
  
    
  


  
    Dakota


    Annabelle Stewart, all tight leather skirt and hot lace panties, thundered into my life for one night after a rock show and calmly drove away the next day. She should have been like any other one-night stand I’ve had over the last ten years touring with Balefire. But she wasn’t. At odd moments, I catch myself thinking about her, wondering if I made as big an impression on her as she did on me.


     


    Then I walk into the rehearsal for our drummer’s wedding, and who’s standing with the bride? The hottie who keeps me awake with thoughts of our one night together. Beautiful, smart, and sassy as hell, Annabelle sets me on fire with her kisses and leaves me hanging. But I’ve got plans for her.


     


    Annabelle


    I never expected to see him again. Two years after hooking up with Dakota Perri after a Balefire concert, I’d convinced myself that night was a fantasy. But the way he looks at me during Jack and Clio’s wedding, like he remembers every second of our one-night stand, lights me up. Too bad I blew it.


     


    Then I score an management internship with the band, an opportunity guaranteed to land me a scholarship with a top graduate program—if I don’t earn a reputation for sleeping my way to success. Which is a problem. I see Dakota every day. Every time we’re together, the sparks fly faster and hotter. If I want to achieve my goals, I have to resist him. But how can I resist a man as panty-meltingly hot as Dakota Perri when he says he’s wild for me?
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    For Grady


    and for Austin and Trey—


    the rock stars in my life.


    I love you.
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    Chapter One


    Dakota


    When I strolled into the rehearsal for the monk’s wedding, I was knocked flat on my ass. Metaphorically speaking. We didn’t start the evening with a brawl. Kind of amazing considering how much grief my little joke caused Jack for a while. Now the joke was on me. The girl who haunted my dreams stood laughing with a couple of other women, oblivious to my presence. It left me with an ache in my chest so intense it threatened to choke me.


    Last time I saw Annabelle, she tossed me a wave as she drove away in her sweet blacked-out Mustang. After checking another experience off her bucket list, an after-concert night of sex with a rock star, she drove right out of my life. Too bad she left all those incredible memories behind.


    Closing my eyes, I could see her again, haltingly giving her first—and I hoped only—striptease. Then she climbed up my body where I lay on the bed, leaned in and kissed me so hot and deep and dark I almost came in my jeans. For the rest of the night, we torched my sheets to the point we could have set off the hotel fire alarms.


    As the sun sneaked in under the drapes the morning after, she gathered her clothes like she assumed she was another one-night stand in a decade of one-night stands for me. Except in unguarded moments over the last two years, I’d caught myself thinking about her, dreaming about her. That girl gave me the best night ever—and the next morning she calmly walked away like banging a rock star was something she did every other day. No begging for a selfie to prove her night to her girlfriends. No slyly hinting I might want her number. No outright asking to join the band on tour. Maybe she did bang rock stars regularly. Hell, I didn’t know. As I watched her with the monk’s fiancée, for some reason the thought burned like acid in my gut.


    Whether he planned it or not, Jack revenged me well, saddling me with his fiancée’s friend MandMs for the wedding. The girl was so starstruck she could barely look at me let alone speak to me when Clio Barnes soon-to-be Whitehorse introduced us. Instead of taking my arm to walk down the aisle the way every other bridesmaid did at the wedding rehearsal, she let her fingers hover somewhere near my elbow and studiously watched the grass as we walked to the pretty arbor in the Whitehorse family’s backyard. I was going to have to work on relaxing her, or she might fall flat on her face at the start of the ceremony the next day. What I would have rather been doing was talking Annabelle back into my bed.


    As I stood beside our bass guitarist Adam Tron and lead singer Blu Connolly, the other members of Balefire, I knew I was supposed to be listening to the justice of the peace explain what all would be happening tomorrow afternoon during the ceremony. Instead, I couldn’t help but remember my earlier encounter with the only girl who’d ever been more than a blip on my radar once I finally approached her.


    “Annabelle.”


    “Dakota.”


    “You two know each other?” Blu had asked, looking from one of us to the other like a spectator at a ping-pong game.


    As we stared at each other, I watched her eyes widen a fraction and felt my own mirror hers. Damn, she was cool.


    “Not really,” we said in unison.


    “We met after the concert at Red Rocks,” I said.


    “The same night Jack and Clio managed the first of their reconciliations,” Annabelle added with a little smile.


    Blu tilted his head. “Huh. Wonder how I missed all that.”


    “It was a big night, playing in front of our home crowd and all. I think you were celebrating.” I was addressing Blu but never took my eyes off Annabelle.


    What whirred around in her pretty head? What did she truly think about the night we met?


    Before I could pursue the topic any further, Lori Whitehorse, Jack’s mom, interrupted us to let us know the JP had arrived and we were needed in the rehearsal.


    Now, Blu hissing at me under his breath jerked me back into the present.


    “You get that?”


    “What?” I asked, confused.


    “Where’d you go?”


    I shrugged. What was I gonna say? That I was reliving moments with Annabelle since she’d unexpectedly walked back into my life?


    “When the JP says, ‘This is a union of love,’ that’s our cue to grab our guitars to play Jack’s song to Clio. Pay attention, dude.”


    “Got it,” I whispered back as I tried not to stare at Annabelle across the aisle.


    That’s when I caught her sneaking a look at me, and I couldn’t help it. I grinned and winked. Of course I wanted her attention. What I really wanted was to know if she’d give me another night like that one magic night we spent together two years ago.


    Annabelle


    When we gathered at the back door to Jack’s parents’ house, Dakota Perri slipped behind me and whispered in my ear. “Annabelle, can I hope for another private striptease later?”


    Since the man was a walking, talking ad for hot sex, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I could hear laughter in his voice, but Clio saved me from answering when she interrupted to pair up the wedding party. I’d be walking in with Adam Tron, the bassist for Balefire. We’d walk ahead of Stacy Newhouse, our sorority sister and the maid of honor, and Colin Whitehorse, Jack’s older brother and best man. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved or disappointed about not walking in with Dakota.


    Good thing I didn’t have to answer his question. What could I say? I had no idea what he thought about what happened between us. I’d earned my reputation for wildness, but that strip show I’d given him the night we first met was a one-off. I couldn’t decide if he was teasing me or actually wanted a repeat performance.


