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            To my readers.

            Without you, torturing my imaginary friends wouldn’t be nearly as much fun!
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            Chapter One

         

         Piper

         I would have missed the call, but I’d just flung my purse into my car, the contents spilling out onto the passenger-side floor mat like a burst piñata. Despite the tears clouding my vision, it was impossible to ignore the flashing letters—DELANEY FRASER—vibrating from within a sea of tampons, makeup tubes, and spare change.

         Unable to check the impulse, I reached for it, taking a second to wipe at my wet eyes before swiping my thumb across the screen. “Hi, Delaney.”

         It sounded like a frog had crawled into my throat. If I was lucky, Delaney would be too polite to mention it.

         “Piper, are you sick?”

         Of course I wasn’t lucky. I’d never been before, why should today be any different?

         But despite the cocoon of self-pity I wanted to wrap myself in, I couldn’t miss the genuine concern bleeding from Delaney’s voice.

         Not that I deserved it.

         Delaney and I had known each other since nursery school back in Bronxville, the suburb of New York City where we’d both grown up. From throwing sand in her face rather than sharing my pail and shovel, to snubbing her in favor of the mean girls clique in high school, I’d done nothing to deserve Delaney’s concern, or her friendship.

         The truth was, Delaney’s niceness had always scared me. I had secrets to keep, even back then. Especially back then. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down for a minute. And being friends with a girl like Delaney—someone who cared about more than just the labels sewn inside her clothes or her boyfriend of the month—terrified me.

         Crazily enough, Delaney Fraser was now my closest friend. My only friend, actually. As a public relations assistant for one of the hottest talent managers in Hollywood, I had yet to master work-life balance. But with Delaney clear across the country finishing up her degree at NYU, my overscheduled calendar wasn’t an issue for us.

         Forcing a huge, fake smile on my face even though she couldn’t see me, I automatically shifted into my default mode: Fake It Till You Make It. Maybe that was why I’d been so drawn to Tinseltown. Here, whether you had your SAG card or not, everyone was an actor. “Nope. I’m great. How are you?”

         There was a pause. “Piper, you don’t sound great.”

         Delaney was no one’s fool, and she’d picked up on the truth. A truth I wasn’t ready to admit yet. It was too new, the wound too raw. “Of course I am,” I insisted, even though it was obvious I was one step away from falling apart. “And I’m going to be late for work, so…”

         “Wait.”

         My finger hovered over the END CALL button on my screen. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t hang up on Delaney.

         “I was calling to tell you that I just booked a flight to LAX. I want to surprise Shane at his show tomorrow.”

         The knot in my stomach drew tighter; the warm, stuffy air inside the car choking me. If Delaney was coming to Nothing but Trouble’s show tomorrow, I would need to book a car service from the airport to the venue, get her an all-access backstage pass, a hotel room—no, she would be staying with Shane, of course…

         Details. My mind latched on to the expanding to-do list in my mind, anything to avoid thinking about what I’d just seen or a certain member of the band I’d have to avoid tomorrow. “What time are you getting in? Do you have an outfit to wear? I’ll arrange for hair and makeup—”

         “Piper.” She cut me off with a laugh. “You don’t have to fuss over me anymore.”

         That wasn’t exactly true. Her relationship with Shane Hawthorne was no longer a press stunt, but as long as Shane and his multi-platinum band, Nothing but Trouble, were my boss’s biggest clients, part of my job still involved fussing over Delaney.

         “And how exactly would I explain leaving you to fend off the horde of paparazzi that stake out LAX to my boss?” Although Delaney wasn’t a celebrity herself, after the media circus surrounding Shane had gotten ahold of her, her face was nearly as recognizable—and profitable—as her rock star boyfriend’s. “Believe me,” I continued, “fussing over you is a hell of a lot easier that trying to placate Travis Taggert.”

         “I don’t know how you put up with that man,” she conceded.

         Right now, I was pretty sure all men were the scum of the earth, but as far as bosses went, Travis wasn’t bad. And it was because of him that Delaney and I had reconnected.

         When Travis had been faced with the unenviable task of informing an A-list actor that his director had hired a body double for his upcoming sex scene because his ass wasn’t as finely sculpted as it had been a decade ago, Travis and I decided to strategize, or maybe just procrastinate, over drinks.

         Delaney had been our waitress.

         Neither Delaney nor I realized it at the time, but Travis had taken one look at her and instantly known she would be perfect for Shane.

         As always, Travis’s instincts had been spot on. Once Shane and Delaney became an item, I was assigned to manage her introduction to Shane’s possessive fans. At the time, it had been a huge promotion, but because of our prior relationship, Travis wanted me on board.

         The moment Delaney moved to New York for school, I’d asked to be taken off the Nothing but Trouble account.

         Rock stars were not my thing.

         Not anymore.

         “He’s my boss, so it kind of comes with the territory. When are you getting in?” I might not be assigned to the band anymore, but I still pitched in where Delaney was concerned. We spent the next few minutes going over her travel itinerary, and after we hung up I jotted down notes in the planner I kept with me at all times.

         The knock on my window made me jump, my pen streaking across the page. I’d forgotten that I was still sitting in the parking lot right outside my building.

         Adam was standing there, looking regretful and apologetic, and irritatingly pulled together. Had he taken the time to shower after I ran out his door?

