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      I’ve never believed in mistakes—you make a choice, and you live with it. The word mistake was created by people that dwell on the past. I’m not one of those people—or at least, I didn’t used to be.

      Two years ago I made a choice. A decision that would stick with me to this day. I’m still not sure it was the wrong choice, but it is one I constantly think about. I tell myself that I did what I had to do to protect someone I care about.

      Right now, I’m wondering more than ever if that choice was actually a mistake. A big one.

      I’m standing in front of a towering tour bus as the Los Angeles sun beats down on my skin, probably causing wrinkles I’ll have to pay thousands to erase. The bus is one of several in a row spanning the expansive lot. People bustle around me, preparing to embark on another Nash Pierce world tour. Tyson, Nash’s publicist, stands to my right, jawing on about securing another interview for Nash and his fiancé, Nora, before their impending nuptials.

      I ignore every single word out of his mouth. As Nash’s manager, I should be focused on the conversation, but my attention lies elsewhere.

      Tyson follows my gaze to the man sauntering our way as if he doesn’t have a care in this world. He’s got a black leather jacket draped over one of his shoulders, the fabric hanging loosely from his grasp. There’s a certain swagger to his step, as if he’s the most popular kid in high school walking down the hallway. His messy brown hair blows in the slight California breeze, brushing against a pair of sunglasses covering his eyes.

      Even with his eyes concealed, I know who he’s focused on—unfortunately, that would be me.

      Aiden Pierce. Nash’s loud, obnoxious younger brother who I thought I had the absolute pleasure of avoiding for the duration of this tour.

      “What the f—” I start, before getting cut off by Aiden.

      “Aw, Monica, did you miss me that much? I thought cussing was so beneath you.” He reaches out to tap my nose, but I swat his hand away before he can follow through.

      Cussing is beneath me, but for Aiden I'll make an exception.

      It wasn’t always like this. My past choices have complicated some things. Nash could have fired me for them. He probably should have—Aiden practically begged him to. But he didn’t, and now Aiden has made it his mission to berate and annoy me any chance he gets. A mission that he is succeeding at more and more every time I see him, though I would never admit it.

      “Does Nash know you’re here?” I clip, taking a step toward him. The sun is hot against my forehead as I refuse to break eye contact with the menace.

      He smiles down at me, showing off his staggeringly white teeth. The creases of his smile lead up to his high cheekbones. I don’t recall ever knowing anyone with a face so sculpted, but that’s just Aiden. I’ve always thought it was such a waste to give someone so intolerable that face. His sharp features pale in comparison to his razor tongue—and the blade is always aimed at me.

      “Does it matter?” he snaps back, seeming to just notice a cowering Tyson standing next to me. He looks him up and down, before handing him his jacket. “Could you put this on Nash’s bus? He knows I’m coming.”

      “We don’t have room for you,” I interject. My phone vibrates in my hand, but I pay it no attention. Nash’s team, including me, spent weeks planning the accommodations for this tour. We didn’t account for Nash’s disaster of a little brother joining us.

      His lip twitches upward. “Nash seems to have a different idea.”

      I try not to let my face show any form of reaction. Surely Nash would’ve told me if he was allowing his brother to come on tour. Last I’d heard, Nash didn’t want to deal with Aiden’s antics.

      “He’s wrong,” I counter. “There’s no bus for you.”

      He takes a step closer, crowding my personal space and forcing me to take in his scent to avoid giving ground.

      “Sure there is, Monica. Just give me the furthest one from yours.”

      “I’ve got to go,” Tyson mutters quietly, jumping at the opportunity to get away from the two of us.

      “Fine,” I respond, dismissing him with a wave of my hand and looking down at my phone. It lights up with the caller ID for the head of Nash’s label, Roy Goodman. Taking a deep breath, I swipe to answer, silently dismissing the nuisance in front of me to take the call.

      “This is Monica,” I answer, swiftly weaving through crew members until I find a semi-quiet place.

      “I don’t see any recording sessions on Nash’s calendar, Monica,” Roy says, his voice bland. Every time we speak he talks as if I’m a child, and not a fully capable adult who has helped line his pockets with money for years.

      “I’m going to speak with Nash,” I inform him. The tip of my heel kicks away a discarded cigarette. Gross.

      “I seem to remember hearing that before,” he quips.

      My shoulders stiffen, recalling what he’s talking about. “I’m not sure if you remembered, but we’re starting our tour today. We’ve both been preoccupied. I’ll talk to him when I get the chance, Roy.” Pulling the phone away from my ear, I hit ‘end’. My hand finds the side of the bus I’m standing next to. Steadying myself, I take a deep breath.

      There are few people on Earth that I tolerate less than Aiden, and Roy might be one of them. If he didn’t have such a stranglehold on Nash’s career, I’d never answer another call from the man.

      Maybe one day, I hope. But that problem can wait. Today, I’m stuck in an entirely different hell. Just when Nash and I were starting to get back to normal, his devilish brother had to swoop in and throw a wrench in my plans.

      A twenty-two-year-old wrench who hates the mere sight of me.

      This next year on the road just got a whole lot longer.
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      The hot metal surface of the bus door radiates to my knuckles as I knock on it. For a moment, I wonder if my plan is going to fail before it’s even begun.

      I let loose a breath I’d been holding as the door swings open. Standing in front of me is a smiling Nora, Nash’s former backup dancer turned fiancé. Well, at least she was smiling. Now that she’s seen me, her smile has faltered a bit in surprise.

      “Oh,” she says quietly, taking a step back until her calves hit the stair of the bus. “Hi, sorry,” she lets out quickly, “I just wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “Good to see you too, sis.” I take a step into the bus, forcing her to retreat up the stairs.

      “Rose?” I hear my brother yell from deeper in the bus, using the sickening nickname he gave her. “Who is it?”

      “Uhhh,” Nora drags, looking over her shoulder at me as I ascend the stairs and stop next to the captain's seats at the front of the bus.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I cheer, my arms outstretched wide.

      Nash stares at me from the doorway of the back bedroom. He’s shirtless, but not for long. Reaching for something out of sight, he pulls on a t-shirt.

      “What are you doing here, Aiden?” he questions, pushing his arms through the armholes.

      “Well, what do you think, big bro? I’m going on tour with you, obviously.”

      My feet take me down the narrow pathway of the bus. On one side there’s a small kitchenette and the other houses a leather couch piled with bags of various sizes.

      Hitting one of the bags, I look at my brother. “I gave my things to one of your people. I’m all packed and ready to hit the road. My stuff just needs to find its way to the right bus.”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention. Nora leans against the counter, her eyes bouncing from Nash to me, and back again.

      “All I said was that you could maybe, come on tour,” my brother points out. “I never said yes.”

      I swat at the air. “You implied it was a yes.”

      Nash laughs, shaking his head and walking in my direction. “No I didn’t. You’re in school, Aiden. You can’t drop everything and come on tour with me.”

      My eyebrows narrow. “You didn’t even go to college. Who gave you the right to lecture me on school?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s because I didn’t go to college that I want things to be different for you.”

      I sigh, moving bags around until I can make room for myself on the couch. My body falls to the cushions with a soft thud. “I’m not never going to go. I’ve told you this. I’m just taking a year off. Plus, I haven’t learned shit yet. I’m too busy dodging classmates—and professors—that are asking questions about you.”

      “I think it would be great for him to come along,” Nora interjects softly. She doesn’t look at me, instead focusing on Nash. Her fingers nervously flutter against the kitchenette countertop as the two of us wait for his response.

      “Do you?” he asks sarcastically. I smile, wondering if Nora is actually on my side instead of his.

      She nods. “It’ll give you the chance to spend some time together.”

      “What happened to us spending time together?” he questions her, a playful tone to his voice.

      “You know I want to make sure I spend time with Lennon on this tour. Now you have the chance to spend time with your brother as well. It’s a win-win situation.”

      Lennon is Nora’s younger sister. I don’t know all the details, but I do know that Nora is trying hard to mend their relationship. Apparently, that’s why she was invited and I wasn’t. Well, that and Nash couldn’t stand a year of Monica and me at each other’s throats.

      He doesn’t understand that I’m only looking out for him by trying to expose what a conniving bitch Monica is. If he would just fire her ass, I wouldn’t have a reason to misbehave. Hell, I’d even hold the door for her on the way out. I’m a gentleman, after all.

      “I wasn’t aware my tour was a family reunion,” Nash groans, finding the spot next to Nora. He pulls her into his side effortlessly. Never did I imagine my brother being a lovesick puppy for a woman, but if he’s happy, I’m happy…as long as Nora treats him right and doesn’t break his heart again.

      “So, is that a yes?” I say, grinning. My knuckle runs over my bottom lips as I watch him carefully.

      Rolling his eyes, he sighs. “Like you’d even taken no for an answer.”

      Leaning forward, I clap my hands together. “Hell yeah!”

      Nash cuts off my celebration. Closing the distance between us, he stops in front of me, the toes of his sneakers coming to rest against the toes of my combat boots. “Under one condition.”

      “Lay it on me,” I say.

      “You leave Monica the hell alone,” he responds instantly.

      My jaw tightens. I don’t argue with him because I know he’s serious. So I keep my mouth shut for now, knowing that’ll be the last thing I do.
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      Stopping in front of Nash’s bus, I take a long, deep breath in. Slowly, I let the air back out and repeat the process. I started my morning with a long Pilate’s session followed by some restorative yoga. I was zen—as zen as I can get—until I showed up at work and all went to hell.

      We’re set to hit the road soon and I haven’t even had time to give Nash his schedule for the next three days. I’d planned on using the long road ahead of us to catch up on some meetings with him. Judging by the amount of voices filtering from the door, I’m not sure if I’ll have enough of his attention.

      Taking one last deep breath, I pull the bus door open. The start of the tour is always a disaster to begin with. Add in skeevy Roy breathing down my neck coupled with Nash’s vulgar and impulsive little brother, and I might just have to bring my therapist along with me.

      My heel scrapes against the steps, barely audible over the symphony of voices coming from the living area. I find Nash sitting at the corner of one of the couches with Nora laying against his chest. The rest of the occupants pile in around them. Next to Nora is her sister Lennon, who has her nose too deep in a book to be paying attention to the loud voices around her.

      Beside Lennon sits Poe and then Landon, two members of Nash’s band. On the opposite side sits Matt, the head of Nash’s security for tour and Nash’s new personal bodyguard, Monroe.

      “Did you come to ruin the party?” a voice asks from my side. Turning my head, I find Aiden lounging in one of the seats.

      “Not much of a party,” I say, stepping over the large boot he deliberately placed in front of me.

      “It was before you got here,” Aiden fires back.

      Nash groans from his spot. He leans forward, causing Nora to have to readjust her position. His shoulders look tight as he pinches the bridge of his nose to release tension. “The two of you haven’t been in the same space for more than a minute and it’s already begun.”

      “I’m sorry, Nash,” I offer, keeping my cool. I’m under no impression that Aiden will somehow grow up and learn to leave me alone. I’m the adult in this situation. I just need to stop engaging with him. “I came to discuss your schedule for the next three days.”

      “Oh hell yeah,” Landon says excitedly. He jumps up from his position, swiping one of the printed schedules from my hand.

      “I was going to pass them out if you would’ve given me the chance,” I tell him, annoyed.

      All he does is give me a wide smile before ungracefully plopping down in his vacated spot. The quick movement causes Poe to bump into Lennon, knocking the book out of her hands.

      Poe bends down and snatches the book from the floor before Lennon can grab it. Handing it to her, he says, “Sorry about that.”

      Lennon stares at him, timidly taking the book without saying a word. She holds his wide-eyed stare for a moment before finally looking away. When I first met Nora, she was timid as well. She almost refused my offer to come on tour as a backup dancer for Nash. Admittedly, there’s more to that story, but her eventual acceptance changed the trajectory of a lot of our lives.

      Typically, I don’t get along with soft-spoken women. I’ve never been soft, and I don’t understand it. But the way I understand it, Lennon has had a bit of a rough go in life. She mostly keeps to herself, so I don’t mind having her here. She’s much easier to tolerate than the other sibling joining this tour.

      Continuing with my route, I walk past them until I land in front of Nash.

      I lick my index finger and separate the top piece of paper from the rest of the stack. Handing it to him, I wait for him to look it over and offer his thoughts.

      “I’m going to be exhausted as hell, but it looks fine to me. Only two interviews?” Quirking an eyebrow, his gaze fixes on me.

      I shift my weight. He knows typically we do triple the amount of press at the beginning of a tour, but he’s been more vocal as of late, so we’ve had to compromise in places. For example, he hates interviews. “If it were up to Tyson, you’d be booked for another one—with Nora. Roy wants more publicity on your engagement. Tyson agrees.”

      My words make Nora anxiously bite her lip. If anyone could be less of a fan of interviews than Nash, it’s Nora. I don’t blame the girl. She got put through the wringer a while ago by some soulless reporter looking to turn past trauma into a juicy story. A reporter whose career I promptly ended. Since then, it’s been hard for her to trust the press.

      Which is good. She needs to learn that there’s nobody she can trust in this business.

      “Damn, what else do these people want to know?” Nash says dejectedly. “It’s not like we’ll ever disclose the date or venue.”

      “That’s exactly what they want to know,” I point out, taking the opportunity to pass out the schedule to the rest of Nash’s team on the bus. I also emailed the schedule to every single crew member, but I live and die by a schedule and having a hard copy never hurt anyone.

      Nash and Nora are getting married mid-tour. There’s a break in the schedule for the wedding and honeymoon before the LA show and then we’ll start the second leg, which will take place overseas. The guest list started out small, but it’s grown so much overtime that it’s becoming a full-time job trying to keep the details of their marriage a secret.

      “Do you think we should do it?” Nash looks at Nora, waiting for her to answer.

      “I think we should hear more about our options,” she offers.

      Looking at me, Nash runs a hand over his chin. “Do you think we should do it, Monica?” He watches me carefully for an answer.

      I used to think every opportunity for press was something we should take. That’s when I was naive enough to believe things like no press is bad press. Maybe for socialites or washed-up reality TV stars that’s true, but when you’re a top selling, award winning music artist in his prime, you don’t take every interview.

      “No,” I say boldly.

      A laugh erupts from over my shoulder. “Bullshit,” Aiden barks, pretending to cough.

      I don’t react, even though every part of me wants to.

      Nash gives his brother a look that could kill. “Aiden,” he warns, holding eye contact for a beat longer before looking my way once again. “Elaborate,” he says.

      “I think it’s unnecessary to take away from your music right now. If someone wants an interview, we should be discussing your tour. While I think the all-American love story you’ve got going with Nora has done nothing but improve your image, I don’t think it should be the only thing people get from you anymore.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Poe whisper something to Landon. Whatever he says has Landon stifling a laugh. Nash’s eyes flick in their direction for a moment before he speaks again.

      “So I’m not supposed to talk about the woman I’m going to marry?”

      An annoyed sigh passes through my lips. Trying hard not to roll my eyes, I disperse my weight on my heels. “I didn’t say that at all. Don’t be so dense.”

      “Oh, Monica,” Nash says slowly, wiping his hands down his dark jeans. “I’ve known you long enough to know that you already had a plan in your head on what I should do before you even told me about the interview Tyson wants. Care to share with the class what that is?”

      I smile. My mom always taught me you’re nothing without a plan—and she was right. I didn’t get where I am in my career, or life, without a Plan A, B and C.

      “So here’s what I think you should do…” I begin, turning around to sit down at the small kitchenette table. I take a seat across from Aiden. He raises his eyebrows, surprise written on his face.

      Pulling out my work laptop, I set it down on the table and open it up. My fingers fly across the keyboard as I type in my password and pull up the document I need. My eyes scan over the document of my carefully laid plans. “For the next two weeks, we do continue to sell the Nash and Nora love story. But we don’t talk about your wedding, we talk about the music.”

      “Genius,” Aiden cheers, clapping his hands together. “We talk about the music of the man who is starting an international music tour. Brilliant,” he adds sarcastically.

      I cross my legs underneath the table, accidentally kicking him in the shin. “The first thing we do is have Nora post a video of her dancing to one of your new songs on her Instagram.”

      “Like dancing on tour?” Nora asks, her eyebrows pinched together. Even though she doesn’t dance on tour anymore, she used to be a backup dancer for Nash during our last tour. Well, for half of it. There was a little misunderstanding that may have caused some issues between them and eventually lead to their breakup and Nash going to rehab. I may have been partially responsible. It’s complicated.

      “No. Like just a snippet of you at a studio or even outdoors dancing to one of his songs. Get your fans, which are in return his fans, excited about the music. We then repost it from Nash’s account, and you get the hype for the two of you, but it actually involves his music.”

      Cocking his head to the side, Nash nods. “I see where you’re going with this.”

      “Damn Monica,” Landon drawls. “It’s kind of scary how good you are.”

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is calculating—manipulative,” Aiden points out from across the table. He reaches into the small cup holder next to him, pulling out a piece of hard candy and popping it into his mouth with a sinister smile.

      “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I say, not bothering to give him any more of my attention.

      “When we get you back into the studio, which needs to be soon, by the way,” I add casually, flashing back to my earlier conversation with Roy. “We need to get some footage of you and Nora both there. Her cuddling into you, watching you sing, all that boring intimate stuff your fans eat up. We’ll have one of our videographers make a highlight reel of it and we’ll have the two of you post that. Maybe they can make a lyric video out of one of your singles and we can have the highlight reel playing in the background.

      My gaze finds Nora, who’s attention has turned elsewhere instead of focusing on the conversation. At least, I thought she’d grown tired of the conversation, but she surprises me by saying, “I’d do almost anything if it meant I didn’t have to do an interview.”

      “Should’ve dated a band member then,” Landon says, his lips pulled into a lazy smile. “No one cares about us.”

      “Aw don’t say things like that, Landon,” Aiden jokes, holding a hand over his heart. “I care about the band. You’re the most underrated part of Nash.”

      “You take your brother on tour for the first time and all of a sudden he’s choosing your bandmates over you.” Nash shakes his head.

      “All I’m saying is if I would’ve been old enough to perform at that middle school show with you and the guys, they would’ve much preferred this,” Aiden gestures to his face, “over that,” he points to Nash’s face.

      Standing up, Nash quickly closes the distance to his brother. Wrapping an arm around his neck, he puts his cheek against Aiden’s. “You can’t sing worth a shit.” He flicks his brother’s temple, “And keep dreaming, bro.”

      I watch the two of them carefully, absentmindedly wondering what it’s like to actually care for your sibling. My older sister never cared about me—a product of our strict upbringing. In fact, my entire childhood was just a long, drawn-out competition with her. It partially still is one, just not in the ways my parents had expected. Maybe that’s why even though Aiden is sure to get on every last one of my nerves—and then some—on this tour, I can’t blame him. He loves his older brother. He’s a fierce protector of him, and in his mind, I’m enemy number one.

      The goal is to stay the enemy in his eyes. If Aiden ever found out who the real threat was, I’m scared for what he’d do to avenge his brother. I’m already working on a plan to protect Nash, and his career, but Aiden could blow everything up with his temper.

      So I’ll keep playing the villain. It’s what I’m good at. And behind the scenes, I’ll take down the real enemy. The one who forced me to make the decisions that put a target on my back to begin with.
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      My life has always been fairly normal, considering my brother is one of the most famous people in the world. As his fame grew, Nash slowly started distancing himself from his former life—his normal life—which meant Nash left me behind as he followed his dreams. I don’t blame him…I never have. In fact, I’ve always idolized him.

      He took all of the heat from my father, leaving me to be the favorite son without resenting me for it. As I got older, I realized how much Nash had done for me growing up. Even when he wasn’t nearby, he always had my back.

      He’d send me tickets to attend cooking classes with world-renowned chefs, knowing that cooking had become a passion of mine. He was a good big brother to me, but as time went by, I missed the brother I grew up with. The best friend that used to be my taste tester when I was cooking up new meals, even when I knew they tasted like shit. He’d always sent me money, making sure it came to me so mom and dad couldn’t spend it on themselves.

      Staring at him right now, he feels like a stranger.

      I know the version of Nash in the media and the version he shows his team, but I don’t feel like I know him well enough to call myself his brother anymore. He’s my blood, I should know everything there is to know about him, yet I know almost nothing of the man he’s become over the past few years.

      Recently, we’d both made more of an effort to see each other, but it still felt forced. So, I’d decided it was time to take matters into my own hands and really commit to this relationship. To accompany Nash on tour and spend as much time with him as I could.

      College wasn’t really for me anyway. I knew it the moment I paid more attention to the teacher’s puffy lips than the things she was trying to teach me. I gave it the ol’ college try for over a year before deciding I could learn more about world studies by just experiencing it rather than confining myself to the four walls of a lecture hall.

      What better way to experience the world and bond with Nash than go on an international tour with him? I’ve been desperate to get to know my brother better. To know who he is deep down. To know why he’d ever fall back in love with a woman who hurt him like Nora did. Most of all, I needed to know why he seemed closer to his wicked manager, who backstabbed him for profit, than he was with me.

      Why does a little liar like her get to know him better than I do?

      It’s unacceptable.

      Sitting in the corner, I watch Nash interact with Monica carefully. It’s the first night of his tour, and makeup artists and stylists rush around him, putting together finishing touches on the ‘look’ they’ve fussed over for the last hour. Lennon sits on the couch next to me, but she’s too deeply invested in the book she’s reading to pay any attention to the bustling world around her. Nora is deep in conversation with Tyson, looking like she’s two seconds away from rolling her eyes at whatever he’s telling her.

      Over a year ago, I’d watched my brother fall apart on national TV because of Nora. I’d barely known anything about his relationship with her then and I had to witness him hit his lowest point along with the rest of the world. I should’ve been there for him. I should’ve known that he was in love, but I had no idea until after the fact. He’d fallen madly in love with one of his backup dancers—something he swore he’d never do.

      Nash had given Nora his heart, only to find out that the reason Nora was on tour was because Monica had hired her to break it. Apparently Nash needed a muse, someone to break his heart, in order to write better music. Monica viewed him as a tool to make her money and didn’t care about the consequences. Nora had fallen for him by then, but the discovery was too much.

      No one had been prepared for the downward spiral of Nash afterwards. I was states away when I learned of how deeply in love my brother was with a girl who had broken his heart. I tried to contact him—but he was too busy with his benders, coping with his hurt in the only way he knew how—to answer me.

      Fast forward a few months, and somehow Nash forgave Nora. They appear happier than ever, which is all I really want for him. I’ve accepted that Nora has made up for her mistakes with Nash. What I can’t get past is how Nash ever forgave Monica for her part—her scheming—in all that transpired.

      Looking away from my surroundings, I focus on my brother—and her. The mere sight of Monica makes me angry, but there’s also something else I can’t put my finger on. Maybe it’s jealousy. She’s done the worst to my brother and somehow she’s still one of the first people he goes to—one of the people he trusts most in this world. Maybe it’s that my insults don’t seem to faze her like I want them to. Or maybe it’s because despite everything, I’m finding myself drawn to her for reasons I cannot begin to understand.

      She wears a long black skirt that hugs her slim figure, paired with a white button-up shirt and black blazer. Fitting, since that’s probably the same color as her soul.

      This morning, I’d woken up to hear her yelling at someone outside my bus window. The sun was barely up in the sky and she’d already found time to lay into some poor soul.

      She and Nash both hover over something on her iPad until she pulls her phone out of her blazer pocket. She stares at her screen for a moment, frowning before saying something to Nash. Walking away, she puts the phone to her ear. I watch curiously as she steps into the corner opposite me. Monica faces the wall, her shoulders rigid as she speaks to somebody on the other line.

      Whoever she’s talking to, it doesn’t seem like a conversation she’s thrilled about. She holds her phone in one hand as she waves the other around manically. One of her feet taps, clearly annoyed by whoever is speaking on the other line. The conversation gets heated enough that she leaves the room to finish it. I itch to follow her, to find out what’s being said on the phone, but I can’t be too obvious. Eventually I’ll figure out what’s going on in that calculating mind of hers. But it’s a long tour…I can be patient.

      I have two goals on this tour—get to know my brother and get dirt on the woman who betrayed his trust.

      “You really should stop staring,” Lennon whispers quietly from my side. My head whips to the side to look at her. I don’t know how she even knows what direction I’m looking in, her eyes still scan over the words in her book.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lifting my hips, I adjust my position on the couch. She’s far enough away that the change does nothing to disturb her. Her feet are tucked delicately underneath her body. She’s managed to tuck some unruly pieces of wavy hair behind her ear, but one side of her hair billows around her, acting like a curtain to shield her from the world.

      Lennon sighs, as if she’s annoyed by my answer. “They might all be too busy to notice, but I do. You watch her with hate in your eyes, but also with…”

      “With?” I ask, biting the inside of my cheek.

      Finally, she looks up from her book. It’s odd how much she resembles her sister, but also looks so incredibly different. Those large eyes seem like they know more—see more, since she’s always quietly observing people from the outskirts. “With interest,” she mutters.

      Pausing, I mull over her words. “I am interested. I’m fascinated by how she managed to keep her job after everything she did.”

      Closing her book, she sticks her fingers in between the pages to keep her place. Her knowing eyes scan over my face, making me feel uncomfortable. I barely know her and I feel like she can see more than I’m willing to give. Finally, she speaks. “Be careful. An obsession is an obsession, whether it’s good or bad.”

      My jaw clenches. Her point is valid, I just don’t give a shit. Call it what you want—obsession, hate, fascination—all are words that fit. I’m just tired of being called out for it. “If someone betrayed your sister like that, but she still forgave them after it all, wouldn’t you want to know more?”

      Shrugging, her attention returns to the book on her lap. “I wouldn’t pay them any mind. People like attention, whether good or bad. No one likes being ignored. Just a thought.”

      Just then, Nora makes her way to the two of us. She stops a few feet away from the couch. “The two of you look cozy over here.”

      Smiling, I scoot closer to Lennon. My cheek finds her shoulder. She stiffens slightly underneath me. “Oh yeah, we’re besties now,” I joke.

      “Hardly,” Lennon says quietly. I’d be offended if she didn’t have a slight smile on her face.

      “We’ll be best friends by the end of this tour,” I say, looking up at Nora. “Just wait.”

      Shaking her head, she steps forward and separates me from Lennon. Pushing against my shoulder, she attempts to move me on the couch. I humor her, scooting over until I’m up against the opposite armrest.

      Nora falls down in the empty space between Lennon and me. “I think this tour will be good for all of us. A way for us to get to know each other—be a family.”
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      The ground beneath my feet shakes as I watch Nash from the side of the stage. He’s performing his encore song, the crowd eating straight from his palm. This may be the loudest I’ve ever heard an audience. He convinced Nora to go out on stage and sit on a stool as he sings one of the songs he wrote about her when they got back together.

      The fans roar wildly when Nash stops singing. He swings the guitar around on his body, getting it out of his way and onto his back. Leaning in close, he pulls Nora’s face to his, making the fans in the stadium erupt in cheers.

      I feel the body behind mine before I hear him speak. “Hate to break it to you, Monica, but it seems that your scheme ended in a real love story.”

      I don’t have to look over my shoulder to know who’s behind me. His voice is recognizable even over the boom of the people around us.

      No part of him touches me, but he’s entirely too close for me to feel comfortable. “I don’t know if I’ve seen two people more in love than them,” I answer.

      His shoulder bumps into mine as he takes the spot next to me. Aiden watches Nash and Nora carefully. He takes in every move they make. “Would you do it again?” he asks, anger and curiosity intertwined in his tone. I don’t have to ask to know what he’s talking about.

      Confused, I look in his direction, trying to figure out what his play is here. This conversation seems too normal given all of our previous encounters.

      “Well?” he says, agitated. “Would you?”

      I watch the way Nash runs his fingers through Nora’s hair, looking at her as if she’s the only person in this world, even as thousands of people surrounding them chant his name.

      “If I would’ve made a different choice, they wouldn’t have each other,” I answer honestly, my voice tight. I’m waiting for Aiden’s rubber band to snap, for him to say something hateful. This is the most normal conversation we’ve ever had, and I don’t expect it to last long given my answer. Soon, he’s bound to try and ‌hurt my ego by lashing out. It’s a shame he’s too naive to realize my ego has been bruised so many times throughout my life that I’ve learned to make it impenetrable.

      From the corner of my eye, I see him reach up and run his fingers through his hair. The long strands fall in new directions, still looking just as messy as before.

      “True. But, you didn’t know that before you did it.”

      I make sure to look him dead in the eye. I want to make it obvious I won’t back down. That no matter how many times he tries to make me feel shitty about my past decision, I don’t regret it. “No I didn’t, Aiden. And it’s a choice I have to live with. I did what I had to do—for your brother.”

      He laughs, a sound I can barely hear over the noise around us. “Keep telling yourself that so you can sleep at night.”

      The screams coupled with the shaking bass underneath my feet—and the fact that I’ve been up since way before the sun rose this morning—have all started to wear on me. There’s a dull ache forming between my eyeballs, the pressure building quicker from Nash’s annoying egotistical little brother. I’m supposed to be the mature one, but he finds ways to get the best of me, and I can’t help but retaliate.

      Turning around, I close the distance between us, not stopping my stride until I’m standing chest to chest with him. Craning my neck to look at him, I jab my finger into his chest. “I won’t make excuses for the shitty things I did. But maybe you should aim some of this hatred toward yourself. I vividly remember trying to pull your brother out of countless bars when he was drunk or high off his ass. Where were you, Aiden?”

      My words stun him for a moment before his eyebrows furrow and he regains the fiery look in his hazel eyes. “I tried. He wouldn’t let me help. There was nothing I could do,” he spits back angrily.

      “You can fool yourself, Aiden, but you won’t fool me. I’m in charge of so much of Nash’s life. I know everything that goes on. I know he’d call you when he was spiraling out of control and you wouldn’t answer. Too busy to pick up the phone, Aiden? Funny, you know what you didn’t miss? The payments that always came your way.”

      His eyes widen at the same time the muscle in his cheek begins to tick. If I’m not mistaken, he looks a little shocked. Maybe he wasn’t expecting me to throw insults back at him.

      “I was away at college. Every time I tried to contact Nash, he wouldn’t answer. It wasn’t like I was ignoring him…” His words break off as he looks at his brother on stage. Nash takes his final bow, pulling Nora in close to him. Nash tells them goodnight before running offstage, right in the direction of Aiden and me.

      Aiden looks at Nash as if he’s seen a ghost. He opens his mouth as if he’s going to say something, but instead he turns around and disappears into the throng of people gathered backstage.

      “What’s his deal?” Nash asks me, taking a towel from an assistant to wipe his face. He pulls each one of his earpieces out of his ears, letting them fall to rest on either side of his neck.

      I stare at the group of people he disappeared behind, wondering the same thing as Nash. I let myself ruminate on it for a few seconds before shaking my head, upset I’m even giving an ounce of my time to it.

      Looking back to Nash, I roll my eyes. “He’s your brother, you tell me.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” he laughs sarcastically. A sound engineer runs up to us, unclipping Nash’s mic-pack from his jeans.

      Nora looks up at Nash lovingly. “Wasn’t that show great?” She intertwines her fingers with his.

      Stealing a water bottle from a passing assistant, I hand it over to Nash. “They loved you out there, Nash. I think this tour is going to do so much for you.”

      Nodding his head, he leads the way back to the dressing rooms. The crew is efficient at breaking down all the tour equipment and getting it on the semis so they can do it all again somewhere else. Typically, we don’t linger after the concerts, allowing them to rush around without us getting in the way.

      “Being out there again was incredible.” Nash’s words are filled with excitement. I remember the days when the moment he came off stage, he’d be yelling for a drink. The dejected tone of his voice back then is a far cry from his now excited one. It’s nice to see him having fun touring again.

      “I’m happy to hear that,” I say, my feet working tirelessly to keep up with his fast pace. “Keep that same excitement for the meet and greet tonight. You’ve got double the amount of people.”

      Nash gives me a look. “Double?”

      I smile, reaching into my purse to grab an extra copy of the itinerary for today. Handing it over to him, I run my finger across the bottom line. “Yep. It’s written right there. See?” I tap the time slot we’re coming up on.