    Even though I’d played it cool, I couldn’t stop shifting my gaze across the aisle to that man. Damn him and his bona fide rock star gorgeousness, those incredible sea blue eyes, that shock of sun-kissed brown hair, that lean muscular body decorated with tats in the most interesting places. It would help if I didn’t remember every detail about him. When he grinned and winked at me, my heart jumped and I struggled not to lose my breath.


    Yep, Dakota was definitely laughing at me.


    But I remembered the way he groaned and shouted his pleasure during that one magical night I spent with him after a Balefire concert two years ago. Not only was the man a virtuoso guitar player, he was also a master at pleasuring a woman. My skin tingled, and my core tightened and wept at the sound of his voice so deep and warm in my ear when we saw each other at the start of the rehearsal.


    Since he’d undoubtedly had countless women over years of touring with Balefire, I was under no illusions about him remembering much of what happened with me. After all, I’d been a junior in college, hardly a worldly woman when I slept with him. Certainly, my little strip show couldn’t have been the first—or last—private show some woman had given him either.


    Still, I never thought I’d actually see him again even after it came out that my best friend Clio’s baby daddy was Jack Whitehorse, Balefire’s drummer. Yet here we were, meeting again nearly two years after that incredible night following the Red Rocks concert.


    From some distant place, the sounds of the string quartet playing and people moving jerked me back to the present. We filed down the aisle between the chairs Jack’s army of brothers had set up in the Whitehorses’s back yard. Adam Tron and I walked out ahead of Dakota and my sorority sister MandMs, who fluttered beside him, apparently starstruck. I understood the feeling, but for a different reason. The heat on my backside told me his gorgeous eyes were trained right there, and I couldn’t wait for the rehearsal to end. The girls and I had planned one last single ladies’ night with Clio, which meant I could escape Dakota Perri until I could process all the emotions skittering through me at seeing him in person again.


    Too bad Dakota had other plans.


    Cornering me away from the others, he asked, “Annabelle, you are planning to save me a dance after the ceremony tomorrow, aren’t ya?”


    “I think the entire wedding party is expected to dance together at least once.”


    “I meant a private dance.”


    When he deepened the timbre of his voice, dripping seduction into the delivery of the word private, I couldn’t miss what he meant. But I pretended to anyway. “If you want to dance with me at the reception tomorrow, Dakota, just ask.”


    He moved closer, nearly but not quite touching me yet stealing all the available air. “Last time, Annabelle, I didn’t have to ask.”


    Since Dakota stood somewhere north of six feet while I topped out at five five, I had to look up into his eyes. The desire I saw there tripped my pulse into overdrive. Maybe he remembered that night better than I thought.


    Blu’s fiancée, Ashleigh Baker, saved me from giving in to temptation and probably making a fool of myself.


    “Hey, Annabelle, you riding with us?” she called.


    Sliding awkwardly beneath his arm where he had me partially caged in beside the house, I mumbled, “Excuse me. The girls and I are taking Clio out for one last fling. I think I’m holding up the show.”


    “I heard. Have a good time, Annabelle. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


    The deep rumble of his voice, the promise in the word tomorrow, sent shivers straight through me. I heard more than saw the smile on his face, and a little voice inside me screamed, “Run! Run for your heart!” But of course I didn’t. I walked away with as much bravado as I could pretend and knew I’d spend the rest of the evening thinking even more than usual about Dakota Perri.
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    Chapter Two


    Annabelle


    “What’s the deal with you and Dakota, Annabelle?” Stacy asked almost before we found a table in the dimly lit club we’d chosen for the night’s festivities.


    “Jack used Annabelle’s acquaintance with Bailey Saunders to set us up the night we made Angel after the Red Rocks show,” Clio helpfully supplied.


    “Who’s Bailey Saunders?” MandMs asked.


    “Balefire’s head road engineer,” I said.


    Stacy kept pushing. “How do you know Bailey?”


    Slanting her a look, I said, “I met Bailey at a party once. He took a picture of me and apparently caught Clio in the background.” I glanced around the room for our table. “I guess he showed the picture to Jack who saw Clio and hatched a plan that included giving me tickets and backstage passes to the concert, on the condition I brought Clio with me.”


    “So that’s why you’d only offer those Red Rocks tickets to Clio. Now it all makes sense.” Stacy arched a brow. “Did you meet Dakota that night?”


    Clio and I exchanged a look.


    “It’s your story,” Clio began. “I assumed something happened, but I never asked.”


    “Of course something happened.” We were talking about Dakota Perri and me after all. Geez. Then I remembered myself. “But it was a long time ago. Tonight, we should be focusing on you.”


    Turning away from the conversation, I led us to the big semicircular booth at the back of the bar. The large gold and black “Reserved” sign smack in the middle of it told me I had the right one.


    Mandy MacLean, aka MandMs, was the quiet one of our little quartet, which made the vehemence in her voice so jarring once we all slid into our seats. “He didn’t hurt you, ask you to do something you didn’t want to do, did he? I’ve heard stories about how some of these privileged rock ’n’ roll players take advantage of women.” Her eyes saucered and her face turned cherry red as she looked around at our friends, two of whom were engaged to rock stars.


    I had to laugh. She’d be mortified to discover what I initiated with Dakota that night. “No, MandMs, nothing bad happened.” I waved my hand. “But it’s all in the past.”


    “From the way he zeroed in on you at the rehearsal, it didn’t look like it’s in the past,” Ashleigh said with a sly grin.


    Before meeting Blu, Ashleigh had literally had been the girl next door, and the press still brought up the way Blu proposed to her onstage during a Balefire show in Miami. Though a couple of years older than the rest of us, and not part of our original little group of Chi Phi sorority sisters, Ashleigh fit right in with us.


    Still, I wished she wasn’t so observant. “You know Dakota better than I do. The fact that he’s a monumental flirt shouldn’t surprise you, Ashleigh,” I said with an eye roll. Hopefully, they’d all take the hint and drop the discussion.


    They didn’t.


    “He wasn’t flirting with me during the rehearsal,” MandMs pointed out with an impish smirk.


    “That’s because you were freaking out the whole time. Honestly, MandMs, you can take his arm like the rest of us. He won’t bite—much. Right, Annabelle?” Stacy said with a laugh.


