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			chapter one


			Eden


			My pen tapped out the drumbeat to the earworm playing through my laptop speakers. Glancing around to make sure I was alone, I grabbed an Erlenmeyer flask and belted out the chorus into my makeshift microphone. 


			“I’m beeeegging you…”


			With the countertop centrifuge spinning out white noise, I could imagine a stadium crowd cheering. My eyes closed, and the blinding lab fell away. I stood onstage in the spotlight.


			“Eden?” came a voice.


			I swiveled my stool toward the door, bowing to Stacy and Kelly as they entered. “Thank you. Thank you very much.”


			Stacy shrugged out of her jacket and hung it on a wooden peg, unimpressed by my performance. “You’re early. How long have you been here?”


			“Since seven.” The centrifuge slowed, and I pulled out tubes filled with rodent sperm. “I’m gonna leave a bit early to head into the city and catch Micah’s show.”


			“At that filthy club?” Kelly curled her lip. “There are never even any guys there. It’s always just a bunch of moms.”


			I gritted my teeth. “Micah’s fans are not all moms.” When Micah made it big, I was going to enjoy refusing her backstage passes to his eventual sold-out shows. I had faith in him.


			I’d never admit that she was right about the crowd that came out to hear my brother perform. But unlike Kelly, I wasn’t there to pick up random guys. I spun a test tube. “Whatever. Sometimes Micah lets me sing.”


			Kelly’s voice turned singsong. “Ooh, I think Eden’s got the hots for her brother.”


			“Don’t be ridiculous, Kelly.” Stacy rolled her eyes and gave me her best don’t listen to her look.


			The clock on the wall reminded me I had seven hours of prison left. I hated the feeling that I was wishing my life away one workday at a time.


			Thanh peeked his head around the door and saved me. “Eden, I need you to come monitor one of the test subjects.”


			I followed Thanh down the hall to the exam room. Behind a window, a cute blond dude sat with a wire snaking out of his charcoal-gray Dockers. Thanh instructed him to watch a screen flashing more or less pornographic images while I kept one eye on his vital signs.


			I bit my pen and put the test subject through my usual Terminator-robot full-body analysis to gauge his romantic eligibility. I wagered he held a desk job in programming, accounting, or maybe architecture. His fading tan, manicured nails, and fit build lent the impression he had enough money and time to vacation, pamper himself, and work out. No ring on his finger. On paper, he seemed to fit my basic mental checklist to a T.


			Even if he was strapped up to his balls in wires. 


			Hmm. Scratch that. If he was financially secure, why was he participating in a clinical trial for boner research? And if it wasn’t for the compensation, I didn’t want to know. Never mind.


			Thanh sat next to me, punching buttons on the complex machine monitoring the erectile event in the other room. 


			I stifled a yawn and stretched my arms. “Don’t get me wrong. This is all very exciting, but could you please slip some arsenic in my coffee?”


			He side-eyed me. “Why are you still working here, Eden? Weren’t you supposed to start grad school this year?”


			“I was.” I sketched a small circle in the margin of the paper on the table. I’d already had this conversation with my parents.


			“If you want to do much more than what you’re doing now, you need to get your PhD.”


			I sighed and turned in my chair to face him. “Thanh, you’ve got your PhD, and you’re doing the same thing as me.” 


			When he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Yes, but it has always been my lifelong dream to help men maintain a medically induced long-lasting erection.”


			I cracked a smile, but his joke barely took the edge off my mood. “I’m not sure this is what I want to do with my life. I’ve lost that loving feeling.”


			“Well, then, you’re in the right place.”


			I snickered at the erectile dysfunction humor. The guy in the testing room shifted, and I thought for the first time to ask. “What are you even testing, today?”


			He reached into a drawer and brought out a vial containing a pale yellow liquid. When he removed the stopper, a sweet aroma filled the room, like jasmine.


			“What’s that?”


			He handed it to me. “Put some on, right here.” He touched my arm. 


			I tipped it onto my finger and dabbed both wrists. “What’s it supposed to do?”


			He raised an eyebrow. “Do you feel any different?”


			I ran an internal assessment. “Uh, nope. Should I?”


			“Do me a favor. Walk into that room.”


			“With the test subject?” It was bad enough that poor guy’s schwanz was hooked up to monitors, but he didn’t need to know exactly who was observing changes in his penile turgidity. Thanh shooed me on through the door, so I went in.


			The guy’s eyes were now on me. As the machine behind me buzzed, I thought, Is that a sensor monitoring you, or are you just happy to see me?


			“Uh, hi.” I glanced back at the one-way mirror, as if I could telepathically understand Thanh’s instructions.


			The guy sat patiently, like he expected me to do something. I adjusted one of the wires, and he went back to watching the screen, as if I were just another technician. Nobody interesting.


			I backed out of the room. As soon as the door clicked shut, I asked Thanh, “What the hell was that?”


			He frowned. “I don’t know. I expected something more. Some kind of reaction.” He started to place the vial back in the drawer. Then he had a second thought. “Do you like how this smells?”


			I nodded. “Yeah, it’s nice.”


			“Take it.” He slid it over. “Let me know if anyone comments on it.”


			I shrugged and pocketed it, curious why Thanh was wasting his time testing aphrodisiacs.


			When four o’clock finally rolled around, I swung into the ladies’ room and changed into a pair of comfortable jeans and a T-shirt. I’d taken the perfume from my lab coat, and before dropping it in my bag, I dabbed a little on my neck, breathing it in. I went nose blind searching for the undertones.


			As I passed through the lab on my way out, Kelly gave me a once-over. “I have a low-cut shirt in my car if you want something more attractive.”


			“I’m fine, thanks,” I said, trying to sound appreciative of her uncharacteristic generosity, but our styles were wildly at odds.


			When she added, “At least let me fix your makeup. Are you even wearing any?” I heard the insult hiding in her offer.


			I pretended she wasn’t bothering me. “No time. I have a train to catch.”


			She sniffed. “Well, you smell nice anyway. New perfume?”


			“Uh, yeah. It was a gift.” I zipped my computer bag and said, “Gotta go. See ya tomorrow, Stacy.”