      Nash groans, looking over at Nora. “Well, there goes all the plans I had for us on the bus.”

      Nora blushes at the same time I try not to throw up in my mouth. “Spare me the details on that,” I respond in disgust, doing my best to rid any pictures of what has been done on the surfaces of his bus from my mind.

      “Oh loosen up, Monica,” Nash jokes. “I’m almost a married man. What did you expect?”

      We continue down the long hallway underneath the stands of the stadium. Workers pass us on both sides, congratulating Nash on his opening show.

      “Do what you want. Just don’t tell me about it,” I beg, stopping in front of his dressing room. Inside, his team waits to freshen him up for the meet and greet. I can hear his rowdy bandmates already in there, being incredibly too loud for my taste. “And for the love of god,” I clench my eyes shut before continuing, “please don’t let any paparazzi catch you doing it. You got it?”

      Nora nods in embarrassment, her cheeks almost as red as the lipstick she has on.

      “Aye aye, captain,” Nash says, mocking me by putting his hand to his temple and doing a salute.

      “Now get cleaned up and get ready to meet all your fans. I’ll see you soon,” I finish, turning around to head to the location of his meet and greet. It’s called the Rose Lounge, and there’s no doubt that by now there’s a line of people waiting outside it to meet Nash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’m elbow to elbow with Nash’s entourage as he sits in the sound booth taking direction from some guy that says ‘brah’ way too many times to be a functioning adult.

      Lennon sits on the left side of me, for once her nose isn’t buried in a book. Instead, she watches Poe, Nash’s bassist, closely. He takes direction from Nash, adjusting something on the instrument before nodding. On my other side is Matt, who is too busy thumbing through something on his phone to pay much attention to what’s going on in the sound room.

      There are two guys sitting in front of the soundboard. The ‘brah’ dude and some other guy who is so laser focused on pushing the buttons in front of him that he’s barely said a word to anyone.

      Monica stands in a corner off to the side. She rests her shoulder against the wall, watching what’s going on around her ‌carefully. I’d love to know what’s going on in that scheming mind of hers. She listens to the conversation between Nash and the sound guys intently. They’re using language and acronyms I can’t even begin to understand, yet she seems to understand all of it.

      Occasionally Monica will leave her corner and have a hushed conversation with ‘brah’ dude before she retreats right back to where she started.

      Fidgeting in my chair, I try to get comfortable. I’m here to support Nash, but I do wish there was more going on. When he’d asked me to come, I’d jumped at the idea. I’d never seen this version of my brother’s life—or the inside of a recording studio. It turns out, it sounds a lot cooler than it actually is. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t hours of hearing the same line over and over again until they got it perfect. Another hour in this room and I’d be able to perform the song in front of an audience. Not that anyone would want to see that.

      I’m contemplating leaving the studio and wandering around the block while Nash finishes up recording for the day. I’ve always loved to travel and explore different places. You can learn a lot about a place just by exploring the different restaurants in the area. I barely remember what city we’re in, but I ‌know I’m itching to leave the confinement of the tour buses and hotels and actually have some local cuisine. More than that, I’m desperate to get my hands in the kitchen. It’s been forever since I’ve cooked for myself, and even longer since I’ve prepared food for others.

      My mind wanders far away from the studio I’m in, wondering if I can convince Nash to let me do some cooking for the crew. Shit, I’d settle for using the tiny kitchenette on the bus if it meant I got to be useful somehow. I didn’t think mooching off my brother would get old so quickly—but not being able to contribute anything but my good looks and personality is overrated.

      My daydreaming halts when the door to our room swings open, an imposing figure filling the doorway.

      Monica pulls away from her perch against the wall instantly. She scurries across the room quickly, despite wearing her signature heels. “Roy, what are you doing here?” Her voice is tight. She stops in front of the new arrival. He wears a full three-piece suit even though it’s hotter than hell outside. Everything about him screams money, from his polished leather shoes to the gigantic watch on his wrist.

      His arms lift in the air, gesturing to the room around us. “Tell me how my top star is set to record new music today and I wasn’t made aware?”

      Monica runs the palms of her hands down her skirt. “It was sort of a last-minute thing.”

      He gives her an uninterested glance before looking over her head at Nash. A slight, “Mhm,” leaves his lips before he dismisses her completely and walks right up to the sound guys.

      For a split second, Monica’s eyes light up with rage. I’d recognize it anywhere because I’ve had that same look aimed my way before.

      But why is it aimed at him? Who is this guy?

      The look disappears as quickly as it appeared.

      “How’s it going?” the man questions, his tone commanding and straightforward. I don’t know anything about this man and I’m positive I don’t like him. It’s the way the air has shifted since his arrival. Even Monica’s demeanor has changed significantly, and typically nothing fazes her.

      Her back is ramrod straight. Her eyes piercing a hole into Roy as he asks one question after another to the sound engineers.

      Nash has been busy re-recording the vocals to the song since Roy walked in. His eyes are closed, his mouth pressed against the microphone. He waves one hand around in front of him as he performs the song, incorporating feedback from the sound guys in this version. Nash’s eyes slowly open as the song comes to an end. His eyebrows furrow when he notices Roy.

      “What’s this?” Nash asks into the microphone. His tone has changed. Earlier he was joking around with everyone in the room, now he seems annoyed—on edge.

      Quickly, Monica makes her way to the counter with different buttons. Bending over, she presses a big red button. “It looks like the label wanted to check in on your progress for the album.” Monica looks through the glass at Nash, faking a smile. “Isn’t that great?” she finishes.

      “I don’t remember asking for any more of an audience,” he protests, his voice cold.

      My eyes bounce between Nash and the people gathered at the sound board, wondering what is happening. It’s clear that there’s some bad blood between Nash and this Roy guy. I may not know my brother as well as I used to, but I know that look.

      Roy leans down next to Monica, his large frame edging her to the side. Pushing the same button she did, he grins deeply. “Nash, buddy, I wanted to hear for myself what my favorite superstar is cooking up.”

      “I’m not your buddy,” Nash seethes. Behind him, Poe’s eyes widen while Landon snickers, clearly enjoying the show in front of him.

      “Don’t mind him,” Monica apologizes. “We had a long day of traveling yesterday.”

      Lennon squirms next to me, her elbow coming close to jabbing me in the stomach. Her nail taps nervously on the cover of her book. Everyone has their eyes trained on the drama playing out in front of us.

      “Who is this guy?” Lennon leans close to me, whispering softly next to my ear.

      Looking at her, I shrug. Judging by the way he walked in here like he owned the place, and the way he keeps calling Nash his artist, he’s probably someone high up at the label.

      Roy stands to his full height, turning to look down at Monica. He still wears a fake smile, but his face has turned a slight shade of red. “A word?” he asks, his voice low.

      Monica looks into the sound booth, exchanging a look with Nash. Nodding, Monica looks back to Roy, her arm outstretched toward the door. “After you,” she murmurs.

      Nash removes his headphones once he notices Monica and Roy leaving. One of the sound guys quickly distracts Nash by asking him to try something different on one of his verses. It’s clear that Nash wants to follow Monica and Roy out the door, but he stands down. Sighing, he straightens the headphones on his head. He turns to his band, waving a finger in the air. “From the top,” he demands.

      The tension in the air is still thick as they re-start the song. As everyone attempts to focus on Nash again, I can’t seem to shake the feeling from a few minutes ago. There’s clearly something going on between Nash, Monica, and Roy. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to catch Monica scheming again, and this might be the perfect chance.

      Slapping my hands on my knees, I look at the people next to me on the couch. “Well shit, I need some air after all of that.” I stand up, stretching my arms over my head.

      No one questions me as I slide through the door and disappear from their sight.

      The hallway is eerily quiet. Monica rented out the entire studio, not wanting anyone to catch wind that Nash was here—or worse, get a glimpse of what he’s currently recording. I know Monica and Roy can’t be too far, though, so I meander through the hallways in search of them.

      Silence greets me as I check room after room. I’ve nearly made it to the other side of the building, moments from giving up, when a loud whisper catches my attention.

      “What the fuck was that?” the voice seethes.

      “I can explain,” a familiar voice answers. Monica.

      My footsteps are light on the carpeted floor as I draw closer to the hushed voices. Peeking through the slight crack in the doorway, I find Monica and Roy standing in what appears to be some kind of lounge. The hums of two large vending machines to their left threaten to drown out their hushed voices. An array of open chairs sprawls out to their right, but neither person is sitting.

      Monica stands in the middle of the room, her arms folded defensively across her chest. She looks up at Roy with an emotionless face.

      “You better get to it, Monica. I’ve been on your ass for weeks, telling you to get Nash in the studio. And when you do, you don’t bother to let me know?”

      I’m staring at both of their profiles, trying to make sure I only peek around the corner slightly. The last thing I need is for either of them to see me. If I weren’t so desperate to get dirt on Monica, I’d turn around and go back to the room. But Nash needs to know the truth. I need to know the truth. And I’m too far in now not to figure out what Monica is up to with this man whose face looks more rat than human.

      Monica takes a calming breath. Her posture seems to loosen slightly. “Like I said, it was last minute.”

      “Last minute my ass, Monica,” Roy scolds, spit coming from his mouth. Monica steps lightly to his left, dodging the spray of saliva. “Nothing you do is last minute.”

      “Perhaps. But I don’t always make the rules. Nash finally wanted to record. Was I supposed to say no?”

      A dry laugh escapes his mouth, the sound void of any genuine humor. “No. What you were supposed to do is call me the minute—no, second—Nash decided to get his lazy ass in the studio.”

      “Noted,” Monica responds sarcastically.

      The tone of her voice takes Roy by surprise. His head rears back, looking at her as if she’s done something completely out of character.

      “You’ve disappointed me, Monica. I don’t like that this is slowly becoming a habit of yours.”

      “I’m truly sorry for the miscommunication today, Roy.”

      He puts his finger in her face. I’m shocked she doesn’t slap it out of her way. If it had been my hand that close to her mouth, she may have bit my finger straight off. “You better not let it happen again.”

      Dropping his hand, he waits for an answer. When she nods, he takes a small step away from her. I’m about to hightail it back down the hallway before I’m discovered when Roy speaks again. “And while we’re at it, I don’t appreciate the way Nash spoke to me in there. Fix it.”

      It’s Monica’s turn to laugh. Her head shakes. “I can’t control what comes out of Nash’s mouth, Roy. You and I both know that.”

      Her words enrage him. His cheeks puff out and he steps closer to her, leaning down so he’s right in front of her face. “You better figure it out. We’ve been here before, Monica. Put a leash on him or you know what I’ll do to him.”

      Woah. What does that mean?

      I’m staring blankly at them, wondering what he could be insinuating, when he rushes right toward me. His steps are angry, his leather shoes pounding against the carpet as he leaves Monica standing there alone.

      Breaking out of it, I hurriedly find an empty room to hide in before he can catch me spying on them from the hallway. Just as I slide into what appears to be a dark storage room, I hear him make his way into the hallway. The sound of his footsteps retreat down the hallway until I no longer hear anything.

      Sticking my head out into the hallway, I look in both directions. I didn’t hear Monica leave the room at all, which means she must still be where he left her.

      Perfect.

      Now I have the opportunity to ask what the hell he meant with those parting words of his. Not bothering to hide my footsteps, I make my way toward the room, stopping in the doorway Roy just exited.

      Grabbing the door to the lounge, I slam it angrily. The sound makes Monica jump, her eyes focusing on me.

      Leaning against the cold metal of the door, I speak slowly. “Now Monica, tell me exactly what the fuck just happened.”
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      I’ve barely had enough time to get my pulse back down to a reasonable level when the door to the lounge slams shut, sending adrenaline shooting back through my veins. Looking up, I see the last person I expect to find in this room with me—Aiden.

      “Now Monica,” he says, his voice low and controlled. “Tell me exactly what the fuck just happened.” His back rests against the door, his eyes raking up and down my body like a predator seeking out their prey.

      Rolling my eyes, I run my hands over my forehead. “This is the absolute last thing I need to be dealing with right now, Aiden.”

      Shaking his head, he pulls his body off the door. His movements are fluid. “That answer isn’t going to cut it.”

      Turning around, I retreat across the room to try and get a moment to gather my thoughts. The last thing I was expecting was for Roy to show up today. Nash had decided at the very last minute that he wanted to record. I knew he wouldn’t want Roy involved, so I consciously made the decision to forego telling anyone at Coleman Records.

      I knew eventually Roy would find out—he always seems to. I just didn’t expect it to be in the middle of Nash’s session. There aren’t many people on this earth that Nash despises more than Roy, and I don’t blame him. The guy doesn’t have many redeeming qualities. But he’s still the head of one of the biggest labels in the business. He isn’t someone we want to piss off—at least not yet.

      Roy has been bullying and threatening me for years. It isn’t out of the norm. What is out of the normal is Nash having to interact with him. Over the years, I’ve meticulously planned out every interaction with Roy so Nash wouldn’t have to deal with him. As much as I love Nash, his temper is like his brothers, and I can’t have him doing something reckless to spoil my plans.

      I stop in front of the wall, entirely too aware of the piercing gaze hot on my neck. Closing my eyes, I try to think of a way to explain what Aiden heard without divulging too much. As if I didn’t have enough on my plate, Aiden had to go and bear witness to a conversation that was never supposed to reach his ears.

      “I’m waiting,” he says, his voice closer than before.

      Still staring at the wall, I take a deep breath. “For once in your life, can you just do as you’re asked? Can’t you just pretend you didn’t hear any of that?”

      A large hand grabs my shoulder, turning me around in one straight motion. “Not going to happen. Now stop the games and tell me the truth. What. Was. That?”

      I shouldn’t have come to this side of the room. It wasn’t a good idea to allow myself to be cornered. I know if I were to take one baby step backward, my calves would hit the wall. His body towers over mine, caging in the light, dousing me in his shadow. I stare blankly ahead of me, my gaze turned slightly upward to the point on his neck where I can see the strain of a vein. Following that vein up, I take in his clenched jaw.

      That strong jaw opens, but I still don’t look him in the eye. I haven’t yet thought of what lie I’m going to tell him to make him forget about everything he just heard. “Tell me what he has on my brother—what his threats mean,” Aiden says.

      “I can’t,” I answer truthfully, my mind spinning with words I could say. I remember a very similar conversation I had with his brother. It feels like it was just yesterday…but also somehow like it was ages ago. I finally had to come clean to Nash about everything I did to keep his career alive and thriving and that same day, Nash made me promise we wouldn’t speak of it again.

      It was a promise I’d intended to keep. What I hadn’t ever seen coming was his snooping brother. I never prepared for Aiden’s personal vendetta against me to result in stalking. I didn’t expect his distrust in anything I do to fuel his persistence.

      Strong fingers grasp me by the chin. I try to pry his iron grip away, but my efforts are futile. He brings his face to my level, no longer allowing me the luxury of avoiding eye contact.

      “My patience has worn thin,” he hisses. I can feel his breath hot against my cheek and I hate the way my heartbeat quickens. I should despise the way he’s currently manhandling me. If it were any other time or person, I’d have clawed his eyes out.

      But yet—I haven’t. Instead, I’m left staring into the greens of his eyes, wondering why I don’t want to have to lie. It’s the best and worst feeling all at once.

      “It isn’t my place to tell,” I whisper. His fingers push even deeper into my jaw. Deep enough I know there will be perfect fingertip prints on my chin the moment he removes his hand. The pressure on my chin has me taking a step back, my shoulders and spine pressed firmly against the wall.

      He presses up against me as he rakes his gaze over every inch of my face. He’s inspecting me—trying to call my bluff. For once, I don’t have one. I’m telling the truth.

      He sighs, annoyed by my unwillingness to share anything with him. “I’m not surprised. You’re just a pretty little liar. I wouldn’t be able to trust a thing from that mouth, anyway.”

      Ever so slightly, his eyes drop to my lips for a fraction of a second. “This isn’t over, Monica,” he threatens, finally releasing my chin. “I’m going to find out what’s going on—one way or another. And if I find out you had anything more to do with it,” he snickers, lips pulling into a sinister smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, “you’ll have a lot more to deal with than that asshole.”

      He retreats from the room, leaving me staring after him, wondering how the hell I’m going to keep Aiden from ruining everything.
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      The stifling heat hits me in the face as I push the door open. My lungs eagerly take in the fresh air while my mind reels from everything that just took place. My shoes scratch against the chipping asphalt of the alleyway as I begin to pace.

      What had Roy meant with his threats?

      Put a leash on him. My pulse thumps angrily against my neck as I recall his words and quickens when I remember Monica’s unwillingness to tell me what those words meant.

      It was my brother he was threatening. I deserve to know. Nash deserves to know. But Monica made it sound like he might already know something…

      The way she spoke paired with the looks exchanged between her and Nash in the studio, I’m wondering if he knows more than he’s letting on.

      My mind spins. Surely if Nash knew Roy was threatening him, he would just leave the damn label. It seems simple to me but judging by Monica’s reluctance to share a single detail, there must be more to it.

      That wasn’t the same calm, confident Monica that I’m used to seeing. Roy had her shook. And when I confronted her, I saw something in her eyes I hadn’t ever seen before—fear. She was afraid. But afraid of what? I’m starting to realize her lies—her schemes—may go way deeper than I’d imagined. Maybe Nash knows more than I give him credit for. Maybe that’s the reason he didn’t fire her when she did the unthinkable. Maybe there’s a good reason for the things she’s done…

      No. There’s never a good reason to want to break somebody’s heart. Decent people don’t just hire someone to break the heart of someone they’re supposed to care about. It just doesn’t make sense.

      And yet, in that room, I couldn’t help but aim a sliver of my anger at someone else for a change. Roy. I have a feeling I’ll be seeing more of him in the near future.

      Out of the corner of my eye, movement catches my attention. A pile of trash bags rustle beside a dumpster. There’s a slight whimper before a furry tail pops out from underneath one of the bags.

      Interested, I walk toward the pile of garbage. Carefully, I use my shoe to shift the bag in front of the long tail out of the way. The back end of a small dog protrudes from inside a trash bag as the front half scavenges for food.

      Puckering my lips, I gently whistle, catching the attention of the dog. It freezes for a moment before scrambling out of the bag.

      I move slowly as I crouch down to the dog’s level, trying my best not to startle it. “Hey little guy,” I say softly. I gently stretch my arm out, allowing him to sniff the back of my hand.

      The dog is cautious—its cold, black nose brushing against my knuckles. It’s clear by the matted fur and how thin the dog is that it’s a stray. His body has wiry, tan fur, but the fur around his eyes and nose are black. By the huge size discrepancy between his paws and the size of his body now, I’m also guessing that the dog is young—still a puppy, and nowhere near full-grown.

      Warming up to me, the dog takes a step closer. His snout nuzzles into my hand. My fingers go to scratch the dog’s chin, which only makes the pup warm up to me more. He practically crawls into my lap, lifting his head and giving me better access to his chin.

      “What are you doing out here?” I question, moving my hand to scratch beneath one of his floppy ears.

      The dog answers by letting his large tongue hang out one side of his mouth. Stretching, he turns his body in my lap to give me access to his belly. I rub over it, my fingers getting stuck in the mats of his fur. When my fingers brush over his ribs, I’m taken aback by how many of his bones I can feel.

      “You must be hungry.” My eyes take in his fragile frame, wondering what I should do. I can’t just leave the dog out here to starve. It doesn’t appear that he has a home or that there are any other animals with him.

      Forming a plan, I stand up, keeping the dog in my arms. At first he panics, pivoting so he’s no longer on his back and his chest rests against my shoulder.

      “You’re okay,” I tell him, running a hand down his spine. “We’re just going to get you some food—and maybe a bath,” I finish, the smell of him reaching my nostrils.

      Grabbing the handle of the backdoor to the studio, I crack it open, sticking my head in to make sure the hallways are empty. I’m not sure about the pet policy of this recording studio, but I’m also not trying to find out. My only goal is to find this dog some food and water and get him cleaned up.

      I retrace my steps from earlier, finding the lounge empty. Thank fuck. The last thing I need is for Monica to catch me bringing in a stray.

      The dog in my arms takes in his surroundings carefully. When I walk up to the vending machines, he twitches slightly, the loud hum of the machine seeming to spook him at first.

      “You’re okay, little guy,” I whisper. “We’re trying to be very secretive, so if you could just keep your cool for a moment while I get you some food, I’d appreciate it.”

      Oddly enough, it seems like the dog understands me. Taking a deep breath, he rests his head on my shoulder, his body going lax in my arms.

      “You’re a cool dude,” I compliment, my eyes raking over the choices in the vending machine. I’m wondering what the best thing to feed him is. Any of these options would be better than the garbage he was just trying to make his lunch.

      “What are your thoughts on potato chips?” I swipe my card, pressing the keys for the chips. I also decide on a thing of peanut butter crackers and a stick of beef jerky. Bending down, I grab the items from the bottom of the machine. I stop in front of the next machine, paying for two water bottles as well.

      The fear of vending machines seems to have passed quickly for the puppy. He sits calmly in my arms as I balance him with the food and water.

      “Now,” I mutter under my breath, “we’ve got to find a private bathroom for you. We need to get you all cleaned up.”

      I sneak around the hallways like I’m a damn spy, making sure I don’t run into anyone as I finish my mission. I don’t know how I’d explain the dog. Luckily, I don’t have to because not only do I find a bathroom, but I find a suite when it comes to bathroom standards. There’s a large fluffy chair in the corner with different kinds of toiletries. Across from it sits a large counter with a deep trough-like sink that reaches from one end to the other.

      “Bingo,” I say, putting the dog down on the tile. His nails scratch the floor as he walks around and sniffs his surroundings. I switch the lock to the bathroom, ensuring no one will catch us in here.

      “Alright, little guy. Let’s get you some food.” I walk over to the chair, sitting down and working on opening the food. The dog eagerly sits down in front of me, his tail swishing against the tile.

      First, I give him the beef jerky stick. He scarfs it down in two seconds flat. I’m not sure he even had enough time to chew it. “Slow down,” I tell him, reaching to pat him on the head. “You don’t want to get sick.”

      He answers by bumping his nose against my knee, seeming to tell me to give him the next thing. “Alright, alright. What do you say?” I ask, holding up the bag of chips and package of peanut butter crackers. “Are you in the mood for chips or crackers?”

      The dog paws at the bag of potato chips, letting out a small whine when he goes to sit back down.

      Reaching into the bag, I hand the dog a chip. He takes it from my hand excitedly. We repeat those steps until he’s cleared the entire bag.

      Tipping the bag over, I show him that there’s nothing left. He checks it for himself, sticking his snout in the bag and licking every single crumb out.

      “Now let’s get you some water. You just had a shit-ton of salt.” I look around the bathroom, trying to see if there’s anything I can use as a makeshift water bowl. On the table next to me, there’s a marble bowl full of different toiletry items. I remove all the items and set them on the table, emptying the bowl completely. Twisting the cap off of the water bottle, I fill the bowl up and set it on the floor.

      The dog eagerly drinks the water as I stand up and throw away all of the vending machine trash. As the dog continues to drink, I look at the sink, wondering if it’ll be possible to wash him in it. It’s a fancy sink, definitely not made for washing dogs, but it’ll do the job.

      A wet nose rubbing against my jeans alerts me to the fact he’s had his fill of water. Looking down, I find the dog happily staring up at me. His tongue hangs out of his mouth, and he already looks better than when I found him.

      Bending over, I scoop the dog up into my arms. “Now I don’t know if you’re going to like this,” I begin, setting him down in the sink. “But you fucking reek, and we need to wash you off. I found you in the trash, my dude.”

      His tail folds against his belly, his posture making it clear he’s unsure of what’s going on. I turn the knob of the sink, letting the water wash around his paws to get him used to the feeling. Once he seems a little more at ease, I quickly grab the water bowl from earlier to help me get the rest of his body wet.

      The dog is calm as I scoop water over him repeatedly. His wet fur clings even more to his body, showcasing more of his bones. “Good boy,” I praise, wondering if I should soap him as well.

      I keep one arm on him as I pick up the bottle of soap on the sink. Reading over the label, I check the caution label to see if it’ll be safe for a dog. “Surely this fancy shit wouldn’t be toxic to you. Right?” I ask him. All he does is look up at me wide-eyed, as if to say how would I know?

      “Should be fine,” I mutter, flipping the bottle over and putting a heaping glob of the liquid in my palm. My palms rub together as I get the soap nice and sudsy.

      I’m working it into his fur when the dog shakes, soaking me. “Oh shit,” I yell, wiping soap and water from my cheek.

      A knock sounds at the door as I start washing the dog again. “Aiden?” Monica says from the other side.

      “Double shit,” I whisper to the dog, holding him in place as I wonder what the hell to do now.

      I try to stay silent, hoping she’ll just go away if I don’t answer. The doorknob rattles, making the dog in front of me jump and let out a yelp.

      “What was that?” she asks from the other side, rattling the doorknob even more.

      The dog apparently has it in for me, even after all the help I’ve given him, because he barks—loud.

      “Is that a dog?”

      “What can I help you with, Monica?” I shout. “Can’t a man get some privacy in the bathroom?”

      “Nash sent me to find you. He’s ready to go.”

      “You guys go ahead,” I say, trying to quickly wash the soap from the dog. “I can catch a ride later—when I’m done, you know…”

      A large thump sounds against the door. “Open this right now.”

      The sound makes the dog bark again.

      “Really, dude?” I ask the dog, wiping my forehead with the back of my hand.

      “Aiden!” Monica yells.

      I sigh, leaving the dog in the sink to open the door. I quickly unlock it, not bothering to open it for her. She must hear the click of the lock because the door swings open immediately after. Her eyes land directly on the sopping wet dog in front of me. Unbothered, he lets out an excited bark at her entrance.

      Monica steps into the bathroom, letting the door swing closed behind her. She watches the dog for a few moments before looking at me, her mouth hanging wide open.

      “Where in the world did you find a mangy dog?”
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      This day couldn’t get any worse. Just when I finally thought Nash was going to get a good start on his new album, Roy shows up and ruins everything. After the altercation with Roy, Nash called off the rest of the recording session, claiming he was no longer in the headspace to record.

      I’d wanted to plead with him, to have him at least finish the demo for this one song, but I decided against it. I couldn’t blame him. His distaste for Roy runs almost as deep as mine. But we still need him—for now. I still need time to formulate a plan before we go and blow everything to hell. We have to play our cards right and running out on the recording session is not the way to do it.

      Adding to this disastrous day, Aiden had to‌ overhear what was supposed to be a private conversation between Roy and me. As if he needed more of a reason to distrust me, overhearing the guy in charge of Nash’s music telling me to put Nash on a leash—or else—doesn’t do much to help things.

      I need to have a private moment with Nash. To tell him to control his own brother and that mouth of his if he doesn’t want drama with the label.

      Unfortunately, Nash isn’t in the talking mood right now. As he was storming out, he asked me to go find his brother so we could leave. That’s what I’d been doing when I’d heard odd noises coming from a bathroom near where Aiden had last confronted me.

      Which brings me to the last reason this day has been an absolute dumpster-fire. Aiden has managed to find a stray mutt and is bathing it in the bathroom sink.

      Staring ahead of me, I wonder how many breathing exercises it’ll take to find my inner peace after a day like today.

      Aiden stands in front of me, his fingers tangled in the matted fur of the creature. “I can explain,” he begins, looking incredulously at the panting dog in the sink. The animal appears to be having the time of their life. A large, pink tongue dangles out of its mouth. Its tail wags back and forth vigorously, further soaking Aiden’s already drenched clothes.

      Nodding, I walk to the furthest point in the room away from the dog. The last thing I want is for that thing to shake water on me and ruin my clothes. “Explain. Now,” I clip, setting my bag on a small table next to a chair. My bag accidentally knocks a sealed package of peanut butter crackers to the ground.

      Aiden looks back at the dog in front of him. He uses a marble bowl to pour water over the dog, his fingers wiping away the soapy suds from the animal’s fur. “I’d stepped outside to get some air after overhearing your conversation with that prick. While out there, I found this guy rummaging through the trash. He was skin and bones and smelled horrendous. I couldn’t leave him out there…”

      “His name is Roy,” I tell him. “And he’s the head of the label that controls the music your brother gets to release. You probably shouldn’t call him names.”

      Aiden grunts, running more water over the dog. “Well, he’s a prick, and I trust you even less if you don’t have the same viewpoint of him.”

      I try to hide the smile on my lips. “I don’t think it’s possible for you to trust me any less. Nor do I care.”

      He doesn’t answer. His focus stays on continuing to wash the mangy mutt in front of him.

      “I didn’t say he wasn’t a prick. But that prick has your brother’s career by the balls. Best not to piss him off.”

      “Then Nash should just leave. Any label would take him on.”

      Sighing, I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “It’s not that simple, Aiden.”

      “To hell it isn’t,” he responds immediately. “Will you hold him for a second? I need to find a towel.”

      I shake my head, my nose scrunching. “Absolutely not. I’m not touching that thing. How do you know it doesn’t have some disease? Or fleas?”

      Aiden laughs, wiping bubbles from his brow. “I don’t know why I even asked. Of course you hate dogs.”

      “I don’t hate dogs. I’m just not coming near one you found in the trash. What exactly is your plan here?” I walk to a tall, thin cabinet, careful to avoid the puddles of water on the bathroom tile. Opening it, I find extra soap, toilet paper, and towels. I grab a few towels, letting them drape over my forearm.

      “I didn’t have time to think of a full plan,” he says, taking one of the towels from me.

      The dog tries to lick Aiden as he attempts to dry the head of the animal.

      “You can’t keep it. I can find a nearby shelter,” I offer. I’ve never been a fan of animals, but I don’t think suggesting we throw him back in the trash would get me very far.

      Aiden affectionately rubs the dog's ears with the towel. “I don’t want to abandon him,” Aiden says, lifting the dog out of the sink and placing him on the floor. Before he can get another towel on the dog it shakes violently, causing water to spray everywhere.

      “Aiden!” I shriek, my hands waving in front of me to ‌block the shower of water from hitting me.

      The dog continues to shake, so I try to outrun the barrage of water droplets. My heels slip on the soaking wet floor as I retreat, my arms flailing as I try to regain my balance. Instinctively, I clutch onto Aiden’s arm, pulling him over and sending us both tumbling to the ground.

      Luckily, I land partially on top of Aiden, my chest pressed up against his face.

      “I’m going to kill you,” I threaten through clenched teeth, pushing myself up off of him and resting on my elbow. Looking down, my entire outfit is drenched. The suede fabric of my skirt is guaranteed to be ruined, and the soapy droplets on my silk blouse don’t give me hope ‌it will fare any better.

      As if to add insult to injury, the dog walks right up to me and, before I can stop him, swipes his tongue across my cheek in one long motion.

      “Disgusting!” I yell, scrambling to push the dog away from my face.

      “Good boy,” Aiden chuckles, not bothering to help get the dog off me. “Except I’m not sure he’s got the best judgment of character.” Patting the back of the dog, he says, “She’s evil, little guy, don’t get too attached.”

      I scoff. “You shouldn’t get attached to that beast. There’s no way you’re keeping it.”

      He throws a towel over the mangy mutt, pulling the dog toward him as he dries it off. “He could be a tour dog.”

      “First off,” I start, pointing to the abdomen of the dog. “I think your he is a she. Second, you can’t take a dog on tour. Look at the size of those paws! She’s going to be massive. That thing doesn’t belong on a tour bus.”

      Aiden looks at the belly of the dog inquisitively. His eyebrows pull together on his forehead, creating two deep lines between his brows. “I swore you were a boy,” he says in shock.

      “I know you may not be familiar with female anatomy since I can’t imagine any woman ever tolerating you long enough for that. But I can assure you, it’s a girl.”

      He throws a cocky smirk my way. “I don’t know, I got you wet didn’t I?” He points to the dark, wet marks on my clothing.

      I grimace. “Grow up.”

      Aiden finishes drying her off. Her fur sticks up in all directions as she excitedly grunts. She runs around the bathroom, rubbing her body against the different surfaces as she passes them.

