been trained by the best.” He gave me a proud smile that I felt all the way to my toes. “But for now, I’ll let you get back to your man.”

Oh right. My fake relationship with Xander Lang. Sheesh. I really needed to remember that bit.








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Xander

“Xan? Do you want breakfast? We’re landing soon.”

I couldn’t place the soft voice that came from somewhere nearby.

Blearily, I blinked several times and the familiar interior of the band’s private plane came into focus. Tans and whites with darker brown leather and wood accents surrounded me. And Harper was still sitting in the recliner next to me. But unlike me, she was upright, smiling, and eating.

She looked way too cheerful for whatever time it was.

Lethargy weighed my limbs down. Honestly, I didn’t know which way was up. It didn’t help that I’d been woken up in the middle of my usual nightmare—the one where I was onstage on the other side of the world and got the call that Liam had OD’ed for the last time.

Scrubbing my hands over my face, I tried like hell to let go of the mental images. But the dream haunted me. I’d been living with a variation of the theme for the last decade. And I knew that next time could be the last time.

Fuck.

“They have Denver omelets with home fries or some French toast thing.” Harper grinned at me and did a little dance in her seat. “The omelets are banging, just so you know.”

I laughed. “Banging? Really?”

Her cheeks bulging, Harper nodded excitedly. After some exaggerated chewing, she waved a hand over her mouth. “Not a fan of sweet for breakfast, but if the omelets are this good, I bet the French toast is too.”

“Noted.” Charmed by her excitement, I waved down Sabrina/Savannah. “Can I get what she’s having?” I nodded at Harper’s tray.

“You sure you don’t want the French toast?” Sabrina/Savannah bent down until her cleavage was front and center in my eyeline. “I remember how you like something sweet first thing when you wake up.”

The innuendo was clear in her voice. And annoying as fuck.

“I’m sure,” I answered flatly. “I’ll have what my girlfriend is having.”

Sabrina/Savannah’s eyes rounded, and after a beat, she hustled down the aisle to the crew section. Hopefully to get my breakfast, but then again, I wasn’t a betting man. And there was a good chance she wouldn’t be back.

“Girlfriend, huh?” Harper smirked at me.

I tilted my head. “Figure we gotta get used to labels, if you know what I mean.”

“Personally I like honey. Do not call me boo. I hate that.” She pointed her plastic knife at me. “Ever.”

“Noted. Honeybear it is.”

“Oh my god. No! That’s puke-tastically bad.”

I snorted. Puke-tastically? Fuck me, that was weird and so fucking funny. “Eh, give it time. It might grow on you. These things need to happen organically.”

“Whatever, bossman.” She paused and nodded slowly. “I think I like it. Bossman. That’ll be my endearment for you.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You have some fantasy you wanna act out later? Secretary/boss scenario? Some light spanking?” I thought about it for a nanosecond and nodded. “Sounds hot. I’m in.”

Harper laughed unevenly, and her cheeks reddened. Making me think I wasn’t far off the mark.

“Okay.” I hitched a shoulder. “But for the record, if you call me Wes, I’m done.”

“Oh yuck.” Harper’s lip curled, and she flinched. “Don’t even joke about that.”

I couldn’t deny I felt a little relieved at her quick reaction. She really wasn’t attracted to Wes. Good.

“Here’s your omelet. Please let me know if you need anything else.”

I sat up quickly as Sabrina/Savannah all but dumped my breakfast in my lap. Only my quick reflexes saved my pants. Once I had my tray situated, I raised my head to ask for a drink, but Sabrina/Savannah was gone.

Dammit. Maybe there was something to that axiom about shitting where you eat.

Exhibit A: Sabrina/Savannah’s reaction to my dating someone else.

Exhibit B: The crazy shit Jesse’s fuckbuddy and our wardrobe stylist had put Jesse through during our US tour. Although most of that was on Jesse, anyone with an ounce of self-preservation could tell Rowan had crazy eyes. I still don’t know why we ever equipped her with a pair of scissors, let alone hired her.

Fortunately, Rowan wasn’t our problem anymore. A fat check, a glowing recommendation, and an NDA later, and she’d moved onto another rock group.

Thank god.

But Harper didn’t have crazy eyes. I surveyed her as I dug into my banging omelet. She hummed along to a song on her earbuds and didn’t seem to have a care in the world. And her bouncing did some interesting things to her body. How had I never noticed how luscious Harper’s little body was? I guess I’d just mentally put her in the friend zone since she worked for the group and never really thought about it.

Which was a huge disservice to such a fantastic rack.

“…like it?”

I blinked back into the present and away from Harper’s tits and found her gazing at me with a hopeful expression. “What?”

“The omelet. Do you like it?” Harper gave me a look like she was doubting my IQ.

“Oh yeah.” I smiled. “You’re right. It’s banging.”

She smiled and rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to say it like that. But it’s good. So much better than commercial airline food. Even business class. I’m happy.”

“I can see that,” I said as I watched her tits bounce during her little happy dance. Then I shook my head. Shit, don’t act like a creeper.

I took another bite of the pillowy omelet. It really was fantastic.

Harper had good taste—her attraction to Tyler Worthington aside. What she saw in that douchebag, I’d never understand. Personally, I couldn’t wait until we could force him out. I was done with all his bullshit calls, attitude, and arrogance. Between him and Stolly Records, we had very little control of our lives.

That had to change.

“So do you want to talk about what happens next?”

I forked another bite into my mouth and dipped my head at her. After clearing my bite, I answered. “Sure. You go first. What do you want to happen?”

Her eyes widened. “I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t even know why I agreed to this whole harebrained scheme.”

“Sounds to me like it got you a promotion.”

Harper froze. “Shit, you’re right.”

I nodded as I demolished my breakfast. Everyone else was either sleeping, chowing down, or enthralled in their girl as in the case of Jesse and Chase. And not for the first time, I was envious. How the hell Chase Robinson got that amazing woman under his spell was a mystery to me. Especially since he almost fucked it up early on. But they looked happy and so fucking in love now. They had what my parents did. And what apparently Jesse was building with Ella.

Damn.

How the hell had I ended up in the single fuckboy category with Noah? What was I doing with my life?

Shit had to change.

“Everything okay?” Harper asked next to me. “Do you need a water? You can have one of mine. I noticed Sabrina didn’t give you a fresh one.”

I numbly took the offered bottle. At least I was right about her name. Somehow the knowledge didn’t make me feel better. If anything, it made me feel worse. I should’ve known that.

Shit.

Maybe it was me. Maybe I was the reason I hadn’t been able to have a healthy, mature relationship. It’d been so easy to blame Kelly for our fucked-up relationship—the girl was a trainwreck—but what did it say about me that I kept going back to her? That I wanted that chaos in my life?

Harper on the other hand, seemed to be the opposite of chaos. It was her job to rein shit in, keep everyone rolling on time, and troubleshoot problems. She was the epitome of responsible.

How the fuck was a woman like her still single?

“We never talked about your history.” The words came out like an accusation, and I had to stop and shake my head. Get your shit under control, asshole. “Do you have a boyfriend back home who’s going to be surprised to see you in the tabs with a rock star?”

Harper jerked her head up. After a second, she gave me a deprecating smile. “No one in the picture right now. My schedule doesn’t exactly lend itself to attracting normal, stable men.”

“Is that why you’re attracted to him? He’s the only ‘normal’ guy in your sphere?” Because if that was true, we needed to have a serious come to Jesus moment. Tyler wasn’t normal or stable. The guy was only about chasing the next buck, no matter who or what he had to mow down to get to it. I couldn’t see Harper with a selfish prick like that.

“Eh, maybe. Mostly he’s the exact opposite of the usual guys I find myself with. The suit doesn’t hurt either.”

“Ah, sounds like you have a habit of hooking up with the crazies, too.”

“Maybe. But unlike you, I know they’re with me for a good time and not for a long time.”

“Whoa. Shots fired.” I clasped my chest in feigned pain. Then I paused as her words niggled something free in my brain. “Hey, isn’t that a George Strait song?”

“How the hell do you know that?” She boggled at me like I’d seriously surprised her.

I shrugged. “I might’ve done some research back when we played a few songs for Shay. Are you a fan? I didn’t peg you as a country chick.”

“I don’t even know how to take that.” Harper laughed. “But for the record, I’m a recent fan. Hard not to be if you spend any amount of time with Shay.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” I shook my head. “So you ready to talk logistics? What this thing will entail?”

Harper took a quick peek around the plane and found everyone busy with their own shit, so she nodded. “Okay.”

“I think for it to look believable we’ll have to touch a lot. Are you okay with that?”

Her eyes widened, and Harper’s throat bobbed with her very visible swallow. “To a point. What are we talking about here? Arm around my shoulders? Or fondling my boobs in public?”

I laughed. “We just need to have that familiarity that couples have in public. You know what I mean. Basically, you can’t flinch when I put my arm around you or pat your ass.”

“You are not patting my ass.”

“Do you want people to believe we’re together or not?”

Her head fell back against her seatback. “I’m going to kill Noah.” She groaned then looked over at me. “Okay, fine. What else?”

“Kissing.”

“No!”

Her sudden yelp had everyone on the plane swiveling around to stare at us. Harper hunched down in her seat and tried to disappear. Meanwhile, I was laughing my ass off. I waved a hand to let everyone know we were okay. After a minute and a few more curious looks, they turned back to their business.

“Holy shit.” I laughed. “You are brutal to a guy’s ego. Is the thought of kissing me that repulsive?”

“No,” she hissed, shoulders hunched. “It’s just…I don’t know. You’re you. I’ve never thought of going that far with you. It’s…I don’t know.” She covered her face with her hands and moaned.

“Okay. How about we agree to table kissing for now? And I promise I won’t just spring it on you. We’ll practice the first one when we’re alone.”

“This is a prank, right? Something you and Noah planned ahead to embarrass the crap out of me?” Harper peeked at me from between her fingers before dropping her hands with a groan. “There’s no way this is my life. This can’t be real.”

“Have you known Noah to ever plan something ahead of time? The guy can’t even coordinate his outfits successfully.” I tipped my head toward the front of the plane where Noah was sitting next to Tyler. But unlike Tyler, who traveled in a three-piece suit, Noah wore red plaid pajama pants with a black-and-white checkered sweatshirt.

“Damn, I didn’t know you were such a Prima donna.” Harper raised her eyebrows as she ran her eyes up and down my body.

I had to look down to remember what I’d been wearing. Black shirt, black track pants, and slip-on shoes. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“Nothing. I just didn’t like how you were being all judgy about my friend.”

“Hey, he’s my friend too!”

“Exactly. You should treat him like one then.”

I couldn’t even follow what was going on. But I guess I was in the wrong? I shook my head. “What were we even talking about?”

“This.” Harper flung a hand between me and her. “Our thing,” she hissed as Sabrina walked toward us.

“I’ll just take this.” Sabrina grabbed my tray without even asking if I was done. She grabbed Harper’s and gave her a brittle smile. “Do you need anything else, ma’am?”

Harper’s lips pursed, but after a beat she shook her head, and Sabrina walked away without saying a word to me.

Once she was gone, Harper turned to me. “Pretty sure that ma’am was a dig. Is there anyone else on the road with us that I’m going to have to look out for? Jealous exes with stabby tendencies?”

“Have you met Kelly Evers?”

Harper nodded. “She asked me if I had my mother’s permission to be out so late after our show in Vegas.”

“Yeah, that sounds like Kelly.” I gave her an apologetic look. “I’m sorry she was a bitch to you.”

Harper shrugged. “It’s a reflection on her, not you.”

“Says something about me that I was with someone like that.” We fell into a contemplative silence for a minute, me thinking about my fucked-up dating history and her thinking about…I didn’t know what.

After another minute, I sighed and asked her, “Anything else we need to hammer out beforehand?”

Harper hugged her elbows as she thought long and hard. Finally, she squared up to me. “You can’t date anyone, screw around with anyone as long as we’re doing this. I refuse to be cheated on. Even in a fake relationship.”

“Wait, so not even groupies?”

Harper stared back at me and blinked a few times. “Hooking up with a groupie counts as cheating, yes.”

“And I suppose that sex with you is also off the table.”

Harper continued to stare back at me.

“I’m just asking. So I’m supposed to go the next three months cold turkey? No hookups? No blow jobs? Nothing?”

“It is possible to be celibate and still have a functioning brain and body. Happens all the time.”

“Not to me it doesn’t,” I muttered to myself. I hadn’t had to go longer than a week without since high school. Did she even understand what a huge ask this was?

Another look her way told me she didn’t give a shit. Harper wasn’t going to budge on this front.

“And if I break your rule?”

“Then the deal is off. I refuse to be made a fool of. This is my reputation on the line as much as yours is. More so, actually. No one’s going to think less of you for sleeping with someone on the crew. That’s just a day in the life. Me, on the other hand? I’ve got everything to lose—my reputation, my job. Who do you think they’re going to side with if this all falls apart? So I don’t think it’s that much to ask of you.”

I groaned and thumped the back of my head against the plush leather headrest.

Goddamn Noah. This was all his fault.

“Fine,” I gritted out.

Harper gave me a big, toothy smile. “Awesome.”

“So we’re doing this? For better or worse?”

“Yes, dear.”

Great. I wasn’t regretting my decision already at all.








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




Harper

As we made our final approach to Belfast, my heart raced. A mix of different emotions tangled inside of me. Anger at Noah. Resignation over my agreement with Xander. Absolute terror over our plane landing. Or not landing.

I should’ve taken a Xanax when I’d had the chance.

Somehow being on a smaller plane didn’t make me feel any better about my chances of survival. This happened every time my flight was getting ready to land. I had flashbacks of that landing.

The electrical burnt smell in the cabin.

The eerie knowledge something wasn’t right.

Watching the flight attendants running up and down the aisle telling us to get prepared—‘heads down.’

The calm voice of the captain on the intercom. ‘Brace for impact. Brace, brace, brace.’

“Hold my hand.” Xander’s voice ripped me out of my mental spiral.

I shook my head, ashamed of the tears pooling in my eyes. “I’m fine.”

“You’re fucking terrified. Honestly, I don’t know how you ever got on another plane again. You’re a legend, Harper Grey. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed about.”

My mouth moved, but nothing came out. As a tear trailed down my cheek, I took his hand.

“Nothing’s going to happen to you as long as I’m here with you.”

The plane’s wheels bounced off the tarmac, and our seats shook at the impact. A whimper eeked out of me as I clutched his hand like it was my lifeline. “You can’t promise that.”

“Like fuck I can’t.” He held my hand harder than my own grip would allow.

And for the first time since the accident, I felt somewhat calm as the plane I was on taxied down the runway.

As we coasted to a stop, I sent Xander a furtive look. But he was lost in his thoughts, bobbing his head to some rhythm only he could hear. I wanted to thank him, but I didn’t want to interrupt his flow in case he was working on a new song.

He really was an attractive man.

And I couldn’t believe I’d have to pretend to be intimate with him for the next couple of months. How was this my life?

A pleasant bing came overhead followed by an announcement that we could take off our seatbelts and move around the cabin.

“Welcome to Belfast, Northern Ireland,” the captain’s voice came over the speakers. “Local time is 12:05. As you can see out the windows, the weather is rainy and damp which we’ll be able to enjoy all week. Current temp is 58 degrees. Crew prepare to disembark.”

Everyone else unbuckled and moved around their seats, collecting their things.

And it was then I realized I was still clutching Xander’s hand. Like a wackadoo. Awesome.

I all but flung his hand away as I laughed uncomfortably. “Sorry about that.”

“You got nothing to apologize for, angel. You have all your stuff?”

I had to blink a few times. Something about the way he said angel just made all my neurons stop firing. Words. Actions. Things! “Huh?”

“Did you have a carryon?” Xander nodded at the backpack in his lap.

“I, uh…yes.” Shaking my head, I almost tumbled out of my seat as I reached for my smaller backpack that held a change of clothes, my tablet, wallet, phone, and travel docs.

“Perfect.” Xander reached across me, grabbed my backpack, and proceeded to shove it inside his backpack.

“What are you doing?”

“It’ll make it easier.”

“Make what easier?”

But Xander ignored my question. He stood up as everyone else on the plane filed down the aisle toward the door at the front. “You ready?”

“You have all my stuff.”

“Yup. Come on.” He grabbed my elbow, helping me to stand, then laced his fingers with mine.

I let him lead me down the aisle to where the captain, co-captain, Sabrina, and Helen were waiting for us.

The captain gave us a nod. “Nice to fly with you again, Xander. We’ll see you in Dublin in a week.”

“Thanks for the ride, Isaac. This one really appreciated your landing skills.”

I flushed as all the attention turned to me. I shrugged. “It’s…yeah. It was very smooth.”

Captain Isaac’s eyes gleamed. “Glad to have someone notice. It’s the hardest part of the job. We’ll see you all in a week. Enjoy Ireland.”

“You too. Thanks.” Xander led me down the plane’s stairs and when we reached the tarmac, I bobbled at the sudden press of gravity and the change in pressure. Not to mention the cool humidity. I would’ve stumbled like a newborn colt, but Xander saved me. “Whoa.”

His arm came around my waist, and I might’ve leaned on him for an extra beat. “Sorry. I guess I don’t have my land legs yet.”

“We can’t have that.” Xander spun his backpack around to his front and laced his arms through it backwards. Then he bent down in front of me. “Climb aboard.”

“What? No. I can’t.” Looking around, I noticed most of our party had made their way toward the doors marked Immigration and Customs, but a few—including Noah—had paused to watch the two of us. “Xander.”

“Harper,” he mocked gently. “Come on. You’re holding us up. Climb on.”

How had this turned into my life? Shaking my head, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders from behind and jumped onto his back.

Xander grunted softly. His hands came down under my legs and hitched me higher on his back. “Christ. I think you weigh less than my backpack. If I hadn’t seen it myself, I’d ask you if you eat.”

“Hey! No food shaming allowed.”

“I wasn’t. I’m just wondering how you can eat so much and stay so fucking light. It bends the rules of physics.”

I laughed and buried my face in his back. “You’re ridiculous.”

Xander jogged lightly, making up the distance between us and the rest of the guys faster than I would’ve been able to on foot. Although given the length of his legs, that wasn’t a big feat.

“I gotta say.” Noah laughed as we stopped next to him in line. “This is the weirdest foreplay I think I’ve ever seen. Nice backpack, Xan.”

“Don’t knock it ‘til you try it.” I narrowed my eyes at my possibly former friend.

Noah shrugged. “Girl on top is my favorite position.”

“Oh puke.” I groaned. “I didn’t need to know that.”

“Hey, don’t knock it ‘til you try it,” Noah mocked.

I opened my mouth then closed it with a snap. There was no way I was saying what was on my mind. The guys didn’t need to know that.

We passed through immigration and customs with little drama. The guys were old hat at international travel and knew better than to try certain shenanigans. Also it was day one of the tour. Who knew how long their best behavior would last?

Before we exited the terminal, Xander pulled me aside.

“Do you have your sunglasses in here?” He pawed through the opening in his bag that gave him access to mine.

“Yeah, here let me—”

“Never mind. I found them.” He held them out to me. “Here, put them on.”

As he busied himself with the zippers, I slid my glasses on. Since it was raining, I didn’t know why we were bothering, but I’d long learned that if I didn’t really care, it was just easier to give in. I didn’t need to win the argument to know that I was right.

“Okay.” Xander hoisted his bag back onto his shoulder and faced me. I couldn’t read his eyes since he wore his sunglasses too. “Keep ahold of my hand. Don’t look directly at the flashes and try to keep a smile on your face no matter what they shout at you. Whatever you do, don’t let go of me.”

My eyes widened. I hadn’t given any thought to this part of “dating” Xander Lang. Usually I was sitting in the limo, watching from afar as the media scrum that came with being a rock star played out.

Now I got to be in the middle of it.

Yay.

Ugh.

“That doesn’t look like a smile to me.”

I snorted. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

“Maybe you should practice.”

I sighed. Then gave him a maniacal grin. “Like this?”

“Perfect. Love it. Let’s join the rest of the guys.”

I laughed as my insane grin didn’t even faze him. But I could see the slight smile curving his lips that I just knew didn’t have anything to do with his game face for the paps waiting outside. That was all due to me.

The rest of our group were standing in an alcove with security. Once we joined them, the group moved en masse to the marked exit doors.

Of course since we were trying to ensure a sold out show, our location had been oh so helpfully leaked to the media.

As soon as the doors slid open, we were met with a wall of sound. The crowd roared, and I couldn’t pick out any one question at first. Lights flashed, and I held tightly to Xander’s hand. It was disorienting, like some weird fever dream.

We were about ten feet from the cars when the questions filtered through the hysteria.

“Xander! Who’s yer girl?”

“Blondie! Look over here!”

“Christ, he’s robbing the cradle with that one! Over here!”

My cheeks were on fire as I ducked into the waiting car. Since we were the last, as soon as Xander cleared the door, it shut, and we zoomed away.

I settled onto the bench seat and tried to act like I wasn’t fazed by all that.

Something told me I wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Just breathe, Harper.” Noah jostled my shoulder. “You did good, kid.”

“Thanks?” I didn’t feel like I had a handle on anything. It was my job to be unflappable. I was the responsible one. The one always in control. But I felt so out of sorts. To go from my panic attack from the plane landing to a media circus in thirty minutes was disorienting as hell. “I need a drink.”

“Fuck yeah!” Noah cheered. “She’s one of us.”

“One of us. One of us,” Xander chanted robotically.

“Bring on the drinks!” Noah hollered.

I laughed, shaking my head. “I didn’t really mean it. Unlike you fools, I have actual work to do today.”

“Boo!” everyone yelled around me.

“How quickly they turned on you,” Shay laughed further down the bench seat. “But I thought today was a down day since it’s a travel day.”

“It’s a down day for you all.” I sighed heavily as I came down from the adrenaline rush. “Not me.”

“I hereby declare it a down day for you too,” Wes’ voice came from the front of the car, and I jolted.

Dammit. How had I forgotten that my boss was here?

I shook my head. “Oh, you don’t have to—”

“I insist. My departure time is after Marisol’s arrival so I’ll coordinate a few things with her while you take a well-deserved day off.” Wes sighed and stared down at the carpet under our feet. “I think it’s the least I can do.”

A heavy weight sank down on my shoulders. There was so much I wanted to say to him, but given our audience I couldn’t. But it wasn’t Wes’ fault. He was so hard on himself. And the guilt I felt over my lie was starting to niggle at my conscience.

Instead, I just twitched my lips into a semblance of a smile. “Thanks, Wes. I appreciate it.”

The chatter picked up in the limo. Noah was daring Jesse to get a tattoo about something, but I missed the details. And Shay and Ella were talking about local attractions they were eager to see. Xander, as usual, was quiet and stoic beside me.

Wes slid down the seat and hunched forward so we could talk in semi-privacy.

“Just so you know, I fixed the hotel bookings. And please, if they need to change back—for any reason—” He sent a stern look to Xander. “Just let me or Marisol know. There will be no judgement on our end. Ever.”

“Oh.”

Oh no.

What could I say to that? We were going to share a hotel room for the whole tour? My stomach sank into my toes. I could barely tell you the color of Xander’s eyes. And now we were going to be sharing a bathroom? Sleeping in the same room?

The same bed?

Oh god.

“Thanks, Wes. We appreciate that.”

What? We do?

I turned to look at Xander, but he was still in a stare-down with Wes.

What the hell was going on? Had all the men in my life gone insane?

Finally Wes sat back with a grunt. “You’re welcome. Harper, I’ll text you Marisol’s contact info since she’ll be your number two. She won’t land until later this afternoon. Until then, I don’t want to hear a word of you working.”

“But—”

“Enjoy your day off in Belfast. I hear the Titanic Museum is good. Or hell, hire a car to take you out to Giant’s Causeway. Get out there and live. You’re too young to be so focused on work. I promise you it won’t impact your job or our working relationship. We’re good. Go live, kiddo.”

The car had fallen silent sometime during Wes’ impassioned lecture, and I felt so exposed. Instead of answering, I just jerked my head in a nod.

Wes turned to Tyler and soon they were deep into a conversation about merch.

I couldn’t even work up extra embarrassment that Tyler had heard all of that. I was still swimming under the weight of everyone else’s stares.

“Damn.” Noah laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone being threatened with a good time. I thought it was just an expression.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and slid closer to Xander and away from Noah. “Don’t think I’m happy with you, jerkface. This is all your fault.”

“Again, I’m struggling to see the problem. You got promoted, an extra vacation day, and upgraded to a suite. What’s the downside?”

“Seriously?” I hissed. I turned to Xander. “How does he not get it?”

Xander shrugged. “I’d say he was dropped on his head as a baby, but his parents don’t seem to be the type. They’re pretty great actually. Maybe he ate lead paint or something as a child.”

“Have you seen that Simpsons episode where they pull the crayon out of Homer’s brain?” Jesse raised his eyebrows as he sat with his arm around Ella on the other side of the car. “Pretty sure it was something like that.”

“Whatever.” Noah yawned and stretched his arms overhead. “You guys just don’t understand perfection when you see it.”

“Um, hello?” Chase waved before jerking a thumb at his wife. “Saw it, claimed it, and locked that shit down.”

Jesse waved a hand over his girlfriend. “Ditto.”

Xander scoffed. “That doesn’t count, Jesse. You knew Ella for like twenty years before you locked her down.”

“What can I say?” Jesse shrugged. “I’m a slow learner.”

“Aww.” Ella laughed as she cupped Jesse’s cheek and turned his head toward her. “I still love you, Jesse. Even if you are a little slow.”

“Maybe have him take an IQ test before you agree to breed with him, though.” Noah blinked a few times exaggeratedly. “Just for your own peace of mind.”

“Breed?” Chase groaned dramatically. “That’s fucking disgusting, man. That’s my sister.”

Meanwhile, Ella gave Jesse a secret little smile, and the next thing I knew the two of them were kissing.

I sighed and sank into Xander’s side as I watched them for a second. They really were too cute.

Then I had to look away as they were edging into inappropriate.

Xander’s hand coasted over my thigh and grabbed my hand, giving it a little squeeze.

In the background, Chase was yelling at Jesse for groping his sister in front of him, but all I could do was stare into Xander’s mellow brown eyes.

Right up until the car stopped in front of our hotel.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Xander

The second we walked into the hotel, I knew she was here. It was a sixth sense I’d developed. Probably similar to how priests could tell when someone was really possessed and not just faking it for attention. I felt a pressure change like a fissure to hell had opened.

And I knew.

“Xander Lang.” Her soprano voice rang through the lull in the lobby. “Fresh from the airport and still so damn handsome. It’s unfair, really.”

And for just a split second, I was reminded why we’d been together for so long. That smile, her sparkle was so fucking bewitching. Like a rainbow, all ethereal and elusive. And it reminded me so much of the girl I’d first met. The one so full of bravado in front of a crowd but so fucking vulnerable behind closed doors. So vulnerable with me and only me.

We’d spent the better part of a decade in and out of love. And Kelly was so indelibly linked to music and my career. Every time I saw her it was like I was twenty-five again—all full of hope and cocky swagger.

Then that wolfish smirk curved her lips when she saw she had me. “Long time no see.”

And I deflated like a balloon.

“If only it was never again.” I didn’t see the point in making her think I was happy to see her. I was pissed that she was in our hotel. I thought we’d agreed that this wasn’t going to happen. She was supposed to be somewhere, anywhere else in Belfast. There were other hotels here, right? “But I guess that’s the benefit to being a soul-sucking succubus—eternal life, right?”

“Tsk, tsk.” Kelly Evers crossed the lobby in a rolling hip motion that was probably more attractive if you didn’t know her ass was all implants and injections. “It doesn’t look good if the tour’s headliners aren’t getting along. That’s PR 101.”

“You’re not a headliner—you’re the opening act,” Harper drawled from next to me.

And I was ashamed to admit it, but I kinda slumped into her side, thankful for her support.

“Who the fuck is this?” Kelly stared Harper up and down like she was offended by Harper’s mere presence.

“Harper Grey.” She dropped my hand and stuck it out to Kelly. “Newly appointed tour manager for Black Hat Productions. So I know exactly who the headliner is. And it isn’t you.”

Kelly’s lip curled, and she ignored Harper’s hand. After a beat, she turned to me with what was probably meant to be an incredulous look, but her facial muscles didn’t move. “Really, Alexander? You’re fucking the help now?”

We all blinked in shocked surprised for a second. Then I shook my head. “What the fuck did you just say?”

“Hey. Hi!” Noah popped up next to Harper, pressing a hand against his chest. “Sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing. But—and correct me if I’m wrong—aren’t you engaged to your manager?”

Kelly’s head reared back. “That’s different.”

“How?” Noah’s eyes bounced between me and her as a huge smile stretched across his face. “Because he put that rock on your finger that technically you bought since you’re paying him ten percent of everything you make?”

Kelly huffed and turned away from Noah to face me. “We need to talk.”

“Fuck that.” I shook my head. “If I had my way, I’d never have to see you again. I can guarantee you we have nothing to talk about. Come on, Harper. Let’s get our room key from Wes.”

“There’s a few things I want to say to Wes myself, actually.” Harper grabbed my hand and pulled me away from Kelly’s hostility to the end of the lobby where Wes stood with a bunch of paperwork.

“What the hell, Wes?” Harper hissed. “She’s not supposed to be in the same hotel as the guys. It’s literally the only thing they asked for—to have as little contact with her as possible, including accommodations.”

Wes lifted a hand. “It wasn’t my doing. Apparently her manager changed their booking because their previous hotel had plumbing issues.”

“I don’t care,” Harper snapped. “It’s unacceptable. And this isn’t happening again. I say we get the guys into private accommodations ASAP. If we book out an entire country home or whatever, then she can’t pop up and surprise the guys again like a skank-in-the-box.”

“Skank-in-the-box,” Noah crowed. “I fucking love it. And I’m stealing it. Oh! It also gives me a killer idea for a new tattoo. Xander, how about—”

“No.” I didn’t need to hear the end of that sentence. Hell, no one needed to hear it.

“Just hear me out!” Noah laughed.

“No.” I couldn’t take my eyes off Harper. She was so vibrant with her anger and the way she funneled it into her task. It was fucking intoxicating.

Wes nodded. “I agree. I’ll get to work on it while I wait for Marisol to arrive. In the meantime, here’s your room keys. You all have the top floor and the Victorian Loft Suites.”

“And where’s she staying?” Harper asked.

Wes shrugged. “Not entirely sure, but there’s five suites, and we booked them all—Tyler has the fifth. You all have your own private elevator so that should minimize interaction. I’m sorry, guys. I’ll work on getting this resolved with Marisol as soon as I can. We’ll get you booked into a different place tonight.”

Harper nodded. “Of course. I’ll start calling around now.”

“Not happening.” Everyone turned to give me incredulous looks. “Harper’s not helping on her day off. Even if we have to stay in the same hotel as that fucking harpy for a night.”

Wes inclined his head. “Agreed. Harper, go enjoy your day off. I have this under control.”

Harper gave him an imploring look. “But it’d go so much quicker if I—”

“Still not happening.” Wes shook his head. “Go enjoy your day off with your man.”

I grinned at the way she pouted. Because she’d rather be doing work. It was so fucking cute. And ridiculous.

“I think we need to enroll her in a twelve step workaholics program or something,” Noah said to me in a loud aside that everyone heard.

It would’ve been funny if it didn’t immediately make me think of Liam and the number of times I’d dragged him to NA meetings and rehabs. I tried to shake off the bad mood as I turned to Harper. “Come on. Let’s head up to the room and get refreshed. If you’re aching for something to plan, I have a few things I wanna do that’ll require some advanced planning.”

“Is that your idea of dirty talk?” Noah squinted at me. “’Cause, bro, if so, you’re doing it wrong.”

“Disagree.” Harper sent me a mischievous look. “I thought it was totally hot.”

Noah snorted. “You would.”

“More than I wanted to know.” Wes handed out room keycards. “I’ll contact you if we book something else tonight. Otherwise, be prepared to move hotels tomorrow.”

“Done and done. I’m not unpacking shit.” Noah galloped to the marked elevator.

Wes shook his head then turned to us. “I’ll probably be gone by the time you all get back. Marisol will be here though. She’ll coordinate with Harper on any changes we make. And I’ll be sure to update her on your relationship to avoid any awkwardness going forward.”

Harper’s face flushed, and she nodded quickly. “I uh, appreciate that, Wes. And thanks again for the opportunity. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“Not possible.” Wes smiled back at Harper before giving her a quick side hug. “Now go on and have some fun with your man. I’ve got everything here under control.”

“Thanks Wes.” Harper stepped out of his arms and took a step back.

I thanked Wes too, then took Harper’s hand and we followed Noah’s path at a regular pace, but still met him waiting for the elevator. I tossed a quick glance around the lobby. It was empty, aside from a few employees who were desperately trying to look like they weren’t staring.

Kelly had vanished just as quickly as she’d appeared.

I shuddered. What I ever saw in her, I couldn’t tell you. I was just glad I’d finally shook her free. Mostly.

“So where are we going?” Noah asked as we stepped onto the elevator.

“Top floor,” Harper replied.

Noah pressed the button but shook his head. “Nah, I mean after that. What’s the plan? What sights are we hitting today?”

“What? Are we a throuple now? Really?” I scoffed.

Noah rolled his eyes. “You know I’m not down for the devil’s threesome.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“What?!” Harper yelled. After a beat, she snorted and covered her face with her hands. “Never mind. I didn’t say that. As you were…” Gaspy little laughs and snorts came from her corner of the elevator.

“I didn’t mean it like that.” I crossed my arms over my chest with a huff.

“Yeah, man. It kinda sounds like we got it on together with another woman.” Noah smirked as his eyes bounced from me to Harper’s still hidden face. Mirth filled his eyes. “And for the life of me, I can’t remember that. How high was I?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, deadpanned. “But we can always ask Liam if you need a refresher.”

The smile fell off Noah’s face, and he sent me a scathing look.

A moment later, our elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

Noah stomped down the hall without another word to either of us.

Dammit.

Harper bumped into my side. Her fingers laced with mine before she gave my hand a sympathetic squeeze. I jumped as Noah’s door slammed shut.

Fuck. Me and my big mouth.

I waited until we entered our room before I turned to Harper. “Don’t—”

“Yeah. You don’t even have to finish that sentence. I’m not touching any part of what just happened with a ten foot pole.”

“I appreciate it.”

Sighing, I turned to take in our suite. We were standing in a small, narrow hallway. To the left was the sitting area. I spotted a small sofa, two pillowy chairs, a few tables, a tiny fireplace, and the obligatory tv on a sofa table. Directly in front of me was the bathroom with dark tile and I assumed all the usual fixtures. The room I had to see was on my right.

I walked down the tiny hallway to the bedroom. And all my fears were realized. The ornate gold filigreed bed looked more like a queen than a king size. Tiny. There had to be at least ten pillows dotting the flower patterned comforter. The whole aesthetic made the bed look smaller. Or maybe that was just my imagination since I’d be sharing the bed with Harper.

She might be tiny, but I definitely wasn’t. And I knew there was no way either of us would fit on that itty bitty sofa in the other room.

I really hoped we were changing hotels tonight.

Otherwise, this was going to be a long night.

I sighed and turned to Harper who’d also been contemplating our obvious accommodation issues. “You ready to have some fun?”




* * *




Of course nothing with this crew ever went seamlessly.

A call for a car and a security escort somehow turned into everyone in the band tagging along. While I’d been looking forward to an easy afternoon of getting to know Harper better, everyone had apparently conspired against me.

It was the only explanation I could come up with for why I was sandwiched between Noah and Jesse while Harper was between Ella and Shay.

“Smile!” Ella called as she pointed her ever-present camera at us.

We gave her our unimpressed rock star glare as she snapped away. Or at least I did.

“Just promise you won’t post anything until we’re back at the hotel,” I grumbled. “The last thing we need now is a fucking riot at Giant’s Causeway.”

“I thought we were going to Bushmills Distillery,” Noah whined. “You promised me whiskey.”

Chase raised his eyebrows. “You don’t even like whiskey.”

“Scotch,” Noah corrected. “I don’t like scotch. I hate the marshy taste. Bleh.”

Chase tried to cover his laugh with a cough. “Touché. You got me there. No, I forgot.”

“But Irish whiskey is—” Harper started to say when Chase cut her off.

“Completely different from scotch. My bad.”

We all snickered under our breaths. Despite the number of times we’d toured Ireland, this was a lesson that Noah had to learn repeatedly.

“Sorry about the hotel, Xan,” Chase whispered to me while the talk around us devolved into a discussion about everyone’s favorite drinks. “Tyler swore they would keep you guys apart.”

“I appreciate it. Not much we can do. Apparently their reservation was canceled due to a plumbing snafu. Hopefully Wes comes through with a house for us tonight.”

“Because there will be a ton of last-minute rentals available for the two nights leading up to our concert. Sure.” Chase gave me a sidelong look. “When did you turn into such a gullible schmuck?”

“Fuck off,” I grumbled.

“No, but really, it’s bullshit.” Chase shook his head. “I don’t know what the fuck Tyler and Wes were thinking.”

“I guess they thought the fact that no one got arrested when she opened for us in Vegas meant you guys were copacetic.”

Chase and I both turned to look at Noah.

“Copacetic?” I repeated after a short, shocked silence. “Are you high?”

“What? You guys kinda were, right?” Noah raised his eyebrows. “No one got arrested. No hotel rooms were trashed. The only bad thing that happened in Vegas didn’t even have to do with her. I kinda get why they did it, honestly.”

I’d actually been reacting to Noah’s use of such a big word, but I had to acknowledge he was right. Apparently I should’ve made a bigger ass of myself in Vegas to avoid this whole thing.

My bad.

Needless to say, I was quiet and brooding the rest of the trip. We all hopscotched across the weird rock formation at Giants Causeway. Took ridiculous photos as a group and then with couples. Harper’s breath hitched when I put my arm around her, and I couldn’t help but grin smugly down at her.

Then at the distillery we had more than a few in the bar at the end of the tour. They’d shut the place down just for us, and we took full advantage. By the sixth round, even I was stumbling over my feet.

After hitting a chippy for a round of fish and chips that were fucking out of this world, we all poured into the limo for the drive back to Belfast.

“Wait, wait!” Noah shouted. “I’m still confused. So it’s Irish Whiskey that has the peaty smoky shit? What the fuck do they put in scotch then?”

We all jeered and tossed a few fries at him. Which then devolved to Noah catching any food we tossed at him.

So despite the food, we were still a little unsteady when we pulled up to the hotel.

“Are we sleeping here tonight, Harper?” I shouted over the cacophony of everyone grabbing their shit and climbing out of the car. “What did Wes say?”

Harper swayed and squinted at her phone. “Wes can’t find anything big enough for you guys, plus the required security presence. Sounds like anything halfway decent is already booked.”

“Fuck.” I turned from her and saw through the hotel doors that Kelly was in the lobby. Again. “Fuck,” I repeated.

“Hey.” Harper shoved into my side until I was all but forced to put my arm around her. “That’s what I’m here for, remember? You don’t have to say anything to her. It’s me and you against the world, kid. I got you.”

Fuck. I must be really drunk because that got me straight in the feels.

So with my arm around Harper, we staggered through the lobby to our private elevator. But because it was me, we missed the first elevator car as Noah let the doors close when we were feet away.

“We’ll wait here with you for the next car, sir.”

I jumped. I didn’t even realize security had followed us to the elevator. “Right. Thanks.”

The next two minutes felt like an eternity.

“Alex! Alexander! We need to talk.”

Her voice rang through the lobby. I could feel everyone’s eyes turn to our corner of the lobby.

I shook my head. “Don’t got shit to say to you, Kelly. And for the last fucking time: don’t call me that!”

Security stepped between us before Kelly even got close to us. “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to move away. This is a private elevator, and Mr. Lang needs some space.”

“Ma’am? Ma’am!” Kelly screeched. “Do you know who I am? How fucking dare you ma’am me!”

The elevator bell chimed behind us, and I guided Harper in while everyone stayed facing Kelly. She was volatile and I didn’t want to turn my back to her.

Harper clung to the back of my jacket as we all awkwardly shuffled backward into the elevator. Walker, one of our security guards, stepped in and the other stayed to make sure Kelly didn’t follow.

“I’m sorry about that, Mr. Lang,” Walker said, facing the doors. “Please give us a call if you have any issues and also when you want to leave your room. We want to make sure that your stay in Ireland is safe and enjoyable.”

“I appreciate it,” I said calmly even as my heart raced.

Kelly had a way of getting under my skin. It used to be fun sparring with her. Now I didn’t even want to look at her, let alone hear her voice.

Walker followed us to the room and did a quick sweep as we stood in the hallway.

“All clear,” he said as he exited our room, holding the door open for us. “Enjoy your stay.”

The door clicked shut behind me, and I remembered the other bomb waiting for us.

There was only one bed.








  
  
  Chapter 8

  
  




Harper

Something about getting yelled at by Kelly Evers sobered me up real quick. That adrenaline rush somehow pumped all the liquor out of my system. Now I was just butt-dragging tired. Jetlag, my near-death experience revisit, and tromping around Northern Ireland with the band had been more than enough to exhaust me. I really didn’t need the added drama of Xander’s ex.

I just wanted to change into my pjs and climb into bed. Since I didn’t have to be to work until noon, I could lounge around and do nothing—sleep in, get room service, wander around Belfast. Perfection.

Until I turned and remembered—there was only one bed. And one very big man who made more in a day than I did all last year.

Sighing, I walked over to the wardrobe in the bedroom and started searching for extra bedding.

“What are you looking for?”

There were three extra pillows—because why not have a dozen—and a single, thin, scratchy as hell blanket. Awesome.

Still, I put on a brave face as I spun around and held the blanket up triumphantly. “Just looking for this. After I change into my pjs, I’ll be all set, and you can have the room to yourself.”

“Wha—you can’t sleep out there with that thing.” Xander ripped the blanket out of my hands and, after a quick thumb rub, tossed it back into the wardrobe. “That shit is gross.”

“What do you want me to do? Sleep on the couch with nothing? It’ll look really sus if I call down for extra bedding. And I’m sure as hell not sleeping on the floor.”

“I’ll take the couch.” Xander staggered down the small hallway to the sitting room.

I laughed. Yeah, right. No way was Xander fitting on that couch. But before I could say anything he gave me a disgusted look.

“Hey, I’m not such a dick that I have to have the bed. Back in the day I slept in the back of our van while we toured. This ain’t nothing.”

I had to see this.

I stood in the doorway as Xander inspected the couch. He finally sat on one side and swung his legs over the other end, letting them dangle. He worked his way down until he could rest his head on one arm of the sofa while everything else hung off the other end.

I snorted and covered my mouth before my next laugh escaped.

He looked ridiculous. Like a giraffe trying to fit inside a doghouse.

He scowled at me. “What?”

“Nothing.” I waved a hand over my face. “Comfy?” I choked out.

I missed whatever happened next since I had to wipe my eyes. The next thing I heard was a muffled curse then a thud. When I blinked the room back into focus, Xander was sprawled out face down on the carpet.

“Oh no.” I raced across the room and knelt at his side. “Are you okay?”

“Just peachy, thanks.” Xander rolled to his side and propped himself up on his elbow. “Maybe I’ll sleep on the floor after all. This carpet is surprisingly soft.”

I sat back on my heels and frowned. “Are you going to be one of those hard-headed assholes who always have to be right and annoyingly self-sacrificing?”

“What?”

“If you won’t let me take the sofa, then we can share the bed.” I huffed as I stood up. “It’s big enough for the both of us.”

“They might’ve called it a king, but it’s not. That bed is tiny.” He stood up with a grunt and scowled down at me. “And I’m not a tiny guy.”

Since we were both standing and my eyeline only met his nipple, I smirked. “I noticed.”

“So, it won’t work.”

“Oh my god. Just get in the damn bed, will you? I swear you’re more work than Noah, and we both know how crazy he is.” I turned and stomped back down the tiny hall to the bedroom. Crouching next to my bags in the corner, I pawed through the selection until I found what I was looking for—my only pjs that promised maximum coverage. No oversized t-shirts or nightgowns tonight.

I didn’t want to make Xander feel more awkward.

Holding my silky shorts and matching top, I snagged my bathroom bag with my other hand and stomped over to the bathroom. Just before I slammed the door, I shouted, “You better be in that bed when I’m done or we’re gonna have a problem!”

I steamed the whole time I got ready for bed. While washing my face, I muttered under my breath about pigheaded alpha dicks. While brushing my teeth, I grunted with annoyance over his high handed command. While changing my tampon, I pictured him trying to fit on that tiny sofa and snorted again. Christ, that’d been funny.

And sweet.

It might’ve been a ridiculous chain of decisions—only some of them mine—that put us in this situation, but Xander really was trying to make the best of it. And he was also looking out for me—putting my needs before his. He was a great guy.

I was being ridiculous. Clearly I needed sleep. Grumpy wasn’t a cute look.

Tiptoeing back into the bedroom, I peeked over at Xander and found him wide awake, staring at the ceiling, but at least he was in the bed.

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Zee. I’m tired and stressed and took it out on you. You didn’t deserve the attitude. I’ll try to do better.”

He rolled his head so he mostly faced me and blinked a few times. “Huh?”

“My attitude.” I waved a hand toward the door and the living room beyond. “I was pissy. I’m sorry.”

“Whoa. Okay. Uh, thanks.” He stared at me for a second then shook his head. “You done in there?”

“Yeah, it’s all yours.”

He got off the bed with a grunt, pulled a few things out of his suitcase, then took off down the hall. The bathroom door closed with a quiet click.

What the hell was that about? He’d looked at me like I was a lunatic for apologizing. Shrugging, I shoved my dirty clothes and bathroom bag into a corner before jumping onto the bed.

Giving it a few test bounces, I grinned like a little kid. Then I fell back onto my side of the bed with a sigh. Pushing down the covers, I got situated and tried to relax.

If I could fall asleep before he came back, it wouldn’t be so awkward.

Of course, I couldn’t turn my brain off. My mental to do list clicked through my mind. I had to check in with Marisol and see if the accommodations had been cleared up. I definitely needed to talk to Bud and make sure the new sound tech was shown the ropes by someone who wasn’t an ass. Then I should check with Maryanne and make sure enough smaller t-shirt sizes had made the trip. Last time we’d ran out of kids’ sizes by the third show.

Another dozen issues crowded my mind, and I fought against the rising anxiety. I needed to go do things, cross something off my mile long to-do list.

And of course I had a whole new role. I’d be taking care of Wes’ usual list of duties. What would that entail? How much would slip through the cracks while I was busy getting Marisol on board?

The bed jostled, and I jumped. Turning my head, I watched Xander situate himself on the other side of the bed. He hadn’t even made a sound when he’d come in.

I rolled onto my back so he didn’t think I was a freak. But my overwhelming mental list and creeping anxiety had my heart racing. I always felt like this at the start of a tour. After a few stops, I’d find the rhythm of the road and would be able to crash the second my head hit the pillow. I couldn’t wait for that.

Because this part really sucked.

“I can hear you thinking all the way over here,” Xander’s loud whisper had me jumping again. I’d thought he was asleep already.

“Sorry,” I whispered back.

He rolled over onto his side, facing me. “What’s going on in that pretty blonde brain of yours?”

I laughed. “I can’t tell if that’s a sneaky neg or not.”

“Huh?”

“Calling my brain pretty and blonde? Blondes aren’t known for being sharp.”

“But you are.”

My heart thudded unevenly. Given the gentle expression in his eyes, Xander was being a hundred percent genuine. I smiled back at him. “Thanks.”