    “But he’s so big and intense and hot. And, oh God, he smells like heaven. I have no idea what to do with that much male perfection,” MandMs gushed, breathlessly fanning herself.


    I laughed with the others, but I knew exactly what she meant. Thinking about what he said after the rehearsal left me all hot and bothered. Mercifully, a waitress arrived to take our drink order. After she headed back to the bar, we busied ourselves arranging our gifts for Clio in the middle of the table. A few minutes later, our waitress returned with a tray of yummy drinks—margaritas and shots of tequila.


    Raising my shot glass, I said, “Let’s toast the woman—and man of the hour, which for the record is not Dakota Perri,” I said with as much humor as I could. “To Jack Whitehorse and Clio Barnes. May you have the whole fairytale.”


    Choruses of “Oh yeah!” “Jack and Clio!” and “Congratulations!” rang out around the table as we raised our glasses to our friend.


    “Now for the important stuff,” I added with a wink.


    Reaching across the table, I grabbed the gift bag I’d brought in with me and handed it to Clio. “Angel is evidence that you and Jack are quite compatible between the sheets,” I began, “but we don’t want you two becoming boring old married people. This should help.”


    I handed my gift to Clio with a wicked grin over the top of my margarita.


    Clio pinkened, anticipating the naughtiness she would have to share with the rest of the group. Of course, I didn’t disappoint. I’d found the sexiest white lace camisole, garters, and stockings set—no panties of course—exactly perfect for a honeymoon with a rock god. When Clio extracted my gift from the silver foil bag, people at the bar could hear the gasps from our corner table.


    “Clio, your birth control had better be up to date when you wear that on your honeymoon, or Angel is going to have a sibling before the year’s up,” Stacy said, with a laugh.


    “This is seriously hot. Leave it to you, Annabelle, to find something like this for me.” Clio grinned. “Thank you.”


    “My gift will complement Annabelle’s. Here.” Ashleigh handed Clio another bag.


    “I can’t imagine what could complement that.” With a shy smile, Clio reached into the gift bag and pulled out a sexy black silk wrapper that looked about as long as a man’s shirt.


    “You have to pair those two, Clio,” I said. “The hem of that wrapper might brush the tops of the stockings. Jack will lose his mind when he sees you.”


    She wavered. “If I can find the nerve to wear it.”


    “Oh, you have to wear it. Guys love to look, and you’re going to look sooo amazing in that outfit.” Ashleigh bobbed her head.


    “This will be for the next night.” Stacy handed Clio another gift bag.


    Clio parted the tissue paper to reveal a turquoise satin teddy cut nearly to the navel. “Oh my. I think there might be a scrap of material here.” She laughed nervously.


    “It will look stunning with your auburn hair. That’s mainly why I chose it. You could even wear the black wrapper with it for an added surprise,” Stacy said.


    I winked at Ashleigh who gave me a discreet thumbs-up.


    “These gifts presuppose Jack will want you any way other than naked for the entirety of your honeymoon.” I waggled my brows over the rim of my glass and took a sip of cool strawberry deliciousness.


    Clio laughed too, but she didn’t look any of us in the eye.


    As I watched her reaction, I couldn’t stop the teasing. “You know, for a woman who’s the mom of a one-year-old daughter, I think you’re the most virginal of us all.”


    “Except for maybe MandMs.” Stacy slid her a side-eye. “Speaking of, what do you have for the blushing bride?”


    “Oh, just this.”


    MandMs’s cryptic tone should have alerted us, but we are talking MandMs here, which presumed something practical or at the least something innocent.


    MandMs handed Clio a rather large, nondescript black matte gift bag that appeared to be filled with black tissue paper. The wrapping was intriguing, especially given the occasion and the giver.


    Clio pulled out a wad of tissue paper and gasped. “MandMs! I thought Annabelle would give me this, not you.”


    When Clio didn’t immediately reveal the contents of the bag, Stacy, Ashleigh, and I prompted her. “Come on, Clio. Show us.”


    “What’s in the bag, Clio?”


    “Spill it, girlfriend.”


    With an audible sigh, Clio pulled out a set of fur-lined handcuffs, a large purple vibrator, a pile of red silk scarves, and several small pots of flavored body paint.


    “Did not see that coming, MandMs.” I nodded in admiration. “But it looks like you brought the most useful gift of all.”


    Smiling, Stacy added, “Jack and Clio certainly shouldn’t be bored on their honeymoon.”


    “Like that would happen anyway,” Ashleigh said, raising her glass to her lips.


    “What a surprise coming from you,” Clio repeated, staring at MandMs.


    MandMs shrugged and took a sip of her margarita.


    “All right, MandMs, give it up. How do you know about all this stuff?” I demanded.


    “I paid attention when we were all living at the Chi Phi house. And I’ve dated a few guys too,” she replied with an enigmatic expression.


    “There’s a story there, one you need to share, Miss Innocence,” Stacy said.


    “I’ll follow Annabelle’s lead tonight and keep the focus on the woman of the hour. Clio, you don’t have to give us details about your honeymoon, but maybe you could tell us Jack’s reaction to our gifts? That would be fun,” MandMs said before she demolished her margarita.


    “Easy, girl. We need to be coherent tomorrow afternoon.” Ashleigh inclined her head toward MandMs’s empty glass.


    “Afternoon being the operative word,” MandMs replied, signaling the waitress for another round. “Tonight, we celebrate our friend’s happiness.”


    During the evening, several men in the club approached us, drawn by the exuberant way we drank and danced together. With both Clio and Ashleigh engaged to two of the most gorgeous men on the planet and the other three of us there to support Clio, we flirted but kept our party mostly to ourselves. No doubt that was doubly unfair to the male clientele considering how hot we all looked in our short skirts and sky-high heels.


    Some of the hangdog looks we received when we turned down the guys’ more creative lines kept us going for the ride back to our hotel suite. Having closed down the club, we were still giggling when we exited our town car.


    “I loved the guy who told you he could get you out of it after you told him you were in a relationship,” Ashleigh said to Clio.


    “I know, right?” She giggled.


    “I liked the one about ‘aside from being sexy, what else do you do for a living?’” I added and nearly tripped on the curb outside the hotel lobby.


    “You do look sexy in that tight green dress, Annabelle,” Stacy said. “But he didn’t see you nearly miss that curb.” Her laughter unleashed a fit of giggles from MandMs.


