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Prologue


Jackson Harris threw his leg over the branch and leaned back against the trunk of the old oak tree outside of the house of his best friend, Charlie Dodd. He’d climbed that tree at least a dozen times—usually when he needed to hide from his parents for some reason and going in the front door of the Dodd house wasn’t an option—but it never got easier. It didn’t help that today, he was dressed for a funeral. He looked over his dress pants and undershirt for holes or snags he might have gotten on the climb up and breathed a sigh of relief when he found none. His mother would kill him if he put a hole in his best Sunday suit, which was why the matching coat, shirt, tie, and shoes were laid neatly over the back of a chair on the patio below.


With a frown, he stared at the second story window directly in front of him.


It was the window of Kerri Dodd, Charlie’s younger sister, and she had locked herself in her room. Not that Jackson could blame her.


Her parents had just died and it was time to go to the funeral.


After their visit to the funeral home the night before, she’d locked herself in her bedroom and hadn’t come out since. Her brother was starting to worry.


Jackson had been at their home every day since the night of the accident, offering Charlie and Kerri support and sharing in their grief. He had watched Kerri gradually withdraw from everyone. This morning, with her silent refusal to come out of her room, he was particularly concerned about her. She was a sensible girl. She wouldn’t do anything stupid. But still, he knew he’d feel better if he could see her for himself.


He focused on her window as he inched closer to the house along the branch, hoping the window would be unlocked and easy to open from the outside. Thankfully he had no problems gently pushing up the framed glass as his eyes searched the room.


 Sixteen-year-old Kerri was seated at her vanity, dressed in a plain black dress. When he saw her reflection in the mirror, his heart thudded against his chest. Her sorrow was etched on her tear-streaked cheeks. Her red-rimmed, steel-colored eyes were hollow, devoid of the joy and lightness he was so familiar with. He hated the emptiness he saw and wanted more than anything to take that pain and sadness from her.


He swallowed the lump in his throat as he pulled himself through her window, landing on her floor with a suppressed grunt.


Surprised, she quickly pivoted on her seat to face him. “Jackson?” Her words escaped on a wobbly breath. “Did you climb the tree?”


Brushing dirt from the knees of his pants, he lifted the corners of his lips in a half-smile. “Well, I didn’t fly,” he replied, hoping to get a laugh from her.


Her mouth fell open a fraction and she nodded. “Oh.”


A pounding on her door had both of them turning to look at it. “Kerri, c’mon,” came Charlie’s voice from the other side. “We need to leave.”


Jackson glanced over his shoulder at Kerri and saw the tears fill her eyes just before her shoulders slumped and she turned away. He strode to the door and unlocked it, then eased it open wide enough to meet Charlie’s red-rimmed stare. He tried to hide it, but Jackson knew how much Charlie had cried over the last few days. He also knew that Charlie’s impatience was fueled mostly by the fact he wanted to have the funeral over and done with. Charlie hoped that once his parents were buried, the grief would somehow be easier to bear.


Jackson knew better.


“Give us a few minutes,” Jackson said.


Charlie pressed his lips together as if he might argue, but he simply nodded and tapped his watch.


Jackson closed the door and turned to see Kerri sitting on the edge of the bed, hugging her arms to her body.


“Please don’t make me go,” she softly begged as she began rocking back and forth.


His heart broke for her.


He silently studied her, his worry for her well-being tightening his chest. Even as she swayed on the bed, she was still poised and graceful. Her black dress was simple, but he noticed how it hugged her waist, accentuating the curves he had only recently recognized.


He had known her since she was two and he was five, when her family had moved to Rocky Creek. He’d become instant friends with Charlie and, for Jackson who was the youngest of three boys, Kerri was the sister he never had. He realized now she was no longer the girl he’d grown up with. She was developing into a beautiful woman that he was happy to know. It seemed cruel that her parents would miss seeing her continue to mature.


“I should have been with them,” she mumbled.


Her suggestion made him nauseous and Jackson was on his knees in front of her before he realized he was moving. Her eyes were focused on the wall behind him and he laid his hands on either side of her on the bed.


“Kerri,” he calmly stated. “No.”


“I should have been in the car with them.” Her gaze was still somewhere over his shoulder. “It’s my fault they’re dead. I could have . . .”


Jackson moved to sit on the bed beside her and slipped an arm around her. Her eyes met his and immediately filled with tears before she crumpled against his chest.


“It’s not your fault,” he said softly into her lemon-and-honeysuckle-scented hair as his other arm rose to surround her and she sobbed violently into his T-shirt. “You couldn’t have prevented the accident.”


Five nights ago, Kerri had stayed home alone while her parents had gone out for dinner. Charlie had just returned to college for his sophomore year and Kerri would be starting her junior year in high school soon. As they were driving home, Mr. Dodd had suffered a massive heart attack and crashed the car in a heavily wooded area. Both passenger and driver had died at the scene.


“I could have been driving them myself,” Kerri muttered, still sobbing. She laid her small palm against his chest and turned her face away.


Jackson remained still, afraid that she might mistake a nod of understanding as one of agreement. She’d only had her driver’s license for a month and her parents would have wanted her to practice, but he wasn’t convinced that scenario would have turned out the way she thought.


 “Or I should have tried harder to get them to stay home.” Her voice was drained and tired.


“Don’t do this to yourself,” he murmured, with his arm still around her. “The ‘what ifs’ will drive you crazy.”


“How do you know?”


“I did the same thing when my father died.”


She tilted her face upward to look at him. “But you were twelve and he died in the line of duty, right?”


“True,” he agreed, thinking back to the last time he saw his father.


“You couldn’t have stopped it,” she added in a matter-of-fact tone that made his lips twitch. At least she seemed to be calming down.


“No, I couldn’t have stopped it.” Jackson blew out a shaky breath. He hadn’t shared these memories about his father’s death with anyone else before. “But I hadn’t been a very good son for several days leading up to his death. I had argued with him about everything. I had been skimping on my chores and then back-talked when he’d called me on it.”


She sat up and lifted her face to his. He couldn’t meet her gaze, afraid of what he might see in her eyes.


“That last morning, just before he left for work, we had the biggest fight we’d ever had.” Jackson said in a small voice. He could hear her breathing beside him and feel the warmth of her gaze on his face as they sat in silent commiseration.


“What was the fight about?” she finally asked.


His gaze dropped to the floor. He could still picture his father in his crisp police uniform as he’d stood over Jackson and expressed his disappointment with his youngest son’s behavior.


“He’d heard me sass my mother. He yelled at me about treating women the right way. He lectured me about respecting women, said he would not have me being disrespectful to my mother in his house, and if he heard about me disrespecting any woman while I was out of his house, I would get the worst whippin’ I’d ever had.”


Jackson closed his eyes.