“So what’s keeping you up?”

I rolled my eyes. “The thousand and one things on my to-do list. Anxiety about switching roles with Wes. Concern about his marriage. Angst that I’ve totally screwed any chance with Tyler since I agreed to this. Take your pick.”

“Whoa. That’s…a lot.”

“Welcome to my world.” I snorted. “It’s full of fear and self-loathing.”

“That’s a shame. I think you’re amazing.”

My eyes widened. That was so different from a pithy statement about not being able to control everything I’d heard a million times before. Instead he’d complimented me. I didn’t know how to respond. I blinked a few times and my voice was a croak when I finally spoke. “I, uh, thank you.”

“You’ve clearly earned your role, and Wes is giving you a new one because you’ve done such a fantastic job. Give yourself a little grace.”

“Sometimes that’s easier said than done.”

“Been there.” He sighed. “Still there actually.”

“What are you all twisted up about?”

“Kelly.”

“Really?” I rolled over to face him. “I thought you were adamantly done with her.”

“Oh, I am. I just feel stupid for getting caught up with her for so long. I wonder why I couldn’t let go after the first red flag. I worry that something’s wrong with me that I haven’t had a healthy, long-term relationship.” He paused and stared over my shoulder before a grin curved his lips as his eyes met mine again. “And I really loved the memory of security holding her back in the lobby tonight. I’m gonna replay that on repeat every time she bugs the hell out of me.”

“Hey, maybe tonight was just the first of many. You might get a whole movie run time of remembered glee.”

He laughed. “Here’s hoping.”

“Well, I think you shouldn’t beat yourself up so much. You’re a great guy who eventually wised up to her bullshit. Sometimes it’s hard to see what’s in front of you when you’re clouded by what you think you want.”

“That is profoundly deep advice.” Xander nodded sagely. “See? What’d I say? Gorgeous and brains. You’re the total package.”

I groaned. “Way to make it weird, Zee.”

He paused for a second as an expression I couldn’t name flickered in his eyes. “It’s true though. You are smart. And beautiful. And anyone who can’t see that is fucking blind and a dumb son of a bitch.”

We stared into each other’s eyes for an endless moment. My heart pounded in my ears. Finally, I whispered, “I could say the same to you.”

And my words broke the moment. Xander blinked and gave a little laugh. He shook his head as he rolled onto his back. “I think that’s the first time I’ve been called beautiful. You might need glasses, angel.”

I knew he probably said it to break up the tension, but it hit me like a slap. A rejection, even though I hadn’t meant it as a come on.

I rolled over and away from Xander. Tears burned my eyes.

It was stupid to feel rejected. That wasn’t what the moment had been about.

The sound of Xander’s deep, even breathing kept me awake long into the night.




* * *




Something was prodding my butt.

I groaned and wiggled away. I had no idea what time it was, but it was definitely too early. Burrowing my head into my pillow, I tried to fall asleep again when an arm came over me and pulled me back into red hot heat as a body cuddled up behind me. A large, hard thing pressed between my clothed butt cheeks.

My eyes sprang open and my whole body tensed.

What?

Who?

I blinked a few times as the room and arm around me came into focus. Neither told me anything. I turned my head slightly and Xander Lang’s features came into focus.

And I remembered.

Noah’s stupid plan.

One hotel bed.

And his awkward rejection of me last night.

Feeling all kinds of weird, I wiggled a little bit away, but the edge of the bed was right there. And despite what Xander said last night, I didn’t want to find out how comfortable the carpet was.

So I could either try to slip out from under him and most likely fall on my face or I could wake him up.

“Xander.”

Nothing.

“Xander.” I drove my elbow back and prodded him in the chest. “Xander, you gotta move.”

“Mmm, you feel so good, baby.” His arm tightened around me, and if possible, it felt like his dick got harder. And pointier.

“Xander. Wake up.” I jabbed him again.

His hand cupped my boob.

I jumped.

And fell off the bed with a soft thud.

Xander—the ass—didn’t even wake up. He rolled onto his back and went back to making those soft little snores that had kept me up most of the night.

Muttering under my breath, I pawed through my bag and grabbed a change of clothes and my toiletries.

Eight o’clock in the morning. When I spent most of the night tossing and turning. And when I could’ve slept in another hour or two.

I muttered a few more choice words about alphahole rock stars and their pointy dicks as I stomped to the bathroom.

And I might’ve taken a small amount of joy as I slammed the door behind me.








  
  
  Chapter 9

  
  




Still Harper

Despite my petty revenge, Xander was still fast asleep when I left the suite an hour later. He’d slept through my shower, blow drying, and maybe one more slammed door. Although that last one could’ve woken him up, and I wouldn’t know since I was on the other side of the door.

Needless to say, I wasn’t in the best mood as I headed downstairs for breakfast.

My mood tumbled further when I saw Kelly Evers standing on the other side of the private room I had set up for the crew to get their meals.

What the fuck was she doing here?

I really didn’t have it in me to put up with more of her bullshit. And given our stations, I’d be the one having to swallow it.

Ducking my head, I made for the opposite end of the buffet line, where Ella was talking to Shay.

I knew Ella and had spent time with her on the last leg of the tour. But I knew Shay less since she’d been busy working at restaurants while we’d traveled. Given that the two of them were currently chatting, thick as thieves, and I didn’t want to be a weird buttinsky, I didn’t interrupt their conversation.

But I did eavesdrop like a weirdo.

“…can’t believe she’s here.”

“I know. Tyler promised the guys that she wouldn’t be everywhere.” Shay whispered back. “You can see how much that worked. Literally day one and she pops up like Michael Myers in Halloween.”

“Only less welcome.” Ella snorted.

“Yeah, at least with him, no one would look at sideways if we—” Shay made a stabbing motion with her fork.

Mental note: Don’t piss off Shay Robinson; she gets stabby.

“Okay, crazy.” Ella laughed. “Maybe take it down a notch.”

“What? I just don’t like it when anyone screws with the guys’ heads. They’re good guys—Xander especially. None of them deserve that mindfuck.”

“I think you need to eat something. And stop that.” Ella slapped Shay’s fork out of her hand. “God only knows who heard you say that. The last thing we need right now is a restraining order against you.” Ella looked furtively around and froze when she saw me standing behind them.

“You guys about done with the back bacon? I’m starving.” I smiled, holding up my mostly empty plate.

“What exactly did you hear?” Ella asked with a glare.

“Uh, I think you’re forgetting whose bed I just crawled out of. I’m Team Xander all the way.” I gently nudged Ella aside and forked up some Irish bacon onto my plate. Spotting the grilled tomatoes, I made a beeline down the buffet and loaded my plate with a few of those, along with some scrambled eggs and toast.

Craning my neck to look for a free seat, it was my turn to freeze when I saw Ella and Shay still standing at the bacon, staring at me. I took a quick peek at my outfit. Did I wear something weird? “What?”

Ella dashed across the distance. “You crawled out of his bed this morning? Seriously?!”

“Uh…yeah.” I looked around, but we hadn’t drawn anyone else’s attention with Ella’s squeal.

Oh check that. Kelly Evers was currently glaring at me. Yay.

Turning my back on her, I raised my eyebrows at the girls. “Let’s go grab that table way over there.”

We all three tromped to an open table on the other side of the room. I took a chair against the wall. The last thing I wanted was for her to come up behind me.

“So spill,” Ella commanded with wide eyes.

“About what?” I mumbled around my scrambled eggs.

“Seriously? About you and Xander.” Ella leaned forward. “How long has it been going on? How big is his—”

“Ella!” Shay shrieked, slapping her friend’s arm. “I do not want to know about any of the guys’…junk.”

“What?” Ella blinked exaggeratedly. “All I want to know is if it’s proportionate. I mean the guy’s like six-three. So that would mean…”

Shay’s face was beet-red as she buried her face in her coffee. She shook her head but didn’t say anything else.

“Yeah, sorry but I don’t share details. I will tell you that security pushed her away from us last night as we waited for the elevator. She got the whole rabid fan treatment, like the guards didn’t recognize her. It was hilarious.” I giggled at the memory.

Ella crowed with laughter, and Shay’s soft laugh joined us.

Ella sighed. “Ha. Good times. But you—” she pointed her fork at me. “Don’t think I’m not still pissed at you for not telling me about hooking up with him in the first place. When did it happen, anyway? I know it had to’ve been after Portland since…”

Shay jabbed her elbow into Ella’s side. “I don’t think anyone needs to be reminded of Portland. Thank you.”

Now it was my turn to look away embarrassed. I mean, it was fine for anyone to have a healthy sex drive. But Xander’s was kinda legendary. And not typical of the guys I hooked up with.

“Anyway, what’s going on with you two? Are you stajing at any restaurants this tour, Shay?” I asked, referring to Shay’s habit of working in restaurants for free in exchange for experience. She’d worked her way across the US on our last tour.

Shay smiled. “Only one in England. Ramsay Pearce was adamant I needed some time in his flagship restaurant. Otherwise, this is like a prolonged honeymoon for us—traveling around Europe with all this downtime. I can’t wait.”

“She’ll be helping me out too.” Ella smirked. “Since she did such a good job on the last leg of the tour.”

“Eh, I think my rate went up. You can’t afford me now.”

“You’ll get so bored you’ll be begging to help me.”

“You just want me to stand guard in front of all those closets while you two get it on.”

I laughed. We traded barbs and laughs as we ate, and I let my guard down.

And of course, the second I did, she pounced.

“Where. Is. He?”

I jumped at the shadow that’d fallen over our table—in more ways than one.

I shrugged, going for an indifferent air, while I kept her in my peripheral. “Last I saw, he was still asleep in our bed. I doubt he’ll be down for breakfast. Or lunch, either. He was really tired.”

A muscle flexed in Kelly’s jaw. “Fine,” she huffed. “Tell him that I need to talk to him.”

“I think he’s made it clear that he doesn’t want to speak to you. Repeatedly.”

Kelly narrowed her eyes at me, and I just knew she was plotting my murder. Finally, she turned on her heel and flounced away, yelling, “Jay! Jay!”

Shay and Ella muffled their laughter.

“That was badass.” Shay grinned at me.

“Agreed.” Ella lifted her mug at me in a toast. “I wanna be like Harper when I grow up.”

I’d been a grown up sooner than anyone should have to.

“So, has anyone seen this Jay?” I asked. “How tall is he?”

Shay and Ella burst into laughter again. And this time I joined them.




* * *




The rest of the day, unfortunately, was a grind. Setting up the stage. Lights. Sound. Pyrotechnics. Musical equipment. The main greenroom. The guys’ private greenroom. Her private greenroom. Marisol and I ran our feet off taking care of everything since Wes had already flown back home.

But I didn’t mind. I was in my element. This was what I loved to do—order people around, smash through a checklist, troubleshoot insanity. My nirvana.

“Have all the boxes for sound arrived?” One missing box could mean thousands of dollars in missing equipment. Like the ear monitors we couldn’t locate.

“I’m missing three—S 3, 4, and 5. I have everyone looking around for them. But it’s looking like they didn’t make it onto the shipment.”

Son of a bitch. There was no way we’d be able to replace that much equipment in a day. Especially not on the road.

“Not good enough. Get everyone mobilized. If we can’t find those boxes, we can’t have a show. Or a tour. It’d take forever to get replacements.” I turned on the mic attached to my headset. “I need all bodies onstage ASAP. All bodies to the stage.”

In minutes I was surrounded by techs, roadies, promoters, merch staff, and security personnel. Then the hunt was on.

Twenty minutes later, the boxes were found in a forgotten equipment trailer that’d been used to transport instruments. Crisis averted.

I was looking over my checklist when a voice came from behind me. “I think I’m getting what attracted Xander.”

I jumped.

Tyler Worthington crossed the stage toward me.

My heart thudded unevenly. I don’t know what it was about this man. He had the same swagger as the rock stars I worked with on a daily basis, but unlike most of them, it seemed like Tyler had his shit together. He was always dressed in a suit, contrasting with his tousled hair.

“I, uh…” I struggled to get my brain to work. “Was that supposed to be a compliment?”

Tyler’s laugh was low and sexy. “Only a comment on my apparent blind spot when it comes to you.”

My cheeks heated, and for the first time today, I felt unsure. The stage was my domain. I’d always been the one in control. Not so much right now.

I cleared my throat. Then cleared it again. “Was there something you needed, Tyler? We’re pretty busy.”

“So I see.” He stepped closer, forcing me to look up at him. “We need to talk about Kelly. I understand there’s been an…incident.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” In my defense, there were three ‘incidents’ so I didn’t actually know which one he was bringing up.

Tyler tipped his head. “Her ego’s been bruised. Having to see such a gorgeous woman with the man she’d been with for so long has been hard for her. I think a few apologetic words would go a long way. I’m sure you understand.”

I laughed incredulously. His attractiveness was quickly fading into the douche zone. “Not really. She’s engaged, right? I don’t know why she’d give the first flying fuck about me—even given the fact that I’m screwing ‘her’ man. She’s moved on, why can’t Xander?”

“Rock stars. Their egos are as fragile as a teenager’s. Like I said, just a few words. I’m not asking for much.”

“Not happening. I haven’t done anything to apologize for. And since I don’t work for you, I don’t answer to you. If you have any issues with my job or my attitude, feel free to bring it up to Wes. Since he’s my boss.” I adjusted my headset to keep myself from hurling something—most likely my tablet—at his head. “Now, if that’s all, I have a mountain of work to get through before soundcheck this afternoon.”

Tyler stared me down, trying to intimidate me with his attractive disapproval. Joke was on him, I’d been disappointing assholes my whole life.

“So you’re refusing to give her an apology? Even an insincere one?”

“She called herself a headliner; I corrected her. When I introduced myself, she called me the help. When she asked to speak to Xander, I told her he was unavailable. He doesn’t want to see her, let alone talk to her. I have nothing to apologize for.”

This time I stared him down. I didn’t give a shit what he thought about stations and egos. I didn’t have a fucking thing to apologize for. And Wes wouldn’t make me. He didn’t have time or mental space for bullshit either. It was why I’d taken this job in the first place.

“Fine.” Tyler shook his head and looked down at his phone. He thumbed through a few texts and was still deep in his phone when he spoke again. “But we need to talk about the setlist.”

My eyes widened. Light, sound, and stage placement had all been designed based on a setlist that had been planned for months. Sure, there were a few instances where the guys would change it up, but that was only true for maybe one song. Two at most. The last thing I needed today was this clusterfuck. “Okay. Talk.”

“Kelly wants the duet with Xander during her set but before her encore.”

I sputtered. There was so much wrong with that sentence I didn’t even know where to start. Duet? Since when? I wasn’t going to have any part of it.

“Good luck with that.” I snorted.

This was going to kill Xander. It was such a monumental betrayal. And coming from his manager of all people? Dammit.

“Pretty sure that’s your job.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. This asshole. How had I ever found him attractive? “Pretty sure I told you that if you had any problems with how I did my job, you should take it up with Wes.”

“Wes told me this fell under your domain now.” Tyler stared intently back at me.

“Sounds like I need to have a conversation with Wes then.” I pivoted on my heel to go call him when Tyler’s hand grasped my upper arm, stopping me.

“Look. I just…before you go off halfcocked, I feel like you should know that it’s in her contract with Black Hat. She slipped in her demand for a duet with Xander toward the end of negotiations, and no one noticed it until now. I suspect that’s why Wes went MIA. He’s embarrassed that he missed it, and he’s blaming himself. I guess things haven’t been going so good at home—he mentioned it yesterday on the flight over. Along with the things his wife has been saying about you.”

I swayed slightly as all the blood left my head. My whole promotion wasn’t real—Wes was just trying to cover up his fuck up.

What else had Wes been hiding from me? I almost asked Tyler what his wife had been saying, but I didn’t think I wanted to know.

And Tyler looked like he really didn’t want to tell me any more anyhow.

My fingers flew across the screen of my tablet as I pulled up Kelly’s contract with Black Hat. With a little search magic, I pulled up the clause with Xander’s name in it. Because it was there in black and white. Xander had to perform a duet onstage with Kelly at every concert.

I felt lightheaded. Could it even be enforced since it contradicted the band’s contract? Would they sue Wes? The company?

There was no way the tour would go on.

Wes would be bankrupt. Divorced. I’d be without my best friend and mentor, not to mention jobless.

No one would want to work with Wes or Black Hat if this got out.

The sense of doom from Wes’ absolute betrayal snaked through my bloodstream. It was a familiar feeling. My dad had been betraying me some way or another almost my entire life. It was why I’d moved away from home the second I graduated and never looked back. But for it to come from Wes of all people?

My god.

Tyler’s arrogant voice came through the haze around me. “Now you understand why this is a delicate situation.”

I nodded mutely.

“And how maybe it’s a good idea to apologize to Kelly. We want her on our side, after all.”

Setting my jaw, I nodded again.

“Great.” Tyler’s thumbs cruised over his phone’s screen. “Now, all we have to do is come up with a gameplan to get Xander onboard with the duet. Just a hint, it’s best if it feels like it’s his idea. Xander really doesn’t like to be told what to do.”

A sinking sensation pulled at my stomach.

This wasn’t how I worked. Ever.

Fuck Wes and Tyler for putting me—and Xander—in this position.

They could both fuck off into the sun forever as far as I was concerned.

Crush officially over.








  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




Xander

“Welcome back to Talk Radio Ulster. We have the biggest band in the world in the studio today—the Tin Gods. Welcome, lads.” Declan Barrett gave us a toothy grin.

“Thanks, Declan,” Chase replied.

“Stoked to be here,” Noah crowed.

Jesse and I exchange looks before waving.

“So, I hear tomorrow night you lads will be taking over Boucher Road.” Declan tipped his head. “What can you tell us about the show?”

We always anointed a spokesperson at these things. Unless it was a direct question, Chase had drawn the short straw for this media stop, so I tuned out their banter.

Instead, my thoughts turned to Harper. The way she’d called me Zee last night. Her inexplicable crush on Tyler. And that weird wet dream I’d woken up from where I’d been holding her supple body in my hands, feeling her lush, round tits. Right before someone slammed a door and woke me up.

“Xander,” Declan turned to me with that damned, weird-ass grin. “I hear you lot have a special opening act this round. Someone from your past?”

I barely suppressed a groan. This was the third time today I had to literally grin and bear it. “Yeah. We’re really excited to have Kelly Evers with us on this tour. She helped us out in Vegas when our opening act went AWOL. And I don’t think I have to tell you what a class act she is.”

Every word felt like nails scraping my soul.

“I guess Kelly thinks she’s immune to the curse of the Gods’ opening act?” Declan asked.

I tipped my head in acknowledgement. “Apparently.”

“The only way to know for sure is to come out and see her tomorrow night,” Noah added helpfully.

“Sounds like you think she might be cursed after all, Noah.” Declan traded a smirk with Noah.

“Let’s put it this way: she wasn’t lucky enough to hang onto our man here.” Noah slapped my shoulder, pushing me forward slightly.

“About that.” Declan leaned forward into his mic. “How is it to be on the road with your ex? Awkward? Is there bad blood still?”

“No, we work amicably together. We’re both professionals who want to get the job done. No drama here.”

“That’s surprising, considering the headlines that dominated the paper when the two of you split up the last time. With all those pictures of the two of you fighting in the lobby of a Hollywood hotel. Heartbreak Hotel, I think they called it?”

I was going to kill Tyler. He was supposed to be here and put the kibosh on this kinda bullshit. Public dives into my private life were never fun. Especially if they ever found out about—

“Xander?” Declan’s voice interrupted my mental spiral. “Any comment?”

“Nope. I’m just here for the music. And a good time. I don’t worry too much about the stuff I can’t control.”

But we sure as hell should’ve been able to control these bullshit questions.

Chase leaned into his mic and tried to direct the host’s attention away from me. I appreciated the effort, but it was three hours too late, in my opinion. Or whenever Kelly fucking Evers signed her contract.

I silently steamed the rest of the interview, offering grunts and terse answers to any other questions directed my way.

And then we were finally done.

We stood up and made our way to the door to sign some merch for the station when Declan cornered me.

“Hey, mate, I hope you understand, it’s just part of the job. Nothing personal.” He tried that toothy grin on me again, and it took everything inside me not to knock it off his face.

“Weird. It felt pretty damn personal.” I shouldered past him and joined the guys standing around a table signing shirts and banners.

“This is when it’d be handy having Tyler around,” Chase muttered as he passed me a white t-shirt.

“Yeah,” I grunted. “Where the fuck is he?”

All of us were studiously avoiding eye contact with Declan, who hovered around the edge of our circle like a plane circling the airport waiting to land. He better not try to land near me. Asshole.

“Said something about problems at the venue,” Jesse murmured back. “He was looking for Harper when we left.”

Everything inside me froze with that statement. Tyler wanted Harper?

I tried to ignore the weird little niggly feeling the rest of the afternoon. After one more media spot, we headed for the venue. We had soundcheck in an hour, so there was no point in going to the hotel.

When we rolled into our private greenroom, Harper was waiting for us.

Or me, as it turned out.

She stood up from the makeup chair she’d been waiting in and walked up to me with a conflicted expression. “Can we talk?”

Damn. I didn’t think Tyler would move this fast. Or at all, really. He was more of a status relationship kinda guy. Which explained why he’d never seen the wonderful woman standing in front of me. “Sure. You have a place in mind, or do you want me to kick the guys out?”

“Aww, don’t be mean,” Noah whined. “Just because you’re in a bad mood because of all the Kelly questions today, it isn’t a reason to take it out on us. Or her.”

Harper winced.

And I felt bad. Even though he was a douche, Noah was right.

“Where do you want to—”

“I, uh,” Harper cut me off. “It’s probably better if the guys are here too. Maybe. God, I don’t know how to do this.”

“Well it’s a good thing you’re with Xander,” Jesse cut in with a grin. “Xander knows all about doing things publicly. Don’t you, Xan?”

“Not the time, asshole,” I gritted out. “And don’t think I’m going to forget this.”

Harper’s ice blue eyes bounced between me and Jesse and back. “Uh…”

I tried to smile at her. “Just ignore him, angel. He’s an asshole. Just say whatever you have to say.”

I could take it. I was an adult. Mostly.

“So, apparently Kelly slipped a line into her contract with Black Hat Productions that specified you and she would do a duet at every concert.”

“Fuck that.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before I even had a chance to think them. And I felt a weird mix of relief and anger.

Harper lifted her palms. “I know. It’s bullshit. But it was an honest mistake on our part that we didn’t catch it.”

“It’s fucking negligence is what it is,” I growled, jabbing a finger at her.

Harper winced again.

“It’s not in our contract,” Chase tossed in. “There’s no way you can enforce it.”

“And I understand that.” Harper nodded diplomatically. “What I’m concerned with is how Kelly will take your refusal. She and I are not on the best of terms—”

“Because of me,” I cut in.

Harper gave me a slight smile. “We’ve had a few run-ins when you weren’t around, and I think it’s safe to say that Kelly is not a fan of mine.”

“Makes it mutual at least.” Noah grinned at her. “What did you call her in Vegas? An overhyped, autotuned hack?”

“That was a conversation I thought I was having with my friend.” Harper glared at him.

“Oh, baby, we were never friends,” Noah drawled. “Don’t you know guys and girls can’t be friends? At least not when one of the two wants to sleep with the other.”

“But I never—” Harper’s eyes widened, and she cut herself off. After a second, she shook her head. “Getting back to the main issue here—Kelly’s contract. I know you have absolutely no obligation to help us out here, and actually every reason to be pissed off at Black Hat. But Wes has some personal issues going on. I didn’t realize how deep or far back they went, but apparently, he didn’t pass the contract through our attorneys after the last revision. He just gave it a cursory glance and signed off. I think she’s asking for the duet because she believes it’ll up the hype around her. She never got as much attention as she did when she was with you.”

“But she’s not with him.” Jesse frowned. “She’s engaged to what’s his face, right?”

“Like the media hasn’t ever reported something as fact when it wasn’t?” Harper raised her eyebrows. “At the very least it’ll bring good headlines: Will they/won’t they, Love triangle—or rectangle, I guess. I think—”

“That’s why he gave you the promotion; Wes thought you could smooth over this bullshit with us and get me on board. Or leave you as the fall guy if you couldn’t make it happen.”

Harper grimaced. “Believe me, Wes and I will be talking about this—once he returns my calls.” She paused and shook her head. “I don’t think the company would withstand the lawsuits. Wes would lose everything. His marriage is already hanging by a thread. This would eviscerate him.”

“And you’d lose your job.” I raised my eyebrows. “The scandal would follow you too. You’d lose your standing in the industry. You’d be lucky to land on your feet with another production company.”

Harper gulped. “I’m aware.”

My mind whirled while I stared at her. I didn’t want to do this. I never thought I’d have to stand on a stage with that viper ever again.

This was a fucking nightmare.

The light in Harper’s eyes dimmed, and she sighed as she took a step backward. “I’ll call Wes again.”

“I’ll do it.”

Everyone stared wide-eyed at me. My gut churned, and I felt like a million fire ants were dancing under my skin. I didn’t want any part of this, but I also didn’t want to see Harper ruined because of Wes’ incompetence and Kelly’s ego trip.

“Really?” Harper whispered.

“Xander, are you sure?” Noah asked, wide-eyed.

Jesse frowned. “I think you’re being too quick to agree.”

“We should talk this through as a band first.” Chase sent me a searching look.

I shook my head. “Sounds like this is a Xander Lang issue and not a Tin Gods problem.”

“Since when do we make that distinction?” Chase cocked his head and tried to stare me down. “This is crazy. You don’t have to do this, Xan.”

I raised my eyebrows. “I’m surprised to hear that coming from a guy who’s done so much crazy shit for the girl he loves. And Harper is only asking for three minutes of my time. I can do that. Easy.”

Chase gave me an incredulous look. “This isn’t remotely the same thing. Shay and I are married. And nothing I did for her ever compromised my dignity. This is bullshit.”

“Noted. Any other objections?”

Jesse crossed his arms over his chest. “I mean, I don’t like it, but ultimately it’s your decision.”

“To be fair, you’re the one who brought her into our realm.” Noah blinked innocently. “So, when you think about it, it’s almost like a karmic revenge.”

Chase nodded. “Truth.” He turned to Jesse. “I forget—who broke up with who the last time?”

Jesse tipped his head. “I think it was Xander. Remember? She kept leaving weird presents for him at his house? The packages of uncooked bacon, that weird cactus thing, and all those cans of shaving cream?”

“Oh right.” Chase snapped and pointed at Jesse. “And those notes she left with each item. Telling him why the thing reminded her of him and how much she loved him. And those ridiculous attempts at lyrics.”

Jesse nodded. “Didn’t she give you a fish too?”

I sighed. “A beta fighting fish.”

“And that movie poster.” Noah hooted. “We never heard the story about that loving memory.”

“And you never will.” I glared at him. I really wasn’t appreciating this jaunt down memory lane.

“Sounds to me like you were dating a cat.”

Everyone stopped then turned to stare at Harper.

“What?” She raised her palms. “Isn’t that what cats do? Bring their kills to their owner?”

Holy hell. Just when I thought I’d figured her out, she surprised me.

“Kelly Evers, Catwoman.” I laughed. “It sounds about right.”

Noah snorted. “It also explains why you stayed with her for so long. Crazy, latex bodysuit. It’s starting to make sense.”

“Fuck off.” I flipped Noah the bird and laughed.

“So you’ll do it?” Harper asked before taking a deep breath.

I sighed. “I will. But I have my own demands.”

Harper nodded tightly then pulled out her tablet. “Let’s have it.”

“Wes is not to handle any of our contracts going forward. You will be our point of contact with Black Hat from now on. I want you present for every rehearsal and run through that requires me to be onstage or even near Kelly Evers.”

Harper’s fingers moved over her tablet screen.

I continued, “We want final approval over acts that open for us or that we’re expected to share a stage with as long as we work with Black Hat.”

The guys around us grunted their approval.

“And lastly, I want Wes to give you the official tour manager title now and make your raise retroactive to the beginning of the Corruption Tour.”

Harper’s fingers froze, and she jerked her head up to stare incredulously at me. “What?”

“You deserve it, angel. You do the work of four people. You get shit done. And if Wes thinks he’s going to try to leverage our relationship to cover his fuckup, then I’m going to make sure that you get everything you’re due.”

“Zee,” she whispered, shaking her head.

“Those are my terms.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Print it out, and I’ll sign it. The whole band will sign it.”

Harper turned her head to take in the other guys.

Chase raised his eyebrows. “What happened to this being a Xander Lang problem and not a Tin Gods one?”

“You were right.” I jerked my chin at him. “If it affects even one member of the band, it’s a band issue, and we should all agree.”

Chase grinned. “All in agreement?”

“Hail!” all four of us shouted.

Harper was fighting back a grin of her own as she typed away at her screen.

“Anyone else have anything they want to add before I print this up?” Harper asked, looking around the room.

“Well actually.” Noah raised a finger. “I’d love to have a basket of puppies in our greenroom.”

Harper smiled back at him. “So would I, but the logistics—”

“We’re trying to get her a raise here, brother.” Jesse patted Noah’s shoulder. “Not make Harper’s job harder.”

Noah sighed. “Fine.”

“I could get a list of shelters in all the tour locations for you though.” Harper said as she tapped at her tablet again. “We could visit some on our downtime.”

“Uh, I don’t think so.” I put my arm around Harper and pulled her to my side. Ducking my head, I whispered, “Do you not remember what he admitted a few minutes ago? Like hell am I letting my girlfriend go on cute puppy dates with my bandmate.”

“But we’re not—” She cut herself and took a gulp as she remembered our audience, most of who were not aware of our little deal. “Right. Sorry. Well, I guess that means you need to come with us. Oh! We could make it a band thing. Raise awareness of stray animals worldwide. I bet Ella would love to include it in your social media posts. I should…”

I lost the rest of what she mumbled as she typed away at her screen again.

“So, we’re good here?” Chase asked as he pushed away from the wall he’d been leaning against.

“Actually there is one more thing.” Harper gulped. “But maybe it’s a Xander thing? Only, it kinda involves Tyler so maybe you should all be here for this?”

Tyler? What the fuck? Was she…I couldn’t even finish the thought. She couldn’t be breaking up with me now, not when I needed her the most. “What is it?”

She shifted her weight. “He, uh, wants me to apologize to Kelly.”

“Like hell.” I scowled. “You’re not fucking doing that.”

“For sure.” Noah nodded. “We’re Team Harper all the way.”

“Agreed. No need to apologize to the bitch for defending yourself.” Jesse frowned.

“That’s not all.” Harper’s eyes flicked to me then away. “He wanted me to manipulate you into going along with the duet. He said it’s best if it feels like it’s your idea. That you really don’t like to be told what to do.”

That asshole.

“Fuck that,” Jesse breathed.

We didn’t need to take a vote.

As soon as we could figure out the details, Tyler Worthington was out.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




Still Xander

The next three hours were how I imagined purgatory.

“No, no, no!” Kelly shouted. “It’s not going to work if he’s going to ignore me. This is supposed to be a love song. We’re singing about love and desire and just, argh! It’s flat and boring if he’s just staring into the crowd the whole time.”

I glared at her. It was only sheer willpower that kept me from walking off stage and refusing to come back. “I agreed to sing the duet and stand on the stage with you, but I sure as hell never signed on for playacting a fucking relationship in front of a live audience. Not gonna happen.”

“Maybe there’s some middle ground we can find,” Harper added diplomatically. “I agree that while it’s a love song, maybe you don’t have to sing it at each other. We could invite some audience members onstage to be serenaded. Or maybe you two sing to your significant others? We could stand just offstage…”

“That’s stupid.” Kelly scoffed. “No one wants to hear some half assed love song sung to nobodies. What kind of show is it if we’re singing to the wings? Ridiculous. And Jay is too busy to be jumping out here when I snap my fingers.”

That was blatantly untrue, given all I’d seen over the last few hours. I thought maybe she had him fitted with a shock collar or something, the way he literally jumped every time she yelled his name.

“Maybe we need to change the song then.” Harper sighed. “What’s that Fleetwood Mac song? Their breakup song?”

“’Go Your Own Way’?” I asked, fighting a grin. The song was badass. Making your ex sing night after night about breaking up was fucking genius.

“Yes!” Harper grinned, pointing at me. “That’s the one. I think you two can give Stevie and Lindsey a run for their money. And it’ll sound like a totally new song to the audience.”

“No!” Kelly wailed. “It’s not our song. It’s not the song that everyone is going to expect us to sing on tour. We released ‘Heartbeat’ together. It charted into the top ten. This is… It’s… Jay! Jay! They’re not listening to me!”

I rolled my eyes and flopped onto my stool. The way rehearsals were going, it was going to take three more hours to get through this bullshit.

Although it was fun to watch Harper wind Kelly up. Funny and sexy as hell. There was something about someone so tiny and cute being so devilish and naughty that just got to me. And it didn’t hurt that she was the exact opposite of Kelly. Suddenly I was a huge fan of tiny blondes with spines of steel.

Jay stepped onstage. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to object. This isn’t what Kelly wants. And the duet is in her contract.”

“Check it again.” Harper stared intently back at Jay despite their almost foot of height difference. “You didn’t specify a song or who gets final say on song selection.”

“Yes, but—”

“And I’m doing this as a favor,” I cut in with raised eyebrows. “Until today, I didn’t have an agreement to even stand on stage with Kelly.”

Jay sputtered, “Right, but that’s not—”

“And I do have final say in my contract on set lists and song selections.”

It was so goddamn satisfying to fuck with Kelly and by extension her current boyfriend. Jay had been and would always be a dick. “We’re not singing ‘Heartbeat.’ I will however sing ‘Go Your Own Way.’ I think you’ll find that the song selection fits us to a tee.”

And I didn’t give a shit that it didn’t play into her plot to get us in the headlines as potential lovers again. Fuck that. Singing a breakup song on the other hand? That was fucking genius.

I might just be falling for Harper Grey’s brilliant mind. And it didn’t hurt that it came in such a tight, voluptuous body either.

“But I don’t know the song!” Kelly wailed. “And neither does my band!”

I smirked. “My guys know it. And they’ll help with backup vocals. Learn the song tonight. Or don’t.” I shrugged. “It really doesn’t matter to me either way.”

Our strained silence echoed through the stadium. Kelly and I stared at each other.

Then Harper clapped her hands, breaking the tension. “Okay! Sounds like we have a plan. We’ll run through it in an hour during the Tin Gods’ soundcheck and perform it during their set instead of Kelly’s tomorrow. We can always meet up again tomorrow and practice some more before the concert.”

“Awesome.” I grinned. “I’m sure the guys will be thrilled to work with you again.”

Kelly glared at me then sniffled and swiped at her nose. After another beat, she muttered, “Fine.”

“Perfect. We have a game plan.” Harper smiled sweetly at Kelly. “I don’t know about the two of you, but I’m excited.”

Kelly didn’t say anything else or acknowledge me or her band as she flounced off with Jay hot on her heels.

I tipped my head at Harper. “I think that went well.”

She burst out laughing, and I grinned in response. Fuck me, she was cute.

Tyler crossed the stage to us, and the smile slipped off my face. Harper had a crush on him. And he’d all but admitted to manipulating us. Between Kelly being on tour with us in the first place and the shit he’d said to Harper, I was over his bullshit.

Tyler gave us his douchey smug smile. “I think that went well.”

“All thanks to this lady.” I put my arm around Harper’s shoulders and smiled down at her. “I can’t wait to see the headlines after tomorrow’s show.”

“Very smart. I only caught the last bit, but I’m guessing the rest of the rehearsal went about the same way?” Tyler asked.

“Worse,” I bit out. “I’m still pissed we’re doing it. Even with the song switch, I’m still gonna hate every second of being on stage with her. Not to mention seeing her backstage and on the road. It’s bullshit.”

“It’s the industry.” Tyler shrugged. “You’re not always going to like who you have to work with.”

“What the hell is the point of making all this money, getting all this clout, if we still don’t have control of our lives? What are we doing all this for?”

“The love of the music. The almighty dollar. The fame. The groupies. Take your pick.”

“Uh, guys?” Harper stepped out from my arm and squared up to Tyler. “I’m going to need you two to take this show backstage. Kelly’s band needs to finish up their soundcheck.”

I nodded tightly. “Sorry, angel. I’ll play nice.” I leaned down and kissed her cheek. “See you in a bit for our soundcheck.”

“I, uh, okay.” She blinked her wide eyes at me, clearly thrown by my nearness. “Thanks, Zee. Bye, Tyler.” Then she turned back to the band. “Let’s run through the last song and the encore, and then you guys can be done for the day. The duet will happen during the Gods’ set.”

I watched her for a second, totally transfixed. This tiny woman could calmly order around men who were almost twice her size. And why the hell did I find that so hot? Did she bark commands like that during sex? Boss her partners around? Or did she prefer to let go then and let her partner control everything?

Something told me that the latter might just be the case.

And a large part of me wanted to find out for myself.

The band started up one of Kelly’s songs as a backup singer took over the lead vocals. I turned to leave and caught Tyler eyeing me like I was an alien. I shook my head at him and stomped off stage.

“It’s not a schtick,” Tyler shouted at my retreating back as I left the wings toward our greenroom.

“What?” I took the bait and turned around. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“The girl.” Tyler stepped up to me and lowered his voice. “I thought it was an act to keep Kelly off your back, but you actually like her—Harlow.”

Fuck. I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Harper.”

“What?”

“Her name. She’s worked with the band for years, and you still don’t know her name? It’s Harper not Harlow.”

Tyler shrugged. “Until recently, she hadn’t been more than a PA or whatever. Why would I notice her?”

“And that’s all I need to know.” I shouldered past him and headed for the greenroom.

“Wait! We gotta talk about media spots for tomorrow!”

“There’s no media on the calendar for tomorrow.”

“I know, but I want—”

“I don’t give a shit. Invite them backstage for the meet and greet, but we’re not signing up for any more work during our downtime.”

“But—”

I swung back around and glared at the man who’d been with us since the beginning. A gamut of emotions coursed through me; we had such a complicated relationship. Was I being fair to him? Was I jealous of Harper’s feelings for him? But then he’d been so manipulative with the duet and Kelly getting signed on tour with us. It was too much for me to untangle, and I was so fucking tired of it all. “Unless it’s a sick kid in the hospital, I don’t want to hear it. We’re drawing a line. This is it. Either listen, or go the fuck home.”

Tyler was still standing there, his mouth wide open like a bass, as I walked away.




* * *




I spent the next hour skating on my board around the venue. I needed to take my mind off all this bullshit. Since I was bound by a chastity agreement, I couldn’t find a willing body so this was the next best thing.

Honestly, it wasn’t even close to the next best thing, but it was all I had.

I couldn’t keep my mind from going back to Harper and how fucking gorgeous she looked as she squared up against my ex. I’d never had a rescue fantasy before—kinda went against my nature—but there was something so fucking hot about the memory. Harper looked all petite and ferociously nice. I would’ve guessed she was southern if I didn’t know better. She had a way of staying so sweet while keeping everyone in line. Bless Kelly’s heart.

It was a new kinda attraction for me. Usually I went for tall, slim brunettes with a flair for drama. But that shit was exhausting. Maybe it was time for a change.

In more ways than one.

When I met up with the guys in the greenroom before our soundcheck, I filled them in on the duet.

“Wait, wait, wait.” Chase had to bend over, he was laughing so hard. Finally, he stood up, holding his left side. “Fuck, that hurts. I think I strained a rib.”

“So it was all Harper’s idea?” Noah asked with a smile.

I sobered. It was hard to forget what he’d admitted earlier with Harper. “Yeah.” I sighed. “Before that, I was seriously spiraling. It was fucking torture. But now? Honestly, I can’t wait.”

“This is gonna be epic!” Jesse crowed. “Thanks for including us, bro. And here I didn’t even get you anything.”

We all laughed, and I shook my head. “Just think of it as my way of apologizing for the shit you put up with because of that relationship. So thanks.”

“Christ.” Noah groaned. “It’s like we’re all growing up. Chase got married. Jesse is monogamous. And now Xander is having epiphanies.”

Chase raised his eyebrows. “We can’t stay stupid kids forever.”

“Like hell.” Noah spun a drumstick in his hand and tapped out a random rhythm on his knees. “I ain’t never growing up.”

“He’s a Toys R Us kid,” Jesse sang before pursing his lips to keep his laughter in.

“Fuck yeah!” Noah hollered, raising his drumstick. “Is there one in town? Let’s go!”

“Uh, sorry, bud.” I patted his shoulder. “But I think they closed like a decade ago or something.”

“Fuck.” Noah hung his head and feigned wiping a tear.

Someone cleared their throat. I spun around and grinned when I saw Harper standing in the doorway.

“Hey guys.” She waved her free hand as the other clutched her ever-present tablet. “We’re ready for your soundcheck.”

“Awesome.” Noah galloped to the doorway and patted Harper on the head. “Thanks for looking out for our guy.”

“Always.” Harper smiled back at the rest of the band as they filed through the door.

I stopped in front of her and stared down at her. Her smile fell off as the moment stretched on.

Then she tipped her head and asked, “You okay? I know the afternoon was rough.”

I had to clear my throat to answer. “Yeah. It got better. Thanks to you.”

“I don’t know about that.” Harper hung her head and stared at her Chucks for a beat before straightening and tossing me that sassy smile of hers. “But it was great to get the upper hand.”

I grinned back at her. “I can’t wait to see the headlines tomorrow. It’s gonna be sweet.”

Harper laughed lightly and shook her head. “Come on, Romeo. We need you for more soundcheck fun.”

I fell in step with her as we walked to the stage. “Is it always work, work, work with you? When do you get to enjoy yourself?”

“When I’m not on the road.” She laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen much of the world beyond Vegas, airports, and stadiums.”

“Good thing you’re with me, kid. Having a good time is kinda what I specialize in.”

Harper arched an eyebrow my way. “I’m going to ignore that patronizing ‘kid’ and just say that I’m not here for a good time.”

“Just a long time, right? Me too.”

I laughed and shook my head as we headed for the stage and our rematch with Kelly.








  
  
  Breaking news from the Babbler

  
  




It’s So Over

Kelly Evers and Xander Lang sing surprising duet in Belfast

Exclusive Details

It was the gasp heard around the world when Kelly Evers was announced to be the opening act for the Tin Gods European leg of their Corruption World Tour. Headlines everywhere speculated that it was a sign the two had renewed their rocky relationship. Fans bemoaned the rollercoaster ride to come.

To fill in the history for those who were asleep the past decade—Kelly Evers signed on with Stolly Records at the same time as the Tin Gods, and soon Evers and guitarist Xander Lang were seen together all over LA and all over each other. For the next decade, they were on and off. A website—EverLangAfter.com—was actually dedicated to tracking whether the two were currently an item or not. Cheating allegations followed Evers when photos of her and basketball player Russell Griffey were seen around town being more than friendly. And rumors of a sex addiction have dogged Lang’s heels for years. Once Evers very famously broke up with Lang over a thirty second phone call. And Lang broke up with Evers years later when he proclaimed himself to be single on a talk show which, judging by Evers’ social media rant later that day, had been a surprise to her. Their last breakup was a much photographed screaming match in the lobby of the Chateau Vittore in Hollywood.

But we now have the answer about the current status of Evers and Lang. And I think it’s safe to say these two are never, ever getting back together.




*embedded video*




As seen all over social media, Lang and Evers sang a cover of Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Go Your Own Way,’ the epic breakup anthem written and performed by another tumultuous rock couple. In fact, the Fleetwood Mac song has entered the top 100 chart for the first time in decades.

But this news shouldn’t be a surprise for most of Evers’ fans as she announced her engagement to manager Jay Wazowski back in January. Meanwhile, Lang has been seen cozying up to a so far unnamed blonde in Belfast.

Of course if anything changes on either front, we’ll be the first to report it.

Stay tuned…
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Harper

Hiberian Hotel

Kilkenny, Ireland

I finally ran Wes to ground. He’d avoided twenty-six phone calls over the past two days. Ass. I was still so pissed at him that I put him on hold while I handed out everyone’s key cards.

I took special glee in the knowledge that he was paying overseas rates.

Five minutes in, he had the audacity to ask me. “Are you going to talk to me?”

After I handed the last roadie their card, I whirled and toggled my headset off of mute. “Are you serious? You pulled that stunt on me—on the band—and you think I owe you something? Really?”

“I, uh, I don’t know what to say.”

“How about you start with I’m sorry. You put me in a tough spot. I shouldn’t have had to have that conversation with the guys. You screwed up. You need to own it.”

“I was advised any apologetic words could be perceived as an admission of guilt.”

“Nice to know you’re talking to our lawyers again.” I shook my head, totally disgusted with him. “Maybe next time do that before you sign a contract. This has been productive. I don’t know why the hell you answered my call since you’ve literally said nothing. Clearly, my time is better spent elsewhere. Later.”

“Harper, wait!”

“Why?” I bit out as I headed for the elevator, my finger on the end call button. “It doesn’t sound like you have anything to say to me.”

“I do. I just…” He huffed. “It’s hard to say over the phone. Can you give me a minute? I need to close my door, so we can talk in private.”

“Fine.” I sighed and headed for an unoccupied corner of the hotel’s pub. I hated to hear the pain in his voice. He might’ve screwed me over, but we also had a working and—I thought—a personal relationship. “But no more giving me the runaround.”

Wes huffed again, and I heard some rustling on his end of the phone, followed by the sound of a door closing. After a few more seconds of strained silence, he made this weird snorting sound and whispered, “Vanessa filed for divorce yesterday. It’s over.”

“Wes,” I whispered back in shock. “I’m so sorry.”

He groaned and then there was the sound of his hitched breathing. Like he was crying. “It’s been a long time coming. I have so many regrets. I swore my kids weren’t going to grow up in a fractured home like I did, and yet here we are.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I hadn’t had a single stable, long term relationship in my life. Trust didn’t exactly come easily to me. I shoved my hands in my pockets and hunched my shoulders. I was still pissed as hell over the shit he’d pulled, but I also hated that he was hurting. Wes had always been there for me—through good times and bad, shit with the dad, and even helped me navigate student loans and scholarships. The man was more of a father than my own. “I’m so sorry, Wes.”

“Thanks. Some things can’t be fixed apparently,” he gritted out before coughing and clearing his throat. “I know I owe you such a huge fucking apology. I screwed up with the contracts, and then I tried to use you to cover shit up. It’s just…it feels like it’s all going to hell. I’m so fucking sorry that I dragged you into the middle of it all.”

“I appreciate the apology.” And I did, but it didn’t do much to alleviate my anger over what he’d done. He’d caused a huge mess and disappeared before the shit hit the fan, leaving me to literally clean everything up. But this was Wes. “I’m kinda worried about you, Wes.”

“Well don’t. I’m an adult. This is my screwed-up life. Every choice I made brought me here.”

“So maybe start making different choices.” I tipped my head. “You got a whole lot of people counting on you, both at home and out here on the road. You gotta get your shit together.”

“I know. I’ll do better.”

I hummed my response.

He cleared his throat again. “For the record, I’m happy for you and Xander. He’s a standup guy. You got a good one there, Harper.”

“Thanks.” Since he couldn’t see me, I felt safe rolling my eyes. This whole fake relationship was so weird. I didn’t know how to react. So I finished lamely, “I think so too.”

“And I want you to take tomorrow off. It’s a down day for a reason. Marisol will handle anything that’ll come up. I’ll call her when we’re done.”

I swallowed my protest. When Wes was like this, there wasn’t any budging him. And he owed me. “’Kay. Thanks.”