    “Keep laughing, MandMs. But I thought I heard one of those guys, the one with the horn-rimmed glasses and his shirt buttoned to the collar, ask you if you were religious, ’cause you were the answer to his prayers. How did he zero in on you like that?”


    “He wasn’t the only one coming on to MandMs,” Stacy said, her words slightly slurred. “I overheard that built cowboy tell her she might be asked to leave the bar soon since she was making the other women look bad. Way to go, MandMs!” She offered a fist bump, but they missed, unleashing another fit of laughter.


    “I liked the guy who told you to stop drinking, Stacy, because you were driving him home,” Clio added.


    “I liked him too. That line was actually a good one.”


    Clio keyed us into the hotel suite where we were spending the night together, and we fell inside still laughing at the lines we’d heard during our evening. She dropped her gift bags on a side table while the rest of us collapsed onto comfy couches and lounge chairs artfully arranged around the living room.


    “Clearly, that club attracts guys who spend too much time on pickup line sites or something.” Ashleigh smirked.


    “Yeah, well not all of us are lucky enough to find a rental next door to a rock star like some people we know,” Stacy said with a sly wink.


    “There is that.” Ashleigh sighed. A smile spread over her face as she stared dreamily at the huge diamond on her left hand. With a little shake of her head, she said, “We picked the right place for a bachelorette party since that crowd assured that all of us would make it home together. Is that why you chose that particular venue, Stacy?”


    “Maybe,” she drawled.


    “Don’t be coy, Stace. You know that’s exactly why you picked that club.” I leaned back against the cushions on the couch and dangled the heel of my shoe off my foot.


    “You have to admit, it was entertaining.” Stacy snuggled deeper into the cushions on the other end of the couch.


    “A good time was definitely had by all,” MandMs said from the lounge she’d draped herself over.


    “Time for bed, girls.” Clio stood and stretched. “We have an early wake-up tomorrow.”


    “Ugghh! Don’t remind us,” I groaned, but I hauled myself up off my comfy seat and headed down the hall to the bedroom I was sharing with MandMs.


    🎵


    A picture-perfect day dawned for Clio’s wedding. Or maybe it didn’t dawn that way—but that’s how we found it when we finally dragged ourselves out of bed at the butt crack of ten o’clock after someone from room service banged on our door. When we opened the drapes in the living area of the suite, we could see blue skies for miles.


    “Today is going to be perfect,” Stacy pronounced from where she stood before the floor-to-ceiling windows. “The perfect day for the perfect couple.”


    Her words fell on deaf ears as the bride in question stepped back into her bedroom, her phone tight against her ear. As I walked farther into the living room, I caught part of her conversation.


    “We had a great time, but I miss you and Angel. That’s the first night I’ve ever spent away from her. I can’t wait…”


    I lost the rest when Clio softly closed the door behind her.


    “The perfect bride is being the perfect mom at the moment, Stacy,” I said as I arranged myself on the lounge.


    “She is, isn’t she?” Stacy handed me a flute of orange juice.


    I took a sip. Make that a mimosa. Yum.


    “That’s exactly the way we should start this perfect day. Your roommate up yet?” I asked.


    “Ashleigh’s in the shower. I take it MandMs is in yours.”


    “Yep. Which means more yummy healthy alcohol for us.”


    “Healthy alcohol?”


    “Of course. You made this with orange juice, didn’t you?”


    Stacy cracked up.


    “What’s so funny?” Ashleigh asked as she stepped into the room, towel drying her hair.


    Stacy walked over to the room service cart and produced another mimosa, handing it to Ashleigh. “Here’s some ‘healthy alcohol,’” she said, air quoting me.


    Ashleigh pulled a face, and I explained, “It’s made with orange juice. Orange juice is good for you. So—healthy alcohol.” Punctuating my words, I took a large swallow, smacked my lips, and grinned.


    “You are one of a kind, Annabelle.” A wicked gleam slipped into Ashleigh’s eyes. “You really are kind of perfect for Dakota.”


    I nearly dropped my drink at her comment but tossed back the entire contents of my glass to cover my reaction.


    “Uh-huh. There’s definitely more to your story than you’ve told us,” Stacy began.


    The back of my neck grew hot. “I, uh, you know, it’s not…”


    Bless MandMs. “Hey, Annabelle. Can I borrow some of your lotion? I seem to have forgotten mine.”


    “Sure. Let me grab it for you.”


    I all but ran down the short hallway to our shared room.


    🎵


    We all congregated in Clio’s bedroom to dress for the wedding. I was helping MandMs with her hair when I heard Ashleigh open the door of the suite to Lori Whitehorse, Jack’s mom, who arrived with Clio’s baby Angel. We’d all showered and finished the breakfast she’d so thoughtfully ordered from room service. Stacy allowed Clio two minutes to reconnect with her daughter before she sat Clio back into the chair so she could finish her makeup. A sense of déjà vu washed over me as I remembered another day when Stacy made up Clio’s face in anticipation of seeing Jack Whitehorse.


    “This is the scene I always hoped to see in my own home,” Lori remarked with a sigh as she surveyed the chaos of Clio’s bedroom. Bridesmaid dresses hung from closet doors and Clio’s wedding dress took up the middle of her bed. We’d dragged extra chairs from other rooms into the suite as we helped each other fix our hair and makeup. Laughing and talking, we were completely at home with our informal set-up as we prettied ourselves.


    “Jack mentioned something about that when he called me this morning,” Clio said around Stacy’s hand as she applied lipstick to Clio’s mouth.


    “I’d like to know what you were doing talking to Jack this morning,” Lori demanded. “The bride and groom are supposed to remain separated until the wedding.” Her tone was stern, but her eyes danced.


    “Couldn’t help it. If your son weren’t so h”—she caught herself—“wonderful, I wouldn’t need to call him the morning of our wedding,” Clio responded. “Besides, I needed to check on Angel.”


    At the mention of her name, the toddler in question crawled up into her mother’s lap and reached for the makeup brush Stacy wielded as she touched up the contours she’d highlighted on Clio’s cheeks.


    “She lived right up to her name as usual,” Lori cooed at the baby. “Angel is the most precious little person on the planet.” She smiled lovingly at her granddaughter who fisted her tiny hands in Clio’s bathrobe and babbled happily.