“That was our last conversation. I hated myself for months because of it.” He opened his eyes and looked into hers. “Still do sometimes,” he added as he took her hand. “I can’t help but think, what if I’d behaved better that morning? Maybe he would have been more focused on doing his job. Or what if I’d been a model son, like my brothers, for the weeks before? Maybe he wouldn’t have been as angry with me that morning. The truth is, I know I couldn’t have stopped what happened to him, but I still wish I could have changed our final moments together.”


“Oh, Jackson.” Kerri sighed as she raised her palm to his cheek. The warmth of it reached his toes and he felt weak in the knees.


He cleared his throat. “My point is, you can’t give in to the ‘what ifs.’ You won’t be able to grieve properly or move on.” He took her hand from his cheek and lowered it to the mattress between them, holding it tightly.


Her brow furrowed. “Do you think you can ever move on?”


It had been seven years since his father died. “No,” he answered honestly. “Not really.”


Her lids lowered over her eyes as she leaned her head onto his shoulder again. She took a few deep breaths as he stared at their clasped hands.


“I can’t do it, Jackson,” she whispered as he felt her tears soaking through his shirt.


“Yes, you can.”


She pushed away from him and shook her head. Her brow puckered and she looked toward the bedroom door. “I keep hoping I’ll wake up and realize this was all a nightmare,” she murmured, and he wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or to him. “If I go to their funeral,” she choked on the word, “I’ll have to accept this is real.” She turned to him again, fresh tears trailing down her cheeks. “I’m not ready for that.”


He nodded and slid his arm around her back again and pulled her against his chest. He understood what she was feeling. He still had moments when it didn’t seem real to him that his dad was gone. Still had moments when he hated seeing his oldest brother, Nathan, sitting in their father’s place at the table or in other roles that had once been their dad’s.


“I know.” Jackson laid his cheek on the top of her head. “I can’t promise that it will be easy. But I can promise to be by your side.”




One


Kerrigan Dodd nervously walked into the conference room of the Memphis hotel and stiffly reached for the outstretched hand of her new boss.


“Jacob, it’s nice to finally meet you,” she said as she noticed the glint of the red stone and the sparkle of the diamond-studded “G” on the large ring he wore.


“Kerrigan, it’s a pleasure to meet you as well,” Jacob Goldberg replied with a smooth, Southern accent. With a wave of his arm, he motioned her further into the room.


He was a partner in an up-and-coming recording company and the producer of several bands. She had just been hired to manage the one he found most troublesome, Malhypnus. He’d told her he thought they had the highest potential and he didn’t want to see it wasted because they were the worst behaved of all the bands he produced. On top of their bad behavior, they were also terrible at managing their money.


Managing money was one of Kerrigan’s strong suits. Marketing, accounting, and financial planning had been her majors in college, and she’d spent the past three years in Zurich, Switzerland, sharpening her skills and working for various banks.


“Thank you for coming on such short notice.” Jacob tossed his briefcase onto the table then turned to face her.


She met his bright blue gaze, taking in his long nose, high cheekbones, square jaw, and full lips, all topped off with a full head of black hair, much like her own. She was certain any other woman would find him handsome enough to swoon over. But Kerrigan felt nothing for Jacob.


“I’ll have to admit, I was a little hesitant when I first saw your resume,” Jacob continued. “You have no experience in the music industry, but you come highly recommended in the financial field. Have you had a chance to look over the budget and familiarize yourself with the issues?”


Kerrigan nodded. “I already have ideas on how to fix some of the problems.”


She laid her binder, filled with printed copies of the files he’d emailed her the day before, on the table next to his briefcase, then folded her arms across her chest. The music industry may be unfamiliar to her, but she knew money. Besides, she’d been looking for something different, something that could expand her horizons as well as her resume, which was one of the reasons she’d taken the job.


What had started as a year of studying abroad in Paris during her junior year in college had ended up taking her to London, and then Zurich. She’d been in Europe for four years and had been starting to miss home when an invitation to a wedding arrived in the mail. Still, she’d been hesitant to come home to Rocky Creek, but the groom was one of her brother’s best friends, and also her best friend’s brother, and she hadn’t wanted to miss the wedding. With a little arm-twisting from her brother and best friend, she’d decided to quit her job in Switzerland and make the trip home permanent.


Three months later, the excitement of the wedding had worn off and she was over her homesickness.


Even eight years after their death, the reminders of her happy life with her parents quickly returned to make her miserable in her hometown. Trying to avoid the memories had been one of the reasons she’d taken the opportunity to study in Paris.


Another reason she’d left home and lingered in Europe longer than she’d planned was Jackson Harris. She’d developed a crush on him when she was fourteen, but realized she was in love with her brother’s friend when she was sixteen, just after the grief of her parents’ deaths had subsided enough to not be overwhelming. She had tried for two years to get him to notice her, but he hadn’t felt the same, and he’d proven it by walking out of her life when she was eighteen. Now, she had no idea where Jackson was or what he was doing, and she feared seeing him around Rocky Creek unexpectedly, so she’d started to look for a job that would take her away.


When Jacob’s offer had come the day before, she’d seen the perfect escape. She turned her focus back to her new boss.


 “In my experience, I’ve discovered the problems aren’t always just with the money. Sometimes there are underlying issues. Could you give me some background on the band members? That might help me better understand how to approach some of the problems.”


“In this case, your observations would be correct. Most of the problems stem from Sebastian’s spoiled behavior,” Jacob said with a shake of his head, tension lines forming around his lips. “He expects everything to be done his way, spends more money nightly than the band brings in weekly, and is pretty much single-handedly responsible for running off the last four managers.”


“Four managers? Since the tour started four months ago?” Kerrigan frowned.


Jacob nodded. “After he ran the last one off, I decided that the next manager I hired would be the band’s last chance.” He casually stepped toward her, and out of habit she stiffened. “When I spoke with your references, I knew you were the best last chance I could give them. My partners are ready to cut them loose right now.”


Kerrigan tapped her fingers lightly against her upper arm as she digested Jacob’s revelations. She couldn’t say she was surprised by this information. Most rock bands were famous for having at least one prima donna, and it sounded as if that role in Malhypnus belonged to Sebastian.


“What about the other band members—what can you tell me about them?”


“I don’t expect you’ll have too many problems with Riley and Stephen,” Jacob began. “Riley’s as laid back as they come and makes friends with almost everyone he meets. Stephen is probably the most mature of the bunch. He has a degree in business, so he’s my go-to guy when they’re between managers. If you have any questions about the operations of the band, or if you have any problems with the club and venue managers, Stephen’s the one you should go to.”


Kerrigan swallowed her doubts. “Why hasn’t he been able to keep the band solvent?”


Jacob shrugged his shoulders. “He does his best but says it’s gotten harder to keep Sebastian and his spending in check. He’s the one who notified me when he noticed how bad the problem was. And then there’s Jack.” Jacob sighed heavily.


 She waited for him to explain but he remained silent.