“You’re doing a fantastic job. Everyone is singing your praises. Clearly, promoting you was overdue. You’re kicking ass, kiddo. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Wes. Can I assume this means you’re going to take my calls now?”

“As long as I don’t get any from you tomorrow. It’s your day off. But yes, I’ll be available for you and Marisol.” He sighed. “Again, I’m sorry, Harper.”

“Just don’t do it again. Every contract goes to legal every time. No exceptions. You taught me that. And maybe next time, stay and own up to your actions. It was shitty that you left me here to pick up the pieces with the guys. You put me in a fucking awkward spot.” The words poured out of me in a torrent because I was still so angry. I know it wasn’t the best time with his whole life literally falling apart—I felt horrible for him—but what he’d done wasn’t okay.

Stunned silence hummed over the line for a few seconds. Wes was used to me being all brusque with other people—never him. So to say that this was out of character was an understatement.

“I… You’re right. I did run when the perfect excuse popped up. I’m sorry, Harper. It was a shit thing to do. And I will do better.”

“Thank you.” That time, it felt like a genuine apology. And my heart ached a little less.

“And for the record, you are doing an awesome job. Even Tyler is singing your praises, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard that bastard say anything positive. Ever.”

Had I heard that days ago, I would’ve been thrilled. But I remembered his utter douche-y behavior earlier. How he’d barked commands at me and assumed I’d jump to like I was his subordinate. Less than him.

But still, a compliment was a compliment. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

“Well you deserve it. Listen, kiddo, I’ve gotta get. Call me if you need anything. Just not tomorrow because—”

“I know, I know. It’s my day off.”

“Got it in one. Take care of yourself.”

“You too, Wes. Bye.”

“Later.”

I was feeling a weird mix of emotions as I headed for the elevator again. Still a little bitter, definitely hurting for Wes, but also thrilled that he was impressed with me.

The elevator dinged, and I stepped on alone. Unlike last time, we’d booked out this entire hotel, so we wouldn’t have any surprise run-ins. But since Black Hat was paying for accommodations, and we had to keep up the ruse, Xander and I were sharing again. I had to hide a smile at the memory of waking up next to him again. I never would’ve thought that the big, bad guitarist was a cuddler, but so far, every morning, I woke up with his arms around me. It was sweet.

When I reached our room, Xander was in the shower. I almost immediately turned around to leave, but where would I go? Everyone except Noah thought we were in a relationship. Trying to explain why I wasn’t relaxing in my room would be awkward. And I was shit at lying. Honestly, I was amazed we’d made it this far.

The shower turned off in the other room, and I scrambled for something to do to look busy so I wouldn’t appear to be the drooling fan girl I was turning into.

As I pawed through my suitcase set up in the closet, I could easily picture him getting out of the shower. Drying himself off. Slathering lotion all over his hard body. His hard cock—

Whoops. Not supposed to be thinking about that. Clearly, I needed to get laid. Too bad there was a six-three monk who saw me as a little sister in my bed.

I jumped when the bathroom door clicked open behind me. Clutching my chest, I turned around. “Cripes, you scared the crap outta…me…”

I was transfixed. Xander stood there in low-slung basketball shorts and nothing else. His wet hair hung down past his shoulders, curling slightly despite the wet weight. He lifted a hand to scrub at his bearded cheek, but it was his shirtless torso that held me transfixed. Beaded with moisture, he could’ve been a body double for Michealangelo’s David. All supple muscle with a slight dusting of hair on his chest and not a single tattoo in sight, aside from the half sleeve on his left arm.

“Harper? Everything okay.”

I blinked. “Uh, yeah.”

“See something you like?”

I jerked my gaze up to his face and found him smirking at me. I glared back at him. “I’m just surprised is all. I thought you’d be all tatted up like the other guys.”

The band had become infamous for ripping their shirts off this tour. Jesse had started the trend after a wardrobe malfunction, and Ella had turned it into internet gold. Women all over the world had drooled over the videos. I tried like hell to remember if Xander had stripped too, but I was coming up blank.

Honestly, I wasn’t capable of much independent thought when faced with all of this.

Xander shrugged. “Do you have any tattoos?”

I shook my head.

“Well trust me when I say that they hurt like hell. I got this—” He nodded at his sleeve. “Back when I was young and dumb. I have a few others I had to get …in places you can’t see. Thank fuck that stupid bet is over.”

My lips curved. “Do you have a pink unicorn on your ass too?”

“How do you know about that?”

“Come on.” The expression of shock/horror on his face was hilarious. I had to pause for a second because I was giggling. “Ella has become one of my best friends. She tells me things. And she has one too.”

Xander huffed and stomped over to the closet to shove his stuff back into his bag. For a spoiled rock star, he was a bit of a neat freak. I hadn’t tripped over a pair of underwear or dirty socks in the two days we’d been roommates so far. It was kinda nice. Lord knew that wasn’t true for most of the men that’d been in my life. My dad had been and probably still was a mess from head to toe.

“…any plans?”

“Huh?” I blinked back into the present and found Xander staring at me with that smug little smile.

“Are you warm? You look a little flushed.”

“Shut up.” I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest.

“I asked if you had any plans for tonight. Want to go get a pint? I’ve got the first shout.”

“I think I followed most of that.” I smiled, relaxing some now that he was finally letting go of my ogling him. “And since I happen to have tomorrow off as well, I think I’m good for a night out.”

“Oh, hell yeah. We gotta do this right then. Have you been to a trad sesh? Or a lock-in?”

I shook my head slowly. “Uh, they did a lock-in my senior year in high school—a big slumber party in the gym. Is that what you’re talking about?”

“Aw, angel, this is gonna be fun.” A huge grin spread across his face before he tipped his head toward the empty bathroom. “Go on and get ready.”

“Can’t I just go in this?” I looked down at my long sleeve tee, jeans, and Chucks. How dressed up were you supposed to get for a lock-in?

“We got plenty of time. The real fun doesn’t even start until after nine.”

“Um, okay. What about dinner?”

“Let’s order in some snacks for now, and then we’ll eat at the sesh.”

“Okay. I guess I’ll take a shower then. Order me whatever looks good on the room service menu. I’m easy.” I grabbed my shower bag and headed for the bathroom.

And I could’ve sworn I heard him mutter, “I wish,” just before the door closed behind me.




* * *




It was dark by the time we set off for whatever this lock-in was. And we were alone.

“Are we meeting up with the guys, or are they doing their own thing?” I asked as we walked down High Street. Since it was only five minutes away, we opted to hoof it instead of arranging a car.

“Nah, I wanted a lowkey evening tonight, and it’s hard to do that when we travel in a group.”

“Plus Noah doesn’t know the definition of incognito.”

Xander’s husky laughter had me smiling in response. “No, he doesn’t really do subtle.”

I peeked at Xander out of the corner of my eye. Given the number of people who swiveled to watch his large frame make his way down the sidewalk, I’d say he wasn’t exactly Mr. Incognito himself. His hair might’ve been up in a manbun, but there was no denying Xander’s masculinity. From his bearded face to his wide shoulders covered in his black leather jacket, he was eye catching, even if you didn’t know he was an international rock star. And none of these women had caught the private show I’d seen earlier in our hotel room. Xander looking tough with his manbun and leather jacket was one thing; seeing him mostly naked and wet from his shower was captivating.

And off limits.

I shouldn’t be thinking of him that way. Lord knew he didn’t see me like that.

Not that I wanted him like that.

Who was I kidding? I’d already fallen out of major like with Tyler. After ten minutes of his whole attention on me, I’d come to the conclusion he was the king of douches. I don’t know how I’d missed it. I guess I’d let his suit-y manliness entrance me for a minute. Sure he was stable, but he was also an asshole.

No thank you.

“I think you’re the only woman I could take on this walk who would be fine to just walk and not drool over every storefront. Or pepper me with questions.”

I jerked my head from my vague people watching to Xander walking at my side, then to the stores we were passing. Since it was called High Street, it seemed like only the best and fanciest stores were here. Every store was technicolor painted but had an overall Victorian look with fancy moldings and doorframes. All were closed, but the window displays were lit to show off the jewelry, fancy silverware, or clothes. Any other time, I’d be transfixed, but tonight I’d hardly noticed.

I’d been too busy trying to pretend I wasn’t into the man next to me.

I shrugged. “Too busy trying not to trip.”

While we weren’t on cobblestones, the slate squares did have some heaves here and there. And I wasn’t very well versed in wedge shoes. I really missed my Chucks. But they didn’t go with the flirty, belted, blue floral midi dress I’d put on. I was trying to look like an adult and not a kid on vacation with her hot uncle.

Judging by the looks Xander continued to get, pretty sure I’d failed.

“You should’ve worn your Chucks,” Xander chuckled.

I sighed. “I was just thinking the same thing. Too bad all these stores are closed.”

“Something tells me that O’Connor’s Jewellers isn’t gonna have what you’re looking for.”

“Doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be fun to look.” I shrugged. “But since I plan on sitting most of the night, I think I’ll be fine.”

Xander’s lips quirked. “If you say so.” He nodded to the path ahead of us. “We’re almost there. You ready for some pub grub and a trad sesh?”

“Yup, and whatever a lock-in is. I’m down.”

This time he didn’t battle his laughter. It rolled around us and made me smile as we walked across the street to the medieval stone building with the Kyetler’s Inn sign hanging above the door.








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




Still Harper

Almost an hour later, we were sitting at a tiny table in the back of a room. A large bar stretched against the opposite wall with a small area in the corner carved out as a stage with a wooden rail around it. The stage was currently empty, but our table had two pints on it. Bulmers Cider for me and Guinness for Xander.

He took a long sip, and I was transfixed by the foam mustache it left behind on his actual mustache. His smiling eyes met mine, and I had to look away in embarrassment at getting caught ogling him—again.

Instead, I took in the rest of the room. The vaulted two-story ceiling with stained glass arched windows—the kind I’d expect to see in a church. The dark wood all over. The three-foot-wide stone walls. The scuffed and scarred wooden floors. The people literally everywhere. I could tell there were rooms off this one, and judging by the noise, they were full too. Everyone was slightly dressed up—more so than I’d find in a regular bar around the corner from my house.

“Fish and chips, and our largest fill-ut.” Our waitress set the plates in front of us then stood there eye-fucking Xander. “You’re looking well, Xander. Any chance the lads will get you onstage tonight?”

Xander picked up his fork and knife and grunted. “Doubtful. Just here for a good time with my girl.”

Her head swung to take me in as she flinched. Despite taking and delivering my order, I was somehow a surprise to her. “Right. Right you are. Erm, okay. Well, if you need anything, just give me a shout.”

And before I could ask for malt vinegar, she disappeared. “Neat trick,” I muttered as I looked over my fried fish, steak fries, and cup of mushy peas, which kinda looked like green refried beans. “I need to learn it for when the boys get rowdy during setup.”

“That happen often?” Xander asked, suddenly intent as he stared at me, his steak forgotten.

I hitched a shoulder. “They know better than to screw with me. Now. When I was first on the road…” I shook my head. “I eventually learned how to handle myself.”

Xander continued to stare at me, a muscle in his cheek flexing. He didn’t say anything for a long minute.

Finally I nodded at his steak. “You should eat up before it gets cold.”

“Did you tell anyone about it? Whatever happened?”

I nodded tightly. I don’t know why I brought it up. It’d taken a few years, some therapy, and hell of a lot of thick skin to move past it. “Wes. He was there within seconds. Fired the asshole and made it known far and wide that that shit doesn’t fly on his tours. That everyone deserves to be treated with respect, and if someone didn’t like it, they would have a one-way bus ticket next to the asshole.”

Wes had always felt like a protector. It was why I agreed to this charade in the first place. But while my heart was breaking for him and what he was losing, I was also pissed. He’d let so many things fall through the cracks and left me to pick up the pieces. Things I didn’t even know he’d dropped. The complex tangle of emotions was so similar to what I felt for my father. Anger. Love. Disappointment.

Family.

“Good.” Xander grunted like a neanderthal. “He should’ve.”

Suddenly, the whole place vibrated with the sound of Irish music—a lilting, happy tune that soon had people captivated. Chatter drifted off and the only sound was the instruments singing on the stage. I swung around to see for myself. In the tiny fenced off area, a flutist, fiddler, guitarist, lute player, and accordionist were sitting shoulder to shoulder in the small space.

And just like that, all my bad memories were chased away by the music. It was impossible to hear the tune and not smile.

I grinned at Xander and dug into my meal.

We sat without talking, content to listen to the cadence of the music.

After a bit, I pushed my plate away, totally and completely full. Xander was still attacking his steak with militaristic precision. His steak fries had long gone cold and completely untouched. My heart ached at the sight. They were my favorite kinda fries—all pillowy soft and delicious. But his salad was long gone. He hadn’t even gotten salad dressing. The monster.

But then, those choices were probably why he looked the way he looked.

And my fried dinner was why I had a little buddha belly currently bulging the front of my dress.

I thought of Kelly Evers. That was apparently Xander’s type. All tall and willowy and stick thin. Perfect. The complete opposite of me. It was probably a good thing for me to remember.

This wasn’t a real date. If anything, it was a pity date. Or an apathetic date. I couldn’t decide which was worse—pity or apathy.

When this charade was over, I had to get laid.

Attempting to shake off my sudden funk, I turned in my seat and faced the band. The fiddler was pretty cute—dark curly hair corkscrewing around his head and so intent on his instrument. Made me wonder if he’d be like that in bed.

And then I remembered I’d had the same thought about Xander.

The song ended and I joined the applause.

“Thank ye.” The grizzled lute player leaned into the mic. “We always enjoy our time at Kyetler’s Inn. But uh, I see we have one of our special regulars in the crowd. And I was wondering if we could convince him to come on up here and play with us. What do you say, lads? You wanna see if we can get Xander Lang to come on stage and sing something for us?”

I swiveled around in time to see the scowl on Xander’s face just before he shook it away. After a heavy sigh, he pushed away from the table and headed to the stage.

“We got him!” the lutist crowed into the microphone.

Xander gave a deep laugh, and the mic picked up his words when he shuffled onstage. “You know this is supposed to be my day off?”

“’Tis a hard life you lead, m’boy.” The lutist slapped Xander’s shoulder as the other guys made room for him in the booth-like seating. “I saw the lass you’re with tonight. I don’t think you’ll get any pity from us tonight.”

My face heated with my blush. I didn’t have to look to know that everyone in the room had swiveled to peek in my direction. It was a relief when Xander laughed and accepted the guitar being offered.

“You remember that I don’t know any of your fancy songs, right?” Xander asked the lutist.

The lutist shook his head sadly. “And here I thought we’d converted you last time.”

“Sorry, I’ve been busy.”

“I see that.” The lutist craned his neck to check out our table again.

I ducked my head and tried to hide.

Xander elbowed the lutist. “Leave my angel alone. She’s bashful. So what do you want to play? Not one of mine. No one here wants to hear that.”

“Hey!”

“Yeah, we do!”

The crowd jeered their disappointment.

“Sorry.” Xander leaned toward the microphone. “Still not happening.”

“How about we commemorate your new love and sing an oldie but a goodie?”

“I think that sounds like a trap.” Xander laughed.

“It’ll be the finest. Just join in when you figure it out.”

The lutist leaned forward and conferred with the other players in another language I’d never heard before, and then they started playing.

It took me a lot longer than it did Xander to figure it out. I think after three bars, his guitar joined in as a large smile swept over his face. But when the lutist leaned into the mic and sang the first line, it hit me. For the next three minutes, the pub rocked to a very interesting rendition of ‘It Feels Like the First Time.’

Without a drum or a synthesizer, parts of it were missing. But adding in a fiddle and a flute more than made up for it.

I was grinning and clapping along with the rest of the crowd. And at the last chorus, I couldn’t help but sing along.

When the song ended, Xander handed the guitar back, and the lutist announced they were taking a break. Xander posed for some pictures with the group then slowly made his way back to our table. He was stopped again and again for selfies, signatures, and handshakes.

After reaching our table, he slapped some euros on the table and grabbed his jacket. “I think if we don’t want to incite a riot, we should probably head on out.”

My eyes wide, I took one last drink of my cider and stood up.

Xander grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight, and led the way past the bar to a door we hadn’t used on our way in. I tripped slightly over the change in flooring, and he spun around to catch me. “Whoa. You okay there?”

“Yeah, uh, you might need to slow down. My legs aren’t nearly as long as yours.”

Xander tossed me a look I couldn’t interpret then shook his head and wrapped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his side. “I can’t take you anywhere, angel.”

“I only had the one drink.”

“Not what I meant,” he replied enigmatically.

Before I could come up with a retort, he pulled us through the door and outside onto a patio. Weaving through tables, we avoided eye contact with the patrons, and in seconds, we were in the middle of a parking lot.

Nothing around us looked familiar, but I trusted Xander. He kept his arm around me and we bumped compatibly down a walkway alongside the river. Every so often a bridge spanned the water, decorated with pretty flowerpots. It was picturesque. A few blocks away, Kilkenny castle loomed ahead of us.

Immediately, all the tension melted out of me. I just wanted to stand here and breathe in the peaty water and relative silence of the night.

Xander must’ve had a similar thought because despite neither of us voicing it, we stood there soaking in the moment.

After a few moments, Xander turned to me. “Did you have fun?”

“Yeah, the music was fantastic. I take it you come to this place often?”

“Every time we play Ireland. It’s one of my favorites. Although Rory’s getting a little over the top. I’d rather come and listen. But he makes it impossible to say no.”

“It sounds like he’s as big a fan of you as you are of him.”

“Huh, I’d never thought of it that way.”

I hitched a shoulder. “That’s what I saw.”

Xander didn’t say anything. After a moment, he turned toward the castle in the distance and led me down the sidewalk alongside the river.

About a block later, he stopped next to the three-foot-tall wall separating us from the river. “Are you in a rush to get back, or do you have a minute?”

I shrugged. “I’ve got time. Someone promised me a lock-in, after all.”

“Shit.” Xander winced. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen tonight since we already left.”

“Wait, so they lock you in the bar?”

“If they trust you. They have to officially stop selling liquor at a certain time. That doesn’t mean the party always stops, though.”

I shook my head. “Fine. Where are we going if we’re not going back to the hotel?”

“Do you trust me?”

“Of course.” I answered reflexively, without even a thought.

Xander grinned. “Good.”

Then without a word, he grabbed me by my waist and tossed me over the three-foot stone wall separating us from the river.

“Zee!” I shrieked just before my feet touched the ground. And not empty air followed by water like I’d thought.

Xander vaulted easily over the wall and pulled me to him. “What happened to trusting me?”

“I didn’t think you were gonna throw me!” I all but shrieked as I shoved his shoulders.

“Oh, ye of little faith. I knew where we were. Come on.” He grabbed my hand again and led me to a bench near the water. He sat and pulled me down next to him. “This is my second-favorite place in Kilkenny.”

And we sat side by side, listening to the water pass us by. That peaty, marshy scent on the air and the rushing water made it feel so much cooler than it had been on the path.

“Cold?” Xan asked.

I didn’t really want to admit it out loud. The moment was too nice to ruin with practicality. The next thing I knew, Xander’s leather jacket enveloped me, still warm from his body heat. “Aww, you didn’t have to do that.”

“It doesn’t count as chivalrous if you make me take it back.”

“Fine.” I fake huffed. “To protect your fragile male ego, I accept.”

Xander laughed. “Thank you?”

I tucked the jacket closer to my body. “You’re welcome.”

The sound of Xander’s laughter drowned out the nearby burbling river and had me smiling in response. Usually he was so stoic, so this was a pleasant surprise.

I sighed as I leaned into him. “This has turned out to be a pretty perfect night.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re toasty warm in my jacket.”

“Oh.” I moved to shrug it off. “You can have it ba—”

“I got a better idea.” Xander plucked me off the bench and set me down in his lap.

His very firm and definitely hard lap.

I barely restrained the urge to wiggle.

He wrapped his arms around me. “Yup. This is much better.”

Xander’s oversized jacket made it really easy to hide my giddy smile in his lapels. It was so fricking hot to think that he maybe was having the same thoughts about me that I was having about him.

I took a quick peek up at him, but he had his head back as he stared at the stars overhead. His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed hard. But then he tilted his head, and I was staring into his eyes. So dark. So mysterious. What was he thinking? Was he thinking about me? Or Kelly? I know he wasn’t happy she was on the tour, but was it hard for him to see her? Did it make him wonder about could-have-beens?

Was he hard right now because he was thinking about her?

“Harper,” he whispered huskily. “You really shouldn’t be looking at me like that.”

“I, uh, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m not the man you think I am.” He brushed a thumb over my cheek. “I am so not fucking worthy of that look.”

I tilted my head. “I think I have a pretty good idea of exactly the kind of man you are. I’ve spent the past five years on the road with you, remember? You’d be surprised what I know. Still doesn’t change how I’m gonna look at you.”

Xander blinked once. Twice. “Fuck it.”

Then he kissed me.
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Xander

The past two hours had been torture. Actually, the last two days had been torture. Watching Harper bounce around our room in her tiny sleep shorts and tank top. Waking up with her in my arms and pretending to still be asleep. Watching every man in the pub eye-fuck her tonight. Feeling her squirm on my hard, pulsing dick.

I was done.

I was shooting my shot.

And she was kissing me back.

I groaned low in the back of my throat, cupped her head in one hand, and gave her everything I had. She whimpered, and I took total advantage, darting my tongue inside her mouth. She shyly rubbed hers against mine. I groaned and took the kiss deeper. We kissed and kissed, using lips and tongues until she had to break free with a gasp.

“Wow,” she whispered. “That was…”

“Fucking electric. You feel it too, right?”

“I—what? Of course. Pretty sure those ducks over there felt—”

I didn’t wait to hear whatever cute example she’d come up with. I swooped in and kissed her again. But this time, she dug her fingers into my hair and held onto me. She teased me with her tongue and the sexy little whimpers that escaped her.

We kissed like teenagers on their first sexual high. It was heady and hot and so fucking innocent. I couldn’t remember the last time I just kissed a woman. But I was so fucking glad I’d done it with Harper.

Harper broke away with a gasp and rested her forehead against my throat. She made a gasping little cry and wiggled on my lap, and I lost it.

“I am fucking inches from throwing you down on the grass right here. You gotta stop moving, angel.”

She rubbed her head against me before kissing my jaw. “What if I want you to?”

Lord knew I didn’t have an issue with fucking in public. I’d done things. Hell, at this point I’d done about everything. But I didn’t want Harper to have any regrets.

“Fine. Let’s go.” I stood up with Harper still in my arms and headed down the river walk toward Kilkenny castle.

“Wait, what?” she squawked as she clutched my shoulders. “Where are we going?”

“Back to our fucking hotel room. Like hell are we fucking for the first time on the grass where anyone could wander by. I want you naked and writhing on those soft sheets. Begging me to take you.”

One block down. Five to go.

“Well, fine, but let me down. I can walk you know.”

“We’ll get there twice as fast if I carry you instead of letting you toddle around on those stupid shoes.”

Harper gasped. “They’re not stupid. They’re designer.”

“When you turn your ankle on the way back and we have to ice and elevate your leg instead of fucking, they’re stupid shoes.”

“I can multi-task!” she barked at me. “It’s literally my whole fucking job!”

“Yeah, but my way means we don’t have to take any detours to the ice machine. Just straight to the room and get to fucking.”

“Err—I…okay then.”

I huffed with laughter and maybe some physical exertion too. I couldn’t believe we were arguing about this, but at least I won. And everything was fine for the next block or two. Right up until Harper’s hands started wandering. Her fingers moved over the back of my neck, tickling the little hairs that’d strayed from my manbun, and I shuddered. I felt her teasing touch all the way to my cock. “Shit, you gotta stop.”

“What? Stop what?” Her finger tickled the same spot just before she pressed a kiss against my jaw.

I almost whimpered. “I’m not playing, angel. It’s hard as hell to carry you with a fucking erection straining the structural integrity of my jeans. And every time you move your finger like that, my dick tries to jump up and wave back at you.”

“I totally want to see that when we get back to the room.”

“You’re about to see it here if you don’t knock it off.”

She grumbled something under her breath, but both her fingers and her protests stopped.

We got a few looks as we approached the hotel. But since no one got their phones out, I assumed our cover wasn’t blown.

That all changed once I walked through the hotel doors.

“Oh!”

“What happened?”

“Harper, are you okay?”

“Oh no! Harper!”

In seconds, we were surrounded by roadies and concerned staff, so I had to stop.

She shot me a glare out of the corner of her eye. “I’m fine. Luckily, Xander was there to gallantly carry me all the way back to the hotel. No, it’s okay. We’re just going to go to our room. Xander will take care of me.”

She waved people off, and I swore I saw a camera flash, but since it was only supposed to be tour employees at the hotel, I ignored it.

As soon as the elevator closed behind us, I gently set her down.

Harper huffed. “Now do you see why I wanted—”

I backed her into the wall, cupped her face in my hands, and kissed the hell out of her. After a beat, Harper wound her arms around my shoulders and kissed me back. We were still kissing when the elevator dinged, and the doors opened.

“Finally. I can’t wait to—whoops.”

I groaned and dropped my forehead against Harper’s.

“Get the fuck out, Noah,” I barked.

He laughed. The asshole. “Considering I’m pretty sure you guys want to continue doing that, you might want to be the ones to get the fuck out.”

Grabbing Harper’s hand, I pulled her out of the elevator behind me and shielded her from Noah’s smug smirk. I pointed my free hand at the asshole. “Don’t even.”

“What?” He was still laughing as the elevator doors closed on him.

“Christ,” I muttered as I waited for Harper to open the door. “Is there anyone we haven’t run into tonight?”

“Bite your tongue,” Harper whispered harshly as the lock light flashed red. She tried again, and it clicked, the lights flashing green. Grabbing my belt loop, she tugged me into the room, letting the door slam shut behind us. “Strip. Now.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I pulled my shirt off and kicked off my shoes and jeans. When I was standing there in my boxer briefs, I tipped my head at her. “Now you.”

She jerked her gaze up from my cock and that sexy as hell flush spread from her cheeks down her neck to her chest. Looking away, she untied the fabric belted around her waist. Then her hands went to the first of dozens of buttons spanning from her collar to her knees.

She unbuttoned one. Two. Three. Four. Her hands were on the fifth when I closed the distance between us.

I groaned. This was fucking torture. “How much do you like this dress, angel?”

“I, uh, wh—” Her words cut off in a shriek when I grasped the material and ripped it off her body.

“Xander! I loved that dress.”

“I’ll buy you ten of them. Fuck, I’ll get you one in every color.” I reached out and cupped her luscious tits straining the lace of her bra. “Holy shit, angel. Where the hell have you been hiding these gorgeous, sweet as hell tits?”

She laughed awkwardly and shifted her weight. Her arms came over her stomach as she shifted. “They’ve always been there.”

“You’re fucking luscious. Christ, you look like a fucking forties pinup wet dream—all blonde hair, round tits, and American pie cheeks.”

I kissed her. Harper’s hands came up and touched my shoulders in a butterfly kiss before moving to my chest. It was like she was unsure where or how to touch me. And so unlike Harper’s usual kicking ass personality, I had to pull back and check in with her. “You okay? We don’t have to—”

“No! I mean, yes, I want to. I want you. I just…” She shook her head. “I don’t do this often and never standing. And with our height difference, I don’t know—” She squealed again as I picked her up and carried her to the bed. Only this time, she didn’t protest.

I flung the remainder of her dress to the floor then set her down on the bed on her back and loomed over her. “No height difference to worry about now.”

“No, sir.” Her arms wrapped around my shoulders as she smiled up at me. “This feels about right.”

“Then let’s work on making it feel fucking fantastic.” I leaned down and kissed her, using my lips and tongue to show her just how much I wanted her.

Her hands roamed over my back as she kissed me back, making me shudder. Not that I stopped. I kissed my way down her jaw to her ear and bit her lobe with a playful nip. After a moment, I kissed her lobe better and then breathed hotly into her ear. Now Harper was the one shuddering.

I grinned wickedly. Continuing my journey, I pressed kisses down her neck to the center of her chest. And then I had to pause at the sight in front of me. Instead of a traditional back hooked bra, Harper was rocking a front closure.

My grin grew wider. Something told me that Harper picked this one in the hopes that I’d be the one taking it off her. Fuck yeah. I tipped my head and held her gaze as my fingers plucked at the tiny little snap keeping her tits hidden. “You still with me?”

Harper nodded quickly. She bit down on her bottom lip as I released the clasp and her tits tumbled free.

“Fuck me.” I pushed her bra cups aside and almost whimpered at the gorgeous breasts staring back at me. “Jesus, Harper. These are fucking spectacular.” I cupped one in my hand and ran my thumb over the pink tip. It tightened immediately. And I swear to god, my mouth watered.

Ducking my head, I pulled her nipple into my mouth and flicked it with my tongue. Harper groaned, moving restlessly under me. I moved one hand over to her other breast and teased that nipple with my thumb as I played with the other.

“Zee!” She groaned, her hips arching into my body. The soft rasp of her panties rubbed against my abs.

I moved to her other breast and teased it with my lips and tongue, then blew gently on the wet tip. Harper shuddered under me. Her right hand dove into her panties, but I caught her arm and pulled her hand back out.

“Uh-uh. That’s my playground.” I teased her nipple with a gentle nip. “No greedy girls here. You gotta wait.”

“Fuck that.” Her hand went back into her panties, and I pulled back, narrowing my eyes at her.

“What the fuck am I here for if you’re just gonna get yourself off? Unless you’re offering a show?” I sat back on my heels between her legs. “Go on. Get after it.”

“Xander.” She groaned, slapping her other hand over her face. “Don’t. You were just moving too slow. I want—”

“I know exactly what you want. But apparently you don’t think I’m capable of giving it to you.”

“It’s not, I don’t…I’m sorry, okay? Most guys don’t care. They’re just happy if I get off, and this way I make sure I do.”

“I’m not most guys. And it’s insulting that you’re jumping ahead when I still have my dick in my fucking boxers.”

“I’m sorry!” she wailed, now covering her face with both hands. After a quick scrub of her eyes, she sighed and dropped her hands. Blinking her wet eyes at me, her lips quivered. “I really am sorry.”

And I felt like an ass. I had this gorgeous woman naked in front of me, and I’d made her feel bad. Shit, I’d made her cry.

Reclining on my side next to her, I nuzzled her cheek. “I’m sorry, angel. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I usually am kinda controlling in the bedroom, and I forgot you don’t know that.”

I kissed her cheek as my heart thudded unevenly at the snuffling sounds she made.

After a minute, she swiped at her cheeks but still didn’t meet my eyes. “Controlling? What like BDSM?”

“Color me shocked. You know about BDSM? How?”

She gave a cute as hell little snort. “Come on. It’s practically mainstream now since Fifty Shades. I don’t know much. I just know what I don’t like.”

“Which is?”

“Breath play mostly. And rough fingering.” She shuddered, and I fought to quell the rage building inside me at the thought of someone treating this tiny woman roughly. “But I blame porn for that.”

“Yeah, a lot of porn isn’t very realistic. Most of the positions are just for the camera. Regular people aren’t that limber.”

She snorted again. “Preach.”

I ran my hand over her hair, brushing it out of the way. Then I tipped her chin up so she was forced to meet my eyes. “Are you okay? Do you want to stop? I can sleep on the sofa over there or find Noah and bunk with him. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable in your own room.”

“Wait, does that mean we’re done with—” She nodded at her mostly naked body.

“I kinda figured you were done with me.”

“No!” She winced, closing her eyes. After a very visible breath—and despite me trying to be the good guy here, I watched her tits bob—she opened her eyes and stared intently at me. “I want to still if you want to too.”

My lips quirked. Fuck, how did she continue to be so fucking cute and sexy at the same fucking time? “I still very much want.”

“Okay. So maybe we need to talk limits.”

“How about, for the first time, we just find out what each of us likes? And I’ll curb my controlling asshole tendencies.”

“First time.” She grinned. “Sounds fucking fantastic to me.”
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Harper

Xander dove at me, and I barely suppressed my eep of surprise. I didn’t expect him to be so eager. He was the epitome of rock star cool, after all. But then he was nuzzling my breasts, and I wasn’t capable of much coherent thought after that.

“I just can’t get enough of your tits. They’re so full and lush and fuck.” Xander buried his face between them, using his hands to hold them up against his face as his beard rasped against my skin.

I shivered. I’d never been with someone who had facial hair before. This was different. So good. I had no idea how much of a difference hair made, but damn.

I wanted to feel it between my thighs.

“H-How long have you had the beard?” I asked with a gasp.

Xander raised his head with a lascivious grin. “You a fan of the beard?”

“I’m not saying no.” I laughed. “I just…wondered how it would feel in other places.” Gah, I felt like a virgin—all hesitation and afraid to speak up. “You know, between my thighs.”

Then I had to hide behind my hands because I was a dork.

“Oh hell yeah, are you in for a treat.” Xander started to move down the bed when I stopped him with a hand on his arm.

I have no idea where my bravery came from, but I asked him, “Maybe we could both play at the same time? Do a little sixty-nine?”

“Fuck, I didn’t think it was possible, but you just got hotter!”

I shook my head and laughed, but that didn’t stop Xander from shuffling around on the bed until his legs were on the pillow next to me.

“Our heights are going to be a little challenging, but we’re going to persevere.” Xander rounded his torso until his mouth could reach the tops of my thighs. He breathed hotly onto my skin. “Shit, I forgot.”

He rolled away and did some impressive wiggling that I couldn’t not watch as he tugged his boxer briefs down his legs and off. His abs were seriously impressive. And then his dick popped free, and I about swallowed my tongue.

“Is that a…” I couldn’t make words work. I’d never seen one in person before.

“Technically, it’s a reverse Prince Albert, since the piercing comes out on top.”

Xander Lang was pierced.

He had a ring coming out of the head of his dick, and up behind the head instead of under. I didn’t even know they could go that way. Wasn’t the whole purpose of a PA to tickle that little fold of skin under the penis? Xander’s didn’t touch that spot at all. And there was a bead on the ring that I had a feeling I was going to be feeling later.

“Oh wow. I don’t…but how…?” Again, words weren’t working.

Xander had wiggled back into position with his calloused hands brushing against my thighs. “Feel free to explore at will. That’s what I plan on doing.”

I groaned as his fingers brushed against my bare sex. A few years back I’d had laser done since I was sick of trying to shave or wax on the road, and I’d never been so glad to be hair-free as I was now. Feeling Xander’s guitar roughened fingertips rasp against my bare skin was so hot.

Then he nudged my thighs apart so he could reach my center. His beard brushed against my skin, and I moaned. Oh dear god. It was even hotter than I thought it’d be.

I opened my eyes, and his very large dick loomed in front of me. So intimidating, especially with the piercing. Like I needed a reminder that Xander had so much more experience than me. Hell, I’d had a front row seat for years; it wasn’t exactly a surprise. But I hadn’t expected this.

With a shaking hand, I grasped his bobbing dick. Xander groaned as I clutched it convulsively, testing its size. Yeah, it felt just as big as it looked.

But his piercing had me curious. I ducked my head and teased it with my tongue. I was surprised the metal was warm. For some reason I’d thought it’d be cold. I flicked the piercing with my tongue, and it rolled easily back and forth. A little bit of his salty precum coated my tongue, and I rolled it around my mouth, enjoying the taste. Xander moaned, and I felt his breath against my bare skin. I closed my eyes for a second, then ducked my head to play with the fold of skin under the head of his dick.

Xander was equally devious. While I’d been busy inspecting his piercing, he’d been running a calloused finger up and down my center. He nudged my lips apart and teased my throbbing clit. First with his finger, and then with his tongue. Circling. Breathing his hot breath on me. His beard prickling my thighs.

As he slowly pressed one finger inside me, I wrapped my lips around his dick and sucked. He was warm and so hard. I got more of his precum in my mouth, and I was addicted.

We danced together. Teasing each other. Xander licking my clit. Me squeezing the base of his dick. Him thrusting his tongue inside me, his groan vibrating my thighs. Me taking him deep inside my mouth.

Then he did this move with his finger inside me, pressing against me, and I squealed.

“Oh god. Xander. That’s…I can’t…” My hand was still wrapped around his dick, clutching it, as my orgasm built. I couldn’t concentrate on anything but the sensation of his finger inside me and his tongue teasing my clit. Rubbing. Flicking. Licking.

I screamed as my orgasm slammed through my body, my sex convulsing around his thrusting fingers. My hips arched into his mouth. It was the hardest and longest orgasm I’d ever had. Pleasure rolled through my body on wave after wave of aftershocks. “Holy shit.”

His fingers were still inside me, my sex still fluttered around them with my aftershocks. I opened my eyes, and his wet and still very hard dick bobbed in front of me.

I lunged forward and attacked, sucking him deep into my mouth as an apology for forgetting my end of our sixty-nine. Xander grunted in surprise, then after a second, moaned deep in his throat as I battled to take him into mine.

I pulled him free with a gasp and tried again. I quickly got into the rhythm of sucking him while still managing to breathe. His piercing rubbed inside my mouth, a reminder of what was to come. For some reason that got me hotter than the fact that I was holding his dick in my hand and mouth, and I’d just come all over him.

I ran my hand up and down his length in pace with my mouth, squeezing him and spreading my saliva. Then I took him deep again and swallowed.

Xander cursed. “Fuck, as hot as this is, I don’t want to come for the first time in your mouth.” He put his hand over mine and gently pulled himself out of my mouth. “I’m not twenty anymore. My recovery time isn’t what it used to be. I gotta get inside this steaming hot pussy.”

“Oh. I, uh, can you wear a condom with this?” I asked, after wiping my chin with the back of my hand.

“Always. No glove, no love, angel.”

“Good. I have the same rule.”

“Brains and beauty. Fuck me, you’re the whole package. Give me a sec.” He rolled off the bed in a totally awkward move that had me suppressing laughter.

Less than a minute later, he was back, carefully rolling a condom onto his huge, pierced dick. I wriggled into the sheets. It’d just been inside my mouth, but somehow it looked bigger as he walked toward me. But maybe that was because all of him was so big.

Xander climbed onto the bed, keeping one hand on his condom covered dick. “You still good, angel?”

“Uh huh,” I answered, mesmerized by his bobbing dick.

He laughed lightly as he notched his dick against my sex. Taking in my wide eyes and held breath, he leaned over me, one hand pressed against the pillow near my head. “You’re good, angel. I’ve primed this pretty pussy. You’re going to take me so fucking good. And you’re going to feel exactly why I went for the reverse PA and not the ol’ regular one.”

He pressed his lips against mine, coaxing me to open my mouth to him. I groaned as his kiss had me arching my body toward him. Then he was moving inside me. His dick pressed into my aching flesh, and I felt it—a firm pressure against the roof of my sex. My hips jumped up to meet it.

Xander laughed huskily again. “That’s it, angel. You take my dick so fucking good. Fuck, I could do this all night. Just like that. Fuck yeah.”

Even though he was on top of me, I couldn’t help but meet his thrusts with my own. Until now, I’d always thought I had no rhythm, but apparently all I needed was a man like Xander to lead me. And he was fucking fantastic at it.

I wrapped my legs around his hips and arched into him, opening my body to him.

“Fuck yeah, angel. You like that dick? Is it better than those teasing little fingers of yours?”

“Oh god. Yes. I’m sorry. Never again. I swear.” I had no idea what I was babbling. I just wanted him to keep doing that.

His hand came down between our bodies and teased my hard, tight clit.

And I broke again.

My body shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure ripped through me. My eyes slammed shut, and I was pretty sure I screamed. Again.

And Xander didn’t let up. He kept thrusting through my orgasm, prolonging it. It was a special kind of torture. And it went on and on. Unable to do anything else, I held onto his shoulders and rode the wave.

“You got another one in you, angel?” Xander huffed as he finally slowed his thrusts.

“No!” I wailed. “I’m done. I’m good. You can go now.”

He laughed, and then his fingers were back, nudging at my aching and over-stimulated clit. One more deep thrust that raked his piercing over my flesh, and I broke again.

“Holy shit!” I shrieked as my sex pulsed around his huge dick. Only this time, Xander shouted something too, and then his body stilled above mine. “Oh thank god,” I groaned as I sank into the sheets.

“It’s Xander, angel. ‘Thank you, Xander’ is the correct way to say that. Or hail, Tin Gods.”

“Oh fuck off.” I laughed. I watched through bleary eyes as he threw a smirk my way before heading into the bathroom to take care of the condom. Three orgasms. Three! I’d lost three years of built-up stress and anxiety with that last one. Xander Lang was a genius.

Not that I was going to tell him as much. He was already cocky enough.

Then he walked back into the bedroom with a washcloth in one hand, and I almost lost it. He knelt on the side of the bed and gave me this look that melted my heart. “You okay?” He waited a beat and when I didn’t answer, his brow wrinkled with a frown. “Harper? Are you okay? You’re giving me the weirdest look.”

“Yes.” I sniffled as I fought against the tears burning my eyelids. “I’m good. Sorry, it was just so intense, and now I feel all gooey—” I waved a hand and covered my eyes with the other.

“Well, this should help with the gooeyness,” Xander said just before something pressed against my center.

I jumped. Opening my wet eyes, I watched in disbelief as tough, stoic Xander Lang gently cleaned my body. I didn’t have it in me to tell him that that wasn’t what I’d meant by gooey.

After he dispatched the washcloth, he rolled into bed next to me, still nude, and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, pulling me to his side to cuddle.

I gasped in surprise.

“What?” He grunted. “I figure there’s no fighting it at this point. You’re a cuddler.”

“Right. I’m the cuddler.” I giggled.

“Whatever. Go to sleep, would you? Some of us have thousands of fans eager to see them tomorrow. I need my beauty sleep.”

“Yes, sir,” I whispered back.

I didn’t have to look at him to know he was smiling as he fell asleep.

Because I was too.








  
  
  Chapter 16

  
  




Xander

I knew she was gone before I opened my eyes. My arms were empty, and my personal space heater was long gone. Unlike days past when she’d stumbled around and slammed doors, this time I couldn’t tell you when she’d woken up or left, but judging by the cool sheets next to me, it was a while ago.

Maybe it was for the best? Hard to have an awkward morning after when the other person wasn’t there.

But honestly, I didn’t know what to think about Harper. I’d always been quick to put people in categories. And until recently, Harper had been in the ‘professional relationship’ category. I didn’t fuck around with people who had control over my career. Even when she’d been an assistant tour manager, she’d had control over large parts of my life—probably more than I’d ever even thought of. Usually, the idea of blurring these lines would have me pissed off at myself. But today I wasn’t.

Today I was happy.

I bounded downstairs for breakfast to see what the guys were up to and to maybe get a peek of my girl. Because she was my girl. Previously pretend and now for real.

“You’re sounding mighty chipper for nine AM,” Jesse grumbled behind me in line for the buffet.

I shrugged as I handed him the spoon for the eggs. I hadn’t even noticed that I’d been whistling. “What’s not to like? We’re in Ireland. My ex is in another hotel. I don’t have to sing a stupid love song with her. And we have a kickass concert to prep for.”

Jesse grunted something in reply that I couldn’t make out. He wasn’t exactly a morning person. Hell, who was? Usually we were up ‘til sunrise partying the night before.

“Didn’t you hear?” Chase butted in with a smirk. “Our man Xander here is a hero.”

“I don’t think wearing Captain America underoos makes you a superhero.” Jesse snorted as he ladled eggs on his plate. “I think you have to have secret powers or whatever.”

“Fuck off.” I shook my head and piled my plate high with blood sausage. The name was horrible, but this shit was good. “And for the record, they’re not Captain America. They’re Star Wars.”

“Right. Sci-Fi, not comic book. ‘Cause that’s totally different.” Jesse smirked before fake coughing over his, “nerd.”

“It’s Sci-Fi Stud, thank you very much.” I threw my hair back with a toss of my head like a diva. Then I spotted something on the buffet. “Oooh, soda bread.”

“Nah, this doesn’t have anything to do with his underoos.” Chase laughed. “Apparently Xander saved Harper from a mugging, then heroically carried her a mile to the hotel after she twisted her ankle.”

I snorted as I carried my plate to a nearby table and sat down. And since we were the only three in the room, I gave them the real story. “Nope, no mugger. And no twisted ankle either. We were just in a big hurry to get back to the room, if you know what I mean.”

“Pretty sure a blind mute could get that message.” Chase shook his head.

“Wait, wait.” Jesse slid his plate onto the table next to me. “Since when are you into privacy?”

“I’d guess since he got with Harper because he managed to keep that under the radar,” Chase snarked before shoveling runny eggs into his piehole.

“That makes sense.” Jesse crunched on some toast for a second then waved it toward me. “How’s that work? Do you just not do the things you like because you’re with her? What’s the point of that?”

“Yeah, we’re not dissecting my bedroom habits at nine AM.” I took a swig of my tomato juice. “Or ever, really.”

“Come on. We’re besties. We made a pact, remember?” Jesse held out his pinkie finger in my face and blinked exaggeratedly.

“No, Jesse!” I hollered as a woman came into the room to check on the food. “I don’t care if it’s red and swollen. I don’t wanna see it. Go to a doctor, for Christ’s sake!”

She turned bright red and all but ran from the room.

Chase and I burst into laughter, but Jesse just shrugged and shoveled more eggs into his mouth.

“Like I give a shit,” he mumbled around his full mouth before swallowing. “I’m not looking, now that I have Ella. And I can guarantee you nothing is red, but it does get swollen constantly around Ella.”

“For fuck’s sake!” Chase huffed. He picked up his plate and stomped to another table on the other side of the room. Slamming down his plate, he glared at Jesse. “I don’t want to hear that shit, you sick fuck!”

“He’s so easy to needle.” Jesse snorted.

I nodded. “He’s like a child sometimes.” Then I hollered to Chase, “Come on, man. Grow up. Ella is a fucking adult with bodily autonomy. We’re not teenagers anymore.”

“Doesn’t mean I wanna hear that.” He stabbed his fork in Jesse’s direction.

I turned back to Jesse. “At this rate, I figure he’ll be okay with you guys by the time you have grandchildren.”

Jesse shrugged like he didn’t give a shit and shoveled more food in. “So what’s the deal with you and Harper?”

“What?” I suddenly took a huge interest in my food. “We’re together.”

He snorted. “You say that like I don’t know what you were up to at the end of our last leg. I know for a fact you went to Euphoria in Seattle while Harper was at the baseball game with us. So don’t give me that line of bullshit.”

“We’re together now. That’s all that matters.” I hunched my shoulders.

“Just…don’t fuck around on her. Harper is an awesome chick. She deserves the best.”

Why was it everyone’s assumption that I was going to fuck things up? “Don’t you have your hands full with Ella? How about you stay out of my relationship and worry about your own.”

“Harper’s a friend. She’s become one of Ella’s best friends. She has people here who care about her. Don’t fuck her over, and we won’t have a problem. Be a fucking adult and breakup with her before you go on one of your binges.”

I shoved away from the table. “It’s nice to know what you assholes really think of me. Fuck you very much.”

“Xan!” Jesse shouted at my retreating back. But I didn’t stick around to listen to whatever he was going to spew next.

I stomped into the lobby and spotted Tyler standing at the front desk. Another asshole I didn’t want to spend time with. Dammit. It was too early in the tour to be this annoyed by everyone. Hunching my shoulders, I fast walked behind him and I thought I was clear when he shouted my name.

“Xander! Wait up!”

Great. Turning around, I crossed my arms over my chest and waited for him to jog up to me.

“Hey, have you seen Harper?”