      Both Aiden and I watch her for a moment from the floor. Aiden sighs, adjusting from crouching down to sitting on the floor completely. Outstretching his long legs, his boot lands next to my hip.

      His new position excites the dog. She gallops over to him, nuzzling her wet face into his neck.

      Sighing, I realize that getting him to drop her off at the nearest shelter may be a battle I’m too exhausted to win right now. Not after the day that I’ve had. I reach out for the counter, using it to help steady myself as I stand up. The entire bathroom is covered in water—it looks like someone took a hose to the room.

      Once standing, I try to wipe as much water from my clothes as possible.

      Watching Aiden cradle the animal, a thought pops into my head. Maybe this dog is exactly what I need to keep Aiden off my butt. At least then he’ll be preoccupied. Dogs are a lot of work, and he can’t pester me if he’s busy taking care of it.

      “I’m going to let you be the one to ask your brother to bring this mutt on the road. I think it’s the worst idea on the planet, but it isn’t up to me.”

      Aiden looks shocked by my words. He moves a wet, brown piece of hair out of his face. “Did you hear that, girl? The Wicked Witch of the Tour gave you permission to come with us. Maybe she has a heart after all—even if it’s cold, and black.”

      The dog answers by wagging her tail and licking his face aggressively.

      “If it were up to me she’d be back on the street, but you’ve caught me on a day where enough has gone to shit already. I don’t have it in me to argue with you about a dog. Get control of her and go ask your brother,” I say, carefully walking across the floor to grab my purse.

      Stopping at the door, I turn around to look at Aiden. He cuddles the dog on the floor, not giving a care in the world that the dog is still damp and soaking his clothes through even more.

      “Oh and Aiden,” I start, opening the door to the hallway. “Things with your brother—and the label—are far from simple. Don’t push it, and don’t do anything stupid. You got it?”

      Aiden doesn’t answer me. All he does is give me an unreadable look before burying his face in the crook of the dog’s neck.

      Walking out the door, I make my way back to our ride. I have no doubt in my mind that Aiden won’t drop what he overheard today, but maybe this dog will be the distraction I need to buy more time.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Nash mumbles, looking at me as if I’ve grown a third arm.

      I shift the puppy in my hands, putting my face close to hers. “Look at this sweet little face.” I push my lip out in a puppy dog face. “How can we just leave her on the streets?”

      “I told him to take it to a shelter,” Monica pipes up from inside the SUV, the black tint of the windows making it impossible to see in. Matt sits in the driver’s seat of the car, with Nora, Lennon and Monica sitting in the third row waiting for the rest of us to get in. Monroe takes the seat next to Matt, leaving Nash and I standing next to the black exterior of the vehicle.

      I go to give Monica a dirty look through the open door, but she isn’t even looking in our direction. She’s typing madly away at her phone, only paying attention enough to give my brother bad ideas.

      “I’m not taking her to a shelter,” I state. Now that she’s bathed and fed, she’s calmed down. Her body relaxes comfortably in my arms, unaware that I’m fighting to keep her.

      “Have you thought this through, Aiden?” Nash asks, reaching to pat the scruff on the dog’s neck.

      Shrugging, I watch my brother find the spot the dog loves. The instant he scratches her chin, one of her legs thumps excitedly against my chest. “I’ll figure it out,” I promise. “You’ll barely know she’s there.”

      Nash looks at me dubiously. “Somehow I feel like that isn’t true,” he laughs.

      “She’ll be a good dog,” I counter. “I’ll ‌train her so she doesn’t get in anyone else’s way. I can’t just leave her here to fend for herself again. And leaving her at a shelter…what if she doesn’t go to a good home?”

      I feel like a child pleading my case to keep the dog. I used to beg as a kid to have a dog. The best my parents did was get me a rabbit. If I wasn’t on tour and was living on my own again, I wouldn’t have to be begging my brother to keep her. If he says no, I could decide to forego the tour, find a flight home, and keep her. I’m hoping it doesn’t have to come to that. I want to continue to get to know my brother, especially after what I overheard today, but I also don’t want to abandon this dog.

      Nash sighs, sharing a knowing look with Nora. She smiles softly, nodding to him encouragingly. He looks back at the dog in my arms. I’m getting nervous at his silence, but finally he speaks. “I think Nora would have my balls if I told you no.”

      The corner of my lips twitch. “So, is that a yes?”

      Letting out an exaggerated breath, he nods his head. “Yes, you can keep that dog.” He holds up one finger. “On one condition…”

      I look at him expectantly, waiting for him to continue. “Okay.”

      “You don’t name her after somebody famous.”

      I groan. “I was like five when I named the rabbit.”

      His smile is taunting. “It was such a unique name, brother.”

      You name a rabbit Britney Spears when you’re five and fifteen years later your brother still won’t let you forget it.

      “So is it a deal?” Nash prods.

      Laughing, I nod my head in agreement. “You’ve got a deal.”

      “Good. Now let’s get the hell out of here. I’m starving and it looks like we need to make a stop to get some pet supplies.”

      “I’m already on it,” Monica says from the back row, waving her phone in the air. “Someone will be delivering them to the stadium within the next two hours.”

      Climbing into the captain's chair adjacent to hers, I give her a confused look. She didn’t try to hide her distaste for the dog earlier, so I’m shocked by her willingness to suddenly order supplies for her.

      Monica rolls her eyes at me as Matt backs out of our parking spot. “Stop looking at me like that. I couldn’t let you feed that thing potato chips and peanut butter crackers. I mean seriously Aiden, do you know what’s in those?”

      “She didn’t seem to mind. Besides, I didn’t give her the crackers,” I add, remembering I left the unopened package in the bathroom.

      Monica hums disapprovingly. “My point stands. You filled that dog full of toxins and preservatives.”

      I hold the dog in front of her, waving her in the air gently to annoy Monica. “She didn’t seem to care, did you girl?” I ask. “It was an improvement from the trash she was eating when I found her.”

      Monica sighs, plastering her body against the car window to try and get as far away as possible from me and the dog.
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      The following day, we’re back on the road to our next destination. So far, my new travel companion has made an excellent road pup. I can’t say I’ve been the best owner, though, since I’m still figuring out a name for her. That may be largely because all I can really focus on is the conversation I heard between Roy and Monica. I’m trying to piece together the small scraps of information I’ve been given or overheard to figure out the bigger picture.

      Most of all, I want to know what my brother knows, and what’s at stake for him right now. With my mind focused elsewhere, the dog has remained unnamed.

      She lays at my feet, every now and then letting out a loud snore. Nash and I lay beside one another in the small bedroom he shares with Nora. We’re locked in here while Nora and Lennon speak to Nora’s best friend, Riley, over FaceTime in the front half of the bus. Apparently, they’re going over some top-secret photos they’d taken of Nora at her wedding dress fitting earlier.

      I don’t mind the rare alone time with my brother. Moments with just the two of us on tour have been far and few between. It reminds me of when we were kids, before he made it big around the time he was in middle school. The two of us have one hand behind the pillow supporting our heads, watching some random daytime game show.

      My mind wanders back to the time when Nash and Nora were broken up, and I feel guilt swell inside me. In the months after she broke his heart, it was hard to watch my brother fall victim to his own recklessness. It’s even harder to remember my part in it. Instead of encouraging him to get himself help, I’d been downing shots like it was my job right along with him. I hadn’t realized how bad he’d gotten, too caught up in enjoying a lifestyle I wasn’t used to at the expense of my brother.

      I have many regrets. Fueling the fire of my brother’s addiction is one of my biggest ones.

      “Have you talked to mom and dad recently?” Nash breaks the silence, taking a sip from his water bottle.

      I remember a time when he’d have some sort of clear liquor in his water bottles instead, but now I know differently. He hasn’t had a drink since before he went to rehab.

      “Are you awake?” Nash asks, leaning forward to look at me. I’d been blankly staring at the show ahead of me, too lost in my own thoughts to remember he’d asked me a question.

      “Sorry, I don’t know where my head was at,” I lie.

      Stretching my legs out, I accidentally bump into the puppy, causing her to wake up. She stands, circling around on the bed before laying back down with a big sigh.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve talked to them,” I answer. “I’ve been caught up in everything with the tour, it slipped my mind to call them.”

      Nash nods, picking at a sticker on his water bottle. “You know, they’re the parents. They could reach out to you…”

      Growing up, Nash and I didn’t have the picture-perfect parents. They weren’t awful. We were always fed and never abused, but they just weren’t loving parents—especially to Nash. My dad was always on Nash’s case for something. I don’t remember much before Nash was famous—I was too young to realize how much Mom and Dad favored me. Once he hit it big time, it wasn’t hard to miss how they suddenly wanted to pretend they were parents of the year to him.

      As a kid I wanted to pretend that my Mom and Dad were perfect, but as I grew up and spent the night with friends, I could feel the love their parents had for them. That was something I never felt. Moving out and going to college was one of the best things I could do to get away from them. To find my own identity—or at least attempt to.

      “I’m sure they’ll call soon,” Nash offers, filling the silence.

      I grunt, realizing how long it’d been since I spoke with them last.

      Nash and I fall back into silence as we watch the show for a while longer, but my mind won’t stop racing with what I overheard yesterday. I need to talk to him about it, even if I know he won’t like how I found out.

      “Hey, Nash?” I ask hesitantly, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Hm?”

      “I need to tell you something, but I need you to not get mad at me. Okay?”

      Nash gives me a look. “I’m not sure if I like where this is going.”

      “Yesterday at the studio…” I begin, trying to figure out exactly what I want to say. “What was up with that Roy guy?” I decide to fish for answers from him first before I tell him what I overheard. I’m interested to hear what he’ll divulge.

      A low growl starts in Nash’s throat. He picks up one of the decorative pillows at his side, putting it on his lap to give him something to do with his hands. “I don’t want to talk about that asshole.”

      “It just seemed like everyone was on edge when he dropped in on your recording session. What’s going on there?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Aiden. I should’ve acted more professional in front of everyone. I just…” He shakes his head.

      “You just what?” I press.

      Sitting up, Nash moves the pillow to his side. He trains his eyes on me. “I just lost my cool. It was something I shouldn’t have done but it’s also something you don’t need to worry about.”

      “I overheard a conversation between Monica and Roy,” I blurt out. My stomach tightens as I observe him, waiting for him to give any kind of reaction to my words.

      Nash rubs at his forehead. “Overheard, huh? What exactly did you hear?”

      “I heard Roy tell Monica to put a leash on you.”

      He snickers. “That’s something he’s wanted for years. Monica wishes she could have a leash on me too, I’m sure. It would make her life much easier.”

      “This isn’t funny. He seemed serious—like he was threatening you both. He told her that she knows what he’ll do to you if you don’t listen. What does that mean? And why is Monica just bending over for him?”

      “It’s complicated,” Nash answers. “And like I said earlier, you don’t need to worry about it. We’ve got it under control.”

      “I don’t get why you guys won’t just tell me what the hell is going on.”

      Nash purses his lips. “You guys?”

      Whoops.

      “I may have cornered Monica after I heard that conversation between her and Roy. She basically told me to ask you. I don’t trust him, Nash, and I don’t trust her, either. I’m confused as fuck about why this seems like a game to you.”

      Nash’s hand slaps the bed next to his leg. “For fuck’s sake, Aiden. Will you just drop it? I told you it’s fine. I don’t like Roy, but I need him right now to do the thing I love. And you need to leave Monica alone—she’s on our side.”

      My jaw clenches in frustration. Staring at my brother, I can’t help but wonder what he won’t tell me.

      “I’ll drop it when I figure out what the hell is going on here. You’re so cagey when it comes to talking about him. And Monica…”

      Nash cuts me off. “Is none of your concern. None of this is. If I told you, you’d just end up doing something reckless. I’m sorry, Aiden, but you need to trust me that it’s fine. Drop it.”

      Grunting in annoyance, I lean back on the bed. There’s no point in prying further with my brother, he’s as stubborn as I am. I’ll just have to figure out what’s happening on my own.

      And if Nash won’t give me the information, I’ll get it out of Monica one way or another.
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      Staring at my reflection in the hotel mirror, I wonder how the hell I’m going to get through tonight. Typically, I don’t put my energy into dreading things. The negative energy in my life is something I’ve worked extremely hard to get rid of over the years. I’ve read countless self-help books and have been to numerous seminars learning from the best in the industry on how to maintain a healthy mind. Unfortunately, not many books cover how to handle being forced into a room filled with greedy, self-absorbed pigs.

      Tonight is a black-tie event for Coleman Records. It’ll be filled to the brim with some of the most influential people in the industry, but it’ll also be full of all the people that wanted to hurt Nash in order to get better music and line their pockets. The same people that hold the rights to his music and use it as a threat to try and control him.

      A few years ago, I was naive. I didn’t know what I know now. When they told me they’d drop Nash from Coleman if he didn’t get another album out, I had figured out a way to stop that from happening. I didn’t realize they’d never stop.

      At the time, Nash had been on tour. Dropping Nash mid-tour would mean having to cancel all the remaining shows. That alone may have ruined his image, but it’s not the only detriment to being dropped. They also would have remained in full control of all the masters from his albums. He wouldn’t have control of his past music, which means he also wouldn’t be able to profit or perform the songs he had poured his heart and soul into—the songs that had helped heal so much of his pain and continue to give him purpose.

      I’d propositioned Nora because I thought it was the only way I could get us out of the situation we’d found ourselves in. His lack of new music was catching up to him. The label was going to drop him or try to force him to record music that wasn’t his—music he wouldn’t be caught dead recording. Nash was already holding on by a thin thread mentally, and I knew both things could send him over the edge.

      Hiring Nora was a last resort—one I didn’t think would have the effect it did. I wanted him to develop a crush on her—an innocent fling. Back then, Nash was known to move from one woman to another easily. I thought Nora would be the same thing. I just wanted her to pique his interest enough for him to get inspired—to write good music again. My attempt to save Nash’s career almost ended it for good. I still haven’t forgiven myself for it, despite having his best intentions in mind.

      After all that had happened, I thought Nash would surely drop me as his manager. I was fully prepared for that to happen. If Nash was going to fire me, I wanted to make sure he knew what he was up against. Despite having my own sibling, Nash was the closest thing I’d had to a brother in all the ways that mattered. I couldn’t let them continue to bully him.

      Roy has been salivating at the mouth to ruin Nash long before the label threatened to drop him. He didn’t care that Nash was the reason Coleman Records was as big as it was. He had no appreciation for the work Nash did to put them on the map and bring in countless new artists.

      Roy didn’t—and still doesn’t—care. Nash is one of the only people who doesn’t bow down to the man. It’s quite the opposite. From the very beginning, even as a new solo artist, Nash didn’t let Roy control him. He pushed against Roy all of the time on decisions, and over time, it led to a tumultuous relationship between the two of them, and Coleman in general.

      Nash needs out of his contract. He needs to get away from Coleman Records. The problem is, he signed on for three more albums with them. They’ve made it impossible for him to buy his way out of the contract. Nash’s net worth is high, even by musician standards, yet the money they want for him to buy his own contract isn’t even close to feasible. Roy has made it his personal mission to fuck Nash over.

      The last album, fueled by Nash’s breakdown over Nora, was enough to satisfy most of the label executives temporarily. The record had sold more than any in the past. Combined with the number of streams it had after its release, it more than doubled his previous sales.

      His heartbreak was heard around the world—and they loved it. Again.

      That album was the reason Coleman kept dealing with him, but it didn’t last long. Their happiness with him was directly related to his album sales. They wanted him to be a machine and pop out another instantly. All they cared about was the money.

      When Nash called me into his office after discovering that I’d hired Nora to break his heart, I’d told him everything—Roy, the threats they made, all of it. I braced myself for a verbal onslaught, but he only said one thing. I remember his reaction like it was yesterday instead of years ago. He sat up straight in his chair, looked at me, more sober than I’d seen him in a long time, and said, “So what are we going to do about it?”

      I was confused at first. No part of me thought I’d walk out of that room with my job. I’d been prepared to find something new. I just needed him to know what battle he was fighting.

      Nash had other plans. Instead of firing me, he put his trust in me even further. He gave me a second chance, and I won’t mess this one up. We knew that somehow we had to find a way to break his contract and get ownership of his music. Easier said than done, but we’ve managed to find some breadcrumbs that are slowly starting to add up. The lawyer route hasn’t proven very useful thus far, but I’m making progress on my own in another, slightly less clean way. It’s slow—but I’m closer to freeing him than I’ve ever been before.

      If his stupid brother doesn’t ruin it all for us.

      Tonight, we’re dancing with the devil. We’ll be in a room full of the people who only see Nash as either a dollar sign or a nuisance. People who only want to see him succeed on their terms, or not at all.

      Nash will have to be on his best behavior tonight. We all have to. If Roy gets a whiff of what we’re up to, it could spoil everything. Nash leaving has to be a surprise. We won’t be able to do it until our lawyers find some miracle loophole, which isn’t likely, or I can find a way to take down Roy—which is my current plan. I haven’t divulged much of my current plan to Nash. I don’t want him to have to worry about my tactics. I’m willing to do whatever it takes this time to help Nash, even if it means getting dirty.

      The corset of my dress is tight around my ribcage. I had my seamstress take it in significantly, wanting it to dig into my flesh until I could just barely breathe. The hard seams bite into my skin with every move I make. I had the dress custom made, knowing I needed to dress to impress tonight. Tonight I’m playing the part of the dutiful manager. One eternally grateful to Coleman Records for keeping Nash on despite his scandals over the years—and the lull in between records. I’m playing a part, ensuring they don’t catch on to the scheming going on in my head.

      I hate to admit it, but every new pop artist wants to work with Roy, which means they want in with Coleman Records—at least for now. Once I’m done with Roy, he won’t be able to get a job selling burgers and fries.

      “I’m going to burn the label to the fucking ground,” I say to my reflection in the mirror.

      Taking in my appearance, the dress seems fitting for this evening—for the foundation of destruction I’ll be laying. The satin fabric is a fiery red, a perfect combination of red and orange. The fabric is cold against my chest. It billows loosely over one of my shoulders, the other strap hangs loosely over my bicep. The beautiful, ruched material runs into the corset at the peak of each breast. The corset hugs every inch of me all the way to my hips. There the ruched fabric begins again, billowing all the way to the ground except for the slit that begins at the bottom of the corset over one of my hips. I paired the dress with my favorite black Louboutin’s.

      Next door, a team of people prepare Nash and Nora for the event. According to the schedule I’d handed them this morning, they should be finishing up their last-minute touches with the makeup team.

      I check my appearance one last time in the mirror. Two diamond clips pin my short, blonde hair away from my face, bringing more attention to the dark shadow on my lids, the hues making my brown eyes appear brighter. The look is finished off with deep red lipstick. Satisfied, I toss the lipstick into my ring-clutch and get ready to check in on how it’s going in the other room.

      Even though this event is in LA, we elected to book rooms for the people of Nash’s team that are attending, as the event is being held in one of the ballrooms of the hotel. Most of the artists attending have elected to do the same thing since Coleman Records booked a block of rooms for that reason. The caliber of artists attending all but ensures there will be tons of fans and paparazzi outside, which means there’ll also be a ton of security. Getting here early and staying in the hotel was our best option.

      Luckily, there’s no red carpet for the night. Red carpets are something I always have to battle with Nash on and I’m glad tonight we won’t have to go there.

      I check my curling iron, ensuring that it’s no longer on before turning the lights off. Grabbing my keycard from the nightstand next to my bed, I place it in the clutch along with my phone and my ID for the party. Once I’ve gathered everything I need for the evening, I make my way next door, fully prepared for what tonight will bring.
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      I don’t know how my brother manages to kiss ass so much. It must be tiring having your lips puckered, ready to move from one douchebag to another—pretending to care about any of this.

      We haven’t been here for ten minutes and I’m already exhausted for him. We’ve barely made it ten feet into the large event ballroom and Nash has already been stopped by five people, all look fake as fuck as they pretend to dote over him. I know my brother can’t possibly believe a word they say, yet he plays right along. He politely shakes their hands, laughs at their awful jokes, and expresses gratitude when they pretend to be excited for his wedding.

      Boring.

      I hide my yawn behind a closed fist, trying not to voice my boredom. I need a drink or something to make this night more tolerable. There’s no way in hell I’m going to survive following my brother around all evening, watching him pretend to give a shit about any of these high-class wannabes. I’m starting to regret working so hard to convince Nash to let me come tonight, but I couldn’t miss this opportunity to do some digging. What better place to figure out what’s going on with Nash than here in the den of the enemy?

      Finally, our group gets a moment of reprieve as we make our way toward our table. I round out the back of the group, my footsteps slower than those in front of me. My eyes are trained on Monica’s back as she leads our pack through the throng of people. I have to calm my conscious down as it has a visceral reaction to Monica. For the first time, looking at her in her skintight red-as-a-devil dress, my entire body burns with new desire. One I try to bat the fuck away because it’s Monica. The lights from the chandeliers hanging above us illuminate every delicious curve of her body, simultaneously sending shockwaves through me—shooting right down to my dick. I gulp down incessant, filthy thoughts as I remind myself what a little liar the woman is. Suddenly, she slows, allowing Matt and Monroe to take the lead as her steps come to a halt.

      Nash gives her an inquisitive look as he passes her, but he continues on, following in Matt’s footsteps.

      Before I know it, Monica is standing next to me. Her brown eyes look up at me. “A word,” she demands, arching her head to a small alcove.

      My eyebrows raise. “To what do I owe the displeasure?” I ask. Intrigued, I follow her the few footsteps it takes to fit ourselves into a small corner of the ballroom, hidden from the view of others.

      “The displeasure is all mine,” she hisses, looking down to adjust one of the straps of her dress. The strap had fallen dangerously far down her arm, weighing the loose fabric of her dress down and showing off the rounded top of her breast. My gaze stays fixed on the spot, wondering if it would be ice cold if I were to touch above it, her chest void of a beating heart.

      My tongue clicks. “Well that depends why you wanted to be alone, Monica.” I tease, still looking at her cleavage. Nothing seems to frustrate her more than pretending to flirt.

      A hand hits my cheek. Not hard enough to hurt, but enough to catch my attention.

      “Pay attention, Aiden. I’m only going to say this once,” she says harshly. If looks could kill, I’d be dead. If words could slice through skin, I’d be bleeding out onto this ballroom floor. Anger flashes in her eyes when she looks at me, realizing that I’m not taking her too seriously.

      “And what is that?” I ask, annoying her by adjusting the fallen strap all over again.

      She slaps my hand away, shaking her head. “You are to be on your best behavior tonight. Understood?”

      I can’t hide the smile her words elicit from me. “Aw, Monica. I think it’s cute that you think I’d ever behave.” Placing my lips by her ear I whisper, “It’s never been my style.”

      Monica pushes me away. Her urgency to get me away only strengthens my need to annoy her further by encroaching on her personal space. The way my pulse hammers under my skin reminds me of how much I’m enjoying this.

      “You’re appalling,” she seethes, her voice barely above a whisper. She doesn’t have to raise her voice to elicit power, she carries it in even the quietest movement of her lips.

      But unlike the rest of the world, I’m not intimidated by her.

      “I could say the same thing about you, you know,” I fire back. “Well, at least the choices you make to help,” my fingers make mock quotation marks between us, “your clients.”

      She rolls her eyes, backing away from me as much as she can. “This night is important. Don’t do anything to jeopardize your brother.” Monica doesn’t give me time to respond, just as quick as she pulled me into this private corner, she leaves it.

      For the next two hours, I’m left to my own devices. I’ve watched Monica carefully for the entirety of the night—something I know she’s noticed. I want her to know that I’ve got my eyes on her. That whatever she’s up to, I’ll figure it out. I’ve cataloged each person she’s spoken to, trying to piece together this puzzle.

      Occasionally, I’d let my focus move from her to Nash. It was refreshing to see him speaking with a group of other artists from Coleman—with peers instead of the phony label execs.

      Now, scanning the room again, I try to find Monica in the crowd. A waiter in a crisp white button up and perfectly tied bow tie stops in front of me. “Would you like a drink?” he asks politely, lifting his tray of champagne flutes.

      Shaking my head, “No thanks,” I say. Even though I’m freshly twenty-two, and all of my college buddies are probably out getting shit-faced tonight, I want to stay clear-headed. Seeing Nash go through what he did, and being there to push him further, has stifled my desire to drink too often.

      The waiter nods. He begins to walk away before he stops and turns around. “Yo, where did you get the suit? I’ve been looking for something just like that,” he explains.

      “I honestly have no fucking clue,” I answer. “It was some fancy place my brother took me to.”

      He looks disappointed for a moment. “Damn,” he says. “Thanks anyway.”

      I watch him disappear behind a group of people. Looking down, I take in the suit I’d picked out with Nash a few weeks ago. Once I convinced him to let me attend, I realized I’d need something to wear. His stylist had lit up like a damn Christmas tree when she thought she’d have the opportunity to dress me, but I’d politely declined, deciding to pick something out for myself.

      I’d settled on a matte black suit jacket and pants. The lapels are made out of black velvet. His stylist had picked out a velvet tie to match, but I’d vetoed it. I’d fought wearing a tie to prom in high school and I’m not planning on starting to wear one now.

      Instead, I’d opted for a black button up underneath the jacket. I hated the feeling of being buttoned up all the way to my neck. It was stifling and uncomfortable. When we were getting on the elevator, I’d undone the first few buttons so I could breathe.

      I’d been distracted by the waiter long enough to lose track of both Monica and Nash. I canvas the room, finally spotting my brother and Nora speaking with a girl in a tight gold dress. I vaguely remember her as someone that Nash once released a single with. The more I think about it, I remember sitting in front of our living room TV and watching the two of them perform at an award show. At the time, I’d thought she was someone he was hooking up with. The way their conversation seems cordial, even friendly, it doesn’t appear like they had. Any woman that Nash hooked up with seemed to always be left in a pissed off mood—or became a bitch. Her friendly smile to Nora doesn’t suggest any hint of jealousy.

      Looking away from them, I take in the bustling party around me. I don’t know if there’s been another time that I’ve been surrounded by so many famous people. I should think it’s cool. Part of me wants to flirt with the group of girls who keep whispering to each other and looking my way—to forget about why I came here and let loose. But I’d be lying if I said tracking Monica isn’t the most fun I’ve had in a while.

      The lights have dimmed in the last hour, bringing more attention to the illuminated dance floor. There’s a large stage with a live band performing atop it. The dance floor has filled substantially since we got here. It’s the last place I’d expect to find Monica.

      Except, that’s exactly where I spot her. She’s hard to miss in a dress like that. Toward the middle of the dance floor, with her back to me, Monica sways in time to the music, a man’s hand snaked around her waist. Her dance partner’s face is obstructed by some gaudy flower arrangement hanging from a pillar.

      Fascinated, I leave my private corner and head toward the crowded area. People keep stepping in my way, and I fight the urge to run every single one of them over en route to her. I want to see what kind of creature it takes to get Monica on the dance floor—whose hand is placed so dangerously close to the top of her ass.

      Circling the dance floor, I’m both shocked and disgusted to find the identity of her dance partner—Roy. He’s got one meaty hand placed on her lower back, the other one holds her arm in the air as they drift around the floor.

      What the fuck.

      They seem deep in conversation. He says something to her that makes her straighten her spine. Whatever he said, he must find himself hilarious because he laughs, his head falling backwards. Monica looks sideways, as if to avoid making eye contact with him.

      Or because his breath probably smells.

      Even on the opposite side of the room I can tell that Monica isn’t a fan of the conversation. She has that same tense look to her face that she gets when I’m throwing crude remarks her way. I can tell she’s biting her tongue, the way she’s done many times with me before.

      I’m content with watching the encounter. I want to see if I can read their lips and body language to discern new information. He tries to pull her body into his further, letting his hand drift even lower on her body—somewhere he has no business touching. The look on her face is one of revulsion. Her body shifts slightly, moving his hand without making it too obvious. The attempt at keeping his hand in a safe territory doesn’t last for long. His hand travels back down again immediately, even lower this time.

      Something in me snaps, and before I know it I’m weaving in and out of bodies, heading right in their direction.

      Her face is bright red when I find them.

      “My turn,” I announce sharply, catching both of their attention.

      “Actually, we aren’t done here,” Roy says smoothly, trying to turn his back to me. “You can cut in after the next song.”

      He looks toward her, trying to dismiss me as if I’m a pesky fly. Too bad for him I’ve never been one to back down. Both of his hands go to her waist, still clutching her tightly to his body.

      “No can do, asshole,” I say through gritted teeth. My hand comes in between the two of them. I’m not gentle as I push on his chest to get him away from her.

      “Aiden, it’s fine,” Monica says through a tight-lipped smile.

      My head swings in her direction, my eyes narrowing. I know Monica well enough that Roy should be bleeding right now for his antics. She doesn’t take shit from anyone, especially some creepy old guy trying to manhandle her in front of all of their colleagues. Yet there’s no action supporting the fire in her eyes. She bites her tongue. And I want to know why.

      A large hand pats my shoulder. “Leave the adults to speak,” Roy says, not bothering to hide the condescending tone of his voice.

      “I’m afraid it’s my turn for a dance,” I retort, carefully taking Monica’s hand in mine. I don’t give Roy—or Monica—the chance to object. My hand finds the arch of her back as I guide Monica further into the crowd, letting Roy disappear behind the other dancers.

      I glance over at Monica as we make our way to the edge of the dancefloor, the fire in her eyes now burning a hole in me. Even though I despise her, I couldn’t let Roy have his way. No woman deserves that, not even her.

      She has some explaining to do, and I’m not letting her off this dance floor until I’ve figured why she just allowed all of that to happen.
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      I’m going to fucking kill him. It’s settled. Everything was going according to plan. I had Roy thinking that I was meek—that he could throw threats my way and I would bow down to him. That he could do whatever he wanted and I would just accept it as his humble servant. I had him eating from the palm of my hand.

      And then Aiden had to step in and potentially ruin everything—coming in like he’s a white knight, surely blowing whatever progress I’d made with Roy tonight.

      Aiden ushers me to the edge of the dance floor, away from Roy. His hand on my back is warm compared to the cold clamminess of Roy’s, while his other wraps tightly around mine. It’s as if he can sense that I’m about to run, his firm grasp keeping me on this dance floor.

      “Are you done planning my murder in your head yet?” Aiden questions, letting his hand apply more pressure at my lower back. His touch doesn’t make me want to crawl out of my skin like Roy’s did, but I don’t exactly enjoy being held here. I’d prefer to be off this dance floor entirely.

      “I’m still trying to come up with what would be the most painful way for you to go. I was thinking, perhaps…castration?”

      He gasps, his jaw finally relaxing from the earlier encounter. His eyelashes flutter against his cheeks as he looks down at me. “If you wanted to play with my dick, Monica, all you had to do was ask.” His tongue darts out, wetting his lips before they break out into a wide grin.

      I don’t bother to hide the look of disgust on my face, fighting the urge to smack the cocky smile right off his face. “Grow the hell up,” I scoff, shaking my head to rid it of the mental picture. “Does that really work with girls your age?”

      Before I can catch on to what he’s doing, his chest comes against mine. His forearm digs into my back as he quickly dips me backward. My shoulders are only a few feet from the ground as he leans over me. His lips form a predatory smirk. “Couldn’t tell you,” he says confidently. “I’ve never been too keen on girls my age.” His eyes flick to my throat.

      What the fuck is happening, I think, having to dig my nails into his arms to steady myself. The asshole dips me even lower, his grip on me loosens and I’m wondering if he’s going to drop me. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest.

      I open my mouth to speak, but he surprises me by pulling me up quickly. Suddenly, we’re chest to chest again. Except this time he’s brought me even closer to his body. I can feel every inch of his hard stomach against mine.

      For a college dropout with no notable redeeming qualities, I’ll admit he can dance. He doesn’t ever let me take the lead, controlling the pace as our steps fall into perfect rhythm.

      He guides us effortlessly around the dance floor, and I wonder where he learned to dance. My parents put me in ballroom classes the instant I could walk, but from what I’ve heard from Nash, that doesn’t sound like something their parents would do. I doubt Aiden went through countless etiquette classes like I did, all before ever hitting puberty. And shortly after my breasts developed and I’d hit my womanhood, I’d been introduced to society with other girls my age. I’ve known how to dance for as long as I can remember, but I haven’t had many dance partners that knew how to effectively lead. Not like this, anyway.