         I didn’t even bother rolling down the window. I had nothing to say to my boyfriend.

         Correction: ex-boyfriend, as of twenty minutes ago.

         Starting the ignition with a shaking hand, I backed out of my parking spot, not caring if I ran over Adam’s toes. Not caring if I ran over any part of Adam’s anatomy, although there was one in particular I would have preferred.

         Delaney might have found her Prince Charming, but so far I was more of a frog magnet.

         Landon

         I should buy stock in Trojans.

         The random thought skittered across my brain as I flushed the condom down the toilet, my gut twisting as I watched it shudder and swirl before finally disappearing. I know flushing latex is bad for the plumbing and the environment, but when the condom is filled with my sperm—I can’t go leaving that shit around.

         Over the years I’d dealt with more baby-daddy scandals than I cared to think about. None of them had turned out to be valid, and I intended to keep it that way.

         Forever.

         Not only was I the drummer of Nothing but Trouble, the most successful band of the decade—according to the tweet that just vibrated through my phone—I was also…

         Wait for it…

         The Most Fuckable Rock Star on the Planet.

         Apparently, I’m a legend.

         Am I surprised? Fuck, no.

         It’s a reputation I’ve earned behind my drum kit and behind closed doors. In dark corners of dingy bars and in full view of anyone with eyes. I am nothing if not generous with my skills. Spreading the wealth and all that.

         But when it came to my sperm, I knew better than to leave it unattended.

         Ridiculous, really. I mean, chicks weren’t exactly lining up to bring me home to meet Mom and Dad. And I would hardly fit in at a PTA meeting—not with my tattoos and piercings and penchant for illegal substances washed down with hundred-proof liquor.

         Turning on the tap, I splashed water on my face, pushing rough, drumstick-callused hands through my hair. I didn’t bother checking out my reflection in the mirror. I knew what I looked like, saw myself reflected in the hungry eyes of people wanting a piece of me every damn day.

         I was desperate for a shower, but that would have to wait. I needed to rouse the girls in my bed and get them out first. Otherwise they were bound to wake up while I was scrubbing their scent from my skin and strip the hotel suite of everything I’d touched. Clothes, sheets, dirty glasses still sticky with the residue of whatever liquor I poured down my throat last night—given the opportunity, they’d all be up on eBay before I reached for a towel.

         I’m living the dream.

         Except that when I wasn’t onstage or in a recording studio pounding away at my custom built drum kit, it felt more like a nightmare.

         When I was playing, my chaotic thoughts suddenly made sense. I could spot patterns. Arrangements of energy to be identified and interpreted, set to a unique rhythm.

         From the relentless noise inside my mind, I made music.

         But when I didn’t have a pair of drumsticks in my hand, I spent most of my time doing another kind of banging.

         Hence, the two girls in my bed.

         Because otherwise I’d be banging my head against the wall.

         Maybe I should have checked into the hotel alone last night. Today, of all days, I wasn’t fit company for anyone.

         One day out of three hundred and sixty-five. A day spent trying to forget about what I’d done, the lives I’d destroyed, the family I’d decimated.

         My family.

         Lost in an oblivion where yesterday never happened and tomorrow didn’t exist.

         Unfortunately, I had a show tonight.

         It was my own damn fault. If I’d paid more attention when Shane had thrown out potential dates for a concert benefitting the foundation he’d started in the name of a childhood friend, I could have vetoed this one.

         Except, as usual, I’d been breezing through life, not sweating the details. Agreeing to everything. Caring about nothing.

         Tonight’s show was important to Shane, so it was important to me. Even though we were playing a venue just an hour south of L.A., our tour coordinator always booked us into a nearby hotel for the night of the show. I’d checked in early. Wouldn’t be the first time I drank the day away in a hotel room. Played a perfect set even when I couldn’t walk a straight line.

         But I couldn’t play if the guys couldn’t find me, and if I stayed in L.A. I was liable to make the rounds of the seediest bars I could find and pass out somewhere I shouldn’t be…and wake up, too late, with someone I didn’t know. I might be a fuck-up, but when it came to our band, I didn’t fuck around.

         Sighing, I made my way into the bedroom. Time to get rid of the girls I’d brought with me. “All right.” I rapped on the headboard. “Time to get up, I’ve got sound check.”

         The one with dark hair stirred slightly. Not enough. We’d just finished round three—no way could she be sleeping so soundly already.

         I reached down to nudge her shoulder, and she countered by rolling over and trying to pull me back into bed. Normally I’d have let her. Hell, on any other morning, I’d have still been between them.

         See? This day brings out the worst in me.

         Instead, I wrapped my hands around her shoulders and tugged her upright. The sheet fell away from her body, exposing a pair of large breasts I loved last night but looked more like pointy flotation devices this morning.

         Backing away, I stalked to the windows and yanked at the drapes. Sunlight flooded into the room, eliciting a pair of irate groans.

         The blonde sat up. “C’mon, Landon, what’s your rush?” Her attempt at a seductive pout was hindered by the streaks of makeup crisscrossing her cheeks.

         “Sorry, ladies.” I spread my hands out, gritting my teeth as I forced an easygoing attitude. “Gotta give the fans a good show tonight.”

         “How about we give you a good show right now?” The brunette rose onto her knees, turning to her friend, one hand plowing through the blonde’s sex mussed mane, the other hand cupping her breast. She lowered her mouth, giving her lips a lick as she glanced my way. “You know you want to.”