I blinked. That wasn’t what I’d thought he wanted to talk about. “No. Uh, she slipped out of bed kinda early this morning.”

Tyler did a slow blink. “Right. Forgot you two were together for a second there. Thanks for reminding me.”

“Kinda hard to pee in a circle around her when she’s not physically here. Besides, aren’t you with one of the Montoya twins?”

“No.” He paused again and gave me another long look. “I’m representing them. As their manager. I decided to branch out and take on a few lower tier talent projects.”

Now it was my turn to give him a slow blink. Lower tier? Fuck, that was brutal. “You’ve just been linked with them a lot. We all had bets going on which one you were with. Noah had a grand on it being both, if that makes you feel any better.”

“They’re twenty-two. Nice to know what you all really think about me.”

I hitched a shoulder. It couldn’t have been a big surprise. Once a tool…

“Right. Thanks for that. Anyhow, give Harper my congrats when you see her.”

Tyler had moved to leave when I asked, “Congrats for what?”

“She didn’t tell you? Harper is now a partner at Black Hat Productions. Wes sent me a copy of the signed paperwork this morning.”

“Well, damn.” I rocked back on my heels as a huge grin stretched across my face. “That’s fucking fantastic news! We’re gonna have to celebrate.”

Tyler gave me a half smile. “She deserves it. She’s a fantastic woman. You caught yourself a good one. Finally.”

I scoffed. Nice of him to hit me on the chin with a subtle Kelly dig. Douche. “Right. Fantastic. Thanks. I’ll pass that along.”

“You do that. And uh, have you seen Noah lately?”

“What? Am I everyone’s keeper all the sudden? What the fuck, Ty?”

“He’s not answering his phone or his door, and I need to talk to him.”

I huffed an annoyed breath. “He wasn’t at breakfast just now, and I haven’t seen him since Harper and I got back to the hotel last night.”

“Right. When you saved the world and Harper’s virtue from a mugger.” The disbelief in his voice was clear. And grating.

“Whatever. Noah was on his way out last night around eleven maybe. He probably just got in late and is sleeping in. You know how he gets.”

“That’s just it. He’s being…” Tyler paused as a hotel employee walked past us. He waited until the guy was gone before continuing. “He’s been partying pretty hard lately. I think something’s up.”

I nodded tightly. I knew exactly what he was talking about. I’d had a few concerns of my own toward the end of our last tour leg. But the fact that Tyler had picked up on it had me worried. After everything I’d gone through with Liam, I couldn’t do it again with Noah. “I’ll take care of it.”

“I knew you were the one to talk to about this.”

“That’s me, Mr. Dependable.”

“Exactly.” Tyler pointed a finger at me as he walked away. “Give me a shout if he gives you any drama. Later.”

Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Any concerns I had about Noah I was taking straight to Noah and then to the rest of the band. Tyler would be the very last stop on my concern tour.

I pulled out my phone, and tapped on Noah’s contact. The line rang and rang before dumping me out into voicemail. I sent him a quick text, but if he wasn’t answering my call, he definitely wouldn’t be seeing my text anytime soon.

So I opened the ‘Find Friends’ app and zeroed in on Noah’s location. It showed the Hiberian Hotel. So he was here. Somewhere. Most likely passed out in his room like I wanted to be. Or someone else’s room? I didn’t even know who he was hooking up with lately, that was how out of the loop I was.

I dropped my head back with a groan. I really didn’t want to play babysitter, but I also didn’t want to live with the knowledge I could’ve prevented something horrible from happening.

Just then, Jesse and Chase entered the lobby from the conference room with about ten feet still separating them. Rolling my eyes at their continued juvenile bullshit, I crossed the lobby to them. “Hey guys, wait up!”

Neither one turned around. They kept walking toward the elevators. I huffed in annoyance and jogged after them. “Come on, douches. You can’t ignore me forever!”

Jesse pushed the elevator button while Chase stood ten feet away with his hands in his pockets. Both ignoring the other.

Christ.

The elevator pinged, the doors slid open, and Jesse stepped inside. I tagged Chase around the collar and shoved him into the elevator.

“What the fuck, asshole!” Chase brushed off his leather jacket with exaggerated care. “This is Gucci.”

“Have either of you assholes seen Noah?” I asked, ignoring Chase’s tantrum.

“Not since the ride here,” Jesse said.

“Me neither,” Chase agreed.

I sighed. “Tyler has been looking for him. I think we might have a problem.”

“With Tyler or Noah?” Jesse asked with a frown.

“Noah. Still the same shit with Tyler. But he’s worried about Noah and he’s passing the baton to me since I’m the resident den mother.”

“I thought that was Harper’s job.” Chase blinked.

The elevator binged and the doors slid open on our floor.

“Not funny, dipshit,” Jesse snapped as he stepped off the elevator. “Harper is our fucking tour manager and deserves some goddamn respect. Way more than Wes, since she’s never screwed us over and has practically been doing his job way before her promotion.”

I crossed my arms over my chest with a smirk. It was satisfying as hell to hear Jesse stand up for my woman.

Fuck. My woman? Were we really there already?

While I was contemplating my whatever with Harper (I was not ready to call it a relationship) the conversation in the hall had somehow devolved to another argument between Dumb and Dumber.

“Christ, if you kept your head in the game and out of your wife’s thighs, you’d know what the fuck is going on.”

I scrubbed my face with my hands. I was surrounded by children.

“Don’t you fucking talk about my wife!” Chase roared as he jumped Jesse.

Then it was just a tangle of arms and leather and boots.

“Fuck.”

I reached down and attempted to pull Chase free, but they rolled over, making it impossible.

“Fucker.”

“Asshole.”

“She’s my wife. Ugh.” Thump, thump. “How the fuck do you still have a problem with her?”

“I don’t! I have a problem with narrow-minded asswipes.”

“What the hell is going on out here?” Noah yelled.

I whirled around and found our drummer standing in his doorway, rubbing the sleep from his eyes with his blond hair poking up every which way. Judging by his bloodshot eyes, Noah had had a late night. He looked like shit, honestly. But he didn’t have obvious jitters or tremors like I’d seen with Liam when he got bad.

“These two are up to their usual bullshit. He’s mad Chase is spending so much time with his wife,” I said, pointing to Jesse. Then I pointed to Chase. “And he’s mad Jesse is fucking his sister.”

“So, nothing new,” Noah grumbled as he scrubbed at his red eyes. “Glad you fuckers wanted to share this lovely moment on my doorstep so fucking early in the morning.”

“It’s after eleven.” I snuck a peek at the time on my phone. “And we have to leave for practice in thirty minutes.”

“What practice?” Noah moaned. “Soundcheck is tomorrow. We don’t have shit on the calendar today. I was planning on sleeping until you fools showed up.”

“That’s probably why Tyler was trying to get ahold of you,” I muttered to myself. “Didn’t you read any of the group texts? We have to practice with the she-demon today. She wasn’t happy with our sound last night.”

“Fuck that. She doesn’t control my fucking life.” He stepped back into his room. “I’m going back to sleep.”

I slapped my hand against his door, holding it open. “But Harper does,” I shouted at his retreating back. “And she’s called a rehearsal for today. So get your shit together and get your ass downstairs. Car leaves in thirty. Don’t make me come looking for you!”

I turned back into the hall and let Noah’s door slam shut. The two other fools were sprawled on their backs, panting heavily. “You two assholes done? I can’t believe you keep having the same fight over and over. He’s married—deal with it. He’s with your sister—deal with it. I don’t have time for this bullshit.”

Chase huffed. “What’s crawled up his ass?”

“I don’t know.” Jesse groaned, clutching his side. “I think you got me in the rib though, asshole.”

“If you weren’t screwing my sister, I wouldn’t have to keep teaching you the same lesson.”

I rolled my eyes as I stepped over his prone body and headed for my room.

Children. I was surrounded by children.




* * *




The feeling didn’t go away as we showed up to the venue for practice. Only now Kelly had entered the juvenile chat.

“I know the truth,” she hissed at me when I entered our makeshift practice room.

Since the crew was still sorting out the stage and sound equipment, they’d cobbled together one of the meeting rooms backstage as a practice space. Noah’s drums were set up on the far side and our guitars were set out.

“Good for you,” I muttered. I didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about, but maybe if I patted her head, she’d go away.

“You and Harper aren’t a couple. You’re faking it to throw off the media.”

I laughed. Bent at the waist and laughed my ass off.

I didn’t know why that hit my funny bone today. If she’d said the same thing yesterday, I would’ve been annoyed. It didn’t feel fake anymore. It felt like the furthest thing from fake.

“It’s not funny. You two aren’t a couple. You never hold hands. You don’t kiss. Not. A. Couple. I see through your bullshit.”

I laughed again. “That’s really fucking rich coming from you. I don’t have to prove anything to you. You’re not my girlfriend. The only reason you’re standing here right now is because our manager is a greedy asshole. I don’t give a shit what you think.”

“Xander! Hey.” Harper burst into the room, looking frazzled—headset askew on her head, her hair tousled, and no makeup. And yet she still looked gorgeous. “Where’s the rest of the guys?”

“I hitched a ride with some crew ahead of the car. Noah didn’t read his texts, so he was still eating breakfast. They should be here soon.”

“What?” Kelly shrieked behind us. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“Maybe if you’d behaved like a normal person and didn’t attack me the second I walked in here, I might have. But that’s doubtful, since I don’t ever think about you.”

Kelly narrowed her eyes at me while Harper pursed her lips like she was holding in what she really wanted to say. Knowing my girl, she probably wanted to scold me.

Turning to Harper, I wrapped an arm around her waist. “Congrats by the way. Tyler told me the news this morning.”

“What news?” Kelly yelled behind us.

I ignored her and wrapped my other arm around Harper. “We’ll have to celebrate tonight.”

“It’s not that big a deal,” Harper murmured, looking down and not at me.

I tipped her chin up and made her meet my eyeline. “It’s a big thing, Ms. Black Hat Partner. I guess this means you get to boss me around on tour and in the bedroom.”

Harper huffed a laugh. “No one can boss you around anywhere.”

I bent down and pressed a kiss against her lips then murmured, “I’d let you boss me anywhere, anytime.”

“I don’t care,” Kelly hissed from somewhere behind us. “Still can’t make me believe it’s real. Fake as fuck. It’s sad, really.”

We ignored her and I kissed Harper again because I was feeling it. And it totally had nothing to do with the harpy behind us. Mostly.

“Is no place safe?” Chase asked from behind Harper.

I sighed and let her slip out of my arms.

“I swear, if it’s not you two being all over each other, it’s this one doing it to my sister. It’s like some communicable disease or something.” Chase stomped over to the stool in the middle of the room and flopped down. “Everyone’s fucking horny.”

Jesse grinned as he passed us by. “He’s just jealous because Shay was scolding him in the limo on the way over about beating me up.”

“Nice of you boys to show up,” Kelly snarked. “My time is valuable, you know.”

Like us, Jesse ignored Kelly’s bullshit. “Yeah, Shay is team Jella.”

“Jella?” I laughed as I wrapped an arm around Harper, holding her close to me. “Is that your ‘ship name?”

Jesse shrugged as he strapped his bass on. “It was that or Elesse and you know how Ella feels about Frozen.”

Harper raised her hand like a girl in school. “Um, her name is Elsa though.”

Kelly made a muffled screech as everyone continued to ignore her.

“Close enough.” Jesse ran his fingers up and down his frets. “I didn’t want to piss my girl off by suggesting it. Unlike some people, I value my balls.”

“You okay, Noah?” Harper asked with a frown.

Noah braced himself in the doorframe like it was solely responsible for holding him up.

He pushed away from the door. “Yup. Just getting my bearings. Who’s ready to crash this?”

“Uh, I think you mean crush this?” I watched him closely as he crossed the room to his set.

“Potato, po-tah-to.” He picked up his sticks and touched each drum. “Hey, who wants to hit a chippy when we’re done here? I’d kill for some curry fries.”

He didn’t look much different than he usually did after a night out. No jitters. No wild arm waving like Liam had done on that last tour.

Hungover, sure. Strung out? I…didn’t think so. He just looked like he needed some sleep and Tylenol. And clearly some greasy food.

But I was going to keep an eye on him.
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Harper

The past thirty-six hours had been frantic to say the least. Between signing all my partnership paperwork—and what an amazing surprise that had been!—to making sure Marisol was on top of her duties, to sorting out our next destination issues, and getting the guys through their media appointments all while trying to troubleshoot the concert was insane.

Which also meant that Xander and I were never awake in the same location together. I sent Marisol to keep the boys in line during their media spots while I sorted out all the never-ending logistical snafus. And then Xander went out with the guys last night and got back sometime in the early hours while I was asleep. A few hours later, I was getting up and going to work while he was passed out in the bed next to me, smelling like a distillery. Or a brewery.

“I know what you two are up to.”

I jumped. Kelly had sidled up next to me and hissed her ominous words while smiling at everyone in the main greenroom like a lunatic.

“I…don’t know what you’re talking about. Is there a problem with your greenroom? Or with your set? What exactly is your issue, Ms. Evers?”

I’d decided to address her like she had some sort of power in our relationship in the hopes that it’d make her more comfortable around me.

So far, it wasn’t working.

“You and Xander think you’re so smart. But I know what’s going on, and it’s not going to work.”

“Okay. Thanks for the feedback. As always, it’s a pleasure, Ms. Evers.” I smiled wide and blinked a few times. Unfortunately, she didn’t toddle off.

“He was mine before, and I can promise you he’ll be mine again.”

“If you’re talking about your manager, Jay, I haven’t seen him today—”

“Xander! I’m talking about Xander!” Her shriek drew everyone’s attention.

Exactly what I didn’t need at the moment. My face burned as I felt everyone staring at us. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you think you know about me and Xander. But we’re very happy. And if you need any help in locating your fiancé, Marisol will be more than happy to direct you.”

I was shaking as I walked away. I didn’t know what it was about that woman, but I let her get to me. Again. Gah.

My phone buzzed in my pocket as I walked toward the guys’ personal greenroom. I pulled it out just as Marisol came over.

She gave me a sympathetic smile before whispering, “Hey, I saw that. Are you okay?”

“Yes, of course.” My smile probably looked more like a grimace. “But maybe it would be best going forward if you handled Ms. Evers. She seems to have an issue with me.”

“I gotta say, you’re a better woman than me. No way I could handle it if she’d shrieked at me like that.”

“Well, the good news is now you get to find out. And FYI it’s part of the job not to kill the client, so good luck with that.”

Marisol’s laughter followed me into the hallway. Ducking out of the way of a passing roadie pulling a dolly, I stood against the wall and answered my phone. “Shoot. Hello?”

But it wasn’t Wes’ voice. “Harper! I didn’t think you knew how phones worked. I’ve been calling, leaving messages, and sending you texts, and nothing. Nice to know you’re alive, kid.”

I closed my eyes and let my head fall back against the wall behind me. “Well, I’m busy working, Dad.”

“And you can’t find a spare minute to talk to your father? Really?”

“What do you want, Dad?” I sighed, done with his passive aggressive bullshit. “A loan, I assume?”

The strained silence on the end of the line made me wonder if my service had dropped the call. I pulled my phone away from my face and looked at the screen. Still active.

“Dad? Are you there?”

“Yeah. No.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Sorry, it’s just a slap to the face to hear what you really think of me.”

I sighed again. “Right. Sorry to disappoint you again. How about you call back and you can tell my voicemail what you really think of me? I have a concert to manage. Thanks for calling.”

Shoving my phone back into my pocket, I headed for the guys’ private greenroom. After nodding at Hyde standing guard at the door, I pushed it open and entered.

“Pink leprechaun, pink leprechaun!” Noah chanted, as he bounced on a well-worn and stained couch.

“I thought you guys were done with that gross bet.”

The words flew out of my mouth without a thought, and judging by the way everyone turned to stare at me, probably came out sounding a tad bit bitchy.

“Whoa, she’s staking a claim.” Noah jumped off the couch and swept me into a huge hug, kissing my cheek with a smacking sound. “I like it, H. Couldn’t have happened to a better girl.”

“Thank you?” I blinked in confusion as Noah dropped his arms from me and raced over to Xander. He tried to give Xander the same treatment, but Xan cussed him and batted Noah away with a hanger.

“I’m not dressed, fucker.” Xander laughed. “At least let me get my pants on before you molest me.”

I couldn’t help but smile at their antics. All the tension from my brief convo with my dad fell away. Wes had told me during his last phone call that a few people were worried about Noah, but I didn’t see what they were talking about. This seemed like the same ole Noah. And if Noah was partying too hard, Xander would’ve noticed. After Liam’s breakdown on tour, Xander had become the unofficial police officer—making sure no one went too far or got lost in their partying. And Xander was treating Noah like he always did.

“All right, listen up, boys!” I hollered, clapping my hands.

Noah grabbed Xander’s pants then skipped away, waving them over his head. “I have Xander’s pants. I have Xander’s—gak!”

Xander jumped on Noah’s back and had him in a sleeper choke hold. “Don’t make me do it, man.”

“Holy Christ!” Chase shouted from his makeup chair. “Just give the man his pants back, Noah.”

“Never!” Noah yelled in a bad Scottish accent. “He may take my breath, but he’ll never take my freedom!”

“That’s Scotland, you ass-wipe,” Jesse snarked as Simone handed him a pair of leather pants on the other side of the room. “The Irish take that kinda shit personally. Do not get us jumped tonight with your Shrek impression.”

“That’s Braveheart, you ignorant dick,” Chase scoffed.

“Aw, come on! It’s funny.” Noah stopped fighting Xander and let him take his pants back. “Didn’t you think it’s funny, Harper?”

I just sighed and shook my head. “I assume you all want to do the toast in here tonight? Away from…” There really wasn’t any way to finish that sentence.

“Yup.” Xander pulled his pants on with a half-smile. “She’s still a bitch. I’m not changing my mind.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” I muttered to myself as I looked over my tablet. “Okay, so who do you want to have—”

“What’d she do?” Suddenly Xander was in front of me, cupping my face in his hand and staring at me with a ferocious intensity.

I held my breath for a moment. All of him looking at me like that while shirtless and only wearing leather pants was a lot to take in. After way too long and a lot of drooling, I shook my head. “It’s nothing. It’s my job. I can take care of myself.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to put up with her bullshit,” Xander whispered back.

“That’s exactly what it means. And it’s why we’re—” My eyes darted to our audience, and I cleared my throat. “It’s whatever. I handled it. And Marisol is going to be dealing with her going forward.”

“Want me to trip her when she comes on stage to sing her breakup song, H?” Noah popped up behind Xander and batted his eyes at me. “It would be a joy for all of us.”

“Fuck.” Jesse laughed. “I’d love to watch her go down. Eeeeer ker-pow!”

“Do you think she’d bounce?” Chase asked with a frown.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I hollered as they broke out in an argument over the physics of falling versus pushing. “No one’s pushing anyone. No one’s tripping anyone. We’re all adults. We can handle working with difficult people.”

“Don’t wanna,” Noah muttered like a child before crossing his arms over his chest.

I sighed. “Well you still have-ta. Now before you take your nap, tell me who you want in here for your preshow toast.”

“The usual, Harper,” Chase answered for the group while Xander continued to glare at me. “Whatever media, kids, or VIPs are interested. And have the guys standing by to keep the undesirables out.”

“You mean Kelly.” Xander finally turned away from me to glare at Chase. “You can say her name since she’s the only one on the ‘hell no’ list. She’s not like Candyman or Voldemort—she’s already here.”

“I don’t care!” Kelly shrieked outside the greenroom. “I need to talk to him! Let me in!”

“Holy shit,” Noah whispered. “It worked.”

Jesse laughed. “Quick, say Beetlejuice three times, Xan. I’ve always wanted to meet him.”

“What do you mean? He’s right there.” Noah jerked his thumb at Chase.

Chase looked down at his black-and-white striped pants and cursed. “Fuck. I can’t wear these now. Simone! Help!”

Simone giggled and helped Chase pick out a different pair of pants while Kelly continued to shriek on the other side of the door.

“You mind telling me what that was about?” Xander asked as I pretended to be absorbed in my tablet.

“Sounds like she wants to talk to you,” I murmured back, tapping at my screen. “Anything you need to tell me about?”

“What the fuck?”

I raised my eyebrows as I met his eyes. “You guys went out last night, and I wasn’t there. Did anything change with our arrangement? Because the way she’s acting right now makes me think something might have. She all but implied it out there. Said you were hers before and were going to be again.”

“I don’t want any part of that viper. I don’t know what the fuck she’s talking about.”

“Okay. I just don’t want to be made a fool. Yours isn’t the only reputation on the line here.”

Xander stared intently at me. Finally, he tipped his chin up in a quick nod. “I get you. But that applies to me too. Don’t make me look like a fool either.”

The door opened, and I heard Kelly shriek again before it slammed closed with Tyler inside the greenroom.

Tyler adjusted his tie. “Christ, do you have a magic dick or something, Xander? Shit. Sorry. Didn’t see you there, Harper.”

“It’s okay.” I waved a hand and buried my face in my tablet. No way was I answering that question.

Noah made a choking sound. “Repressing dick jokes. So. Many. Dick jokes.”

Everyone groaned, and Chase threw his striped pants at Noah.

“What? I didn’t tell the dick jokes. I was just saying…”

“She still out there?” I asked Tyler. I couldn’t hear her yelling anymore.

Tyler shrugged. “Jay was attempting to corral her in her greenroom, but it wasn’t going well. I’d give it a good five minutes before even trying.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Xander!” Simone hollered. “Your turn!”

“Just a sec.” Xander held up a finger. “You got plans tomorrow? Which, if I recall correctly, is your off day?”

“What’s that?” I asked with a chagrined grimace.

“Come on, angel. You know what Wes said—you can’t work all the hours. And you sure as hell don’t want to end up like him. You gotta enjoy Europe while we’re here.”

I groaned and mentally ran through my endless list of duties. “I suppose I can carve out some time for you tomorrow since it’s our travel day.”

“Great.” Xander leaned down and pressed a kiss against my temple. “I have a few ideas. Don’t make any plans. I’m claiming all your time off tomorrow.”

“I promised the girls I’d go shopping with them in Dublin tomorrow afternoon.”

“How about swapping it for when we’re in London? We’re there next month and at the end of the tour.”

“Only if you make it worth my while.”

“Oh, I plan to.” Xander wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me to him. Then he ducked his head and kissed me. My tablet fell to the ground with a clatter as I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held on.

“Uh, guys?” Noah murmured behind Xan. “I get that you’re happy and all, but kids are coming in here in a minute, and their parents probably aren’t expecting this kind of floor show.”

I broke away from Xander with a gasp then ducked down to grab my tablet. Mentally thanking the makers of impact protection cases, I clutched it to my chest. “Right. I’m just going to…”

Xander grinned down at me. “Yes? Going to what?”

I glared at him. “Do my job, smartass. I’ll be back for the toast.”

I turned to leave and flinched when I saw the sidelong look Tyler was now sending me. My eyes darted to Xander in reflex, and I sighed at the blank expression now on his face. All the levity and teasing was gone.

How I found myself in the middle of such a messy situation, I still really didn’t understand.

But I blamed Noah.

“Don’t forget all us little people now that you’re the big, bad Black Hat partner, H!” Noah hollered at me as I walked out the door.

It was totally Noah’s fault.
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Are Xander Lang and Kelly Evers Back On?

Love On the Emerald Isle

Exclusive Details

While Tin Gods’ lead guitarist Xander Lang continues to be seen in the company of an as yet unnamed blonde beauty, sources tell us that Lang and Kelly Evers have also been spotted hanging out at the same pubs.

And we’ve got the pictures!




*embedded photo of Xander entering pub with Noah*

*embedded photo of Kelly entering same pub*




Although they sang the same breakup anthem again in Kilkenny, Ireland as they did in Belfast, something tells us that these two aren’t going their own way anymore.

Stay tuned…
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Xander

Dublin, Ireland

“Son of a bitch!” I shouted as I flung my phone across the dining table.

“I’m guessing you saw the article,” Noah said as he sat down next to me with his plate piled up high with eggs and sausage.

“It’s bullshit.” I groaned and threaded my fingers through my hair in frustration. “Why can’t I shake her? She’s fucking engaged. Why is she still all over me in the press?”

“You know Kelly.” Noah shrugged as he dug into his eggs. His fork shook slightly, and I gave him some side eye. “She’s all about clout and who can get her the furthest. She might’ve hooked up with her manager, but he’s clearly not her end game. He’s just another step on her way to the top. Like you are.”

I didn’t say anything. I just sat there and watched Noah eat his eggs. His hand didn’t do the tremor again, but I was suspicious.

After a minute, Noah dropped his fork with a groan. “Seriously? Why are you staring at me? I’m getting a fucking complex.”

“Is everything okay with you? You good with being the only single Tin God left standing?”

Noah pushed his chair back and crossed his arms over his chest with a shit-eating grin. “So you and Harper are official? You’re not pretending anymore?”

I rolled my eyes. “We haven’t talked about it. We’re whatever. But I’m talking about you. How are you handling things?”

“Fuck.” Noah huffed and hunched over his plate again. “Is this about Liam? Did he have another relapse?”

“No. He texted me yesterday. I guess he got a job at a guitar store in Phoenix. This is about you.”

“That sounds totally like a place an addict should work,” Noah muttered under his breath.

“Fuck you.” I stabbed my blood sausage savagely. “He’s doing the work. He joined NA in Phoenix. He’s going to meetings, and he just got his two-year chip.”

“Good for him,” Noah snarked. “Congrats for reaching the bare minimum.”

I flung my fork down and reached across the table to grab Noah by the scruff of his neck. I slammed his face into his plate when Chase came tearing into the room.

“Fuck!” Chase leapt toward me, but I was too busy slamming my fist into Noah’s face to care.

Noah got in a few swings of his own, nailing me in the cheek and ribs. We went down in a crash of dishes and glass.

“Oomph.”

“Fucker.”

“Asshole.”

I swung a fist into his side when a splash of water hit us both straight in the face.

Pushing away from Noah, I sat up, coughing and spitting grungy water out of my mouth.

“What is it with you all?” Ella shrieked. She stood on a chair over us, still holding a vase in her hands. “Why does it always have to come to blows with you nutjobs?”

“He started it,” Noah sulked, holding his ribs with a grimace.

“You started it. Saying shit about Liam getting his two-year chip. Like it wasn’t a big deal. Like he was just some junkie scum.” I glared at my former friend. “Fuck. You.”

Noah moved like he was going to hit me again when Ella shouted above us. “Hey! Hey! Hey! I will grab the coffee next time. Do not test me.”

“What the hell is going on in here?” Harper asked from the doorway, surveying the scene of destruction. “You guys get that this house is a rental, right? Anything you all break or stain—” She flung a hand at the formerly white carpet. “Is on us to pay for.”

“Sorry, Harper.” Ella jumped down from the chair and lifted a hand in apology. “I was just trying to prevent more carnage.”

“Oh, I’m not mad at you. I know exactly who’s to blame for this.” She turned to raise her eyebrows at Jesse.

“Whoa!” Jesse lifted his palms in a display of innocence. “I was just breaking these two up.”

“Xander?” She blinked at me. “And Noah? What the hell guys? You’re the even-keeled duo. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. Ask Mr. Hothead here.” Noah rolled to his knees and then stood with a painful groan. “He just attacked me out of nowhere.”

“Right.” I scoffed. “Because you didn’t do a thing to provoke me. Own your shit, Noah.”

He hobbled toward the door, really playing up his ‘injuries.’ “Words don’t hurt like fists, asshole.”

“Say you’re sorry, asshole!” I shouted at his retreating back.

But Noah just waved a hand and limped out of the room.

Everyone turned their attention to me, still sprawled in the mess that had been our breakfast. “I don’t care what you all think. I’m not the one owing an apology.”

“At least clean up after yourself,” Jesse said with a sigh. “I don’t want to eat in the middle of this fucking mess.”

I grabbed what I could and headed for the kitchen to clean up and grabbed a trash can.

“Are you okay?” Harper asked quietly from the other side of the large room.

I dropped my head and shrugged. “Not really. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay.” She shifted her weight for a second then asked, “Are we still going out today?”

“Fuck yeah.” I turned around and gave her a grin. “I have a whole thing planned.”

“It’s not another distillery or brewery tour, is it? Because I really don’t—”

I broke into her mini-rant with a laugh. “You like books, right?”

She nodded, suddenly mute.

“I thought we’d go check out Trinity College and the Book of Kells. Then maybe hit a pub for lunch, then Carrolls for some tacky souvenir shopping, and then dinner, just the two of us. And maybe after that, one more surprise.”

“That’s…wow. You’ve thought this out.”

I grinned, even though I could feel my cheeks heating. “You mentioned that you don’t get to see the countries we’re touring, so I wanted to make sure we hit some highlights.”

“Thanks, Zee. That means a lot.”

We stood there for a minute, grinning at each other.

Then I shook my head like I had to wake myself up from a trance. “But I guess I should wash off the eggs before we go.”

Harper’s eyes darted over my body, and she pursed her lips. “I should probably shower too. Get the stench of the venue off me.”

“You know there’s a drought right now.” I fought against the grin tugging at my lips and tried to maintain a stoic expression. “So in the name of conservation, we should probably shower together.”

“A drought,” Harper repeated, deadpanned. “In Ireland.”

I blinked dramatically. “It’s been on all the news shows. Hasn’t rained in like three weeks or something.”

Finally, she smiled. “I guess if it’s in the name of conservation.”

I walked to her side and held out my elbow like a gentleman. “Right this way, m’lady.”

Harper laughed, but she clasped my arm and let me lead her down the hall to our room. When we’d pulled up to the estate last night, it’d been late—in the early hours of the morning really. So I hadn’t got a chance to appreciate the place Harper had found for us to stay just outside of Dublin. But it was massive. A two-story villa with six bedrooms full of fussy antique furniture, overlooking Dublin Bay.

But the part I was eager to see right now was the large bathroom just off our room.

Our room. Because despite the extra bedrooms, Harper had passed out on the bed next to me this morning. I might’ve stared at her for a ridiculous amount of time before I finally fell asleep.

I dropped my arm and clasped her hand in mine as we stepped inside the white tiled bathroom. “You want to go first or second?”

A wrinkle formed between her eyebrows. “I thought we were showering together.”

“Just checking.” I shrugged at the eye roll she gave me. Crossing the room, I stuck my hand into the large glass shower stall with gleaming marble looking tiles with gray veining. “How hot do you like it?”

“What?” Harper looked at me with wide eyes. “Is there like a scale or something?”

“For water? Yeah. See there’s this nob that I can turn—”

“Oh!” Harper buried her face in her hands and giggled. “That’s not what I thought you were talking about.”

“Clearly, you have expectations for this little shower session.” I pulled my shirt over my head then slowly pushed my pants down my legs and kicked them free. Hooking my thumbs in the waistband of my boxer briefs, I gave her a smirk. “I hope I don’t disappoint.”

She watched me with wide eyes as I slowly pushed my briefs down and off my legs. My erection leapt into view.

Harper sucked in a breath and watched as I ran a hand up and down my length. “Never gonna be disappointed in that.”

Steam billowed out of the shower next to me, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of her and the way she hypnotically watched my hand move. And I couldn’t help but smirk. I jerked my chin at her. “Isn’t it your turn now?”

“You’re going to watch me?” I didn’t think it was possible, but her eyes grew wider.

I nodded slowly.

She groaned. “Fine. But don’t expect a Magic Mike show. Unlike some people, I don’t have any practice at this.”

“Hey that was only for a summer! And it paid for a whole year on the road.”

“Wait, what? I was talking about you guys constantly taking your shirts off in the first part of the tour. What are you talking about?”

“That. What you just said.”

Harper gave me a confused frown before shaking her head.

I sighed. “You don’t have to. I can turn around and give you so—”

Her shirt sailed right past my head.

“Ho-lee shit.”

Harper giggled, and it did amazing things to her bra-clad tits.

I groaned. “Go slower. I’m going to play this back in my mind every time I’m alone in the shower.”

She cocked her head. “Why are you thinking about being alone in the shower when I’m right here?”

“Good fucking point. Sorry to interrupt. As you were.”

“Thank you.” She gave me a smug as hell smile then did this shimmy move to get her pants off but also made her tits bounce and jiggle.

I about swallowed my tongue.

Then her cotton panties came down, and I forgot about breathing. Her bra followed them, and I gulped.

“So?” Harper stood in front of me totally nude with her eyebrows raised. A flush traveled from her cheeks down her neck to her chest. Her very full and voluptuous chest.

Lord have mercy.

“Ten out of ten,” I murmured. “No notes.”

Harper laughed, and I was hypnotized by her bouncing nipples. “I meant, are we getting in the shower? You know the whole reason for us standing in this room. Conserving water despite the gallons and gallons we’re currently wasting.”

“I don’t know about you, but it was just my excuse to get you naked.”

“Xander! I want to go do all those things you planned. We don’t have time to screw around.”

“As the person who made today’s itinerary, I declare we have just enough time to screw around once.” I tilted my head but didn’t take my eyes off her tits. “Maybe twice.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “Get in there! You need to block the spray, so I don’t get my hair wet.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I followed her guiding hands and stepped into the shower stall. Standing with my back to the showerhead, I watched Harper step into the stall after me and close the door behind her.

“So, uh, what all are we washing?” She bit her bottom lip and blinked up at me.

“Every part I can reach.” I turned to grab the showerhead to adjust its spray when I felt her soapy hands touch my back.

She ran her hands all over me, mapping my back, up around my shoulders, before finally reaching around my hips and palming my cock. I braced a hand against the tile in front of me, sighing as her curious fingers tightened around me. She ran her hand up and down my length, stopping to tickle that spot under the head then going back down to squeeze the base. Up and down. Squeezing. Teasing. Fuck.

I groaned. “As hot as this is, can you grab that lube over there? Soap can get…painful if you use too much there.”

Harper pressed a kiss against the middle of my back then turned and grabbed the bottle of lube I’d stashed in here earlier. I took the opportunity to spin around and face her while still blocking the spray with my back.

Her eyes widened when she turned back around with the lube in hand and saw I’d moved. But she didn’t change her plan. After squeezing some lube into her hand, she stepped up to me and palmed my cock again.

I had to close my eyes for a second because it felt too good. Between the sensation and the visual of Harper standing in front of me totally nude, I was about to blow my load. “Christ, angel. You are too fucking sexy.”

She made this huffing sound like she didn’t believe me.

I had to open my eyes to see her guarded expression. “What the hell? You don’t believe me?”

Harper moved a shoulder like it didn’t matter to her, but I knew the truth.

“You’re literally holding the proof right there. You are so fucking sexy, Harper. I think about you when I’m alone. I try not to think about you when I’m on stage because I don’t want to pop a woody up there, but then I’ll see you standing offstage, barking orders…” I close my eyes and groan. “I’ve never been into mouthy, bossy women before—usually I have to be in control—but with you, I fucking crave it.”

“Really?” Harper whispered.

I opened my eyes and stared intently into hers. “Really.”

“I just…I thought I was someone convenient. I mean we’re in this situation because of other people, not because of us and our feelings. And I’ve seen the kinda women you usually go for—I’m not them.”

“And I’m so fucking glad you’re not. I didn’t know what the fuck I was missing before. I think it’s safe to say that you’ve officially changed my type.”

“Xander.” She reached up with her free hand and tugged me down for a kiss.

I moved my mouth over hers and tried to tell her what I was still not ready to say out loud. I kissed her with an urgency I’d never felt before. I pulled her toward me as I kept kissing her, and she gasped when her naked tits rubbed against my chest.

She squeezed my dick, milking it as she kissed me back. My eyes rolled back into my head, and it was my turn to groan. Reaching down, I nudged her thighs apart with my hand and delicately traced her sex with my finger.

She was already so wet and glossy. My fingers skated over her pussy as I petted her. After a few passes, I gently nudged her lower lips apart and found her engorged clitoris.

Harper whimpered as I teased her. Her hand griped my dick convulsively, squeezing me tight.

“Fuck, angel.” My finger softly circled her throbbing clit. “You remember how we almost did this in public after the pub?”

Harper shivered against me, but I felt her hair rub across my chest as she nodded.

“Did you really want to keep going? What if someone came along and saw you straddling me? Saw you rubbing your tight little body all over me? Watched your tits bounce as I thrust inside you?”

I could feel Harper’s pussy flexing as she clenched on air. Pressing a thick finger inside her, I used my thumb to keep teasing her clit.

“Anyone could’ve seen us out there. Watched you kiss me. All it would’ve taken is one glimpse, and they would’ve known how fucking hot you are. How much you needed this. I was inches away from pulling down your top and feeling your gorgeous tits. And everyone would’ve seen. They would’ve watched me thrust my dick into your tight body. Heard the keening sound you make just before you come. The way you scream my name.”

“Xander!” she cried just before I felt her pussy tighten rhythmically around my finger. I added another, and she cried out. Gently tapping around her clit with my thumb, I gave it one little rub, and she broke again.

I had to wrap my other arm around her waist to keep her standing. Her pussy squeezed and clenched my fingers until my eyes crossed. Christ, it was so fucking hot.

Unable to help it, I humped my hips into her hand. I was so close. Feeling her come around my fingers, thinking about that night and what we’d almost done, I was on the edge. Just one more…

I gave a strangled cry and shot my load all over her belly.

Harper gasped as it hit her body, then groaned as my fingers twitched inside her.

I leaned down and gave her another soft kiss before gently pulling my fingers free. Patting her pussy, I smiled down at her. “Is it my turn to wash your back now?”








  
  
  Chapter 19

  
  




Harper

“They would’ve watched me thrust my dick into your tight body. Heard the keening sound you make just before you come.”

I shivered as the memory made my nipples tighten.

“Are you cold, Harper?” Shay asked with a frown. “Are you under a draft or something?”

I gave her a weak smile. “No, I’m okay.”

“We can switch seats if you need to. It’s no bother, really.” Shay tipped her head. “It’s really warm over here.”

“If you want.” I didn’t know what else to say. No way was I admitting that I wasn’t cold, just totally aroused by a memory of Xander’s dirty words.

“Let’s do it.”

So I found myself standing up with my plate in hand and awkwardly shuffling around the table opposite of Shay.

Chase, who’d been in a conversation with Jesse and Xander looked up when I bumped into his shoulder as I sat down next to him. He frowned at his wife who was now sitting kitty-corner to him. “What’s going on?”

Shay shrugged. “Harper was cold.”

Jesse picked up his plate and yelled, “CHANGE PLACES!” like he was the Mad Hatter.

Giggling, Ella grabbed her plate and ran around the table with Jesse. Chase, not wanting to miss the fun, grabbed his plate and skipped in a circle around us singing in a falsetto, “Twinkle, twinkle, little bat, how I wonder where you’re at.”

But Xander just pushed back into his chair and laced his fingers over his taut abs as chaos reigned around us. He looked over to me and raised his eyebrows. “Cold?”

For some reason I couldn’t look away from his hands. I remembered what it’d felt like in the shower when he’d gently washed my shoulders and took so much care bathing my breasts. So very thorough. But we hadn’t had enough time for round two.

Or to talk about what he’d whispered to me in the shower just before I’d come.

Did he mean it?

Was that something he was into?

Was that something I was into?

All my thoughts were a tangled mess that I didn’t have even a second to examine since Jesse, Ella, Chase, and Shay had all tagged along on our touristy date to Trinity College to see the Book of Kells and now with lunch. Noah had disappeared during our shower, and no one knew where he’d gone to.

“Are you happy with your spot?” Ella asked as she settled in next to me, panting.

I looked into Xander’s eyes and smiled. “Very.”

Later we all trouped over to Carrolls Irish Gifts and giggled while we tried on leprechaun hats and felt beards.

“Everyone get together!” Ella hollered, gesturing at us with her phone in one hand. “I want to get a group picture. Hyde, do you mind?”

I just knew I was red-faced as I nestled close to Xander. His arms came around me, and he held me as one of the band’s security guards, Hyde, counted down.

“Take a couple. We need options.” Ella instructed even as she posed with us.

We took silly ones, serious ones, and even a kissing picture.

Ella skipped back to Hyde to look over the pictures he’d taken.

“Now I know what you’re talking about when you wax poetic about my beard,” Xander said with a smirk as he ran a hand over my orange facial hair.

“Anyone want veto power before I post these?” Ella asked, waving her phone over her head.

I shook my head. I trusted Ella. She’d done so well as the band’s social media photographer. Besides, it wasn’t like I had a rock star ego to maintain.

“No, just make sure you tag me in them.” Xander stood next to me and draped an arm over my shoulders. “Maybe this will shut Kelly up finally with all her stalker-y tabloid bullshit.”

“Harper?” Ella turned to me. “Are you okay with me tagging you in the picture too?”

“Of course. I’m not ashamed to admit I know all you superstars.”

“Are you sure?” Xander asked with a concerned frown. “You haven’t been outed up to now. It’ll be hard to go back to anonymity once we’re public.”

“Oh.” I swallowed. “I thought you wanted—”

“I do.” Xander stared at me with an intensity I felt to my core. “But I want to make sure you understand what’s at stake here.”

I held my breath for a second then tried to sound unaffected when I answered. “Isn’t it just a matter of time before someone does it anyway? At least this way we’ll know it’s coming.”

“It probably won’t be so bad since we’re on tour too.” Ella raised her eyebrows. “It’s not like the paps follow us everywhere.” She gestured to the store that, while they had technically closed it for us, no one really seemed to notice or care.

“If you’re sure…” Xander grimaced.

My voice only sounded a tiny bit tremulous when I answered, “I’m sure.”

“One official girlfriend, coming up.” Ella grinned at us like this was a huge milestone. “And posted!”

“We should go out and celebrate your new official status.” Shay smiled at us through her orange beard. It should’ve looked totally ridiculous on her, but for some reason she just looked devilishly cute.

“No can do,” Xander replied, his arm heavy on my shoulders. “I let you all tag along on our day-date, but there’s no way in hell you’re coming with us tonight. I have plans for this one here.”

Ella and Shay sighed and sent me sweet smiles while Jesse and Chase smirked at Xander.

Before I had a chance to unpack all that’d happened, Shay dragged me over to the glass section to ooh and aww over the Waterford crystal. Then Ella wanted to look through the shirts. We laughed and giggled over some of the silly offerings. I wanted to get Xander an Irish rugby jersey. He definitely had the build for it. I was debating colors when Hyde whistled to get our attention.

“Okay, guys! We need to wrap it up. The crowd is getting restless outside, and I don’t want to chance having them wait longer.”

“Crowd?” Xander repeated with a groan.

“Shit.” Ella gasped, slapping a hand over her mouth. “I guess I should’ve waited until we left before posting those pictures.”

“You think?!” Chase hollered at his sister. “That was a fucking rookie move, El. What the hell? How long have you been doing this job again?”

“Hey! Don’t talk to my girlfriend like that!” Jesse yelled.

I groaned and buried my face in Xander’s chest. This was ramping up to be a shitshow of epic proportions.

“What did you want to get?” Xander bent down to murmur in my ear as the guys continued to bicker.

“What?” I looked up at him with a frown.

“For souvenirs. What did you want to get?”

“Oh. I guess we’ll have to pay for the hat and beard.”

“Already done. What else?”

“Um, I kinda wanted to start a tradition of getting something small from every country we visit. Just a little memento…” I looked around us, but the cacophony of choices was dizzying.

“How about this?” Xander held up a fridge magnet with a smiling leprechaun standing under a road sign pointing to Belfast, Dublin, Cork, and Kilkenny with Ireland written beneath him.

“It’s perfect.” I reached to grab it, but Xander held the magnet over my head.

“Like hell am I letting my girl fork out ten euros for a souvenir. It’s on me.”

“Hey, big spender.”

“You know it!” As he strode toward the register, I had a huge grin stretching my lips.

And despite his protests, I had to buy the rugby jersey for him. He called me Miss Moneybags the whole way back to the house since my gift for him was four times what he’d spent on mine. I rolled my eyes, but my grin didn’t fade.

When we reached the house, Noah was still MIA, but I seemed to be the only one concerned. “But we’re all here. So who’s he out with?”

“He’s got that new security kid with him.” Xander shrugged. “What’s his name, Chase?”

“Diego.” Chase dug through the bag in his lap, pulling out a tin of Walker biscuits. “Yes! I love you so much, baby.”

Shay grinned back at him before pressing a kiss on his lips. “I know what makes my man happy.”

“Fuck yeah. Let’s go!” Chase bounded off the couch and chased a squealing Shay down the hall to their bedroom.

“Dammit, why didn’t I think of that?” Jesse stalked toward Ella who held up her hands.

“Jesse, we don’t have time for that right now. I promised I’d help Harper get ready for her date tonight.”

Jesse stopped and gave her a little boy pout. “What about me? What am I supposed to do while you’re primping and curling hair?”

“I don’t know. Go primp yourself.” Ella waved a hand.

“It’s okay,” I broke in. “I can get ready all by myself.”

“You heard her.” Jesse sprinted to Ella, quickly lifted her in a fireman’s carry over his shoulder then marched down the hall. “Thanks, Harper. You’re officially my favorite person!”

I just laughed, watching Ella grab Jesse’s butt as a handhold before they disappeared in their room despite Ella’s half-hearted protests.

I turned to Xander with a laugh. “I guess that just leaves me and you. Unless Noah pops up.”

“Couldn’t care less. I don’t want to talk about that asshole unless or until he apologizes for what he said.”

I knew his brother was a sore point, but it was early in the tour for this level of in-fighting. I wanted to make it better. And it was really bugging me that Noah was out there all alone while we’d all hung out in couple-y bliss today. No doubt he’d see the pictures and feel left out. Resolving to check in with Noah later, I sighed. “You know Noah is impulsive. He talks without thinking most of the time.”

“Doesn’t excuse the shit he said. He more than most knows how far Liam has come. We were the three fucking musketeers on tour. Noah was there every step of the way—when we were snorting blow with models backstage, drinking ourselves to oblivion, and he was fucking there when I was doing chest compressions when we found Liam face down in his room in Chicago.”

As he talked, tears sheened his eyes. I hadn’t realized he had been the one to find his brother. That he’d done CPR. Gah. My heart hurt for him.

He shook his head vehemently. “Noah knows how much work Liam’s done. He was with me when I got the news about his second OD when we were so fucking far away on tour. He sat next to me on the goddamn plane and tried to distract me with stupid stories and jokes. And he sat with me in the waiting room while we waited to hear if he was alive or dead. Noah knows better. He fucking knows.”

“You’re absolutely right, Xander.” I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. There was nothing I could say or do to make it better. I just wanted him to know that I heard him. We all knew Liam’s history. I didn’t have any idea of how much Noah was linked to it though.

But I remembered how much Xander blamed himself for his brother’s addiction.

He might not have overtly said it just now, but I’d heard it in his voice too. And it made my heart hurt so much for him. I knew all about standing by and watching someone slowly harming themselves and not being able to do anything about it.

Addiction was a bitch.

“You’re right, Xan. He absolutely owes you an apology.” I squeezed his shoulders then leaned back to look up at his face. “Just maybe try to use your words, instead of your fists next time.”

Xander huffed. “Never would’ve figured a boss bitch like you would advocate for pacifism.”

“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or a complaint.” I raised my eyebrows.

“Definitely a compliment. Watching you be all boss bitch is hella hot.” He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and rested his head against mine.

“Well, I manage to be a boss bitch without using my fists. I only need words to get my point across.” I paused and tilted my head as I recalled something. “Aside from that one time.”

Xander reared back. “What one time?”