      My attention is brought back to the present when he speaks again. “So tell me, Monica,” he says, leaning over me. His eyes are serious as they rake over my face. “What in the hell is going on with Roy?”

      I pause for a second, wondering how to best distract Aiden and get him off my trail.

      “And don’t even waste your time telling me some bullshit lie. Nobody likes a pretty little liar,” he says quietly, his breath hot against my neck.

      It’s as if the crowd around us has disappeared. He’s commanded my full attention and judging by the ironlike grip he’s got on my waist, it’ll be a battle to get off this dance floor with him.

      Not backing down, I look up at him. “I’ve never much cared if I’m liked or not. It seems frivolous to care what others think of you. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t kind of thing.”

      He bears his straight white teeth, the grin more wolfish than friendly. “That’s definitely something a liar would say. Tell me, does the devil ever miss you in hell?” he says, a slight tease to his tone.

      “You can ask him when I murder you later,” I fire back.

      Shaking his head, he effortlessly transitions into the next song, a slow one. People around us embrace, soaking in the romantic moment with their dance partner. Aiden and I, however, continue with our power struggle.

      “I’m waiting,” he sing-songs. His arms leave my waist for a fraction of a second. He guides each one of my arms around his neck before his fingers dig into my waist once again.

      “I still haven’t figured out how I’m going to kill you.”

      “You can let me know when you figure it out, but that’s not what I meant. I want to know what Nash’s label has on him. Or you—or the both of you.”

      We’re too close for my liking. I can’t even recall the last time I slowed dance with a man—if you can call someone so immature a man. I’ve never been one to like romance, or the idea of being swept off my feet. I’ve been more worried about my career—not pretending that any man could ever actually make me happy.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I finally tell him. I’ve got to give it to the kid, he’s bright, despite the cocky attitude he’s always showcasing. Somehow he’s sniffed out the fact that for the time being, Nash is trapped—therefore leaving me trapped right there with him.

      “You see, Monica,” he drawls, “that answer just isn’t going to cut it for me anymore.” He brings his head close to mine. To onlookers, it may look like we’re in a sweet embrace, but the hold he has on my waist combined with the look in his eyes is anything but.

      “If you’re not going to tell me, then I’ll have to go ask Roy myself. I feel like after the encounter I just had with him, it may not end well…”

      I gasp. “Aiden, listen to me. That would jeopardize everything your brother has worked for. You would never.”

      He clicks his tongue. “That’s where you’re wrong, little liar. Because unlike you and Nash, I’m not scared of Roy. In fact, I love ruffling the feathers of that egomaniac. It seems like my brother is already in some kind of shit with them. Could I really make things worse?”

      “You could ruin everything we’ve worked for recently,” I lash out, the words tumbling out of my mouth before I have time to think it over.

      Oh no. Aiden catches on to my slip-up instantly. “There it is.”

      I’ve already made a mistake, given up more information than I wanted to. And by the shit-eating grin on his face, he knows it.

      “And what have you been working on recently?” he presses.

      “Can you just leave it alone?” I sigh.

      “Not in my nature. I thought you were smart enough to know that by now.”

      “I told you to ask your brother.”

      “He told me not to worry about it.”

      I look up at him. “Then he doesn’t want you to know about it, Aiden. If you really want to help, you should respect his wishes and stay out of my way.”

      He takes my hand, guiding me to spin away from him. Both of our arms outstretched, he smiles at me knowingly before tugging on my arm. The movement has me spinning back into him, this time my back presses against his front. He molds his body against mine, leaning over me to whisper in my ear. The hot air against my bare skin has it breaking out in unwanted goosebumps.

      “I’m going to figure it out one way or another. It’s easier for everyone if you just tell me. Then we can figure out a way to get Nash somewhere else,” he says, holding me tight against him.

      I step out of his hold, turning around to face him once again. “There is no we—ever. I don’t need help from some eighteen-year-old.”

      “Twenty-two,” he corrects. “But you knew that already, so let’s not play dumb. That’s not you, Monica.”

      My jaw slackens as I look at him in disbelief. I wasn’t prepared for his relentlessness. The walls are beginning to close in, and I don’t know how to combat his obsession with this.

      “Ever heard the saying, the enemy of my enemy is my friend?” he questions.

      “It makes no sense. An enemy is still an enemy—no matter if they have a common enemy or not.” Purposefully, I sidestep incorrectly, letting the tip of my heel dig into the top of his dress shoe. If he feels it, he doesn’t let on to it.

      “So you’re admitting we have a common enemy?”

      “I’m admitting nothing. I was just pointing out the flaw in your argument.”

      “You’re making this way more difficult than this needs to be. Tell me what we’re up against and together,” he emphasizes doing it together, surely just to piss me off after my earlier comment, “we can help Nash get out from beneath the heels of this dickwad. We don’t even have to involve Nash—he can keep his hands clean and focus on the tour. I don’t mind taking one for the team.”

      I run my tongue over my teeth, wondering how he knew that I was trying to keep from burdening his brother. To allow Nash to feign innocence if my plan were to go south.

      “I don’t need you to accomplish what I want,” I say.

      He shakes his head, pieces of his lengthy hair falling into this face. “I think it’s cute you think you don’t need me.”

      “Give me one reason you could actually be helpful. From where I stand, you’re only getting in the way.”

      “Easy, I’m unsuspecting. Whatever you have planned, the freeloading younger brother is the last person anyone will be suspicious of.”

      “Who says anyone is suspicious?”

      He laughs, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down with the laughter. “You’re you—easily the most intimidating manager in the business. Your ruthlessness and lack of emotion instantly makes you suspicious.”

      My lip pouts in a tiny frown. He isn’t wrong about me being ruthless at times, and I’ve worked hard to be this intimidating. I just don’t like being called out for lack of emotion. I have emotions, I just find no use in over-exaggerating them.

      “Keep talking,” I say. The music picks up once again. Aiden effortlessly switches our position once again. One hand rests above the curve of my hips and the other takes my hand in his. My free hand finds his shoulder, allowing him to bend my spine so we’re in the closed ballroom position.

      His excitement is obvious by the large smile spreading across his face. “I can get information from people without them suspecting it. People think I’m dumb, and I can play into it. You’ll be shocked at what people will admit when they don’t feel threatened by you—when they think you’re less than them.”

      I look over his shoulder as I think his words through. Part of my plan does involve speaking with some of the other artists at Coleman. I’d planned to speak with them myself, but Aiden did have a point. There’s a possibility he could get information from some of the artists—information they wouldn’t be willing to share with me. I have my suspicions on some of the shady extracurriculars that Roy enjoys, but I need confirmation.

      As much as I hate to admit it, I do think these artists would open up to Aiden easier than they’d open up to me.

      “You know I’m right.”

      “If I fill you in, you can’t speak a word of this to anyone.”

      “Your secrets are safe with me, little liar.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I hiss.

      He licks his lips. “Aw, but it’s so fitting for you. I used to call you evil bitch in my head, but I thought this was more accurate. I don’t like you, but I’m learning there may be more to you than pure evil. The question is, the more I find out, will it be worse or better?”

      “Maybe once you grow up you’ll realize that not everything is black and white. Adults have to make adult decisions—and I have reasons for the things that I’ve done.”

      “I have no doubt you have reasons. But the jury is still out on if those reasons were really to benefit Nash.”

      My feet stop on the dance floor. I’m done with this figurative and literal dance with him. My hand pushes against his chest, giving some space between our bodies. I instantly feel cold, something I don’t let myself pay much attention to.

      “Everything I’ve done from the moment Nash hired me has been for Nash. Soon you’ll realize that. I’ll tell you what you need to know later—and nothing more. That’s my final offer.”

      His finger traces his bottom lip. It seems like forever that he thinks over my words. Finally, he says, “Deal. Don’t make me come find you...”

      I nod, somewhat surprised he agreed so easily. “I’ll find you when I have time to deal with you. I’m busy.” I adjust my dress. “As for tonight, stay out of my way.”
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      It’s been two days since Monica and I came to an agreement and I’ve barely heard a word from her. She’s hardly looked in my direction, and when she actually does, she hides what she’s thinking very well.

      Yesterday we were cooped up with everyone while traveling to the next stop on tour. The sun was still below the horizon when our plane took off. It was a small jet, but we had it to ourselves. Despite the early departure, Monica still managed to spend the entirety of the flight talking on the phone. Even if she hadn’t, there was no way we would have been able to have the conversation I’m wanting to have—not with all the prying ears.

      Trying to hide that I was annoyed, I’d spent the flight filling out a crossword puzzle with Lennon. Of course, it wouldn’t have taken us the whole flight if she’d let us just peek at some of the answers at the back of the newspaper, but she insisted we do it all on our own. She’s a glutton for pain, I guess.

      Regardless, I played along. I needed a distraction, something to stifle the impulse to rip the Bluetooth earpiece out of Monica’s ear and have her tell me what we’re up against right then and there.

      But now, I’ve waited long enough. I’ve bided my time, but my patience has reached its limit. I need to know what this label has on Nash—and more importantly what Monica plans to do about it.

      Getting to go on tour with Nash has been one of the best experiences of my life. I’ve always known Nash loves music. Seeing him on stage, however, with the woman he loves waiting in the wings, I’m able to appreciate a whole other side of him. He lives and breathes music. It’s his life—next to Nora. I won’t let anyone take that from him—especially a balding fifty-year-old who is trying to hide the fact that he’s aging and can no longer get his dick up.

      Nash is halfway into his set for the night. The air in Indianapolis is chillier than at our previous stops. The fans don’t seem to care—they go nuts for Nash and his performance. I’ve seen this same set countless times now, but it’s still surreal to see him up there, hearing thousands of fans chant his name.

      I’ve been standing by Tyson, another questionable hire by Nash’s team, but only because this guy seems to have rocks for brains. He’s spent the last three minutes questioning if eggs should be categorized as dairy or not. I think I’ve lost a few brain cells listening to him carry on, but I’m trying to keep my eyes peeled for Monica.

      I figured during the concert would be the perfect time to corner her, to get information from her lips. My plan has so far been unsuccessful, considering I haven’t seen her since well before the show. She was in her element, going over a few pre-concert details with Nash—such as the city we’re in and the name of the stadium we’re playing. I assumed I’d see her again as soon as the show started since typically she watches most of the show from the sidelines, but not tonight.

      Having enough of the dairy debacle conversation, I leave Tyson to ponder life’s hard-hitting questions on his own. I go in search of Monica, walking through the tunnel behind the stage in the direction of the dressing rooms.

      I hear her before I see her. The sound of heels clacking against the concrete floors mixed with phone notifications gives away her location. Just as I round the corner and find her walking down an empty hallway, she answers her phone.

      “Monica Masters,” she answers, stopping in the middle of the space. The call must not be too important judging by the way she checks something on the screen while someone speaks to her through her earpiece.

      A couple stagehands pass by me, but they barely seem to notice my presence, both of them fully enamored, trying to untangle a wire as they make their way to the stage.

      Stepping into the same hallway as Monica, I head toward her. The moment her eyes land on me, she stiffens. She lifts a finger in the air, gesturing for me to wait. I give her some time, but one minute turns into another and it seems like a boring conversation anyway.

      Losing my patience, I crowd her space. I reach for her phone, but she swats me away. It looks like her eyes might bulge out of her head as she looks up at me in anger.

      “That sounds great,” she tells the person on the other line. Her hands go behind her back, protecting the phone from me.

      Hang up, I mouth.

      She shakes her head.

      “Suit yourself,” I whisper, lunging at her for the phone. Getting a hold of it, I press ‘end’ before shoving the phone into the pocket of my jeans.

      “Did anyone ever teach you any manners?” she scolds. Her arms are quick as she darts out, trying to get the phone from my pocket. She isn’t quick enough. All I have to do is sidestep in one direction until it’s out of her reach once again.

      I can’t help but laugh. “I could ask you that same exact question.”

      “That was a very important phone call,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. I know others may be intimidated by her, especially when she has the look in her eyes that she’s giving me right now. The way her eyes narrow, and her meticulously lined lips form a perfectly straight line shows exactly how upset she is with me. It’s a shame I don’t give a damn.

      “Then you might want to call them back later,” I respond nonchalantly.

      Closing her eyes, she takes a deep breath. Her lips move as she whispers something to herself. With her eyes closed, I can see the different colors of eyeshadow she’s placed on her eyes. I wonder how long it takes for her to get ready in the morning—assuming she even sleeps.

      “Saying a prayer?”

      Her rage-filled eyes pop open. “No just reminding myself that I have way too much going on today to risk getting arrested for murder.”

      “I’d love to see you try,” I retort.

      “Give me back my phone,” she says. As if on cue, the phone rings in my pocket. Her eyes dart to the outline of it in my jeans.

      I smile. “Stop looking there, little liar.”

      “Stop stealing other people’s things, little brother.” Judging by the smug look on her face, she thinks she’s thrown a jab my way with a nickname of her own.

      “You’re not going to find anything little down there.”

      Shaking her head, she grimaces. “You’re disgusting.”

      A group of people walk by us, reminding me that we’re in public. I smile at them as they walk by, playing it cool. As soon as they disappear, I look around us. Finding a door a few feet away from us, I grab Monica by the elbow and usher her in that direction.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she hisses, trying to claw my hand off her. Her nails are sharp as she scrapes at my skin, but my hold on her doesn’t loosen.

      My free hand jiggles the handle of the door, happy to find it unlocked. I pull her into the room and slam the door behind us. For a moment, we’re blanketed in darkness. My fingers reach out searching the wall for a light switch. Flicking it up, the room becomes illuminated, showing off a raging Monica in front of me.

      “I’m going to scream,” she says slowly, her eyes on the door as if she’s planning her escape.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I say, taking in the room. It appears to be some sort of storage closet. There’s countless speakers and wires littered throughout. A majority of the floor space is taken up, leaving only about a foot between us.

      “Let me out,” she demands.

      I lean against the door, letting her know she isn’t leaving—not yet. “I will as soon as you stick to your word. You said you’d tell me what’s happening with Nash. You said I could help.”

      She mutters something under her breath. Something sounding really close to relentless asshole, which makes me smirk.

      She’s not wrong.

      Finally, she sighs dramatically. “I distinctly remember telling you I would find you when I had time to discuss the matter.”

      I take a short step to close the distance between us. “I gave you two days. Your time is up.”

      Her lips rub together as she looks around the tiny room. “You couldn’t have picked somewhere a little…nicer…to assault me?”

      My finger taps at my wrist. “Time’s ticking. It’s going to be really awkward if we walk out of this closet together after the show.”

      She throws her arms up in defeat, two simple silver bracelets jingle on her wrist with the motion. “Fine! What do you want to know?”

      “Everything.”

      Her eyebrow arches. “Not necessary.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I counter.

      Monica lets out one last sigh before beginning.

      “A few years ago, before the tour that Nora danced on, Roy approached me with an ultimatum. Nash was being a pain for the label, doing nothing but dragging their name through the dirt. Typically, Coleman Records would turn a blind eye to it, but Nash wasn’t creating music during that time either. That wasn’t working for them.”

      She pauses when her phone rings again from my pocket. “Are you going to give that back?” she questions, annoyed.

      “Not until I feel like you’ve told me everything.” Just to piss her off, I pull the phone out of my pocket. Thumbing through the countless missed alerts she has, I wonder how one person can get so many messages in such a short amount of time. I can’t see what any of them say, it only says their names due to the privacy settings.

      “Have I ever mentioned how much I loathe you?” she asks, her eyes trained on the phone in my hand.

      “Once or twice,” I answer, tucking the phone back in my pocket. “Now keep talking.”

      She doesn’t try to hide the roll of her eyes. “Since Nash wasn’t writing music, the label first said they’d have people write songs for him. I’d offered the idea to Nash, desperate to get something out of him, but you know him. He said no.”

      “He’s always taken pride in writing all of his own songs since leaving the band.”

      She nods her head in agreement.

      Nash and his friends were discovered by someone in the industry while they performed at a middle school talent show. The band toured for years, they’d become a household name in an instant. It all went great until one of the guys, Nash’s best friend, was caught sleeping with Nash’s long-term girlfriend at the time. The band broke up and Nash went solo—so did his ex-best friend, but he hasn’t had the same success that Nash has.

      The album that Nash wrote after leaving the band sold millions of copies. People ate up the story of Nash’s broken heart, and the drama that ensued after his very public breakup and betrayal. I remember trying to talk to my brother during that time, but he was in a dark place. And I was just a kid in high school—I didn’t know what to do. Especially since my brother was thousands of miles away, doing his own thing in LA. Ever since then, Nash has been adamant that he only performs songs that he writes. It’s his thing. I can see why he’d turn down the label for suggesting anything else.

      “I knew before speaking with him that he would say no. But I had hope, this conversation with Roy and the other label executives was more tense ever. Nash wasn’t making them the money he had been at the time. They weren’t okay with that. When I told them he wouldn’t do it, all hell broke loose.”

      Her phone rings for the umpteenth time, but this time she doesn’t seem to notice, too deep in her thoughts.

      “What does that mean?”

      She looks back at me. “It means that’s when the threats really began. Roy said if Nash couldn’t get him an album quickly, Coleman Records would drop him.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?” I blurt. “I mean, I think any label would take him on, even if he’d been dropped by someone else.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. When Nash signed with Coleman Records, he also signed a contract—one where the label owns all of his masters. Meaning Coleman Records owns every single song Nash has ever recorded with them—everything he’s done during his solo career.”

      “But he’d still make some money off the songs, right? Even if he left?”

      “Technically yes, he’d make money as the songwriter, but he’d also be lining the pockets of the people who dropped him. He’d also lose control of that music.”

      “Why would they ever do that? It would still make them money…”

      “Because the people at the label—Roy, for instance—are just terrible, awful people. They care about money, yes, but they’re also swimming in it thanks to artists like Nash. If they wanted to be petty, they could—and probably would—block him from ever performing those songs again due to the re-record clause Nash signed in his contract.”

      “Why would he ever sign something like that?” I question. Nash was still pretty famous when he went solo. Surely he had the ability to get good lawyers, ones that would advise him against signing something like that.”

      An emotion I didn’t expect to ever see washes upon her face. She looks…sad. Almost regretful. Her lips turn down in a frown and she avoids my gaze. “I was there when he signed it. That kind of contract is typical for any artist—well it used to be. At the time, we didn’t know any better. We didn’t think about how absurd it would be that a label could have control of the sole work of an artist both lyrically and performance wise.”

      “So if they dropped him, it would mean that everything he’s done in his solo career…wouldn’t be his? He wouldn’t have anything to perform, anything to tour with…nothing?”

      Her head nods sadly. “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “So what happened next?”

      She cocks her head slightly, looking at me as if it was a dumb question. “You know what happened next, Aiden. It’s the thing you hate me for—I hired Nora to break Nash’s heart.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Aiden watches me carefully as my words linger in the air. I give him time to think about everything I’ve told him so far. For so long, I allowed him to paint me as the bad guy because I was wrong. But I was wrong for mainly the right reasons. Selfishly, I wanted to keep my job. But I also didn’t want to see Nash get screwed over by his label.

      He runs his fingers through the brown locks of his hair, keeping his hand at the top of his head as he stares at me. His eyes roam over me as if he’s trying to plan a way to crawl inside my head and pick away at every thought I’ve ever had. Just when I think he may not respond, he does.

      “Tell me why you did it. What you thought would happen…” his voice is low, and raspy.

      “Well quite honestly, I didn’t think it would ever work. I thought it was a terrible plan—but it was the only one I could think of. Nash’s first album about his ex was some of the best writing I’d ever heard—and I grew up surrounded by music. I thought if I could just give Nash an ounce of the feelings he once had for Taylor, that maybe he could get back on track. Back to the thing he loves.”

      “You wanted to break his heart,” Aiden says angrily. “And you thought the best idea was to let him go through the same pain he’d been through before, knowing just how close he came to drinking himself to death.”

      “I didn’t think Nora would get that close to him. She was cute, smart—immensely talented. I’d imagined—even hoped—that she’d catch his eye. I even forced them together by convincing the team they needed to perform a solo together. But I thought they’d have a fling, Nash would lose interest like he always does and then he’d move on, inspired by Nora to at least write a few songs about their brief lust affair.”

      “But that didn’t happen. He fell in love with her. She broke him. He was in rehab for months, Monica. You broke him.”

      “I did,” I admit. “When I realized how deeply he’d fallen for her, it was too late. The damage had been done.”

      “You got what you wanted,” he says, finishing the story for me. At least, the parts of the story he knows. There’s still more to it, and I know he’ll dig deeper to find it out. “You broke his heart, and he wrote you one hell of an album because of it.”

      All I can do is nod. There’s not much else I can say. “I still think a Nash with a broken heart might be better than a Nash that couldn’t ever perform—or fully own—his songs again. It seemed like the lesser of two evils at the time…”

      And there it is. The choice I made, and the reason I made it. I had to decide between Nash losing everything he’d recorded over the years—losing his identity essentially, or to force inspiration on him so we could appease the label.

      I never thought telling Aiden would feel like a relief, but I also didn’t expect to feel like I do. He knows the raw, real truth now. If he still hates me, it won’t be because he’s made up some wild story in his head about how evil and selfish I am. It’ll be because the choice I made was actually an unforgivable mistake.

      These feelings are foreign to me. I’ve spent years not giving a damn what other people think or how they view me and my decisions. But right now, as he stands just a breath away from me, I’m desperate for him to understand my reasoning.

      Neither of us speak. The bass from the concert makes the walls of the storage closet thump. If it weren’t for the noise, he’d probably be able to hear the pounding of my heart.

      I shift the weight on my feet, my arches beginning to ache from being in one position for so long. He takes notice, his eyes shifting down to the floor. When he looks back up, he doesn’t look me in the eye. His focus stops just above my collar bone.

      Reaching out, he wraps a hand around my neck. I have no idea what he’s doing, how things have turned so quickly, but I don’t rush to stop him either. Maybe I deserve this.

      His other hand follows the same motion until both hands are grasping my throat. His thumbs press hard into the tender skin beneath my jaw.

      “You’re nervous,” he says, looking at where my skin pulsates beneath his grip. “I can feel your pulse racing.”

      His thumb presses into the spot he’s talking about even harder. The pressure slightly obstructs my airway, but I’m too lost in watching him to do anything to stop it.

      “Tell me, Monica,” he says. “Do I make you nervous?” As if to monitor my reaction, he digs his fingers deeper into the throbbing pulse on my throat.

      I look him dead in the eye, managing to shake my head. My eyes water from the pressure, but I don’t dare look away from him—I won’t back down. I won’t let him know that he’s the first person to make me feel like this. Not only nervous—but exhilarated.

      “You’re such a little liar,” he says. His hands loosen around my neck, but only just enough for me to catch my breath. He keeps them around my neck, a silent warning—a threat.

      One hand moves slowly down to my exposed skin as he flattens it over my chest, right at the location of my racing heart. “Interesting,” he says, more to himself than me. “I can feel it here, too. You’re nervous. Is it because you’re lying to me, and you’re nervous I’ll find out? Or that you’ve finally told the truth, and you’re scared of how I’ll react?”

      I refuse to answer him. I’m not lying. Every word I’ve told him is true. My heart is racing because I’m anxious to hear what he’ll make of what really happened—if it changes his opinion of me at all.

      “You can deny all you want. It doesn’t matter,” he whispers. He leans closer—way too close. The bridge of his nose brushes my cheek. His next words are said against my ear. “I’ll know the truth.”

      “Get away from me,” I manage to bite out, but there isn’t any conviction in my words. My mind tells me to get the hell out of this room, to forget about whatever is happening right now, forever. But my body fails to come to the same conclusion as my head. My feet stay planted, my skin eager to see where he’ll touch next.

      He laughs, a low rumble from inside his chest. One that vibrates against me with the nearness of his body. “And miss out on the fun? On seeing you squirm? I would never.”

      The pads of his fingertips from the hand on my chest slide underneath the collar of my blouse. Whatever is happening, I need to stop it.

      “You’re going to despise me for what happens next, Monica. But I’m so curious to see how far you’ll let me go—how far you’ll bend.”

      My eyebrows pinch together. Before I have time to ask him what he means, his hands find my throat again. Roughly, he lifts my chin toward him. Before I have time to process what’s going on, his lips are crashing against mine in a frenzy.

      I push against his chest, trying to separate him from me. Even if I managed to put space between our bodies, there’s no way I could get out of the grip he has on my face. He pins his mouth to mine, sealing our lips together.

      His lips press powerfully against mine. The searing tips of his fingers press into my chin hard as his tongue dances across the seam of my lips. He squeezes, making my mouth open to his. He takes the opportunity immediately, his tongue expertly finding mine.

      I lose all sense of myself. Angrily, I let my tongue fight his. Instead of pushing him away, my hands fist the fabric of his shirt. Pulling him against me, I play the same dangerous game as him. He wanted to see how far I’d let him go—to see how far I’d bend.

      But what if I did the same to him? He’s expecting me to stop him—to hate this and resist it. I do the opposite, refusing to give him the satisfaction. Our mouths declare war on one another, fighting to get the upper hand. Tilting my head, I find my bottom lip between his teeth. He bites down, looking at me through hooded eyelids as he pulls his head back slightly with my lip still caught between his teeth.

      When I look up at him, he stops. In an instant, his hands drop from my throat. He backs away, a stunned look on his face. I smile, not giving any indication that I felt that kiss all the way down to my toes. The taste of iron coats my tongue. Putting my fingertips to my lips, I dab at them. When I pull away, I see a shade of red darker than the one on my lips.

      That asshole bit hard enough to break skin.

      I stare at the red on my fingers, looking up at him in anger. He focuses on the tips of my fingers for a moment before he looks up at me. His lips pull into a smile, one that doesn’t show humor—one that’s more predatory.

      “Maybe I don’t want to see you bend, little liar,” he rasps. Licking his lips he says, “Maybe it’s that I want to see you bleed.”

      “Never again.” Using the back of my hand, I wipe my mouth, as if the motion can erase everything that just happened. No matter how many times I scrub, the taste of him—now mixed with iron—remains.

      Tilting his head, his smile widens. It’s hard to comprehend that I’d allowed those lips on mine moments ago. “Don’t tempt me,” he says cockily.

      Rolling my eyes, I reach for the door. Just as I’m about to open it, he comes up behind me. There’s a loud slap against the door as his palm flattens above my head.

      He doesn’t touch me, but his breath is burning hot against my neck. “Be careful, Monica. I don’t have to like you to want to do that again.” He slips my phone into my pocket.

      Reaching over me, he pulls the handle of the door, slipping through it before I get the chance to respond.

      I let it close behind him, my forehead falling against the cool wood. Taking a deep breath, I count backwards from ten, calming my racing heart. As the erratic beating slows, I’m bothered by the fact that I can still feel the sear of his fingertips against my throat—and I desperately want to feel them again.
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      Reeling from what just happened, I put as much distance between the storage room and myself as possible, not bothering to look back and find out if Monica is following me or not. I can’t imagine that she is, but right now I don’t care. Right now I’m putting as much space between her and I as possible.

      When I’d cornered her, I hadn’t expected for things to unfold the way they did. All I’d wanted to do was find out what Roy had on Nash, and how it involved Monica. I didn’t plan on kissing her, or on being kissed back. I certainly didn’t plan on not hating it. Having her at my mercy, feeling her racing pulse against my fingers as my grip closed tighter was invigorating. Too invigorating.

      Shaking my head, my mind returns to Monica’s confession. Even if she was somehow telling the truth, her actions are still unforgivable. If the people with Coleman Records were threatening Nash, Monica should’ve told him. He should have been the one to decide his own fate. Instead, she chose the option that made her look best. The option that protected her job and her future and threw him under the bus. And yet, as conniving as Monica is, it sounds like the label might be even worse.

      Lost in my thoughts and rushing down the hallway, I accidentally smack right into somebody.

      “Ow!” a familiar voice whines. I hear the shuffle of movement on the concrete below. Looking down, I find Lennon rubbing her shoulder, a fallen book hanging open at her feet.

      Bending down, I pick up the book, handing it back to her as I straighten my posture.

      “Sorry, Len.” I offer an apologetic smile. “I didn’t see you there.”

      She dusts off her clothes, huffing. “Well that part was clear.”

      I pull on the end of her long ponytail. “No need to be a smartass. What are you doing back here anyway?”

      Lennon looks over my shoulder. I follow her gaze, anxious to see if Monica is heading in our direction. Luckily, I’m spared from awkwardly explaining this encounter to Lennon because the hallway is clear.

      “I came looking for you,” she points out—as if the answer was obvious. Just then her arm jerks, and it’s only then that I notice the bouncing puppy at her legs.

      Pepper, finally named after what seems like an eternity, barrels toward me, pulling the leash immediately from Lennon’s grasp. Bending down, I scratch at the dog’s ears. “Hi, sweet girl,” I say. She licks my cheek from bottom to top excitedly.

      “She was getting restless on the bus, so I thought I’d bring her in,” Lennon explains, examining her book for damages.

      “No one questioned you bringing her in?” I ask, standing up and grabbing the leash off the ground. This isn’t the first time we’ve brought Pepper into a show, but the first time we did sneak her in, she ended up chasing after a poor stagehand that had a bag full of potato chips. The dog loves potato chips.

      Lennon shrugs, moving to cradle the book in the crook of her elbow. “Sneaking in toward the end of the show pays off. No one noticed me. I typically go unnoticed,” she adds as an afterthought, her voice somewhat sad.

      “I notice you, Len,” I tell her. Annoying her by pulling at her ponytail again. She swats my hands away, narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Yeah well, I don’t care if you notice me or not.”

      I put my free hand to my heart in disappointment. “You wound me, Lennon Mason.”

      “You’ll get over it,” she fires back. Her face changes as it seems she finally takes in the empty hallway around us. Any minute now workers will descend around us, preparing for the end of the show and packing the equipment up all over again.

      “Hey, what were you doing back here?” she questions.

      I look at the empty hallway behind us, grabbing her by the elbow to take us back toward the stage. “Don’t worry about it,” I answer immediately, pulling both her and the dog in the opposite direction of where I just came. I don’t need Lennon seeing Monica leave that room and getting suspicious. I don’t even know what the fuck just happened, there’s no way I’m going to be able to explain it to somebody else.

      What happened in the closet, stays there—at least for now. I’d be lying to myself if I said I didn’t enjoy watching her mind and heart race under my grasp, or the power it gave me over her.

      “You’re acting weird.” Lennon pulls her arm out of my grasp, but her steps still stay in line with mine. At least she attempts to, Pepper keeps cutting her off in an attempt to corral us for more pets.

      “Says the girl who can’t stop pining away after Nash’s bassist.”

      She gasps. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I laugh, noticing the slight pink tinge to her cheeks. “Keep telling yourself that, Len. Sometimes I wonder when you’re reading those romance books if you’re picturing Poe instead of one of those lame, unrealistic men in your stories.”

      Lennon stops in front of me, quickly turning to face me. “For your information, first, I don’t only read romance. And second, there’s no need to ever replace a fictional man with a real man. Fictional men are superior in every way. Always.” She holds up her book for emphasis. On the cover, there’s a shirtless model looking at the camera as if he hates it.

      She taps on the abs of the model. “No one has abs like this in real life. Plus, no one grovels—or is more romantic—than a man in a romance story. And unlike real life, I get to choose if there’s a happily ever after or not.”

      Pepper grows bored at my feet. She starts chewing on one of the laces of my boots. Pulling my shoe away from her, I start to walk once again with Lennon in tow.

      Suddenly, the footsteps pattering behind me halt. “And here you are giving me grief,” Lennon says.

      Confused, I turn around. Clenching my jaw, I see the reason Lennon stopped.

      Monica has decided to finally come out of hiding. Unfortunately for me, I wasn’t able to get far enough away from the scene of the crime.