    “I almost forgot. The photographer will be here in half an hour, so I hope you’re ready for the dressing photos,” Lori added.


    “You sure are, Lori. You’re one stunning mother of the groom. No wonder your sons are so gorgeous,” Ashleigh said as she dropped her rose-champagne bridesmaid dress over her head. Due to her time on the road touring with Balefire, she had perfected a routine that rendered her sensational in half the time it took the rest of us to look decent.


    “They are a rather gorgeous lot, aren’t they?” Lori beamed with pride. “Now one of them is finally bringing women into the family. Has Jack mentioned he’s currently my favorite?”


    “Only about a thousand times since our engagement last Christmas,” Clio said laughing.


    “If I’m lucky, girls will outnumber boys in the Whitehorse household before all is said and done,” Lori added, waggling her eyebrows wickedly.


    We finished our wedding toilet right as a knock on the door announced the photographer’s arrival. He took several photos of Stacy and Lori fussing with Clio’s veil and of the rest of us admiring the garter we’d insisted she place high on her thigh rather than below her knee where she demurely tried to put it. Then the photographer concentrated on Clio and Angel. For some weird reason, those poses of my friend staring into her daughter’s eyes with so much love caused a picture of Dakota Perri to invade my mind. Shaking my head to clear it, I made myself useful by gathering up the bouquets the florist had delivered on the heels of the photographer’s arrival.


    A short time later, our happy, giggly trek through the hotel lobby stopped all conversation as people smiled at the gorgeous bride and her entourage. A stretch limo awaited us in front of the hotel, and I pulled Clio aside as Lori stepped in to buckle Angel into her car seat.


    “Remember the last time we rode in a limo together? I couldn’t understand why you weren’t having as much fun as the rest of us, but that’s not the case today, is it girlfriend?”


    “Honestly, Annabelle, I was terrified to see Jack that night. Today, I can hardly wait to see him, to make our life together official.” A speculative gleam in her eye should have warned me. “As I recall, you couldn’t wait to meet a certain lead guitar player that night. That still the case, Annabelle?”


    “Didn’t we give that topic a rest at your bachelorette party?”


    “You are looking forward to seeing him again.” Clio grinned. “Good for you. He’s definitely hot, and you know exactly how to handle your heart around a guy like him,” she added with a whole lot more confidence than I felt.


    My friends appreciated that I was choosy yet also enjoyed men. After all, God put them on this earth to make life fun for us girls. But for some reason I didn’t want to think about too much, I wanted to keep my night with Dakota to myself. Hold those memories close.


    Fortunately, we had the distraction of the wedding to change the subject as Stacy lifted Clio’s train, and together we helped her into the car. Gathered in our wake, the hotel lobby crowd cheered as I closed the door, and all of us waved back. The strangers’ enthusiastic send-off seemed an auspicious beginning to Jack and Clio’s marriage.
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    Chapter Three


    Annabelle


    MandMs nudged me, and we both stole a glance at Clio’s parents, Harrison and Meredith Barnes, as the three single members of Balefire launched into their raucous, acoustic version of “Missing You.” Jack had written the song for Clio between one of their reconciliations and asked the guys to play it during the ceremony, a plan kept secret from Clio’s parents. Mr. and Mrs. Harrison Barnes considered themselves among Denver’s elite, and they probably were, but their insistence on strict decorum for the ceremony, complete with a string quartet, irritated Jack. I’d overheard him say something about it to Tron before the rehearsal last night.


    This little show apparently was his way of giving his new in-laws the finger while simultaneously honoring his bride and friends.


    Meredith Barnes pursed her lips and glared at the back of Clio’s head, but I thought I detected the ghost of a smile on Harrison Barnes’s lips before he blanked his face altogether.


    Clio, on the other hand, laughed out loud when Balefire started playing and leaned up to kiss Jack on the cheek.


    Blu appeared to be trying to sing to the happy couple, but I noticed his attention kept straying to Ashleigh. My heart fluttered at all the love flowing through the music, and my attention drifted to Dakota.


    He played his guitar like a sorcerer, conjuring incredible sounds from a wooden box and steel strings. I couldn’t look away as he tore up a solo in the middle of the song where Jack usually blew a listener’s mind with his drums. Dakota’s long fingers were a blur as they traveled up and down the neck of his guitar, mesmerizing me with movement and sound. Somewhere in the back of my consciousness, I remembered those hands playing my body with exactly as much skill.


    Like he’d somehow tuned in to my thoughts, Dakota looked away from his guitar only once, his eyes zeroing in on me. I couldn’t read the expression in their sea-blue depths before he gave me a tiny nod and returned his concentration to playing. Could the sorcerer read my mind? Yet I couldn’t stop staring until the song ended and the band returned their instruments to their hiding place behind the justice of the peace.


    Jack and Clio concluded the ceremony with a kiss so scorching it should have been X-rated. Jack’s grandmother was still fanning herself as the last of the wedding party walked up the aisle and over to the reception area under a banquet-size tent. That kiss made me wish for a private moment with a certain lead guitarist before I took a deep breath to shut down my libido. Sensing Dakota’s eyes on the bare skin my dress exposed on my back as we walked up the aisle didn’t help much.


    The reception began with the toasts. Stacy gushed about what a great couple and what great parents Jack and Clio made. Jack’s brother Colin told Jack to enjoy his favored son status while he could, leaving everyone to guess what he meant by that. Then I caught the telltale signs of a blush staining Stacy’s cheeks beneath her carefully applied makeup, and I wondered.


    Next, Jack and Clio cut the cake without all that smashing-cake-in-the-face nonsense. Jack’s four younger brothers grumbled their disappointment, but Jack simply smiled and leaned in to kiss imaginary cake crumbs from Clio’s lips, eliciting a sigh from the women in attendance. He looked up from the kiss and winked at his brothers, slipping an arm around his bride and pulling her close to his side.


    I tried my best to keep my attention on the bride and groom, on the wedding traditions they enacted, and on Adam Tron, my partner for the day. Even though I found the man interesting and sizzling hot in his quiet, understated way, my thoughts and my eyes kept straying down the table to where Dakota sat. Unable to keep my eyes away from him, I mentally kicked myself. Seeing MandMs ignoring him made me too happy to be nice, but I couldn’t help it. The idea of Dakota with MandMs, especially after her little surprise present at the bachelorette party, had invited the green-eyed monster into the dark recesses of my mind. The feeling left me uncomfortable. MandMs was one of my best friends, and I certainly had no claim on Dakota Perri after one night of spectacular sex.


