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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cash Torrence, the keyboardist for Demigoddess Revival, has a secret. A big one. If exposed, it had the potential to ruin a lot of lives.

      

      

      

      
        
        So far, he’s been able to operate under the radar, keeping in the background, letting his bandmates soak up the spotlight. But now his band is really starting to make it big. Which means people are starting to notice him.

      

      

      

      
        
        The wrong people.

      

      

      

      
        
        When he falls for a woman with a checkered past, a blackmailer threatens to spill the tea unless Cash agrees to walk away from the relationship.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book contains hot rock stars; a band that has finally made it; a sexy, talented keyboardist; a hero with a secret identity; a heroine who has overcome a great deal in her life; opposites who are attracted to each other; and a nasty ice storm that leads to some steamy encounters…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you to the staff of the Detroit Foundation Hotel. My stay there on my birthday was so awesome, the experience ended up in a book, along with fictional rock stars and an imaginary ice storm!
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      The lights dropped, leaving a single spotlight and a thousand phone flashlights shimmering in the crowd. Cash Torrence slammed a quick gulp of water, took a fortifying breath, and then positioned his fingers over the keys.

      Closing his eyes and throwing back his head, he banged out the intro to “The Final Countdown” by Europe. The song had come out before he was born, yet generation after generation of fans went nuts whenever a band rocked this one out on stage.

      At the crescendo he morphed into “1999” by Prince, a genius long gone and never forgotten. Just when the crowd was about to bust out the lyrics, he switched it up on them again, diving into “Baba O’Riley” by The Who. This song was older than some of these kids’ parents, and they still screamed their praise for Cash’s choices during his solo.

      Finally, he shifted into a hit from the twenty-first century—“Mr. Brightside” by The Killers. This one wrapped his solo; Travis Clutcher started tapping on his drums, Oz Garcia strummed the guitar, Parker Henley jumped in with his bass, and Lacey Stokes bounced out onto the stage and sang her heart out, sounding totally different from Brandon Flowers and yet nailing it all the same.

      Cash had come up with this mash-up last summer, when they’d played a handful of music festivals. Those festivals were the first time Demigoddess Revival had played in front of huge audiences, had played alongside some of their idols.

      Usually Cash stuck to the script, didn’t do anything that would cause him to stand out, but he’d gotten a bug up his ass at that festival in North Carolina, and ten minutes before they were due to go onstage, he’d informed his bandmates that he wanted a solo like the rest of them. Since it had been his idea not to do a solo up to that point, of course they agreed.

      As if that weren’t cool enough, Brandon Flowers had been at that particular festival, and he jumped on the stage, sharing the mic with Lacey and singing right along with her. It had been epic. Song downloads went through the roof for both The Killers and Demigoddess Revival.

      And thus the mashup became a regular line item on the playlist.

      Demigoddess Revival’s fans couldn’t get enough. Their own hits or covers of other great bands, didn’t matter. The crowd just wanted more.

      Cash was happy to give it to them. This was it. Exactly where he wanted to be.

      As they jogged off stage after the second encore, Maria, Oz’s girlfriend and the band’s publicist, corralled them. “We need to go,” she said, stabbing her finger at her phone, where The Weather Channel app showed video of swirling pink and white masses.

      “If we don’t leave now, we aren’t getting out of Toronto,” she insisted.

      “Aren’t we headed to Detroit next?” Cash asked, scrubbing a towel over his face and dreads as they all marched toward the dressing room.

      “Yes,” Maria said, her gaze glued to her phone.

      “Then won’t we be driving right into the storm?”

      Her head jerked up and she narrowed her eyes. “It’s the remnants of a nor’easter, so it’s blowing in from the Atlantic.” Her tone implied he was supposed to know this.

      “No,” she snapped at Lacey and Parker, who were making a beeline toward the shower. “Pack up your shit, and let’s get on the bus. Everybody can shower on the road.”

      Damn, Maria wasn’t fucking around. They never took off immediately after a show. Usually, there was some sort of fan meet and greet, interviews, photo ops—something.

      “I canceled all the after-show events for tonight,” Maria said like she was reading his mind.

      It was early April; they were three months into their joint tour with the ultra-popular rock band, Panic Station, selling out arenas all across the US and Canada.

      As much fun as it was opening for Panic Station, Cash couldn’t wait for their next go around, when Demigoddess Revival would kick off their very first headlining tour. It was practically guaranteed. All they had to do was put out a kickass follow-up album.

      He knew they could do it. This band was so damn talented. He had zero regrets about walking into a bar in LA the day Oz and Parker and Lacey were on stage, playing with a house band and talking about starting up their own band.