         An all-too-familiar blend of lust and loathing curdled within my gut, and I rubbed a palm over my face to keep my expression neutral. Watching two gorgeous women go at it, knowing I could join in the party at any moment was tempting, despite being a frequent opportunity. But not today.

         Somehow I managed to lure them out of bed and into their clothes, although not without calling our show coordinator to come to the room with two tickets and backstage passes for tonight. Lynne didn’t even bat an eye at the request, or the pouting women I shoved at her. She was used to it.

         Once I was finally alone, I sagged back against the door, thumping my head against it once, twice, three times.

         Growing up in a working-class neighborhood at the edge of the Mojave Desert, no one would have laid odds that I’d become famous. Infamous, maybe. Notorious, probably.

         But successful? Never.

         Not that I could blame them. I sure hadn’t believed it myself.

         I didn’t come into my own—if that ridiculous expression made any sense—until I arrived in Los Angeles and connected with Shane Hawthorne. We’d both had a lot to prove, although I didn’t realize that he needed to succeed as badly as I did until recently.

         At the time, we’d just been finding our footing, connecting with other musicians, playing in shitty venues for nothing but beer and blow jobs from groupies who would happily take care of our equipment.

         There had been one person who believed in me though.

         At least, until I fucked her over, too.

         A blonde-haired, blue-eyed, sharp-tongued temptress—who should have been too smart to fall for me. That beautiful face of hers always buried in a book, studying her ass off at UCLA. Focused on her goals, her résumé, her fucking five-year plan. I should have left her alone and walked away, contented myself with women who told me exactly what I wanted to hear. Preferably garbled moans around my cock. But I was stupid, and selfish. So fucking selfish.

         I made it my mission to woo the college freshman—pursuing her as fiercely as my music career. Giving her my heart with one breath and promising the moon with the next.

         Until the day I had to make a choice.

         My girl or my career.

         I chose music. Fame and fortune. Hollywood Hills and chemically induced thrills.

         Of course, I’d spent every day since then trying to convince myself I didn’t regret it.

         Want to know the difference between a legend and a fairy tale?

         Only one of them ends happily ever after.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Piper

         I spent the entire day praying for storms over the Midwest, or a glitch that would ground all cross-country flights. A mild case of food poisoning, perhaps, or a sudden head cold that prevented Delaney from flying. Anything to keep her in New York.

         Anything to keep me from tonight’s Nothing but Trouble concert.

         By the time I faced the truth, that Delaney’s flight had taken off—with her—I’d waited so long to book a ride that the company we normally used had no openings. And neither did any of the others I’d used in the past.

         It was awards season in Los Angeles. I should have known.

         If I drove my own car, it would mean subjecting Delaney to the mercy of the paparazzi while we spent twenty minutes walking from security to the parking lot.

         Which was why, when the only livery service with an available vehicle arrived, it wasn’t a basic black Lincoln. Or basic black at all. No, my ride was a silver stretch monstrosity, complete with a driver wearing a cheap tux who waved at me from across the street because he’d been afraid to navigate the tight turn into the parking lot of my apartment complex.

         Beggars can’t be choosers.

         After I slid into the back of the pimped-out limo—literally, since I nearly skated right off the slippery pleather seats—I checked my phone again. And cursed. Not because Delaney’s flight was late. Nope, it was early.

         Of course it was.

         Because even my most fervent hopes were ineffective.

         You know what is effective?

         Tequila.

         I spotted the bottle tucked behind half a dozen others crowded into a built-in bar just as we pulled into LAX’s arrival lane.

         I’d never been one to enjoy drinking alone, although I was temped now. Somehow I dredged up enough willpower to leave the bottle untouched and head inside the terminal.

         Once I had Delaney in the car with me, however, all bets were off. If she passed out on the bench seat, she couldn’t exactly drag me into the arena, could she?

         I am a terrible, terrible friend.

         Even with the ball cap pulled low over her dark hair, Delaney was easy to spot. I shook my head at her outfit—head-to-toe lululemon and bright pink sneakers. “You’ve gone to the dark side, haven’t you?”

         Delaney stopped in front of me with her Tumi carry-on, pulling the zipper on her jacket to reveal a SoulCycle T-shirt. “Guilty as charged.”

         I groaned, throwing my arm around her shoulders. I tried to convert Delaney into a fellow yogi, but she’d never taken to it. Figures that she would go back east and become a SoulCycler. My butt hurt just thinking about it.

         The only good thing about her outfit and our decidedly tacky ride was that we passed by the gang of photographers without even a whiff of suspicion.

         “Please tell me there is something appropriate for tonight in your bag,” I pleaded, suddenly realizing I’d shown up empty-handed. Had I been thinking straight, I would have brought dresses, shoes, and a full makeup bag.

         Clearly, I was off my game. I’d been so distracted today, my professional mind-set had fallen by the wayside.

         “Of course. Several actually, I’ll let you pick.”

         I sighed in relief just as Delaney pulled up short, her eyes going wide as she took in the sight of our obnoxious limousine complete with coordinating driver. “Are we going to a concert or prom?”

         I laughed it off. “Oh please, you wouldn’t have been caught dead at prom.”