    Not long after the cake distribution, Jack’s old band Rude Awakening set up their instruments, and the party started in earnest, rescuing me from my wayward thoughts.


    Dakota


    Unfortunately, I’d been seated at the opposite end of the table from Annabelle for the toasts and cake. Which meant I couldn’t acknowledge let alone do something about the hot desire she let me see when she stared at me as I played my guitar during the ceremony. MandMs hadn’t relaxed with me at all, so I didn’t even have conversation as a distraction for the lustful thoughts Annabelle stirred in my head.


    I’d promised Blu and Tron I’d remain on my best behavior today, so I had to wait until after Jack and Clio danced their first dance before I could approach Annabelle. Anticipating the wait might actually kill me, I downed my glass of champagne and reached for the magnum on our end of the table for a refill. If the preliminaries continued to drag on, I’d be well into that bottle to maintain my sanity.


    Nonchalantly leaning forward to sip from my glass, I turned my head to check on Annabelle and caught her staring back at me. Good to know she couldn’t stop thinking about me either. I acknowledged her with a nod and a wink, and she leaned back in her chair so fast, I was afraid she might topple over. Maybe she wasn’t so cool where I was concerned. I liked knowing that. Chuckling to myself, I took another healthy swallow of champagne and settled back into my chair.


    “W-what’s so funny?” MandMs asked from beside me.


    “Circumstance,” I replied before catching on that she’d initiated conversation. “Hey, you talk.”


    “Of course I talk. What kind of comment is that?” she huffed.


    “Since Clio paired us up at the rehearsal yesterday, you’ve been completely silent.”


    “Well, you’ve been completely intimidating.”


    She drained her champagne, and I didn’t waste time refilling her glass.


    “Drink up. Maybe when you relax, you won’t find me intimidating.”


    She cocked a brow at me and drained half the refill I’d poured for her.


    “Slow down, sister. We still have to dance.”


    “I know. I’m getting ready.”


    “You need to be smashed to dance with me?” That was a new one.


    “You do have a reputation, you know. One I think you’ve earned. I’m trying not to embarrass Clio by running away from you.”


    Huh. I’d never had that effect on a woman. Usually, they were crowding around me, not trying to keep themselves from running away. Then again, I did just watch the sexiest woman I’d ever met nearly knock herself out of her chair when I caught her staring at me. I grinned to myself again.


    I knew I shouldn’t but I couldn’t resist teasing Clio’s nerved-up friend. “Relax. I promise not to ravish you—much—on the dance floor.”


    When I said that, I swear MandMs squeaked. She downed the rest of her champagne and didn’t wait for me to refill her glass, doing the honors herself instead.


    Damn. I wore a tux, covering up all of my ink. I’d replaced the big-ass diamond stud I usually wore in my ear with an understated gold hoop. I’d even brushed my teeth and washed behind my ears in the shower this morning. Yet this girl acted like I was some ravaging ogre from a fairy tale. Oh, yeah, here was some fun to be had.


    Jack’s old band started warming up on the dais near the portable dance floor under the tent, and Jack and Clio rose to take the floor for the first dance. Nonchalantly reclining in my chair, I slid my arm along the back of MandMs’s seat and smiled wolfishly at the way she sat forward like she might run through the table any minute to escape me.


    A few bars into the song, Dez Amarillas, lead singer of Rude Awakening, invited us onto the dance floor. “Our buddy Jack and his new wife—damn, that’s kinda hard to say—his new wife Clio would like the rest of the wedding party to join them out here.”


    “That’s our cue.”


    I stood and reached a hand out to MandMs who stared at it like it might morph into a serpent or something before she waved hers over it and stood by herself. So of course, I had to go there. “Time to face the music, little girl,” I growled at her.


    She squeaked again when I set my hand lightly on the small of her back and propelled her ahead of me for our obligatory dance. As much fun as it was to tease her, her responses were starting to bug me. What I wanted—needed—was the breathy encouragement of a certain brunette with eyes the most beautiful shade of light green I’d ever seen.


    Since the wedding party took the dance floor in the middle of the song, I didn’t have to endure MandMs’s stiff body and jerky dance moves for long. When the song ended, though, I couldn’t resist a parting shot. I snapped my teeth near her ear, and she nearly jumped out of her dress. “Thanks for the dance. The Big Bad Wolf will leave you alone now,” I whispered.


    Without waiting for her response, I turned on my heel and headed for my prize. After being a good boy and putting up with the goofy bridesmaid, I deserved some alone time with Annabelle.


    During a quiet moment at the rehearsal last night, I’d casually asked Clio about her. The fact that she’d remained unattached since I met her gratified me. I didn’t want to have to take out some schmo who thought he stood a chance with her. Plus, her attending the wedding dateless gave me the green light for enjoying another night—or two—with her. Knowing she’d be here was one of the reasons I came stag. Of course, attending any function with a date would have meant giving up opportunities, and that never figured into my MO.


    By the time I finished teasing MandMs, Annabelle had nearly made it off the dance floor. Snagging her hand, I tugged her back to me.


    “Annababy, I think it’s my turn to dance with you.”


    I couldn’t help but smirk at her wide-eyed stare in response to the endearment I’d made up on our one night together. “Hey, you told me last night if I wanted to dance with you, all I had to do was ask.”


    Though the band kicked into something up-tempo, I pulled Annabelle close, wrapping my arms around her, probably holding her way too close for a polite dance at the start of the evening. Not that I gave a shit. I’d been waiting a long time for this moment.


    She held herself stiffly, her hands barely resting on my biceps. I needed her to relax, be herself with me.


    “I heard you girls had a good time last night.”


    “We did, thanks.”


    “You give Clio some special stuff to encourage Jack on their honeymoon?” I couldn’t rein in the wicked chuckle that escaped me.


    Annabelle shivered deliciously against me, and I pulled her body flush with mine as I swayed us to the music.


    “Definitely,” she replied with a knowing smile. “MandMs surprised the heck out of us with the bag of tricks she gave Clio.”