			Stacy waved without turning her head away from whatever gossip site she’d logged on to, and I slipped out the door.


			As I stood on the train platform waiting for the 5:35 Northeast Corridor train to Penn Station, my mom called. “Oh, there you are, Eden. I’m making corned beef and gravy tonight. Why don’t you come by before you go out?”


			I didn’t know how to cook, so my mom’s invitation was meant as charity. But since her own ineptness in the kitchen was the reason for mine, her promise of shit on a shingle couldn’t lure me from my original plans.


			“No, thanks, Mom. I’m on my way into the city to hear Micah play tonight.”


			“Oh. Well, we’ll see you Sunday I hope. Would you come to church with us? We have a wonderful new minister and—”


			“No, Mom. But I’ll come by the house later.”


			“All right. Oh, don’t forget you’ve got a date with Dr. Whedon tomorrow night.”


			I groaned. She was relentless. “Is it too late to cancel?”


			“What’s the problem now?”


			She wouldn’t understand why he gave me the ick, so instead, I presented an iron-clad excuse. “Mom, if we got married, I’d be Eden Whedon.”


			Her sigh came across loud and clear. “Don’t be so unreasonable.”


			“I keep telling you you’re wasting your time.”


			“And you’re letting it slip by, waiting on a nonexistent man. You’re going to be thirty soon.”


			The train approached the station, so I put my finger in my ear and yelled into the phone, “Next year.” 


			“What was wrong with Jack Talbot?”


			I thought for a second and then placed the last guy she’d tried to set me up with. “He had a porn mustache and a Don’t tread on me tattoo. Also, he lives with his parents.”


			“That’s only temporary,” she snapped.


			“The mustache or the tattoo?” I thought back to the guy from the lab. “And you never know. Maybe I’ll meet Mr. Perfect soon.”


			“Well, if you do, bring him over on Sunday.”


			I chortled. The idea of taking a guy over to their ridiculous house before I’d secured a ring on my finger was ludicrous. “Sure, Mom. I’ll see you Sunday.”


			“Tell Micah to come, too?”


			My turn to sigh. Their pride in him was unflappable, and yet, I’d been the one to do everything they’d ever encouraged me to do, while he’d run off to pursue a pipe dream in music. So maybe they hadn’t encouraged me to work in the sex-drug industry, but at least I had a college degree and a stable income.


			“Okay, Mom. I’ll mention it. The train’s here. I have to go.”


			I climbed aboard and relaxed, so tired of everyone harassing me. At least I could count on Micah not to meddle in my love life. 


		


	

		

			chapter two


			Adam


			I stumbled off the bus, sick to death of testosterone and noise.


			“Give me a hand with these?” Shane called over, grabbing a drum case from the trailer.


			“Leave it for the crew,” I called back. After all, there were some perks to our success. 


			“I would,” he said, leaning hard on the sarcasm, “but I don’t want to stand out here all day waiting for them to show. Someone might try to steal our gear.”


			I sighed, remembering the guitars and amps we’d had stolen over the years. And that was when our instruments weren’t worth a hell of a lot. A couple of years ago, we’d driven a broken down van across the country, eking out a living in smoky bars and the occasional run-down theater.


			Now, with the name of the band covering every single conveyance, it would be hard to hide. It was always hard to hide now.


			Syd stepped off the bus and ambled over to the trailer. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”


			Noah joined us, blond hair a wreck from another month on the road. Somehow he made that look work, earning him the role of the pretty one of the band in the media write-ups. On the bus, he was known as the surly asshole, yet he worked through women like he was sampling chocolates. I couldn’t relate. Women on tour were like carbonation, sparkly and tempting, but by morning, there’d be nothing left. I had no interest in flash. I had even less interest in anyone who only wanted me for the pop fizz of a night with a rock star.


			“I’m going to sleep for a month,” Noah groused. “Maybe a shower first.”


			“Definitely a shower,” Shane jabbed. “You smell like wet p—”


			“Guys,” I interrupted, before they started bickering again. I was so tired of the constant bickering. “Get some rest tonight. Tomorrow’s gonna be hectic.”


			“Yes, Dad,” Noah said, blowing me a kiss.


			Shane’s eyes widened. “Madison Square Garden.”


			“I know.” I blew out a breath. That was a big get for us, and I’d worried we wouldn’t sell enough tickets to fill the venue. I was convinced every day this dream we’d worked so long for would come to a sudden end, and I wouldn’t have banked enough money to keep making music even as a hobby, let alone a career. I didn’t want to be a flash-in-the-pan in my career any more than I wanted to be someone’s one-night stand.


			But this was our home turf, and New York had always welcomed us. Still, I’d held my breath until Jane, our booking agent, texted, Sold out show! Congrats!


			Success came with its own very well-advertised burdens, and I hadn’t come up for air in months. Right now, I needed to take life one step at a time, and my next step was to follow up on the leads our manager, Hervé, had sent for Syd’s replacement while his wife gave birth to their first child. Great for him, but bad timing for us. We were set to go to Europe in a couple of weeks.


			Syd grabbed his guitar case, shaking his head. “Man, I’m glad I won’t have to miss out on playing the Garden.”


			“Yeah. Same,” I said, patting his shoulder. But as soon as he disappeared into the old garage we’d converted into a rehearsal studio, I turned back to Noah and Shane. “Do either of you want to come out with me tonight to Tribeca? I want to check out another guitarist.”


			Noah grimaced, reached for a large drum case, then headed toward the studio, ignoring my question. Shane made an apologetic face. “I’m gonna pass. Just”—he shot a glance at Noah’s backside—“make sure whoever we pick isn’t grouchy all the time?”


			I didn’t like to gossip behind each other’s backs, but Shane and Noah had been best friends since high school, and if Shane was annoyed with Noah, then it wasn’t just me picking up on the bad vibes. “He’s been worse than usual,” I admitted.


			“We played D.C. again,” Shane offered with a shrug. “Makes him cranky when we pass so close to home. So close to—”


			“Lucy, right?”


			He nodded. “I think something happened between them. He’s more unbearable than usual.”