“What’s wrong with Jack?”


Jacob pressed his lips together and she could tell he was considering what, or possibly how much, he wanted to tell her. “Over the past few years, it seems he’s been on a downward spiral. When I first met the band three years ago, he was moody and a bit of a playboy, but as time has gone on, he’s become more detached from everything but the music. He can be as kind as Riley and as mature as Stephen if he wants to be.”


“And if he doesn’t?” Kerrigan’s brow furrowed.


“Well, if he doesn’t, he acts like a spoiled brat.” Jacob shook his head. “Worse than Sebastian sometimes. And if he’s in the mood to take Sebastian’s side, sparks really start to fly between the four of them.” He regarded her squarely. “Now that you know what you’re walking in to, are you sure you still want to do this?”


Kerrigan held his startling clear gaze and narrowed her eyes. She wished she’d had more time to research the band. She had asked her brother what he knew about them, but Charlie had said he hadn’t heard of them. He had suggested that she shouldn’t take the job, but she had figured it was because he’d wanted her to stay home after being gone for so long. And his tone hadn’t seemed that serious, so Kerrigan had ignored him.


“I won’t cater to them,” she began slowly. “Any of them. If one of them deserves to be punished, whether it’s arrested, fired, or simply fined, I won’t hesitate to have it done. Things won’t improve if they continue as they have been.”


Jacob nodded his agreement.


Kerrigan released a long, slow breath. “Sounds like I have my work cut out for me, but I’m ready for this challenge,” she assured him with a nod of her head.


“Great.” His smile widened, showing his perfectly straight teeth, and she wished she could feel some sort of interest in him. At the very least, it would reassure her that she was over Jackson.


Nothing else did.


“Good morning, Jacob,” came a voice from the door. As Jacob turned around, Kerrigan looked up and saw two men entering the room.


The first was tall with light brown hair, thinning in the front but pulled into a short ponytail in the back. He was wearing a pair of jeans with holes in the knees and a T-shirt covered by a flannel shirt, buttoned up to the middle of his chest. From across the room, Kerrigan could tell his eyes were dark.


The other was an inch shorter and two inches broader across the chest with a head of short, spiky red hair, shaved on the side and longer on the top. His jeans had even more holes and his T-shirt was gray, whether by design or from dirt she didn’t know. He caught Kerrigan’s eye as they approached and gave her a wide smile that showed off his crooked teeth. Kerrigan tilted her head and studied him, wary of his friendly grin.


“Ah, Stephen. Riley. Good to see you this morning,” Jacob said as he stepped forward to shake their hands. “Guys, I have a surprise for you.”


“Oh, really?” asked the redhead in a thick Scottish brogue. He took a long look at Kerrigan. “Would it be this lovely lady behind ye?” His lips pursed as he gave Kerrigan a cheeky wink and her tension eased a bit.


“It is.” Jacob motioned toward Kerrigan.


Without waiting for an introduction, Riley stepped around Jacob and bowed deeply with a flourish of his arm. “Riley Kincaid,” he said as he rose. “Drummer extraordinaire. And who might ye be, m’dear?” He reached out his hand.


As she shook it, Kerrigan kept her arm stiff and straight. “I’m Kerrigan Dodd. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She gave him a tight smile.


Jacob stepped farther away and gestured toward Stephen. “This is Stephen Jennings. He plays keyboard.”


Kerrigan shook Stephen’s hand in the same manner. “I’ve heard a lot about you. I believe you and I have some things to talk about.”


“Oh really?” Stephen’s eyes widened as he looked at Jacob. “Is she our new manager?”


“Yes, she is,” Jacob answered. “I hope that’s not a problem.”


“Not for me.” Stephen’s shoulders relaxed, but a worried look came over his face. “But we both know Sebastian won’t like it.”


“No, he won’t.” Jacob raised an eyebrow. “But, I’m not sure I care about what Sebastian will or won’t like right now.”


“Ye’ve at least warned her, right? Ye aren’t just throwing her to the wolves.” Riley crossed his arms and leaned against the large table. His face wore a serious expression and concern filled his soft, brown eyes. “I’ll do ma’ best to keep her safe, but I can’t promise they’ll go easy on her.”


“They?” Kerrigan asked. “So you don’t think Jack will be happy about me either?”


Riley shook his head in response and Stephen shrugged, but it was Jacob’s nod that gave her a chill of apprehension. She looked at her watch and her brows came together. Jacob had called this meeting to introduce her to the band and it was time to get started, but they were still missing two band members.


When she looked up, Jacob met her eyes. “They’re late. That’s normal.”


“If you want a meeting to start on time, you should probably tell them it’s ten to fifteen minutes earlier,” Stephen offered. “At least.”


Kerrigan rolled her eyes at the childish behavior.


They didn’t need a manager. They needed a nanny.


“I hope they change their own diapers,” she muttered.


Riley chuckled. “I think I like her.”


Kerrigan looked up, surprised she’d spoken out loud. Luckily Jacob and Stephen looked as amused as Riley.


“That wasn’t nice of me.” She shook her head. “But Jacob, you didn’t tell me I’d be working with children.” She folded her arms across her chest. “And what’s worse is it sounds like these two hold the rest of you captive, making you do things they want to do when they want to do them, and they don’t seem to care about, or respect, anything outside of themselves. I’m thinking you should have advertised for a babysitter instead of a band manager.” She raised an eyebrow and the men laughed again. “If you’ll excuse me, it looks like I have time to get a cup of coffee.”


She smiled and walked to the refreshment table in the small room across the hall. She poured a cup of coffee and added a packet of sweetener and a splash of milk. This job wasn’t going to be as simple as she’d expected. She’d known the band had financial problems and had suspected there was a little strife amongst the members. With the numbers she’d seen, she didn’t see how there couldn’t be. But she had a feeling there was more to it than even Jacob realized, which may not bode well for her success. She shook her head as she stirred her coffee.


There had once been a time she could manage immature males. She’d had plenty of practice with her older brother and his friends. They hadn’t exactly been difficult; they’d just always been around. And they’d loved to tease her, especially Jackson. She’d learned early how to respond with sarcasm and a sharp tongue.


When that didn’t work, she could throw a mean right hook.


But she hadn’t used any of those skills in several years. Now she preferred to avoid putting herself in situations that might require her to be defensive. Especially with men.


It was safer that way.


A rumble of voices began to grow from the conference room. Kerrigan stirred her coffee as she leaned against the doorframe, peering across the hallway into the room.


A man had entered through another door and was scowling at Jacob. His untamed black hair came to his shoulders like a lion’s mane. His angular chin sported an anchor-shaped goatee under a set of thin lips. His sharp, straight nose flared slightly at the nostrils and even from across the room, Kerrigan could see the mischief and trouble in his dark eyes.


“Hello, Sebastian. So glad you could join us.” Jacob’s greeting was tense.