      Monica looks furious as she approaches us. I’m impressed by the way she’s pulled herself together. Minutes ago she was crumbling underneath my touch, but you’d never know that by looking at her now. She’s straightened out her clothes, and there’s not even a mark on her throat from my hands.

      I revel in the thought of her still coming undone on the inside. She can put on a facade but she can no longer hide from me. I felt her racing pulse beneath her skin. I elicited a reaction from her. She was nervous. And now that I’m left with that information, I’m going to continue to mess with her. To see how far she’ll let me push her.

      Monica stops in front of us. She looks disapprovingly at the dog. “What is that thing doing inside the stadium?” her voice is cold.

      “I brought her in here. I’m sorry, she just seemed bored on the bus.”

      I shoot a look toward Lennon. “Don’t apologize to her,” I say softly.

      Monica doesn’t look at Lennon, she pins her gaze on me. I can see the fire inside her eyes. It excites me. I wonder if she hates herself for what she just let happen. I hope she does. I could keep pretending that I did it just to put her on edge, but I had my own selfish reasons as well. Even though I hate how much I loved it, it was a new source of excitement. Different from the thrill I get when pushing her buttons.

      “Do I have to remind you of what happened last time you brought that beast?” Monica lectures, reminding us of the potato chip debacle.

      At the word beast, Pepper pops up, just now noticing Monica. She goes to try and lick her, but I don’t give her enough slack on the leash for her to do so.

      “We’re fully aware. But Pep is a tour dog. She can go as she pleases. Even Nash has said so.”

      Monica looks to the ceiling, visibly annoyed. “I don’t have time for this,” she mutters. Looking back at me, she points to the leash in my hand. “Keep that thing on a leash this time.” She storms off, the sound of her angry steps a warning to anyone in our vicinity.

      “I have so many questions,” Lennon says next to me.

      “I won’t answer a single one of them,” I respond immediately.
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      I slept like shit last night. Quite frankly, I’ve slept like shit for the past week. Ever since that stupid encounter in the storage closet, my dreams have been plagued with the reminder of Monica’s lips against mine. The only reason I want to remember anything is because for once, I watched her walls come down. It was only a slightly lowered guard, but it was there. For once in her life, she wasn’t in control of a situation.

      I’d been the one in control. It wasn’t because I had feelings for her, it was the lack of feelings for her that drove me wild. The fact I could dislike somebody so much but yet be so turned on by the way her neck felt in my grasp. In my sleep, I’d relived the feeling of watching her relinquish control to me. She’d let me grip at her throat until it was hard for her to breathe.

      There was no way I was going to leave that closet without kissing her. I’d always been impulsive. I didn’t think too deeply before I’d taken her lips in mine. I had to know how far she’d let me push it.

      And to my surprise, she’d let me take it further than I’d expected her to. It should’ve been something I forgot about the second I left the closet. I should’ve been more focused on everything she’d admitted. I definitely should’ve been worried about the chokehold Nash’s label has on him and his music—and I am worried about those things. This thing with Monica is a distraction I don’t need now that I know what Nash is up against. But fuck did it feel good in the moment.

      Now with a clearer mind, I know the two of us will have to work together to get Nash out of his contract, to ensure that he keeps the rights to every single one of the songs he’s written and released. From the first time Roy stepped into the recording studio, I’d gotten bad vibes from him. I just had no idea how right I was. I’m furious that something like that could even happen to begin with. It’s ludicrous to think an artist could write and record their own music, but not even own the rights to it.

      All the information she’d told me has been swirling around in my mind for days—but so has the memory of the taste of her tongue, the bite of her nails in my forearms as she briefly pulled me in.

      The constant reminders of the kiss pisses me off. It was a mistake—an experiment if you will. I wasn’t going to deny the opportunity to show her who was in control, to remind her that she couldn’t pretend with me. She needed to know that I could read her like an open book.

      A furry snout digs into my cheek. The feeling of a wet nose pressed against my neck is enough to get me rolling over in my bunk.

      “Not now,” I plead with the mass of wiry fur next to me. Pepper whines again, bumping her nose against me even harder. Groaning, I sit up cautiously. The ceiling of the tour bus bunk isn’t very high. I’ve sat up too quickly one too many times, ending up with a smack of the forehead to the wood of the bunk above mine.

      As the weeks go by, Pep gets bigger and bigger, meaning sharing a small bunk with her is getting harder and harder. It doesn’t help that she loves to sleep on her back with her limbs going in every direction. When she was small, it was adorable. But now it only means that I have less and less of the already small space.

      The heel of my hand comes up to rub at my eyes. It must be early afternoon at this point, and Pepper probably needs a bathroom break.

      For a dog that lived outside for what I imagine was all her life, she hadn’t been too hard to potty train. There were only a few instances that she had an accident—one where she’d peed on Monica’s shoes. If only I would’ve had a camera out to record Monica’s reaction to the ordeal. She’d left the bus like a bat out of hell, muttering words under her breath in a sharp tone.

      I stretch my legs as far as I can before my feet are pressing against the wall. There’s a loud thump as Pepper eagerly wags her tail. She’s quickly caught on that when I start stretching it means I’m getting up. She excitedly licks my face until I gently push her away.

      “You’ve got to let me get up,” I tell her, pulling the curtain of the bunk. Daylight blinds me instantly. I have to strain to keep my eyes open while they adjust to the bright light.

      My feet find the floor of the bus and I can tell we’re not moving. I maneuver my way out of the bunk, turning around to grab Pepper after. She’s big enough at this point that she could probably jump down from the middle bunk, but out of habit I still grab her. I don’t know for how much longer I’ll be able to do it. At the rate she’s growing she just as well might grow to be the same size as Clifford.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Lennon says from a seat at the small table. For once she doesn’t have a book in front of her, instead she’s scrolling through photos on her phone. Her other hand wraps around a fork as she slowly puts food into her mouth.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      Looking up, she smiles. “Oh I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to sweet Pepper here.” The fork drops to her plate as she reaches down to pet the dog on the head. Pep eagerly accepts the pets, her tongue lolling out in happiness at the attention.

      Rolling my eyes, I repeat the same motion that Lennon does to the dog, but instead do it to her hair. “Well aren’t you just chipper this morning? Does a certain bassist have you grumpy?”

      She looks me up and down, not bothering to react to my words. “Did thoughts of a certain manager keep you up all night?”

      I almost choke on my spit at her words. “What are you talking about?”

      She smiles proudly. “You look like you didn’t sleep at all. And if you’re going to be a dick then I’m going to be one back.”

      I make a face at her. “Sometimes you feel like the annoying younger sister I never had.”

      “We’re like the same age,” she spits right back.

      “You’re still annoying.”

      “And you’re still a dick.”

      I can’t help but smile. I hadn’t expected to like Lennon so much before going on tour, but she’s quickly become one of my best friends. I like that she’s okay with silence and doesn’t sugarcoat anything. She is who she is, and I admire her for it. I’m just trying to figure out why she’s decided to set her sights on a guy who barely seems to notice her—or at least notice the pining glances she throws his way.

      “But you love me, regardless,” I sing-song to her. My eyes search the bus until I can find my shoes. I find them by one of the couches. Sitting down, I pull one shoe on before starting the next.

      “I think love is pushing it,” she argues, going back to her food.

      “You’d be bored as hell on this tour without me.” I grab the leash hanging on one of the knobs of the cabinet. This gets Pepper’s attention immediately. She lunges toward me as I try to wrestle her to get the leash clipped to the collar.

      “I’d get a lot more reading in if it weren’t for you,” Lennon responds to my earlier comment.

      “You say that as if it’s a good thing.”

      “To me it is.”

      My eyes narrow. “I just don’t understand.”

      Lennon shrugs. “You don’t have to. Now go let your dog out before she pees on the carpet again. I don’t want to hear you getting another lecture from Monica.”

      As if on cue, Pepper pulls on her leash enough to almost yank my arm out of its socket. I let her guide me toward the stairs of the bus. Opening the door, I follow her out and let her lead the way to where she needs to do her business.

      On our way to find some grass, several tour workers stop to pet her. She’s become very popular on tour and it’s going to her head. She walks the parking lot as if she owns the place. Once she’s gone to the bathroom and we’ve walked around a bit to get her energy out, I finally pay attention to my grumbling stomach. I haven’t eaten since last night, and I’m starving.

      I guide us toward craft services, making sure I keep a firm grip on her leash. One too many times she’s gotten away from me to chase food. I’m not going to let it happen today.

      I make friendly conversation with some other staff members as I wait in line for lunch. Many different aromas hit my nose, but I can’t quite peg what they’re coming together to create. Judging by the line, it must be good because plenty of people wait their turn to load their plates.

      When I step up to the table, I’m shocked to find a tray full of aluminum wrapped baked potatoes and different bowls of toppings.

      This is what people are having for lunch?

      Opening up the baked potato, I find it severely undercooked. It’s still hard in places, and I know that it wouldn’t cut near as easily as it’s supposed to if I were to run my knife through it.

      The toppings are laughable. There’s a thing of bacon bits that look stale. Plus the bacon is a strange color. If you’re going to make a loaded baked potato, you need fresh, thick-cut bacon. There’s also a steaming pot of chili that I’m assuming is supposed to top the potato, but it looks bland as fuck. All I can see is a brown liquid with a few floating beans at the top. There’s nothing else even noteworthy in sight.

      “This is embarrassing,” I mutter under my breath. The girl next to me gives me an odd look as she spoons some wilted chives onto her potato.

      “Don’t eat that,” I tell her. The chives look slimy, the potato looks hard as a rock and I can’t even identify the other things she’s piled onto her potato.

      She pulls the plate close to her chest as she looks at me like I’m crazy. The girl scuttles away with her food, not sparing me another glance.

      “Suit yourself,” I say. Looking down at Pepper, I try to hand the potato to her, but the dog seems to have some standards because she turns her nose up at the food.

      “I don’t blame you,” I laugh. I throw the potato in a nearby trash can and set out to find the person in charge. Someone has to do something about the terrible food they’re using to poison all of their hard-working staff. Even if that someone is me.
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      I’m never getting married.

      The thought flashes through my mind as I sit through yet another session of wedding planning for Nash and Nora. I’ve never given much thought to tying my life to someone else’s forever—not until all of this planning for Nash and Nora started.

      When I was a little girl, I wasn’t dreaming about who I would marry and what my fairytale wedding would look like. I was dreaming about owning companies and learning how to talk business with men. That’s how I was raised.

      Since then, my sentiment toward marriage hasn’t changed. I haven’t had the time, or energy, to devote to any kind of long-term relationship. My thirtieth birthday is approaching and most of my peers from grade school and college have already married and settled down, many of them with children of their own running around. My life is different. I chase a pop star around the world, doing everything in my power to keep him at the top of the heap. And apparently my duties as manager know no limits since I’ve somehow been roped in to helping plan his wedding now.

      After going through every meticulous detail with the wedding couple, I have no desire to plan my own.

      Attending the meeting are the future bride and groom along with a few other members of Nash team, with the event coordinators listening in virtually. They're due to get married in a few weeks, and we’re going over the logistics of how to make sure the media doesn’t catch wind of any details and turn the wedding into a circus. We’ve been able to keep it all a secret for months now, and I intend to keep it that way.

      Tyson convinced the couple to sell a few of their photos from the wedding to Modern Millennium, the most reputable magazine in LA, but other than that they’ve been set on keeping the event private.

      I don’t blame them. The world has been fascinated with their love story from the very beginning. Paparazzi have been relentless in trying to get someone—anyone—to divulge some information they can sell.

      I’ve worked extremely hard with the rest of Nash’s team to make sure that doesn’t happen. Luckily, the couple chose a relatively unknown ceremony location in Southern California, rather than one of the typical wedding venues for celebrities. Paparazzi tend to stake out the usual hot spots, hoping to get lucky and find a weekend where somebody remotely famous gets married. That shouldn’t be the case with their wedding.

      The venue is tucked into a small town off the highway. It takes some time to get to, and you wouldn’t know it was there if you weren’t looking. The ceremony will take place on the terrace of the estate. It has the space to accommodate the growing guest list but still keep the intimate, classic feel that Nora is hoping for.

      The reception will take place deeper into the estate where they have lush green vegetation that creates a canopy over guests. If somehow the press were to catch wind of the wedding by the time the reception started, they wouldn’t have the ability to fly drones or helicopters over the event to get the photos they so desperately want.

      Nash and Nora finish a conversation with the coordinators, some last-minute details they were needing.

      Once they’re done, I speak up. “Have you decided what you want to do about guests’ phones?”

      They give each other a look. Nora looks anxious as Nash speaks up. “As controlling as it sounds, we agree with you. We think it’s best for guests to check their phones when they arrive.”

      Nora nods in agreement. I’d suggested the idea to them at their last meeting, but they’d needed time to think it over. They made sure to try and keep the guest list as small as possible in hopes people would keep their nuptials a secret, but you never know who may slip on the details. At least while people are in attendance, they won’t mistakenly post details about the wedding or reception while it’s still happening.

      Guests will also be told to wait until a few days after the wedding to share any photos they’d like from the professional photographers who’ve been hired.

      “I’m glad you came to that agreement,” I tell them. My pen scratches against the notebook in front of me as I take notes for myself in relation to their decision. I’m going to have to make sure we have the appropriate amount of people checking the phones, making sure that everything is kept organized. Many celebrities may not be happy with the rule, but they should also be used to it. This mindset isn’t something new to people who like to keep things private.

      “I just hope no one gets mad at us,” Nora pipes up.

      I wave my hand through the air dismissively. “They’ll get over it. It’s pretty much standard for celebrities to do these days, especially with social media being so big now.”

      “What’s the plan for the select people staying at the venue?” Nash asks. His hand reaches over Nora’s shoulders, pulling her into his side. He tenderly gives her a kiss on the top of her head as he waits for my answer.

      “That’s up to you,” I begin. There is room at the estate for a select number of people to stay the weekend of the wedding. This includes the immediate family of both Nash and Nora, important team members for Nash, as well as a few friends of the couple. “I’d suggest still asking them to leave their phones in their rooms or they can leave them in the checked area if they desire.”

      We continue to speak through the details for the next hour. Once we feel like we have a pretty good hold on the last-minute details as well as the wedding security, the group disbands. Everyone clears out except Nash, Nora, me, and Matt.

      Once the bus is clear, Nash takes a deep breath. “Fuck am I ready to have this thing over with.” He reaches his arms above his head stretching.

      “Wow,” Nora snorts, “you sound so excited about marrying me.”

      “I would’ve married you the day that I proposed if you would’ve let me,” Nash states. He taps the tip of her nose. “But you made me wait and I’ve never pretended to love wedding planning. I just want to make you my wife already—put a few babies in you.”

      Nora rolls her eyes. “I blame Zoe for your persistence on wanting a baby.”

      Zoe is the child of Sebastian and Riley. Sebastian used to be one of Nash’s main security guards before he went and fell in love with Nora’s best friend, Riley. When they got pregnant with Zoe, Nash insisted on moving Sebastian from full detail to running the security of Nash’s home. Sebastian still works closely with Matt on security detail for Nash, but instead of traveling with Nash like Matt and Sebastian’s replacement, Monroe, Sebastian runs things from LA.

      Nora is getting ready to say something when there’s a loud bang of the RV door. “Nash!” an all too familiar voice yells—Aiden.

      “Are you in here?” he continues. The dog comes into view before Aiden does.

      “Hi, Aiden,” Nash yells from his spot at the table.

      Aiden walks toward us with a purpose. The small amount of space from us to the door is eaten up quickly by his long legs.

      His eyes flick to me for a moment before he looks back at his brother. The dog makes herself at home. She jumps up onto the couch and curls herself into a ball. I’ve briefly seen Aiden since the concert—and my temporary lapse of judgment. It’s something I’d like to forget, something I hate myself for letting happen. Something I despise myself for not hating.

      He messaged me once, telling me he wanted to talk more about what I’d told him. I ignored it. He knows what we’re up against now. I don’t need his help bringing Roy down. When—if—I do need his help, I’ll let him know. Until then, I’m keeping my distance from him as much as possible.

      “Nash the food you’re serving your team tastes like dog shit,” Aiden says, looking down at the dog. “No offense.” His hands are on his hips as he focuses on his brother.

      “Excuse me, what?” Nash looks to his brother in confusion.

      “I was starving, so Pepper and I decided to hit up craft services to get a bite to eat. Imagine my horror when I realized the food you’re serving isn’t fit for a prison cafeteria.”

      Nash lets out a sigh and looks over to me. “What is being served today?”

      Not knowing the answer to his question off the top of my head, I unlock the screen of my phone to find it. Even though I oversee a lot of Nash’s life, I’m not in charge of everything that goes on during the tour.

      “Don’t bother looking,” Aiden throws at me. “Today it was loaded baked potatoes.” His fingers form quotation marks as he enunciates the name of the meal. “And it was the most pathetic excuse for food I’ve ever seen. I mean really Nash, the potato was nowhere near being cooked all the way and the chili most definitely came from a can that probably expired a year ago.”

      “I can speak with Tim about where we ordered from today,” I say, looking at Nash instead of Aiden.

      Aiden scoffs. “Well Tim needs to do a better job about finding places to cater in. Even Pepper wouldn’t eat it—and she’s a dog.”

      “Okay, so we’re trusting the culinary expertise of an animal now?” I bite.

      He scrunches his face up at me and flips me his middle finger.

      “Mature,” I say under my breath.

      Nash groans. “Monica, I’ll talk to Tim. I don’t want to be serving our people dog shit,” he says, repeating Aiden’s eloquent adjectives from earlier.

      “Tell Tim if he needs any help that I can be of service.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” I say, already thumbing through my phone to correct the issue.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Aiden snaps.

      Pausing from my phone, I look up to find his gaze pinned on me. His thick eyebrows are scrunched together on his forehead as he angrily looks at me.

      “If you want to help find places that will cater in at each stop, I don’t see the problem in that,” Nash offers.

      Aiden looks at me smugly, sticking his tongue out at me like a toddler.

      “Nash, you already have a retired chef who has that exact job. I don’t see the reason he needs any help.”

      “Well I see the reason,” Aiden interrupts. “If he would’ve been there to look at the food being delivered, he would’ve known in an instant that it was disgusting.”

      “Tim doesn’t travel with us,” I explain. “He does everything from LA, having staff that travels with us to make sure the food is put out on time.”

      “There’s the first problem. He should be here.”

      Nash finally speaks up again. “Since Tim isn’t contracted to travel with us, I think it makes an easy transition for Aiden to help him out, to make sure everything looks good and to even assist in ordering food when needed.”

      “Plus, Monica,” Aiden says my name as if it’s a dirty word, “weren’t you the one who said I should have some kind of job on this tour?”

      My eyes narrow on him, hating how he’s twisting my words and throwing them back at me. “Well, I…”

      He puts a finger in the air, cutting me off. “I distinctly remember you saying something along the lines of how I’m just mooching off my brother.”

      My mouth snaps shut. I did say that, but I didn’t expect him to find something he wanted to do on the tour. I thought he was fine with the extra free time he could use to make my life miserable from stop to stop.

      Nash claps. “Well this seems settled, and the two of you are starting to give me a headache. I’ll tell Tim that Aiden will be assisting him from here on out.”

      I bite my tongue, knowing there’s no use in arguing any further. The decision is made. I rarely eat at craft services as it is. But now, I certainly won’t be eating there.

      I wouldn’t put it past Aiden to poison my food.
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      Monica gathers all of her things in a hurry. Her eyes are cast down as she meticulously places two of the exact same pens in her purse. Next she slides her laptop and a notebook in. Her phone stays in her hand as she slings the purse over her shoulder.

      Nash and Nora have already begun to strike up a conversation together. They seem off in their own little world as they pay no attention to either Monica or me.

      Monica doesn’t bother to even look at me as she turns her body to fit through the narrow walkway to the door. I don’t move, purposely making her have to work even harder to make it by me.

      She says nothing as she moves right past me and exits the bus. However, it’s been too long since we’ve discussed the sleaze ball—Roy—so I chase after her.

      She’s already two buses down by the time I make it out the door.

      “Monica!” I yell, walking quickly toward her.

      “I’ve had enough of you for one day.” She doesn’t look back at me, her feet taking her on a mission even though the heels she wears are death traps.

      “I don’t give a shit,” I say, catching up to her. She doesn’t give any indication that she’s going to stop, so I shove my body in front of hers, blocking her way.

      Monica stops before bumping into me. She clings her purse to her side, letting out an annoyed sigh. “Shouldn’t you be playing chef? You got what you wanted. Why must you bother me further?”

      The whole time she speaks, she won’t look at me. She stares at the space over my shoulder. Her tone is bored, dejected, but I can’t help but wonder why she can’t bring herself to look in my direction.

      Reaching out, I grab her chin, directing her gaze on me. “I have more to say.”

      She slaps my hand away immediately, taking a step back. Her eyes pinball to check our surroundings. Luckily, no one is in the vicinity. That doesn’t stop her from taking a few steps until she’s hidden between the front of one tour bus and the back of the next.

      I follow her. As soon as I’m also hidden in the space with her, she’s pointing a manicured finger at me. “Don’t ever touch me again, Aiden Pierce.”

      My cheeks twitch. “Why, Monica? Are you afraid you’re going to like it too much like you did the first time?”

      She bites down on her lip. Typically, she’s got them painted the same red color every day, but today the shade is darker—more brown than red. “Never once did I say I liked it,” she says with an even tone.

      This time I actually do laugh. “There are those lies again. You might want to be careful, they fall so freely from your mouth you may actually believe them.”

      “It isn’t a lie. I think Teddy in the sixth grade kissed better than you do, and he obviously had a lot less practice.”

      I take one step forward, which in return she takes two steps back. We play the same game until yet again, she’s left pinned in a corner with nowhere to go, and I’m left with the upper hand.

      “It’s okay, you can deny what happened all you want. You can hate yourself for what happened, I wouldn’t blame you. I’m disgusted by how good you tasted. But let’s get one thing straight, Monica…” I act like I’m going to touch her, and she doesn’t move to push me away. My fingertip is just about to trace over her jutting collarbone when at the last second I let my hand drop. “You loved everything about that kiss. Even if it made you hate yourself after because of it.”

      I back up, needing space away from her before I let the conversation I want to have with her be redirected for the second time. I keep walking backward until my calves are bumping into the fender of the bus across from her. This leaves a good amount of distance between us, but with her, even a battlefield isn’t enough space.

      “Sometimes I don’t understand how anybody can tolerate you,” she finally gets out. Her words aren’t as smooth as they normally are. It’s as if my words got to her, even if only by the slightest bit.

      “Funny, I’ve thought the same thing about you. Countless times actually.”

      “If you’re here to talk about Roy, then I’ve got nothing new to share with you. I haven’t heard from him, but I’ll let you know when I do.”

      I click my tongue. “You’re not going to get away that easily. You’ve told me the why behind your actions. But you haven’t told me the what or the how. What are you actually going to do about Roy and how are you going to do it?”

      She dusts off the front of her dress, buying herself time. Someone shouts something in the distance, but it’s too far from us for me to decipher what exactly they’re saying.

      “I haven’t thought it through all the way,” she answers. “What I need from you is to make friends with other artists at the label. You won’t really have the opportunity to do that until the wedding in a few weeks. Hence the reason I haven’t wanted to see your face.”

      I smile, letting my hand circle my face. “Who wouldn’t want to see this face?”

      “Charming,” she retorts.

      I wink just to try and piss her off. “So we’re just supposed to sit idly for the next month until the party?”

      “That’s exactly what you are going to do unless I tell you otherwise. I’m going to continue to do some digging and consult with lawyers.”

      Nodding, I think about her words. I want to be able to do something about it right now, but I understand why this has been a slow game for Nash and Monica. There’s a lot at stake here and if I need to wait another month to try and help my brother, then so be it.

      I can be patient if it means taking down the asshole who thinks he can steal my brother’s music.

      Monica pops her head into the pathway between the buses. She looks in one direction then the next before a taking a step out into the clearing.

      “And Aiden?” she says, looking over her shoulder.

      “Hm?”

      “Don’t let your brother know about any of this. We want him focused on his upcoming wedding and his music—nothing else.”

      Nodding, for once I can agree with the she-devil. “Wasn’t planning on telling him,” I say.

      She nods her head once and then disappears between the buses. After she leaves, my mind races with what I could do in the meantime to try and help my brother.
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      This was supposed to be a calm evening. I had plans of getting a bit of work done and then possibly doing a face mask while I drink a glass of wine. The tour bus was supposed to be empty, everyone having plans to go out and explore the city. We were all sitting on the bus at the end of the day. It’d actually been a calm afternoon, something we all needed before the wedding next weekend.

      Then it became my worst nightmare.

      Nora and Lennon were chatting about birthdays. Lennon’s is coming up in a few months, and we’ll be abroad when it’s time. They’re discussing what plans they’ll make for it when all of a sudden Nora looks in my direction.

      “Monica, when is your birthday?” she asks. Her head lays on her sister’s shoulder as Lennon looks at something on her phone.

      “Not important,” I answer dismissively.

      This piques her interest. “You’ll be turning thirty, right? When is it?”

      Nash laughs from where he sits on the opposite couch. He’s got a guitar strung around him. Nash, Poe, and Landon have been having a song-writing session as we all went about our separate business. “Her birthday is next week,” Nash offers calmly.

      The dirty look I give him comes naturally.

      Nora gasps, sitting up straight. “Your birthday is next week and you haven’t said anything?”

      Sighing, I shut my laptop. I was trying to finish off an email, but it seems like I’m going to have to explain my disdain for birthday celebrations instead.

      “I’ve never really been into birthdays,” I explain. My family wasn’t huge on birthdays, at least not the way they should’ve been. My sister and I always had elaborately themed birthday parties, but they were never about us. They were just another event for our parents to conduct business. I’d only ever enjoyed one birthday in my entire life—my eighteenth.

      I was young and naive, thinking I was in love with a boy. I wasn’t, but at the time, he was the center of my world. We’d had the best day together. I’d eaten way more sugar than one person ever should, I’d been silly and goofy as we attempted to sit through a movie at the theater. I’d thought the day was perfect, until later that night he’d broken up with me in front of everyone at my own birthday party.

      And then, he started dating my sister.

      They’re still married to this day.

      After that, I treated birthdays like another day of the year—equally as unimportant. More time to get stuff done. It’s just one date in the span of three-hundred-and-sixty-five days. It’s nothing special.

      “Monica, you’re starting a new decade. It’s a big deal!”

      “Nora, you’re never going to convince her that her birthday means anything,” Nash adds. “I’ve tried for years to celebrate with her. She shoots me down every single time.”

      Nora throws her hair over her shoulder. “Well those birthdays weren’t as important as turning thirty. We’re going to celebrate.”

      Blood drains from my face. “Absolutely not.”

      My reaction makes Aiden look over. Earlier, he’d been spewing out questions to Nash about what food should be served when we’re overseas. He’s been relatively quiet the entire day, busy doing his own work for the tour. My luck has run dry, however, because the wide grin on his face lets me know that I’m screwed. “It would be cruel for us to not celebrate your birthday.” He makes the words sound sincere, but I know him by now. He’s salivating at the thought of making me uncomfortable, loving the idea of throwing an unwanted birthday celebration for me.

      Nash looks from Aiden to me. “Aiden, are you actually being nice?”

      “Of course not,” I say. “He only wants to celebrate because I hate the idea.”

      Aiden grasps his chest. “Monica, I would never. Everyone deserves a birthday celebration.”

      “Is that so?” Lennon pipes up from her corner.

      Traitor. She’s supposed to be the quiet one, on my side by default because she keeps her mouth shut and stays out of other people’s business.

      “We were going to go out anyway,” Nora says sweetly. “Now we’ll just have something to celebrate!”

      “Celebrate Lennon,” I offer, remembering their earlier conversation. “Or anyone else’s birthday that is relatively soon.”

      “It’s your birthday we’re wanting to celebrate tonight.” Nora’s tone is matter of fact. She doesn’t make it seem like she’s going to let it go, which is a huge problem for me.

      “I have plans tonight.”

      Aiden clicks his tongue. “Staying in doesn’t count.”

      I resist the urge to flip him off. It’s entirely un-ladylike and very unprofessional, but it’s also incredibly tempting.

      Nash sets his guitar to the side. “Monica, it looks like we’ll be celebrating your birthday whether you like it or not.”

      “Or not,” I spit. I appreciate Nora’s sentiment for wanting to celebrate my birthday, but it isn’t needed. I’m perfectly fine pretending it isn’t happening. There’s no reason for me to be excited about aging another year. I have to work twice as hard in the gym to maintain the same figure I had in my twenties and have to spend triple the amount of money on skin care to pretend that I’m not getting another year older. All things I’m not enthused about celebrating.

      “Never in my life did I think I’d be going to a party for Monica Masters,” Landon chimes in.

      “You’d use anything for an excuse to party,” Poe sarcastically responds.

      Landon gives Poe a betrayed look. “Celebrating Nash’s bitchy manager’s birthday is where I thought I drew the line.” He winces, as if he’s just remembering I’m only sitting a few feet away from him. “No offense.”

      I shrug, just now noticing a small chip in my nail polish on my thumb. “None taken.”

      “So it’s settled then?” Nora’s voice is way too excited. Her sentiment is completely opposite of mine. All I feel is dread at the unfolding plan.

      “Oh it’s settled.” Aiden leaps off his chair, clapping his hands together. “We’re going all out for Monica’s birthday tonight. First, we need to find somewhere to go.”

      “I’ve heard Monica loves karaoke bars,” Nash adds, laughing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I groan out, remembering the one time Nash convinced me to go to one with him. It was in our early days of working together. We were still trying to figure out our groove, planning how we were going to get him to the top on his own. He’d just released his first single and wanted to celebrate. I’d reluctantly agreed to go out with him. Somehow, Nash had convinced me to do a karaoke song with him.

      It had been posted on every media outlet.

      Me. Singing.

      I sounded like a dead cat performing with Nash. It was silly of me to think that someone wouldn’t send in a candid video of a budding solo artist to the media. I’d received a message from both my sister and my father, telling me in their condescending, passive aggressive way that it looked like I was having so much success with my new endeavors.

      Them seeing the video was worse than the millions of people that saw it online.

      Lost in my past embarrassment, I don’t hear the rest of the plans that ensue. I tune in just in time to hear Aiden mutter enthusiastically, “Our night is definitely ending at a karaoke bar.”

      Kill me now.
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      Monica has been over served.

      She started the night refusing to take a sip of alcohol, but when we showed up at the karaoke bar, all hell broke loose.

      Nora had managed to rent a private room. The only people here are Nash, Nora, Lennon, Landon, Matt, Monroe, Poe, Monica, and me. When Landon got on the microphone, improvising a birthday song for Monica that was titled Birthday Bitch, she’d declared she needed a drink.

      That was about four drinks ago.

      The bartender here must make a strong martini because I’ve never seen Monica so…normal.

      About one drink ago, I’d known she was approaching her limit when she’d finally agreed to wearing the birthday sash Nora had found at the last minute. She’d spent the entirety of the evening—up until then—telling Nora there was no way in hell she’d wear it. Apparently, there was a chance, given enough alcohol.

      The room we rented is large, clearly intended for larger gatherings than what we’ve brought tonight. I’m shocked it was even available but leave it to Nora to pull enough strings to make it happen.

      There’s a large booth that spans the entire far wall, large enough to seat twenty people with its wingspan. On the opposite wall, there’s a makeshift stage with a projector screen behind it. Words appear on the screen as both Nash and Nora sing a song together. The rest of our party sit at the cocktail tables in front of the stage, hooting and hollering as a tipsy Nora grinds against Nash. Nash laughs, he’s sober as can be, but is still clearly enjoying himself for the night.

      I look at Lennon, who watches her sister with a soft smile. She sits at a table on her own, sometimes throwing glances at Poe. Per usual, Poe doesn’t seem to notice Lennon looking in his direction. He’s too busy telling a story to Monroe to pay her any mind.

      Matt sits away from us all, reading a newspaper, seemingly uninterested with what we’re doing, but I know otherwise. He’s on high-alert with Nash in public. The newspaper is just a farce.