    “MandMs?” I pulled back enough to catch her eye. “From my experience with that one, I’d think she gave Clio a blanket masquerading as sleepwear.” I couldn’t help the accompanying eye roll. Honestly, that woman had tried my patience almost to my last nerve.


    Annabelle laughed. I couldn’t tell if she laughed at me or at her friend, but I didn’t care. Her laughter made me think of champagne bubbles, all light and round. When she laughed, she relaxed, her full breasts pillowing perfectly against my chest. It was all I could do to keep my hands wrapped around her waist rather than let them explore further south over her pretty round ass.


    Her expression turned positively naughty as she described MandMs’s gift to Clio. My eyes widened as she shared the details of flavored body paint and fur-lined handcuffs.


    “Get out! Are we talking about the same person here? The one who needed two glasses of liquid courage to dance half a dance with me a few minutes ago?”


    “She thinks you’re scary.” Annabelle smirked.


    “I know.” I sighed dramatically. “She told me when she finally started speaking to me.” I leaned in close, rubbing my jaw lightly against the side of Annabelle’s face. “You don’t think I’m scary though,” I purred into her ear.


    Again with the full-body shiver. I have to admit, I liked the way the woman couldn’t help but respond to me.


    She sighed and pulled away, leveling a look at me. “I know you’re scary. When it comes to women, you’re a pirate, stealing all our common sense. I’ve seen your show live, remember? Every possible style of women’s lingerie literally carpeted that stage and the floor in front of it at Red Rocks.”


    “Except for your sexy black lace thong.” I quirked a brow. “That hung off my guitar for most of the show.”


    She gasped. “You remember what I threw onto the stage that night?”


    “There were three hotties in the front row whose attention I wanted later. One of them turned out to be Clio, who obviously was spoken for. The other one tossed up a red lace bra, and I had a notion to follow up on her invitation.” She shot me a look, and I chuckled. “You tossed up those incredibly sexy panties. But I gotta say, Annabelle, you were definitely the prize.”


    She blinked at me.


    “Usually, I’m not a big fan of weddings, but I was looking forward to this one when I found out you’d be attending it.”


    No doubt my eyes gave away my desire for her since she sucked in a breath when she looked into them.


    The song ended, and the lead singer announced the bride and groom were to dance with their parents. Since my whole goal for the evening involved a repeat of the night after Red Rocks, I took Annabelle’s hand in mine and led her from the dance floor over to where I’d been sitting with MandMs. Mercifully, that woman had vacated her seat, ensuring I could keep Annabelle close to me.


    Apparently, some little drama played out with Clio and her parents, something that riveted Annabelle’s interest. She sat on the edge of the chair I pulled out for her, and when I leaned in to ask her about champagne, she shushed me.


    “What’s going on?” I whispered.


    Speaking out of the side of her mouth, she explained, “I don’t know what Jack’s told you, but Clio’s parents don’t exactly approve of this marriage. Because of Angel, they’re stuck though. I hope Clio’s dad doesn’t humiliate her at her own wedding.”


    At her pronouncement, I noticed she sat like she could bolt any second. Not what I had in mind at all.


    “Are you planning to do something about it?” I asked more casually than I felt.


    “I think all the women in the bridal party plus Jack’s mom are ready to do something about it.”


    Leaning back in my chair, I looked around the reception, and sure enough, all of Clio’s friends showed a keen interest in Harrison Barnes’s reaction to the lead singer’s invitation.


    Taking his time, he stood up from the little table where he and his wife sat apart from the rest of the party and walked with purpose to Clio and Jack’s table. Silently, he held his hand out to his daughter, and I swear, I heard a collective sigh of relief circle the backyard.


    Clio glanced at Jack, and he nodded before he stood and walked over to her mom. The woman hesitated, and it was my turn to feel protective.


    “She wouldn’t…” Annabelle began, echoing my thoughts.


    Mrs. Barnes looked around at the rest of the party guests and placed her hand in Jack’s. I relaxed and turned my attention to Annabelle.


    “I take it this little scene had people worried.”


    “You were worried too. I felt you tense up when it looked like Mrs. Barnes might not dance with her new son-in-law.”


    I shrugged.


    “We can all relax and have some fun now that Clio’s parents have publicly acknowledged Jack and Clio.” She sat back in her chair and let out a long breath.


    Handing Annabelle a glass of champagne, I said, “I’m all about having fun. Dancing with you, among other things, is fun.”


    I kept my tone neutral, but I slid my arm over the back of her chair.


    When she downed a slug of champagne, I couldn’t help but grin. Leaning toward her, I whispered, “Just so you know, you get to me too.”


    Slowly, she turned her head to stare at me with round eyes.


    “I’m not kidding about wanting a repeat of the first time we met.” I let my eyes roam over her face and the artistic mass of shiny curls piled on her head before I zeroed in on her pouty mouth. “In case you were wondering.”


    She took a deep breath. “I gotta be honest, Dakota. I’m surprised you even remembered me.”


    “Remembered your panties onstage and that incredible strip show you gave me later.” I smiled over the rim of my glass and downed half my champagne.


    “Shhh! You don’t have to say that so loud,” she hissed and looked around for who else might have heard me.


    “You’re embarrassed by that? How could you be embarrassed by that?” Seriously, I couldn’t understand how doing something so off-the-charts hot could embarrass her. Leaning close, I said, “That night was one of the most incredible nights I’ve ever spent with a woman, Annabelle.”


    Again with the surprised eyes. “It was?”


    “Definitely. And I let you get away without knowing your last name or number. I read the wedding program, so now I know your name is Annabelle Stewart, but I still don’t have your number.”


    “You want that?”


    How could this woman who put herself out there to give me a private show and radiated confidence in the way she carried herself and interacted with her friends—yes, I was watching—not believe my very real interest in her?


    I pulled my phone from the front pocket of my suit pants and pulled up a new contact. “Your number, Annabelle.”


    She blinked a couple of times, and I wanted to kiss her. Not because her full lips were such a temptation or because I knew exactly how soft they felt beneath mine but because she wasn’t one of those pretentious women who knew the only thing in the world I wanted was her number.


    A slow smile curved those luscious lips as she caught where my eyes had wandered. Then she grabbed my phone and programmed her number into it—at least I hoped it was her number.