“You mean I had a choice?” Sebastian scoffed. “And here I thought all meetings with you were required affairs, no matter how boring and mundane.”


Kerrigan frowned. She could already tell she and Sebastian were going to have problems. She stepped into the hallway and leaned against the wall beside the door. She couldn’t see the men in the room, but she could still hear what was being said.


“I’m hurt you got this party started without me.”


“Well, if you’d show up on time . . .” Jacob started.


“I am on time,” Sebastian growled. “Those two jokers are just early. They make me look bad.”


“No, Sebastian,” Jacob corrected him. “You manage that pretty well on your own.”


“Aw, Jacob. Are you still upset I ran Roger off?”


Kerrigan’s brow furrowed at the proud tone and she inched sideways until she could see the malevolent sneer on Sebastian’s face.


“And Kevin,” Stephen muttered.


“And Josh,” Riley added.


 Sebastian nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders. “It’s not my fault they were all incompetent bastards.”


“They weren’t incompetent,” Jacob argued. “You’re just an asshole who thinks he knows everything.”


“I know what’s important when it comes to my band,” Sebastian roared as he took two angry steps towards Jacob. “I’m not twelve. I don’t need curfews and allowances,” he continued. “And I’ll be damned if someone’s gonna tell me what I can eat, how much I can drink, who I can fuck, and when I can take a piss.”


Kerrigan shuddered and swallowed the large lump in her throat. If Sebastian had such a problem with structure and schedules, she really was in trouble.


“Such language in front of the ladies,” an amused voice drawled.


Kerrigan froze and took a hesitant step toward the room. She knew that voice.


“I thought I’d asked the two of you to play nice,” the voice continued as she drew closer.


Her eyes widened as the speaker came into view and her heart sank to her stomach.




Two


Standing just inside the doorway, a beautiful blonde on each arm, was Jackson. The man who’d given her the silent treatment for two years, then reappeared again at the worst moment of her life. She still remembered that day in Paris, when she could only look at him through the glass, like it was yesterday.


It was two days after the incident and she’d been called in to the police station to identify a man who had been lingering outside her apartment, looking for her. Jackson had been sitting at the lone table in the room, both hands in his chestnut hair that spiked through his fingers, a tattoo on the inside of his left wrist that she’d never seen before. His jaw was shadowed with stubble and his eyes were closed as she studied him through the window. When he’d looked up, despite knowing he couldn’t see her, she’d stepped back into the shadows and watched him get up and slowly pace the room like a caged animal.


She’d had no explanation why he was there. If Charlie had known Jackson was coming, he’d given her no warning. She’d been battered and bruised, inside and out, and had been emotionally torn. The moment she saw him, she’d wanted him to hold her, the way he had when her parents had died. But she’d felt so ashamed, she couldn’t face him. She’d told the officer that Jackson wasn’t to blame for what had happened to her, but that she didn’t want to see him. Then she’d walked away.


It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done.


In the four years since, she’d thought of him every day, but he hadn’t tried to contact her again, so any ridiculous hope he’d been in Paris out of any true desire to see her had died a long time ago. Now he stood in the doorway, as tall and handsome as he’d ever been with his grassy green eyes, so full of laughter and life, and his blond, almost white, hair standing up all over the top of his head like he’d just rolled out of bed, and her pulse quickened.


The last time she had seen his hair, it had been brown. And not so short.


This wasn’t right. Kerrigan took another step forward and frustratingly glared at her binder on the table in the conference room. She’d always spent at least a week researching everything about every client she’d ever taken on in Zurich. Yet she’d come into this job completely unprepared. She’d been so interested in the financial situation of the band that she’d only glanced at the personal information in the papers Jacob had sent her. Figuring she’d meet them face-to-face soon enough, she’d only taken the time to learn their names.


She fervently cursed herself under her breath for being so careless.


Mentally she went through the names she’d seen on the list of band members: Riley Kincaid, Stephen Jennings, Sebastian Bates and . . . Jack Hart.


“What are you arguing about this morning? Whose fault it is we keep running out of managers?” Jack was saying in his slow, Southern drawl.


Jack Hart? That was Jackson Harris.


Kerrigan’s chest felt heavy as she braved another glimpse.


Those were most definitely Jackson’s full lips, the ones she’d dreamt about kissing since she was a teenager. Those were his high cheekbones and scruffy, square jaw, his straight nose, his cute little dimples. Those were Jackson’s strong arms, the ones that had held her the morning of her parents’ funeral, now wrapped around two busty, tall blondes. Kerrigan stood frozen, staring unfocused into the room, suddenly wishing she’d listened to her brother’s advice.


“Jack. Thanks for showing up,” Jacob said tersely.


“Sorry,” Jack said, not really sounding apologetic. “I was otherwise occupied.” The blonde twins tittered.


Kerrigan felt tears sting her eyes and furiously blinked them away as she slowly stumbled backward until she felt the solid wall at her back. She blew out a shaky breath and forced herself to focus on the truth.


She needed to remember that he’d never known she loved him. She’d never worked up the courage to tell him before he’d walked out of her life. And he was a rock star now, so of course he could have any woman he wanted. And probably did. She’d just have to get used to it, put her feelings aside, and learn to look the other way.


“Can we get started?” Stephen asked.


“Of course,” Jack replied sweetly. “Ladies, it’s been a pleasure.”


As Kerrigan pushed away from the wall and stepped to the center of the hallway, she heard the women giggle.


“Twins?” she heard Sebastian’s gruff voice ask.


Kerrigan turned her head toward the high-pitched chatter as the twins came around the corner.


Jack chuckled. “Yes, but not quite identical.”


“They looked it,” Riley said.


The women made eye contact with Kerrigan and their smiles grew more feline as their gazes wandered the length of her body.


“When they’re clothed,” Jack responded and Sebastian guffawed.


The two blondes seemed pleased with their assessment and laughed in a way that made Kerrigan feel inadequate. She pulled her shoulders back and looked away to hide the warmth in her cheeks from the women as they passed.


She raised an eyebrow and tightly pressed her lips together as she stared at their backs.


So these were the type of women Jack was interested in? She hated to admit it, but she’d always thought Jackson had better taste. The girls he’d followed around the campground at the beach had always seemed to be a little less . . . air-headed?


Someone in the conference room cleared his throat, drawing Kerrigan’s focus from the door the women had just walked through and she shook her thoughts away.


“Okay, you guys can talk about that later.”


“Spoilsport,” Sebastian mumbled.


“We have business to discuss, I have a flight to catch, and you guys need to get on the road to Huntsville,” Jacob continued.


Kerrigan’s feet began to inch toward the lobby. She was no longer sure she could do this job. Managing the band was one thing. But she couldn’t face Jackson or this new persona he had adopted. Not after what she’d just seen.