      The booth under me lets out a poof when a body falls down at my side. Looking over, I find a grinning Monica. The liquid from her drink sloshes from the top as she tries to bring it to her lips. Quickly, I grab the martini glass, handing her a bottle of water instead.

      “You’re not very fun,” she mumbles, working hard to untwist the cap of the bottle.

      I let her struggle a few more seconds before I take the bottle from her. Untwisting the lid and handing it back to her, I say, “Never in my life did I think you’d be telling me I’m no fun.”

      She hiccups. “Maybe I’m just full of surprises.”

      “Or maybe you’re just drunk.”

      Shrugging, she looks down at her sash. It’s fallen down her shoulder, dangerously close to becoming an oversized belt instead of a sash. Her fingers run over where the sixteen in the sweet sixteen has been crossed out, thirtieth is written in Nora’s neat handwriting above. “Maybe birthdays aren’t so bad,” she says softly.

      The soft tone of her voice unnerves me. I’m used to the bite that is always laced with her words. Right now, there is no hint of that at all.

      “Why did you think they were bad in the first place?”

      “I had my heart broken on my eighteenth birthday.”

      Her words catch me off guard. I’d always envisioned Monica without any heart at all. I figured she’d have to be heartless to do what she did to Nash, but as I’ve gotten to know the situation, my feelings toward her have become complicated. What she did was terrible and I’m not sure if I was Nash I could’ve forgiven her the way that he did. But the reasons I thought she did it weren’t correct at all.

      Maybe the heartbreaker actually has a heart.

      “Monica, I thought you didn’t have a heart,” I confess.

      She adjusts her position in the booth, her arm brushing against my skin. My body lights up at the small touch, becoming all too aware of her closeness.

      Why must my body have such a visceral reaction to her?

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. All I know is at the time, it felt like he’d destroyed it.”

      “Was it a boyfriend?”

      She nods. “Yes. My first. I was young and dumb and had the most beautiful day with him…until it all came crashing down.”

      I try to picture Monica at eighteen. That would’ve been twelve years ago. Twelve years ago I hadn’t even hit puberty. It’s crazy to think about the differences in our lives, the gap in time we have between us. At eighteen, I’d broken my fair share of hearts. It’s just hard to imagine her at that age, hard to imagine her being vulnerable enough to have her heart broken.

      “What happened?” I finally ask, curiosity getting the best of me.

      “He broke up with me in front of every single person at my birthday party.”

      I wince. “Damn. That’s cruel.”

      She shrugs. The movement causes her jean-clad thigh to press against mine. Looking down, it occurs to me this is the most casual I’ve ever seen her dressed. I’ve never seen her in a pair of blue jeans. Paired with a simple t-shirt, I’m realizing that Monica looks better dressed down than I care to admit.

      “You probably think I deserved it,” she offers, her tone a bit sad.

      Probably. At least, I would’ve thought that when the tour first started. Now I don’t know what to think. My hate for her has been muddled with something else…something I don’t care to explore or delve into.

      “I think it was a dick move of him,” I offer, taking a sip of my water bottle.

      She lets me off with ignoring her comment. If she was sober, she was bound to have pressed on. But the Monica sitting next to me is different, more unhinged—more honest.

      “The real dick move was when my sister started dating him.”

      My eyes widen. Looking over to her, I find her eyes pinned on the stage. Somehow, Poe has convinced Lennon to get up there with him, and the two of them butcher a popular rap song.

      “Your sister dated the guy who broke up with you on your birthday?”

      “If we’re being technical, she married him.”

      “You’re joking.”

      She bites her lip, running it between her teeth. “Have you ever known me to tell a joke?”

      Holy shit. What kind of family did she grow up with? No wonder she’s so cold and callous. It seems like some of her issues may run deeper than I’d expected. I thought she was a bitch just to be a bitch, but I’m slowly learning nothing about Monica is that simple.

      “That’s entirely fucked up,” I finally get out after wondering what other baggage she’s carrying around in that head of hers. I shouldn’t want to know any of it, it shouldn’t matter. But here I am, wanting the backstory on the woman I’m supposed to hate.

      “It is what it is. No point dwelling on it. Although, birthdays afterwards haven’t really been all that special. I made sure of it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if something is special to you, it can be taken away and used against you. Better to not create attachments.”

      “That’s a sad way to live.” I feel too sober to be having this conversation with her. But I’d told Nash I would go sober with him tonight, and I plan on keeping my word. It feels odd to be next to her, hearing her speak so freely when I know she’ll regret every word in the morning.

      “Maybe. But it’s safe.” Another loud hiccup leaves her throat.

      “You’re going to hate yourself for telling me all of this in the morning.”

      “Add it to the list of things I hate myself for when it comes to you, Aiden Pierce.”

      The rawness of her words catches my attention. It makes my stomach do a weird sort of flip, making me feel uneasy. “Well since you probably won’t remember this in the morning, I hate myself for so many things when it comes to you, Monica.”

      I look over at her, finding her already watching me. Her brown eyes are wide. It looks like she wants to say something. I hang at the edge of my seat, wondering what is about to come out of her mouth. My hopes are thwarted quickly, because all too soon she shakes her head, looking in the direction of the stage.

      “I still hate you, you know,” she says.

      I laugh, wondering what the fuck is happening. “I hate you too,” I offer.

      She stands up, walking toward the stage. Before she gets too far, she turns around. “The reasons I hate you are just far more complicated now.” Then she walks away, leaving my head spinning.
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      It isn’t even ten in the morning and I’m already exhausted. It felt like the day would never come, but finally, it’s Nash and Nora’s wedding day. During this entire process, I’ve realized I’d rather help plan a million tours than ever have to help coordinate another elaborate wedding again. Part of that is my fault—I’m too much of a control-freak to leave anything important to the actual coordinators.

      The morning started with the florist’s van breaking down. I was putting on makeup when I received the call. They’d already been here last night to decorate the entire event space for the wedding, but their trip today brought more decorations and, most importantly, the bouquets and boutonnieres.

      I had to quickly find a way for someone to service their van on the side of the coastal highway so they could still make it in time.

      My steps are swift as I navigate through a winding hallway on a mission to find Nora. Aside from the one small hiccup, everything is going smoothly, but I still want to check in on the bride.

      I knock on the door to Nora’s room, waiting for someone to answer. There’s a symphony of voices coming from inside as I scroll through my phone. Finally, it swings open. Riley stands on the other side of it. She looks me up and down, giving me a smile. “Well it’s been a while, Monica,” she says in her typical upbeat tone.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you, Riley,” I respond politely.

      “Did you come to see the bride?” Riley asks excitedly, using her hand to gesture inside the room.

      I nod. There are a few things I’d like to go over with Nora before she gets too busy with her day. I want her to be fully prepared for everything going on today, so I figured I’d catch her early before she gets swept away in the theatrics of the wedding.

      A screech sounds from inside the room. Riley’s head spins immediately. “Well she’s up earlier than she’s supposed to be,” she mumbles to herself. Leaving the door open, she hustles inside the room.

      I stare at the empty doorway for a moment before walking through it. Inside, I find a flurry of motion that can only be described as chaos.

      Riley is in a corner shushing a crying infant. She’s not having much luck, however, because the more Riley swings her body back and forth the louder the baby cries. There’s a team of photographers in the opposite corner. They’re all huddled around wedding invites and a few different accessories, their cameras clicking away with each photo.

      In the middle of the room sit four vanity mirrors with director’s chairs sitting in front of them. The one closest to me has Nora’s mom in it, and next to her sits Lennon. There’s an empty chair for Riley, and then Nora occupies the last.

      The women in the room wear matching pajamas. Riley, Lennon, and Nora’s mom wear emerald green silk sets while Nora wears the same thing but in white. Right now three different makeup artists stand in front of Nora, fussing over getting fake eyelashes on her.

      Nora’s one eye pops open slightly upon my arrival. She smiles. “Good morning, Monica.”

      “How are you feeling?” I ask, setting my purse down on a coffee table full of ingredients to make mimosas.

      “Wonderful,” she says breathlessly. Her body jerks as one of the makeup artists uses a tool to try and fluff the eyelash strip just applied to Nora’s eye.

      Once both strips are applied, Nora blinks a few times and looks at me. “How’s everything going out there?”

      I force a smile, trying to make her feel comfortable and at ease. “It’s going great.” From what I can tell, it is going great out there. I’ve done my best to let the wedding planners handle the rest of the details, focusing mainly on the various members of Nash’s team to make sure they’re all doing their part to make this day run smoothly and flawlessly.

      An ear-piercing wail sounds from the corner with Riley and Zoe. Riley holds the head of the baby as she furiously bobs and weaves while holding the infant. Looking over Zoe’s head, Riley smiles apologetically. “Sorry, I don’t know why she’s deciding to lose her shit. Typically she’s an easy baby.”

      Nora shakes her head dismissively. “You never have to apologize for my sweet niece crying. She can do no wrong. She’s perfect.”

      Riley snorts. “She’d be so much more perfect if she’d let her Auntie Nora have the perfect wedding morning instead of making everyone’s ears bleed.”

      Nora acts as if she’s going to get up and help her friend, but one of the makeup artists puts their hand on her shoulder. “You’re not ready yet,” the girl says nicely. “And we’ve got a very strict schedule to keep you on.”

      I nod in approval. In an hour and a half Nora is set to have some bridal portraits done and shortly following that, she will be having photos done with her small wedding party and her family. The couple had decided not to do a first look before the wedding, opting to see each other for the first time when she walks down the aisle instead.

      Riley puts the baby on one hip as she rifles through a large bag. Items begin to fly out as she quickly pulls one thing out after another. “I can’t find a damn binky anywhere,” Riley complains. The baby voices her disapproval by letting out a large wail.

      Sighing, Riley looks up at me. “Can you hold her for two seconds while I look for this thing?”

      My stomach drops. I don’t do babies. I look at the bouncer contraption that Riley just pulled her out of. “Can’t you put her back in that?”

      Riley’s eyes flick to the item before resting on me again. ‘I could,” she says in defeat, “but then she’ll just start screaming again and I don’t want my best friend to hear a screeching baby on her wedding day. It’ll take two seconds I promise.”

      “Zoe will love you!” Nora says enthusiastically, she keeps her body still as they line her lids with some shadow. “She’s the sweetest.”

      As if that was all the reassurance she needed, Riley comes over to me and shoves the baby into my arms before I can do anything about it.

      “No really,” I tell her, trying to push the baby away. “I’m not a baby person and typically babies aren’t a fan of me either.”

      Lennon lets out a soft giggle as someone brushes powder onto her nose. I want to give her a dirty look, but she’s got her eyes closed so she wouldn’t even see it to begin with.

      Even with my persistence, Riley lets go of her child, trusting me to keep ahold of her. Not wanting to start the day off by dropping an infant, I cling to the baby for dear life. I can count on one hand the number of times I've held a baby. As if Zoe can smell fear, she looks up at me with a smile.

      “I’m glad you find this funny,” I tell her. I try to shift her from one arm to the other, but it’s terrifying because she’s wiggly and I’m scared she’s going to wriggle right out of my grasp.

      “She had the stupid thing earlier, but I don’t know where it went,” Riley explains, taking every item out of the bag. She goes as far as shaking each piece of clothing in the bag to make sure it isn’t stuck in any of it.

      Zoe begins to wiggle in my arms, her chubby arms trying to push my death grip away from her.

      “You’re stuck like this,” I say, clutching her as hard as I can.

      She grunts, her face pinching together in anger. Her tiny hands push against me, and I’m left with no choice but to relinquish a little bit of my hold to let her move.

      This experience reminds me why I’ve never had any desire to have kids. There’s a slim chance I’ll ever meet a man that’s able to put up with me long enough for marriage as it is. I can’t imagine having to parent a child—to share control with another human being. Even the thought of being responsible for a pet terrifies me.

      Two chubby hands grab at my cheeks. Zoe slaps my face excitedly, amusing herself to the point of hysterical laughing.

      “Monica, you’re a natural,” Nora encourages from her chair.

      I scoff, trying to gently shove her drool covered hand away from my own mouth. “Not quite sure about that.”

      Zoe smiles, pushing her hand right into my mouth as I speak. The smile on her face is precious, it would just be a lot cuter if I wasn’t the one responsible for her at the moment.

      Riley pokes her head out from underneath a table. “It’s like it grew legs and walked away,” she mutters.

      “Want me to look while you hold her?” I question, but it sounds more like begging. The baby so far has stayed content in my arms, but I know it can’t last forever. Any second now, she’s going to erupt in a frenzy and I don’t have the maternal instincts to know how to shush her.

      “Oh shit.” She looks up at me in horror.

      “What?” I ask, trying to keep a hold on Zoe as she tries to climb up me to pull at the hairpin in my hair.

      “I think Sebastian has it.”

      “Can’t you call him to bring it up?”

      Riley looks awkwardly over at Nora. “I don’t want him anywhere near here. What if he tells Nash what Nora looks like?”

      I stifle the urge to roll my eyes. Sebastian does have a big mouth, and I would never depend on him to keep a secret, but I don’t see him as observant enough to spoil what the bride is wearing.

      Not giving her the option, I hand the baby off to her mother. “How about I go to the groom’s suite to track it down?”

      Riley gives me a relieved smile. “You’d do that?”

      I don’t tell her I’d do anything if it meant I didn’t have to be responsible for the baby again. I nod. “I’ll be right back.”

      The room Nash and his groomsmen are getting ready in is on the opposite side of the building. It was done on purpose, ensuring that Nash and Nora wouldn’t run into one another before the wedding began.

      Knocking, I wait for someone to open the door. Other than the baby, it’s a lot louder in this room than the one with Nora’s party. After waiting a while, I knock again, this time louder. There’s music blaring from the speakers, hooting and hollering ringing out from the room occasionally.

      Just when I’m about to try the handle, the door pops open. Aiden stands on the other side of it—clearly still getting dressed.

      He stands in front of me with only tuxedo pants covering his long legs, and suspenders running over his shoulders. He holds one suspender clip in his hand, fastening it to his pants. The lack of shirt shows off the intricate tattoos that dust his tan skin.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks incredulously.

      Ever since my makeshift birthday party, one I had way too much to drink at, Aiden has been acting differently. He’s still cold toward me, but there’s less edge to his tone.

      “I need to talk to Sebastian.” I try to take a step closer, expecting him to move out of the way. Except, he does no such thing. I narrowly miss bumping into his bare chest.

      His fingers grasp the edge of the door, not showing any sign of letting the door fall open further. “What do you need with Bash?”

      “Does it matter? Just let me in.”

      “Tell me why first.”

      Taking matters into my own hands, I dart underneath the open space his arm leaves from holding the door. Before he can stop me, I’m in the room.

      What I find is a bunch of men in various stages of getting dressed. The man I’m looking for, Sebastian, stands in a pair of boxer briefs and argyle socks.

      Aiden steps next to me. “I tried to stop you. We’re indecent in here.”

      I look over at him. “I don’t care. I’ll be in and out quickly.”

      Stopping in front of Sebastian, he looks at me with a humored look. “Fancy seeing you here, Monica,” he laughs.

      “Riley sent me for a binky. She said you have one?”

      The look on his face is one of terror. “Oh no, I think I left it in my pocket this morning.” Flying across the room in his underwear, he picks up a pair of shorts from a gym bag. His fingers dig through the pockets. His eyes go wide as he pulls out a pink plastic binky. Holding it up, he looks at it terrified. “Is Riley pissed that I forgot to give it to her?” He walks slowly to me, handing over the item.

      “When I left, she was too busy trying to calm Zoe to say one way or the other.”

      “You’re totally going to be in the doghouse!” Landon shouts from where he gets dressed.

      Sebastian gives him a look. “I don’t need your reminder, asshole.” He looks back at me, a crooked smile on his face. “Maybe you could tell her you found it on the floor?”

      “I’m going to take this to her now,” I say, ignoring his idea. I turn to head toward the door.

      “Tell her I’m sorry! And that I love her!” Sebastian pleads.

      I’m out the door, making my way back to the other room to fulfill my duties before finding something else to do, when I hear a voice behind me.

      “Monica, wait.”

      Catching me by surprise, I almost trip as I turn around to face Aiden. He stands in the hallway still in nothing but his dress pants. “What do you want, Aiden?”

      “Is our plan still the same for tonight?”

      “Yes, speak with the artists in attendance that are part of Coleman Records. Just don’t make it obvious.”

      “Got it. And after, we’ll talk about what’s next?”

      I nod, trying not to look at his bare torso. “We will. Goodbye, Aiden.”

      Turning around, I set out to return the binky to Riley—the binky she’s in desperate need of.

      Throughout the rest of the day, I manage the small fires that seem to accompany every wedding. All things considered, the rest of it goes off without a hitch. Their vows were beautiful, and somehow we’d managed to keep the location a secret so the media and paparazzi couldn’t spoil it. The months of preparation were worth it to see the wedding couple so happy and in love.

      It drizzled rain the entire ceremony, something that made Nash and Nora light up with joy.
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      The celebrations for Nash and Nora have been going on for hours now. Even though it rained on us the entire ceremony, the excitement from the bride and groom have been contagious and the guests all seem happy to be here. I allowed myself a brief pause to take in the moment at the beginning of the reception. My brother’s happily married now, and I’m thrilled for him.

      As much as I wanted to continue to celebrate, I knew I had work to do. I began chatting with anyone that was willing to hold a conversation with me, looking specifically for current or former Coleman artists. After several failed attempts to gain any useful information, I finally found someone with a story to tell. One that I can’t help but wonder if Monica already knew about.

      People try to stop me for idle chit chat as I make my way toward Monica with the news. I don’t hear a word any of them are saying, focusing solely on her.

      Her back is to me, her bare shoulders on full display. The open back to the dress shows the fine lines of the muscles on her back. I don’t know who she’s talking to and I don’t care.

      As soon as I’m close enough, my fingers wrap around her elbow. Leaning close, I bring my lips to her ear. “I suspect you’ve been keeping secrets from me, Monica.”

      Her shoulders stiffen, but her gaze stays fixed on the person she’s speaking to. The bystander takes a sip of their champagne uneasily.

      “Excuse us,” Monica says through a tight-lipped smile.

      As soon as she takes one step away from the person, I’m pulling her through the crowd. She doesn’t fight it, probably trying to save face to those who care to notice us.

      My fingers dig into her skin as I pull her along. Finally, the string lights above us disappear and darkness surrounds us. I keep going until I’ve pulled her under the canopy of a large weeping willow. The light breeze stops, partially blocked by remnants of an old stone building nearby.

      “Get your hand off me,” Monica seethes. Her elbow slides roughly out of my hand.

      She has the nerve to look up at me angrily. There’s barely enough moonlight for me to see her features, but I can see the glint of rage in her eyes.

      “This is not your chance to be mad,” I bite, flexing my fingers absentmindedly, wondering why I miss the feel of her skin against mine.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It seems like there is a lot more to this situation with Nash and the label than you originally let on. Starting with the fact that Roy is using his power—his position—within Coleman to lure young female artists in, convincing them he will make their songs number one if they sleep with him.”

      “I told you to find out what you could. I had my suspicions, but I didn’t have confirmation. Do you?”

      My eyes narrow. “I sure as hell do. I was doing what I was told and chatting up guests when I ran into a woman named Chelsea. She came as Roy’s date. Apparently, she’s also an artist at Coleman, but only recently. She’d had a few drinks, and accidentally mentioned that she and Roy were having a relationship.” I say the word relationship with disgust.

      Roy didn’t give a shit about her. He was doing whatever he could to prey on her all while throwing empty promises her way that she’ll make it big. It’s not as if he was trying to hide it well, he showed up with her tonight, cockily thinking no one would think twice about it.

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Monica says quietly, more to herself than to me. She stares at the tree behind me. Its branches fall in every direction, some of them resting atop the stone wall of the building.

      “How the hell were you not going to tell me something like that? We’ve got what we need—we can take this fucker down.”

      Monica shakes her head. “It isn’t enough—not yet. In this business no one is going to blink an eye if they say that the label exec is sleeping with his artists—everyone does that. We need more.”

      Disgust sits in my stomach like a lead brick. I hate every single word coming out of her mouth, but deep down I know she’s right. No matter how hard it pained me to hear that girl—someone who looks barely eighteen—talk as if Roy was the best thing that ever happened to her.

      “He can’t keep taking advantage of these girls.”

      “No he can’t. But we can’t show our cards too soon. We’ve got to take him by surprise. We’ve got to get more dirt on him—something that will bury him deep.”

      “This is bullshit,” I say, my voice raised. Turning around, I start to make my way to the party. I’m so fucking pissed that this one guy has a hold over so many people.

      “What are you doing?” Monica’s voice has a hint of panic.

      “Trying to talk myself out of walking back into that party and putting my knuckles through that fucker’s temple.”

      Her hand finds my back. “Get your shit together, Aiden.” She fists the fabric of my suit-jacket hard enough that if I were to try to walk away from her, she’d have a firm enough grasp on me to slow me down.

      I laugh, the sound bouncing off the space around us. Catching her off guard, I spin around, yanking the fabric straight from her grasp. “No,” I clip.

      “Yes,” she spits back. Her breath hits my cheek, only then letting me know how close we stand.

      “I’m sick of you telling me what to do.”

      “Then stop making rash decisions that could ruin everything for us.”

      My blood still boils underneath my skin, but there’s something else festering there as well. It’s want—desire. My fingers itch to reach out to touch her, to find a distraction in the shitstorm going around us.

      I can’t control the situation Nash is in, but I can control the way her pulse comes alive when I touch her.

      A corner of my lip comes up in a smile. “Speaking of rash decisions…” I say slowly. Not giving her time to respond, I grab onto either side of her face and pull her mouth to mine. She shocks me by opening her mouth right away, her tongue striking against mine before I get the chance to do the same. Her fingernails dig into my neck as she claws at my skin, craning her neck to open up for me.

      I navigate our bodies through the grass until her back hits the stone ruins. Pulling away, I look down at her. “Tell me how I can hate you but crave you all the same.”

      “Because you know the truth to my deception.”

      “I hate the way you lie,” I whisper into the darkness. I let my hand fall to her waist, my fingers digging into the cold, gold fabric.

      “It’s for a good reason.” She doesn’t push me away as my hand slips down her leg.

      “I hate the way you hide things, how I can never tell what you’re thinking.”

      “Lots of practice,” she answers breathlessly.

      “The only way I know how to get a hint of what’s going on in that mind of yours is to push your boundaries. To feel your pulse underneath my fingertips.” The bridge of my nose runs over her chin. “You may be able to hide behind that cold, black heart of yours, but it doesn’t lie. Not to me.” For emphasis I put two fingers to her racing pulse. I can feel the crash of her blood pumping against the tips of my fingers. The beat matches my own racing heart.

      Dropping to my knees in front of her, I let my hand drift underneath the fabric of her floor length dress.

      “I hate the way that I’m desperate to be in control of your heartbeats, even after everything you’ve done.”

      My fingers find the smooth skin of her leg, the feeling of exploring areas of her I’ve yet to see goes right to my dick. It presses against the zipper of the dress pants, begging to be released.

      Ever since that conversation with her at the karaoke bar, all I’ve been able to think about is her. My thoughts of hating her, my thoughts of touching her…and the memories of what she divulged when drunk.

      “I fucking despise how fighting with you goes straight to my cock. Making you rage has become my favorite kind of foreplay.”

      I push the fabric up her thighs until I’m met with an intricate lace thong.

      “Wait…,” she whispers, her hands falling to my shoulders but making no effort to stop me.

      I look up from my knees, her eyes begging me to continue. “We both know you want this, Monica. I won’t get on my knees for you again, I’d much prefer it if it were you on your knees. Tell me you want it.”

      She eagerly opens her legs for me. “Get over yourself.” Her body language contradicts her words.

      My eyes find the see-through fabric in front of me. The black fabric does nothing to hide the most intimate part of her. There are floral appliqués covering the spot I want most, her arousal glistening from the dim glow of the moon.

      “Still such a liar.” I hook my thumbs into the fabric and pull them down her legs. She steps out of them, making her lie even more obvious.

      “A filthy little liar,” I add, looking at the wetness pooling between her thighs. Her words hold no weight anymore, I can tell how bad she wants this.

      “Do you want to know what I hate most?” I ask, playing with her juices. She bucks underneath my touch, and I haven’t even touched the spot where she wants me most.

      “I don’t care,” she pants, her legs trembling as she opens them wider for me, inviting me in.

      I can’t help but smile. Even as she comes apart before me, she’s still trying to pretend that I don’t have power over her—that she isn’t listening intently.

      I lean close to her bare center. My lips are a fraction of an inch away from her clit. “I hate that I know I’ll hate myself for what’s about to happen, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to stop it.”

      “Aiden…we can’t...” Her voice breaks off when my tongue rakes across her clit. Again, her actions betray her words. She arches her hips off the wall, pressing her wet center to my mouth.

      She tastes like regret. My mind tries to convince my body that this is wrong, but the urge to devour her wins out. The sweet, warm taste of her is a sharp contrast to the bitter, cold personality she shows the world.

      Dealing with her own internal struggle, her mind gets the upper hand briefly. In a futile attempt to push me off her, she nudges at my shoulder weakly. The resistance is short lived, as I press her into the stone wall to keep her still, her body going lax in concession to the pleasure.

      I use two fingers to spread her lips open, giving me more access to her swollen clit.

      “This shouldn’t be happening,” she breathes, her other hand finding my shoulder, but not in denial this time. This time, she pulls me toward her to lock me in place and keep herself steadied.

      My answer is to grab her leg and put it over my shoulder. Now more of her weight is braced on me as I bury my face into that sweet cunt of hers.

      By the way she grinds her hips against my mouth, I can tell that she’s close—too close. Too soon. Pulling away slightly, I look up at her. “All you have to do is tell me to stop, Monica. Tell me to stop and you can pretend that this never happened…that I don’t make you soaking wet with need. You can go back to pretending you hate me and lie to yourself that you don’t want this.”

      Fire burns in her eyes. For a moment, I wonder if she will resist the desire and tell me to stop and go to hell.

      Her head tilts up to the sky as she lets out a defeated sigh. “I can’t.”

      I smile. “Then tell me how bad you want it.”

      “Never.”

      I sit back on my heels, letting her leg fall from my shoulder. The movement makes her dress fall back down, covering the spot I’ve had one taste of and I’m already addicted to. “Then I’m done.”

      Her mouth opens. “What?”

      “If you’re not going to admit how bad you want this, then you aren’t going to get it. I can have you screaming my name in ecstasy as soon as you’ll admit that it’s me making you dripping wet.”

      Bending over with an angry sigh, she reaches to grab her discarded thong from the floor. I beat her to it. Yanking the fabric, I bring it close to me.

      “These are mine now,” I say with a smirk.

      She lunges for me, trying to grab the fabric. Clicking my tongue, I hold them close to my chest. “You aren’t getting these back until you can admit the inevitable.”

      “You’re being childish.”

      My only answer is to bring the pair of underwear to my nose, taking a deep breath in. I let the smell of her waft over my senses. I’d much prefer to have my tongue deep inside her right now, but playing this game with her is almost as fun.

      I stand up and shove the fabric into my pocket. If this were a cartoon, she’d have smoke billowing from her ears. Her shoulders are pulled tight. Her smudged lips puckered in annoyance.

      “Ready to admit it?” I ask, taking a step closer to her. Reaching out, I let my thumb run over a smudge of the lipstick. I only smudge it further, but she doesn’t have to know that. It’s amusing to think of her returning to that party less than perfect.

      She knocks my hand away, her brows set in defiance. “No, Aiden. I’m not playing your childish game.”

      Stepping away from her, I nod in the direction of the reception. “You better get back to the party then. People may start wondering where you are.”

      She bites her lip. “Seriously?”

      My cheek twitches, my face unable to hide the smile that forms. “I’m serious. You want me to make you come? Then you’re going to have to ask for it.”

      “In your dreams.”

      I shake my finger in the air. “No, Monica, in my dreams, you’d be begging.”

      She scoffs, attempting to fix a few loose flyaway hairs from her tightly spun bun at the nape of her neck. “I’m leaving.”

      “Be my guest,” I answer, taking the panties out of my pocket and spinning them around my index finger.

      She looks at them, acting like she’s going to make a break for them before deciding otherwise. Her hands run down her dress, smoothing the gold fabric before she heads back in the direction of the party.

      Not once does she look back at me. It makes me smile. This game between us is far from over. She can go back to her posh coworkers and keep up her charade of being this effortlessly put-together businesswoman. On the surface, that may be what she is, but underneath it all she’s someone who is desperate for a thrill. She needs someone to tell her how to feel, to direct her pleasure. She needs it from me.

      No matter how much the two of us might hate it, our bodies are desperate for each other. We may have to pretend to play nice so we can take down this bastard, Roy, but that doesn’t mean our bodies have to play nice. We can get rid of the sexual tension without having to like one another.

      And that’s exactly what will happen.

      I don’t want to deny my need for her any longer. I don’t like how much I want her, but I won’t deny myself either.

      She’ll come to the same realization I have eventually. And when she does, I’ll be waiting.

      Until then, I’m left having to free my cock and relieve myself on my own. There’s no way in hell I can return to the party before taking the edge off. Tasting her has left me in overdrive.

      I still have to give a best man speech. Somehow, I think my brother would be severely disappointed if I gave a heartfelt speech with a hard-on.

      My fingers wrap around myself as I stroke up and down my shaft slowly. All I can think about is her. My mind is flooded with memories of the way she tasted—the way her thighs trembled with every punishing stroke of my tongue. I grip myself even harder, imagining what it would feel like to have her smart mouth wrapped around my cock. My hand picks up pace, my balls tightening at the mental image of having her on her knees in front of me, unable to spin any more lies with her mouth full of me.
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      The champagne tastes bitter as it rolls down my throat. I stand on my own at the corner of the party. There’s an assigned seat for me at a table filled with people I know, but right now I need to be alone.

      A breeze passes up my dress every time I walk, reminding me that the little punk stole my panties to prove some kind of point. He can try and prove it all he wants. It’ll be over my dead body that I’ll ever admit to him how alive my body comes underneath his touch.

      Truth be told, I can’t remember the last time a man went down on me. When you become as successful as I’ve become, your work becomes your life, which means all aspects of a personal life go out the window.

      But for some reason, when he’d begun to strip me of my panties—I’d let him. He was right, I loathe myself for it. I feel weak letting my body take control of my mind. I’d given him enough control when I let him taste me despite my better judgment.

      Leave it to Aiden to not just take the inch he was given. He wanted more, he wanted me to bow down to him—but I don’t bow down to anyone, least of all him.

      It doesn’t mean I haven’t been left in even more of a sour mood than my typical one. I was seconds away from an orgasm when he had to stop and become annoying about it.

      Speaking of the irritating asshole, he stands at the head table. His arm loops around Nash as he gives his best man speech. I’ll hand it to him, his words are sweet, and it seems like he means them all.

      Nash seems to eat up every single one of his words. I, on the other hand, can’t help but roll my eyes. Everyone in attendance is eating out of his hand, completely unaware that the guy is unapologetically pushing every single one of my buttons.

      “It’s a wedding. You should try smiling.”

      Taking a deep breath, I look over to find Matt at my side. I’ve always liked Nash’s head bodyguard. Probably because he’s good at keeping his mouth shut and doing his job. Sebastian drove me to the point of insanity, but Nash loved him.

      Matt has his hands tucked in his pockets, his eyes trained on Nash like the dutiful bodyguard that he is. I take another drink of my champagne, setting the empty glass on the cocktail table in front of me.

      “This is coming from a man I’ve rarely seen smile.” Matt is and always has been all business. It’s one of the reasons I’ve always respected him. He’s always done his job and done it well—as good as someone can who is trying to keep Nash safe. Nash has a mind of his own, it hasn’t always been easy keeping track of him.

      Matt's answer is to let his mouth turn upward slightly. “I smiled the entire time Nora walked down the aisle toward him.”

      “I think I remember a tear being shed,” I answer, remembering the gleeful look on Matt’s face. Matt is only a few years older than me, but he’s always been like a father figure on tour. His mature, calming demeanor is a stark contrast to the cold and indifferent one of my own father.