    After she handed the phone back to me, she arched a brow, leaned in close to me, and whispered, “We’re going to keep that night between us, right?” A sudden thought took her and she sat back and gasped. “You haven’t already told the other guys in the band, have you?”


    Her strapless dress only hinted at her cleavage, but it exposed her chest, where a distinctly rose tinge bloomed on its way to her neck. Fascinated, I watched as it climbed up to her cheeks. Without conscious thought, I traced my fingertips along that blush and cupped her face in my hand. She stilled at my touch, seeming not to breathe.


    Setting my lips on her skin, I spoke for her ears only. “Annabelle, there are some experiences that are too special to share with anyone. That night with you was one of them.” Settling back in my chair, I eyed her. “I take it you didn’t share it with your friends either.”


    “N-no.”


    “Bet we’re on the same page about this too.”


    Lowering my mouth to hers, a tiny puff of air gusted over my lips as she let it go. Those full ripe lips of hers were beneath mine, and the whole party disappeared. So soft, so sweet. A faint taste of champagne and the dark promise of feminine heat overwhelmed my senses, and I deepened the kiss, sliding my tongue across the seam of her mouth, teasing her to let me in.


    When she opened for me, I couldn’t stop the groan that rumbled deep in my throat. Jesus, the woman could kiss. Her tongue moved over mine as aggressively and insistently as mine moved over hers. Somewhere along the line, her hand rose to my face, holding me to her the way I held her to me. I could have kissed her like that for hours, but from some distant place, someone rather loudly cleared his throat, interrupting my concentration.


    Tron stood right behind my chair. “I’d tell you to get a room, but I know you’d take me up on that suggestion, and the party is a long way from over,” he said laughing.


    “Oh, I agree with that,” I replied, my eyes never leaving Annabelle’s. “What do you want, Tron?”


    “To remind you that you’re seated at the front of the party.”


    “And?”


    “And you might want to remember that you promised to behave today—and tonight. Show some solidarity with Jack on his big day.”


    Rolling my eyes, I sighed and pulled back. “Yeah, yeah. I remember. You can move along now. Nothing to see here.”


    Tron laughed again. Addressing Annabelle, he added, “Apparently, you made an impression on our boy that night after Red Rocks.”


    “What are you talking about?” she demanded, leveling a suspicious look at me.


    “You were with Clio that night. Dakota was jerking Jack’s chain about her before you snagged his attention, which was good. Kept me from having to step in the middle of those two.” He smiled. “Guess you’re reconnecting.”


    “And we don’t need a chaperone,” I grumbled.


    “You kinda did a few minutes ago,” he said with a chuckle. “Enjoy yourselves, kids, but humor the rest of us and keep it PG.”


    “Who died and made you dad?” I said under my breath.


    Tron exploded in laughter and walked away.


    All the good feelings we’d been sharing seemed to have dried up with Tron’s interruption.


    “I thought you said you didn’t share anything about that night with the rest of the band,” Annabelle said quietly, her eyes on her lap.


    I’d been on the receiving end of that kind of frost a time or two, and I wasn’t having it from her. “I didn’t say one damn thing about us to anyone, Annababy.”


    She arched a brow and sat farther away from me.


    “Like Tron said, he remembers you from that night too. Kinda hard not to with as hot as you looked in that leather skirt.”


    “You remember what I wore that night?” It was kind of cute the way her voice rose with each word.


    “I remember everything about that night. Which is why I hope you didn’t fuck with me when you programmed your number into my phone. I have plans for us that don’t end with this party.”


    Annabelle


    That kiss I couldn’t resist left me wet and needy, distinctly uncomfortable for the earliness of the evening. The way Dakota touched me, so gentle yet with so much intent almost got me off as much as his kiss. Good thing Tron interrupted us, or who knows how far things could have gone. It was one thing when I thought he might have a passing idea of who I was. It was something else to know he remembered the same details I did—and for the same reason.


    Sleeping with Dakota Perri after Balefire’s Red Rocks concert had been my own personal dare, a private challenge I thought would end there. I hadn’t counted on how he’d make me feel—or apparently how I’d make him feel too. Thinking about it now, I hadn’t treated him fairly. In my mind at the time, he was a rock star, someone not quite real. The night itself had become almost a fantasy in my head, something that only happened in my dreams.


    Our conversation after Tron interrupted us reminded me that in spite of his celebrity, his incredible musical ability, and his reputation, Dakota was first and foremost a man. An intense, incredibly hot man who wanted another night with me. A real night, not a fantasy.


    Total shock would be the understatement of the year to describe how that revelation made me feel.


    Of course I’d go there. No woman in her right mind would pass up a night with the sexiest lead guitarist in the country. But what about afterward? Considering the way I’d obsessed over Dakota after spending one night with him, how would I ever handle the aftermath of spending a second one with him? Especially since I understood he was a player, a wild-ass rock ’n’ roll star who would move on with the band’s next tour.


    Sure, he’d asked for my phone number, and if he ever called it, he’d find I’d played him straight. I blinked at him. I was fairly sure he’d never call it. A guy like him would do the pretty and ask for a number to keep a girl from feeling used. After all, he might run into her again at a wedding or something. Still, the possibility of another incredible night in Dakota Perri’s bed would tempt a saint to sin. Everyone who knew me knew I never aspired to be a saint.


    “Annabelle, what are you doing sitting here? We need you for the bridesmaids dance.” When MandMs breathlessly spoke to me, I had a fleeting notion she did so to drag me away from Dakota, probably for my own protection.


    “The what?” Dakota demanded.


    “You know, when the bridesmaids all dance together—without guys,” she emphasized like everyone should know what she was talking about.


    Actually, we made up the dance at the bachelorette party when all of us were pretty well hammered. I’m surprised anyone remembered.


    “Come on, Annabelle.” She punctuated her command by grabbing my arm and nearly dragging me out of my chair.


    Throwing an apologetic smile at Dakota, I followed my friend to join the others already on the dance floor. Ashleigh met me with a shot of tequila while Stacy handed one to MandMs. Shooting the girls a wicked grin, I downed mine, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, and shook my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Clio’s mom gaping in horror at my antics, and I burst out laughing. After we shot our shots, the four of us lined up facing the head table to perform our dance for the bride and groom.
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