 With an ocean between them, it was one thing to consider that he was involved with another woman. It had been an uncomfortable thought, but she couldn’t deny it. To see the evidence with her own eyes wasn’t something she’d been prepared for. It was why she’d felt the need to leave Rocky Creek again only three months after she’d returned. The thought of seeing him with other women around town had turned her stomach inside out.


“Fine, but can we make this fast?” Jack said, all humor gone from his voice. “I’m tired and would like to get some sleep.”


“They keep you up?” Sebastian asked in a sardonic tone Kerrigan didn’t like.


“God, yes,” Jack answered. “And when I was no longer up, they giggled and talked all night long.”


“If their mouths are full, they can’t talk and giggle,” Sebastian stated matter-of-factly.


“Tried that.”


Jack’s careless answer had Kerrigan’s cheeks aflame and her stomach quivering.


“Enough!” Jacob snapped.


Kerrigan turned her attention to the cup of coffee in her trembling hand.


“Now,” Jacob started, “it’s been a week and a half since you ran your last manager off.”


“He was an incompetent bastard,” Jack muttered.


“Thank you,” Sebastian said.


“He was not,” Jacob snapped. “The two of you are just spoiled brats.”


“Jacob, he thought we could save money by having room inspections every time we checked in or out of a hotel,” Sebastian stated.


“And it appears he did,” Jacob snapped. “In the ten days you’ve been without a manager, the hotel bills have skyrocketed. Between room service fees and the destruction of property, Sebastian, your bills alone have more than doubled. Stephen and Riley’s shared room costs have been holding steady at about a quarter of yours.”


“He treated us like we were in the army!” Sebastian ranted. “Room inspections, curfews, early breakfast, and then we had to be on the road at the same time every morning we had to travel, only after he’d done another room inspection.”


 Kerrigan eased closer to the room but tried to stay out of sight.


“You need that sort of discipline,” Jacob said.


“He made me pay for any damage he found!” Sebastian yelled.


Jack chuckled. “Sebastian couldn’t afford condoms for a week, Jacob.”


Jacob groaned. “Great.”


Riley stepped backward, into Kerrigan’s line of sight. He turned his head and briefly met her stare with a wink, then looked at Jacob. “Oh, dinna worry. He had plenty of alone time.”


“I’m gonna come across this table and smack that bloody grin off your face,” Sebastian growled at Riley, who shrugged innocently as Jack and Stephen chuckled.


Kerrigan stopped at the edge of the door and frowned. This meeting was obviously out of hand, and if Jacob couldn’t get them under control, what chance did she have?


“All right.” Jacob’s stern voice broke through the laughter. “Like it or not, Roger was on the right track. You guys have spent more money than you’ve made on this tour and it has to stop.”


“I disagree,” Sebastian muttered.


“I don’t care,” Jacob said shortly. “Sadly, your high hotel room bills are only the tip of the iceberg.”


“Then Roger should have done something about that,” Sebastian retorted.


Kerrigan rolled her eyes. After only fifteen minutes, she was already tired of Sebastian.


“You didn’t give him time, Sebastian. Now shut up and listen.”


Kerrigan was impressed with Jacob’s authoritative tone and wondered if her predecessors had tried it. If so, had they had any luck with it? Sebastian clearly lacked any kind of respect for authority, something she’d never had to deal with. Every client she’d had in Switzerland had sought her company out for help and happily gone along with any plan she’d come up with. She had a feeling Sebastian wouldn’t be so easygoing.


That left Jack as her only hope.


She closed her eyes and swallowed her groan.


She wasn’t sure she could work closely with him. Not if she wanted to keep her secrets safe. Until she learned whether this ‘Jack’ persona was just an act or if it was the person he had become, she didn’t want to risk exposing herself.


“Aside from your massive hotel bills, the food and drink costs have become outrageous. There is no reason for four people to eat eight hundred dollars’ worth of food and two hundred dollars in alcohol after every performance. No, Jack. I don’t want to hear excuses. Even if you each had one girl backstage with you after the concert, that’s still too much food and drink. And can we talk about your rainy day funds?”


“What rainy day funds?” Sebastian asked.


“Those should still be untouched,” Jack snapped.


Kerrigan’s eyes popped open and she stared into the room at the wall behind Riley.


“Riley and Stephen’s are. Yours and Sebastian’s are nearly gone.”


“Gone!” Jack squawked. “There’s no way.”


If she wasn’t mistaken, that was panic in his voice.


“I’m sorry, but it’s true.” Jacob stated. “Since you started performing at small festivals eighteen months ago, we’ve gotten two dozen paternity claims against the two of you.”


Kerrigan’s knees weakened and her fingers grasped at the edge of the door as she leaned toward the opening. She had noticed the rainy day funds listed on the file she’d been sent and had meant to ask Jacob what they were and why they were so depleted. Now it appeared they were an insurance policy. Could Jackson have a child out there by some faceless woman?


She couldn’t catch her breath.


Kerrigan realized now this was not the man she’d fallen in love with . . . and it nearly brought her to her knees.


She’d never forgiven herself for turning him away in Paris, and for the past four years—try as she might to forget him, to stop loving him—all she’d managed to do was build a shrine to him in her mind. She couldn’t forget the sweet young man he’d been, the one who’d never had a cruel word to say to anyone. She’d never known him to treat women, young or old, with anything but courtesy and respect. She knew how much his last conversation with his father haunted him.


While they were growing up, he’d spent hours, almost every afternoon, at her house with Charlie, and while her brother could make her feel like a spoiled brat, Jackson always had a kind word or a secret smile for her. He’d always known how to make her feel better.


Jackson was supposed to be her hero, and her hero didn’t treat women so carelessly.


She glanced at Jack’s wrist and remembered the glimpse of a tattoo she’d seen at the police station in Paris. She felt certain he hadn’t had it when she’d last seen him, when she was eighteen. It had niggled at her mind for the last four years and she’d wondered what other changes he’d made during their separation. Regardless of how unworthy she’d felt after Paris, she’d never considered he could change so much that he would be almost unrecognizable, or that those changes would make her question her love for him. Then again, she hadn’t really wanted to stop.


But now, nothing about him was familiar. His appearance was different. His behavior was nothing she would have expected. On the surface, he seemed like a stereotypical rock star, and the idea that she’d lost that man she’d known made her want to cry for all the years they’d been apart.


“Who has more?” Sebastian said, drawing her focus back to the conversation.


“This isn’t a game, Sebastian,” Jacob said. “We put that money aside just in case you had a paternity claim or two filed against you. We can’t keep covering your ass like this.”


“How many?” Jack asked hoarsely.


“I told you this wasn’t a game,” Jacob replied sharply.


“I’m asking how many claims there are against me,” Jack roared, “and how many are actually true.”


Kerrigan laid her forehead against the cool wood, holding her breath, curiosity keeping her still when the rest of her wanted to bolt.


“Eight against you, Jack. Sixteen for Sebastian,” Jacob answered and she heard the squeak of a chair, as if Jack had collapsed into it.