			No lie detected. “Okay, so prioritize attitude over talent. Got it.” We didn’t have a ton of leads to replace Syd on such short notice, but I’d be glad to find someone who wouldn’t drag down the mood on the bus.


			Shane ran a hand through his cinnamon hair. “And would it hurt to find someone ugly for once?”


			I laughed. Shane wasn’t ugly in the least, but he hid behind the drums, so writers focused on his actual musical skills—if they mentioned him at all. And the girls flocked to Noah. Or me. I wouldn’t mind having another pretty boy on tour to attract all those adoring girls looking for someone who didn’t exist.


			This last leg, it had been worse than ever before, now that we had a certified number one hit, a gold record, and a Grammy for our last album. The venues were bigger. The crowds were louder. The fans were scarier. And the groupies... Well, they were like proverbial fish in a barrel. And none of it felt real. Shane watched Noah with envy, as he bounced from one shallow hookup to another. But I wondered if I’d created a prison for myself. I envied Syd a little bit. He’d met his wife while we were still poor and unknown, and he had his priorities straight, willing to risk his spot in a band he’d invested so much in.


			Maybe if I’d been in a steady relationship before all this had happened, I’d trust someone might want me for me. But now? There was no way to tell, and the last thing I wanted was to take advantage of one more girl with stars in her eyes, when all she could see was Adam Copeland, front man to the band The Most Wanted, and not me. Would anyone ever see me again?


			By the time we finished unloading the trailer, I barely had time to drop my suitcase off at home before turning around and heading into the city. I pulled my hood up and donned a pair of sunglasses, hunching down to avoid wandering eyes. It wasn’t that I hated the fame. It was all still so new to me, and I hadn’t quite wrapped my head around the fact so many people connected with my music. Whenever anyone recognized me now, it reminded me how far we’d come, how all our hard work had paid off. But I was exhausted and not in the mood to deal with strangers.


			The club looked vaguely familiar, though they’d started to blend together after a while. Nobody prevented me from walking through the front doors and into the darkness within, so I headed straight back, past the unmanned hostess station, past a merch table, where a girl with dark hair unloaded T-shirts for tonight’s main act, past the empty stage, until I found the tiny green room near the back door.


			“Micah?” I asked, and the blond lying on the ratty sofa with his forearm over his eyes sat halfway up, a grin breaking free as he came all the way to standing, hand outstretched and shaking mine before I’d stepped all the way in.


			“Oh, my God. Adam Copeland.” He pumped my arm. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”


			“Hey,” I wrested my hand free, and gave him a once over. Shane was going to hate that Micah was blond. And maybe as pretty as Noah, though more rugged, more boyish. He looked older than Noah and Shane by a few years. Closer to my age, maybe. I hadn’t had time to research his entire bio, but I didn’t need to know his astrological sign to know he could play guitar. And so far, he seemed at least a fair site cheerier than Noah. Not that it was a high bar to reach. “It’s great to finally meet you.”


			Micah retreated into the room a little farther, allowing me to enter. “I haven’t even mentioned this to anyone, not even my family. I didn’t want to jinx it or disappoint them if this doesn’t pan out, but man, I’m excited about the possibility. I fucking love your music.”


			“Yeah?” People always said that to me, to my face anyway. The reviewers and even the fans had more critical words in writing, but I’d take the compliment. And returned it. “We were blown away by the videos we’ve seen. You’re very versatile.” That was an understatement. Tonight, Micah was playing a solo acoustic gig, but he’d performed in various rock bands, as a stand-in or studio musician, and the dude could handle his own. He should’ve been fronting his own band, but if he were, I wouldn’t be here.


			“Ever since you contacted me, I’ve been studying your set lists and learning as many songs as I can. Syd’s amazing, by the way. I assume he’ll be coming back?”


			I shrugged. “Yeah. We’re only looking to replace him for the European circuit for now. We’ll see how it goes.”


			“I’m happy doing whatever. It would be a total trip to play with you guys.”


			There was more to hammer out, but that would come later, once we’d narrowed down our choices. “So do you mind if I hang around tonight and watch your set?”


			His smile turned megawatt, and I could see him one day on the cover of a magazine. Shane would not be happy at all. “I would love that. Just so you know, this is going to be pretty low key, but I can write rock songs, too, not that you need any help there.”


			He was starting to gush, and it was actually endearing. I couldn’t help but like the guy, and I wondered if we might be friends even if we went with a different guitarist. I needed to make the smart choice and find someone competent who could weather night after night, playing our music skillfully, but emotionally, I was already hoping that guy would end up being Micah.


			I edged into the hallway, back to the still empty club. The girl at the merch table now leaned on her elbows, waiting for the doors to open, bored and idle. She eyed me as I approached, wary, like I had no right to be there. Her blue-black hair framed light skin, which gave her the look of some fairy creature. She was pretty, but not conventionally so. There was something interesting, even captivating in her look.


			Maybe it was the way she glowered at me, like I might rob her blind, that caught my curiosity. For the past month, I’d only seen dollar signs, adoration, or lust in anyone’s eyes. Something about this girl’s blank disdain unlocked a little piece of the real me, the one I tucked away to keep safe from the unreality of my public life. I wanted to win her over, turn her scorn into approval, but I wanted to do it as me, not with my name or my fame. I pulled my hood tighter and walked straight over to the counter.


			As soon as she realized who I was, this cool, disinterested dryad might flit back to another realm, to be replaced with a fawning admirer, chasing after someone and something I only pretended to be. But as I neared the counter, her eyebrow arched with suspicion, not recognition, and my need to charm her without the obvious weapons at my disposal, grew stronger, almost like a compulsion. I let her see my face, risking myself for a hit of pure connection.


		


	

		

			chapter three


			Eden


			Micah had put me to work setting up his merch table. I’d laid out cards with QR codes to download his self-produced solo album and selected one of each T-shirt design to display as samples.


			One of the guys I’d seen hovering near the stage drifted over and started poking around. He flipped over a card, then raised dark brown eyes. “Micah Sinclair. You like his music?”