         “Kind of hard to go when no one asks you.” Delaney spoke softly, but the flash of pain in her aquamarine eyes had me leaning against the door for support. Delaney and I weren’t friends in high school, and I definitely hadn’t gone out of my way to be nice to her. Back then, I’d been so concerned with maintaining my facade of “perfect daughter and popular cheerleader” I’d avoided anyone who didn’t reinforce the image I was determined to project.

         But I had heard what people called me behind my back.

         Perfect Piper.

         They needn’t have whispered. I loved it. Hoped that if people said it often enough, it might actually come true.

         I’m sorry, Delaney. The words were at the tip of my tongue, but what came out instead was, “And look at you now, you’re Shane Hawthorne’s girlfriend.”

         Caught somewhere between an apology and a compliment, my response lacked the benefits of either, falling flat on the dirty pavement at our feet.

         I ducked into the back of the car and reached for the bottle I’d spotted earlier, brandishing it like a peace offering as Delaney crawled in after me. “Tequila?” Without waiting for an answer, I poured two shots and handed one to Delaney.

         She frowned. “No limes?”

         “No, unfortunately. I didn’t plan ahead for this.” Tossing my head back, I drained the glass with barely a wince, then looked expectantly at Delaney.

         She was staring at hers, lips pursed, nose wrinkled. “I can’t.”

         “Of course you can,” I urged. “Open your mouth and swallow. It’s easy.” Grabbing the bottle, I poured another shot and downed it quickly.

         Delaney looked at me strangely. “No. I mean, I’d rather not show up to the concert smelling like I’ve come from a Cinco de Mayo fiesta.”

         For a second I was confused, and then I remembered. I’m worse than a bad friend, I’m an idiot. Shane had given up hard alcohol years ago. Of course she wouldn’t want to kiss him with tequila on her breath. “Crap, Delaney. I’m sorry.” I took the shot glass she was holding, my head already buzzing.

         Except there wasn’t anywhere to put it, and I didn’t want to open the window just as we were merging onto the highway. Lifting my shoulders in an awkward shrug, I swallowed it down, my stomach heaving in protest.

         Delaney took the empty glass from my hand and slid it into its allotted space in the bar. “Are you okay, Piper?”

         Her bewildered expression acted like a mirror, reflecting my odd behavior. “I am,” I lied. “It’s just been a long day.” For a second I was tempted to blurt out what I’d walked in on yesterday morning, or reveal the reason behind my reluctance to attend tonight’s concert.

         But that would have been a mistake.

         If I was going to get through tonight without shattering into a million pieces, I couldn’t talk about either one.

         I’d come to L.A., hoping things would be different here. That there would be less “faking it” and more “making it.”

         That hadn’t happened. I still wasn’t enough.

         Shitty friend. Underwhelming girlfriend.

         The least I could do was be a decent stylist. I jerked my chin at the small suitcase Delaney had refused to let the driver put in the trunk. “Let’s figure out what you’re going to wear, because I’m not letting you out of the car in that.” I gestured at her workout gear, attempting a teasing smile.

         By the time we pulled up to the arena, Delaney’s spandex and sneakers had been replaced by a significantly sexier ensemble.

         And my tequila buzz had been completely eradicated by a droning, unsettling agitation.

         Pulling two all-access passes from my purse, I handed one to Delaney with a last, longing glance at the bottle she’d taken from me.

         I really could have used another dose of liquid courage, but there was no time. The door was pulled open and Delaney practically bounced through it, a huge grin on her face. My own exit was significantly less enthusiastic.

         Flashing the laminated cards hanging from our necks at each security-staffed checkpoint, we made our way through the bowels of the building. The venue was crawling with people. Roadies, security, groupies, vendors, dealers, fans. Successful bands were like truffles—worth their weight in gold but smothered in sludge.

         With each step, the music became louder, the rhythmic base vibrating forcefully through the soles of our feet.

         Being under the same roof as Landon Cox filled me with a bizarre mix of exhilaration, dread, and absolute terror.

         And the idea of actually setting eyes on him had every cell in my body screaming: abort, abort!

         I tried to hang back as we neared the edge of the stage, but Delaney grabbed my hand and pulled me beside her. We’d arrived just in time for an explosion of fireworks, the kind that could be set off inside a packed arena. Streaks of color—neon blue and blazing white, vibrant green and blinding red—raced overhead like choreographed comets.

         My heart slammed against my chest as I caught sight of Landon’s blond head and shirtless torso rising above his drum kit, a plume of fog billowing around him. My breath caught in my throat, holding precious oxygen captive and rendering my brain cells useless.

         Landon never played wearing a shirt, and tonight was no different. Most of his body was obscured by equipment, but one glance at his torso and arms and you knew the man was jacked. Every inch of him.

         No man had a right to look that good.

         Luckily, the fog and lights prevented me from getting a clear view of Landon’s face. I didn’t think I could have handled it.

         Despite working closely with Delaney over the past year, I’d always had an excuse at the ready when it came to being around the band. The few times my presence had been required, I’d kept a low profile, taking care to stay in the background, as far from the guys as possible. At least, from one guy in particular—Landon.

         It hadn’t even been that hard. My job was public relations—I spent most of my time cultivating relationships with the media and trying to spin bad press into good. Between Shane and Delaney, there had been an explosion of bad press to work with. The roller-coaster ride they’d dragged us all on last year barely left me enough time to breathe, let alone stand still long enough to attract Landon’s attention.