“Woo hoo, I win!” Sebastian cheered.


“Shut it,” Jack growled.


“We’re still waiting on all the results for Sebastian, but none were actually yours, Jack,” Jacob said. “But we had to treat them as if they were until we knew for sure. Some of the money we paid out for tests will be returned to your account.”


 As she wrestled with the facts being laid out before her, Kerrigan heard a loud thud on the table and lifted her head from the door to peek into the room. Jack’s forehead was flat against the table and she was almost moved to see if he was okay.


If it were any other member of any other band, she wouldn’t care. She couldn’t care less if every single one of the claims against Sebastian were true. That was his problem and he’d have to handle it. But the thought that there had even been a remote chance that Jackson had fathered children with multiple women left her reeling from a totally unjustifiable feeling of betrayal.


If she hadn’t already shaken Jacob’s hand and met with two of the band members, she’d have been out the door of the hotel the moment Jack had walked into the room. After seeing the files and hearing the facts from Jacob, Stephen, and Riley, she’d formed a mental list of the steps she would take to help the band out of their financial hole. Even after Sebastian made his appearance, she knew it would be difficult, but she’d felt she could handle his childishness.


Her plans were all scattered as soon as Jack had walked in and they’d taken her nerves with them.


She had no idea why he’d come to Paris to see her, or why he’d stopped talking to her before that, so she didn’t know how he’d react to seeing her for the first time in six years. She was having a hard time reconciling her memories with the person he seemed to be now. She wasn’t sure she wanted to. Right now, all she wanted to do was run away.


But Jacob had hired her with expectations that she could succeed in turning this band around.


And she hated to fail.


“But that’s not why I’m here,” Jacob continued. “I’ve hired a new manager for you.”


Kerrigan pulled her shoulders back. After witnessing Jack’s behavior, she wasn’t sure he really was the Jackson she’d grown up with. But just in case, whether she liked it or not, she couldn’t let him fail.


“Shit,” Sebastian groaned.


“She’s highly—”


“She!” Jack and Sebastian both exclaimed.


 Kerrigan inhaled and exhaled a deep, cleansing breath. She would do this. She would make this band profitable—no matter what.


“—highly qualified to get you out of this mess,” Jacob continued as if there hadn’t been an outburst. “She majored in accounting and financial planning, so she’ll be able to help you get out of debt and budget wisely, as well as marketing, so she’ll be able to put a positive spin on all your bad behavior. Let’s hope she doesn’t have to use that skill too much.”


Kerrigan silently blew the air past her lips. She would just make sure that she and Jack kept their relationship professional and formal. She would show none of the familiarity they had once shared.


“She’s been working in Switzerland for the past three years and comes highly recommended by several of her past employers.” Jacob continued singing her praises as Kerrigan steeled herself and stepped into the doorway.


“If she’s so good, they can have her back,” Sebastian grumbled.


“We don’t need another manager,” Jack agreed. “We can manage ourselves.”


“I’ve noticed,” Jacob said with more than a hint of sarcasm. “I’ve hired her already and you will have to deal with it.”


“No, we won’t,” Sebastian snapped.


“You don’t have a choice, Sebastian! You have one last chance and she’s it. If you run her off, I won’t have a choice.” Jacob picked up a stack of papers and shook them. “This contract will be shredded and my production company will no longer make your music.” Jacob slapped the contract on the table and glared at Sebastian.


Kerrigan nodded, reassuring herself. She could do this. She had to do this.


The first step was surviving this meeting. The second was figuring out how to get as far away from Jack as possible for as long as she possibly could.


“Now, as I was saying,” Jacob said and looked up at her in the doorway. “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to Kerrigan Dodd.” He pointed to her with an outstretched arm.


She heard a sharp intake of breath as she squared her shoulders and walked into the room.


“Your band’s new manager.”




Three


Jack’s mouth fell open and he stared at Kerri as she glided into the room. His feet were glued to the floor and he couldn’t take his eyes off of her. He started to speak to her as she walked past, but the look she gave him was so glacial, the words froze in his throat.


Then he remembered Sebastian beside him and decided it was probably for the best.


She smiled at Jacob as she stopped beside him. “Thank you.” She gave fleeting smiles to Riley and Stephen as well. They each gave her a sly grin in return and Jack’s eyes widened as his mouth snapped closed.


They’d known she was there.


He swiveled his head toward the door she’d just entered from. How long had she been out there? What had she heard? Besides that . . . what had she seen?


Oh God . . . the twins. If she’d seen them, what would she think of him?


Swallowing the bile that rose, he turned his attention back to her.


“Good morning, gentlemen.” Her voice, a voice that still haunted his dreams, caressed him from across the room. “As Jacob told you, my name is Kerrigan—”


When did she start going by her full name? And why is she wearing glasses again? She stopped that in ninth grade. Her wide, blue-gray eyes were so captivating. Why is her black hair pulled back into such a tight, uncomfortable-looking bun? How long is it now?


She was wearing a short, deep blue jacket over a collared, white dress shirt. Her long legs were covered by a knee-length, loose-fitting pencil skirt that tastefully showed off her small waist and narrow hips. It was too professional and uptight for Jack’s liking, but it seemed to fit this persona she was now presenting. She seemed thinner than he remembered and she’d always been thin.


God, she’s still beautiful.


“And you’re our new manager,” Sebastian interrupted as he elbowed Jack. “Yeah, sweetie, we got that.”


Jack shook his head, pushing his thoughts away. Had Sebastian just called her “sweetie”? Never mind his condescending tone, he couldn’t call her that. Jack fought the impulse to tell him off.


Kerrigan’s eyes narrowed. “And you also got that your band is in trouble and I’m your last hope for salvation, right?” She dropped her purse onto the table next to Riley. “You got that you’re spending too much on food and drinks and room service? You got that you’re causing problems, both to your budget and your image, every time you destroy a hotel room?”


“Smart-ass bitch,” Sebastian murmured and Kerri cocked her head to one side.


Jack’s hand formed a fist. He could let “sweetie” slip, but “bitch” was unacceptable. Sebastian couldn’t get away with that. He saw the mischievous grin on Sebastian’s lips as he held her glare. Jack looked at Kerri again. She nodded to herself and, to his surprise, a cynical smile formed on her lips as well.


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Sebastian,” she said sweetly as she picked up the contract Jacob had tossed down on the table earlier. “I had hoped we’d be able to work together, but if you’re not even willing to try . . . ” She stacked the contract on top of her binder, then placed her purse on top of them both. “Then what are we doing here?”


“We are having a meeting with our producer,” Sebastian retorted. “We don’t need a manager, so you must be here for our entertainment.” The mischievous glint in his eye deepened. “You’re really a stripper, aren’t you?”


Jack saw her inhale sharply as her eyes widened.


“Go ahead and take something off,” Sebastian continued. “That would be quite entertaining.”