      He’d approached them after the show, and they’d gone to Lacey’s brother’s in-home studio that very night and jammed together.

      The rest was history in the making.

      “What about Panic Station?” Cash asked. “They’re about to go on. They won’t be ready to leave for at least an hour.”

      “I know,” Maria said, biting her bottom lip. “I talked to their driver. He’s going to be ready to pull out as soon as they walk off stage. Hopefully, the storm holds off long enough for them to get out of town.”

      “The Detroit show will probably be canceled,” Lacey said as she edged past, her bag in her hand, Parker on her heel. They slipped out into the hall, presumably making their way to the bus.

      “There will be a Detroit show,” Maria insisted. “The storm will blow through, and we’ll be fine, so long as we’re already in the city. The problem is, there’s a wicked cold front coming right behind it, so if there’s a lot of snow or ice and the temperature drops as low as they are predicting, it will make cleanup harder. This way, we’re already where we’re supposed to be, and it shouldn’t screw up the rest of the tour schedule.”

      Leave it to Maria to be so logical, always thinking about the band, the tour, their success.

      “Have I mentioned how awesome you are at your job?” Cash teased her as he snagged his bag and followed the rest of his bandmates out of the dressing room, toward the back of the arena, where the bus was waiting.

      She snorted. “All the time.”

      What he didn’t tell her was that he appreciated her presence for a whole different reason. One he could barely admit to himself, let alone to anyone else.

      One that was seated on one of the couches in the lounge area of the bus, with little Riley in her lap.

      Maria’s nanny. Carina Rodriguez. She was also Oz’s cousin.

      Carina, with her tawny brown, shoulder-length hair, a chunk of it draped over most of her left eye. Her sculpted brows were several shades darker than her hair, while her eyes were several shades lighter. It was a fascinating contrast.

      She had plump cheekbones, a narrow nose, and the most kissable lips Cash had ever seen, hands down.

      He was that turned on before he even moved his attention below her neck.

      Head down because he couldn’t make eye contact with the woman no matter how hard he tried, Cash hurried past her, slowing long enough to high-five Riley before he rushed to get in line for the shower.

      The section right behind the driver was a living-slash-kitchen area. Toward the back of the bus was a row of bunks, three stacked on top of each other on either side of the aisle. In the very back was the shower, along with a separate toilet; the individual rooms came in handy when they all had to clean up after a show, like tonight.

      Normally, when they were on their way from one venue to another, the group would be split between the bunks and the sitting area. Some people slept really well while on the road; others liked to write or chill and watch movies. And there were some—cough, Ava and Travis, cough—who liked to have sex in the bunks. For the record, a thin blackout curtain did not disguise the sounds of their lovemaking.

      For this ride, nerves brought them all together in one small area, and not the nervous-energy-right-before-a-show kind. These were more like fear-for-their-lives kind of nerves.

      Ice pelted the windows in a steady tap, tap, tap, tap that was both mesmerizing and frightening. Dawn had broken, yet all they could see was white. The storm started with snow, and at some point in the last couple hours had switched over to ice. Not a great combination in general, but especially when one was driving in it.

      Panic Station had ultimately ended their show early, and twenty minutes later, Maria had gotten a call from Holly, letting her know that a travel advisory had been issued and they wouldn’t be able to leave Toronto after all. Maria had spent the next hour on her phone, making hotel reservations for the band and crew. Luckily, there were several hotels within walking distance of the arena.

      “You all may be playing the Detroit show solo,” Maria lamented.

      Cash hated that Panic Station had gotten stuck in Toronto, but he was prepared for his band to headline. They had it in them.

      They were ready.

      Teddy, Demigoddess Revival’s bus driver, had been a cross-country truck driver for two decades before he decided to “retire” so he could drive rock stars around for a few months at a time. He’d been nervous before they’d even left Toronto. And he’d claimed surprise that they’d been allowed to cross the Ambassador Bridge into Detroit.

      Now they were crawling at a snail’s pace, the only vehicle on the road.

      Because he apparently was a sadist at heart—and also, bored out of his mind—Cash tapped on his phone screen. The opening chords to “Ice, Ice, Baby” crashed through the relative silence of the tour bus, followed immediately by a chorus of groans.

      “Not funny, Cash,” Maria said with a very real glare to lend truth to her words.

      Maybe not to her, but… He covertly glanced over at Carina.

      She snickered.

      Totally worth it.

      Even if it was scary as fuck outside the tour bus.

      “We’re almost there. Once we get to this hotel,” Teddy called over his shoulder, “we aren’t leaving again until all this shit melts. I don’t get paid enough to put everyone’s lives in danger like this. Especially my own,” he added, as if he needed to clarify.