      Matt lifts a shoulder. “I’ll never admit to that.”

      Shaking my head, I look at the happy couple at the head of the terrace. Nash and Nora stand in front of their guests. Nash’s fingers wrap around the microphone as he thanks everyone for coming tonight.

      “I can’t believe we did it. I can’t believe he did it,” Matt finally says. His voice seems a bit somber.

      My eyes find him in confusion. “Did what?”

      “That he found happiness,” he answers immediately.

      I bite my lip, reflecting on everything that’s happened in the last few years. There were nights we had pulled Nash out of some pretty rough places. At the time, I hadn’t ever thought he’d be in the place he is now. I thought the rest of my days were going to be spent chasing after him, riding the highs and lows of his benders.

      But looking at him, the way he looks down at Nora as if she’s the only thing in the world—it’s clear how happy he is.

      And I love Nash as much as I’ve ever loved another person. I’d do anything for him to keep this happiness, despite my decisions in the past. I’ve always done what I thought was right for him, consequences be damned.

      Now is no different. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Nash this happy. He deserves the girl of his dreams and his music. And I’ll keep fighting for him to keep that.

      “He deserves it,” I tell Matt. Looking away from the happy couple, I let my eyes roam until they set on the man that’s threatening Nash’s happiness.

      Roy sits at a table filled to the brim of men in power. Men who have too much power. Power that they abuse daily. He laughs without a care in the world. His arm drapes over the woman next to him—the one Aiden spoke with earlier, Chelsea. She giggles at whatever he says, making him smile ever larger. One of his hands brushes the top of her shoulder. She leans in closer to him, totally oblivious that she’s flirting with the devil.

      I didn’t want to invite Roy, but Nash had surprisingly insisted. “I want that asshole to see me at my happiest,” he’d said.

      My stomach rolls watching Roy with her. The champagne I’ve downed in the last ten minutes sits uncomfortably. Tearing my eyes from the scene before I do something I’ll regret, I somehow find Aiden’s gaze from across the terrace.

      He sits at the long head table. Nash was seated to his right, but Nash has been swept off somewhere else, leaving the chair vacant. On the other side of him sits Landon, but he’s too enamored in a conversation with Poe, leaving Aiden sitting there alone. On the opposite side of the table, Riley is deep in a conversation with one of Nash’s former dancers, and another one of Nora’s best friends, Ziggy, if I remember correctly. He’d spent last tour dancing for Nash and was set to come on this one as well, but we had to replace him last minute as he had some emergency to attend to. I look away from whatever conversation Riley and him are having, focusing once again on a person who shouldn’t steal this much of my attention.

      Aiden.

      The fact that no one is speaking with him doesn’t seem to bother him. He holds my attention, his usual smirk on his face. Before I can look away, he leans back in the chair, reaching over to drape an arm over Nash’s empty seat. His other hand reaches into his pocket, and I stare in horror as he pulls out my panties from earlier. He spins the fabric around his index finger, holding eye contact the entire time.

      The gesture infuriates me and turns me on. I want to look away, to see if anyone else has noticed his immature actions, but I’m locked in his stare.

      He breaks eye contact, looking down at the black panties for a moment before tucking them into the pocket of his suit jacket.

      Looking back up at me, he mouths, “Ready to beg for it?”

      I flush, just now remembering Matt is still standing next to me. Luckily, when I look over to him he’s busy checking something on his phone, oblivious to the show Aiden is putting on.

      My skin feels hot for the next two minutes as Matt and I carry on a conversation about work. The entire time, I feel someone watching me. The side of my face burns from where I know he’s watching me. I make a point to not look at him, to not let him see a reaction out of me.

      Meanwhile, between my thighs has become warmer, thanks to him. I’m lucky that my dress is long, that no one can see the evidence of my arousal between my legs.

      Matt eventually excuses himself, which finally gives me the nerve to look back at Aiden. I find his chair empty, and I refuse to let my eyes wander around the reception to see where he snuck off to.
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      After being surrounded by people until the early morning, my empty room feels too quiet. The reception ended an hour ago, but it took some time for those of us in the wedding party to make it back to our rooms. It’d been nice to sit and talk with some of the people Nash cares about the most.

      Sebastian is cool, even if he spent half the night with his eyes glued to a baby monitor. I’ve already got to know Landon and Poe pretty well through the tour, but tonight they seemed to let loose a little more.

      Turning on the lights to the bathroom, I look in the mirror. Nash’s typical hair and makeup team assisted with getting the groom and groomsmen ready this morning. The stylist put more gel in my hair than I’ve ever had. The gel had coaxed my mid-length locks into a semi-styled hairdo. Typically I let my hair do whatever it wants, but today it was slicked back on the side, making me look way more put together than I typically care for.

      The jet-black suit jacket still looks as immaculate as when I put it on this morning. Somehow the celebrations didn’t wrinkle or crease the expensive fabric at all. Slipping the suit-jacket off, I discard it over a vanity chair in front of the hotel sink.

      Next goes the stark white button up dress shirt. The shirt has tiny little embroidered designs stitched all over the fabric. We couldn’t just have plain shirts—not with Nash. Over time, his fashion sense has evolved and he likes to push the envelope a bit with his fashion choices. It’s no wonder his wedding isn’t any different. I’ve always opted for more simple, dark clothing that I don’t have to fuss over.

      As soon as I undo the last button, I pull the shirt open and toss it on top of the jacket. The suspenders from the getup hang limply down my legs.

      I twist the knob to the faucet, sticking my finger underneath the water until it’s ice cold. When it’s cold enough to send shivers down my arm, I lay both of my palms underneath the water. Collecting the water in my hands, I splash the ice-cold liquid on my face.

      I keep repeating the action, trying to rid my memory of the taste and smell of Monica. Even after our first kiss, I had an inkling that I’d want to do it again. Her body draws me in like a magnet, the electricity of our disdain for each other only further fueling the fire between us.

      I’d spent the entirety of the night—after our encounter—playing with the pair of panties in my pocket. Every time I looked at her, I knew that there was nothing underneath her dress, making my dick spring to attention in my pants. All it would’ve taken was for me to go up behind her, guide a hand underneath the pleats of fabric and I would’ve felt her wet warmth all over again.

      She tasted much sweeter than I could’ve imagined and that one small taste has me wanting more. I’ve never been one to get on my knees for a woman, but I just needed to know what she tasted like—if she’d lose hold on that tightly held control of hers when my tongue met her clit.

      Water droplets trail down my neck as I turn off the water. The cold rush to the face has done nothing to help me unwind. If anything, I’m even hornier and more pissed off than I had been in the first place.

      I want to know what it feels like to have her red lips wrapped around my cock. She always has something smartass to say but shoving my cock down her throat would surely shut her up. I wonder if she’d greedily take my dick until it hit the back of her throat, or if she’d be more conservative with it.

      My hand is about to snake down into my pants to relieve myself for the second time tonight when there’s a loud knock on my door.

      At first, I ignore it. It’s late and anyone I care about has already gone off to their own rooms. The knocking becomes louder and more irritating.

      Sighing, I exit the bathroom and cross the room to the door. When I open the door, I’m shocked to find Monica standing on the other side of it.

      Her hand stops midair, like she was about to continue pounding on the door if I hadn’t thrown it open.

      “What took you so long?” she asks, her tone annoyed.

      “I was busy.”

      Her lips purse. “Let me in.”

      I stick my head into the hallway, looking to see if anyone is in the vicinity. Luckily, it’s late and all of the guests staying have retired to their own rooms.

      “Why?”

      Ignoring me completely, she shoves her way past me. Her feet pad against the soft carpet as she struts into the kitchen area.

      My interest piqued, I shut the door to my room and turn to face her. My weight leans against the door, my arms coming across my chest. I wait for her to say something, but she seems to be too busy looking at every square inch of my living space.

      Using the small amount of light coming from the bathroom and the lamp by the bed, I take in her appearance. She doesn’t wear the same dress from earlier. She wears some kind of silk nightgown with a matching robe. The nightgown is shorter than something I’d imagine Monica typically wearing, showing off plenty of her tan, toned thighs. It’s odd seeing her so dressed down and without accessories. Even the slippers on her feet seem so simple—so unlike Monica.

      I’m first to break the silence. “Care to tell me what you want?”

      Her eyes find me. Slowly, they drop to my bare chest before popping back up to meet my gaze. A sarcastic laugh bubbles from her throat. “What I want is for you to get out of my head.”

      I taunt her with a smirk. “Can’t stop thinking about me, little liar?”

      She huffs, looking down and running a finger over the edge of the counter she stands by. “I hate it. I just wanted to go to bed, to get some sleep, but…”

      “You realized that you wanted more. That the small taste from earlier tonight wasn’t enough to satisfy your desires.”

      There’s something unreadable in her eyes when she looks at me. The bathroom light glows behind her, only giving me a shadowed version of her features. “I don’t want more from you, Aiden. I just want to be able to sleep without feeling wound up like a rubber band.”

      Blood surges into my cock at her words. I smile. “I know a great way to get you to relax.”

      “One night. And then tomorrow morning we can forget about it and go back to hating one another. It’ll be out of our system.”

      “This isn’t some kind of business transaction, Monica. I’m not agreeing to any of your rules. If you want me to fuck you, I’ve told you what you have to do. You just have to ask for it.”

      “I just did,” she throws out.

      I shake my head, slowly starting to stalk toward her. “No you didn’t. I want to hear it from your lips. Tell me what you want.”

      She defiantly shakes her head.

      “What is it that you envision happening?” I whisper. “I’ll tell you what I’ve thought about…” I brush my fingers along her shoulder, scooting the fabric of her robe so I can see skin.

      “I’ve wondered if those painted red, pouty lips of yours would stain my cock after I bury it in your throat.”

      An audible gasp passes through her lips. Her body stiffens as I pull the robe off one of her shoulders.

      “I’ve fantasized about what it would feel like to have you gagging on my dick. Tell me Monica, are you someone who likes to give head fast or slow?”

      “Neither.”

      I hum. “You’ll learn to do it fast and deep. Just the way that I like it.” I pull on the other arm of the robe until the fabric falls to the ground.

      My eyes find her peaked nipples through the thin fabric of her nightie. “Do you like it when I tell you what you’re going to do to me, Monica?”

      She swallows, shaking her head in resistance as she watches me carefully.

      Sliding my hand under her gown, my thumb and index finger twist her hard nipple. “These tell me otherwise.” I pinch the skin between my fingers, eliciting a soft moan from her. “Your body can’t deceive me, little liar.”

      I take her small breast in my hand, feeling the weight of it in my palm. She’s always worn outfits that were just modest enough to hide them underneath her designer clothing, so seeing them now—feeling them—makes my cock pulsate anticipation. I roll her nipple between my fingers again, kneading the soft tissue.

      Her breathing gets heavier, panting as I run the fingertips on my other hand lightly up her forearm. My nose grazes her ear as I lean over her. “You couldn’t sleep because you can’t stop thinking about this…” Grabbing her hand, I place it on my crotch. Without further instruction, she immediately grabs my shaft tightly.

      “Good girl. Now, say the magic words,” I whisper, the hand on her breast traveling down the soft fabric covering her ribcage.

      “It’s not going to happen.”

      “Then get on your knees and show me that you want this,” I counter. If she won’t use her words to tell me how bad she wants it, then she can use her mouth.

      She takes a small step back, her eyes falling to my crotch. Suspenders still lay limply down each one of my hips. My dick strains against the zipper of my pants, begging to be freed. The outline of it is obvious against the tailored pants. While her eyes stay focused on the tented fabric, my fingers work quickly at unbuttoning the pants.

      Her mouth falls open slightly as my fingers drag the zipper of the fly down. My fingers slip into my boxers, wrapping around my thrumming cock. I run my thumb over the head before pulling it out.

      Looking down, I slowly begin to move up and down my shaft. I can still feel the heat of her eyes watching my every move.

      She stands, glued to the spot a few feet away from her. I want her to close the distance to me, get on her knees and give in to the tension between us. But I know her—better than I’d care to admit.

      This game of cat and mouse is our thing. So, I take the steps toward her until my body almost presses against hers. The head of my cock is an inch away from her silk covered stomach.

      My hand pumps up and down. A drop of cum leaks out, and I know she sees it. It glistens on the tip of my dick. I swipe my index finger over it, transferring the bead of liquid to my fingertip.

      The grip on my dick loosens as I raise the finger to her lips. I wipe it on them. At first she doesn’t react. All she does is stare into my eyes. If it were only up to the defiant look on her face, I would think she doesn’t want me. But her body says otherwise. Her chest heaves in and out as her breaths become labored.

      Shocking me, her tongue peeks out and licks the come from her lips. Bringing her tongue back into her mouth, her teeth run over her bottom lip.

      It’s one of the hottest fucking things I’ve ever seen, and it’s coming from the woman I thought I hated most.

      Whatever blood I had left runs straight to my dick. Unable to control myself, I angrily pull her into me. My fingers tangle in her hair as I crash into her lips.

      All of my anger is thrown into the kiss. The way my cock throbs between us makes me even more irate. Moving from her lips, I scrape my teeth against her chin. My teeth move on to the delicate skin of her neck. I bite hard enough to leave a mark. I’ve become obsessed with the thought of doing whatever I can to mar the perfect image she tries so hard to portray.

      Tomorrow she’ll have to think of me as she undoubtedly covers the proof of the two of us. I hope it makes her blood boil, remembering that I’m the one who makes her lose control.

      I ease the sting of the bite with my tongue. My lips find her ear. I nip at her earlobe before blowing air on it.

      “Get on your knees, little liar.”
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      His hand slowly travels up my back until it finds the base of my neck. He’s dangerously close to my thumping pulse. My heart beats erratically in anticipation.

      Once again, his fingers tangle in the tendrils of my hair. I had my hair perfectly pinned for the wedding, but when I went back to my room I’d pulled the pins out, letting the strands dust the top of my shoulders. There’s a sting on my scalp as he grabs a fistful of my hair. He pulls down, not gently, trying to steer me to my knees.

      I wince, the sting of his fingers pulling at my hair almost too much. My knees lock from the pain. Instinctively, I want to fight it.

      His grip loosens a fraction. The warmth of his lips dance across my cheek. “Show me how bad you want this.”

      The combination of his rough grip on my hair and the gentle touch of his lips on my skin has my knees bending. Between my legs throbs from the direct tone of his voice. I’ve never been one to like to be told what to do, but for some reason his demands are what turn me on.

      The carpet feels rough against my knees as they fall to it. It isn’t plush or soft, instead it’s rough and itchy. I barely notice though now that I’m face to face with his cock.

      Aiden doesn’t let go of my hair. Instead, he guides my head so my mouth lines up with the glistening head.

      Unable to stop myself, I reach up, wanting to feel it for myself. My fingers slowly wrap around the base. It’s larger in my hand than I was expecting. He’s younger than me by a number of years, far younger than any man I’ve ever been with. But holding him in my hands, it’s proven that despite how many times I’ve thrown jabs at him, he’s a grown adult.

      “Fuck,” he says, his teeth grinding as I let my hand pump up and down the shaft once. If I wanted it in my mouth, all I would have to do is lean forward slightly and I’d be able to taste him. For now, I’m enjoying exploring him. I have the sick need to watch him fall apart in the same ways he’s made me unravel.

      I need to know I’m not the only one whose head is at war with their body from the connection between us.

      My fingers work him up and down. I can feel the outline of an angry, pulsing vein against the palm of my hand.

      Aiden lets me get away with just touching him for a bit, but it isn’t long before he’s wanting more.

      “It’s time for you to suck it,” he insists. His free hand takes his cock in his hands. He rubs the tip along my lips. My mouth opens only partly.

      Undeterred by me, he smiles. “And remember how I told you I like it.” His hips jam forward, pressing his cock against my mouth—hard. I open my mouth all the way, allowing him in. The base scrapes against my teeth as he slowly inches further in before he pulls out again.

      When he begins to push inside again, my tongue flattens over my teeth. He tightens his grip on my hair in pleasure.

      “That’s it, baby,” he moans. “Open that throat for me.”

      His hold on me is tight as he pushes himself as deep as possible into my mouth. My cheeks hurt having to open wide enough to let him in.

      He picks up the rhythm of his hips, shoving himself into my mouth faster and faster. He’d warned me earlier exactly what he likes—and how he wants it. My hand falls from the base of his cock, it’s clear I’m no longer in control as he fucks my face. My hands find his thighs to brace myself as I take in as much as I can as he thrusts himself inside of me.

      My eyes sting as the pressure at the back of my throat becomes too much. Tears well up in my eyes so I shut them tight, refusing to let them fall.

      I’m about to pull away, to tell him it’s too much when his thighs clench underneath my touch. His head falls back at the same time his fingers tense in my hair. I can feel the tightening of his cock in my mouth.

      Suddenly, a salty taste hits the back of my throat. I rip my mouth away from him, refusing to swallow the evidence of his orgasm. Aiden looks panicked as he quickly grabs his shaft. He pumps up and down, his come emptying all over my face and chest instead.

      Once he comes down from his orgasm, he slides one hand underneath my arm and pulls me roughly to my feet. His fingers are tight around my bicep as he holds me close to him.

      His eyes are filled with rage and lust. They flick to the spot on my cheek where I feel his cum slowly descending down my skin.

      “You think you won by refusing to swallow…but you haven’t. Eventually you’ll gladly swallow every last drop of me—until then I’ll revel in seeing the evidence of you getting on your knees for me all over your face.”

      Aiden doesn’t give me time to respond. Quickly, I’m tossed over his shoulder as if I weigh nothing. I bounce up and down as he walks to the bed in the middle of his hotel room. There’s a soft thud when my body collides with the mattress.

      His fingers wrap around each one of my ankles as he pulls me across the mattress. Crawling onto the bed, he stops on his knees between my legs. Picking up my leg, he lets his fingers skirt on the underside of my calf. It sends tingles all the way up my spine. He bends my leg at the knee, repeating the same motion and finally spreading my legs wide open.

      “Keep these here,” he instructs, tapping the top of my foot. Then his eyes land on the wet spot of my red panties. “Red is becoming my favorite color.” Leaning down he hooks his fingers into either side of my panties, pulling them off in one fell swoop. “But I personally think it looks better on the floor.”

      Once again, I’m left bare in front of the last man I’d ever expected.

      “You’re soaking wet for me.” He runs his fingertip through my slit before pulling the same finger into his mouth. His cheeks hollow out as he sucks in my juices. The action makes even more wetness pool between my inviting thighs.

      Lowering his body, his mouth hovers over me. His breath is hot on my inner thighs. “Your mind may hate me, but your pussy doesn’t.” He moves his hands so they loop underneath my ass and hold onto the meat of my thigh, pinning me in place.

      I close my eyes, hating how turned on I am right now. Hating myself even more for not stopping this way before it ever started. Finally, my eyes still closed, I muster up the bravado to say, “I’ve always had terrible taste in men.”

      His body freezes. He looks up from me from between my thighs at the same instant his fingertips dig into my flesh.

      “Talk about other men when my face is between your thighs and I will make damn sure this sweet little pussy isn’t usable for weeks.”

      Stunned, my eyes pop open. I hadn’t expected my words to strike a nerve, but clearly they had. I lock the information away in my mind to use for a time in the future. There’s no doubt that no matter what happens tonight, our distaste for one another will remain. If he throws a jab my way, I’ll have something to throw back at him.

      He tightens the grip on my legs to show his disapproval of my silence. “Do you understand me?” he says, his voice commanding.

      My answer is to let my legs fall open, spreading myself open for him even further.

      The movement makes him smirk. “Good girl,” he mutters, just before he licks me from top to bottom. His hot tongue presses into me. Just when I begin to climb to an orgasm from the feeling of his licks and sucks, he changes the pace of his mouth. It’s like he’s punishing me for my words.

      When he brings me to the brink of another orgasm before pulling away, I lose my patience. Sitting up on my elbows, I look at him angrily.

      He smirks, knowing exactly why I’m angry. He looks down between my legs one more time before he sits up. “The first time I feel you come, it’s going to be on my dick.”

      His words have my muscles tightening. I’ve been brought to the edge of an orgasm so many times tonight I feel like a rubber band that is seconds away from snapping. It’s the reason, against all logic, I showed up at his door tonight.

      I’ve lost all sense of reason around him recently, letting my hormones take control of me. I should be pissed that I blew him to the brink of gagging so he could come all over me, but yet he’s edged me so many times I’ve become pissy. Except, I’m more turned on than angry.

      My thighs shake as his mouth trails up my body. His hands push the fabric of my nightie up, while his mouth travels the same path shortly after.

      Each press of his tongue against my skin sends my body into overdrive, goosebumps lining my skin. He does kiss any intimate part of me currently and yet my body is like a live wire.

      Pulling his mouth away from my skin, he looks me in the eyes. “Do you trust me?” he asks, inching the fabric of my nightie up over my breasts. Cold air hits my nipples.

      “No,” I answer immediately. My hips shift on the bed as I try to find some kind of friction on my skin. I’m so close to bursting into fire.

      He gives me a wolfish grin. One that sends electricity right down my body. “Good,” he states, pushing the fabric up my body until it covers my eyes.

      In one of his large hands he holds both of my wrists, pinning my arms above my head. His other hand is left free to do whatever he pleases. Which right now is to hold the fabric of my own clothing against my eyes, covering everything around me in darkness.

      The sensation of not being able to see what’s about to happen has my senses in overdrive. I’m left to anticipate where he will touch next, where his mouth will press against next.

      The slightest touch of his fingertip on my collarbone has my back arching off the bed. He runs it along the bone, applying just enough pressure for me to know he’s there.

      “My cum is still on you,” he states matter of factly. “It looks good on this perfect, unblemished skin of yours.”

      I moan when he roughly pinches my nipples. My head moves from left to right to attempt and move the fabric from my vision, but it doesn’t work. I’m left staring into darkness, wondering where he’ll be next.

      He doesn’t make me wonder for long. I feel his breath against my nipple before I feel his mouth. He blows on the hardened peak. My hips buck off the mattress at the same time his teeth clamp down on my tender skin.

      I wriggle underneath his mouth, causing him to tighten the grip around my wrists. If he keeps the same tempo, I might come from the way he bites and sucks on my tender breast.

      “Aiden,” I moan his name as a plea to put his mouth elsewhere, or for him to do as he promised—to take me and make me come all over him.

      “It’s hot as fuck when you moan my name, little liar,” he breathes against my skin.

      Moving his mouth from my skin, I’m left wondering where he went. The only current point of contact between us is the fingers around my wrist, and the whisper of his thigh against my inner thigh.

      Just when I’m about to voice my frustration, I feel something press against my clit. I know immediately it isn’t his finger, it’s the tip of his cock.

      Another moan falls from my lips. My body is on fire with anticipation. I’m so close to coming undone and I’m finally about to get that relief.

      He runs the head of his cock up and down me. My legs quake eagerly. He plays with my clit using his tip. Just once he lets the head slip in a fraction of an inch. Liquid pours out from between my legs at the movement.

      He’s aligned perfectly with my pussy when both of his hands find my breasts. He cups them in his palms, shifting the weight of them in his hands.

      Slowly, he pushes inside me. He’s not even halfway in and I feel like I could come.

      “Oh god,” I moan, angling my hips to try and let him in further—to get him to go faster.

      He stops, squeezing my breasts another time. “I don’t know what would make me hate myself more…” he says thoughtfully, “if I were to fuck you right now and let myself lose control in you. Or if I were to stop this before it begins.”

      “Don’t stop,” I demand, my tone more pleading—more desperate—than I’d like. “We already hate ourselves for this enough. We’ll let it happen this once and it’ll be out of our systems.”

      His shaft slides out of me quickly as his hands fall from my breasts. For some reason I feel cold at the loss of contact between our bodies.

      “I think I’d rather make you wait until you’re ready to admit that you feel the same pull that I do,” he says. The mattress shifts as Aiden’s weight leaves the bed.

      I rip the fabric off my eyes just quick enough to see him disappear into the ensuite bathroom. The click of a lock is followed by the sound of running water.

      “You’re such a fucking prick!” I yell, climbing off the bed in a rush. I rip my discarded panties from the floor, angrily stepping into each leg hole and pulling them up my hips.

      I hear a soft chuckle from inside the bathroom. “I can’t wait to have you naked and begging, Monica. Until then, have fun while you touch yourself. Make sure to think of me when you have fun with your hand.”

      There’s a pause, then I hear the shower door open and close. I don’t bother to stick around, flying out of his hotel room as fast as my feet will take me. Thankfully it’s late, and the hallway is clear.

      Closing my hotel door, I lean my back against it and bounce my head off the hollow wood.

      “Never again.”
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      The pounding at my door matches the pounding in my head. A groan escapes my throat. I bury my face into the soft pillowcase, wondering who could need me at this hour. The reception went late into the night, and that isn’t even including the unplanned encounter I had with Monica last night.

      I’d expected to sleep until at least noon. Pepper is with a sitter from the tour crew, which means for once I’m not being woken up by her wet nose.

      Another loud bang rings against my door.

      “What the fuck,” I mumble, stretching my legs underneath the sheets.

      Whoever it is, they’re not getting the satisfaction of me answering.

      The comforter gets stuck as I try to pull it up and over my head. I continue to yank until I finally free it enough to pull it over my eyes. I shut my lids, hoping to block the light and go back to sleep.

      My eyes shut and covered by the piece of fabric, I’m brought right back to last night. Brought back to when Monica was almost in this same exact position. The way her body reacted to every small touch of mine.

      I’d spent longer in the shower last night than I’d intended, wondering if I should have just fucked Monica out of my system. I’d love nothing more than to show her the best night of her life, ruin her for everyone else, and then go back to hating her. It pisses me off that out of all the women in the world she’s the one who’s got me twisted. But after feeling her unravel underneath me, I knew I’d want more.

      It gives me a certain feeling of power to know that behind closed doors, Monica Masters likes to give up all sense of control. In the bedroom, she enjoys being told what to do. And I’m becoming addicted to watching her lose control and hate herself for it. I just have to be careful not to get consumed by it.

      Hard as a rock and unable to go back to sleep, I pull my ass out of bed. Picking up my phone on the nightstand, I check the time. It’s only nine in the morning, much too early to be up. I throw my legs over the edge of the bed, reaching my arms to the sky as I stretch.

      My shaft throbs inside my boxers. I try to ignore it, annoyed that one of my first thoughts this morning was reliving last night.

      We both have more important things to worry about right now. We’ve got to break my brother free from his label—and expose Roy for the creep that he is.

      I dig the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to wipe the fog of exhaustion from my brain. I make a mental note to find Monica today to try and continue our discussion from the reception last night.

      Somehow in the haze of lust I had for her last night, I forgot all about what she’d admitted about Roy. She’d known that he was using his power to seduce young artists. It’s wrong on so many levels. There’s an uneasy feeling in my stomach knowing that Monica suspected it and hadn’t acted on it. But I know there’s not much she can do about it now.

      I made sure to talk some sense into the young, naive girl at my table. I’d told her she didn’t need some shriveled up dick to make her successful. Judging by the way she was hanging on his arm later that night, I don’t think she listened.

      It was worth a shot.

      It’s becoming more abundantly clear that this Roy guy has got to go. I had reason enough for what he did to my brother, and what he continues to do to Nash with hanging his music over his head. But this goes deeper than Nash. I know there’s so much more to Roy than what we currently know. I’d bet my life that there are more skeletons in his closet, and I’m going to make it my mission to find them.

      And I know that I’ll need Monica’s help to do so.

      My phone vibrates in my hand. Looking down, I see a text from Nash saying that they’re all having breakfast if I want to join.

      At the mention of food, my stomach growls. Standing up, I make my way to my suitcase. I rifle through it until I find something to wear to breakfast. I hadn’t expected Nash to be up and socializing. Shouldn’t he and Nora be fucking in newlywed bliss all day today?

      If I were to ever get married, which is a very large if, I know there’s no way I’d be letting my wife out of the room the next day. We’d be too busy consummating the marriage to pay anyone else attention. And that’s if she’s even able to walk the next morning.

      As soon as I open my door, the scent of bacon hits my nostrils. It smells delicious. I follow the scent of the meat mixed with sweet smells all the way to a large expansive dining room.

      There’s a long table in the middle of the room that’s mostly occupied by the people who have slowly become like family to me. An assortment of food lines the table. Nash sits at the head, looking way more rested than I’d expected him to be. That being said, he’s no stranger to late nights and parties, so he hides exhaustion well.

      Nora sits next to him, a soft smile on her face as she listens to Riley talk animatedly about something. Sebastian sits on the other side of Riley, a baby girl perched in his lap. He holds a bottle to her lips as he watches his girlfriend ramble on. Ziggy sits on Nora’s opposite side, making faces at the baby.

      “Holy shit,” Nash says from his spot. He looks at me with a grin. “I hadn’t expected you to actually be awake when I sent you that text. It was more of a courtesy than anything.”

      Groaning, I fall into an empty seat a few chairs down from Nash. Next to Nash sits Landon and then Poe. Poe has his head down on the table, a pair of dark sunglasses over his eyes. I’m not even sure he’s awake.

      Moving over to the seat next to Poe, I give him a small poke. “Looks like I’m not the one you should be surprised about.”

      Poe returns my sentiment with a loud groan of his own. He waves his hand in the air, showing at least a small sliver of life.

      Nash laughs, looking at his friend. “Poe here had a little too much to drink last night. I don’t miss those days at all.”

      Ziggy chuckles. “I tried telling him that the long island to end the night wasn’t a good idea. He told me my opinion didn’t matter since I had to bail on the tour.”

      “We still love you,” Nora pipes in.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. It was a little too much,” Poe mumbles, his head still face down in his arms at the table.

      “A little?” Lennon snorts from her seat next to Sebastian.

      My eyes land on her while she stays looking at Poe. The way she looks at him shows a little bit of anger, a look I’m very used to seeing from Monica, but never from sweet little Lennon.

      I store the information for later, wanting to ask my friend if she’s okay once we’re alone.

      “So what has you up so early?” Nash asks me. He pops a strawberry into his mouth, chewing loudly.

      I reach for the serving spoon in front of me, dishing some hash browns onto my plate. Lennon reaches across the table, handing me a plate of pancakes.

      “Someone pounding on my door woke me up. I thought maybe it was you.” I answer, stabbing a few pancakes from the plate and handing it back to Lennon.

      I continue to place food on my plate.

      “Wasn’t me, man,” Nash defends.

      “Oh, what a shame you didn't get to finish…sleeping in,” Monica chides from further down the table, enunciating the word finish.

      My mouth stops mid-chew. Eyes narrowing, I turn my sights towards her. Holding my eye contact, she stabs a piece of cantaloupe with her fork. There’s a satisfactory smile on her face as she brings the piece of cantaloupe to her mouth and takes a bite. Juices from the piece of fruit run down her chin.

      The smug look on her face tells me exactly who woke me up this morning.

      Bitch, I mouth.

      I pick up a sausage link, taking a large bite out of it without breaking her gaze. I’m okay with playing dirty.

      “You know Monica, you don’t look so good either. You’re looking a little…tense this morning.”

      She takes a deep breath and briefly closes her eyes, showing off the shadow dusted across her eyelids.

      Not done pushing her buttons, I continue. “You know I’ve heard an orgasm is great at helping someone relax. You should try it sometime.”

      Nora chokes on her iced coffee. It drips from the corners of her mouth as she tries to swallow it before coughing it all over everything. Nash leaps out of his chair, pounding on her back to get her to stop.

      Content with my jab, I lean back in my chair and take in the glorious look of disgust on her face.

      “I’m suddenly very uncomfortable,” Poe mumbles next to me. I side-eye him and see he’s finally attempted to sit up but hasn’t made it far. His cheek rests in his palm as he leans into his elbow on the table.

      My hand finds the back of his neck. “That’s just the hangover,” I offer.

      His reaction is hidden behind his sunglasses. “No, it’s definitely the thought of Monica having an orgasm.”

      “What’s wrong with a woman having an orgasm?” Riley pipes up.

      “Monica isn’t a woman she’s a…” Poe drifts off as he searches for the right word.