         Besides, the man usually had a circle of groupies around him three deep, and his vision was obscured by all the silicone aimed his way.

         There had been good press, too. Nothing but Trouble’s Victory Tour had broken all kind of records, and the ballad Shane wrote for Delaney won the Grammy for Song of the Year. They had also won Album of the Year, Best Rock Performance of the Year and just about every category they’d been up for. But what really made them the hottest band on the planet was the highly publicized romance between Shane and Delaney.

         The best part—it was genuine.

         Of course, the lovebirds only made the antics of Shane’s bandmates appear that much worse. Landon was rarely photographed without a gorgeous woman, or three, draped all over him.

         And the only thing that had kept me from gagging at every tabloid and gossip site was believing I had someone of my own to spend my life with.

         I was settled.

         I was happy.

         Lies. Clearly, Adam hadn’t been happy. And maybe the truth was that I had simply settled, period.

         With a thunderous explosion, Landon launched into their set. For the next hour and a half, I watched and listened, completely entranced.

         By Landon. By Shane. By Jett and Dax. By the lights and the effects. By the music itself.

         Nothing but Trouble had come to play.

         For the first time in years, I let myself get lost inside their performance. Let myself drink in the sight of Landon in the place where he shined brightest—on stage. It felt illicit, decadent. To allow myself this guilty pleasure, this small window of time to enjoy the show as just another faceless fan among thousands and forget about who he’d once been to me.

         Of course, I wasn’t just another face in the crowd. I was standing stage left. And Landon knew my face well. Every moment I remained here was a risk.

         For years, I’d been so careful, so cautious. Always keeping out of sight on the occasions when my job required me to be within Landon’s orbit. Resisting the gravitational pull he still had on me. The pull he’d always had on me.

         Maybe it was the tequila. Or maybe I was feeling reckless after Adam’s recent betrayal. But I stayed for the entire set, not coming to my senses until they began wrapping up.

         Signaling to Delaney that I was going to the ladies’ room, I scurried off to hide.

         Except that the small space was crowded with women planning which member of the band they were going to seduce. Now that Shane was very definitely taken, that only left three. Landon’s name was batted around as if he were a trophy to be won. They didn’t know what I had learned the hard way—the man was no prize.

         My head pounding from stress and shots, I flashed my pass at the bored-looking security guard standing in front of the first door I saw. He stepped to the side without a word and I threw myself on a battered sofa that had seen better days.

         After a few minutes I glanced around the space, regretting that I hadn’t asked the bouncer whose dressing room this was. Since tonight was just a one-off benefit concert for the charity Shane had set up last year in honor of his deceased childhood best friend, the room was lacking personal mementos. Technically, I had at least a seventy-five percent chance of it not belonging to Landon.

         Groaning, I massaged my temples, trying to will my pulse down to a speed that didn’t leave me feeling like my heart was about to crack through my ribs.

         It was no use. I was too close to Landon for any semblance of normalcy.

         Intending to head for the parking garage and send Delaney a text from the limo, I was reaching for the doorknob when it was yanked open from the other side—by the last person on earth I wanted to see.

         My heartbeat stuttered for a brief second, then took off at a full gallop, racing through my veins.

         Watching Landon Cox on stage from forty feet away had been bad enough. But here, now, close enough to touch, I was jolted by the power of his presence.

         Still shirtless and sweating after an intense performance, my eyes danced over the rippling muscles rising from beneath the inked skin of Landon’s naked torso, his broad shoulders tapering to slim hips, perfect V cuts forming an arrow pointing south.

         Vitality seeping from every pore.

         My gaze was drawn inexorably upward. Blond hair a damp mess, the faintest trace of stubble darkening a jawline that could have been cut from marble. A face so symmetrical, so severely beautiful, it would take even the most talented sculptor a lifetime to get right.

         Landon Cox was a fantasy in the flesh.

         I’d imagined this very moment dozens—no, hundreds—of times. But now that the moment was here, Landon and I, alone in a room again after all these years, I had nothing.

         In a blink, Landon’s expression wavered. His winged brows, three shades darker than the hair sweeping across his forehead, pulled together. Eyes like hot coals burning into me.

         As if the sight of me caused him pain.

         I tore my gaze away from his face, but it only landed on the swaths of ink covering his chest and extending over his arms. My mouth watered at the sight. I wanted to trace every tattoo with my tongue, every slash and swirl and stripe. After six years, how would Landon taste?

         Like regret, I realized with a sickening thud. Because regret was all that remained of what we’d once shared.

         Landon

         One minute I was trying to decide which chick I’d let blow me in my dressing room and the next…The next, I was blown away.

         Caught completely off guard, I could only stare.

         Piper Hastings.

         Shock rippled through me, my heart pounding against my ribs.

         Not quite a full head shorter than me, Piper’s blonde hair fell to her shoulders, like sunshine that had been spun into silk. Those fathomless blue eyes I hadn’t seen in years—except for the countless nights they’d haunted my dreams—went from surprise to horror in seconds as she took a reflexive step back, crossing her arms in front of her chest.

         I fought an urge to close the distance between us, hard. Shoving my hands into my pockets, I somehow managed to resist the itch to plow them through Piper’s hair, to wrap those golden strands in my fists as I plundered her lips.