      “And the show just got canceled,” Maria announced, throwing up her arms.

      “We knew that was gonna happen,” Travis said.

      “If we’d known six hours ago, we never would have left Toronto,” Maria retorted.

      Yeah, it had taken them six hours to make what was normally a four-hour road trip.

      Tensions were definitely high. They couldn’t get off this bus and into a building that wasn’t on wheels fast enough. Bonus that there’d be plenty of room to spread out.

      “Has the forecast changed?” Maria asked while looking down at her phone, probably pulling up The Weather Channel app to answer her own question.

      Ava Hearsy, Maria’s sister and Travis’s girlfriend, was the only one in this entire crew—except for Teddy—who had any real experience with winter weather; she’d lived in New York City for a decade and a half. The rest of them were from various parts of the country that rarely dealt with this kind of crap.

      Lacey and Parker were from southern Missouri. Oz was from LA. Travis had been raised in Dallas and had moved out to LA when he turned eighteen. Maria had lived in Washington State until last year, when she and Oz became a thing.

      While Cash had been born in Chicago, his family had moved to the South when he was three. There was picture proof, but he didn’t remember playing in the snow.

      Cash assumed Carina was from LA, although he couldn’t be 100 percent certain, since he was wholly unable to carry on a conversation with the woman and therefore had never asked.

      Ava narrowed her eyes at her phone. “Given the number of power outages already, I’d say we all need to send up a little prayer that the hotel does, in fact, have electricity.”

      Maria immediately pressed on the screen of her own phone and then lifted it to her ear. After a brief conversation, she announced, “They have power, and our rooms are ready and waiting.”

      Travis scrubbed a hand over his face and muttered, “Fuck, I hate winter.” Ava gave his shoulder a sympathetic squeeze.

      Ignoring him, Maria said, “Okay, so how long is this predicated to last?”

      Cash knew what she was getting at. They were supposed to play Little Caesar’s Arena in Detroit tonight, then head to Chicago tomorrow. After that, it was Minneapolis then Kansas City and last Dallas before they took a two-week break, and then they’d start the final leg of their first ever North American tour.

      “The storm looks like it will move past us sometime overnight tonight. But it isn’t supposed to get above ten degrees Fahrenheit until Sunday,” Ava reported.

      Which meant the roads would likely be impassable until that point. Three days from now.

      “Great,” Maria muttered, furiously tapping on her phone. “We’re looking at rescheduling three sold-out shows. Fan-freaking-tastic.”

      “Hey, at least they’re all sold out,” Cash pointed out. Ever the optimist, that was him. Or so he tried to portray, anyway.

      “The problem is,” Maria said without dragging her attention away from her phone, “we are at the mercy of the arenas and their schedules. And then we have to offer fans either a refund, or they can use their tickets on the new date. And then we have to try to resell those tickets that we ultimately end up refunding. It’s just so messy.”

      “You are so hot right now, babe,” Oz announced. He either had a thing for powerful women or a thing for a woman who was stressed out. Could go either way.

      Maria managed to tear her gaze away from the screen long enough to wink at him. Travis groaned. Cash stole a covert glance at Carina.

      She smiled.

      He whipped his head back around to pretend to stare out the window.

      The hazy view was of restaurants, hotels, old brick buildings that had been given a new life when downtown Detroit had started to come back from being the sort of area a lot of people tended to avoid.

      “Hang on,” Teddy yelled, and then the bus lurched as he pressed the brakes and slammed the bemouth vehicle into neutral to attempt to stop their forward motion. Everybody jumped out of their seats and pressed their noses to the windows as the bus slid a few feet and then finally stopped, only a handful of paces past the hotel’s entrance.

      The doorman wasn’t even fazed as he shuffled toward the bus, standing in his dark overcoat and knit hat, grinning through the sleet as Teddy pulled on the lever that opened the accordion door.

      “You made it,” the doorman announced, clapping his gloved hands. He had what was fast becoming an all-too-familiar I’m-your-biggest-fan glint in his eye.

      Demigoddess Revival had come into being only a little over a year ago. Every single member knew in their soul that they would be successful, someday, but Cash doubted any of them had anticipated it being this quick.

      Not that he was complaining. He was fully aware of how damn lucky they were.

      Staying at this hotel was a perfect example of how shockingly quick they’d skyrocketed to fame. It was about a hundred times nicer than any other hotel they’d stayed in on this tour, with the exception of New York, when they’d played Madison Square Garden.

      Maria had worked her magic and had somehow figured out the owners—and, as it turned out, most of the staff—were huge fans of Demigoddess Revival, and she’d negotiated a ridiculous rate in exchange for free tickets to the show.

      A show that was now not happening. At least, not tonight.