			He wore faded jeans and a threadbare T-shirt from a long-forgotten AC/DC concert under a maroon hoodie. His dark brown hair fell somewhere between tousled and bed head. I saw no traces of product, so I assumed he came by that look through honest negligence rather than studied indifference. I resisted the urge to pull the T-shirts away from his wandering fingers. But I wouldn’t risk the sale, so I leaned in on my elbows, all smiles.


			“He’s amazing. Will you get a chance to hear him perform?”


			“Oh, yeah. Definitely.” He set the card down and held out his hand. “I’m Adam, by the way.”


			I wrapped my hand around his out of sheer politeness, but I couldn’t help but smirk. “Just so you know, my worst nightmare would be marrying a guy named Adam.”


			He quirked his eyebrow. “That’s kind of discriminatory.”


			“My name’s Eden.” I waited a beat for the significance to register. Any guy named Adam would’ve heard his fair share of Bible jokes. His eyes lit up immediately.


			“Oh. Seriously?” He chuckled, and his smile transformed his features. I sucked in my breath. Underneath the hobo wardrobe, he was awfully cute. “I’ll rethink my proposal. But could I get you a beer?”


			This was a new twist. Usually, the ladies were offering drinks to my brother. I loved getting the attention for a change. “Sure. Whatever lager or pilsner they have on tap.”


			He walked off, and I snickered. Maybe some guys like pale brunettes, Kelly. As he leaned against the bar, I checked out his backside. Tall enough, but too skinny. Questionable employment. Either an employee of the club, a musician, a wannabe musician, or a fan. Shame.


			He was cute, but having watched Micah struggle for years, I didn’t have it in me to support another starry-eyed dreamer. I’d invested every ounce of my meager positivity on Micah’s career, and my well was running dry.


			As for dating Micah’s fans… I’d always wonder which of us they were really interested in, so that was an automatic no.


			Micah moved around onstage, helping the club employees drag cables and whatnot. Not for the first time, I envied him for inheriting some of Mom’s Scandinavian coloring and height, while I got Dad’s pale Irish skin and raven hair. Micah repeated “one-two-three check” into the mic a few times and then strolled over. “Is everything ready?”


			I forced my gaze away from Adam’s ass. “Are you?” 


			He scratched his five-o’clock chin scruff. “So... Would you maybe sing backup on one song? I was hoping to harmonize on ‘Gravity.’ It always sounds better with you.”


			“Sure.” What were sisters for? I had his whole catalog memorized.


			That settled, he slipped away, probably to grab one last smoke before he had to transform from my sweet older brother into that charismatic guy who held a crowd in the palm of his hand.


			Adam returned with the promised beer. “You know Micah?”


			Maybe he was one of the stalker fans who found ways to get closer than normal. How had he gotten inside before the doors opened?


			Before I could ask him, a woman’s sharp voice interrupted. “Will Micah be coming out after the show?” 


			The blond had appeared beside Adam out of nowhere. I glanced toward the club’s entrance, where people had begun to stream in, and took a deep breath to deal with the intensity of music fandom. 


			I turned toward the middle-aged woman with a practiced smile. “He usually does.”


			Her eyes lit up. “It’s just that I brought him cookies.” She held up a canister, and I grinned despite how very weird it was how his fans mothered him.


			“I could take it back to him if you like.” I made the offer, knowing full well it wouldn’t do at all. 


			“No. Thank you. I’ll just wait and give them to him later.” She headed toward the stage.


			I spotted one of Micah’s regular fans, Susan something-or-other, making a beeline for the merch table. As she neared, she frowned at me, clearly put out that I was there before her. “Hey, Eden. I’d be more than happy to man the merch.”


			I never understood what she got out of it. He didn’t pay except possibly in a waived cover charge. Plus, she was farther from the stage and possibly distracted from the performances. Perhaps it gave her status in Micah World. Whatever it was, it made her happy, and I was glad to relinquish the duty to her.


			“Thank you, Susan.” 


			She beamed. “Oh, it’s no problem.” She began to chatter with the other women crowding around.


			Adam caught my eye, and we exchanged a knowing smile. He followed me to the bar where we each grabbed a stool. “So you’re not the number one fan, then?”


			I smiled. “Of course I am.”


			Before we could discuss our reasons for coming out to see Micah, the room plunged into near-total darkness, and Tobin stepped onto the stage to introduce the opening act.


			A tall blond whose explosion of wild hair had to weigh more than the rest of her pulled up a stool and started into her first song without further ado. Out of respect, I kept quiet and listened, although her performance was a bit shaky, and the between-song banter didn’t help. I appreciated that Adam didn’t turn to say anything snarky about the poor girl to me or talk at all.


			At some point he’d dropped his hood back, but with the terrible lighting in the club, I had to squint to see his face. Normally, I wasn’t a big fan of facial hair of any kind, but Adam’s slight scruff caused my wires to cross. On the one hand, I worried he couldn’t afford a razor out there in the cardboard box he lived in. On the other hand, I had a visceral urge to reach up and touch his cheek. And run my finger down the side of his neck.


			When the lights came up between acts, he pulled his hood up and slipped off the stool. Even though we’d barely spoken, I panicked momentarily that he was leaving, and I’d never see him again.


			“Save my seat,” he said, before wending through the audience, like a ninja. The tightness in my chest relaxed. What an odd reaction to a total stranger.


			 Maybe he was in witness protection. I stared after him, one hand on his still warm stool, hoping he hadn’t politely bailed on me, even though we weren’t even there together. But it made me realize I wanted to be there together. I’d only set eyes on him an hour ago, but already, I wanted him near me.


			I chewed my lower lip until he reemerged from the throng with a spreading grin, like he was greeting an old acquaintance, making me feel less foolish for this unfamiliar feeling, this sense we shared a connection.


			He reclaimed his stool and leaned in. “How long have you been following Micah?”


			I wasn’t sure how to answer that, considering the answer was my whole life. “Forever.”


			“Has he been performing long?”


			“Well, he’s been singing since he was old enough to talk. He started playing acoustic when he was eleven but picked up electric when he was fifteen. He formed a metal band in high school, and they won a battle of the bands.” 