         “Piper…Long time, no see.” Judging from the animosity clinging to her skin like a shadow, I had no doubt she would sooner bite my tongue off than kiss me back. “You enjoy the show?”

         One shoulder lifted in a dismissive shrug. “Your fans seemed satisfied.”

         I grunted at the insinuation that Piper wasn’t one of them. “We aim to please.”

         The perimeter of blue wrapped around her pupils brightened, flashing at me like a warning sign. “No one more than yourself, I’m sure.”

         Piper may as well have waved a red flag at a bull. That spark inside her—it sure as hell wasn’t indifference. Proof she still felt something for me kindled hope inside my chest, triggering a throaty growl. “Once upon a time, I pleased you.”

         Piper took another step back. “Once upon a time? You might want to hold off on the fairy-tale comparisons. You’re no Prince Charming, Landon.”

         She was right, of course. Gallant, I was not. Never wanted to be, either. I’d grown a thick skin early in life, and the only one who’d ever gotten under it, burrowing way down deep, was the woman in front of me.

         “Actually,” I said, extending my arms out in either direction. “Haven’t you heard? I’m a fucking legend.”

         She leveled an icy glare my way. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

         One corner of my lips quirked up. Fire and ice, my Pippa. “That, too.”

         Some of her anger melted away at my response. Her expression softened, easing into a sideways smile on the way to a full-fledged grin. A soft laugh escaped through her lips, light and sweet and more beautiful than any music I’d ever made.

         It was contagious.

         Laughter shook the air between us. Eye-watering belly laughs that sucked the tension right out of the room. And that urge, the one I’d temporarily managed to push down, came roaring back with a vengeance. I snaked my arm around Piper’s narrow waist, pulling her into the well of my chest. Holding tight.

         Energy from our contact raced up my arms, spreading along every vein, every nerve ending. I looked down, needing to drink in the sight of her beautiful face.

         The mood shifted, until we were holding on to each other for reasons that had nothing to do with ego or anger, and everything to do with lust.

         Fire and ice.

         Hot and cold.

         Love and hate.

         Our eyes met, laughter fizzling into a wary, charged silence. Piper whimpered—a nervous, desperate sound I wanted to swallow. Swipe my tongue against the doubts rising from her skin like steam off the sea. Devour her obvious reluctance and expose the desire filling her sweet center.

         Piper’s spine arched away from me, as if her head was trying to tell the rest of her body to pull away but the message got lost before her feet could step back. My hands roamed down her sides, curving against her ass, fitting her tightly against me so the proof of my interest was impossible to deny.

         We fit together. Perfectly.

         Even after all this time.

         Did Piper feel it, too?

         If she didn’t, I was about to show her.

         I walked Piper back a few steps, until she was pressed against the arm of the couch. “I—we shouldn’t,” she panted.

         “Yes. We should.” Another growl, primal and possessive, rose up inside me as I lifted her. Long legs wrapped around my hips, nestling me exactly where I really wanted to be. “We definitely should.”

         Our mouths were an inch apart, her breath warm on my lips as I inhaled her scent. Sweet, but with a little kick to it. Like she’d covered up a round of pre-show shots—Fireball, or maybe tequila—with spearmint gum. Her favorite, I remembered.

         Fuck, I’d missed this girl.

         An explosion sounded, somewhere beyond the closed door, loud enough that Piper jumped. “It’s okay,” I soothed. “Just the pyro guys cleaning up.”

         But the moment was broken.

         Piper shivered, dropping her forehead to my shoulder as she unwrapped her legs and slid down my length. My dick pulsed, trying to find a way through the zipper.

         “I—I should go.”

         “No, don’t. I shouldn’t have done that, I’m sorry.”

         She tilted her head to that side, regarding me seriously. “No, you’re not.”

         “No.” I tossed a smirk her way. “You’re right. I’m not sorry at all.”

         She made a strangled noise in the back of her throat, like she didn’t know whether to run or pull me down for a kiss. I knew which option had my vote.

         “I really should go.” Not the one I was hoping for.

         “We’ll go together.” After six years, I wasn’t ready to let her go again so soon. Wherever Piper went was where I wanted to be.

         She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

         “Why not?”

         “Why not?” she repeated, giving a slow blink. “You’re really going to ask me that?”

         Piper’s bristling indignation should have bothered me—but it didn’t. I soaked it up with a grin, loving the way she defended herself even as I hated that she felt obliged to defend herself from me. Not that I could blame her. “Yes. It’s been a long time. We should catch up. I want to know what you’ve been doing the past few years.” Six. Years.

         And who she’d been doing it with.

         Had she thought of me, dreamed of me?

         Had she missed me?

         Anger rose up in my gut, but it had nowhere to go. It just sat, festering, as I stared at Piper Hastings.

         Because it was all directed inward. Every moment I’d missed with the woman in front of me, it was all my own damn fault.

         Piper closed her eyes, a frown digging between her brows as a silent battle was waged within her mind.

         Who was she fighting?

         Because I wanted her to be fighting me. In battles there were winners and losers. Victors and vanquished. If Piper wanted to square off, I’d vault into the damned ring.

         Seeing Piper again after all this time was all it took to strip away the elaborate pretense I’d fooled myself into believing—that I was doing fine without her.

         I wasn’t.

         And on the anniversary of the day I’d lost everything, maybe I would get a second chance at something real.