I waved a hand. “It’s not important. But I do get the struggle of watching someone you love battle addiction. Like I told you on the flight over, my dad has been a degenerate gambler my whole life. I’ve had to watch him chase one sure thing after another. All while I scrambled to pay the rent and hid money from him in my underwear drawer.”

“I appreciate what you’re sharing, but I don’t see how it’s remotely related.”

“I did things that enabled my dad. I hid money to cover bills that he wouldn’t—or couldn’t—think about. I never once confronted him about his problem. I just lied to myself and probably to him too that it wasn’t that bad. Or that it wasn’t my problem, since I was just marking time until I could get the hell out of his house. It’s why I’m such a boss bitch now. I’ve had a lot of practice being the responsible adult. Even before I was an adult. So it’s kinda similar. We both are guilty of enabling.”

“That’s shit, babe. Everyone deserves a safe and happy childhood.”

“Yeah well, not everyone gets one.” I gave him a wobbly smile. “And I didn’t bring it up to switch the topic. I just want you to know that while you did enable Liam, you’re not responsible for his actions. Every drink or bump of coke or whatever was a choice that he made. You might’ve played a part in Liam’s addiction—like I did with my dad’s—but you’re not to blame for all of it. Liam is an adult; his actions are his own.”

Xander pulled back and glared at me. “You don’t think I’ve heard that over and over again? From therapists? From Noah? But I was the one who gave him his first bump. I was the one who introduced him to all the wrong people. That’s on me. I’m sure as fuck not as innocent as you were with your dad’s situation. You were a fucking kid; I was an adult who knew better. I just didn’t give a fuck at the time.”

I took a breath as his words and the shame in his voice washed over me. His hurting went so deep. I had to try a different tack. “He’s been clean for two years now. Don’t you think it’s time to give yourself a break? I bet Liam has.”

He shook his head and looked away.

“Have you asked Liam for forgiveness? For being the one who’s responsible for his addiction?”

Xander blinked at me like I’d just slapped him.

I hitched a shoulder. “You might be surprised by what he says.”

After a couple of thoughtful beats, he reached out and grabbed my hand, pulling me closer to him again. “I’ll think about it. You know, you’re too fucking smart for your own good sometimes.”

I rolled my eyes. “It has gotten me in trouble a time or two.”

Xander smirked as he brushed the hair out of my eyes. “I’d love to hear about it.”

“The story’s not nearly as naughty as you seem to think it is.”

“Hey, not everything I think is naughty.”

“Just most of them?” I raised my eyebrows.

He grinned down at me, then closed the short distance separating us, and kissed me, softly and sweetly.

Tears burned my eyelids when he pulled back.

Wrapping both of his arms around me, he murmured, “Are you really good to get ready on your own? I can arrange for someone to come help you.”

“Seeing how it’s usually my job to do the arranging for you, I think I’m good.”

“Fantastic.” He gave me a quick peck, then returned for a deeper, longer kiss. Finally breaking away with a groan, he stepped back. “I could do that all night, but you’ve got less than an hour to get ready, so…”

“Pshaw! I can be ready in twenty.”

“Well, in that case…” He stalked me down the hallway with an evil laugh.

“Xander!” I batted his searching hands away when he caught me at the entrance to our bedroom. “Just because I can doesn’t mean I want to! Grab your stuff and get ready somewhere else. I don’t want you ruining the effect.”

“Fine.” Xander huffed. He grabbed a few things from the walk-in closet and bathroom then stomped back to me. After giving me a firm look, he bent down to kiss me. “We really do only have like fifty minutes or so before we have to leave. I have reservations—”

“Plural?” I asked. He’d been so cagey about the rest of the night. This was the first I was hearing any kind of detail aside from ‘dress for a nice restaurant.’ “Reservations?”

He mimed locking his lips, then gave me a quick peck, and a smack on the butt. “Get ready.”

“Argh!” I groaned in frustration at his lack of an answer. How was I supposed to dress if I didn’t know where we were going? Lucky for him, I didn’t have a ton of going-out options.

But I might’ve taken extra pleasure in closing the door in his face.
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Still Harper

My eyes were wide when we were ushered to our table in the back corner of the French-Irish restaurant Xander had picked. The whole room was layered in ivory tones from the wall color to the seat covers to the plates sitting on the crisp white linen tablecloths. It was impressive and so damn daunting.

I’d never been in a restaurant like this in my whole life.

At least I fit in, wearing my baby pink silk tulle evening dress. I’d found it for a song at Marshalls and added it to my wardrobe because it was a superstar at preventing wrinkles. And the pleated boned bodice had a built-in bra. I looked sophisticated and feminine and not at all like I was questioning what I was doing here.

The maître d pulled my chair out for me then snapped my napkin into place on my lap. Kinda/sorta encroaching on my personal space. Was this normal? Had I already committed a faux pas? I sent Xander a wide-eyed look of terror. I didn’t know where to look, what to say. I was totally out of my element.

“Enjoy your meal,” the maître d murmured in a heavy French accent before leaving.

I clutched my menu like it was a lifeline. There weren’t even prices! How was I supposed to know what to order if I didn’t know how much it cost?

My heartbeat pounded in my ears.

Was this a panic attack?

My breath left in a wheezing hiss, and I tried to hide behind the sleek menu.

Or maybe it was a heart attack. Was twenty-nine too young for a heart attack?

“Harper?” Xander reached across the table and tipped my menu down. “Are you okay?”

“I just…this is so far outside my comfort zone.” I leaned forward and whispered, “I don’t know what to order. What fork to use. Can’t we just go to that Super Mac’s we drove past? That’s so much more my speed.”

“There’s nothing wrong with stepping out of your comfort zone. Expanding your horizons. Learning about new cultures.”

I thought longingly of the fake McDonalds I’d glimpsed from our car. At least there I’d have an idea of what to order. “I don’t know what any of these things are. Ala carte. Croquette of suckling pig. Fried quail egg, foie gras, pancetta, red pepper mostarda. I don’t even know what most of those things are. And is all that one dish or choices to make on the dish?”

Xander’s hand came down over mine, and he gave me a reassuring squeeze. “How about I order for you?”

“Sure.” If we were staying that was the clear decision to make.

“Okay. So do you like lobster, scallops, breaded and fried pork, or pasta?”

“Pork for sure.”

“Do you have any strong feelings about foie gras?”

“What’s that?”

“That’s a no. Try it. You can always push it to the side if you don’t like it. Fish or meat?”

I wanted to go back to whatever foie gras was, but I let it go and let Xander lead. “Meat.”

“Okay. Veal, lamb, fillet or duck?”

“Since we’re in Ireland, I guess lamb? That’s what they’re famous for, right?”

“Excellent decision making.” Xander smiled at me like I’d accomplished something huge.

I couldn’t help but smile back at him as all the tension drained from my shoulders. “Excellent job drilling the problem down to the basics.” I tipped my head. “And also talking me down.”

“That’s what partners are for.” He gave my hand a squeeze, and I felt my heart skip a beat. But for the best reason this time.

I ducked my head, suddenly bashful. We hadn’t taken a selfie or posted anything on social media since the gift shop, and I didn’t know what that meant. Were we out tonight for just us, or was this a thing to divert attention away from Kelly? And I knew, I knew I should just open my mouth and ask, but honestly, I was afraid of what the answer would be.

I knew what I wanted the answer to be.

But Xander hadn’t been one for relationships since Kelly. I’d watched him hook up with groupies, media personalities, and other celebs over the last year or so, and none of them had stuck for more than one tour stop. So I assumed we were casual but exclusive. Was that a relationship category?

I opened my mouth to ask as much when the waiter swooped in, and Xander gave him our order before they went back and forth over the wine selection. Their conversation went on for so long that my attention wandered, and I started making up stories for the people around us. The elderly couple at that table were retired horse trainers—because of the wife’s large horse-shaped brooch. That, and she sounded like a horse when she laughed. The middle-aged couple three tables away were spies for a foreign government, no doubt sent here to report on the bourgeois.

I was mentally debating which government they worked for when Xander finally turned back to me. “Sorry, that took a minute. You were going to say something before we were interrupted?”

“I…can’t remember. It must not have been important.” No way was I telling what I’d just been thinking about. He probably already thought I was strange. No need to confirm it.

Xander gave me that soft smile of his that always made my heart skip a beat. “I doubt that. I happen to think you’re pretty damn important.”

I smiled back at him. “Well, thank you.”

The moment drew out as we stared into each other’s eyes. It felt like he could see inside me. That he knew what I was thinking.

And then he looked away, breaking the moment.

When he spoke again, my heart skipped a beat for a totally different reason. “There’s something I think we need to talk about.”

I gulped. Of course this had been too good to be true.

Why the hell did he think this was the place to break up with me? Because I wouldn’t make a scene here? I was a fucking professional. I knew what we were—I knew what this could only ever be. I wouldn’t make a scene wherever he did it.

But it felt especially gutting that he couldn’t even pretend through the meal before dropping the hammer. The rest of tonight was going to be so awkward. If we even stayed that long.

“…going on in that head?”

I blinked. “What?”

“I was asking if you could hear me. You had this look on your face.” He shook his head. “What were you thinking?”

“I just…I don’t get why you’d bring me here if you were just going to break this off. I wouldn’t make a scene wherever you did it. You didn’t have to spend all this money.”

“Whoa, hold up. We’re not breaking up. Unless you want to break up.”

“But you said we have to talk.” I spread my hands to underline my point. “Everyone knows what that means.”

“Uh, well, in this case it means I want to talk about something. And it’s not breaking up.”

“Oh. Okay.” I cleared my throat uncomfortably and fidgeted in my seat. I opened my mouth to apologize when the sommelier swooped in with the wine.

I slumped in relief this time. He and Xander went through the song and dance of tasting while I tried to look invisible.

Smiling weakly at whatever the sommelier said in his accented English, I just gave him a shrug. After a little more back and forth with Xander, he poured our glasses then left us with the bottle.

“Right.” Xander cleared his throat. “Where were we?”

I lifted a shoulder. “With you about to tell me something.”

“Oh. That. Right.” Now it was his turn to look uncomfortable. Which was strange. In all the time I’d known Xander, I would’ve said he was the most self-assured man I’d known. So this was weird.

“Fuck, there’s no easy way to lead up to this. I told you there was another place I made a reservation at, and I want to take you after dinner.”

“Okay…that sounds…fun? Why do you look like you signed us up for root canals?”

He laughed huskily. “Because I don’t want you to hate me after. Or during. I’m really worried you’re going to hate me during, and I kinda like how you’re looking at me right now. I don’t want that to change.”

Where the hell was he planning to take me?

“Croquette of suckling pig,” the waiter said as he laid a plate in front of me. “And Castletownbere scallops with wild rice. Enjoy.”

He was gone before I could ask about salt.

I stared down at the plate in front of me and kept my hands in my lap. Instead of diving into my plate, where nothing looked familiar aside from the tiny fried egg, I cornered Xander. “So you were saying?”

“You should dig in.” He pointed a fork at my plate. “Eat before it gets cold.”

“And I think you should tell me where you’re taking me after this.” If he thought he could out stubborn me, he was so wrong.

“Right.” He gently set his fork down and clasped his hands over his plate with his elbows on the table. “There’s no easy way to say this. Every time I come to Dublin, I stop in at my exclusive club and have a few drinks.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“The club is called (K)nave. It’s, uh, inside an 18th century church that was decommissioned in the sixties.”

“It sounds nice.” I smiled at him as I picked up my fork. “Let’s go.”

“It’s a sex club.”

This time I dropped my fork. It landed with a loud clang, and I just knew everyone in the restaurant was staring at me. At us. Xander’s cheeks definitely had a red hue under his beard, and I was gaping at him like he’d just confessed to murder.

I closed my mouth with an audible click. “Um, that’s…wow. I’ve, uh, never…”

“I know. And we don’t have to go. To be fair, I made the plans before this—” He waved a hand between us. “Became a thing. I did call and tweak the reservation since I don’t need a partner now, but I kept all my other bookings.”

“What do you even book at a—” I dropped my voice and hunched toward him. “Sex club?”

“Well in my case, I have a reservation in the voyeur hall. I like to watch, and I also like to have others watch me. But since, when I booked, I didn’t know who I’d be attending tonight with, I went with the easier voyeur option rather than the exhibitionist.”

He was dropping these terms in our conversation like they were totally normal. And I guess they were—for him. I’d honestly never really thought about it. Aside from that night by the river. Which to be fair, I’d initiated.

Oh my god.

“The guys know?”

Xander shrugged. “Kinda hard to be friends and bandmates for over a decade and keep secrets. They’ve all gone to clubs with me at different times. But not for a while. Definitely not since they got wifed up, so I doubt Shay or Ella know.”

“And Noah?”

He jerked his chin in a quick nod.

I stared down at my plate numbly. I felt so…surprised? Shocked, for sure. And kinda betrayed that no one thought to clue me in until now. That Noah would hook us up and not say anything…

I picked up my fork and cut into a croquette. Dragging it through the egg yolk and some of the salsa looking stuff before tasting it. It was good. Crispy, tangy, salty.

I set my fork down. “Are you into anything else? Whips? Chains? Plugs? Gimp masks?”

Xander choked on his wine. After he got his coughing fit under control, he gave me a wry grin. “Gimp masks? I guess you’re not as innocent as I thought.”

“Hey, I read. And watch stuff. I’ve just never done anything myself. And especially not in public.”

“Not for lack of trying.”

I had to laugh at that. “Touché.”

“But to answer your question, no, I’m not into all that paraphernalia. And to be honest, I’m more into exhibitionism than voyeurism, but it’s easier to start out with the latter with a new partner. And watching is still hella hot.”

I nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

I picked up my fork again and dug into my appetizer. I wasn’t sure which part was the foie gras, but I liked it all. In a few minutes, I’d cleaned my plate and leaned back in my chair with a sigh.

“Really? You’re not going to say anything?”

“It was good. I even ate the foie gras—whatever that was.”

“It was the buttery thing on top of the croquette that wasn’t the egg.”

“Oh. It was good.”

“It’s duck liver.”

“Oh.” I tipped my head as I considered this news. “It was still good.”

“Really?” he asked, incredulously. “That’s all you’ve got to say?”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “You’ve kept something huge from me. Excuse me for needing a minute to process it.”

Xander huffed, but he sat back in his chair and bent over his plate, cutting into his scallops with measured attention. He cut one into four equal pieces before loading up a bite for himself. After a few more minutes of strained silence, he put his fork down with a sigh.

“It’s just…it’s hard to put everything out there. And this had been a huge stumbling block with Kelly. You know, in addition to her rudeness and attention hogging tendencies.” He shook his head then leaned forward, looking deeply into my eyes. Into my soul. “I really care what you think about me. I like you Harper. I like this thing that’s happening between us. But I also know that we can’t have anything real without me sharing this part of myself with you.”

My eyes filled with tears. For Xander to lay himself bare in front of me was so real. And vulnerable. And just everything.

And of course, the waiter popped up again. “How are you enjoying your—”

“Walk away,” I bit out.

“Pardon me?”

I turned to face the pompous waiter and glared at him. “We’re having a moment. Walk. Away.”

He muttered something under his breath and left in a huff of irritated French attitude.

Turning back to Xander, I wrinkled my nose. “Do you think he’ll spit in my lamb?”

“Without a doubt.” He grinned. “But it was the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

I grinned back at him. “That’s only because you haven’t seen me at (K)nave.”
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Xander Lang’s Mystery Woman is a Mystery No More

And we’ve got pics!

Exclusive details

The mystery blonde in the Tin Gods guitarist’s life is a mystery no more. Today the band’s own social media page tagged her as Harper Grey, the new tour manager for their Corruption World Tour. As seen in the photos below, Xander Lang and Grey are official. Despite recent speculation of Lang hooking up with past girlfriend and current tour opener, Kelly Evers, Lang looks very happy in Grey’s company.




*embedded photos of the band’s day in Dublin*




The new couple frolicked with most of the band in Dublin, Ireland today, hitting up Trinity College, a few local pubs, and a souvenir shop. Lang kissed Grey despite her leprechaun beard alongside couples Chase and Shay Robinson and Jesse Mala and Ella Robinson.

Grey has been with Black Hat Productions since she graduated from Loyola Marymount University with a degree in marketing. Most of her social media pages show glimpses of life on the road with the Tin Gods and several pictures show her apparent friendships with Shay and Ella Robinson. She’s clearly someone enmeshed in Lang’s life despite neither showing up on the other’s social media until now.

No word as yet on Kelly Evers’ feelings about the new couple. We are still waiting comment from her spokesperson.

Stay tuned…
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Still Harper

I’d expected something seedy but gaudy at the same time—a back alley with trash littered everywhere and strobe lights at the door. This was…beautiful.

The stone building was mostly gray in the dim light, but the arching stain glass windows were undeniably gorgeous. It looked like something out of my gothic romantic dreams.

…and I was so scared to go inside.

Was I going to hate this? Love this? Oh god, what if I loved it and then Xander dumped me? No way could I afford this level of debauchery. My budget would be so low rent, it’d be a scary experience.

So I guessed I should look at this like a once in a lifetime experience. Because no way in hell would I be able to afford it on my own.

“Ready?” Xander held his hand out with a serious expression on his face.

I took a deep breath then set my hand in his. “Let’s do this.”

He gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “Nothing is going to happen that you’re not okay with. I don’t do safe words. All you gotta do is say no or stop, and everything pauses. No one else will touch you. It’s just you and me having some fun together. Just a little more live action than a movie. Okay?”

“Okay.” I nodded.

He gave me one last searching look then turned and led me to the front entrance.

The closed front entrance.

He pressed the button next to the door and gave my hand another reassuring squeeze as we waited.

After a few moments, the door opened and a butler in a three-piece suit answered, “Yes?”

Xander pulled out his phone. “We have a reservation.” He thumbed through his phone until he reached the right screen. “Here’s our confirmation code.”

The butler pulled out a handheld scanner and ran it over Xander’s phone. After the scanner beeped, the butler held out his free hand in a welcoming gesture. “Please follow me.”

Xander kept his phone in his hand as we followed the butler into the building, down a narrow, cramped hall and into a locker room of sorts. Dozens and dozens of cubbyhole lockers lined the wall.

The butler hit the green button on a locker and pulled the tiny door open. “Please put all your unneeded belongings inside. All phones must stay inside your locker at all times. If any phones are found on the club floor, you will be fined and banned from (K)nave and all our sister facilities. All attendees are expected to follow our rules of conduct and etiquette or face the same penalties. I know you’ve visited before Mr. L, but as a member you are responsible for your guest’s conduct. Once you’re ready, exit through those doors and an attendant will show you to your room. Thank you for worshipping with us tonight.”

He bowed slightly, then turned, and left the way we’d entered.

I looked at Xander with wide eyes. “That was intense.”

“How do you think I’ve kept my kink under wraps for so long?” Xander tossed his phone and wallet inside the locker then turned to me. “Do you want to keep your clutch or put it all inside the locker? It’ll be safe, I promise.”

I handed him my clutch and answered his question. “I didn’t really think about it to be honest. NDAs and honor between thieves?”

Xander laughed. “It’s hard to trust anyone when you’re vulnerable. Especially when you have money and a huge secret. I don’t have any shame about what I like really. We’re all consenting adults, and we’re not harming anyone. But I don’t want to put my family in a position where they’d be embarrassed by something I’d done. I think they’ve already gone through plenty of scandals.”

“That’s sweet.” I gave him a smile, and then something occurred to me. “Isn’t what he said before he left the same thing you say at the end of every concert?”

Xander smiled wryly. “You got me. I might be a silent partner in the consortium that owns the club.”

“But Jeeves didn’t say a word.”

“He knows I like to keep a low profile despite—or I guess because of—who I am.”

I laughed. Just when I thought I’d finally had him figured out, Xander zagged. I grabbed his shoulders and went up on my toes to press a kiss on his lips. “I happen to like who you are.”

He kissed me back before pulling away with a groan. “Come on, angel. There’s too much debauchery awaiting us to get caught making out in the locker room.”

Then he opened the door, and we walked into chaos.

I didn’t know where to look. The huge groin vault ceiling above us was awe-inspiring—all old-world beams and rolling peaks. The ginormous main room had two levels—the main one we stood on and a second running along both sides of the length of the room, leaving the middle of the main level open to the towering ceiling. Each area was separated by glass that still let the light—and the view—shine through. To the right was a bar and dance floor where not many were wearing clothes, and to the left was a hall leading to restrooms, and probably the only privacy available in the entire building.

A couple nearby were wrapped up in each other despite the crowd dancing around them. She had her arms wrapped around him as he suckled her breasts. Her eyes were closed, totally focused on the moment and the man in front of her.

“Do you want to continue?” Xander murmured in my ear.

I nodded slowly, mesmerized by the look on the woman’s face. The way she trusted her partner. The way he was totally focused on her.

I’d seen porn before, but this was so different. For one, it was happening live in front of me. But more importantly, there was a connection between the couple that was impossible to ignore. They might’ve been in the middle of a very rowdy crowd, but it looked like they were all alone. I just knew looking at them that they were totally devoted.

I wanted that.

And it was so bizarre to see it here.

“Mr. L?” A slender, tall woman in a body con black dress and heels stood in front of us. “Right this way.”

Xander put his arm around me and we followed our guide through Dante’s second circle of hell—lust.

Moans and groans echoed through the cavernous hall and warred with the loud bass music. Squeals of pleasure—or maybe pain?—had me flinching in surprise. Strobe lights bounced off the glass interior walls, giving the whole place a weird funhouse affect. It was so eerily similar to a fever dream I’d had once that I had to remind myself I was actually awake.

We followed our guide to a door then through to a stairwell up that was so much quieter than the main hall. On the second floor, we stepped into the glass hallways and—silence. My ears rang at the sudden change in decibels.

But the weird walkway we stepped on had me swaying in surprise. The floor below us was clear, as were all the walls around us. It gave this inexplicable sensation of walking on air. I clutched at Xander as we stepped onto it.

He laughed quietly but let me cling to him for dear life.

We passed three rooms before our guide stopped in front of a clear door and gestured to it. “The Silk Room. An attendant is available on the opposite end of the room if needed. Please just signal or press the red button for assistance. Thank you for worshipping with us tonight. Enjoy.”

I peeked up at Xander, but he didn’t move. Or say anything. Clearly if this was going to happen, it was up to me to make the first move. Straightening my shoulders, I reached for the door and pushed it open. But instead of the large room with the bed I saw through the glass wall, I stepped into a smaller room, separated from the bed by another glass wall. What I’d thought was a bench in front of the bed was a bench in front of the glass wall.

A door opened on the other end of the bedroom in front of us and a couple entered holding hands.

I watched transfixed as the woman turned to the man, twined her arms around him, and kissed him. Unlike most people in the club, both were dressed—her in a tight, blood-red dress to her knees, and him in a black, long sleeved button-up shirt with a black tie and pants. They looked classy and ridiculously attractive.

And then he kissed his way down her neck to her chest. He slowly pulled one side of her dress down, exposing her breast. My breath left in a shuddery burst. I thought there would be more buildup. More foreplay or suspense. But in a few seconds, her dress hung down to her waist and her fingers were threaded through his hair as he licked and teased her breast.

I felt a warmth at my back, and I leaned back against Xander behind me. He rested his hands on my shoulders and gave them a quick squeeze.

But I was spellbound by the couple in front of us. Like the one I’d spied on the dance floor, these two were totally entwined with each other. They never looked at us once. She was too busy enjoying him teasing and caressing her breasts and he was too into her boobs to even know if we were here.

It felt so taboo. Watching someone in the privacy of their bedroom. Watching the expression flash over her face as she moaned with need. Watching the way she arched into his touch.

And then she shimmied her dress all the way off, leaving her in a tiny thong she stepped out of a few seconds later. He was totally clothed while she stood in front of him in only her heels. It was so incredibly erotic.

He lifted a hand and gave her ass a playful smack then murmured something the pulsing music around us obscured. Her head went back as she wrapped one hand around his shoulder and he went back to worshipping her breasts. But one of his hands darted down her body and caressed her sex. Petting. Sliding. Rubbing.

I shivered. The tableau made me so aware of the man standing behind me. He hadn’t said anything since we’d entered the room, but I could feel his eyes on me. Watching me. It felt like I was breathing so loud. I closed my eyes for a second to try to get my breathing under control when a loud smack came from the room in front of us.

I opened my eyes just in time to see the woman wrinkle her nose at the man as she rubbed her butt. Then she shook her head and slowly lowered herself to her knees on the pillow at the man’s feet. She unzipped his pants and pulled his penis free. He was large and erect, but nowhere near as impressive as the man behind me.

She slowly ran her hand up and down his length. The man’s lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said. After a few seconds, the woman leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

I groaned softly. The look on the man’s face was so erotic. His eyelids hovered at half-mast. I couldn’t see the woman’s expression, but she was clearly hard at work, licking, sucking. My nipples tingled.

Then the man buried a hand in her hair and thrust his hips forward. Once, twice. Then his eyes snapped open, and he stared straight into my eyes as he held her on his dick.

I felt Xander come around and sink onto the bench next to me, but I couldn’t look away from the scene playing out or him. Until now, it had been like I was spying on an intimate moment, but now it was so much more charged. He continued to stare into my eyes as he moved her on his dick. His eyes darted to Xander next to me and widened as he no doubt recognized him. If anything, the knowledge made him look more arrogant. He turned back to his partner and murmured something before helping her up to her feet. His erection bobbed free from his pants all shiny from her saliva.

“I think he’s more into you than his partner,” Xander murmured next to me. “And I can’t blame him. You’re so fucking sexy and wholesome. It’s driving me fucking crazy.”

“You’re ridiculous. I mean, look at her.” I pointed out as we watched him and his lover clamor onto the bed with its blood red silk fitted sheet and pillows. The woman reclined on her back while he crawled—still mostly clothed—between her splayed legs.

She was gorgeous—all lithe muscles and slender femininity. Anyone would say she had the ideal body. She was stunning. I watched the emotions play across her face. Need. Pleasure. Then she cried out.

Xander ducked his head next to me, pressing little kisses on any part of me that he could reach. “You’re ridiculous. You’re gorgeous. All curvy, compact, and so fucking open. It’s so much hotter to watch you than watch them. I haven’t looked away from you once since we came in here. I couldn’t even tell you what color her hair is. You’re all I see.”

My heart melted. I turned away from the couple making love in front of us and blinked up at Xander. “Really?”

“Absolutely.” Then he ducked his head and kissed me.

I cupped his face in my hands and kissed him back. Xander grabbed me by the hips and pulled me onto his lap. We continued to kiss while I straddled him. His large erection pressed into my center. Burying my hands in his luscious long hair, I opened my mouth to his seeking tongue. He rubbed his against mine in a teasing caress then pulled back and bit down lightly on my lower lip. I whimpered as I felt an answering pang between my legs. Why was that so freaking hot?

Xander rested his forehead against mine, panting like he’d just ran a marathon. “How far do you want to go here? You still with me?”

“Always,” I whispered back.

“Fuck yeah. But we’re missing out on the whole point of being here.” He clutched my waist in his hands and ground me into his straining erection. I whimpered and arched into his body. “Fuck, this isn’t going to work,” he groaned.

Before I put enough brain cells together to question him, he lifted me slightly and spun me around on top of him so my back rested against his chest. My dress rucked up so high on my thighs, I bet the couple across from us could see my panties if they looked. But the knowledge didn’t fill me with embarrassment. I was too busy grinding on Xander’s lap to care who could see what.

“Look at him,” Xander rumbled in my ear. “He has that gorgeous woman at his mercy, and he still can’t take his eyes off you.”

Sure enough when I opened my eyes, I met the gaze of the man we were watching. He was inside her, kneeling behind that gorgeous woman, and staring at me. Me. What the hell? My nipples tightened, pressing against my silky bodice, and I whimpered.

Then I realized they both were watching us. Getting off on us getting off on them. It was a wild circle of debauchery that Xander—the man who’d brought me into this crazy world—wasn’t even participating in. He was too busy teasing my nipple through my dress and raking his teeth against my neck to even know what was going on in front of us.

Literally, everyone in the room was focused on me and my pleasure. It was so fucking heady and insane and had me grinding even harder on Xander’s length beneath me. He groaned against my throat and buried a hand between my thighs. His seeking fingers found my very wet sex.

“Fuck, angel. You’re so fucking wet. I could have you right now—you’re so ready. Willing. Aching for me. But he wants you too. Do you see that look in his eyes? He’s wishing he had you in front of him. Hell, I think she’s wishing that too.”

I heard a snap and then my panties fell away from my body in a tangle of damp material. Then Xander’s deft fingers were inside me. Teasing me. Caressing my clit and driving me insane.

I couldn’t even focus on his words. All I could do was hold on to him as best I could and ride the wave of sensations and naughty words he whispered in my ear.

“I want you to look at them. Watch them. Don’t look away.” He thrust two fingers inside me, and I whimpered as I watched the couple on the bed fuck each other while watching us. “You’re so close. So fucking sexy. I want to be inside you. Feel your silky cunt clenched tight around me. But I want you to come first. While everyone is watching you. Wanting a taste of you. Wishing they were feeling you quaking around their fingers. Are you watching them, angel? Can you see the lust in their eyes?”

I clenched around Xander’s thick fingers as his words made me quiver. I was watching them. And he was right. They had a feverish look in their eyes. They were totally naked but somehow enthralled by Xander and me, despite the fact that we were still totally clothed. The man’s eyes were trained on my face, watching every expression I made. The woman was totally focused on Xander’s fingers inside me, watching them thrust and tease my dripping sex.

Then the man cracked his hand against the woman’s thrusting ass as Xander flicked his thump on my clit, and I lost it. Clutching at Xander’s shoulders behind me, I arched up and screamed as an orgasm slammed through my body. Wave after wave of pleasure rolled through me, making my knees weak. I couldn’t tell you what happened next with the couple—I was too busy trying to survive Xander’s brutal orgasm.

Once I was finally spent, I sagged into Xander’s body. He pulled his fingers free and wrapped his arms around me. With his straining erection under me, he hummed happily against my temple. “Fuck. That was hot, Harper. Thank you.”

I laughed incredulously. “Pretty sure that’s my line. Why are you thanking me?”

“For sharing that part of you tonight. For trying out my kink and crazy ideas.” He hitched a shoulder, jostling me on his lap. “For being you.”

Gah.

I couldn’t string the words together in a way that even came close to explaining the emotions coursing through me. So I did the only thing I could. I cupped his face and kissed him with everything I had.








  
  
  Chapter 22

  
  




Xander

I was feeling pretty damn good about the world as I walked into our greenroom at Croke Park. The memories of last night ran through my mind in vignettes. Harper by candlelight at the restaurant. Holding her in my lap at the club. Fucking her in the back of the limo on the way back to our house. And then again in our room. And in our shower this morning. I should probably drink more water—I was probably low on fluids.

“It is way too early in the morning to sound so goddamn chipper,” Noah groaned from the couch on my left. “New rule: no whistling in the greenroom. Or hell, no whistling, period. That’s fucking annoying as hell.”

I hadn’t even realized I’d been whistling. “What crawled up your asshole and died?”

Because he looked like hell. His hair was so dirty he looked like a brunette. Bloodshot eyes. Was he thinner? We’d only been in Ireland for ten days, but Noah’s shirt didn’t seem to fit him in the chest like I’d remembered. And he also wouldn’t maintain eye contact.

Fuck.

“I slept like hell, all right? Chase and Shay have the room next door, and apparently he has something to prove. When they weren’t banging, he was singing ridiculous lyrics about her tits and ass. I know way more about their relationship than I ever wanted to.”

“Why didn’t you switch rooms? There’s the extra one next to me.”

“I know.” Noah turned and gave me a deadpan look. “Congrats on the conversion by the way.”

“Conversion?” I repeated with a frown.

“From fake relationship slash friends to the real deal. Sounds like you really enjoyed it. Harper too.”

“Fuck.” I winced. I thought with the buffer of the bathroom between us and the other room the sound wouldn’t carry. Clearly I was wrong. “Sorry. And uh, best not to mention that to Harper. Any of it.”

“Do I look new?” Noah scoffed.

“What did you get up to yesterday? You were MIA when we left for the group tour.” I guess at some point I’d chosen the let the shit he’d said yesterday go.

“Me and Diego went to check out Temple Bar. Listened to a few trad seshes. Got invited onstage with a local U2 tribute band—Us4. They were pretty good. I got home at a sensible hour and got like an hour of sleep before the entire house started rocking.”

“Again—sorry, man.”

He shrugged and closed his eyes. “It’s not like I didn’t expect it. I set you two up, after all. I knew it was just a matter of time. Although I didn’t expect it to impact my fucking sleep this much, especially since we’re not on a bus this tour.”

I winced even as I fought back my laughter. I had a feeling Noah wouldn’t appreciate it just now.

“And hey!” Noah’s eyes opened to slits so he could glare at me. “We’re all getting separate buses next tour. I do not want to hear whatever lyrics you decide to come up with to wax lyrical about Harper’s tits. No thank you.”

“Ass.” I chucked a random t-shirt at him as I left the room. Maybe if I was lucky, I could find Harper and an empty closet or office in the building. Apparently, it’d come in handy for Jesse on the last leg of the tour.

But I saw Kelly stomping down the hall instead.

Fuck.

I pivoted to head back to our greenroom, but she shrieked my name.

“Alexander! Don’t even pretend you didn’t see me. Or hear me! We’ve got shit to discuss!”

Groaning, I slumped against the wall behind me. “What do you want?”

Kelly huffed as she stopped a little too close for my comfort. “That’s no way to greet someone.”

I gave her an unimpressed look. “I don’t have time for your shit. Just say whatever you have to so I can get on with my day.”

“Eager to go play fake relationship with that blond roadie?”

“That’s a fucked up way to refer to our tour manager.” I laughed. “Am I supposed to be intimidated by that? Is it some kinda veiled threat or something?”

“I think it’s her attempt to get under your skin,” Noah drawled from the doorway next to us. “Little does she know you and Harper visited (K)nave last night.”

“What?” Kelly’s face went pale and she took a shaky step backward like one of us had punched her. “You took her to the club?”

I raised an eyebrow. “You know I don’t talk about my business. Especially with someone who’s proven they can’t keep their mouth shut.”

“B-B-But this was all fake.” Kelly shook her head. “I know it’s a fake relationship. I had proof. Or a witness or whatever. You can’t be really dating her.”

“Why the fuck are you worrying about what I’m doing? Aren’t you supposed to be playing house with what’s-his-face? Your manager?”

Kelly glared at me. “You know his name. Everyone knows Jay’s name. You’re just doing that to piss me off.”

“That’s handy because it looks like it’s working,” Noah muttered.

Kelly turned her glare on Noah. “You might want to watch what you say to me. Gossip has a way of turning on bitchy people. If you know what I mean.”

She might’ve phrased it like a question, but she said it like a threat.

For all the sense it made. I was lost. And way beyond done with her bullshit. “I don’t think anyone knows what you mean. If you’re here to change up the duet—again—I’ll tell you one more time—it ain’t happening. Move on, for Christ’s sake.”

“You think you’re so smart. You can’t even see what’s going on in front of your face. But I’ll be damned before I toss you a scrap. You’re just as petty and ugly as you were the last time we broke up.”

“Sure, let’s go with that.” I waited a beat but when she didn’t say anything else, just stood in front of me glaring, I leaned forward. “Was that it? Or did you have more venom you wanted to spew?”

“Argh!” she screeched. “You are so goddamn frustrating. I don’t even know why I bother.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Me neither.” I turned to Noah and asked, “You wanna go grab something to eat? I’m hungry.”

“Sure. Sounds good.” Noah sighed. “Clearly I’m not going to get any sleep around here. Between you guys last night and Kelly here now, the screaming just won’t stop.”

I didn’t have to look to know that Kelly was flouncing away.




* * *




It was almost impossible to surprise Harper. Her fingers were literally in every part of my life on the road—from sound checks to meet and greets to our travel schedule.

But somehow I managed it.

“I, uh, I don’t know if you all heard that there’s a new woman in my life.” The crowd in Croke Park cheered and booed in response. I laughed. “Yeah, well, um, she’s pretty great. I’m glad I found her.”

“Way to rub it in,” Noah snarked from behind his drum kit.

“Are you feeling singled out?” I asked with a smirk.

Noah groaned and shook his head. “Really, man?” He mimed driving his drumstick through his heart.

“I thought he was talking about your stupid wordplay,” Chase snarked. “You guys wanna wrap this up? I think they want to hear us sing.”

“Weird, that.” Jesse smirked.

I glared at the assholes. “If you all would shut up, I would!”

The guys all mimed locking their lips.

“I swear sometimes I feel more like a babysitter than a rock star.”

The crowd cheered for some reason.

I just shook my head. “Right, new girl, old song. I’m not going to trot her out on stage, but Harper, this one’s for you, angel.”

I stepped back and strummed the opening chords of ‘Feels Like the First Time.’ And unlike our usual parts, this time I stepped into my microphone and took the lead vocals.

My eyes searched the crowd, and I grinned down at Ella recording my love note to my girl before I pivoted and searched the wings of the stage for her. With the lights in my eyes, I couldn’t find her in the dark backstage area. Shit, had I planned this so well that she wasn’t even in the fucking building?

Then out of the corner of my eye, I saw Marisol waving a hand at me then pointing next to her side. Because standing right next to her was my beaming angel.

A grin stretched across my face, and I tossed my girl a wink as I sang the chorus. Harper grinned back at me even as her face flushed red.

I ran through the rest of the concert on autopilot. My mind wasn’t really in the game. I couldn’t stop thinking about that look on Harper’s face—her awe and joy at the special song I’d sung for her.

“Thank you for worshipping with the Tin Gods tonight, Dublin! We love you!”

The crowd roared back, I tossed my guitar at a tech, and then ran offstage to find my girl.

She was in the wings, barking orders at techs and roadies. So fucking hot being all in command and assertive.

I grabbed her around the waist and kissed her hard. Harper gasped into my mouth before dropping her tablet and wrapping her arms around me.

We kissed and kissed while everyone cheered around us. It was like something out of a movie. A few camera flashes lit up our dark corner backstage.

“Xander. Xan Man! Come on, we have to do the encore before you can hump your girl to oblivion.”

I broke away from Harper to glare at Chase. “Hey, put a little respect in your tone. She’s the fucking tour manager, not some groupie.”

Harper took a step back and raised her palms. “There’s so much misogyny to unpack there. But first, get your asses back out on that stage.” She paused and sent a dark look my way. “Then maybe we’ll have a little group meeting about respecting all women.”

“Ooh!” Noah crowed, jumping on my back.

“Someone’s in trouble!” Jesse sang.

“Yeah, all of you assholes will be in trouble if you don’t get back on that stage.” Harper glared at each of us before sweeping an arm down to grab her fallen tablet.

“Hope you get out of the doghouse before your balls turn blue.” Chase laughed as he patted my back.

“Judging by the way your woman is glaring at you, I won’t be there alone,” I retorted as I grabbed my guitar from a tech.

Chase glanced over his shoulder and cursed under his breath. “Fuck. I blame you.”

“I don’t think that defense will hold up in court.” Noah slapped Chase’s shoulder. “That girl is going to make you work for it.”

“The best ones always do.” Jesse blew a kiss at Ella standing nearby with her camera.

Ella lifted her camera and captured the moment. “Oh yeah! That one’s going all over social media.”

Jesse narrowed his eyes at his girl. “You’re fucking up my rep here, sweetheart.”

“Zero regrets.” Ella grinned.

“What’s the holdup?” Harper hollered. “Get back out there before they riot!”

Sure enough, the roar of the crowd in the distance grew louder and more raucous. The whole building felt like it was vibrating with the force of their yells and stomping feet.

The guys all filed past me to the stage, but I took a sec to press another kiss against Harper’s sweet lips. “Not going to apologize for making sure the guys treat you with respect.”

“Not what I’m expecting an apology for. We’ll talk about it later. Get your firm little ass back on that stage.” Harper slapped my ass as I took a step away.

I swung back and pointed a finger at her. “Speaking of respect…”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Nah, I’m just playing. More please.” I bent over and wiggled my ass at her.

“Christ, you’re starting to sound like Noah. Get your ass out there!” But she was laughing as she said it.

And I was grinning as I returned to the stage. Life was pretty damn awesome.








  
  
  Breaking news from the Babbler UK

  
  




Xander Lang Goes Concert Official with Tour Manager Girlfriend

One more Tin God Bites the Dust

Exclusive Details

In a video that is burning up social media, Tin God guitarist, Xander Lang, poured out his feelings for his girlfriend, Harper Grey. After getting gooey about his girl, he dedicated a special cover of ‘Feels Like the First Time’ to her.




*embedded video*




But as a sharp Tin Gods fan stitched together, this isn’t the first time Lang has serenaded Grey with this song. Earlier this week the couple hit a pub in Kilkenny, Ireland. Sources say they were entirely wrapped up with each other and seemed like they were on a date. They had dinner and tucked in to enjoy the local color, but the traditional Irish band at the pub couldn’t resist luring Lang onto the stage. Which is where he first sang this song for Grey.




*embedded video of Xander singing at Kyetler’s Inn*




That performance didn’t immediately get social media buzzing since no one knew the context at the time. Lang has often been spotted joining bands in bars and pubs and even buskers on street corners when the mood strikes. But knowing what we know now, it’s probably safe to say that another Tin God is off the market.

And Lang’s song choice appears to be a special kick in the balls to his uber famous ex, Kelly Evers, both for timing and overall song choice. The group is currently on tour in Europe with Lang’s ex as the opening act. Evers and Lang have been famously performing ‘Go Your Own Way’ which is an epic breakup ballad, and now he’s singing to everyone about how this love ‘Feels Like the First Time.’

Ouch.

Stay tuned…
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Harper

“Um, Harper?”

I turned when Alice said my name uncertainly behind me. A lot of people had been surprised when I’d hired the young, willowy brunette as the group’s new drum tech. But she’d dropped out from Julliard and had the skills and clearly needed the money. I might’ve seen a little of me in her, and I’ve always been a sucker for a talented sister in need.

“Hey, Alice. What’s going on?”

“I, uh, have a sensitive subject I need to talk to you about.”

The guys were still performing their encore, pyrotechnics exploding all around the stage, but I felt all the euphoria of the moment drain from me at the look on Alice’s face. Shit. “Oh. Okay, let’s go find a vacant meeting room. Do you need any medical attention?”

Alice was a tough chick, but I knew the kind of disgusting things men assumed they could get away with while on the road. I’d fired more than my share of the assholes.

“Oh. No. No, it’s nothing like that.” Alice kept pace with me while I searched the heaving corridor for an empty spot to have whatever serious discussion Alice needed to get off her chest. “But it’s not something you want anyone to overhear.”

My mind raced, but I couldn’t piece together her cryptic hints. If it wasn’t a roadie, was it Noah? He’d always been so cheerful and open. Girls loved his golden retriever attitude. Had he pulled something with Alice? Taken a silly joke too far? Shit.

Finally finding a large, empty closet, I gestured for her to enter then closed the door behind us. “All right. Spill. What’s going on?”

Alice shifted her weight and shook her head. “It’s, uh, it’s bad.” Her face flushed as she stared at her shoes for a second. Then clearing her throat, she squared her shoulders and faced me. “While I was going through the equipment and packing up, I found someone’s drug stash.”

I closed my eyes and cursed.

And Alice babbled on, “It’s not mine. I’m willing to do whatever drug testing you need to do. But it’s, uh, bad. The usual blunts and rolling paraphernalia, but also some vials of white powder.”

“Fuck. Show me.”

Alice cringed then headed for the door. I followed her through the twisty corridors to the large room where we’d housed the instruments. Guitars, microphones, and a few drums littered the space. Alice headed for the boxes in the far corner. She opened one and pulled out a bunch of packing material then gestured for me to come over.

My heart pounding in my ears, I approached the box.

And sure enough, there in the bottom of the box inside the inverted drum were the paraphernalia she’d described, including three vials of white powder.

“Shit.”

My mind raced. This wasn’t the first time we’d found contraband on the road. But it was the first time I was the sole person responsible for the tour when it’d happened.

Dammit.

And there were so many people it could’ve been. Alice. Noah. Kelly’s drummer, Ian. So many countless roadies and crew members who all had access to the space. Security. Venue employees. My head started to pound.

“Right. Was there anyone in the room or the vicinity that you recognized?”

Alice shrugged. “I ran into Grady in the hallway on the way here. But the room was empty while I was organizing gear.”

I mentally added Jesse’s bass tech to my list of suspects. “Okay. I need you to go through all your gear and make sure there aren’t any other surprises. We’re supposed to ship to England tomorrow and that means customs checks. The last fucking thing we need is for them to find more. Or shit, anything.” I picked my way through the mess of boxes to the door. “And I’ll call the other techs and get them in here to run the same checks on their gear.”

I toggled my headset on. “Marisol. Come in, Marisol.”

“Here. What do you need, cap?”

“Page all the instrument techs and have them—”

I broke off as Noah slid into the room. He visibly jolted when he spotted me in front of him. His eyes darted straight to Alice kneeling over the suspected box in the corner. Fear flashed in his eyes before he straightened and tried to look unaffected.

My heart sank all the way to my toes.

“Cap? You there?” Marisol’s voice broke through my impending dread. “I didn’t get all that. Where do you want the instrument techs to report?”

“Belay that. I think I have everything I need here. Tell Xander that I’m busy right now, and I’ll see him back at the house.”

“Copy.”

I keyed off the mic and stared at the person in front of me who’d been a friend for so long. “Why?”

Noah blinked lazily and slouched against the wall. “Why what?”

“You know exactly what. Do you have any idea how much trouble we would be in if customs found your stash? How much trouble I would be in? I’m the person in charge. I’d be the one pulled in for questioning. I’d be the one with their ass on the line. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

All the fake levity fell away as the expression in his eyes hardened. “I don’t know the fuck you’re talking about. And I resent the hell out of the way you’re speaking to me. I just came in here looking for Diego. Someone said they saw him in here earlier. If you found a stash, it ain’t mine.”

I felt a niggle of doubt, but I knew Noah was responsible for the drugs. Did he think I didn’t notice his tremors and bloodshot eyes? How he’d been so tired and lethargic lately, and then suddenly all keyed up? This wasn’t my first rodeo. I knew exactly what was going on.

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. I saw your face when you came in here. You know exactly what we found and where. It’s my name on all the invoices and transport docs. I signed on to be responsible for all the people here and the gear. My ass is on the line here, Noah. What the fuck?” I had to pause and take a few breaths to calm down. I was so fucking pissed. Sure, this had happened in the past, but it had always been some dipshit roadie. Never someone I knew and trusted. That Noah would pull this shit while we were abroad had me fucking livid. I know, I know, I needed to calm down and speak with him calmly, try to get him some help.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t capable of that at the moment. Not when Noah was just standing there giving me that vacant stare. A fine tremor shook his hand as he finger-combed his blond hair.

“Do you seriously have nothing to say to me?” I clenched my jaw to stop myself from saying something unforgiveable. So much anger was bubbling under the surface.

“I don’t know what you want me to say. Whatever you found isn’t mine, and you can’t prove it is.” He stared back at me placidly like we were talking about dirty dishes and not several thousand dollars’ worth of drugs. “I just came in here looking for Diego like I said.”

“Get the fuck out of my sight.” I stared him down until he finally shrugged and turned to leave. “Wait!” I hollered then continued without even waiting for him to turn back around. “There better not be any shit in any other kit or luggage. I will not be doing prison time for you.”

Noah swung back around and pointed a finger in my face. “You better watch how you’re talking to me. I’m the fucking client here. You don’t talk to me that way.”