			Adam’s expression changed subtly as I recounted Micah’s life history, like he was reassessing my level of fanaticism. I laughed and said, “I told you I was his number one fan.”


			His smile slipped, but he managed to reply politely. “He must be very talented.”


			Something about the timbre in his voice resonated with me, almost familiar, and I regretted my flippant sarcasm.


			Before I could unfuck my social missteps, the lights faded again, and the girls near the stage screamed in anticipation. A spotlight bloomed, and Micah unceremoniously took the stage. He strummed a few notes and broke directly into a song everyone knew. The audience sang along, swaying and trying to out-do each other in their excitement. 


			Adam twisted around and watched me, eyebrow raised. Maybe he expected me to sing along, too. I raised an eyebrow back and mouthed the words along with Micah. Wouldn’t want to disappoint him. Finally, Adam straightened up to watch the performance, ignoring me for several songs.


			Micah performed another well-known song, then a new one, introducing each with some casual banter. He controlled his stage presence like a pro.


			Before the fourth song, he announced, “This next song requires some assistance. If you would all encourage my sister, Eden, to come join me, I’m sure she’d hop up here and lend me a hand.”


			The audience applauded on cue. As my feet hit the floor, Adam’s eyes narrowed and then opened wide. I curtsied and turned to climb onstage to perform—Micah’s support vocals once again. Micah strummed a chord, and I hummed the pitch. Then he began to play a beautiful ballad about a man with an unflagging devotion to a woman. The ladies in the front row ate it up. Micah knew I got a kick out of performing, and I suspected he asked me up so I could live his musician life vicariously. No starry-eyed dreamer, myself, I had no ambitions beyond this.


			When the song ended, I headed back to the anonymity of my stool. There was a fresh beer waiting, and I nodded to Adam, appreciative. He winked and faced forward to listen to Micah. That was the extent of our conversation until Micah performed his last encore and the lights came back up.


			Then he turned back. “You were right. He’s very talented.” He tilted his head. “But you held out on me. Your opinion was a little bit biased.”


			“I was telling you the truth,” I deadpanned. “I am his number one fan.”


			“You two look nothing alike. I’d never have guessed.”


			“We have a shocking mix of genetics.”


			Fans crowded near the merch table, waiting for a chance to talk to Micah, get an autograph, or take a picture with him. If I wanted to go home, I needed to leave now to catch a train back to New Jersey If I waited, I could always stay with Micah in Brooklyn. My decision to hang around had nothing to do with the cute guy paying attention to me. I just didn’t want to navigate Manhattan alone and tipsy.


			Adam asked, “So what do you do? Are you a musician, too?”


			“Actually, no. I’m a biochemist.”


			His eyebrow arched “Finding cures for Ebola?”


			That caught me off guard, and I snorted. “No, nothing that noble.” I didn’t know how to explain what I actually researched, so I half lied. “My company’s developing a perfume.”


			“What’s it like?”


			I scooted over, lifting my arm toward him. “I’m wearing it.”


			He took my hand and kept his dark eyes on mine as he lifted my wrist up to breathe in the fragrance Thanh had given me. “Mmm. That’s intoxicating.”


			I shouldn’t have flirted. I knew nothing about the guy, and, superficially, he ticked any number of boxes from the “deal-breaker” list. But it felt nice to be his singular focus, and what harm was there in a little give-and-take?


			Without dropping his gaze, he brushed his lips across my skin, and an electric current shot up every nerve in my arm. I sucked in a sharp breath, and his eyes dilated black, like this intense desire had surged back toward him. I drew my hand away, shrugging off the shiver that hit me like an aftershock.


			“And you? What do you do?” Hopefully the chatter behind us covered the rasp in my voice.


			He laughed and scratched the back of his neck. “Well, I am a musician.”


			“Oh.” I blinked back my disappointment. From Adam’s appearance, I hadn’t had high hopes, but he might’ve been dressed down for a night out. Way down. “What do you play?”


			“Bass guitar.”


			Worse and worse.


			At least Micah could eke out a living playing solo acoustic. How did a bass player survive?


			I wasn’t a gold-digger by any means, but I also didn’t want to support someone financially, while they traveled off god-knew-where, barely making enough to pay for gas. I truly did love musicians, as a whole. I admired their creativity and drive, but the lifestyle was too precarious for my peace of mind. Even the most talented, like my own brother, had a hard time making ends meet. Traveling and selling merchandise became a necessity.


			Which was why I never dated musicians.


			But sadly for me, all the doctors, lawyers, and architects I encountered were usually not interested in jean-clad, concert T-shirt wearing me—unless they collected dolls. Or guns. This train of thought brought me around to the realization that I’d judged Adam for dressing exactly the same way.


			No wonder I was still single.


			Micah saved me from sticking my foot in my mouth when he appeared at our side. “Adam! I’m glad you stayed. And you’ve met my sister.” He turned to me. “Eden, do you mind if I steal him for a few?”


			Who was holding back information, now?


			Adam threw me a glance. “Will you be here when I get back?”


			A jolt of butterflies hit me unexpectedly from such a simple question. “I’ll be here.”


			He flashed a crooked smile at me, and I traced his lips with my eyes. He was going to be trouble.


			They headed toward the green room, leaving me as confused as Adam must’ve been when I went onstage. Why did my brother want to see him?


			I weighed the possible options.


			Option one: Maybe Micah had finally decided to form his own band and was interviewing Adam to potentially hire to play bass. That was a pretty inspired first guess, I thought.


			Option two: Maybe Adam was one of those agents or managers who scouted around some nights, hoping to offer representation. He had been asking a lot of nosy questions.


			Option three: Or maybe Adam was a homeless man Micah was going to take in out of charity. A homeless man who’d just bought me two beers. I rolled my eyes at myself, but then felt awash with guilt. He probably wasn’t homeless, but it did seem like he might be struggling to get by, and I’d accepted drinks I could’ve easily afforded. Good job, Eden. Way to drive a man to starvation.