      More employees poured out of the hotel’s entrance, a few of them dragging along luggage carts.

      “You get them and all their bags inside, and then direct me to wherever I’m supposed to park this thing,” Teddy commanded, like he was in charge of this gig.

      No one suggested he wasn’t.

      “Yes, sir,” the valet said, and accepted the key Teddy handed him, which unlocked the luggage compartment.

      Cash stood and stretched, his fingers grazing the ceiling. A memory hit him. Middle school. He had been a foot taller than all the other kids, and the basketball coach had wanted him to join the team. He’d never played, other than screwing around in the driveway like every other kid in the universe.

      Mom had been all for it, but Dad had refused to let him. “These fingers are for tickling the keys,” Dad had said, clutching his wrist and flapping Cash’s own hand in his face.

      Cash supposed his dad had been right; playing piano had earned him far more financial security than basketball likely would have. And now that he’d joined Demigoddess Revival, he was happy—mostly. But it sure had been a convoluted path getting here.

      Travis clapped him on the shoulder. “Get moving. I’m ready to get off this bus.”

      Cash moved forward and stepped off the bus in time to see Carina slip and about to nosedive to the cold, wet sidewalk.

      He rushed forward.

      His sneakers skidded out from under him, and he went flying, body slamming her and sending her crashing to the pavement on her back—with him landing right smack on top of her.

      Lord knew he’d been dreaming about getting on top of her for a good three months.

      Except his fantasies had never involved a sloppy, slushy sidewalk outside of a hotel in downtown Detroit, and certainly not with a bunch of people standing around them, gaping like they’d never seen a Black guy do a faceplant before.

      Maybe they hadn’t. Generally, Cash was pretty steady on his feet. But the combination of ice and Carina’s presence was clearly bad for his ego. And, possibly, her back.

      “Shit.” He rolled off her and straightened, offering her a hand up off the wet ground. She accepted his offer and then pressed her palm to the back of her head.

      “Ouch.”

      “Oh crap, I’m so sorry. I was trying to save you, not squish you.” It was the most he’d said to her since Oz had introduced them. Carina had said, “Hi, nice to meet you,” and he’d mumbled, “You too” while trying to keep the drool from escaping his mouth. She’d probably extended her hand that time, too, although Cash couldn’t remember if he’d shaken it.

      “Trust me, you couldn’t squish me,” she said in that self-deprecating way of women worldwide who believed their bodies were less attractive than they really were. “I don’t have nearly as much cushion on the back of my head, unfortunately.” She grimaced.

      Oz was there in an instant, lifting her chin and peering into her eyes, then moving around to check out the back of her head, clucking like a mother hen the whole time.

      Carina finally pushed his hovering arm away. “I’m fine, jeez. I really just want to get out of these wet clothes.”

      Not what Cash needed to hear right now. His dirty mind immediately jumped to, “I’ll help.” An offer that wouldn’t help anyone.

      In the lobby, the front desk clerk greeted them, key cards held in one hand like she was playing poker. “Cash,” she said, her eyes lighting up when they landed on him. Full of smiles, she handed him a key.

      She was clearly on that list of hotel employees who were fans of the band.

      Holding up the next key, she said, “Oz,” and handed it to him. Travis and Lacey and Parker were already standing over by the elevators, waiting on the rest of them.

      “Maria,” the desk clerk said, offering her a key. “You’re with Oz. Obviously.” She rolled her eyes and smiled, like they were sharing a secret. “Your daughter is so cute.”

      Yep, definitely a fan.

      “I have a Teddy here?” the clerk asked, waving a key, her gaze bouncing over the group.

      “That’s our driver,” Cash said. “Can you hold it at the desk for him? He’s parking the bus.”

      “Of course,” she said, clutching the little rectangle of plastic to her chest like it was a treasure. “And last, I have a Carina?”

      Not only was Maria paying Carina to go on tour and watch her kid, but she was also covering all of Carina’s expenses, including her hotel rooms. Oz had protested the separate room, saying they could save money if Carina and Riley shared a space with him and Maria, but Maria had insisted. Cash could understand. She and Oz had been dating for less than a year; they were still solidly in the honeymoon phase. They probably screwed themselves silly every night before falling into a sated sleep.

      Lucky bastards.

      “Right here,” Cash said, nodding at Carina, who was walking gingerly, leaving slushy puddles in her wake. Cash moved closer to her in a silent stand of solidarity.

      The desk clerk’s eyes widened at him as she offered the key to Carina, and shit, had he been way too obvious?

      No matter how much he wanted to hook up with Carina, he didn’t need the public to know about it.

      That could result in dire consequences.

      Especially for him.
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