“When it comes to my livelihood and my fucking reputation, I’ll talk to you how you fucking deserve. Now you better get the fuck out of here before I call security on your ass.”

“Actually that’d help me since—like I said—I’m looking for Diego.” Noah gave me this angry stare that would’ve made me wilt, but for the fact that I was so goddamn pissed off.

I keyed the mic on my headset. “Marisol, I need security to my location. At least three guys. Do not send Diego.”

Noah tossed me a disgusted smirk before slamming through the door.

“What’s your location, Harper?”

I took a deep, shuddering breath before I answered her. “Cancel security. Threat is under control. Code green.”

“Copy that.”

A clattering of boxes had me swinging around ready to fight. But I only found Alice standing with her gear, giving me a sheepish smile.

I sighed. “Right. Sorry, Alice. I forgot you were here.” I took a few more breaths, trying to calm my racing heart. So much anger and disappointment still cursed through me. “Uh, about that whole scene—”

“Forgotten.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want you to forget anything. I want you to go through every piece of drum kit yourself and verify they’re clear. And you’re going to have to do that every time we ship. I’ll stick around and help tonight, and it’ll be either me or Marisol lending a hand in the future.”

Alice nodded determinedly, her expression serious.

“I don’t have to tell you this is a delicate situation.” I went on, “To date, the only people in the know are you, me, and Noah. And in a few minutes, Marisol. It better stay that way. You’ve signed an NDA. We can and will make sure that you abide by it or pay the penalty in your contract. And trust me; no one wants that to happen. Especially you.”

Alice gave me that same stoic stare that Noah had earlier. Only this time there were no body tremors or bloodshot eyes. “I hear you. I’ll get started.”

“I have a few phone calls to make, then I’ll be back to lend a hand.”

Alice nodded, already hard at work, arranging her kit.

I stepped out into the chaotic hall and headed for the storage closet Alice and I had ducked into only a few minutes ago.

“Oh!” I opened the door to reveal Jesse and Ella wrapped up in each other’s arms. Making out. “Sorry. As you were.”

I closed the door and fought against the hysterical laughter burning my chest. Everything was upside down. My good friend was a druggie, and a committed couple felt the need to get it on in a storage room and not the lovely, private house I’d booked for the band.

Nothing to see here.

I fast walked down the hall to an empty meeting room about a mile away. Tears burned my eyes as I sagged against the closed door.

I didn’t know how to navigate this. If it’d been a roadie, he would’ve been fired without a second thought. But the tour couldn’t happen without Noah. He wasn’t replaceable. Hundreds of jobs and millions of dollars depended on what I did next.

But there was only one thing to do next.

I picked up my phone and called Wes.

“Hey Wes. We’ve got a problem.”




* * *




When I finally rolled into my bedroom, it was nearing four in the morning. I’d been on the phone to Wes and Tyler—how I ever found that man attractive was a mystery to me. Tyler had been a grade-A douche. While I’d advocated treatment and canceling the rest of the tour, he’d talked about lawsuits and loss of revenue. At the end of the whole debacle, I’d been outvoted. The tour would go on.

All I could do was watch Noah self-destruct.

My hands were literally tied. I couldn’t even give Noah a drug test to prove my suspicions. As Tyler had so helpfully pointed out—the drugs could’ve belonged to anyone. Too many people had access. And at the end of the day, my suspicions didn’t matter for shit. While the rest of the crew had signed a contract that detailed mandatory drug tests, the band hadn’t.

And the last kick in the ass was the threat reminder that I couldn’t speak to anyone about this.

Alice wasn’t the only one who’d signed an NDA.

I all but collapsed as I climbed into bed next to a sleeping Xander. I tried to stick to my side of the bed, but I couldn’t ignore the allure of cuddling against my large, burly boyfriend.

He grumbled in his sleep but still pulled me into his arms. A few seconds later, his soft snores rumbled around me as he fell back asleep without a word being spoken.

I cuddled up to his naked chest and let his unconscious comfort lull me to sleep.

Hours later, but not enough hours later, I woke up to the sensation of someone teasing my nipples. I cracked my eyelids open enough to take in the sunlight rudely streaming into the room. A breath later, I felt Xander’s erection poking me in the back as his fingers plucked at my aching nipple.

“Someone woke up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning,” I grumbled. “Didn’t expect to be prodded with your tail though.”

“Aw, is my girl grumpy this morning?” His voice rumbled in my ear as he continued to torment my poor, aching nipples.

I moaned. Damn, he had such talented fingers. “You do realize I crawled into bed like four hours ago, right?”

“Mmmm.”

I shivered as he practically purred in my ear, all deep and growly. My sex clenched in answer.

“Maybe there’s something I can do to make that up to you…”

And then Xander was sliding down my body. He rolled me onto my back and gently nudged my thighs apart. Wedging his shoulders between my legs, his breath fanned over my center, and I shivered. His fingers gently caressed the lips of my sex. Softly. Gently. Never dipping inside. Just this tender teasing touch that had me arching into him in seconds.

“Geez, Xan. Ugh.” I groaned as his fingertip found my clit and an electric shock sparked through my body. “Your talents are totally wasted onstage.”

He laughed against my sex, and the combination of the sound and sensation of his breath made my body quake. “Xander Lang, gigolo extraordinaire. Kinda has a nice ring to it.”

I arched into his seeking tongue as he flicked it over my aching clit. “You’d make a goddamn fortune.”

“It’s not too late.” He slowly pressed a finger inside me while he flicked his tongue over and around my clit. There was a smile in his voice when he spoke again, and I felt the vibration of his words inside me. “Do you really think I have what it takes?”

I wasn’t capable of speaking at the moment. He kept thrusting his finger inside me, pressing against the front wall of my pussy with this tap, tap, tap rhythm. Then his lips and tongue went to work.

My fingers burrowed in his hair as I strained toward my orgasm. I could feel it, just beyond my reach. All my muscles tensed as I felt it building.

“Come on, angel. I’ve got you. I can’t wait to see you all laid out like this at the club. A crowd on the other side of the mirror. Wishing they were touching you. Wanting to be with you. Jealous that I’m the lucky prick who gets to feel you come all over my dick.”

I moaned at the mental image he’d described. It was so fucking hot. I never thought of myself as an exhibitionist, but I hadn’t minded when the other couple had watched me. If anything it’d made me wetter. Hotter. Feel so much sexier.

Just like his words were doing now.

“You like that, angel? You want them to watch you? Wish they could feel this dripping pussy clenching on their fingers. Watching those gorgeous tits of yours bounce as you ride me? Fuck, you look like a warrior princess all determined and so fucking luscious. You gonna take my cock in a minute? Or do you need it now?”

“Now! I want—I want you inside me, Xander!”

“You come for me right now and you’ll have me, angel. I wanna feel this pussy grip my fingers. You’re so fucking close, baby. I got you.”

I screamed as I came. So hard. So suddenly. All over Xander’s thrusting fingers. Wave after wave of pleasure slammed through my body until I had to roll away from his teasing touch. The sadist loved to torture me through my orgasms, making them last longer and hit harder by sparking all my sensitive spots.

When I could finally function again, I blinked up at him blearily. “Oh yeah. You totally missed your calling.”

He calmly rolled a condom down his very impressive erection that I hadn’t had any time playing with. “I don’t know. I’m feeling kinda lazy now.” Xander carefully flopped onto his back next to me, keeping one hand on his condom clad dick. “I think you need to pull your own weight now. Give me that little show I teased you with earlier.”

I raised an eyebrow. Was he seriously trying to goad me into riding him?

Like that was a challenge.

I threw a leg over his hips and carefully lined myself up with his condom clad dick. “Good morning,” I murmured as I slowly sank down onto him. His piercing pressed into my sensitive flesh and made my eyes cross.

Xander grinned up at me. I balanced myself with a hand on his chest as I leaned down to kiss him.

“Good morning, angel,” he murmured against my lips.

It was official. Xander Lang was the only way to wake up in the morning.








  
  
  Chapter 24

  
  




Xander

Something was up.

Harper had disappeared after we’d frolicked in the shower with a promise of seeing me on the plane, but she’d been acting squirrelly the whole ride in the limo to the airport.

First, she didn’t sit next to me. Somehow in the mix of everyone getting into the car, she’d ended up next to Tyler.

Tyler.

Second, it fucking pissed me off to see their heads bent together as they whispered furiously about something. Then Tyler shook his head and leaned back. And I watched in disbelief as his hand came down and patted Harper’s knee.

Repeatedly.

And then stayed there on her knee. Like they were a couple. I couldn’t look away from the sight. Even with Noah babbling away in my ear about kilts and free-balling, all I could see was Tyler’s hand on my girl. And how Harper wasn’t moving away. She tipped her head and leaned into him.

What the fuck?

And no one seemed to think this was bizarre. Everyone else was laughing and talking and carrying on.

“…you think, Xan?”

The car was pulling up to the drop off spot when Noah had asked me…something.

“I have no idea.” My eyes darted from Tyler’s hand on Harper’s knee to her eyes which I noticed were fixed on the man beside me. After a beat, they darted to me and she visibly flinched.

That feeling of dread spread from my stomach. Something was up. I hadn’t felt like this since Kelly. Kelly. I never thought I’d be here with Harper.

I was jostled as everyone struggled to exit the limo and grab their shit. The whole time, I couldn’t take my eyes off Harper. Who now was putting so much distance between her and Tyler it wasn’t suspect at all. He’d literally been groping her in front of me a second ago, and now you could fit a fucking bus between them.

I didn’t get a chance to ask her about it until we were on the plane. She took the seat next to me and smiled at me like nothing was wrong. Like Tyler’s hands hadn’t been on her only minutes before.

“What the fuck is going on?”

Harper froze, and her shoulders shrunk at the naked accusation in my tone. “Uh, what do you mean? We’re flying to Edinburgh. Didn’t you read the itinerary?”

“You know that’s not what I’m fucking talking about. What’s going on with you and Tyler? Why were you guys all over each other in the limo?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Are you seriously that mad that I didn’t sit next to you? Really?”

“No. I’m mad that he put his hands on you. That he sat there and caressed your knee like the two of you are together. That’s boyfriend body language and you fucking know it. I’m the only one who should be touching you. It’s fucking bullshit.”

Harper’s eyes grew wide and she leaned away from me. “I…I can’t believe you’d say that to me.” She blinked and shook her head. “Really? You think so little of me that you’d accuse me of getting with someone else literally right in front of you? Wow. Just wow.”

“Are you seriously denying that he didn’t touch you? That he wasn’t caressing your knee the whole fucking car trip here?”

“You bet your ass I am.” Harper’s hands went to her seatbelt and she struggled to unlatch it. “I’m not sitting here and listening to you accuse me of something so gross. I don’t know what crawled up your ass today, but I’ll be damned if I’ll put up with it.”

She stood up and reached down to grab her bag.

“Ma’am? Ma’am?” The flight attendant, Sabrina, stopped in the aisle next to us and gave Harper a patronizing smile. “We’re going to need you to take your seat please. We’re taxiing for takeoff.”

“I will. I’m just moving over there,” Harper retorted, pointing to the only empty seat.

Which just so happened to be next to Tyler.

“Are you fucking serious?” I roared at the same time as Sabrina said, “I’m sorry, ma’am. We really do need you to take your seat.”

Harper sat back down with a groan and Sabrina gave me a wide eyed stare before she marched back down the aisle to the back of the plane.

Literally everyone was looking at me now.

Except for Harper who was leaning so far away she was almost on the wing.

I was seething. I couldn’t remember when I’d been so pissed off. Was she seriously denying what I’d seen with my own eyes? The bastard had touched her. Caressed her fucking knee right in front of me. It was bullshit.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of Harper. I silently willed her to look at me to continue our conversations, but she wouldn’t even turn her head my way.

And then I noticed her white-knuckle grip on her arm rests.

And the way her whole upper body was tensed.

The strain in her eyes.

And I remembered.

Fuck. I was such an asshole.

I reached over and covered her hand with mine. With my thumb, I softly rubbed her smooth skin.

She didn’t budge an inch.

I sighed. “Did I ever tell you how many times Kelly cheated on me?”

Harper’s head whipped around and her glare could’ve blistered my skin.

“It might be a trigger for me that hasn’t totally healed. Clearly. But she did. Kelly cheated on me a lot. The most public time was when those photos of her and that basketball player blew up all over the internet. And the news. And Sportscom. There wasn’t a tv station I could safely tune in for like a week. So uh, I’m sorry I jumped to conclusions.”

Her shoulders slumped and she finally looked at me. “Apology accepted.”

“I’m an ass.”

“Clearly.” But she gave me this sweet as hell smile and turned her palm up so we could hold hands.

“The first time she cheated on me was after I took her to a (K)nave type club. She acted like she was into it. When I caught her with one of her dancers a few days later, she told me I was a freak and it was my fault she had to cheat on me because I was so disgusting. So I guess that kinda, maybe filtered my view of this morning.”

“Oh my god, Xander. That’s horrible.” Harper leaned over and gave me a soft kiss. “For the record, that is not what was going on with him. We were talking business, I swear. I didn’t even realize he’d touched me. I was too concerned about our conversation.”

“I know part of our arrangement initially was for me to hook you up with—”

“Whoa, I thought we were past all this. I’m with you. I choose you. I don’t even see him like that anymore.”

“Well good.” I felt a little uncomfortable with all my confessions. I shifted in my seat like it would help somehow.

“I barely have the stamina to keep up with you.”

A shit-eating grin spread over my face. “Yeah?”

She rolled her eyes. “Like I need to tell you that. You’re freaking insatiable.” She shifted on her seat and winced. “Honestly, I think I might need an ice pack.”

“Aww, angel.” I cupped her face with one hand and kissed her forehead before resting mine against hers. “Do you want me to call the stewardess and ask her for one for you?”

“Oh my god! Don’t you dare!” Harper all but shrieked.

And I had to laugh. Christ, sometimes it was so easy to rile her up.

“We have reached cruising altitude,” the captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker, crushing the façade of our intimacy. “Flight time is just over an hour, arriving in Edinburgh around two o’clock. Current conditions are wet and rainy although officially they’re calling that partly cloudy, with a temperature of 62. You are free to move around the cabin, but I remind you that if you are sitting, please keep your seatbelt fastened for your own safety, please.”

“Oh wow.” Harper blinked and pulled back. “I kinda forgot we were even on a plane.”

I smirked. “What’s a boyfriend for? Well, aside from the orgasms and morning cuddles.”

“You are ridiculously cuddly in the morning.” Harper leaned over and gave me a quick kiss then leaned back with a twinkle in her eyes. “It’s the cutest fucking thing.”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t resist kissing her one more time. I sat back in my seat with a contented grunt, and we held hands the rest of the flight to Edinburgh.




* * *




When we landed in Edinburgh, Harper ran off with Marisol muttering something about equipment. The rest of the guys headed off to see the sights with their girls. I even lost track of Noah.

So it was just me and one of our security guys, Hyde, in the hired car on the way to our rental house. He wasn’t exactly known for his witty banter or even talking at all, so I decided to check in with my brother. I just hoped the time difference was in my favor and I wasn’t waking him up.

“What the fuck?” Liam groaned into the phone after only three rings.

I winced. “Sorry, bro. I couldn’t remember the time difference. Thought maybe you’d already be up.”

“It’s fucking seven AM. Why would I be up?”

“Shit. Sorry. We can talk later.”

“Nah, Xan. It’s whatever.” He coughed a few times then cleared his throat. “I’m already up. What’s going on?”

“I just wanted to talk and check in.” I leaned toward the window next to me and my shoulders hunched. “I’m kinda bored, actually.”

“Seriously? Does that mean your new girlfriend isn’t keeping you occupied enough?”

“Shit.” I rolled my eyes and a grin stretched my lips. “You know about that?”

Liam laughed. “Kinda hard not to. It made headlines over here, and if that wasn’t bad enough, Mom called me to pump me for info. Then Dad texted me asking what was going on. Don’t be surprised if one or both of them blows up your phone in a few hours.”

“Damn, I didn’t even think about them finding out.”

“Yeah, Mom sounded pretty hyped. Said something about you pulling your head out of your ass and finally seeing someone other than Kelly. But you didn’t hear that from me.”

“That sounds like Mom.” I shook my head.

“And Dad said your girl—”

“Harper.” Liam not using her name was starting to annoy me.

“Yeah, Harper. Dad said Harper looked like a forever girl.”

“Whoa.” It was too soon to use words like that, but I was surprised how right it felt.

Liam’s voice sounded husky when he spoke again, “I for one am happy for you.”

I looked down at my lap and shrugged. “She’s pretty amazing.”

“Good, bro. You deserve it.”

“Really? You think that?”

“What? Why wouldn’t I? You’re my brother.”

“I just…I always thought maybe you blamed me for what happened when you came on tour with us. Fuck knows I do.”

“That wasn’t your fault. I made my choices. And I kept on making those choices long after you stopped. I couldn’t—I didn’t… It’s not on you, Xan. I made some pretty piss poor decisions long before coming on tour with you.”

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t have made them but for me and my life on the road. I’m the one who gave you your first bump of coke. I’m the one who introduced you to those assholes that got you hooked. If you hadn’t been on the road with me, none of this would’ve happened.”

“You think that was the first time I’d done drugs? Shit, I got so fucked up at prom that Zach shoved me fully clothed into a shower. Ruined my tux and I had to pay the rental place a bunch of money. Plus, I puked on it. So that might’ve had something to do with the price now that I think about it.”

“I didn’t know that. I thought I was your intro to the party scene. That it was my fault.”

“I thought you knew. Fuck, I assumed you were the same. I was a punk kid who thought I was bulletproof and nothing would ever get me.” Liam groaned and cleared his throat. “This didn’t start with you. And even if you had been the one to introduce me to drugs, nothing I did would’ve been your fault. I own my actions. You need to stop blaming yourself.”

“Harper kinda sorta said something similar.”

“Brains and beauty, huh? You should hold onto that one.”

“I plan to.”

“I’m glad, bro. You deserve to have some happiness in your life. And to finally scrape that nutjob Kelly off your ass.”

I laughed and rolled my eyes. “So fill me in on you. What’s going on in your life?”

Liam told me about his job at the guitar store, going to NA meetings, and his sponsor who was helping keep him on the straight and narrow.

“There’s no women in your life? Are you going straight monk?”

Liam laughed. “Nah, unlike you, I haven’t found one I’m ready to hold onto yet.”

I laughed with him. It probably should’ve freaked me out but oddly I felt calm. And I agreed.

My car pulled up to a sprawling Georgian estate. “Liam, I gotta go. Tell Mom and Dad…if you talk to them, just tell them I’m happy. I’ll talk to you later.”

“See ya bro. Take care.”

I ended the call and was grinning as I got out of the car. Suddenly I felt a hell of a lot lighter.

But I’d be damned if I was going to tell Harper she was right. She heard that way too much as it was.
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Is Kelly Evers Preggo?

Pop Singer Spotted Shopping for Two

Exclusive Details

Kelly Evers is currently touring Europe as the opening act for the Tin Gods. And while her antics onstage with her ex and Tin Gods guitarist, Xander Lang, have been burning up the tabs and fueling speculation, we’ve apparently been wrong. Evers isn’t looking for a hookup with her old fling. She’s expecting!

Maybe? Possibly?

We’ve spotted the pop diva inside more than one Baby&Me store in the UK. First in Edinburgh…




*embedded pics of Kelly in maternity store with fiancé*




…and then in Liverpool today.




*more embedded pics of couple in baby store. Jay’s hands on her tummy*




While Evers and fiancé/manager, Jay Wazowski, haven’t settled on a wedding date as yet, it appears congratulations are in order for the happy couple. Everyone here at the Babbler UK and all our affiliates wish the best for the couple and their possible new bundle of joy.

No word yet on an official announcement. Or what her ex, Lang, thinks about all of this.

Stay tuned…
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Xander

Wembley Stadium

London, England

10 days later

Harper was avoiding me.

Call me paranoid, but I was pretty sure she’d been ducking me since Dublin. She made excuses about being busy with her new duties as our tour manager, but that’d been true in Ireland, and she had still found time for me. For us.

In Edinburgh, she’d claimed there were issues with our gear and shipping. Then in Liverpool she gave me the tired excuse of being on her period. Like there weren’t plenty of other things we could do. Hell, I enjoyed just hanging out with her. Kissing her. Touching any part of her. I didn’t have to be naked and inside her to have quality time with her. Hadn’t I proved that already?

A large part of me was worried that I’d come on too strong with my jealousy over her and Tyler in Dublin. Spooked her and now she was running.

Fuck.

So I might’ve been a little prickly when I stumbled across Noah and Tyler having a secret meeting in our private greenroom before our first show in London. Noah was sitting on a sofa with Tyler standing above him. Judging by their expressions and body language, they were having an intense conversation.

Without any other bandmember present.

“What the hell?” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “If it’s this goddamn important, don’t you think all of us should be in on the conversation?”

Tyler turned his glare my way, but I wasn’t cowed. “Can’t you see we’re having a private conversation?”

“Can’t you see you’re in a public place? There weren’t any bouncers at the door. Not my problem.”

Tyler huffed. “Could you give us a minute then? Go find your girlfriend and play kissy face or something.”

Noah let out this cackle that I’d never heard from him before. “They’re not really a couple.”

“What?” Tyler turned and stared incredulously at Noah giving me the same look. “Seriously?”

Noah made that ugly laugh again. “It was totally fake. This one—” He jabbed his thumb at me. “Needed a cover to take the Kelly heat off. And Harper needed a boyfriend because of shit Wes’ wife was accusing them of.”

Tyler cocked his head. “Wait, so she’s really with Wes? And that’s why he’s getting divorced?”

“They were never together.” Noah scoffed. “His wife is just an insecure bitch. Harper has a thing for you.”

Tyler blinked a few times. “Wait, what?”

“Yeah.” Noah’s lips curved, but his eyes looked flat and dead. “I guess she’s had a thing for you for a while. Said something about how you don’t see her that way. Always treated her like a servant. I told her it was just your douche-y way.”

Tyler’s head went back like he’d been slapped. “Wow. Nice to know what you really think of me.”

“It’s not like it’s a surprise.” Noah stood up and slapped Tyler’s shoulder. “We’ve all said it at least once. It’s why you’re such a good manager. I gotta piss.”

I could only watch as he swaggered to the bathroom. I think I was shellshocked. That was so much fucked up shit in such a short amount of time.

“What the fuck is his problem?” I asked at the same time that Tyler asked me, “Do you mind if I ask Harper out?”

“What?” we both asked the other.

Tyler shrugged. “It seems like the heat is off you and Kelly. I saw the spread in the Babbler this morning. Apparently Kelly is pregnant. Sounds like the press isn’t shipping you two anymore.”

“I seriously doubt that.” I hadn’t seen the news. I’d stopped paying attention a long time ago. “Kelly’s so into her career, I can’t imagine she’d pause to have a baby.”

“Working women do it all the time.” Tyler folded his arms over his chest. “Are you and Harper serious? Would you mind if I asked her out? I’ve always thought she was gorgeous. I just never made a move because I didn’t get any signals back from her. But she’s a cool chick.”

I minded. Fuck yeah, I did.

Marisol came barreling into the room. She paused and pressed a button on her headset. “I only have eyes on Xander.”

A flush came from the bathroom and a second later Noah waddled into the room, wiping his nose on his sleeve. Charming.

“Belay that. I have eyes on Xander and Noah,” Marisol spoke into her headset. She dropped her arm to her side and asked, “Have either of you seen the other two? You guys have sound check in five.”

I shook my head and Noah shrugged.

“I’m not their fucking keeper.”

I swung around to stare at Noah. That didn’t sound like him. He was always the one cracking jokes and being a big, bouncy kid. Though I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him smile, let alone pal around. I’d been so twisted up with Harper and Kelly bullshit lately.

But then Chase and Jesse shoved into the greenroom, literally shoving each other as they argued over who got the better room in our rented house. Harper had booked us a gorgeous Georgian house steps from Wembley with ornate ceilings and bay windows and even a private garden. It’d been a little haven in the middle of the bustling city. Or would’ve been if I got to spend any time in it with my girl. She’d managed to come to bed after me and leave before me this morning. Again. The only reason I knew she’d been there was her opened luggage in the closet and the indentation in the pillow next to mine.

“My room has a walkout into the garden,” Jesse said, waving his hand. “What more do you want?”

Chase scoffed. “So what? I have a balcony and can literally see the lake from my bed. And there’s one of those ceiling rose doohickeys above my bed. It’s so much better than yours.”

Jesse laughed. “I really doubt you’re looking at the fucking lake or the ceiling when you have your wife in your bed.”

“I wish. She’s been so busy working with Ramsay fucking Pearce I haven’t seen her in forever.”

“Ahhh.” Jesse raised his eyebrows. “I get it now.”

“Get what?”

“Why you’re being such an ass. You got like this when you were in groveling mode. What did ya do?”

I rolled my eyes as the two continued to go back and forth. I couldn’t care less what was going on in their uber happy lives while I was down in the trenches of mine.

“Guys? Guys!” Marisol hollered. “We need you onstage for soundcheck. Follow me.”

“She says it like we haven’t been in this exact stadium before,” Noah sneered as he shoved off the wall he’d been leaning against, then he stomped off ahead of Marisol to the stage.

No jokes. No bouncing gait. No funny faces.

What the fuck was going on with him?

Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed because Tyler stared after him with the same concerned gaze. I took a step toward him when Marisol got in my face.

“No time for chitchat. We’re already running behind. We need you to the stage.”

I gave Tyler a searching look that he completely avoided like a guilty dog who’d been counter surfing. Dread pooled in my gut. Something was up and Tyler was in the fucking middle of it. But was it about Harper or Noah? After sending him one more glare, I turned and followed the guys through the twisty tunnels to the stage. The whole time tension bubbled under the surface. Something was wrong and no one was talking.

When I reached the stage, I took my instrument from Ollie and looked around the stadium for a particular face. And found her.

Harper stood in the sound booth on the opposite end of the floor, talking to the sound techs. While I stared at her like a lovesick fool, she laughed and touched the skinny shoulder of Bud, the ancient sound engineer.

You know shit was fucked up when I was jealous of Bud. I’d heard he’d worked with Queen back in the day.

Marisol stood in front of the stage with her clipboard in front of her, checking things off and chatting with someone through her headset. Probably Harper.

I ran my fingers over the string of my guitar and tried to get warmed up but everything just felt off. The skin between my shoulder blades itched and my guitar strap made my guitar hang off balance.

“What’s up with you?” Chase asked me from my side.

I hadn’t even noticed he’d come up to me. “You ever feel like everything’s hanging by a thread? That weird weight of impending doom?”

“I’d say you need to get laid, but we all know you’re with Harper, so that can’t be it.” Chase rubbed a thumb over the scruff on his jaw. “Is something going on that we need to talk out?”

I tossed a look over my shoulder at Noah but he was lost in the zone, wailing the solo of ‘Corruption’ and not missing a beat. I shook my head. “Just feel off I guess. I thought this new schedule would be better, but I’m still all fucked up from all the traveling.”

It was a weak excuse, but it was the only one I could come up with. No way was I spilling my guts about my insecurity over Harper—Chase didn’t even know we’d started by fake-dating. And I wasn’t ready to say anything about my suspicions about Noah. Because that was all it was at this point—a suspicion.

Everything was so fucked.

“Well, we have a whole day off tomorrow after the show tonight. No media, no performing. Maybe you and your girl can escape somewhere fun.”

I tossed Chase a small smile. “Yeah. Maybe.” I ran through the chords of Corruption in rhythm with Noah without even thinking about it. “Things going okay with Shay? Is she still working at Ramsay Pearce’s restaurant?”

“Tonight’s her last shift. And I’m fucking relieved. Can’t wait to not see that asshole ever again.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Aren’t we supposed to play his daughter’s birthday party next month when we circle back to play here again?”

“Fuck.” Chase’s jaw flexed as he literally chewed on the reminder of his promise to the world renowned chef in exchange for hooking up his wife with a position in his restaurant. “I just can’t shake the feeling that the fucker is after more with Shay. He’s so fucking touchy feely with her. And he calls and texts too. It’s bugging the shit out of me.”

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“What are you talking about? He got divorced last year, remember? It was in all the gossip rags. His wife ran off with that actor—what’s his name… Alfie Swinton! And Ramsay has been all over the tabs, slutting it up.”

“But Shay won’t be.”

Chase jerked—his whole body flinching at my words. Then he squared up on me with a glare that would’ve melted plastic.

I raised my palms in my defense. “All I’m saying is that woman loves you. Everyone sees it. Hell, everyone can feel it when they’re in the same room as you two. Ramsay Pearce can’t say or do anything that’ll change that. Trust your woman.”

Chase lifted his chin at me, then we both swung around as Marisol hollered, “Let’s get started! Sound wants to hear ‘Can’t Tell Her.’”

I snorted with laughter. That was fucking fitting.

Chase shoved me before he stalked off back to his spot at the front of the stage. The grin on my face slowly fell off as we played the love ballad Chase had written for his wife when he’d first met her.

He was a lucky son of a bitch. He might be acting like a jealous fool at the moment, but he knew exactly where he stood with his girl. He’d put a ring on it.

Meanwhile I didn’t have a clue.

All I knew was that Harper was pulling back.

And too many people were keeping secrets.

It felt like the beginning of the end.
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Harper

I swore to god if she put her hand on his chest one more time…

“Harper? Harper?”

I blinked back into the present where Bud was waving a hand in front of my face.

“Everything okay?” he asked with a frown on his craggy face.

I smiled. “Yeah. Sorry. Just been putting in some long hours. You know how it is.”

“Sure, sure. It has nothing at all to do with Kelly Evers feeling up your man center stage.”

I rolled my eyes. “Was there something you needed, Bud?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing, since you’ve been hovering over my shoulder for the past ten minutes.”

“Right. I can take a hint. Let me know if you need anything.”

He grunted his reply and got back to work.

Leaving me with nothing productive to do.

We were in London for two more nights, and I’d already checked our bookings twice for the next stop in Marseille, France. The house was confirmed. The venue ready to receive our gear. The plane was already fueled at Stansted with all crew confirmed. Media appearances had been double checked.

So here I stood literally twiddling my thumbs.

Or sharpening my claws, depending on your point of view.

It was agony to watch Xander and Kelly run through their performance. They might’ve been singing a breakup song, but that didn’t stop Kelly from sending Xander those sad, longing looks. Like she was heartbroken over their status. Kelly might think she was an actor after her bit part on that HBO show, but she wasn’t that good of an actress.

I knew that story on the Babbler’s website had been bullshit. Sure, Kelly and Jay had been in a few maternity stores, but they’d probably invited the paps along with them. Kelly was as likely to be pregnant as I was. And since this was day five of my period and I hadn’t been with Xander in over a week, that chance was pretty much zero.

“I thought I’d find you here.”

I jolted as a male voice came from behind me.

Spinning around, I found Tyler Worthington standing there in a bespoke suit and an arrogant smirk on his face. “Oh. Hi.”

He might’ve been ridiculously attractive with his dark brown hair all gelled back and his clean-shaven face, but he paled in comparison with Xander’s bearded manbun and calloused fingers. I was officially Team Xander.

“Yeah, hey.” Tyler crossed his arms over his chest and even I had to admit the position did impressive things to his chest that his suit couldn’t quite hide. “I had an interesting talk with Noah earlier.”

“Oh, great. Is he finally on board with treatment?” The thought of Noah overdosing on the road—hell, onstage—had kept me awake most nights. He clearly had a problem, and it was killing me that no one in management agreed with me. Even going so far as threatening me and my position if I made too big of a deal about it. Like I was the problem.

“Oh, no.” Tyler let out this scoffing laugh that made my neck twitch. “No, he still doesn’t think he has a problem. And honestly, there’s not much we can do until he admits it. But he said—”

“That’s not true. There’s lots we can do. We can tell the band.” I started counting my examples on my fingers. “We can stage an intervention. We can cancel the rest of the tour until he completes treatment. You’re only limited by your imagination.”

Tyler cocked his head and stared intently at me for so long, I actually took a peek to make sure I wasn’t wearing my top backward. Finally Tyler shook his head. “You’re right. Maybe we need to have dinner and put an action plan together. See what we can do to help out our client.”

The words should’ve made me happy, but something about his tone had me questioning his intent. Holding my tablet in my left hand, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why dinner? Can’t we talk it out here—now?”

Tyler’s smile could’ve been an advert for toothpaste—all gleamingly white and not at all suspicious. He shook his head like he was bashful, but that glimmer in his eye never dimmed. “Cards on the table? A little birdie told me that you had a crush on me, and I thought it was beyond time we went out and saw what this spark could do. I bet there’s an inferno burning inside that tight little body of yours.”

All the blood left my head.

Someone told him I had a crush on him? Like we were in high school?

Flashbacks of standing in front of Blake Myers and confessing my feelings twined with a guttural revulsion at the idea of being with Tyler now. His smarmy ways could never live up to what I felt with Xander.

What I felt with Xander.

Oh my god.

I was in love with Xander.

It’d been so easy to deny since I’d been ducking and dodging him because of my guilt over keeping Noah’s drugging secret. But it’d been bubbling under the surface for so long. I lived for a glimpse of his smile. I melted every time he put his arm around me. And when we’d been together…there was nothing like it. Nothing could compare to everything we’d shared. I missed our little whispered late night confessions after we’d wrung every drop of pleasure out of each other. I missed hearing him whisper my name with that husky urgency. I missed Xander. Because I loved him.

I loved Xander Lang.

“Harper? Harper? Are you okay?”

I blinked and swayed a little as Tyler came back into focus in front of me. He’d hunched down to stare into my eyes, waving a hand in front of my face.

“Whoa.” He put out a hand and grabbed my arm to steady me. “You okay? I’ve never had a girl faint when I asked her out before.”

“What the fuck?” Xander’s annoyed voice came from behind Tyler. “You asked her out?”

Tyler kept one hand on me as he turned and grinned at Xander. “She was so overcome that she almost passed out.”

My eyes about bugged out of my head. “I didn’t say yes!”

“You didn’t?” Xander all but yelled at the same time Tyler said, “Wait, you’re not going to?”

I shook my head. “I’m with Xander. I wouldn’t—I couldn’t go out with you.”

It felt like such an inadequate explanation, but it was all I was capable of with both of them staring at me like that.

“Hey, don’t let me stand in your way.” Xander took a big step back and raised his palms. “You’ve been dodging me for two weeks. I’m not stupid. I get it. We had fun, but clearly you’re over it and too chicken shit to tell me the truth.”

“Xander, I don’t…I mean I’m not…” I couldn’t get my brain and tongue to work together. The sight of his disappointment and disgust in me took my breath away.

“Hey, that’s what this whole thing was about, right? You keep Kelly off my back, and I get you on yours with Tyler.” He cocked his head and gave me this look of disappointment. “Don’t let me stand in your way.”

His eyes full of emotion, Xander shook his head and walked away.

From me.

The corridor echoed with the sound of my heart and my relationship with Xander falling to pieces around me as his Doc Martens clicked down the hallway.

It felt like a gut punch. Was that seriously what he thought of me? That I just wanted to get under a rich guy? I’d spent my whole life making sure I was independent. Relied on no one but myself. Xander knew that. Right?

Tears burned my eyelids as the answer slapped me in the face.

“Right. I’m guessing by the look on your face that this—” He dropped my arm and gestured between us. “Isn’t going to happen.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, Tyler. Your little birdie was right. I was into you. But I have feelings for that behemoth who just stomped away like an angry toddler.”

“I, uh, I guess I’m sorry? I mean, I hope you two can work things out. I’m just gonna go…” He waved a hand behind him.

“Right. That’s probably best.”

“Right. Okay. Bye.” He gave me another awkward wave before turning and walking away, but in a different direction from Xander.

I would’ve laughed at the sight of the normally put together Tyler Worthington looking so flustered, but I was too busy untangling my emotions from Xander’s nasty words. Anger, sadness, guilt. Although what I had to feel guilty over, I couldn’t piece together. It was just such a messy jumble, I had tears burning the back of my eyelids. And I couldn’t even blame any of it on my hormones.

It was all Xander’s fault.

Which made it the absolute worse time ever for my dad to call. Or for me to pick up the call without looking at the contact info.

“Hey, honey.”

I sighed. “Hey, Dad. I can’t talk long. Super busy here.”

“I know. I know. It’s just nice to hear your voice. How’s the tour going?”

“Good.” I looked down and scuffed my boots against the cement floor. My dad had been surprisingly positive when I’d told him about my job back when I’d first got hired. Even sounded proud of me. It was weird. Still was weird. “I was promoted to tour manager so it’s all up to me. The good and the bad. I’m the responsible person for over fifty employees and so much equipment I couldn’t even count it all. It’s…It’s a lot.”

“I’m sure you’ll do an amazing job, honey. You’ve always been so responsible.”

“Well, someone had to be, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be you.” The words spewed out of my mouth without a thought. But they were true. “I grew up way sooner than I should’ve had to. How many ten-year-olds do you know who can write out a rent check?”

Strained silence crackled over the line. I didn’t regret a single thing I’d said, and I opened my mouth to say as much when my dad spoke again.

“None. And you definitely shouldn’t have had to. And that’s something I wanted to talk to you about—why I’ve been calling so relentlessly lately. I uh, I joined gamblers anonymous a few months back. Actually, I’m coming up on my year anniversary. And uh, one of the steps I’m working on is making a list of all people I’ve harmed because of my gambling, and you’re at the top of it. I know I wasn’t the best dad. Or much of a dad actually. I’m so sorry, honey.”

My breath hitched at the pain in his voice, and some of my anger drained away. But I still had so much of it inside me. It couldn’t be patched up and forgiven with a paltry sorry over the phone. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I just…I want to try to make amends for being such a shit father. I know we can’t go back, no matter how much I wish we could. We can only go forward. And going forward, I’d like to be in your life—however you’re comfortable with that. I know I have a lot to make up for.”

My heart hurt at the obvious pain in his voice. But no words could make up for the years of pain I’d felt at his absence, at the times we’d had to move because we’d been evicted, the number of times he’d come home beaten and bruised because he’d found a crooked poker game and bet more than he’d should’ve. The number of times he’d stolen from me.

“I-I-I can’t, Dad. I have to go.”

“Oh—”

I ended the call before he could finish whatever he was going to say.

My emotions were all over the place. I swiped at the tears escaping and fought like hell to lock it down.

I was a professional.

I had to be in control.

A sob erupted from my chest. It was just all too much. Xander. Tyler. Noah. My dad. Wes. Everyone in my life was disappointing me. Breaking me down. Breaking my heart.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

Tears clouded my vision, and I all but ran for a nearby restroom. Ducking into the women’s side, I tried like hell to get myself under control. My breath left me in painful hitches. Really, all I wanted to do was collapse in a heap and cry. But I couldn’t. I had people depending on me. I had a worldwide tour to run.

I was stronger than this, dammit.

My breathing was still unsteady, but my heart felt calmer as I stared resolutely at my reflection. Gripping the edge of the counter, I vowed to do better. Be more in control. Stand up to the fucking men in my life. I’d make them all regret seeing me as less than. Weak. Malleable. I was the one in control, dammit. I’d been running my life since I was five. There was nothing anyone here could throw at me that’d make me break.

I was a Taurus. I might bend, but I’d never break.

After cleaning up my face with some tissue paper and cursing myself for not having any makeup on hand at work, I looked over my reflection one more time. It wasn’t difficult to tell that I’d been crying, but at least I looked more put together than I had when I’d first come in.

Straightening my shoulders, I grabbed my tablet and headed for the exit.

Where I bumped into our newest security guard, Diego.

He visibly jumped when he saw me, which was my first clue that not everything was on the up and up. I mean he was security. How had he missed the sounds I’d been making in the other side of the restroom? It was literally his job to be on top of shit like that.

“What’s going on?” I asked him with a frown.

Diego shrugged. “Just gotta take a piss.”

I gave him major side eye, but gestured to the other side of the restroom. “Okay. Don’t let me hold you up.”

His shoulders twitched, and he swiped at his nose. After a pause, he tipped his head and headed into the men’s side of the restroom.

Right. That wasn’t suspicious at all.

The excuse Noah had used to explain away his presence in the kit room in Dublin came back to me. He’d been looking for Diego. Diego, who’d become his new best friend since all the Tin Gods had started coupling up. Diego, who clearly was using now.

Maybe I’d been wrong.

Maybe Diego was the one with the drug problem.

Luckily for me, Diego had a clause covering random testing in his contract.

Unlike Noah.

Leaning against the outer wall, I crossed my arms over my chest and waited to see what would happen next.

I didn’t have to wait long.

About a minute later, Noah came around the corner with his head down and his arms twitching at his sides. His hair was wild and unkempt—something I hadn’t been able to see in the sound booth. When his head came up and he saw me, his eyes were bloodshot and so red.

Dammit.

I hadn’t been wrong. These two were up to nothing good.

Son of a bitch.

“Noah.” I tipped my head. “How’s it going?”

“What? Fine. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I gotta take a shit.”

“Nice.” I shook my head. “Maybe give Diego some warning. He’s already in there.”

“Whatever,” he snarled as he stalked past me.

“But you already knew that, right? Since Diego is your hookup.”

“Love is love.” Noah snorted. “Who are you to judge?”

“Not that kinda hookup. I don’t give a shit where you stick your dick. I’m talking about your hookup for…coke, I’m guessing. And I don’t mean cola.”

“You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

“Sure. And I guess you won’t mind a random drug test.”

Noah had almost reached the entrance of the restroom but swung around when I said the words drug test. “You’re not testing an ounce of my piss. Check my contract. Sobriety isn’t a requirement of my employment.”

“But it is for Diego. Isn’t that right, Diego?” I turned to the burly man now standing behind Noah. “I think Black Hat will be calling you in for a drug test. Today. Right now, in fact.”

I moved my hand to key in my headset when Diego dove at me and grabbed it, holding my hand in an iron grip.

Diego loomed above me, his putrid breath attacking my face when he spoke. “You ain’t gonna do shit, princess. I’m gonna tell you how this is going to go.”

“Uh, Dee.” Noah’s eyes darted between me and Diego as he cautiously approached. “I don’t think—”

“Exactly! You don’t think.” Still holding my arm, Diego turned slightly to glare at Noah. “This is why I said this location was stupid. Too many people have access. Too many things can go wrong. Now we gotta do something about this bitch.”

The absolute venom in his tone had me feeling lightheaded. It was like an out-of-body experience. So surreal. This couldn’t be happening.

“Whoa, man.” Noah raised his palms and took a step back. “That is not okay. I’m not down for whatever the fuck that means.” His eyes darted to me, and a childlike expression of guilt swept across his face.

“This is my fucking life. Do you think I’m gonna get burned by some pixie bitch who thinks she’s in charge of me?” His fingers tightened on my arm as he wrenched it out and up. “I don’t listen to bitches like you.”

“Whoa, whoa.” Noah came toward us, waving his hands. “This is not on, man. Harper is like a sister to me. I’m not down for treating her like this.”

“Then get lost. Run away. That’s what you do, right, bro? Leave me to do the hard work?”

“That’s, I mean, I’m not…” Noah paced away, combing an agitated hand through his messy blond hair.

“Exactly. Leave me to deal with the bitch.” Diego turned back to me and wrenched my arm again.

I cried out. It hurt.

And fuck I was scared.

I’d been on the road with the band for years, and I’d never been in a situation like this.

I froze. Tears welled in my eyes and all I could think was that I didn’t want to go with him. He tried to jerk me forward, but I dug my heels in. Or tried to. My boots didn’t offer much friction against the hard, cement floor. “No,” I croaked. “I’m not—”

“Shut up!” Diego roared as he turned on me. He lifted a hand.

But suddenly Noah was there.

Pushing between us.

Shoving Diego against the wall.

They traded blows, and I just watched in stunned horror.

“Not. Gonna. Happen.” Noah grunted as he swung on Diego. “Not to Harper. Not fucking ever.”

Something about the scene finally jolted me, and I keyed my mic. “I need security to the southeast restrooms ASAP. Security to the southeast restroom ASAP. Security breech in the southeast restrooms. Security breech in the southeast restrooms.”

I knew better than to wade in on an altercation between two guys that probably each weighed twice as much as me.

And a few seconds later, literally everyone appeared.

Security. Marisol. Instrument techs. Venue security. Even Bud popped up and helped separate the two fighting men.

I pointed at Diego. “I want him gone. All clearance accesses wiped. He needs an escort to his hotel and then a ride to the airport. I want his ass away from us and out of the goddamn country.”

Walker, the band’s number one security guard, nodded at Hyde. “We’ll take care of it personally.”

Hyde wrenched Diego’s arm behind him and frog marched him down the hall and away from me.

I could finally breathe. I hadn’t realized how anxious just having that man in the same space made me.

Marisol sidled up to me and said softly, “Do you want medical? Your arm is already bruising.”

Bud cursed. “Son of a bitch. He put hands on you? Thank god Noah came along, huh?”

Staring at Noah, I took in his heaving chest and the blank expression on his face. Despite stepping in to defend me, it was like he wasn’t even in the same hallway. He looked miles away. “Yeah, thank god. But uh, no, Marisol. No medical. I’m okay.”

She nodded and stepped away when I called her back.

“On second thought—”

She turned back, but I never took my eyes off of Noah.

“Arrange for sitewide drug testing of all contracted staff. I caught Diego; I want to make sure everyone else is clean. Remind them that if they refuse, they’re fired. No excuses. I want everyone tested before we leave England.”

“I’ll get on it,” Marisol reported.

But Noah—who clearly heard me—never changed his expression. After a few more that-a-boys from the crew, he shook them off and walked away.
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Xander

The mood before the concert was so weird. The whole crew was on edge. I saw more than one roadie acting jittery and unsure like this was their first concert. Which was strange considering we’d been on the road in the UK for weeks.

And if people weren’t jittery, they were MIA. I hadn’t seen Harper since soundcheck.

As I kicked off my Old Skool Vans, Chase, Jesse, and Ella strolled into our greenroom like we weren’t ten minutes from our kickoff toast.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Noah since soundcheck either.

“…wild. And they booted his ass?” Chase asked as he tugged his shirt off.

“Ick. Gross, Chase!” Ella whirled around and covered her eyes. “Could you at least go into a dressing room first?”

“What? It’s just my shirt.” Chase grinned as he hooked his thumbs into his waistband.

“Like I don’t know that your pants are next. You’re so freaking predictable, bro.” Ella huffed, her hand still covering her eyes despite turning her back on her brother.

“I love that Shay has got you saying freaking.” Chase laughed as he tugged his pants down in the middle of the room, just like Ella had said he would. “She’s a good influence on you.”

“Marrying Shay is the best thing you’ve ever done. That includes the band and any songs you’ve written,” Ella retorted. “Shay is too good for you.”

“Shit, you don’t have to tell me. I say as much to Shay all the time.” Chase snorted as he stood in his boxer-briefs with his hands on his hips, not an ounce of shame in him.

Ella rolled her eyes. “Do you seriously think it’s the best idea to tell your wife that she can do better than you? She might just believe it and start looking elsewhere.”

Chase laughed as he turned to paw through his rack of clothes. “Nah, I keep her too tired to ever think of anyone else. That woman is satisfied.”

“Eeww! Gross. No sister should ever have to hear about that.” Ella shuddered.

“Better than literally hearing it,” Jesse muttered as he crossed the room to his rack of clothes. “Or seeing it.” He shuddered like Ella had.

I laughed as I tied my Doc Martens. My kink was definitely not their kink.