“What the hell?” Jack growled as he turned to Sebastian. There was no way he’d let Sebastian near Kerri.


He looked at her again and she finally met his gaze, but only for an instant. In that brief moment, he watched the icy glare give way to hurt. She turned her attention back to Sebastian, wiping all emotion from her face.


 Why won’t she look at me? Why won’t she even acknowledge me? Had she seen the twins? The urge to have her look at him the way she used to ached in his chest.


But he couldn’t forget Paris. He’d flown halfway around the world to see her, to tell her he was in love with her. Instead, he’d ended up in an interrogation room in a police station, with no idea why he was there or where she was. The police had reassured him she was safe and that she would join him shortly.


But she’d never shown up. Instead she’d sent word through the officer that he was the last person she wanted to see. He’d never felt that depth of hurt and anger before and hadn’t allowed himself to care about anything enough since to experience it again. He’d spent the past four years trying to forget her.


Obviously to no avail. One look at her now and he knew he was gone. He’d follow her to Paris again. Hell, he’d follow her to the moon. Suddenly, the reason she’d refused to see him in Paris didn’t matter as much as the fact that she was there now. Maybe this was his second chance.


All he had to do was make her forget about the two women he’d walked into the meeting with. She was never supposed to know that side of him. He’d created ‘Jack Hart’ out of a need to separate himself from the man who was desperately in love with Kerri Dodd. Being Jackson all the time was too painful, he hurt too much for the woman he couldn’t have. But Jack could be as bad as he wanted to be, guilt free. And as ridiculous as it sounded, hiding behind his stage persona made him feel like he could return home without feeling like a disappointment to his father.


He’d never meant for Jack and Kerri to meet. To be honest, he’d never expected to see her again. Now that she was here, he’d do whatever it took to keep her around. But in order to do that, he had to make sure Sebastian didn’t run her off before he got the chance.


“Well?” Sebastian practically laughed. “I’m willing to keep you around if you make it worth my time.”


This is not going to be easy. “Just shut up and listen,” Jack snapped. “You heard what Jacob said. She’s our last chance, so you may as well cooperate.”


Kerri’s pert nose rose into the air a fraction and her eyes widened as her dark, angled eyebrows lifted dramatically. Jack studied her face and was amazed by how little she’d changed. Her cheekbones were high and looked sharper than they had the last time he’d seen her six years ago. Her full lips, lips he’d once wanted to kiss more than anything, pursed slightly.


Jack frowned. What was she thinking? She’d always hated confrontation. Sure, he and her brother had picked on her when they were younger, but they’d known her boundaries. Sebastian didn’t. And when he found them, he’d push her to her limit and beyond. Jack wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to handle that.


“I’m afraid I didn’t bring sock puppets and bedtime stories with me.” Her voice held no emotion as she folded her arms across her chest.


From the corner of his eye, Jack saw Sebastian’s lip twitch.


“Maybe we can find him some Legos and coloring books,” Riley chimed in from his seat to Kerri’s left.


“I’m sure that’s possible,” Kerri continued and Sebastian’s smirk faded completely. “Jacob hired me to do a job, Sebastian, and that job is to undo your mess. You now have a choice. You can either work with me or you will find yourself without a band.”


“You can’t do that!” Sebastian roared. “This is my band and I’ll be damned if some little Swedish bitch is going to take it away from me!”


She narrowed her eyes and released a long breath. “First, I’m American and I’ve been living and working in Switzerland, not Sweden. And second,” she moved her purse and picked up the contract, “this contract says differently. This band belongs to Mattern, Nelson, and Goldberg Records, and they’ve hired me to get it out of the muck you’ve put it in. So as I said before, you will either cooperate or you will find yourself out of a job.”


Jack could see the fire shooting from Sebastian’s eyes and could almost feel the ice emanating from Kerri. He tugged on Sebastian’s sleeve. “Sit down.”


If she heard his support, she gave no indication. He hated to admit how much that stung.


“Fine, but don’t expect me to like it,” Sebastian grumbled.


“I don’t care if you like it.” Kerri glanced at Jacob, who nodded as the corners of his lips slowly turned up. Kerri opened the binder on the table in front of her and ran her finger down the page. “I’ve reviewed the numbers and after hearing what Roger was doing before me, I have to agree, he was on the right track. Room inspections will continue. It’s the best way to ensure any problem is promptly addressed and the responsible party pays for the damage. The band can no longer afford to pay for damages to hotel rooms.”


Sebastian’s forehead hit the table and he groaned.


“On top of that, the budget for your pre- and post-concert food and drinks will be significantly lowered.” She turned to Stephen, who smiled at her. “Stephen, I’ll talk to you about that on the road so we can come up with a workable number.” He nodded and she looked down at the figures in her binder again. “You’ll each be given an allowance for room service. After reviewing the numbers, I think three hundred a night is fair.”


Sebastian quickly lifted his head and glared at her. “I was holding steady at four hundred when Roger was here.”


“And you’ve doubled that since then, which ate into what little the band had saved as well as what was earned,” Kerri continued, unfazed by Sebastian’s outrage. Jack was impressed with her calm demeanor.


But she still refused to look at him, and that left him with an ache in his chest that he hadn’t felt since leaving Paris.


“I will call my father about this,” Sebastian snarled, his stare directed at Jacob.


Kerri’s brow furrowed in confusion and she looked over her shoulder at Jacob as well.


Jack noticed how Jacob’s jaw was clenched with a slight curl to his upper lip, his narrow-eyed gaze directed at Sebastian. Jack couldn’t say he was surprised. The tension between the half-brothers had been there before the ink on the contract was dry and had gotten worse over the past year and a half. Jack had always thought having these two in a working partnership was a bad idea, but Mr. Bates had wanted his sons to build a better relationship.


“Your father?” Kerri asked, confusion replaced by a hint of condescension as she turned to face Sebastian. “I’m sorry, I thought you were all grown men. I wasn’t aware I needed your father’s permission for anything I do with your band.” She glanced at her watch. “As we go on, I’ll make cuts to the budget and other changes as necessary. We need to get on the road soon, so you should all go pack your things now so I can have the inspections done.”


Sebastian glared at her and his nostrils flared as they all stood.


“Please be in the lobby in forty-five minutes. I am leaving in one hour, with or without you.” She narrowed her eyes at Sebastian.


 He flipped her the bird before he turned and left the room.


Jack watched as Riley and Stephen spoke to Kerri and strained to hear their whispered words. As he stalked around the table to get closer, Riley and Stephen both nodded to her and turned to leave. She was closing her binder, but her hand slowed and her shoulders stiffened as Jacob walked up to her. Jack stopped to watch them interact.


He noticed that her posture remained tense. She nodded as she spoke, but her hand stayed frozen on the binder, as if she was holding herself as still as possible.


“You will keep me updated on the progress?” Jacob asked.