         A second chance at a prize that truly mattered.

         I’d been too stupid to see the truth six years ago.

         Too stupid, too selfish, too self-righteous.

         But before I could ask for another chance, those blue orbs snapped open, the crease smoothed away. Decision made. “Landon, if you deserved to know, you already would.”

         Her voice was soft, an echo of all the intimate whispers that had once passed between us. Soft, but steely. Determined. Cutting through what little remained of my conscience with ease, flaying me to the core.

         There was no denying that she was right. So fucking right.

         Six years ago, I’d traded Piper’s intimate whispers for center-stage drum solos, her dazzling smiles for the anonymous adoration of a million faceless fans.

         I had a hell of a nerve asking anything from Piper.

         I didn’t deserve answers to my questions.

         I didn’t deserve access to her body, or her thoughts.

         Money and fame weren’t worthy tender for a woman like Piper. No matter how many Billboard hits I accumulated, or how many zeros I added to the bottom line of my bank account—I would never deserve her. I lost that right a long time ago, when I walked away without a backward glance, so afraid that if I turned around, even for just for a split second, I’d be incapable of leaving her at all. Ever.

         And I’d been running from the regret ever since.

         I didn’t deserve her then and I sure as hell didn’t deserve her now.

         Except I couldn’t take my eyes away from the curve of her lips. There was a time they’d worn a smile meant just for me.

         A ghost of that same smile had reappeared tonight, just for a moment. An apparition that was already haunting me.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Piper

         Landon Cox barely resembled the struggling musician who had stolen my heart. Back then, he’d been a drummer who didn’t even own a complete set of drums, a man who could fit all of his belongings into one beat up duffel.

         Now, he was a rock star for god’s sake.

         And a stranger.

         Even so, something deep in the marrow of my bones was responding to him in a way that was all too familiar, his mere presence sending an undeniable shiver of awareness down my spine.

         Feeling light-headed, I reminded myself to take slow, even breaths.

         I wanted to leave.

         Landon wanted to follow.

         A situation that was exactly the opposite of where we’d been six years ago.

         Payback was a bitch.

         And right now, that’s who I needed to be. A bitch who could walk away from Landon Cox with her head held high, impervious to his charms.

         A bitch he wouldn’t want to follow.

         I mustered my haughtiest glower. “I’m leaving. Alone.” I’d learned the hard way that so much of life was out of my hands. The only thing I could truly control was me.

         And Landon couldn’t have me.

         Landon’s features rearranged themselves into a hardened veneer I could no longer see through. A veneer I was willing to bet he didn’t let anyone see through. His eyes swung away from my face, looking me up and down, inspecting my body with a sensual ease.

         My skin prickled with awareness, nipples dragging against the lace of my bra with each shuddering inhale.

         Being around Landon had apparently severed my mind-body connection. Because my mind wanted to be an imperious bitch, but my body wanted to be an irresistible vamp.

         Landon noticed. “You sure that’s what you want?” The pure intensity of his gaze brought back a flood of memories that had nothing to do with his ultimate betrayal.

         Instead, I recalled sweet, stolen kisses and shared confessions. A baseball diamond worth of memories. Even home plate.

         Especially home plate.

         Landon hadn’t stolen home, though. I’d given it all too willingly. Blissfully.

         If I could, I’d snatch it right back.

         Damn him.

         Six years ago, Landon had put me on a pedestal, and the view had been beautiful. But I shouldn’t have let him. Because when he took off, kicking it out from underneath me, the fall had been brutal. Hitting the ground, I hadn’t just lost my breath. I’d broken bones, shattered them completely. The jagged slivers hadn’t pierced skin though. Instead, they left wounds so deep they didn’t even show.

         Wounds so deep they’d never healed.

         Landon Cox taught me what love felt like, even how it tasted.

         Our love was like the first sip of celebratory champagne, the first bite of chocolate soufflé. Bubbly and decadent, so good I didn’t know when to stop. Devouring it until I was sick.

         Lovesick.

         And I never wanted to feel that way again.

         A deep-rooted instinct for self-preservation kicked in, giving me the momentum to duck beneath Landon’s arm. I needed to leave. And I needed Landon to stay. Because there was only so much of the man I could resist. If I fell again, I might never get back up. “You want me to spell it out for you? I’m leaving. You’re not.” The finger I pushed into his chest was meant to underscore my intention. His pecs flexed beneath it, sending a surge of desire to throb between my legs.

         Jesus, I was so weak.

         Recoiling as if I’d been burned, I yanked at the door and propelled myself through it.

         I didn’t make it very far. Landon’s long legs caught up with me in just a few strides, his hand grasping mine, our fingers entwining as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

         I stopped in my tracks, my jaw dropping as a slew of indignant words lined up to jump off my tongue. “Take your—”

         “There he is!” A blonde and a brunette came rushing up, wearing only enough clothing to cover the essentials—barely. The dark-haired one slid between me and Landon, her hip crashing into mine with the accuracy and force of an NHL player.

         But right then, I was grateful for her complete lack of subtlety, wrenching my hand from Landon’s grip and stumbling toward the nearest exit.

         Landon

         Shaking off the brunette, I bummed a baseball cap and windbreaker from one of the security guys and caught up with Piper as she made her way to the underground parking lot. A platoon of black SUVs, town cars, and one pimped-out silver limousine waited, exhaust from the idling vehicles thick and foul inside my throat.