			Every new option I came up with to explain Adam’s presence here defied logic and stretched the imagination. I gave up and watched the crowd thin. By the time Micah and Adam emerged, the bar was empty, save me and the staff.


			Micah poked me. “We’re going over to Adam’s. You can come with us or just go straight back to my place.” He bounced on his feet. I glanced from him to Adam, relaxing against the bar. From the looks of things, Micah had a boy crush. Shit, I hadn’t even considered they might be involved. It wouldn’t be the first time my radar had been completely off. After all, Micah didn’t advertise his bisexuality.


			Way to go, Micah.


			Disappointed, I started to make my excuses, not wanting to cock block my brother by tagging along.


			Adam gave a little shrug. “I have a fully stocked bar, and I don’t like to drink alone.” His shy smile was disarming, beguiling, like he really wanted me there.


			Micah stifled a yawn. “Come on, Eden. Just for a drink. Let’s go see how the other half lives.”


			He made it sound like we’d been invited back to a Hollywood mansion. But Micah wouldn’t hesitate to punt me if he was looking to get laid. And despite Kelly’s dumb joke, neither Micah nor I were into incestuous threesomes.


			Besides, now my curiosity was piqued, and I did want to see where this stranger called home.


		


	

		

			chapter four


			Eden


			Adam led us to a walk-up in Brooklyn Heights. As he slid the key into the lock, he downplayed his presence in such an affluent neighborhood with the horrifying excuse: “It’s my parents’ apartment.”


			I stifled a groan. Of course.


			Micah stopped short. “Are we going to disturb them?”


			Adam threw open the heavy door. “Nope. They retired to Florida and left this to me. It’s too much for one person, but whatcha gonna do?”


			My head spun with how quickly I mentally unticked the “lives with parents” checkbox.


			The apartment did in fact look like a family lived there, not a single man, not a musician. Or more like nobody lived there. It was a mausoleum. The mahogany dining-room table and upholstered furniture reminded me of a funeral parlor. Gold-framed paintings graced the walls. A Wedgwood vase stood on an end table noticeably absent of clutter or dust.


			The whole place was too clean by half.


			“Do you actually live here?” I asked.


			His head swung around, “Why do you ask?”


			“Nothing. I expected to find—”


			“Trash on the floor? Dirty clothes on the furniture? Well, you might, normally. But I’ve been out of town for a little while. If you want evidence I live here, you should see my bedroom.”


			I blushed, picturing us there together, alone. He coughed into his fist, eyes crinkling, like he was suppressing awkward laughter at my obvious embarrassment.


			While Micah and I loitered in his sitting room, Adam rummaged through a cupboard with ornate frosted-glass doors. “I’m going to make you a specialty drink.”


			Micah dropped heavily into a gold-velvet winged chair, leaving me the outdated and uncomfortable purple divan.


			“Oh, hey, I’ve got treats.” Micah reached into his khaki canvas messenger bag and retrieved the round canister his fan had given him. He popped off the lid and held it out to me, offering me a chocolate cookie. It did look appetizing, but I couldn’t overcome my fear the lady had baked them in an apartment full of long-haired cats.


			“Nah. I’m good.”


			He stretched and stifled a yawn, which caused me to yawn as well. The long day had caught up to me, and I was starting to feel wiped out, but Micah didn’t have a day job, so I had to ask, “Why are you so tired?”


			“I got maybe five hours of sleep last night.” He scratched his jaw. “There was this girl—”


			I didn’t need him to finish, but before I could ask him why he’d agreed to stay out late under those circumstances, Adam carried over three highball glasses, precariously balanced, and distributed them. He settled beside me and lifted his glass for a toast. “To new friends.”


			The pale yellow drink hardly tasted like booze at all. Micah finished his in three gulps and set the empty glass down beside the Wedgwood vase. 


			I moved his glass onto a coaster, tsking. I held my own glass up to the light, as though it might illuminate the recipe. “This is delicious. What’s in it?”


			“It’s a drink I discovered in Jamaica. It’s got some spiced rum, vodka, peach schnapps, banana liqueur…”


			As Adam rattled off the laundry list of alcohols in the cocktail, I tried to make sense of him. I’d originally misjudged him based solely on his unkempt appearance. I looked around the well-appointed, albeit disturbingly antiquated, sitting room. Adam might have been struggling as a musician, but poor and homeless he clearly was not.


			The hypocrisy of my preconceived opinions made me snort, and Adam stopped talking midsentence. I bit my lip. “Sorry, I just had a funny thought.”


			Micah snorted, too. I glanced over at him to find he’d fallen asleep in the chair. He was slumping toward the floor. “Oh, no. He’s such a lightweight.” I placed my drink on the glass coffee table. “We should be going.”


			Adam jumped up. “No, it’s late. There’s plenty of room here. You can both stay.”


			We jogged Micah awake, and Adam led us down the hall to an office with stark white walls and a black metal daybed against the wall. I had the uncanny feeling we’d broken into someone else’s house. There was nothing to indicate a young musician lived here. Micah dropped on the bed with a sigh, and Adam covered him with a crocheted multicolored afghan.


			Adam whispered, “This was my bedroom when I was a kid.”


			I ran my eyes around the room. Not even a boot scuff marred the walls. “You’re kidding.”


			“My parents converted it. Let me show you something.” He slid open a closet and dragged out a box. “Promise not to laugh.”


			He lifted the lid to reveal a slew of teenage memorabilia. I dropped to my knees and riffled through dozens of concert ticket stubs, old music magazines, and band fliers. I clapped my hand over my mouth, laughing despite the promise. “You kept all this stuff?”


			Micah’s bedroom had been plastered with similar mementos, and I was delighted by the revelation that Adam had a sentimental streak.


			“Technically, my parents did. They didn’t know what to keep or what to throw away, so they boxed it all up. Now I find it nostalgic and can’t bring myself to toss it out.”


			A frame peeked out behind the boxes, and I dragged it out to investigate. Behind the glass, a replica gold record sat above an inlaid photo of the Cheap Trick At Budokon album cover.


			He shoved the boxes back in, and the room regained its immaculate appearance as the closet door slid shut.