“Of course,” Kerri replied. “I’ll email you the numbers every week and call to discuss any ideas I come up with.”


The thought of her emailing another man, for any reason, caused Jack’s chest to tighten uncomfortably. He missed getting emails from her.


When he’d been in college and she was still in high school, they’d communicated almost daily through emails. They’d chatted mostly about the going-ons in Rocky Creek. She’d occasionally asked about his life at college but he’d always been hesitant to answer. Soon after he and Sebastian had formed the band their sophomore year in college, Jack had realized that women loved rock stars and he loved the attention. It was almost a given that he would be approached by multiple women after every show, each more willing than the last to show him a good time. As a red-blooded male, he’d be crazy to turn down the attention.


But Kerri hadn’t needed to know about that. Even before he’d realized he loved her, just before his senior year, he’d tried to shield her from his womanizing behavior. Her messages had never failed to be full of life and cheer, a perfect representation of their sender, and he’d always looked forward to getting them. They’d been a bright spot in his otherwise tedious days.


Jack shook his head. As much as he liked to blame the events in Paris for ripping them apart, he knew the real damage had been done two years before Paris. After Jack had made his feelings for Kerri known to Charlie and had asked if he could date her, her brother had put a stop to everything. Because of the stories Charlie had heard regarding Jack’s behavior at college, he hadn’t thought Jack was good enough for her. Instead, Charlie had given Jack two years to clean up his act. The only stipulation had been that Jack could have no contact with Kerri in those two long years—no emails, no texts, no phone calls.


Charlie was the reason Jack and Kerri were practically strangers now. The remorse for all the time he’d missed with her stabbed Jack in the chest.


“That sounds great.” Jacob looked at his watch then at her with a smile. “I have a plane to catch, but if you need anything, let me know. I’m looking forward to seeing how this plays out.”


Kerri nodded and shook his outstretched hand. Jacob walked away and she stood there, stock still. Her head turned a fraction in Jack’s direction before she picked up her purse and put the strap over her shoulder. After she’d gathered her binder and the contract, she finally turned to face him. He held her gaze for a moment before she tried to edge around him.


“Hi, Kerri,” he murmured.


She froze, her shoulder almost touching his. Her eyes widened momentarily as she pulled back.


“It’s Kerrigan,” she said as she angled her head enough to throw a cutting glare at him, “Jack.”


Her offensive emphasis on his name took him aback.


“Are you the only band member who uses a stage name?” she asked tartly.


He sensed the anger in her tone, but as far as he was concerned, she had no right to be angry at him. She’d rejected him, not the other way around. Not like she would have cared if he had. She’d been living it up in Paris, probably not even thinking about him. His presence had most likely been an inconvenience to her.


He swallowed his irritation and barked a laugh. “Why should that matter?”


She narrowed her eyes.


“No. Sebastian uses his middle name, not his first,” he answered. “But you should already know that.” He’d talked to her about James, now Sebastian, and their band, plenty of times before their separation.


Kerri exhaled slowly then glanced at him again and shook her head. She turned to leave and he reached for her. As his hand approached her arm, she sidestepped away from him, avoiding his touch.


Her reaction drained all humor from him. “Didn’t you know this was my band?”


 She shook her head.


He gritted his teeth. “I would have expected you to do better research.”


“I didn’t have time,” she snapped. “Jacob gave me a list of band members, but you’re listed as ‘Jack Hart’ not ‘Jackson Harris’. How was I supposed to know?”


“Didn’t Charlie or anyone else at home talk about me or my band?” he growled.


Her lip curled. “I’ve been living in Zurich. I have only been home for a few months. Were you too tired to pay attention?” She cocked her head in feigned innocence. “Might I suggest you try just one girl at a time? You may find it a little less exhausting.”


She quickly turned, but not before he saw the flush creep into her cheeks. She took two steps toward the door before he reached for her. Again, she jerked away from him.


Anger gripped his chest. “You didn’t answer my question.” He stepped in front of her and she looked up at him and swallowed.


“Charlie doesn’t talk about you.”


Of course not. Charlie had caused their separation, why would he talk to Kerri about Jack?


“I came home just before Pete’s wedding.” She lifted a brow and he looked away sheepishly. They were both aware he should have been at that wedding. Pete had been one of his closest friends his whole life. Pete had also been, and still was, friends with Charlie. Jack had pushed hard for the band’s tour to start before the wedding so he’d had an excuse not to go.


He hadn’t been certain Kerri would be there, but he hadn’t wanted to take that chance.


“And if anyone talked about you, I didn’t hear,” she continued pertly.


“Of course. Why would you? I’m the last person you want to see, right?” he repeated the hurtful message that he’d received at the Parisian police station.


She gasped and drew back.


Good.


“You can hardly blame me.” She shifted the binder in her arms and placed it on her hip. “Why were you even in Paris? You hadn’t spoken to me for two years. Did you expect to just show up there and have us pick up like I was eighteen again and you hadn’t left the beach house without saying good-bye?”


“No, I expected to have a conversation with you,” he snapped. “Imagine my surprise when I show up to a swarm of officers in and around your apartment building and you’re nowhere to be seen. Why did they take me in, Kerri?”


She quickly looked away, glancing first at her watch, then at the door five steps to her right. “I have to meet with Stephen.”


“We’re not done,” Jack hissed.


“What is there to discuss, exactly? You tried to come back into my life after two years of complete silence. Two years, Jack.” Her voice was taut but he thought he heard it shake a little. “First of all, the police told me you were there asking about me, not that you were demanding to speak to me, and they certainly didn’t tell me why.”


“I wasn’t aware I had to give them my reasons,” he snarled.


Her eyes rounded as her jaw clenched and she took a sharp breath. “Secondly, you hadn’t said one word, hadn’t replied to one email or text or returned even one of my phone calls for so long I hardly thought anything you might want to say could be that important,” she continued angrily. She looked away and shrugged. “I figured you were simply passing through and had heard I was there.” Slowly, she met his gaze again.


His eyes narrowed on hers. She always broke eye contact whenever she fibbed. He remembered that from their shared childhood. He knew she wasn’t being completely honest with him.


The question was . . . why? What was she hiding?


“So, as much as neither of us wants this, we are stuck working together now—”


He held up a hand to stop her. “Kerri.”


She stopped and her jaw tightened. “Kerrigan.”


The corner of his mouth lifted in a teasing grin, one he hoped would remind her of their youth together. “Even for me? I’ve known you your whole life.”


“Especially for you,” she replied, then quietly added, “and no you haven’t.” She looked briefly at the binder in her arms then back at him. “I use my full name for work and I would like to maintain a professional relationship between us. So please don’t forget it.”


“Fine,” he agreed reluctantly. If she wanted to have a professional relationship, he’d do it. At least it was better than nothing. “But I didn’t say I don’t want to work with you.”


She swallowed and inched toward the door.
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