         A driver sporting a silver tux, ostensibly to match the limo, jumped out of the front seat and darted to open the back door, grinning like a fool as Piper charged toward him.

         I slid in just behind her, pulling the door closed myself. Fierce blue eyes slammed into me. “Don’t you dare.”

         “What? Can’t a guy catch a ride?”

         “No. Get out.”

         Because I’d always been a good listener, I rapped on the roof of the car, barking, “Drive.”

         Back in the front seat, the driver, who looked like he’d gotten his license yesterday, blushed an uncomfortable shade of red. “Sir, I believe the lady—”

         The kid had good manners, I’d give him that. He was probably working to buy his sweetheart a night at the nearby Courtyard so their first time would be a magical experience. I whipped off my hat, staring pointedly at him through the rearview mirror. His flush deepened. “Lan— I mean, Mr. Cox. I’m so sorry, I didn’t recognize—”

         “You’ll drive now, yeah.” It wasn’t a question.

         He still hesitated, eyes flicking to Piper. “Uh, are you sure—”

         Piper flashed me a venomous look, scooting to the farthest end of the bench seat. “It’s fine,” she said, taking pity on the kid. “You can drop me off at my place. Mr. Cox will not be coming in.”

         I raised the privacy partition once the driver began maneuvering out of the parking garage, waiting until we had merged onto the highway before I shifted my back against the door, the borrowed jacket rustled as I angled my body toward Piper. “You don’t have to run away from me.”

         “Like you should talk,” she scoffed, folding her arms over her chest and looking pointedly out the window.

         “Pippa—”

         Even from my angle, I saw her wince. “You don’t get to call me that. Not anymore.”

         I exhaled a heavy sigh, my unmet stare filled with remorse. “I had my reasons.”

         Her head swiveled back to me. “Reasons, huh?” Her arched brow was a silent dare to list them.

         A dare I wasn’t about to accept. I could barely admit my reasons to myself, let alone say them out loud.

         An uneasy silence descended. The driver hadn’t turned the radio on, so our soundtrack was wheels on asphalt and the whoosh of cars passing cars, punctuated by the occasional horn or siren. My bones ached from the tension.

         I owed Piper an apology. That was why I’d followed her. But would it mean anything without an explanation?

         Probably not.

         The only thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t ready to leave her side.

         Several minutes passed. “Who were those women?” Piper’s voice was coolly indifferent, only the rigid set of her shoulders revealing that she cared about my answer.

         “Who—the ones back at the arena?”

         She gave a jerky nod, not saying anything.

         “Just girls that follow the band.”

         “Groupies.” Her disdain swirled in the ammonia-scented interior of the rented car, the toxic combination thick enough to choke on.

         Much sooner than I expected, the car rolled to a stop across the street from a midsized apartment complex. Realizing my time was up, I reached for Piper, sweeping my thumb beneath her chin. “Look at me.”

         She resisted. “I think I’ve seen more than enough.”

         I played my last card. “Half an hour ago, you didn’t seem to think so.”

         Clearly a bad one.

         Knocking my arm away, Piper shoved at the door before the driver could open it. “Go fuck yourself, Landon.”

         I should have stayed inside the car’s low-class interior. I should have let Piper be the one to walk away from me this time. A small part of me knew I owed her that.

         But everything about Piper, even her anger—maybe, especially her anger—was drawing me in, an invisible cord pulling tight.

         I got out of the car, following her along the sidewalk until she stopped at a door. Before her key was in the lock, I grabbed Piper’s wrist, spinning her around and pulling her graceful body against me. She gasped, her cheeks pink beneath the murky outdoor lights. “And why should I do that?” I whispered, my fingers gently tracing her delicate jawline. “Not when you so clearly want to do the honor.”

         Thick lashes flared upward, nearly reaching the arch of Piper’s brow. “You, you—”

         I leaned down, swallowing her outrage with a kiss, knowing it was a desperate measure. We had unfinished business.

         Maybe what I needed wasn’t another chance. Maybe what I needed—what we both needed—was some goddamn closure. One night.

         Because there was no way Piper could feel, no way she could fuck, as well as I remembered.

         Memories of us had pushed me into bed more times, and with more women, than I could count. But no matter how many times I tried, no one had ever succeeded in erasing the memory of Piper Hastings.

         Which was why my memories had to be wrong. Too good to be true.

         Piper sighed into my mouth, the key in her hand falling to the ground as she wrapped her arms around my neck and slanted her face to give me more access. Access I took eagerly, pushing my fingers through a curtain of blonde silk to cradle her skull.

         Her energy shuddered through me, flipping a switch I hadn’t realized had been locked in the off position until now. Until seeing Piper. Touching Piper. Kissing Piper. Again.

         And damn, it was every bit as good as I remembered. Better, even.

         Fuck.

         I wanted to taste and lick every inch of her. Hell, I wanted to devour this girl whole.

         Piper’s nails dug into the skin of my neck as she hiked up onto her toes to get closer to me, her breasts pushing against my chest. I grinned against her mouth. My kitten was coming out to play. Our tongues tangled, fighting for power. She tasted so damn good. Slipping a leg between her thighs, I loosened my hold to slide my fingers down the curve of her spine as she ground against me.
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