			“It’s hard to picture anyone living in here.” I stood up. “I need more proof. I wouldn’t want to be charged with breaking and entering.”


			He led me down the hall, and as he opened the door, he said, “This might sound weird, but this used to be my parents’ bedroom. I’ve made it my own.”


			I expected more of the nineteenth-century museum furniture, but there was no hint of grandmom anywhere. A king-size bed dominated the space, unmade. A duffel bag lay on the floor, spilling out socks and jeans, giving truth to his claim that he’d recently returned from somewhere.


			I scanned the rest of the room. I wasn’t surprised to see a turntable. Micah had been buying vinyl for years. An entertainment unit held a wide-screen TV and a gaming unit. Just inside the door, a stack of envelopes cluttered a dresser, and I spied the top, realizing I’d never asked him his full name.


			“Adam Copeland?” I read. The name rang a bell.


			Then I remembered. Stacy and Kelly had crushed on a rock singer with the same name for a few weeks last summer, another impossibly hot guy with red hair. No, wait, that was a different band. I could never keep their celebrity crushes straight.


			My eyes went wide. What if this was that same guy? They would die. He was a musician, after all. A wave of nausea crested as I took in my surroundings. The guy certainly had money.


			Adam glanced up from a stack of records and caught me staring at him. “What?”


			“Your name is Adam Copeland?” My mind raced. The apartment was his parents’, so the money was probably theirs, too. If he was a rock star, wouldn’t he have some lavish penthouse overlooking Central Park?


			He went back to flipping through albums, nonplussed. “Oh, yeah.”


			I casually sauntered over to the side of his bed and leaned back, facing him, picking at the hem of my shirt, and then, as though I was teasing, I tested the waters. “So, does everyone ask you if you’re any relation to the guy from that band?”


			“Huh?” He pulled out a Van Morrison album.


			Then it hit me. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. It must be an incredibly common name.”


			He froze in place like a deer caught in the headlights, like he had no idea what I was talking about.


			This was embarrassing. Awkwardly, I fumbled for an explanation, rambling. “You know that band? They have a song that gets played about a million times an hour.” On the spot, I couldn’t even remember their name. I scraped my brain, tapping my fingers on the bed post until it came to me out of nowhere. “Most Wanted!”


			“Mmm-hmm.” He settled on an album and slid the vinyl record from the sleeve.


			I hoped I hadn’t offended him somehow. Maybe it was an irritating comparison. If someone famous had my name, I’d get tired of the question.


			What was I thinking? As if some famous musician would just hang out at a club and buy me beers. And flirt. He’d definitely been flirting with me. Regular guys rarely bought me beers and flirted. How much chance would I have with a freaking rock star? I laughed at myself for losing my head temporarily.


			Unfazed, Adam dropped an album onto the turntable. I smiled as a dead sexy Hozier song started. “I love this song!”


			He sidled up next to me and bumped me with his shoulder. “So you like that band, The Most Wanted?”


			Oh, God. Was this a litmus-test question? What if he had a checklist, too? What if he only liked girls who listened to the “right” music and shunned the ones who listened to whatever he found uncool? And why did I suddenly care what kind of girls he might like?


			I shrugged, offering a safe nonchalant answer. “I don’t normally listen to them unless they come on the radio. I don’t intentionally listen to much current rock music, except for Micah’s. But my coworkers gush about that band. They tried to drag me out to see them just recently.”


			“But you didn’t want to go?”


			“No, I would’ve gone. But it was at the Meadowlands, and it was a weeknight. I had to get up early the next day.” 


			“To make perfume, right?” He leaned closer and breathed in. “What’s the name of this one?”


			“Oh, I don’t know.”


			“Mmm. You should call it ‘Irresistible.’ It smells nice.” He lifted my hand and laid a kiss against my wrist, and that electric charge sparked again.


			My brain told me I should leave. I barely knew him.


			But I didn’t want to leave. Adam’s lips felt so good against my skin. His dark eyes sought mine, looking for permission, maybe. The naked desire etched on his face fueled my own. I wanted to feel his lips on mine, but he held back, so I leaned into him, brushing his mouth. He kissed me soft, and I tasted the hint of Jamaican spiced rum.


			He drew back, so close but too far away, his eyes piercing mine. His breathing hitched, but he hesitated, maybe remembering we were mere strangers. I felt tethered there, unable to move back, wanting to move forward. I ran a thumb over the stubble on his cheek, then skimmed that cord on his neck I’d wanted to touch earlier. Without another thought, I twisted my fingers in his messy hair and pulled him back to me.


			As soon as our mouths touched, he knocked me onto the bed, holding my wrists loosely above my head. He dragged his other hand down my shirt until he reached the hem. His fingers roamed uncontested under the elastic of my bra while he kissed me deep, sucking on my lips, brushing his tongue against mine. He pressed his body into me, and I could feel his arousal through his tight jeans.


			He released my hands and tugged at my shirt, pausing again, watching me, as though seeking consent and ready to stop at my first refusal. Breaking apart reluctantly, I sat up to lift it over my head, then lightly grazed his abdomen as I slipped his up and off. When he unhooked my bra, we faced each other on our knees. Complete strangers.


			And for the first time, I saw the inky black tattoos etched across both shoulders and his chest.


			The anticipated ick never registered, maybe because his tattoos were interesting, artistic, and clearly personal. Still, seeing them jarred me from the runaway lust long enough to shake some sense loose, and I told myself to stop this. Nothing good could come of it. We were acting on instinct with no care for what this even meant or where it might lead.


			But I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him, let alone get up and leave.


			As I traced the star tattooed on his left shoulder, his eyes closed, and his nipples constricted into tiny hard points. Awed by this sensual power I possessed over his body with a single touch, I palmed his chest, planing his ribs and abs toward his waist. His movements mirrored mine, arousing my senses, tempting me to want more and more and more. My logical mind kept trying to take control, to make me behave sensibly, but I could no more respond to reason at this point than I could stop breathing.


			My need for him was overwhelming.


			Whatever was happening, when he reached down to unsnap my jeans, with a questioning glance, I bit my lip and watched him drag down the zipper, shimmying as he peeled the waist down my hips along with my panties. Adam stood to kick off his own, and we stared at one another, brazenly.