Ella turned her head my way at my laugh and her expression softened. “How’s Harper doing?”

“Harper? She’s fine last I heard.” I frowned. “Why?”

“You don’t know?” Ella’s eyes rounded.

Even the guys stopped and looked at me.

A prickle of unease crawled up my spine. Last I saw Harper she was standing with Tyler and getting asked out. Like she’d always wanted. Like her dream had finally come true. Like I’d all but pushed her to do. I might’ve spent the last two hours skateboarding around the area parking lot, trying not to think about the two of them dating, having to watch them hook up over the rest of the tour.

And definitely not thinking about how all that made me feel.

“What the fuck happened to Harper?” I asked as anxiety pooled in my stomach. Had I been wrong to leave her alone with Tyler? Did he do something to her?

“That new security guard, Diego, attacked her.” Ella blinked back at me. “She caught him doing drugs or something and he grabbed her—was going to do who knows what to her—but Noah showed up and kicked the fucker’s ass.”

“Shit!” I roared. “Why didn’t anyone call me? Where is she? Is she okay?”

“Probably over at the bathrooms overseeing all the piss tests.” Chase shrugged. “She looked fine when I saw her. But all Black Hat employees have to pass a drug test now. That’s why everyone is jumpy.”

“Well, that, and one of our own was literally attacked by one of our own.” Ella gripped her camera so hard her knuckles turned white. “I’ve never felt unsafe on tour with you guys, but now…”

Jesse crossed the room and took her into his arms. “That’s never going to happen to you, baby. I’ll make damn sure of it.”

“I will too, El.” Chase came over and tried to hug her too.

“Oh gross!” Ella shrieked. “Get dressed, Chase. Don’t touch me.”

I didn’t even give them another glance. I took off to find my girl.

“Where is she?” I hollered as I ran toward the closest restrooms where Marisol stood with a clipboard next to a folding table.

“Harper?” Marisol blinked owlishly through her thick glasses. “She’s in Meeting Room F with Walker going through—”

I didn’t hear the rest of whatever she said. I took off in the direction she’d pointed which was hopefully Meeting Room F. Counting down the rooms as I passed the signs. D. E. Breaking hard, I was pretty sure my boots left a skid mark in the hallway. I ripped open the door and found Harper sitting calmly behind a long table with a pile of paperwork in front of her and Walker sitting next her with his knee bobbing up and down. Stoic, calm Walker was agitated too.

Fuck.

I ran across the room and took Harper’s shoulders in my hands. She couldn’t hide the grimace she made at the movement. “Are you okay?” I ran my hands down her arms, pushing her sleeves out of the way. “What hurts? What did that bastard do to you?”

She wrenched out of my hands and frowned up at me. “Seriously? Now you give a shit? Or do you think I need a man to look after me?”

“What?” I flinched and took a step back like she’d hit me. “What the fuck are you talking about? I just found out about that asshole, Diego. He attacked you? Why didn’t you call me? I was here the whole time. I would’ve been there in a second.”

“I don’t know what this is about, but I’m busy right now. Walker and I have a lot to go over, so if you don’t mind…” She made a shooing motion like I was an annoying fly.

Like it was crazy that I was worried about her.

Like I hadn’t been inside her.

“What the fuck? Seriously? That’s how you’re going to treat me?”

“I’ll just…” Walker pushed away from the table and quietly left the room.

“I’m sorry, I thought we broke up. Or wait. Apparently we’re not a couple, right?” She cocked her head and glared at me. “That’s what you told Tyler, anyhow. And that I need a rich man to get under. Wasn’t that what you said at soundcheck? Or am I a cheating bitch? I can’t really keep up.”

“What’s that got to do with Diego attacking you? Are you serious right now? I was worried about you!”

“I’m fine.” Harper stared back at me with an angry glint in her eyes. “He didn’t attack me. He grabbed my arm and made some…not-so-subtle threats. But I’m fine. He’s gone, and I have a mountain of paperwork to get through to sort this shit out. So if you don’t mind, can you send Walker back in on your way out? We have more to discuss.”

“Harper, I don’t—”

“I mean it. I’m really busy right now. We can talk after the concert. Or tomorrow if you want.” She sighed and suddenly she looked so fucking exhausted. And like she literally had the weight of the world on her shoulders. For someone so small and so feminine to be in charge of everything here… I wanted to step in, comfort her somehow, but it was clear she was hanging on by a thread and wanted nothing to do with me at the moment.

Or at all, maybe.

Fuck.

So I did the only thing I could.

I nodded and headed for the door. “But I’m holding you to that. We’re talking. Tonight. As soon as the fucking concert is over tonight as a matter of fact.”

She sighed heavily and nodded. “Fine.”

“Fine,” I repeated, and then walked out.

I waited for the door to close behind me before I turned to Walker. “I want someone on her at all times. I don’t give a shit what’s going on with us. She’s important. She’s so damn fragile.” I had to pause as my breath hitched. “She’s priority, especially at all arenas going forward.”

“Already done. Wes flipped his lid. He’s on his way back. Should be in the air by now, actually.”

I closed my eyes as I absorbed the news that while I’d been skateboarding my blues away, Harper had been assaulted, and everyone else had been filled in. Wes was already on a plane.

I’d fallen that far down on Harper’s list of people she cared about.

“Only experienced staff will be on protection duty for the girls,” Walker went on. “We shouldn’t have any issues with newbies anyhow. Mandatory drug testing already weeded a few dipshits out.”

I nodded tightly. “Thanks, Walk. I appreciate it.”

He tipped his chin at me then opened the door and disappeared inside. The door closed with a soft click.

And all I could do was stare vacantly at the floor under my feet. I didn’t know what to do with all this fucking emotion coursing through my body. I wanted to beat on someone. Fuck up Diego beyond all recognition.

But I couldn’t. He was already on a plane back to the States.

So I did the only thing I could.

I stomped over to the kit room, grabbed the nearest guitar, and put my emotions into making as much noise as I could.

Fuck the toast.

Fuck the opening act.

Fuck everyone.

I needed to be alone.




* * *




Surprisingly, the guys gave me distance. They must’ve known I was on edge, given what’d happened. Or they just heard the wailing guitar from a few hallways away. Either way, I’d made considerable progress on a new song by the time Chase burst through the door of the meeting room I’d holed up in.

“I get you’re deep in your feels right now, but we’ve got a concert to do.” Chase hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “The people are hungry, and we’re on in five.”

I jumped off the table I’d been sitting on and strode to the door. “Let’s do it.”

“Really? Wow.” He slapped my back as I walked by. “I really thought that was going to be harder. Not mad that I lost the draw now.”

“What?”

Chase shrugged as he walked next to me toward the greenroom. “We drew straws over who had to come get you. Thought it’d involve a few punches or some physicality at least.”

“And Noah didn’t immediately volunteer? I’d think he’d have some pent up shit he’d be dying to get out.”

“Nah, it was just me and Jesse. We didn’t want Noah to have to get into another fight tonight. Plus he looks kinda rough—knuckles torn up and mopey as fuck. I didn’t realize how close he and Diego had been. Guess it hit him kinda hard. He didn’t even drink at the toast.”

Sounded like our London show was off to a stellar start. Huge fight at soundcheck, drug tests for all, and half the band didn’t show up for our traditional kickoff shot. Fuck.

I didn’t have time to look for Harper or even talk to anyone. Chase and I walked into the greenroom, where Marisol grabbed us and shoved us onstage.

The first half of the concert passed in a blur. I played all the songs by rote and tried to participate in the banter, but it was so fucking hard when all I wanted to do was work on Harper’s song. I couldn’t get the melody out of my head. Usually that was Chase’s job, but when I’d sat down with my guitar, the notes just came to me. And I wanted to build on it. It felt like the beginning of something epic, but I had to do this.

It might not have been my best show, but I’d shown up, so that had to count for something. Even Kelly’s bullshit just rolled off my back. I didn’t look at her the entire time she was onstage. I wasn’t angry. I was just apathetic.

And then it happened.

We were winding down to the end—before the encore—when Noah took his drum solo to a crazy place. He wailed on the skins way past the time his solo should’ve ended. His arms were a blur of motion as he crashed his drumsticks down over and over again.

We tried to keep up. I traded looks with Chase and Jesse, concern clear on their faces, as I was sure it was on mine. But we played along with Noah, providing a backtrack and trying to make it sound like it was on purpose.

And not like the painful wail that made the rest of us onstage ache.

Noah was in the zone. His arms flailed and crashed down on his drums again and again. His head bobbed to the rhythm, and we all tried to keep up.

After a few minutes, I stepped toward his kit at the back of the stage.

Keying off my mic, I yelled at him. “Noah! Come on, man. Wind it down!”

His arms kept going.

I traded another look at Chase, and he shrugged helplessly.

His instrument tech, Alice, stepped up behind him, dressed all in black. She touched his back, and it was like a jolt went through him.

He blinked back into the present and saw me in front of him.

I tipped my head at him. “My fingers are tired, man. Can you wind it down?!”

He nodded tightly, then worked in a large crescendo that we all followed before crashing his sticks down on the crash cymbal.

“Noah Hawker! Ladies and gentlemen.” Chase led a round of applause for our drummer then sent him a fond smile. “He’s stepped forward as a hero for us today. He, uh…” Chase caught the killing look I was throwing his way and trailed off before clearing his throat. “But uh, I don’t think I need to tell you all that. No one can play the skins like our man. Noah is a heroic drummer. Right?”

It didn’t make a lick of sense, but they cheered anyway.

We stumbled through the rest of the show without any major hiccups. The encore went just as easy.

After we were through, I looked for Noah backstage. I wanted to talk to him about what happened—both earlier with Harper and Diego and also with that angsty drum solo—but I couldn’t find him.

“Chase? Have you seen Noah?” I called across the greenroom after I’d done more than my share of gladhanding and bullshitting.

Chase turned from the very famous and old British actor he was talking to. “Yeah, he left like twenty minutes ago. We all tried to get him to have a few since he looked so wound up, but he said he had someplace to be.”

I nodded and let him get back to bullshitting with his idol.

I looked around the greenroom, but I couldn’t see Harper either. Maybe they had something else to do with the whole Diego situation?

Or more likely, she was avoiding me and Noah had left to get plastered.

Either way, I wasn’t going to get any answers here.

I headed out to the only place Harper couldn’t avoid me—our bedroom back at the rental.








  
  
  Chapter 28

  
  




Harper

I stood in front of our bedroom door with so much anxiety bubbling up inside me. Despite the secret I’d been keeping from Xander, I hadn’t been able to put myself in a separate room—and I’d been the one to make the reservations. Sleeping next to his big burly body was the only thing that’d got me through the past few weeks. He was hands down the best cuddler ever—even when he was asleep.

But I knew he was a hundred percent awake right now. And waiting for me.

I also knew Wes was on his way here, so if I was going to do this, I had to do it now.

Opening the door, I found Xander sitting on a chair in the corner, working on a song I’d never heard before. He jerked upright as the sound of the door closing behind me echoed through the suite.

“Harper!” He put his guitar down and flew across the room, taking my shoulders in his big, rough hands. “Are you okay? Did you get something to eat after the show? Do you have a headache? Are you sore at all from the attack? I think I have some ibuprofen around here somewhere.”

That…wasn’t how I expect him to react to seeing me. After our spat in the meeting room with Walker when I’d pushed him away, I thought he’d be pissed and demanding answers.

This…was so freaking sweet.

I had to smile. “I’m fine. But uh, there’s a few things we need to talk about.”

“Right.” He jerked his head in a nod and took a step back. Gesturing to the bed, he winced. “Actually, that’s kinda awkward. And there’s only the one chair. Oh, wait!”

He jogged into the attached bathroom, and I watched his large body flex and move with so much confidence. God, why did he have to be so fricking attractive?

A vanity stool came into the room legs first before Xander’s attractive face smiled down at me. He dropped the stool facing the plush chair in the corner and held his hand out like a showcase model.

Of course the masochist in me chose the less padded stool with the low back and not the uber comfortable, plush chair.

Xander sat in the other chair and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “I think it’s long past time we had a heart to heart. Talk out all the shit going on, and you still need to fill me in on the whole Diego bullshit. Why didn’t you call me?”

I nodded tightly and crossed my arms over my chest. “Yeah. Um, I guess because I didn’t think you’d come. The way you left things after soundcheck—when you all but threw me at Tyler—made me think you didn’t care.”

A muscle flexed in his cheek. “Of course I care about you. I-I-I…” He stared at me with this lost expression in his eyes like he didn’t know what to say or feel. “I care, Harper. I care a helluva lot.”

“It didn’t feel like that. You practically gave me to Tyler and said that horrible thing about getting me on my back with him. I felt so dirty. Betrayed. It hurt.” Tears welled in my eyes, but I’d be damned if I let them fall. “I thought we got through the whole bullshit about me wanting to be with him. I’m with you. I chose you.”

“Did you though? You’ve been avoiding me ever since Dublin. You and Tyler have been in little huddles with only each other, time and again. Today wasn’t the first time I found the two of you together. It was just the latest.”

I avoided looking at him because he wasn’t wrong. I had been talking to Tyler a lot. Only not for the reason he’d jumped to.

“I…” I gestured helplessly. “You’re right.” I know I should say more, explain myself, but I was so frozen by fear I couldn’t. I just figured out I loved Xander. I couldn’t lose him now.

Xander waited a beat, but when I didn’t elaborate, he went on. “I know we’ve talked about the shit Kelly put me through with the cheating, but that kinda wound doesn’t heal overnight, especially when the person I’m with is being sketchy. It hurt my ego to see you and Tyler together—again. Noah told him before soundcheck that we weren’t really together, and then I find him standing in your space with you giving him that look like he was everything you wanted… I’m sorry. It was an asshole move. What I said was way over the line. No excuses.” He tilted his head. “Despite the one I just gave you.”

I smiled weakly at his joke.

He leaned forward, an intent expression in his eyes. “I thought we’d agreed to be together—that this thing between us is real. If you’re feeling different, I need you to speak up. You’ve been avoiding me ever since we got to England, and I don’t know what the fuck is going on.”

“I uh, you’re right. I’m sorry.” I took a deep breath. “It’s hard to be vulnerable. I’ve always had to be strong and not depend on anyone. This is…I’m not used to having a partner.”

“As long as you want one, you have a partner with me. I’ll be your support system, your cheerleader—your fucking everything—if you’ll just let me in.”

Tears rolled unabashedly down my cheeks at the passion in his voice. “I did have a little epiphany. It’s kinda got to do with why I’ve been so skittish lately.”

“Oh really?” Despite the emotion in the room and my tears, Xander’s lips quirked like he was fighting a smile.

Like he knew what I was going to say.

“Yeah.” I rolled my eyes at the humor in his eyes and that annoyingly smug smile now stretching across his face. “But I don’t know if I want to say it.”

“Say it.”

I didn’t know it was possible, but Xander leaned even closer to me. His knee brushed mine, and my heart raced at the contact. I don’t know how I stayed away from him for so long. “I love you.”

Then I gasped. Xander snatched me out of my chair and pulled me into his lap. His lips crushed against mine as he kissed the ever loving fuck out of me. He kissed me until I forgot how to breathe. He kissed me until I forgot my own name.

I ground my crotch against his, and he broke our kiss to groan against my throat. “Christ, woman, I’ve been waiting for you to say that for what feels like forever.”

I tangled my hands in his hair and arched into his suddenly busy hands teasing my breasts. “I notice you haven’t said anything back.”

“I haven’t, have I…” Xander ducked his head and teased my nipples through my top.

I wanted, ached, to just enjoy Xander’s talented fingers and mouth. So. Freaking. Talented. But I couldn’t. I had to know. After using my hands in his hair to tug him off me, I scowled down at him. “Yeah. That’s not going to work for me. I’m not just going to lay everything out and have you not reciprocate. It’s okay if you’re not at the l-word stage yet, but you have to give me something!”

I might’ve wailed that last word. My emotions were so close to the surface.

A smug grin curved his lips before I finished, but when he saw how emotional I was, he looked at me so compassionately, rubbing a calming hand on my back. “I’m sorry, angel. That was a dick move. I shouldn’t have teased you about it.”

“No, you shouldn’t.” My breath hitched.

“I’m sorry. And I do too.”

I blinked. “Wait, what?”

Xander shook his head slightly. “I keep fucking this up.” He took a deep breath then laced his fingers with mine. “I love you, too. I love how strong you are, how confident you are in yourself and your job. I love how you let yourself be vulnerable with me. And I totally love your tits.”

I giggled uncontrollably as Xander buried his face in said boobs and motorboated me, breaking the tension of the moment.

“Christ, they’re so soft and bouncy and just fucking perfect.” He cupped my left breast in his hand and ran his thumb over the still clothed tip.

“Kinda hard to tell if you love me or my breasts at this point.”

“Ah, come on. I talked about your strength and brain first. Don’t I get credit for that?”

“Fine.” I huffed, combing a hand through his hair. A smile tugged at my lips at the light feeling inside me. Knowing I loved him and he loved me was everything. “Do you want me to catalogue your features for you?”

“Nah, I’m good. I know girls always go crazy for the manbun, beard, and my abs. Usually in that order.”

I rolled my eyes. “It was actually your hands that did me in.”

“Really?” He jostled me in his lap then held his hands between us, staring down at his palms. “These things?”

I smiled at his silliness as I cupped my hands under his. “These hands.” I ran a finger over the callouses on his fingertips. “So capable. So caring. So fucking sexy when I feel them on my body.”

Xander grinned wolfishly. “Well then, let’s get these sexy fingers on your hot body.”

I swayed toward him. The line was cheesy af, but that look on his face was everything. He looked at me like I was everything.

And then I remembered.

My secret.

The thing I had to get out before Wes showed up and took the reins again.

Everything in me went rigid.

“I, uh, as amazing as all this has been, there’s still something we need to talk about.”

“Fuck, that’s never good.” Xander sat back in his chair with a sigh. “I’m guessing there’s more to you ignoring me lately than your epiphany about my sex god fingers?”

Still straddling his legs, I nodded tightly. Damn, I couldn’t do this in his lap. Hopping off, I sat in my uncomfortable stool again. Xander looked more stressed with our change of seating arrangements. But I knew once I told him, he’d flip out. Nerves tangled in my stomach and I felt like I was going to puke, but I answered. “Yes.”

“Fuck. Okay.” He leaned forward again, resting his forearms against his thighs. “Let’s hear it.”

“Just know…I wanted to come forward and tell you—tell all of you—when I first had suspicions, but I was threatened with lawsuits, my livelihood, and reputation because I’ve signed an NDA. And I didn’t have any proof. I still don’t have any proof, but things have escalated, and I’m genuinely worried about what could happen next.”

“Wait, is this about Diego? Why he attacked you? Are you worried he’s going to come back? Because he’s in the US. And I might’ve taken some steps you most likely won’t approve of to make sure you’re protected.”

I smiled slightly. I should’ve known Xander wouldn’t back down if he thought there was something—anything—he could do to help. And I felt so guilty about not coming to him sooner. “No. But thank you. I’m fine with it—whatever it is—if it makes you feel better and doesn’t screw up my job. Assuming I still have a job tomorrow.”

“Wait, what? Why would Wes get rid of you? What the fuck is going on?”

“I think—and I don’t have any proof to back this up—but I think Noah is using.”

Xander stared at me silently, his face slowly flushing until his cheeks were bright red. A muscle flexed in his cheek, but still he was silent.

My heart raced. He wasn’t saying anything. Why wasn’t he saying anything?

So I did the only thing I could, I babbled. “He’s been so erratic lately, not himself at all. And then Alice—the drum tech—found some vials in the cases when she was packing up in Dublin. We were talking through what to do when Noah burst into the room. He said he was looking for Diego, but I didn’t believe him. He looked so guilty. And then he got mad that I accused him of stashing drugs so I—”

“WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME?!” Xander screamed. He shoved out of the chair to pace agitatedly around our room. “You’ve known for weeks, and you haven’t said shit. WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU?”

“I COULDN’T!” I yelled back in frustration. Then I took a breath and tried to calm down because this wasn’t helping anyone. I wiped at the tears rolling down my cheeks. “I’m worried. I don’t know what’s going on with Noah, but it’s not good, and this isn’t the kind of environment he needs to be in. He needs help. Before he turns into Diego. Or worse.”

Xander froze and his shoulders dropped, almost like he’d absorbed a physical blow.

And then I remembered.

Liam.

This was like a replay of his literal worst nightmare.

Xander whirled around without a word and raced from our room.

I did the best I could to keep up.
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Xander

My heart was in my throat as I tore through the house to Noah’s room one level down. When I reached the door, I tried to open it, but it was locked. I didn’t even bother to knock. I didn’t give a shit what I walked in on—and I’d already seen all the guys in every imaginable position.

I braced against the frame, lifted my leg, and kicked the door toward the knob. Despite my rage, it didn’t immediately break open. So I kept kicking. Twice. Three times. On the fourth, the door burst open.

Revealing my literal worst nightmare.

Noah was passed out on the small sofa in the corner, his left arm tied off and paraphernalia all around him.

“NOAH!” I dove across the room and knelt next to him, feeling his neck for a pulse.

I couldn’t find one.

“Fuck! FUCK!” Cursing him, drugs, and whatever the fuck he’d been hiding from us, for god knows how long, I pulled him down on the floor on his back. “Harper! HARPER!”

After giving him two rescue breaths, I started compressions, counting out loud. “Come on, buddy. Don’t leave me man. Fuck.”

“I’m here, Zee.” She knelt next to me, talking on the phone. “Overdose. Looks like heroine I’m guessing? Yes. We’re at—” She rattled off an address.

“Get the Narcan in my bag.” I breathed into Noah before I went back to compressions.

“What? You travel with Narcan? Seriously?”

“YES! Go get it. Black bag with gold zippers. It’s in the middle pocket. Red and white box.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for—”

“GO GET IT NOW!”

Harper tore out of the room, and I kept giving compressions.

“Shit.” Walker’s voice came from the doorway but I couldn’t look up. I kept my eyes on Noah, willing him to open his and look at me, give me shit for waking him up. Something. Anything.

“Fuck.” Walker swore again. “I swear I didn’t find anything when I searched his room earlier. I really thought he was clean.”

“What?” Finally I looked up even as I kept up compressions. “You searched his room? Why?”

Walker buried his hands in his hair as he paced agitatedly back and forth. “Because of Diego. Harper was suspicious, and so was I. Noah’s been so squirrelly lately and not in his usual funny, squirrelly way. He was off. Not himself. Stilted. Angry. But I looked everywhere, and I didn’t find shit. I thought we were safe since Diego must’ve been his hookup. I swear, I wouldn’t have—”

“Here!” Harper shouted as she raced into the room. “I got it.”

She passed it to Walker, who ripped open the packaging and knelt next to Noah’s head. I paused my compressions and watched helplessly as he held the nasal spray up to Noah’s face.

We waited a few seconds in suspended anticipation. After the longest ten seconds of my life, and just as I started bending forward to restart compressions, I heard the sweetest sound on this fucking earth.

Noah groaned lightly.

“Noah? You there buddy? Can you hear me?”

His eyes flinched and I slumped back in relief. “Thank Christ.”

He didn’t say anything, but he was breathing on his own now.

Walker passed the nasal spray to me. “He can have another squirt in a minute if you think he needs it. I’m going to wait for the ambulance out front.”

I took the bottle from Walker, but I couldn’t look away from Noah’s pained expression. He was breathing.

Thank fucking god, he was breathing.

“Why do you travel with Narcan in your bags?” Harper asked in a shaky whisper.

“Because the last fucking time this happened with Liam, I wasn’t there. And the time before that, Liam almost fucking died because no one on the scene had it. I had to give my own fucking brother CPR. He almost died. Never fucking again.”

“I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you—”

“I don’t want to fucking hear it. How about we wait until he’s on the fucking ambulance before you tell me all the ways you’ve fucked up?”

Harper flinched like I’d hit her, but I couldn’t find it in myself to apologize. She deserved it and more for keeping this from me.

There was a commotion in the hallway as the EMTs arrived and loaded Noah on the stretcher. I passed them the Narcan we’d used and recited what’d happened.

But Noah still hadn’t opened his eyes.

As they wheeled him down the hall, Chase, Jesse, and the girls came down the stairs behind us.

“What’s going on?”

“Who’s on the gurney?”

“Noah? Noah!”

“Is he all right?”

And Tyler came in through the opened front door. “Oh shit.”

“I told you we should’ve done something!” Harper shrieked as she ran up to him. “He fucking overdosed because we didn’t do anything. This is your fault!” Harper shoved Tyler with two hands.

Tyler went back a step but didn’t try to defend himself. “I talked to you. I talked to Noah. He wouldn’t admit—”

“He’s an addict,” Harper cut him off with a shriek. “He’s not going to admit to shit. We should’ve done something. Told the guys. Staged an intervention. Drug tested him. Canceled the tour. Something. Anything. I’d trade my fucking career if it would’ve kept him off that fucking gurney and got him help before it came to this.”

Shay and Ella put their arms around Harper and guided her away from Tyler, murmuring platitudes to try to calm her.

I watched the whole scene with a strange detachment.

The ambulance doors slammed shut with Noah inside and lights flashing, the ambulance pulled out away from the curb.
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Still Xander

Northwick Park Hospital

London, UK

Clutching my head in my hands, I tried to keep it together.

Sometime in the hour plus wait since we’d arrived at the hospital, my rage had slowly built until I was all but vibrating with it. I was reliving my worst nightmare. Christ. CHRIST! I dug my fingers into my scalp and pulled. I wanted to break shit. Relieve some of this pent-up rage, but I couldn’t since I was currently sitting in a waiting room in the hospital.

And I’d be damned if I was going to get kicked out before they even told us if Noah was alive.

I kept flashing back to seeing him laying on that damn sofa. So still. Not even his chest moving.

I couldn’t bring myself to offer Harper comfort. I was still so fucking pissed.

Besides, it looked like Shay and Ella were more than capable of doing that for her.

Every time I looked in her direction, my jaw clenched. I wanted to yell and scream at her. Rail at her. This was all her fucking fault. We wouldn’t be sitting here waiting to hear if Noah was still alive, if she’d just told us what was up.

But she hadn’t.

She’d picked her career over the fucking health of one of us.

The door opened and all my muscles clenched, but it was only Wes, looking disheveled and as tired as the rest of us.

“Hey guys. Any news?” Wes asked.

“No.” Chase ran a hand over Shay’s back as he talked to Wes. “And I don’t even know if they will update us since we’re not family. How was the flight?”

“Eh, first-class commercial is still slumming it, but I made do.” Wes shrugged and rocked back on his heels. “And just a heads up, there’s already paps outside.”

Fuck, I hated fame.

And hospitals. Didn’t matter what country I was in, hospitals all smelled the same—like antiseptic and death.

It was so hard not to remember about the three times I’d been in a similar place for Liam. I’d been stoned to the gills myself the first time. I hadn’t even known what the fuck was going on. I still remembered laughing in the waiting room with Noah about something, completely oblivious to the fact that doctors were fighting for his life a few rooms away.

And how different it went the second and third times. Hell, the third time I hadn’t even been on the same continent.

But Noah had been by my side every time. He’d seen the aftermath of Liam’s ODs. Gone with us when I’d dropped Liam off at rehab. Listened to me pour my heart out with all my fears. I was still so goddamned worried that the next phone call was to tell me that Liam was dead.

And now I was worried about the same thing with Noah.

“AAARRGH!” I screamed, standing up and yanking on my hair. “How the fuck could he do this? He watched me go through this with Liam. Had been there with me the whole way. Why the fuck would he ever—”

“Noah’s dad has been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease,” Wes said quietly and sucking all my frustration out, leaving me to sag and stare at him helplessly.

“What?” Chase asked.

“When?” Jesse barked from the other side of the girls since we were all sitting in the same row.

Nice to know I wasn’t the only one in the dark.

“After the US leg, he and his mom took his dad in for testing.” Tyler stood next to Wes with a somber expression. “I guess there have been some incidents at home, and they have family history… He got the diagnosis just before we left for Ireland, apparently. I only found out about it recently.”

“Don’t think we’re not gonna talk about the three of you getting together and deciding shit for the rest of us.” I jabbed a finger at Wes and Tyler who were standing shoulder to shoulder.

“Wait, what are you talking about?” Jesse jumped up. “What did they decide?”

“And when?” Chase asked, standing as well.

I tilted my head and stared at Harper, but she avoided my eyes. So I explained for her. “Harper thought Noah was using and took her suspicions to her boss instead of us. And they all agreed that, without proof, they couldn’t do anything.”

“We didn’t all agree!” Harper pointed out quietly. “I said we should get Noah help and postpone the rest of the tour. But…”

“They disagreed,” I finished for her. “So you guys didn’t say shit to the rest of us.”

“We can’t, Xander.” Wes sighed. “We didn’t have any proof. We can’t make you guys submit to a drug test. And the cost of canceling the tour is…huge. We wouldn’t be able to get insurance coverage for any future tours if we canceled mid tour. It’s not just your guys’ reputation on the line.”

I scoffed. “You made that crystal fucking clear when you threatened Harper with her NDA not to talk to us about Noah. Made her choose between her job, her reputation, and her fucking friend’s health. What the fuck is wrong with you? All of you?”

“When it comes to the health and safety of any of us, none of that bullshit should fucking matter,” Chase hollered. “You gotta tell us this shit. What the fuck were you thinking?”

“Whoa.” Tyler raised his palms in his defense. “I don’t know about any threats. When Harper brought her concerns to us, I told her I’d look into it. It did feel too early to postpone anything without proof. So I’ve been talking to Noah. Found out about his family struggles. But he wouldn’t admit to using.”

Harper snorted in derision. “Like I told you, you were only limited by your imagination. We could’ve had an intervention at the very least! Or worked with the insurance company to postpone dates so we could arrange treatment for Noah then pick up tour dates on the back end. You weren’t even trying to help him!”

Her voice rose with every example until she was all but shrieking at the end. My heart thudded unevenly at her open expression of grief or guilt. I couldn’t tell the difference at the moment.

I also couldn’t find it within myself to get up and comfort her. I was still so fucking pissed. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she could’ve also done something. Told me. She’d slept beside me every night for two weeks with this weighing on her and hadn’t said a word.

Tyler shook his head. “In my experience, interventions don’t matter for shit until the person is ready to admit there’s a problem.” He turned to me and raised his eyebrows. “How many times did you drag Liam to rehab for help and it didn’t take? How many sober companions did you pay for? How many NA meetings did you take him to? You can’t make a person get sober. They have to want it for themselves.”

It felt like all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room.

My head swam and I saw stars.

Fuck.

He was right.

Tyler was right.

I swayed unsteadily and sank back into my chair.

The band continued to argue around me, but it felt like it was coming from the end of a long tunnel—distorted and unfocused.

“…all right?”

I blinked and shook my head. I still felt off center. “I can’t stop thinking that I should’ve known. I should’ve seen the signs. But I was too twisted up in my relationship with Harper to see what was fucking happening in front of my face.”

Tyler, who’d sat in the empty seat next to me, sighed. “I have some experience with this kinda thing. I think you could benefit from going to Al-Anon.”

“What? I don’t have a problem.”

“Al-Anon is for the people who love someone with a problem. I’ve been meaning to mention it for a while. And now with Noah, you have it coming at you from both sides—both your family and your band. Al-Anon will give you some tools to help you cope.”

I just stared blankly into space in front of me. I wasn’t really absorbing what Tyler had said.

He patted my shoulder. “Think about it. Give me a call, and I’ll take you to a meeting. Anytime.”

I nodded mutely. My eyes drawn to Harper. She was still red faced and crying.

I could feel Tyler’s eyes on me, but he didn’t say anything about the sight I was torturing myself with. Instead he said, “I know we’ve butted heads a bit on this tour. I just want you to know that it wasn’t personal. I thought you were over Kelly, and she did so well opening for the band in Vegas. She was engaged, happy with Jay. You’d moved on. I didn’t think it was an issue.”

I finally turn my eyes to him and glared. “You should’ve come to us. Told us what was going on. Blindsiding me like that with Kelly was bullshit, and you know it.”

“You’re right. Part of my job is to take care of the contract details that you guys don’t want to. If you all want to have control over who the opening act is, I’ll negotiate that for you going forward.”

“How about having just a fucking ounce of decency and forethought to check with us before you negotiate anything that involves people from our past?”

Chase leaned in over Tyler’s shoulder. “Ditto. I don’t want to wake up to some email that we’re suddenly doing an ad campaign with Meadow.” He paused and shuddered dramatically. “Like fucking nails on the chalkboard to even hear her voice. Fuck that.”

I nodded my support. Considering she’d all but left him at the altar, it wasn’t an outrageous request.

“Ditto on Rowan,” Jesse chimed in from next to Chase and over Tyler’s other shoulder. “I mean the whole video thing wasn’t her fault, but she sure as shit made things difficult with Ella. Borderline harassment on her part too. Always touching and feeling me up. I can’t work with her again. Ever.”

Chase visibly gritted his teeth at the mention of our previous wardrobe stylist who Jesse had slept with on and off until he’d finally hooked up with Chase’s sister.

“Got it.” Tyler fought a smile, but the mirth was clear in his eyes. “The three of you have finally caught consciouses since you’ve all wifed up.”

“What?”

“That’s bullshit!”

“How fucking dare you!”

We all let Tyler have it until he finally held up his palms and backed away slightly. “It was a joke. It was a joke! Calm your tits.”

I heaved a sigh. Just when I thought the asshole had finally turned a corner, he said shit like that. Around our women.

My eyes darted to Harper again. She was watching with wide eyes until she realized I was looking at her. Then she ducked her head, her shoulders hunching like she was trying to make herself disappear.

Fuck.

“Glad we’re all on the same page. Tyler is a misogynist, and going forward we have a say with who we work with—whoever it is—we get final approval or we walk.” I pushed up from my chair, my eyes still on Harper’s tiny now visibly shaking frame. “If you’ll all excuse me…”

I took three steps in Harper’s direction when the door swung open again.

Only this time, a doctor stood in the doorway. “Noah Hawker?”

I froze.

But Chase hopped up. “That’s us. We’re here for Noah. What’s going on? Is he okay?”

“He’s given me permission to speak to his band. I assume that’s you gentlemen.” The doctor gestured to me, Chase, and Jesse, somehow figuring out Wes wasn’t one of us.

We nodded mutely.

“He’s alert and responsive, but he’s not out of the woods.” The doctor frowned gravely. “We will keep him at a minimum of overnight for observation. Right now, we’re monitoring his blood oxygen and ECG to make sure his lungs and heart are functioning as they should. The duty psychiatrist will assess him in the morning and help create a treatment plan going forward.”

“So he’s okay?” Harper’s voice was soft but punched through the room like a crack of thunder.

The doctor turned to where she was still sitting and gave her a sympathetic smile. “He is breathing on his own and hasn’t shown any signs of arrhythmia. I understand someone administered Narcan when they found him?”

Harper nodded. “Walker and Xander gave it to Noah after we found him.”

“There’s no doubt in my mind that you saved his life.”

The news should’ve been comforting, but Harper collapsed in Ella’s arms and sobbed.

All the rest of us could do was stand there and stare at her in sympathy.

I just felt so fucking numb. I’d been in this position so many times.

Chase visibly jolted then turned back to the doctor. “Thank you, doctor.”

“We’d like some background information if you feel comfortable talking.”

We all nodded mutely.

“Has Noah ever attempted to take his life?”

“No. Never.” Chase shook his head emphatically.

“Does he have a history of abusing drugs or alcohol?”

We all traded sidelong glances. Clearly no one wanted to admit to shit.

Finally I spoke up. “I mean, we’re rock stars. We’ve all dabbled. But a few years back, my brother ODed, and it was a wakeup call for all of us. Since then, it’s mostly just been alcohol and maybe a joint here and there. But nothing hard and definitely not to an abuse level.”

“Noah has been going through some personal stuff with his family,” Tyler added. “I think he started using drugs to escape a difficult situation.”

The doctor nodded as he scribbled something on his chart. No doubt writing something about the ne’er do wells Noah had surrounding him. “This has been beneficial. I’ll pass my notes along to the duty psychiatrist. They will come up with a recommendation of a treatment plan, but I’ll warn you, they’ll definitely recommend commitment to an addiction rehabilitation center.”

“I’ve already made a few calls,” Tyler said, shocking the hell out of us. “Noah has a bed at a facility in Minnesota.”

“Damn, Minnesota?” Jesse asked with a choked laugh. “We can afford to send him to a nice place in Malibu.”

“And I want to send him to a facility that will get results. Away from Hollywood bullshit.” Tyler retorted. “This has nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with results.”

The doctor and I nodded. “Respect.” I held out my knuckles to Tyler. “I sent my brother to a place in Arizona for a similar reason. All desert and no glamor. Nothing to do but work on himself.”

“You all should go home. Get some rest. Visiting hours start at nine. Depending on appointments, he should be available to see some of you then.”

“Thank you, doctor. We all appreciate all you did to save our friend’s life.” I crossed the room to shake his hand.

He gave me a half smile. “You really did most of the work, but I’ll take the credit.”

I didn’t feel it, but I gave him a smile anyway.

After he exchanged handshakes with the rest of the guys, the doctor left the room.

I turned back to the waiting room to find that Harper had slipped out too.

I didn’t know how to feel about that.
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Tin Gods Drummer Suffers Overdose in London

‘Awake and Responsive’

Exclusive Details

*embedded stock image of Noah Hawker*




10:31 AM GMT: Tin Gods rep tells the Babbler, “Noah is awake and responsive and with his band who want to express thanks to everyone for the love, prayers and support. Some of the information being reported is incorrect and they respectfully ask for privacy…”

6:48 AM GMT: Noah was found unconscious by fellow bandmember, Xander Lang. Paramedics were called by Lang’s girlfriend and tour manager, Harper Grey. The couple was together when they found Hawker.

6:28 AM GMT: Law enforcement sources tell us Hawker was treated with Narcan—an emergency treatment for narcotic overdoses—at the rental home. We’ve confirmed the OD occurred at the band’s rental house in Wembley.




Original Story 5AM GMT: Noah Hawker was rushed to hospital after suffering what appears to be a heroin overdose, law enforcement tells the Babbler.

Our sources say Hawker was transported by ambulance from a home in Wembley near the stadium that the band was renting for their London shows just before 4 AM, and is currently being treated. We do not know his condition.

The Tin Gods had just finished a show at Wembley Stadium hours before. Fans shared videos on line showing Noah’s frantic drum solo in the middle of their concert and the concerned looks of fellow bandmembers. At one point during the concert, lead singer, Chase Robinson referred to Hawker as a hero, but no official word yet on the circumstances surrounding his heroism.

The Tin Gods are currently scheduled to continue their European tour through the summer with stops in Marseille, Prague, Milan, and several more cities before circling back again to London in two months. No word yet on the future of the tour.

Stay tuned…
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Tin Gods Postpone European Tour

Noah Hawker Still Hospitalized

Exclusive Details

The Tin Gods are pressing pause on the remaining dates of their World Corruption Tour.

In a statement, the tour promoter said: “It is with great regret that we have to postpone the Tin Gods’ World Corruption Tour. In consideration of the band’s wellbeing, the band has decided to postpone the remaining European dates. We deeply regret the circumstances and thank you for your understanding and well wishes. Everyone at Black Hat Productions wishes Noah Hawker a full and meaningful recovery.”

Existing tickets will be honored for the rescheduled shows (which include stops in France, Spain, Denmark, and Germany), but fans can also obtain refunds at their point of purchase if they are unable to attend once new dates are announced.

Following Noah Hawker’s well-publicized overdose in London, the rock band announced on Instagram yesterday that the drummer was alert and responsive with the band by his side. As a result, the rest of the tour is being postponed until next year.

“He is receiving the best medical treatment available to ensure his recovery. We all stand with Noah and need to focus on his recovery,” the band said in a statement about Hawker’s hospitalization.

The drummer added in his own post that he was “heartbroken” to disappoint his band members, his family, and most importantly “the best fans in the world. I promise to do the work I need to so we will be back as soon as we can!”

As we previously covered with exclusive details, Hawker was discovered unconscious yesterday morning in their London rental by lead guitarist Xander Lang, who administered Narcan before paramedics even arrived. Hawker was rushed to an area hospital.

The Tin God’s World Corruption Tour launched in Los Angeles 3 February and was originally scheduled to end with a return to London in July before Hawker’s overdose occurred 31 May.

Stay tuned…
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Harper

Las Vegas, NV

Two weeks later

I was seriously doubting my judgement. After spending the last two weeks working nonstop to sort out the remaining tour dates, ship all the band’s kit home, and make sure the tour employees were taken care of, Wes had practically shoved me out of the office yesterday. Like I was insane for working still.

How I ended up in this diner in Vegas, I still wasn’t sure.

My dad had seen the news coverage on Noah’s overdose and reached out again to make sure I was okay. And somehow that conversation had ended up with me booking a flight to Vegas and sitting in a sticky booth in a sketchy neighborhood.

Alone.

Because unlike my previously MIA father, Xander hadn’t contacted me once. Not even after I’d texted him the flight information from London. Not even a thumbs up emoji. Just stone-cold silence. He’d rejected all my calls. Sent me to voicemail that I was sure he hadn’t bothered to listen to either. He hadn’t answered any of my texts. The day after Noah’s OD I walked into our bedroom to find his bags gone. I hadn’t seen or heard from him since that night.

God, I had so many regrets and should haves. It hurt my heart to categorize them all. But they pretty much started and ended with me telling Xander the second I had suspicions. I should’ve—

“Hey! There’s my darling girl!” my dad boomed from across the café.

And drawing every eye in the place which admittedly was only eight or so.

“Hey, Dad.” I gave him a wan smile as he came closer. But I didn’t stand. I wasn’t ready for a hug. There was still too much history between us for me to pretend that everything was fine.

“So are you hanging in there? Taking care of yourself?” he asked as he slid into his side of the booth. “’Cause from where I’m sitting you look a lot like I did when I crawled to my first GA meeting.”

“Nice.” I shook my head incredulously. “We haven’t seen each other in years and the first thing out of your mouth is that I look like hell? I don’t know why I even bothered.” I moved to push myself out of the booth when I caught the expression on my dad’s face.

Pained. He winced and held up his hands. “You’re right. Please don’t go. Can we start again?”

“For the twentieth time?” I sighed, then nodded as I traced patterns in the condensation on my Pepsi. “I guess.”

“I know it’s been an ongoing thing with me, but I swear this time is different. I’m different.”

“You said you joined Gamblers Anonymous? You’re getting help?”

Our waitress approached and did the whole song and dance with my dad—handing him a menu, taking his drink order—and the whole time I just stared at him. His skin was tanner than I’d remembered. He definitely had more wrinkles than the last time I’d seen him, but his eyes were clearer, his body leaner.

Maybe he was different.

And when I heard him order a Pepsi too, I knew he really was different. No bourbon. No jittery fingers constantly counting. He was calm. Clearheaded.

Who was this man?

Dad cleared his throat as the waitress left our booth and he picked up his menu. “Yeah, I joined GA. And it’s going good. Hard but good. I hit a pretty low point about a year ago—deadass broke, scrounging for change in my sofa cushions while an asshole pounded on the front door, when I came across your high school graduation photo instead of the quarters I thought would save my life. And I realized that was the last time I’d really seen you. My baby girl was almost thirty, and I hadn’t seen her in years. Because she didn’t want to see me. Because I was the kind of asshole who’d rather sit in some scummy room making bets he couldn’t afford than go to his daughter’s graduation.”

My eyes were wide as I watched tears roll down my father’s face. Watching this man who’d been my only parent unabashedly cry in this seedy café made tears well in my own eyes. I could hear the pure heartbreak in his voice. The regret.

This time was different.

“So after I had a conversation with my bookie that ended in an ER visit for me, I went straight to a GA meeting. And I’ve been going ever since.”

“Wow, Dad. I’m…that’s amazing. You said something about getting your one-year chip?”

“On Wednesday. We do pins in GA. It’s not exactly a good idea to give a gambler a chip, if you know what I mean.”

I smiled. “Yeah, I could see how that’d be problematic. But it sounds like you’re doing better. I’m glad.”

“Thanks. It means more than you know to hear that from you.”

The moment grew heavy and awkward with all the history between us, and everything unsaid. Not to mention the fact that it’d been years since I’d seen the man sitting across from me. It was so hard to just wash all that away.

I didn’t think I could wash it all away.

All this bubbled inside me as I held my menu in front of my face. I stared unseeingly at the options when all I really wanted to do was yell at this man. Why had it taken him ten years after I left his house for him to figure it out? Why couldn’t he have done that for me?

All those times I’d waited up and worried about him. The jobs I had to take to keep a roof over our heads. The money I had to hide from him. The times he’d stolen from me. The things I’d missed out on because he couldn’t be a fucking father.

So much resentment bubbled under the surface.

And then it burst at the worst time.

“So what’ll it be?” Our waitress returned and stood at the end of the booth.

“You know what? I can’t.” I slapped my menu I’d been hiding behind on the table as tears streamed down my face. “I thought I could do this, sit across from you and hear what you had to say, but it all feels like too little too late. You missed everything. Dances. Games. Graduations. And for what? Because you’re too fucking selfish to give a shit about anyone but yourself. I have a whole life you don’t know about because the only time you call is to ask for money. Never about me. Always with your fucking hand out.”

“I’ll just come back…” The waitress slowly backed away, her eyes wide.

“You know what? Don’t bother.” I reached into my purse, pulled out a twenty, and handed it out to her. “For our sodas. Keep the change. Don’t give him a fucking cent. Learn from my mistakes.”

Then I stomped out of the restaurant and didn’t look back.

But the sight of my Dad’s anguished expression haunted me the whole drive to my hotel.

I didn’t know what to do once I got to my room. I was filled with all this nervous anxiety. Pacing around the luxe suite Wes had paid for when he found out I was coming to Vegas, I thumbed through my phone.

I ached to call Xander, but he clearly didn’t want to hear from me. Probably ever again.

I had been really close with Noah, but there were so many issues there, not to mention the fact that he was in rehab in Minnesota and couldn’t accept calls.

Wes would answer, but I was pissed at him. Another man in my life who’d let me down time and again. With the surprise contract clause, not to mention signing Kelly to open for the tour in the first place, and then tying my hands with Noah, he’d dropped the ball so many times. He’d stood in my way to get my friend help all in the name of profits and status.

It had been beyond awkward at work lately too.

So in the end, I called the only person I knew I could.

“Hey, Ella?”

“Harper! I was just thinking about you. I take it you’ve seen your dad already?”

“Yeah, it didn’t go so good.”

Tears swam in my eyes as I listened to hear sweet, sympathetic voice. “Oh no. Did he fall off the gambling wagon? Is he betting again?”

“No, more like I yelled at him then ran out of the restaurant like a spoiled teenager. Do you think you guys could come here? Maybe make a girls’ weekend of it? I have a killer suite. I don’t really want to be alone right now.”

“Of course, Harper. I’ll call Shay and see if she’s available, but as far as I know she is. It might be hard to get her to leave Chase behind though. Those two are welded at the hip lately. Which is a really gross visual considering he’s my brother. I wish I hadn’t said that now.”

I laughed at her silliness which was a sweet relief.

“Would you mind if the guys came along? It’d be easier to convince Shay to come if she brought her husband. Plus, we can use the guys’ plane and be there in way less time than flying commercial.”

“I-I-I…” It felt petty to make her leave her partner behind. But I’d literally be the fifth wheel.

“What am I saying? I’m sorry. That was so insensitive. Of course we’ll leave the guys behind. And I’m pretty sure we can get their plane without them. It’s not like they’d refuse us. Anyway, I’ll call Shay and get her pried off my brother’s junk and I’ll let you know when we’ll be there. Sound good?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Ella. This means the world to me.”

“Hey, you’re family. Don’t forget it, okay? We’ll be there in a few hours. Please don’t do anything crazy in the meantime.”

“You mean like marrying a stranger like Shay did?”

“Hey, they’re the exception that proves the rule. But otherwise, Vegas marriages are a mistake. Believe me. In fact, maybe you should just stay in the room, watch tv, and order room service. I don’t trust any of those punks vacationing in Vegas around you right now. With your fragile mental state right now, all it would take is one attractive bad boy and a few drinks and then bam, you’d be Mrs. Needs-an-Annulment.”

I rolled my eyes at her silliness. “I’d like to think I have a little more self-control than that.”

“You’d think, but those Vegas fuck boys are wily. And obsessed with Elvis weddings for some reason. Trust me.”

“This is all sounding too on the nose for me. Is there something in your past you’ve failed to mention. Like a quickie Vegas marriage slash divorce?” But I was grinning as I said it because I so could imagine Ella doing something that impulsive.

Me on the other hand? I shuddered. Never.

Never ever.

“Hey what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.”

“Except for felonies and marriage certificates.”

There was a smile in her voice when she spoke again. “I guess I’ll have to tell you when I get there. I’ll text you! See you soon.”

I ended the call and grinned down at my phone. Suddenly I didn’t feel as jittery as I did before.

The cavalry was coming.
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Xander

Beverly Hills, CA

“I know you bitches are here! Your cars are out front, and Walker let me through the gate.” I stood in the middle of Chase’s cavernous living room as I shouted into what seemed like an empty house. “Hello!”

The past weeks had been torture. Between shipping Noah off to rehab, putting out statements about the tour and Noah, and then traveling home, I was spent. The cacophony of emotions swirling inside of me had almost been too much to handle. After talking to my family—including Liam—I’d taken Tyler up on his offer and gone to a few Al-Anon meetings. I was in no way completely healed, but it’d helped put a few things in perspective. I couldn’t control any of the addicts in my life. I could only control how I reacted and what I did.

And right then, I had to make shit up to Harper.

Sure, she’d made a few mistakes, but I’d been an ass. I just hoped she’d give me two minutes and listen to me list all the ways I’d been an ass. And I prayed like hell that she was more forgiving than I’d been.

Which was why I was standing in Chase’s living room. I sadly needed some help from my boys to put my plan into action.

“Hello?” I shouted again.

Nothing. I’d accuse the bastard of hiding from me, but he probably didn’t even know I was out here, his house was so stupid big. And there was every chance that if I walked room to room, I’d still miss him. I pulled my phone to text him—again—when I heard something.

Shay came bouncing down the hallway, laughing at her stupid husband, then froze when she caught sight of me. A grinning Chase looked at Shay’s frozen form then followed her gaze to me, and the smile slipped off his face.

“Jesus, the two of you really know how to make a man feel welcome,” I snarked. I waved my phone in the air. “I texted you I was on my way over. Walker let me through your gate. This can’t be that much of a surprise.”

“I, uh, it actually is.” Chase held Shay’s hand as they walked into the living room. “It’s not a good time, actually. We’re just on our way out.”

“Oh. Okay. I wanted to pick your brain about something, so I need some one-on-one time. Actually, it might help to get a woman’s perspective on this, too, Shay. When’s a good time to talk? Sometime later today? It’s kinda important.”

Chase tipped his head. “I’m not sure. We’re heading out of town. Don’t really have a timeline for when we’ll be back since everything’s in the air with Noah.”

“Well, fuck. Can I get ten minutes of your guys’ time now? This really can’t wait.”

Chase opened his mouth to reply when the front door blew open.

“Vegas, baby!” Jesse shouted as he held up his fingers in devil horns. He and Ella stumbled to a stop as they took in the scene in Chase’s living room.

I swung back at Chase. “Really? You all are leaving on a Vegas vacation, and I don’t even get a holler? Fucking typical.”

“That’s fucking rich coming from you.” Ella scowled.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? I’m not the ones planning a secret vacation when our goddamn world has fallen apart. I love Noah like a brother. You don’t think I need a distraction too? A heads up at the very least would’ve been nice.”

“We couldn’t give you a heads up,” Shay said quietly behind me. “Because you can’t come.”

“What the fuck?” I swung around to stare at her incredulously. “I expect that from this asshole,” I said, tipping my head at her husband. “What the fuck did I ever do to you?”

I’d known Shay for a bit and I’d literally never seen her make that expression before. Shay was usually sugar and sweetness. But not now. Her face reddened, and I could all but see the steam rising above her head like a cartoon character.

“Shay,” Ella murmured from the doorway. “Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Tell this jerk-off that the whole reason we’re going to Vegas is because he broke our bestie’s heart?”

“Well to be fair, her father’s the actual reason for the Vegas trip. Xander breaking her heart is just why he can’t go with us,” Jesse muttered from the door before grunting.

I didn’t have to turn around to know that Ella had socked him in the stomach. It was her go-to move.

But all I could think was that Harper was hurting.

Harper didn’t want me in Vegas while she was hurting.

“What happened with her dad?” I asked numbly.

But no one answered.

They were too busy looking at each other with wide eyes.

“WHAT HAPPENED TO HARPER?!” I shouted.

Shay flinched and took a step back. Chase put his arm in front of her, then stepped up to me.

“Do not ever speak like that to my wife. WE CLEAR?” He jabbed a finger in my face.

“How you’re feeling about her right now is exactly how I feel about Harper.” Tears burned behind my eyes, and I felt like a fucking lunatic. “She’s hurting, and I don’t have a fucking clue. She’s in fucking Vegas, and I don’t know why.”

All I could think was that Harper was hurting. And I wasn’t there. Hadn’t been there.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

Why did I wait so long?

“I get it, man. Believe me, I get it. But you can’t talk to my wife like that. Understand?”

I nodded tightly. “Sorry, Shay.” It fucking shredded my insides to waste time with this, but I knew I wouldn’t get anywhere with Chase while he was being all alphahole about his wife.

“It’s okay,” she whispered.

“It’s really not.” I paused and cleared my throat. “I’m just really worried about Harper, and no one’s telling me anything.”

“Because we’re not supposed to.” Ella sneered.

“We’re also not supposed to take them,” Shay snarked back, tipping her head to their partners. “But here we are.”

“Like I’m going to let my girl go to Vegas without me.” Jesse scoffed. “Do you know how many drunk douches are just waiting to trick a delectable piece like this one here into a quickie Vegas wedding?”

“Thank you, I think.” Ella laughed. “And I might’ve told Harper the same thing. Made her promise not to leave her room, actually. The last thing we need right now on top of everything is the fallout from a stupid quickie Vegas wedding.”

“Hey!” Shay and Chase shouted in unison.

“I represent that,” Chase scowled.

“Resent,” Ella corrected her brother. “It’s pronounced resent.”

Jesse chuckled. “Pretty sure he got it right the first time.”

“If you all are done with your Abbott and Costello routine, can we get back to what’s important?” I waved a hand to get their attention as they devolved into bickering. Again. “What the fuck is going on with Harper? Why is she hurting? What the fuck did her asshole father do this time?”

“What do you know about her dad?” Shay raised her eyebrows. “I thought it was all a fake relationship to take the heat off with Kelly.”

Jesse laughed. “Seriously? He took her to (K)nave. Ain’t nothing fake about that.”

“What’s (K)nave?” Shay whispered loudly to Ella.

Chase scowled at Jesse then me. “Nothing you’re ever going to find out about.” He sent a scathing look at Ella. “Right?”

“Right.” Ella nodded at her brother, then leaned toward her best friend and whispered loudly, “I’ll tell you later.”

It took everything inside me not to start swinging to get my answers. “It started out that way but isn’t fake now. Hasn’t been fake for a long time.”

“Right.” Ella raised her eyebrows. “Because it’s over, right? That’s what Harper thinks anyways since you haven’t talked to her since the waiting room in London.”

“What?” Chase looked incredulously from Ella to me. “Seriously? That’s so fucking juvenile. At least have the conversation. Send her a text. Something.”

“That’s fucking rich coming from you.” I snorted. “You made all the mistakes when you got married.”

“Goddamned entitled prick.” Chase swung and in seconds chaos devolved. Punches. Elbows. Screams.

Then Jesse waded into the mess and forcibly separated us. He pressed a hand against my chest as both Ella and Shay stood in front of Chase.

“Come on, guys.” Jesse tossed a look over his shoulder at Chase before looking back at me. “Rein it in. You got me between the two of you like a third nipple here.”

Chase swiped at the blood running down his chin. “You get one goddamned girlfriend and think you know everything? You don’t know shit.”

“I’ve still never—” I saw Shay visibly wince and all my ire leached out of me. “Fuck. I’m…this isn’t…” Shaking my head I took a step back from Jesse and toward the door.

“Wait, Xander.” Shay turned around and gave me a hesitant smile. “Of anyone, I know that good people deserve a second chance if they’ve put in the work.”

“I have. I’ve been going to Al-Anon meetings with Tyler, and it’s helped. I know I didn’t handle Noah’s OD the best—or at all really. I blamed her for shit she couldn’t control, and instead of talking to her, I hid my head in the sand like an immature asshole. I have a lot to make up to Harper. All I want is the chance to do that.”

“She’s in Vegas to see her dad. Wes bought her flight and a suite to make up for all he’d put her through. She’s been working nonstop since London. And her dad reached out when he saw the news, so she thought she’d give him a chance.” Shay shook her head sadly. “Sounds like it didn’t go so well. There’s a lot of history th—”

“I’m aware,” I broke in. It was so fucking galling to hear all this from her friends. I should’ve been there. I should’ve been the one holding her hand while she was shaking with nerves about meeting her asshole father.

“Yeah well, she called this one after.” Shay hitched her thumb at Ella. “And asked us to come hangout for a girls’ weekend.”

“And you assholes just invited yourselves along?” I scowled at Chase. “What the fuck?”

“They can have a girls’ weekend as long as they come back to our hotel rooms all drunk and horny.” Jesse grinned.

Chase rolled his eyes. “And take Walker and Hyde along to keep all the drunk douches off their backs.”

“Literally,” Jesse tossed in.

“We should get going, guys.” Shay smiled apologetically at me. “The plane is supposed to leave in an hour.”

My heart thudded unevenly, knowing that they were going to see Harper in a few short hours and leave me behind.

Then like an old school cartoon, I all but saw the lightbulb appear over my head.

“Actually, that gives me an idea. If you’re open to one more hitching along and don’t mind me borrowing a few of the instruments in your practice room.”

“That depends.” Chase raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to swing on me again?”

I raised my eyebrows back at him. “Not planning on it, but no guarantees if you say something stupid.”

“That sounds fair,” Jesse said with a smirk.

“Fine.” Chase grunted.

“Thanks, guys. Oh, I should’ve mentioned you’re also going to have to do some work while the girls party.”

“Work?” Jesse scowled. “Wait a minute—”

“Anything for Harper.” Ella batted her eyes and patted Jesse on the chest. “And because it’d mean the world to me as her friend.”

“Fine.” Jesse grunted before swinging an annoyed look my way. “You owe me.”

Since I had a feeling that the girls were totally going to be on board with my plan once I told them, I had no problem grinning as I said, “Anything for you, man.”
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Harper

Sandbar Club

Las Vegas, NV

For the tenth time that night, I pulled out my phone and read the text from my dad.




Dad: I do appreciate you meeting me today. But I think it’s best that any contact going forward be on your terms. I want to be in your life, but only if it’s best for you.

Dad: That said, if you’re still around tomorrow—and willing—my GA birthday is tomorrow and it’d mean the world to me if you came. 900 E Liberace Ave 10AM. Completely up to you, pumpkin.




The fact that he had the gall to invite me to his pinning ceremony or whatever when he’d missed both of my graduations was astounding.

What was even more astounding was the fact that I was considering it.

“Put the phone away, girlfriend.” Ella frowned next to me. “You better not be checking Bumble on our night out.”

“Nope,” Shay answered from my other side in our circular booth. We were on a balcony above the club floor so it made conversation and privacy much easier to have. “It’s that text from her dad again. She keeps reading it.”

“Oh, honey.” Ella shook her head.

“Take it from me.” Shay gestured widely with her martini glass, spilling her Lemon Drop all over the table. “Toxic family needs firm boundaries. You gotta tell them how much you want or don’t want them in your life. You can’t just be a doormat. It never ends well.”

“Is it doormat-y to want to open the door a crack?” I asked through glimmery eyes. Damn tears. They were always at the ready lately. “He’s been out of my life for so long, and he really seems to be doing better this time. I was the one who couldn’t get over past wrongs.”

“It’s really up to you.” Ella gave me a sad smile. “We can’t answer that for you.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you have a lot of awesome people in your life. So if he turns out not to be one of the awesome ones, you’ll have plenty to lean on.”

“Thanks, I think.” I laughed at Shay. “That almost made sense.”

Shay gestured with her glass again, spilling the little that was left. “Hey, if you got something from it, that’s all that matters.” She tipped her glass to her lips then pouted when nothing came out. “Dang it. I drank it all already. Hyde! Hyde! We need another round! Hyde!”

“Just wondering,” Ella leaned over and whispered loudly to me while Shay gestured to our mostly full drinks. “How much can you bench press? Because Shay looks small, but she’s pretty sturdy.”

I frowned. “I thought that’s what we brought Hyde and Walker for.”

Ella nodded sagely. “I like how you think.”

I nodded back, but all I could think was that I was way more sober than these two. When had I fallen behind?

“I love this song!” Shay screeched as ‘Corruption’ pulsed through the club below us.

I’d only been in the VIP section of a club a few times before—always in the company of the band, and hearing their songs playing had always been so cool before. A testament to their work and mine.

But it was cruel now. Hearing Xander’s voice layering beneath Chase’s in the chorus sliced me wide open.

Shay and Ella grinned at each other like the drunken fools they were. They didn’t even notice me cringing in the middle of our booth. I swallowed my whole drink in one long gulp. Which was actually handy, as Hyde showed up with our next round, Walker standing behind him with a trio of waters and a stern expression.

I grabbed a water from Walker and sipped it to wash away the sugary muck my lemon drop rim left in my mouth.

“Come on! Let’s dance!” Shay shouted, pushing up from our table.

I groaned. I thought this was supposed to be my night. How could they not know that listening to—let alone dancing to—Tin Gods music was so freaking painful for me?

But my friends were oblivious. Ella grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the booth after her.

We had our own private balcony above the club’s dancefloor, and it was safe to say I hadn’t been paying attention to anything going on down below. I wasn’t a big DJ follower—live music or nothing as far as I was concerned.

The crowd roared.

Standing at the railing, I saw some movement on the stage as three guys crossed to stand at the mics set up.

Oh shit.

I didn’t have to have the best view to know whose rolling gait that was.

There was only one man who made my heart pound like this.

The house music cut out, and the guys picked up the beat effortlessly.

The crowd roared even louder. Bodies pressed against the stage and security came out to tame the unruly assholes.

But I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Xander didn’t even pause or look down at the insanity going on in front of him. Somehow, despite the dim balcony and the shining spotlight on him, his eyes effortlessly found me.

That smug ass smirk curled his lips as he leaned into his mic and sang the chorus along with Chase. But he never once looked away from me. Not when a woman in the front row took off her top. Not when she shook her impressive boobs in front of him. And not when security yanked her off the floor.

He stared at me in the balcony the entire time.

As the song wound down, the DJ at the other end of the club shouted, “Give it up for the Tin Gods!”

The crowd roared again, raising their arms over their heads with their phones recording.

“Thanks, Vegas!” Chase said into his mic. “And thank you, DJ Cap, for letting us hijack your show. Hope you enjoy the brief break.”

The DJ held up two fingers. “And the Krug you guys sent over. Much appreciated.”

“No doubt, no doubt.” Chase grinned then turned to the crowd again. “As I’m sure you all heard our drummer, Noah, had some problems he had to take care of, so we’ve highjacked Kelly Evers’ drummer, Ian Slater. Give it up for Ian!”

The crowd roared again, but I felt a pang at the hole Noah’s absence left in me and on the stage.

Like he’d had the same sensation, Chase tipped his head at Ian and said, “As much as we appreciate Ian, it’s only for tonight. Noah will be back with us as soon as he’s healthy again. But we had a kind of emergency. A rock and roll emergency, if you will.”

The crowd roared.

“Hell yeah!”

“Rock on!”

“Marry me, Xander!”

“That’s the problem.” Jesse pointed at the horny fan. “But maybe we should let Xander explain it himself.”

“Thanks, assholes.” Xander shook his head while the crowd cheered. “All right, all right. Relax. It’s said with love. These assholes know that.”

The guys on stage laughed, and the audience laughed along. I found myself smiling too, despite the tears in my eyes.

“I don’t think it’s news to any of our fans that Noah’s struggles hit close to home for me. My brother…” Xander shook his head. “My brother struggled when he was on the road with us, too. But he’s been sober for two years now.”

Chase and Jesse clapped and after a second, the audience joined in.

“I’m fucking proud of him too. It’s hard as hell to kick that habit, so seeing my other brother go through the same struggle ripped me up inside. And I might’ve said some stupid shit to the person I love.”

“Pretty sure that might’ve is a definitely,” Jesse murmured into his mic.

Xander flipped him off without even looking his way. “I definitely said shit I shouldn’t have to the woman I love most of all. So we arranged this hijacked show so I could tell my woman how I really feel about her.”

The lights went out and the audience roared again.

I couldn’t look away from the stage. I know I should’ve been pissed that the girls did what I’d explicitly said not to. But I was spellbound.

A spotlight came on illuminating Xander standing in the middle of the stage with his guitar slung in front of him. He stared straight at me in the balcony and sang a song I’d only heard bits and pieces of weeks ago.

Tears blurred my vision as I clasped my hands over my mouth.

Oh my god. This man.

This man was everything.

That ballad was everything.

Some women could say that their man loved them. Heard them say the words.

But Xander had just performed them in front of a couple hundred people and their cell phones. Other people would sing the lyrics he’d written for me about his feelings for me.

Tears rolled unabashedly down my cheeks.

I loved him so much.

The final strains of his guitar rang out and the crowd cheered. I wiped my cheeks and grinned down at him. He smiled back at me.

Then the lights went out again, plunging the club into total darkness.

Two seconds later, the lights came on again and the stage was empty with only the amps and drum kit still onstage.

“Thank you, Tin Gods, for that super-secret show that even I didn’t know about!” DJ Cap yelled into his mic. “Let’s get back to partying, Sandbar!”

I turned back to our table, but it was empty.

Walker stepped out of the shadows of the club. “The girls wanted to give you and Xander a chance to talk privately. He’ll be up in a minute. But if you don’t want to talk to him, we can leave now.”

My eyes widened. I don’t know what I’d expected him to say, but it definitely wasn’t that.

“I have a daughter.” Walker tipped his head. “Just because an asshole says he’s sorry, doesn’t mean you have to forgive him.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I was still laughing when Xander popped in from the private entrance.

“Nice to hear that ringing endorsement of me, Walk.” He clapped Walker on the shoulder as he walked by him.

But Walker didn’t reply. He just raised his eyebrows in silent question.

I shook my head. “I’ll stay and listen to what he has to say.”

Walker tipped his head in acknowledgement and stepped back into the darkness. No doubt guarding the VIP entrance for us.

“You know that I pay his wage?” Xander hooked a thumb over his shoulder in the direction that Walker had disappeared in. “Nice to know what he really thinks of me.”

“Nice to know that he’s a standup guy and not just a paid lackey.”

“Well fuck. Now I sound like an asshole.”

I raised my eyebrows and pursed my lips. He said it, not me.

I walked away and slipped into the booth.

Xander’s head fell forward, but after a beat he followed me and slipped into the booth from the opposite end, leaving a sea of space between us. He folded his hands on top of the table. “I don’t even know where to start. I’m an asshole, for one. I know that.”

I opened my mouth to disagree when he shook his head.

“No. I’m not going to let you argue about how I had a reason or it was a crazy situation. I was an ass. I shouldn’t have taken my emotions out on you. You weren’t the one I was pissed at and I was wrong.”

“I, uh, appreciate that. But I still think I should’ve done more. I should’ve come to you guys the second I had suspicions.”

Xander smiled sadly. “Noah is an adult. He’s the only one who had control of his body and what he chose to do to it. That’s not on you.”

“I still feel so responsible. I spent all that time in England trying to catch him. Watching him. But I never had any proof, and I was afraid of what it’d mean if I was wrong. And I was afraid of what would happen if I was right.”

“Noah knew what was at stake. He thought he could handle it.” Xander paused and shook his head. “Really, he didn’t care. He just wanted to forget about his dad and the fear and anxiety. He wanted an escape, and he chose drugs to do it. That’s not on you.”

“I still feel guilty.”

“I could recommend some places for you to go to talk about it if you want.” He looked down and traced his finger over the table for a moment. “Tyler hooked me up with Al-Anon, and it’s really helped put things in perspective. With Liam and Noah, I have more than my share of baggage on the subject.”

“Yeah, maybe. I do have a lot of guilt inside me over…everything. I really am so sorry. I should’ve come to you sooner. Told you my worries. That’s what partners are supposed to do.”

“And I’m sorry you didn’t think you could. Part of that is on me too. But all of what happened after was on me. What I yelled at you. How I acted in the waiting room. Me not talking to you for weeks. Ignoring all your calls and texts.” He shook his head. “I should’ve done better. I was so mad at you for doing the exact same thing I did. You deserve better. And I’m so fucking sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.”

Xander smiled and reached across the table to hold my hands. “Now that we’ve established that we’re both sorry sons of bitches, you feel like getting out of here?”

“Are we seriously not going to talk about the epic ballad you just serenaded me and all of Vegas with?”

“Does that mean that you like your song?” He grinned at me.

“Like it? I fucking love it. I can’t believe you did that. Wrote a song for me. Convinced all the guys to come here and sing it to me. That’s, I can’t…” I shook my head. “It meant the world to me. I’m not good with words like you are. I don’t have some epic gesture to prove my love to you. But I do. I love you so fucking much.”

I don’t know what I’d expected Xander to do after my weak attempt at an epic love gesture.

But it sure as hell wasn’t what actually happened.

Xander full on dove across the booth, straight over the table. Glasses crashed to the ground. Spilled over the table, onto both Xander and me, but neither of us cared. He bellyflopped on the bench behind me, came up on his knees, clasped my face in his hands and kissed me.

He kissed me like he needed the air I breathed.

He kissed me until we were both breathless and horny as hell.

He kissed me despite Walker crashing into our space, scanning for threats and maybe worried about me.

With a groan, Xander broke our kiss and rested his forehead against mine. “Now can we get out of here? Please?”

“What do you mean?” I blinked at him innocently. “I thought exhibition was your thing.”

He snorted a soft laugh. “It is, but having pictures plastered all over the tabs is not. Neither is getting arrested for public indecency.”

“Again,” Walker covered with a cough as he walked back to the scrambling staff who wanted to clean up our mess.

I flushed with embarrassment. It felt like I’d been caught by my dad for some reason. Which reminded me.

“Got any plans tomorrow morning? There’s this thing I kinda think I should go to.”

“Anything for you, angel.”

And just like that everything was right in my world. I’d found my home. And it was with Xander—wherever Xander was.




* * *




The next morning, I stepped out of the car in the parking lot of a scuzzy strip mall in downtown Vegas. When my dad’s text had mentioned a pinning ceremony, this wasn’t what I’d expected.

But Xander didn’t look concerned. He put his arm around my shoulder and led me to the small storefront that’d been converted to meeting rooms.

When we entered, people were grouped around a spread of food on the far side of the room. I hadn’t told my dad that I was coming so he wasn’t expecting me. After a few seconds, I found him near the donuts talking to an older man.

My breath hitched in my chest.

He was here. This was really happening.

Was I ready for this? Letting him back into my life?

Maybe this was a mistake.

“We can go whenever you want,” Xander murmured in my ear.

And then I realized I wasn’t alone anymore. With Xander at my side, nothing was scary anymore.

I saw the second my father caught sight of me. A huge grin lit up his face, and he said something to the guys next to him before he practically flew across the room.

“You came! I mean, I know I invited you, but I didn’t think you’d come.”

I shifted my weight. Hearing the pure joy in his voice hit some dark spot inside me, but I pushed it down. “Well you said it was important to you. So here I am.”

“And I really, really appreciate that. I, uh, see you brought someone with you.”

“Yeah. Dad, this is my boyfriend, Xander. Xander this is my father, Victor.”

Dad grinned and offered his hand for a handshake. “Boyfriend. Sounds like there’s a lot of catching up we have to do. You can call me Vic.”

“Nice to meet you, Vic.” Xander shook his hand.

“The fact that you can say that makes me wonder how well you really know my little girl here.” He moved to end the handshake, but Xander hung on.

“Ah, well, I was saying that to be polite.” Xander’s voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “But if we’re laying all our cards on the table, I’ll just say that we’re here as long as Harper wants to be here. The second she’s uncomfortable or you make her uncomfortable we’re out. So maybe try to watch what you say. I have the power and the money to make shit really uncomfortable for you, if you catch my drift.”

“Xander,” I warned quietly. “That’s not what I want.”

Xander dropped my dad’s hand and took a step back. A large, fake smile lit his face up. “Just getting to know the players. And letting your dad know who you have in your corner. Now he knows you have a found family who loves you and only wants the best for you. Me most of all.”

Dad nodded slowly. His eyes darted from Xander to me then back to Xander. “I’m getting that. And if it means anything, I appreciate it. I’m glad Harper has someone in her life who’s not afraid to make waves and stand up for her. That’s all I ever wanted for my little girl. And something I’m still looking for.”

“Dad.” I stepped up to him and gave him a hug then murmured, “Maybe now that you’ve cleaned up your life, you’ll find it too.”

“That’s the dream, Harper. That’s the dream.” He took a step back and cleared his throat. “Uh, I think we’re going to be starting soon. But if you guys are still in town later maybe we can meet up? Maybe have lunch tomorrow? The guys are taking me out today, but I’m free after that.”

I smiled. “I’d like that, Dad.”

“Great. And maybe then you can fill me in on how you’re dating the best lead guitarist since Jimmy Page.”

He walked away while we were busy picking our jaws up off the ground. I had no idea he was a Tin Gods fan. Wow.

“That was a real kick to the nuts, huh?” Xander whispered to me.

We were both giggling as we took a seat in the back row, but calmed down somewhat when the meeting began. Then my dad took his one-year pin and said a few words about his journey and even thanked me specifically for coming to support him.

After it was over, we slipped out and were slapped in the face with a wave of Vegas heat despite it only being ten in the morning.

I sighed, holding Xander’s hand in mine as we followed a silent Walker to our car. “So what do you want to do now?”

“I don’t know.” Xander playfully swung my hand in step with us. “What do you want to do?”

“Well.” I tipped my head and looked at him side eyed. “I love you, and you love me… We’re in Vegas… Most of our found family is here…”

Xander pulled me to a stop and grinned down at me. “Really? You want to do that? Haven’t you heard about Vegas weddings? They almost always turn out to be a bad idea.”

“I don’t know. Chase and Shay seem to be bucking the trend. And they didn’t even know each other before they got married. Imagine how strong our marriage will be since we have a foundation under us.”

He sighed and let his head fall back. My heart crawled into my throat. Was I crazy? It didn’t feel crazy to me. I’d found my person. This felt right.

After a beat, he straightened and gave me a half smile. “Raincheck?”

Oh god. The combination of my heart freefalling and the Vegas heat made me sway. My vision tunneled. Oh god. This was so fucking embarrassing.

“No, it’s not that I wouldn’t. I totally would.”

Xander’s words brought me back from the brink.

He smiled sadly down at me. “But I want Noah and Liam to be there too. And my parents. They’d be heartbroken to miss out on my wedding. Believe me.” He shook his head. “I have too long of a guest list to ever do a quickie Vegas wedding. I want everyone I know and love to be there with us when I make you mine.”

“I kinda like the sound of that.”

“Fucking fantastic.” Xander grinned at me while he wrapped his arms around me. “But how about in the meantime, me and you go buy a ring? I wanna mark you as mine for forever.”

I tipped my head, schooling my expression as excitement raced through my bloodstream. “I like the sound of that, but I’m kinda disappointed by your lack of imagination.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I really thought you’d want to claim me in ink.”

“Ho-ho! Challenge accepted!” He swooped down, grabbed me, and lifted me in the traditional bridal carry, then I bounced in his arms as he raced toward a patiently waiting Walker.

“What? Wait!” I shouted. “I didn’t mean me! I don’t do tattoos!”

“Heh, sounds like you do now.”

And that was how I got my first tattoo. Xander’s initials, right above the biggest diamond ring I’d ever seen.

And all our friends stood around and giggled and teased him as Xander got mine on his ring finger along with the words ‘happily ever after,’ in large letters down his right arm. Pain be damned.








  
  
  Breaking News from the Babbler

  
  




Happily N-Evers After

Kelly Evers – Jay Wazowski Engagement Is Over

Exclusive News

In a briefly posted social media announcement this morning, Jay Wazowski declared that he is not the father of Kelly Evers’ baby and is no longer representing her, ending both their business association and their engagement in one fell swoop. Judging from the tone of the post, it sounded like part of a conversation so it’s doubtful it was intended for mass consumption. Possibly a private message posted in the wrong place? The announcement was quickly taken down ten minutes later, but you know that old adage—screencaps are forever.

Peep the post below:




“I’m not the father. Apparently she fucked some fan in Vegas and tried to pass the baby off as mine. We are done. She’s fucking crazy.”




An hour later, Wazowski posted a more professional announcement of their parting:




“Recently I was blindsided by the revelation that I am not the father of Kelly Evers’ baby. I would never condone cheating a man of his parental rights. Fathers’ rights are just as important as mothers’, regardless of station or affluence.

“After much reflection, I feel it is no longer appropriate to continue either a professional or personal relationship with Kelly Evers. However, I do wish her the best with her new family and her career.”




So much to unpack in all that. So much delicious drama. Who’s the father? When did Kelly cheat? How is she going to spin this?

We’ve already noticed that Wazowski has been scrubbed from all of Evers’ social media pics and videos, so clearly this isn’t a total surprise to Evers.

We are however still waiting on a comment from Kelly Evers on her side of the story.

Stay tuned…








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Harper

Van Nuys Airport

Three months later

I was so freaking nervous. Back where this whole crazy journey had started almost five months ago. Standing around the Van Nuys Airport trying not to look like the way-too-early geek, I clearly was.

But now this was all on me. My name was at the top of the letterhead. Wes had stepped back to focus on his family. Now he was the silent CEO available for gladhanding and the occasional dinner. The day to day of running Black Hat Productions was all on me.

Me.

No pressure.

“You are beyond ridiculous.” Xander snorted next to me as he slumped on the bench and pulled his hat down to cover his eyes. “Absolutely no reason for us to be here an hour early. The jet isn’t even ready.”

But he was still here with me. Had to be since we’d ridden in the same hire car…from the same house…because Xander and I were living together.

But still, he was here early with me, despite the fact that he thought I was being ridiculous.

Is it any wonder why I loved the guy so much?

Unable to resist, I leaned over the edge of the bench and kissed his sleepy lips. It took him less than a second to perk up and drag me onto his lap and take control of the kiss. I forgot everything else. Where we were. That I was nervous.

That there were so many people around.

Hands started wandering and caressing.

Xander groaned harshly in my ear.

“Hey, hey. You two need to knock it off. This is a public space. Hey!”

I jerked back at the strident voice speaking above us. Blinking back into the present, I realized it was a police officer speaking. A police officer we’d been making out in front of.

Oh god.

“I’m so sorry, officer.” I moved to stand up, but Xander still had ahold of me around my waist and wouldn’t let me up. “I, uh, we clearly forgot where we are.”

The officer scowled at me. “Not okay. This is a public space. Don’t let it ha—Xander Lang? Holy shit. Are you Xander Lang?”

“Yes, sir.” Xander grinned up at the officer with lipstick smeared over his lips. “We’re just waiting for the jet. This one is a bit of a control freak who has to be at least an hour early to everything.”

“Holy shit! Can I get a picture?”

This time Xander had to let go of me so I could take a picture of him and his super fan cop. After a few pictures, a lot of effusive compliments, and what I’d later swear was a squeal, the police officer left without another mention of our little public make-out session.

But I wasn’t going to let Xander forget.

The second the cop was gone, I slapped Xander’s shoulder. “Seriously? You didn’t have enough fun last night at Limelight that you had to start something here?”

Judging by the smirk on his face, Xander had zero regrets. “Did I tell you that we have a club in Marseille too?”

“Of course you do.” I rolled my eyes but my smile belied my attitude.

“Hey it’s too late to back out now. You’ve got my initials tatted on your finger.” He stepped into my space and wrapped his arms around me. “You’re mine forever now.”

I held up my hand and admired the huge diamond he’d put on there a few months back. We hadn’t made it permanent with the matching wedding band yet, but the date had been set. His parents had been over the moon when I’d met them. Between the band, Xander’s family, and my budding relationship with my dad, I had more family than I ever thought possible.

“I don’t know. I think a pink leprechaun would’ve looked good too,” I teased him with a smile.

He narrowed his eyes at me, but before he could come up with a retort, Noah’s voice came from behind him.

“Who’s getting a pink leprechaun tattooed where? You know what? I don’t care. I’m in!” Noah grinned at me, looking all pink cheeked and happy. Not a jitter in sight.

Xander just laughed and rested his forehead against mine for a beat. Then he pressed a quick kiss on my lips and pulled away. “To be continued, angel.”

I grinned back at him. He was right, and I couldn’t wait to continue our love story. For the rest of our lives. Together.




The End

Want to see where Xander and Harper are a year in the future? And maybe get a sneak peek of their wedding? Click here for a bonus scene of Harper and Xander’s happily ever after!







  Encore Coming Soon



What happens during a Vegas residency doesn’t stay in Vegas. Not when you hate your rock star boss.

Alice Rose:

Everyone loves Tin Gods drummer Noah Hawker—everyone except me. Sure, I liked him well enough before the drugs, but then he did something that could’ve gotten me fired or even arrested. Once bitten and all that. 

Noah Hawker:

I don’t what the hell crawled up my drum tech’s rear, but I’m over Alice’s bullsh*t. I’m too busy juggling my not-so-anonymous NA meetings, our new Vegas residency, and my dad’s Alzheimer’s demands to hold Ms. Alice’s hand. She works for me.

Preorder Encore today!







  A Note from Gillian Archer



This book, more than most, has a lot of me in it. First, the good. My husband and I lived in Ireland for four years, so this book is a bit of a love story to my favorite country. I loved living in Ireland. They have the best people, gorgeous countryside, and amazing music. To revisit it, even like this for a short time, made me so happy. It won’t be the last time!

And for the less good. As the daughter of an alcoholic, addiction is a subject I know a little bit about. You might have noticed it has come up more than once in my books. Maybe it’s my version of therapy? I don’t know. I do know that it’s a tough struggle and almost impossible to battle on your own.

In the US:

If you or someone you love is is struggling with substance abuse, you can call SAMHSA’s National Helpline at 1-800-662-HELP (4357) and find also more resources here.

SAMHSA’s National Helpline is a free, confidential, 24/7, year around treatment referral and information service for individuals and families facing mental and/or substance use disorders.

And if you love someone battling addiction, Al-Anon is a great resource. They have both in person and online meetings available.







  Read on for an Excerpt of Falling for Rome



Hollywood’s hottest actor is off the market! Who’s the mystery woman that caught his eye…and his heart?

Chapter One

Sophia Scott

Malibu Colony Beach

Malibu, California

I scrolled through my social media as Pongo chased the tide. The Dalmatian loved to pounce on the foamy white water, waiting for anything alive to skitter away. I shuddered, remembering the time he’d caught a tiny crab thing. He’d looked proud, then horrified when it started moving in his mouth. I’d squealed like a little girl, and Pongo had promptly spat it out.

This was the easiest job I’d ever had, but I really didn’t want to deal with wiggly crustaceans.

“Pongo! Come back, boy!” I called as he got a little too far out into the waves.

Pongo bounded back to me, tackling me onto the soft, sandy beach. His tongue bathed my face and neck as his paws smeared muddy sand all over my t-shirt and shorts. I giggled at first then pushed him and stood so I could brush the mud off.

“We’ve gotta teach you some manners, Pongo,” I muttered as I saved my phone from the lapping tide. It was dirty but dry, thank god. No way could I afford to replace it right now. The only thing saving me from moving back home was this job and the crazy low rent my roommate had gotten us since we were subletting from her uncle.

My phone dinged with a news alert.





Breaking news from KALI 14 News

Ariel Knight, wife of actor Kingston Grier, Dies

Actress Ariel Knight has died from her injuries sustained in yesterday’s car accident near Monte-Carlo, Monaco at the age of 32. Knight, famous for portraying Amber Riley in the film The Heart of Texas, was more widely known as the wife of actor Kingston Grier.




Knight had been hospitalized after her vehicle collided with another car on the Basse Corniche at a high rate of speed and overturned. The unnamed male driver of her vehicle remains hospitalized. Kingston Grier is currently in Los Angeles with their six-month-old daughter.

This is a developing story.







Oh wow. How horrible. That poor little baby, motherless before her first birthday. And poor Kingston.

I’d followed the Grier brothers since they took Hollywood by storm ten years ago—first Kingston, with his comic book hero roles, and then Roman with his equally good looks and roles in romantic comedies. Truth be told, Roman might’ve been the inspiration for a few of my screenplays. Not that I’ve ever sold one. Or landed an agent.

Nope, to my mother’s everlasting shame, I was an unpublished dreamer. A barista who walked dogs to make ends meet when I wasn’t typing away every free moment I had. Thank god for my father. Unlike my mom, he was supportive of my dreams. I swore my mom would only be happy if I was married and popping out kids like my brother Eric and his wife were.

Ha. Joke was on her. I didn’t have time for a man in my life.

“Pongo!” I called to the prancing Dalmatian. “Come on, boy. Time to go home.”

Because I had about forty minutes to get to my other job and traffic was insane this time of day.

I’d taken about five steps with Pongo at my side when he gave a bark and dashed off.

“Pongo!” I yelled, but he didn’t even look over his shoulder at me. He’d always obeyed me before. “Pongo! Come!”

Instead, he crashed into a guy walking toward us. I watched in horror as they both went down in a tangle of flailing legs and fur. But over the sound of the ocean, I heard laughter.

I raced over to them. “I am so, so sorry. This big lug needs to learn some manners. Are you okay?”

The man pushed Pongo away from licking his face, and I gasped.

Roman Grier.

Pongo had tackled Roman Grier, Hollywood’s golden boy and my personal celebrity crush, Roman freaking Grier.

I felt distinctly light-headed. Taking a few swaying steps toward them, I grabbed Pongo’s collar and hauled him off the movie star. “I am so, so sorry. He usually listens to me. I’ve never had him tackle anyone but me.”

Pongo strained against my hold, whining as he stretched to lick Roman Grier.

Who was still flat on his back.

“Oh my god. I’m so sorry. Here.” Still holding Pongo’s collar with one hand, I reached down to help Roman Grier up, but Pongo took the opportunity to bolt back onto him again. Pongo’s momentum ripped me off balance, and I crashed down on top of my movie star crush.

Where I’d always dreamed of being.

But not like this!

I scrambled away from his hard, tight body. God, he really did have the firmest chest. Averting my eyes, I brushed the sand off my shorts and scolded the damn dog. “Pongo. No.”

Roman Grier grasped Pongo around the neck and held him back. “It’s okay. He’s just glad I’m home.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “You’re a neighbor of Jeff’s?”

Roman Grier frowned up at me. Because he was still sprawled on the beach at the mercy of the licking Dalmatian.

I shook my head. “Right. It’s none of my business. Again, I’m sorry. I’ll just…” I reached down again; this time to clasp the leash onto Pongo’s collar. Heaving him back again and away from licking all over Roman Grier’s face—le sigh, lucky dog—I offered my hand again. “Can I help you up?”

“No. I don’t think so.” Roman scowled as he pushed himself up to his feet. “What you can do is give me my damn dog back.”

“Uh, what?”

“My dog. Pongo.”

I looked from an irritated Roman Grier to a whining, wiggling Pongo and back again. “But this isn’t your dog.”

“Look, whoever you are.” He gave a frustrated head shake and ran a hand through his dark brown hair. “I’ve had a hellish twenty-four hours—sixteen of which I spent on a plane. Just give me my dog.”

“Right. I’m sorry for your loss, but Pongo’s not yours. I met his owner. Jeff Jones. Your neighbor, I take it? He’s the one who walked me through the security codes and what all Pongo needs. Jeff didn’t say anything about you, so maybe when Jeff gets home in three days, you should go talk to—”

“You mean my assistant, Jeff?”

“Um, what?” Was this what a concussion felt like? Maybe I cracked my head harder than I thought.

“Jeff Jones is my assistant. I hired him, and he hired you.”

“Oh.” So no concussion. Suddenly, everything was making sense.

And I felt like a fool.

“Right. Here’s your dog.” I handed over Pongo’s leash, and Roman Grier grunted in response.

I tried not to take offense. His sister-in-law had just died—if he even knew since he’d been flying and traveling. Not that I was going to tell him. He looked exhausted. The dark circles around his eyes and the lines bracketing his mouth weren’t something I was used to seeing on him. Not that I knew him. I’d just lusted after him for years and pretended like maybe one day he would star in one of my screenplays.

And oh my god, I was standing here staring at him like a rabid fangirl. Get it together, Soph!

“Alright then. Bye.” I gave him a half smile, an awkward wave, and then took off for the back gate to his compound.

Because that was the only way to describe his “house.” He had a large sprawling main house, a swimming pool, and a separate guest house—all backing onto a beach in Malibu. He could swim in his pool, walk ten feet, and swim in the ocean. Okay, more than ten feet, but you know what I mean. It was insane. And a wonderful place to daydream in while I watered his plants and fed his dog.

But all that was over. Three days early. Three days that I wouldn’t be paid for.

I was going to have to pick up another side gig. Maybe I could deliver food or something.

Pongo nudged my leg and licked the back of my knee like he always did. Apparently, he and Roman Grier had caught up to me.

I leaned down and gave the dog an affectionate head rub. I was really going to miss this goofball. Pausing next to the back gate, I waited for Roman to key in the code and smiled sheepishly when he let me and Pongo through first. He might’ve acted a bit like a jerk, but apparently, he had some manners. Not that I’d acted any better. I’d practically accused him of dognapping.

He and Pongo bounded for the main house, but I beelined for the side gate that would let me out at the driveway where my ten-year-old Honda CR-V was no doubt lowering his property value.

Safely inside my car, I pulled away and didn’t look back. Not that anyone noticed or cared I’d slipped away. I doubted Roman Grier would ever think about me again, even though I’d be playing this memory over and over in my mind, wishing I’d done anything other than tackle him and accuse him of dognapping.

I waited until I went through the security gates at the end of Malibu Colony Road before I pulled over to call my bestie.

“What’s going on, Soph?” Molly’s low gravely alto came from my speaker phone and immediately put me at ease.

I switched my phone to hands free and pulled onto the Pacific Coast Highway. “Oh my god. You would not believe what happened just now.”

“Did you wake me up to tell me another story about the goofball eating another crab?” Molly groaned.

I opened my mouth to answer when I remembered the paperwork I’d signed four weeks ago—all regular new hire stuff, but there had been a non-disclosure agreement. I hadn’t thought about it since, I mean, who cared about the antics of a dog owned by someone I’d never heard of? But suddenly that NDA made so much sense.

“Err, I can’t tell you. Sorry. I forgot.”

“You forgot what happened? The whole reason you called me at eight o’clock in the morning?”

I winced. Molly worked at a bar most nights and probably hadn’t gotten in until two in the morning. “No, sorry. I forgot you worked last night. I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

“Ha. No, you woke me up. Tell me whatever’s got you all worked up. What’s going on?”

“I’m so sorry, Molls. I can’t. I forgot I signed an NDA.”

“You had to sign an NDA to walk a dog?”

“Yes.”

“You never told me that.”

“I forgot. Then I figured it didn’t matter. I mean, it’s a dog. Who cares what he does?”

“Your employer apparently.”

“Right. Only I didn’t meet my employer then. I met him today.”

“I’m too tired to follow this conversation. I need some coffee.”

“No! Go back to sleep, Molly. I can’t tell you anything else. I’m sorry I woke you up. Go back to sleep, please.”

“Fine.” Molly gave a huge yawn followed by a sigh. “But you owe me. There better be a mocha latte in my hand next time I see you.”

“I’ll bring you one home from work. I’m headed there now. Love you.”

“Yeah. Uh huh. See you soon.” There was the distinct sound of snoring before I ended the call.

Ugh. I felt so bad. I’d gotten all caught up in my drama and completely forgot Molly’s schedule.

And now I had this huge secret that I literally couldn’t tell a soul.

Maybe it was for the best. I didn’t exactly come out as an awesome character in the story. What I really needed to do was brainstorm my next screenplay and not obsess over every little thing I’d said or did.

But that was easier said than done. Anxiety brain wouldn’t let it go. I’d literally had my entire body pressed against Roman Grier, and I’d acted like such a fool. It was so embarrassing.

Fortunately, time, distance, and activity helped me get over my angst. The rush at Morning Jolt was always intense, and this morning was no different.

Or at least it wasn’t any different until Molly barged in an hour and a half into my shift.

“Soph! Sophia!” She yelled from the back of the line, waving her arms over her head. “When’s your break?”

I looked at my coworker and tipped my head to Molly. “Do you mind if I take five?”

“Fine.” Eva muttered as she eyed the three people in line in front of Molly.

“Thanks, Eva. You’re the best.” I gave Molly the high sign, and she headed for a table.

“Five minutes. Then I’m taking my break.”

I nodded as I hurriedly made a mocha latte for Molly. Whipping my apron off, I ducked under the counter and headed for Molly’s table.

“You did not tell me that you met Roman Grier!” Molly squealed when I was still ten feet away.

Every head in the coffee shop swiveled in my direction.

My shoulders hunched, I hustled to Molly’s corner and then hissed, “How do you know that?”

“Girl, you’re all over The Babbler’s home page. Apparently some photographer caught you and Roman Grier on a beach.” She held her phone out to me.

All the blood left my head. I looked at picture after picture of me and Roman Grier. But instead of the weird, embarrassing encounter I remembered, the website framed the pictures like it was a romantic frolic on the beach. Us laughing over Pongo. Each of us holding his leash.

And ended with a picture with me on top of Roman Grier.

My knees locked, and I had to sit down.

I didn’t look frazzled or crazy in the photo. I looked soft.

And in love.

“Molly. Oh my god.”

“I know! Is this why you called me this morning?”

I could only stare at the last picture. I might’ve looked like I was in love, but Roman Grier looked sexy and a little pissed, in that smoldering, sex-god kinda way.

If only what was in the pictures was reality.

“I-I-I…” I sighed. “I don’t think I can say. I need to read that NDA again.”

“Sophia! You cannot leave me hanging like this. What happened?”

The sudden quietness of the coffee shop got my attention. At least three tables near us were shamelessly eavesdropping. I shook my head. “I definitely can’t talk about this here. Are you working tonight?”

“I’ll call in. But you have to tell me everything.”

“Fine.” Which really meant, maybe—we’d see. “I gotta get back to work.”

Falling for Rome is available at all major retailers!
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