			He exhaled. “You’re so beautiful.”


			With the way he looked at me, I believed him. And while he was on the skinny side, he was all tight muscle. Built would be the wrong word, but he was sculpted and cut in ways that did funny things to my insides. And God, those lips.


			“Come here.” I held out my hand and led him onto the bed next to me. 


			He grasped my shoulders, and when we kissed again, he coaxed me sideways beside him, tracing my cheek before he let his hands explore farther south. “I swear this wasn’t why I invited you here, but honestly, I was attracted to you from the moment I saw you.”


			“From the first moment?” My heart raced as I explored the muscles leading down to his hip. It had been a long time since I’d been with a man like this, and it felt exquisitely forbidden and dangerous.


			“The very first.” His hand reached my inner thigh, and he gently canted my legs apart so he could slide a finger against me. I let out a soft moan.


			He nudged me onto my back, still kissing me, and threw his leg over. My breathing intensified when his erection made contact with my skin.


			I whispered, “Adam?” My voice sounded husky. “Do you have a condom?”


			He stopped. “I—”


			“In a drawer maybe?”


			“No, I—”


			“No? Why don’t you—?”


			He rolled slightly away. “I just don’t. We can just—” He ran his hand down my torso. But third base would’ve been a huge letdown when we were about to steal home.


			I sat up. “Hold on.”


			My dad always told me ingenuity was the key to success. I doubted he was talking about pickpocketing my brother for protection, but I was sure in theory he’d approve of me sneaking down the hall to Micah’s canvas bag and swiping three condoms, just in case. Micah would never miss them.


			I came back to the bedroom, hoping all the heat hadn’t vanished. But Adam met me at the door and threaded his fingers in my hair, drawing me in for an intoxicating kiss. My knees nearly buckled. He caught me and lifted me onto the bed. Our legs twined together, lips inseparable. 


			He worked the condom without even looking at it, allaying my fears that he didn’t use them, then sucked on my lower lip as he guided himself into me. I gasped at the sheer pleasure.


			When I lifted my hips to drive him deeper, he groaned, leaning in to kiss my throat, and when I dug my nails into his back, he dragged his teeth across my collarbone, so animalistic, it drove me wild. He withdrew and thrust again, detonating an explosion of bliss, and I surrendered to my body’s demands, rocking into him, urging him to fuck me harder, faster.


			My legs wrapped around his back, and he lost control, pounding into me with a messy need. At the frenetic pace we hit, I knew the whole thing would be over before we’d even begun, but then, suddenly, Adam slowed, stopping altogether to touch me and kiss me, still deep in me. I untangled my legs from him, and he caressed my skin, reaching down between us to run his thumb against me, and I arched my back, chasing a cresting orgasm. When he rocked his hips again, I went over the edge with a hard shudder. His breath turned ragged, broken up by short grunts until he let out one deep groan and collapsed on me. I could feel his heart thudding in his chest before he fell to one side.


			His breathing slowed, and he propped on one elbow, still kissing me gingerly on my arms and shoulders, humming a little tune. Lying beside this total stranger, naked and postcoital, I waited for the awkward slut shame to rush in. In all my life, I’d never had a one-night stand, and when he disappeared to ditch the condom, I wondered if I was supposed to leave. But that was the last thing I wanted to do. 


			The room hung in suspended animation, cocooned, quiet and still, like the beginning of time, and when he slid in beside me again, there was nobody else but him.


			He looked into my eyes and then up at my forehead. “Your hair is the midnight sky.” He traced my cheek. “Your skin is the light of the moon.”


			I bit the inside of my cheek, trying not to laugh. “You’re calling me pale?”


			He placed his finger on my mouth. “Your lips are rose petals on a snow-covered field.” He rolled closer and kissed me once, half smiling, playful. “Eden, it’s safe to say you are the fairest of them all.”


			My laugh stopped in my throat. I caught his hand in mine and intertwined our fingers. Words failed me. 


			But he didn’t seem to expect a response. He wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me into him. “Sleep here with me?”


			A peace settled over me, and I slipped off, listening to Adam’s quiet breathing. It sounded just like music.


		


	

		

			chapter five


			Adam


			She curled into my chest, and I lay there, breathing her in. It had been so long since I’d slept next to another person, if I didn’t count crowding into the back of a van or sharing the riser on the tour bus with a sweaty drummer after a show. I hadn’t hooked up with a groupie in ages, and I had no plans to, ever again. Noah didn’t mind the endless sea of anonymous faces, but he had his own demons, and I knew he fucked to forget the one who got away. I suspected even he wanted to be seen for himself and not some image. We lived under a microscope the entire time on tour—and lately, even off—but we were all hiding in plain sight.


			Then this woman took me by surprise.


			One minute, she was cool and mysterious, and the next she gushed so profusely about Micah, I thought I’d severely miscalculated. I imagined her following Micah from show to show, always chasing a shooting star. I didn’t judge people who sought access, a brief conversation or an autograph. Sometimes more. But I’d felt a stab of disappointment to add Eden to their ranks.


			When Micah had asked her onstage, my world tilted on its axis. Then it was me, watching her like some adolescent fanboy, mesmerized by her graceful stage presence, fading in behind Micah’s impossible-to-ignore talent. She harmonized effortlessly, her voice edged with a slight rasp, and I wanted to strip her brother out so I could hear just her. I wanted her to sing like that with me.


			It was clear that Micah was destined for his own fame, whether with my band or on his own. He had the It factor, and it was only a matter of time and luck. I could be that luck for him.


			Eden stirred, and I pressed a kiss into her forehead, trying not to wake her but hoping I might. She smelled like some kind of secret flower, found deep in a magic forest, where she dwelled in hazy rays of sunlight. Her head tilted back, offering up her mouth, and I couldn’t resist. Something about her made me want to protect her, capture her, free her, make her mine, and give myself to her. It made no sense at all, and I wondered if I was creating a false image of her in the same way so many women had turned me into nothing more than a paper god. Would this feeling even survive the night?
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