      Monica shifts uncomfortably in her seat, clearly not a fan of the conversation. Frowning, she looks at Poe, “Are you even aware of how to give a female an orgasm?”

      The comment has both Nash and Sebastian doubled over in laughter. Landon follows suit, the three of them try to catch their breath through the deep rolls of laughter.

      Unable to hide my smile, I look at Monica. I was hoping my earlier comment would throw her off more, but she seems to have bounced back quickly. If she was still reeling from the effects of being cut off from an orgasm last night, you wouldn’t know it this morning. Her blonde hair falls in perfect stick-straight strands around her face.

      She looks casual in a v-neck that looks soft to the touch, even all the way from across the table. It reminds me of what she wore the night at the karaoke bar. The night she confessed to things I know she can’t possibly remember.

      “I’m too hungover for this shit,” Poe grumbles. Reaching in front of him, he grabs a bottle of water and chugs it quickly.

      Everyone else falls into their own conversations. I continue to empty my plate, satisfying the hunger lingering in my stomach.

      Once I’m done, I sit back in my chair and take a deep breath. Looking at my brother I ask, “How’s it feel to be married?”

      He smiles, looking over at Nora. “Exactly the same as before.”

      She slaps his arm. “Oh shut up, Nash. He spent all morning telling me all about how he’s so happy I’m his wife.”

      “I’m sure he told you all night long, too,” Riley says under her breath. There’s a small thud underneath the table. Riley winces, letting out a small yelp.

      She looks at Sebastian. “What was that for?”

      Sebastian rolls his eyes at his girlfriend. “Our daughter doesn’t need to hear about her aunt and uncle’s sex life.”

      Riley sighs, waving a hand in the air dismissively. “Our daughter is a baby, Bash, she doesn’t know anything we’re saying. Plus, one day we’ll have to tell her that she was conceived because we couldn’t keep our hands off one another…even though our best friends were broken up.”

      He coos at the baby in his arms. It’s comical to see how soft he’s gotten for the tiny human in his arms. Sebastian was a bodyguard for Nash for years. He’s intimidating for his size, and knows numerous ways to take a man down, yet he’s a puddle of mush for the baby girl in his arms. It’s odd seeming him take on such a different role than I was used to seeing him in.

      Finally he speaks up, still looking down at his daughter in his arms. “Zoe isn’t allowed to know where babies come from until she’s twenty-one.”

      A laugh bubbles from Riley’s throat. “Keep telling yourself that, babe.”

      “I’m with Bash on this one,” Nash interjects. “Our sweet Zoe girl isn’t allowed to look at boys until she’s of legal drinking age.”

      Nora and Riley share a knowing look.

      Sebastian looks between the two of them, a disgusted look on his face. “While it’s so much fun talking about when my baby is old enough to have the sex talk,” he begins sarcastically, “I’d rather get back to the unexpected tension in the room.” He looks at between Monica and I, raising his eyebrows. “Monica? Aiden? Care to share what’s up this morning?”

      Monica doesn’t bother to hide the dramatic roll of her brown eyes. Her chair screeches against the floor as she stands up quickly. “I’ve got a call to make,” she says, not bothering to look back at any of us still seated at the table.

      Sebastian whistles, leaning back in his chair. “I have so many questions,” he chuckles.

      I watch Monica’s retreating form.

      I plan on answering none of them.
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      Nash and Nora are off on their honeymoon, leaving me—mostly—alone. We’ve pretty much wrapped up the American leg of the tour. There was a gap in the schedule for Nash and Nora to go on their honeymoon. Upon their arrival back home, there will be two LA shows and then we’re off to jet-set around the country. At least when the tour starts back up I won’t feel nearly as lonely.

      Lennon is here too, but she doesn’t come out of her room much. I’m wondering if she’s nocturnal because I don’t ever see her out during the day to eat.

      Out of boredom I’m tempted to go knock on her door to give myself something to do, but I don’t. If she wanted company, she’d come out of her room.

      Pepper follows me out of the guest room I’m staying in. Her nails click against the hardwood floor as I aimlessly wander around.

      “What should we do today?” I ask her, heading in the direction of the kitchen. She ignores me, instead choosing to run to her food and water bowl. She happily laps up water as I open one of the kitchen cabinets. I reach in, grabbing a glass out of the cabinet.

      “Still talking to the dog I see,” a voice says from behind me.

      Turning around, I find Monica sitting at the kitchen island. She has a laptop placed in front of her, its screen holding her attention.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask gruffly. It’s silent aside from the sound of ice cubes falling into my glass from the dispenser on the refrigerator.

      “Did you forget the part where I work for your brother?” she deadpans, still looking down at the device in front of her.

      “Did you forget the part where he’s out of the country?” I throw back at her before taking a drink of my water.

      Sighing, she looks at me over the top of the laptop. “I came to see you actually.”

      My eyebrows raise to my hairline in surprise. Smirking, I lean up against the counter. “Are you finally ready to beg?”

      “No, I’m here to talk about…” her words drop off as she looks over her shoulder.

      “The only other person here is Lennon,” I say. “Well, I think she’s here, but she rarely comes out of her room so it’s possible she slipped out at some point.”

      Monica nods. When she speaks again, her voice is lower. “I want to discuss what you found out at the wedding as well as some other details. I figured with a gap in the tour this is the perfect opportunity.”

      I nod my head in agreement. “Alright, let’s talk.”

      Monica shuts her laptop. Standing up, she neatly puts back the items she’d laid out on the counter back into her purse. “I’m not discussing all of this out in the open. Let’s go to your room.”

      “Trying to get back into my bedroom already, Monica?” I joke.

      “Can you take this seriously for two seconds?” she says, an exhausted tone to her voice.

      I ignore her comment. She knows I take getting Nash out of his record deal seriously. It’s just second nature at this point to try and ruffle her feathers.

      She allows me to lead her from the kitchen toward the room I’m staying in even though I’m confident she knows the layout of Nash’s house better than I do. The two of us don’t talk as we make our way to the room. The only sound is that of Pepper’s paws against the hardwood and Monica’s heels clapping against the wood.

      Luckily, we don’t end up running into Lennon. My luck would be that one of the only times I see her while our siblings are enjoying their honeymoon bliss would be when I’m walking Monica back to my room.

      Stopping at my door, I motion for her to enter.

      She pauses, perhaps second-guessing her decision to meet in here. She stands in the doorway, her feet halfway between the plush carpet of my room and the hardwood floors of the hallway. She stares into the room in front of her. From our vantage point, you can see the large four-poster bed in the middle of the room. Its headboard towers up the wall, taking up a lot of the space.

      There are two wingback chairs placed in front of a set of double french doors that lead out to a patio. A few steps away from the patio is an outdoor gym that I’ve been hitting hard in my boredom as of late.

      After she doesn’t budge, I slide past her and go into the room. The carpet sinks below my feet as I make my way to the bed, collapsing onto it.

      “You can stand there as long as you want,” I say casually, crossing my ankles at the foot of the bed. “But if Lennon does decide to come down this hallway for some reason, she may find it odd to see you standing there.”

      “It’s not odd because nothing is going to happen,” Monica snaps. “We’re purely conducting business.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Are you going to do business from there?”

      “Of course not,” she says, taking a step into the room.

      She barely looks at me as she makes her way across the space. Her belongings rattle around inside her purse when she sets it on the floor next to one of the chairs by the patio doors.

      Her back is stiff as a board as she settles into the seat. One of her manicured hands slips into the purse, pulling out her laptop.

      I don’t move from my perch on the soft bed, realizing it’s probably best to keep my distance from her if we want to make any progress. Seeing her in my own space has my head and body at war with one another. I can’t help but picture her hands digging into the suede fabric of the wing-backed chair as I rail into her from behind.

      And those are the kind of thoughts I can’t have happening. Not when she’s made the effort to come to Nash’s house and to include me in her plans to take down the label.

      My cock disagrees with the sound logic in my head. I have to subtly adjust myself, glad Monica is too busy typing away on her laptop to notice me. Closing my eyes, I rub the heel of my hands into my eyeballs, doing whatever I can to get the mental picture out of my head.

      “So I went digging into Roy when I had time the other night,” she begins. “And I found some interesting allegations against him over the years. I have to hand it to him, his team has worked very hard to keep this out of the press.” She makes direct eye contact with me, “But I work harder.”

      I have to admit, as much as I hate the way she handled the situation with Nash, she is skilled at what she does. She’s ruthless in all the right ways—you just have to be on her side to think that. “Tell me more.”

      “It’s not all business as usual when he visits their recording studio in Miami. It appears that he’s using label money to fund lavish parties there. I think he’s using these parties to hunt for starving artists. The way I’ve heard it, if you catch his eye he invites you to the after party.”

      “And what happens at this after party?”

      She shudders, her lips pursing. “Nothing good from the sounds of it. Apparently he talks these young artists into recording a demo for him, and when he gets them alone he pressures them into doing…favors…for him.”

      “That’s fucking disgusting.” I’m glad my stomach is empty. If I had anything in it, it would feel sour at the thought of Roy taking advantage of these young musicians.

      He’s convincing them he will give them the world, with just a small admission fee.

      “How do you know all this?”

      “Do you remember the girl you spoke to at the party?”

      I nod, words sticking in my throat as I wonder how many artists he’s made promises to. How many women have had to learn the hard way that he doesn’t give a shit about them…or their dreams? How many have to live with what they were coerced into?

      “It turns out he dumped her a few days after you talked to her. Since you’d made a connection with her, she felt comfortable reaching out to me. She confirmed my suspicions, but she says she has more.”

      “And did you ask her what that is?” I question, wondering what other disgusting shit this miserable excuse of a man has done.

      Monica shakes her head. She holds her laptop in the air as she adjusts her legs, crossing one leg over the other. For a brief moment I get a peak of what she has on underneath her skirt, wondering how it would look on my floor.

      Stop. Focus.

      I blink hard, returning my attention to the conversation.

      Placing the laptop back in her lap, she says, “No. She said she wanted to talk to you.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Me?”

      “You made quite the impression.”

      “So when do we meet?”

      “She’s out of town until this weekend.”

      “This weekend it is,” I confirm. This seems big. If we can get her to confide in us, we’re one step closer to the proof we need. One step closer to taking the fucker down.

      Standing up, I walk the short distance until I’m standing in front of the chair across from hers. I fall into it, my knees spread so my elbows can rest on top of them. I lean forward and use my index fingers to prop my chin. “Is that all you came for?”

      She stares at my fingers—or is it my lips? I can’t tell.

      “No,” she finally says. “If you’re up for it, I still have a lot of research to do on Roy and the rest of the label. We could do it together.”

      “Together?” I roll the word around on my tongue. If you’d asked me when I started this tour if I would ever be using the word together in conjunction with Monica, I would’ve laughed in your face. I didn’t think there was any way the two of us could’ve handled having a civil conversation, let alone come up with enough of a truce to work together.

      Of course, I also didn’t think I’d be fantasizing about fucking Monica against every single surface in this room—yet here we are.

      “I’m happy to do the research on my own,” she says, taking my silence as rejection. Sitting forward, she begins to shove the laptop back into her purse.

      I shake my head, trying to clear all of the thoughts running through it. I lurch forward, my fingers wrapping around her wrist. “No, stop.”

      Her skin is cold underneath mine. I can feel the slight, steady tick of the pulse in her wrist underneath my fingertips, and it reminds me of the times I’ve been the reason that pulse elevates.

      We’re close enough that I can smell her. She doesn’t smell fruity or flowery like most women I’ve been with. It’s more unique. It’s earthy and spicy and so unique. I’m wondering how this is the first time I’ve really noticed her smell.

      It’s also the first time I’m realizing how intoxicating that scent is. I want to run my nose against her skin, find every place the smell is stronger—the points on her body she sprays it in the morning.

      “Aiden,” she breathes. I don’t know if my name on her lips is a warning or a plea. I don’t know if she knows either.

      I let her wrist fall from my grip. Going back to my seat, I put some needed distance between us. Whatever that was, I don’t want it to happen again.

      It didn’t feel like the typical sexual aggression between us. It felt deeper—meaningful. Neither one of those things are any good when it comes to Monica.

      “I told you I wanted to do whatever possible to help my brother. You aren’t doing it alone,” I answer, my voice a little more firm than necessary.

      Her eyes stay focused on me a little too long for comfort. Her slightly narrowed lids make me anxious.

      “Good,” she finally says. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Before we know it, the sun sets behind the LA cityscape. Aiden and I have been holed up in his room for the entire day digging into Coleman Records. Occasionally I have to take a phone call or attend to something on behalf of Nash, but for the most part we’ve been able to spend the entire time doing research.

      There’s a lot of smoke around Roy, but we’ve yet to find any actual fire. If we can just get more of his past artists to talk, I know we’ll find an explosion just waiting to detonate. At the very least, getting enough people together to tell their stories would create enough attention to warrant some action.

      I also want to find a way to dig deeper into the financials of Coleman Records. I have no doubt some of the investors in the label are part of this sleazy thing Roy has got going on, but I doubt all of them are. I bet some would love to know that the money that is supposed to help fund Coleman is the reason Roy and his buddies are all able to cheat on their wives in the name of business.

      “Have you ever heard of Sasha Reed?” Aiden asks from the chair across from me.

      I look up from my computer, wracking my brain for the name. “It sounds vaguely familiar,” I admit. “But I can’t put a face to the name.”

      He swivels the laptop around, showing me his screen. “Four years ago she won a singing competition. She was supposed to be the next big thing. Part of her winning was that she landed an album deal with Coleman Records.”

      I nod, instantly remembering the girl on the computer screen. Nash had made an appearance on the finale of that show. He probably doesn’t remember it, being three shots to the wind while performing one of his old songs. I’d spent a majority of the night on pins and needles, hoping he didn’t say something we’d have to spend weeks cleaning up in the tabloids.

      But I do remember her face—her innocent smile. I remember she was young. She’d gone from waiting tables and singing at her college karaoke shows to winning it all. Yet somehow, she didn’t go anywhere after winning.

      I hadn’t thought much about it at the time—it happens in this industry. But now, I wonder if it had something to do with Roy.

      “Did she ever release an album?” I ask, my eyes scanning over the various articles of her on Aiden’s laptop.

      He shakes his head. “Not from what I can tell. If you search her name on the streaming platforms, the only songs that come up are the ones she recorded from the show.”

      My teeth run over my bottom lip in contemplation. “This has to be connected, right?”

      Aiden shrugs, turning the laptop back in his direction. For a moment the only sound is his fingers typing across his keyboard. “There’s only one way to find out,” he finally says. “I just direct messaged her Instagram account.”

      “Let’s hope she answers,” I say, leaning back in my chair. I’m used to long days, but typically I don’t spend the entirety of the day in one spot. My fingers find my temple, trying to rub away the dull headache from staring at a screen all day.

      “Think we should call it for now?” Aiden asks. I don’t open my eyes, but I can hear the sound of him shutting his laptop.

      “I think we’ve got a good start. We’ll see if Sasha messages you back, and then we’ll visit with Chelsea this weekend to see what we can find.”

      He claps his hands together, the noise startling me. My eyes pop open, finding him standing next to the seat he was just in.

      “I need some food and to let Pep out.”

      Aiden doesn’t wait for me to give him any kind of response. He opens the door and disappears into the hallway before I can tell him goodbye or formulate some kind of plan for this weekend.

      I stare, unsure, into the empty room around me. It’s never been like me to feel awkward. Not since my childhood when I’d do all manners of things to get the attention of my parents. But now, I look around the vacant room and wonder if that was his hint that I should leave.

      Why are you thinking so deep into this?

      I’ve got the means to text him or find him here if I need to speak next steps with him. There’s no reason for me to stay in his messy room. And yet, I haven’t moved.

      Instead, I find myself looking around the room, taking in every aspect of his personal space. I tell myself it’s because I want to be able to give him grief for his lack of organization skills—the unruly pile of cookbooks on the top of the dresser indicating just how unorganized he is. What I don’t try to think about is the teeny, tiny need I feel at the back of my mind to stand up and look around his room. To get to know him better—to understand who he is.

      If I’ve learned anything recently, it’s that there’s more to Nash’s younger brother than I originally thought possible. All of the small nuances that make him, him, shouldn’t matter to me. But against my better judgment, I find myself standing and running a finger along the large pile of books and papers on his dresser.

      Picking up one of the pieces of paper, I find small, neat handwriting covering each page. The same handwriting can be found on all of the pieces in the stack, making me believe it has to be Aiden’s. His handwriting is neater than I’d imagined. My finger runs over his words, noting how hard he presses into the paper by the indents of his letters on the paper.

      Each page has a list of names with different foods noted next to it. I scan over each page, noting that these are all staff members on the tour.

      My eyebrows pinch together as I try to figure out what the lists mean. There are so many familiar names with different types of food or dishes next to their name.

      My breath catches when I land on my own name. There are a few question marks next to my name that have since been crossed out. Next to the eliminated marks there’s a few dishes neatly scrawled out.

      
        
        Lemon chicken and chickpea salad

        Caprese on gluten free toast

        Find out what is in the smoothie she drinks

      

      

      I reread the words over and over again until I realize what these lists are. Somehow he’s collected a list of the crew members’ favorite foods. There are so many names on here, I wonder if he made an effort to ask every single one of these people what they prefer.

      I’m staring down at my name when the door opens. Before I have time to react, that beast of an animal has her freezing cold nose pressed against my calf. My stockings do nothing to protect my skin from her ice-cold nose. The piece of paper drops out of my hands, but not before Aiden can see what I was up to.

      He watches me carefully as he shuts the bedroom door behind him. In one hand he holds a bottle of wine and two long stemmed wine glasses. The other holds a tray of what appears to be different meats and cheeses.

      He doesn’t say anything as he makes his way deeper into the room. The glasses clink together as he sets them down on the nightstand beside the bed.

      “What are these?” I say, motioning to the dresser. Part of me hates that he caught me snooping, but now that he knows, I don’t want to pretend like I didn’t see them.

      His eyes flick to the scattered papers across the sleek wood. He taps one of the piles with his finger.

      “Find anything interesting?” he asks, seemingly unbothered by me going through his things. He pops a grape into his mouth, staring me down as he waits for my answer.

      “Yes. What are these?” I repeat, holding up the piece of paper with my name written on it.

      “My lists.”

      “Your lists?”

      He nods. “I want to know what the people I’m going to be feeding on tour like. In my spare time I’ve been asking everyone what their favorites are. And wouldn’t you know it, not once has someone said a rock-hard potato with shitty toppings.”

      I trace a finger over the spot where he’d written my name. “You never asked me.”

      When I look back up, I find him standing right next to me.

      He leans in close, closer than he should. “You wouldn’t have told me if I’d asked.”

      “I don’t trust you not to poison my food.”

      He smirks. “I wouldn’t dare…”

      My eyes roll. “How do you know what my favorites are? Who did you ask?”

      “I didn’t ask anyone. I just noticed those things seemed to be your favorite.”

      Inside my chest, my heart does this weird, foreign thing. It almost feels like it stopped for a moment, but logic tells me that is simply impossible.

      I’m stuck trying to form a response—to try and find a hidden meaning behind his words. There has to be some plot he’s cooking up in his head. Because if there’s not, and there’s no ulterior motive, it means that Aiden did something thoughtful. For me. It’s the simplest of things, taking notice of what foods I enjoy, but it seems much bigger than that.

      Someone who hates you shouldn’t care about your likes and dislikes. They definitely shouldn’t be writing it down on a list full of people they actually like.

      I’m wondering what kind of territory Aiden and I are stepping into. We aren’t enemies anymore. At least, it doesn’t feel like it. But we aren’t friends. Perhaps having a common enemy has allowed us to temporarily put aside our differences.

      But this gesture doesn’t have anything to do with Roy or the label. It’s sad that this gesture, one that seems so insignificant, is one I know I won’t be able to let go. Hours—and days—later from now, I know I will still be focused on it.

      “Stop reading into it,” Aiden says, retreating back to the discarded wine and food. “I did it for literally everyone on tour.”

      I swallow, closing my eyes to purge my thoughts. When I open them, I find him pouring wine into one of the empty glasses.

      “I should really get going,” I say, taking small steps toward my belongings.

      He shakes his head, paying no attention to my words by starting to pour wine into the second glass.

      “I’ve got plans tonight,” I offer. It’s a lie. I have absolutely no plans other than maybe taking a bath and reading a few chapters of a new book I’ve been reading about connecting with your inner self. Other women my age are dating, or at least have friends to go have a drink with. I’m not other women. I’ve always opted to put work before anything socially, and I’d much prefer my own alone time when given the chance.

      He sets the wine bottle back down. His hand engulfs the narrow stem of one of the wine glasses. It looks odd, seeing his large fingers encompassing the fragile glass. “Suit yourself. I’ll drink this bottle on my own. Or invite someone to enjoy it with me.”

      He walks across the room, his arm brushing against mine as he passes me. One hand holds his wine glass while the other holds the platter of food. Not bothering to look at me, he uses his foot to open the doors to the patio.

      “You’re stealing from Nash’s private stash of wine...”

      He smiles over his shoulder. “I won’t tell if you don’t tell.” Walking across the patio, he stops at the stone wall that overlooks the hills behind Nash’s house. He paid a lot of money to get a house in a gated community that still allowed space between him and his neighbors. Aiden’s room is at the back of the house, his door leading straight out to the outdoor gym Nash insisted he needed.

      A few feet away there’s a table and lounge chairs, but that doesn’t appear to matter to Aiden. He seems happy standing against the wall, taking in the lights of the city in the distance.

      I’m left standing in the room, needing to make a choice. He isn’t asking me to stay, yet my feet stay planted. I know that the wise decision would be to pack up my things and leave this room. We’ve accomplished what we wanted to for the day. There’s no reason for me to stay. No reason to complicate things.

      Staying would almost certainly mean giving into him. He knows it. I know it. The fact that I haven’t already left probably gives him great satisfaction. He’s not dumb, he knows my hesitation to leave is answer enough.

      I’m so tired of fighting this—hating it. Somehow Nash’s little brother has got to me. He holds a power over me that I’m not sure I’ve ever allowed anyone. I just want to give into it. And it’s unlike me.

      I eye the wine on the nightstand. It’s a dry red—one of my favorites. Nash keeps it stocked for me for when he has dinner parties. I wonder if it’s a coincidence that Aiden chose this exact wine, or if it’s part of the game he’s playing. If he’s making a point to show me that he knows me better than I thought—that he does hold the power.

      “Monica?” Aiden says from the patio.

      I don’t look at him, all I do is stare at the already poured glass of wine, weighing my options but knowing my decision.

      “For once in your life, stop overthinking things. Give in.” His words fall short for a moment before he adds, “Stay.”
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      I knew I had her the second she didn’t flee the room when I stepped outside. I’d given her the chance to leave. I wasn’t going to beg her to stay. She got what she came for today—more answers on Roy. Yet, when I’d gone to grab food and let the dog out, it didn’t feel like the night was over for us.

      It felt like it’d just begun. I tried not to read into why I felt pleasure in preparing a charcuterie board for two. I’ve always loved to feed people, and that stands true—even for someone like Monica.

      When I’d walked in the room and caught her snooping through my meal plans, I wasn’t embarrassed. In fact, part of me was relieved that she knew how close I’d been studying her. I’d become obsessed with wanting to know everything about the woman who is Monica Masters—including her favorite foods.

      They say keep your friends close and your enemies closer. But what happens when you get too close? I feel like I have this insatiable desire to get to know her, fueled by an intense need to get into that head of hers. To see what makes her tick. To get her to give up control and let loose.

      It’s the reason I asked her to stay. I still want her to be the one that gives in—to admit that her body is as desperate for mine as mine is for hers. But, that doesn’t mean I can’t help her in that direction.

      Staring out at the city lights, my cool exterior demeanor doesn’t match the jitters I feel in my stomach as I wait for her to respond.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Monica says, her eyes pinned on the glass of wine I poured for her.

      “Probably. But I’m not going to stop it.” Turning to look at her, I see the exact moment she makes up her mind. The small step she takes toward the glass of wine instead of toward the door tells me everything.

      She’s giving in to this. Somehow, it feels like she’s waving her white flag, and I’m hit with the realization that maybe I began to wave mine a while ago.

      Maybe this whole time I’d been telling myself that she was the enemy so I could pretend that the obsession I have with her is healthy. Pretend that I’m studying her to protect my brother from more treachery. Now that we seem to be at a ceasefire, I’m faced with the possibility that these feelings in the depths of my heart have developed to no longer resemble hate.

      For now, I shove those feelings down deep. I’m not prepared to face this realization. For tonight, I want to get lost in her body—in her surrender—and forget about the rest.

      My heart fights against my ribcage as I watch her pick up the wine glass. Standing in front of the nightstand, she brings the glass to her lips. The muscles in her throat move delicately as she takes a large sip of the drink. It reminds me of the way her throat worked when my cock was shoved down it, the way she had to open it to allow me in.

      She downs the entire glass of wine, not bothering to sip on the wine the way it was intended to be enjoyed. Quickly, she reaches for the bottle, filling her glass full once again.

      Taking a deep breath, and one last gulp of wine, she turns to face me. Her eyebrows inch toward one another on her forehead, creating a crease right at the center. My fingers itch to run a hand over the line and smooth it out.

      “What are we doing here, Aiden?” she wonders, her voice full of trepidation. Despite the unease in her voice, her feet slowly bring her closer to me.

      I fight the primal urge to reach out and touch her—to feel her skin against mine.

      I have to look away from her before I lose the battle with my resolve. There aren’t many false pretenses between us. We can both identify what’s about to happen here, but I need a moment to really think about her question.

      “Everything we shouldn’t be doing,” I admit to the rolling hills in front of me.

      “I’m so much older than you, and you’re Nash’s little brother. We can’t do this.” I feel the heat of her body as she takes the spot next to me. If someone were to stumble upon us, they’d just see two people looking at the barely visible stars through all of the light pollution of LA. They wouldn’t see the friction sparking between our bodies, even though no part of us touch. They’d have no idea that a few months ago, I hated this cunning, manipulative, and selfish woman. They’d be clueless to the fact that she could barely tolerate the sight of me. That it took everything in her to hold her tongue around me.

      But now, it’s hard to fathom hating her, and hard to fathom not. We’re two completely opposite people—oil and water—dancing around each other but too different to be together. Too different to get along long enough to be anything meaningful.

      Yet, I’ve never felt the animalistic need for another human like I do with her. I’ve never desired the taste of a woman the way I desire hers. I’ve never felt desperate to control every single one of someone’s heartbeats. I no longer want to kiss her just because I want to piss her off, I want to kiss her because the thought of not kissing her drives me mad.

      “Does it bother you?” Her voice breaks me from my thoughts. I finally lose the battle with myself, I look at her, wondering how the features I used to hate about her are the ones I’m attracted to most.

      “Does what bother me?”

      She sighs, the lips that used to snap rude insults back at me are now pursing in annoyance. Now those lips are something I can never stop staring at. I used to hate that she seemed to wear the same shade of lipstick every day, now that shade of red has become my favorite color. “My age. You’ve just begun your twenties…I’ve left mine in the dust.”

      I shake my head. “Never thought about it. I don’t give a damn about age.”

      I don’t know why, but something as simple as Monica sliding off each one of her heels does something to me. It’s incredibly mundane, but it seems intimate. She wears heels from sunup to sundown. The fact that she’s at ease enough to slip off each one in my presence…it has my mind going places it has no business going.

      “I work for your brother,” she adds. I still stare at her feet, watching the way she flexes her neatly painted toes inside her sheer stockings.

      I set my wine glass on the ledge of the rail, freeing up my hand. Reaching out, I play with a stray piece of blonde hair. Typically she has perfectly styled hair, but it’s evident keeping it flawless wasn’t at the top of her to-do list today. Sometimes when I’d look up from my own laptop, I’d find her twisting the same strand I play with around her finger. She seemed to do it when she was deep in concentration. Her lips would move quickly as she would read whatever was on the screen to herself, her finger busy twisting and untwisting the strand until it no longer was perfectly straight like its counterparts.

      “Are you trying to talk me or yourself out of this?” I let the hair fall to her shoulders. Using both my hands, I push all of her hair back, letting it fall down her back. With her hair gone, I’m left with inches upon inches of bare skin, just begging to be touched.

      My finger traces over the curve of her collarbone.

      “Me. You.” She sighs. “Both.”

      I let my finger dip closer to the swell of her breasts. The square neckline of her blouse allows me access to so much of her tan, creamy skin. “You won’t talk me out of this, Monica.”

      “Of course I won’t. I’m supposed to be the responsible one here,” she says breathlessly as I slide my finger underneath the fabric of her shirt. My index finger rubs at the soft skin of her breast gently.

      “Don’t worry. Out there,” I motion to the city behind us, “you can pretend to be emotionless and always in control. But here…” I pause, finally finding the hard bud of her nipple. I flick it, feeling it pebble even more underneath my touch.

      Her knuckles turn white from the ironlike grip she’s got on the stem of her wine glass. “But here?” she whispers.

      “Here, you’re none of that.” My finger slides out of her shirt and immediately begins to work on undoing the buttons. The fabric molds perfectly to her body, but as I unfasten each button it opens up, allowing me a better view of the hidden skin underneath. When I get to the bottom, I have to pull the fabric from her skirt. The shirt falls open as I get the last button undone.

      My eyes rake over the bra underneath. The sheer black fabric is miserable at hiding her raised pink nipples. The wires of the bra lift her perfectly round breasts, the display causing my pants to stir.

      “Here, you’re not in control,” I grit my teeth, angry at how badly I want this, “I am.”

      In this moment, I can still give the illusion that I hold all of the power and she holds none.

      I reach behind her and unzip her skirt in one quick motion. The fabric falls at her feet and I’m left taking in all of the sexiness she’d hidden underneath.

      I didn’t think anything could turn me on more than the sight of her perky nipples peeking out of her bra, but I was wrong. Her high-waisted underwear is completely sheer. So sheer that she’s unable to hide the evidence of her arousal—the fabric glistening with wetness at the bottom.

      The bulge in my pants throbs as I finish taking her in. A belt that loops around her narrow waist keeps up two thin straps of fabric, which run down the front of her thigh before two small clips fasten to the top of her stockings.

      Monica allows me to take my time marveling over the sight of her. I’m still fully dressed while she stands in front of me in her most intimate clothing.

      Air escapes my lips in a whistle. “Fuck, the sight of you of right now is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      She looks down at her body, shifting from one foot to the other.

      I place my hands on the small of her waist right above the fabric of her belt. “Tell me, Monica, did you put this on this morning envisioning that I’d be stripping it off you tonight?”

      Her response is immediate. “No.”

      I laugh. Bending down to her level, I place my mouth next to her ear. “I don’t believe you, little liar. I think you picked this out just for me.”

      My hands trail down her waist, roaming to her back. I let them continue to explore the way her skin feels underneath the lingerie. My fingers are quick at unclipping the garter belt.

      “Tell me the truth,” I demand, wrapping my arms around her to find the meaty flesh of her ass.

      “I didn’t think of you at all,” she says, her voice shaky.

      I look down at her and find her looking back up at me, her chin lifted in defiance. “Is that so?”

      She nods, her lips falling open when I suddenly pull at the fabric of the underwear. It slides down her thighs effortlessly, landing on top of her bare feet.

      “Aiden, we can’t do this out here. Someone might see.”

      Before she can protest further, I grab her waist and place her onto the railing of the patio, standing in the void between her legs. I take her chin into my hand and pull her face close to mine, holding eye contact. “Good, I want them to see,” I say.

      Falling to my knees, I spread her legs open. The concrete is hard against my knees, but I barely notice now that I’m eye-level with her bare pussy. I can smell her arousal, the sweet tinge overtaking my senses.

      I lift my finger and run it through the wetness. Looking up from the ground, I find her watchful gaze. I place the wet finger in my mouth, sucking the taste of her off me. “Let them see when I finally get you to tell the truth. That you’re absolutely as ravenous for me as I am for you. That you’re my filthy little liar, desperate to be under my control.”

      Before she can answer, I latch my mouth to her sweet little cunt. The sudden movement forces her to grip the rail for support. I reach around her hips, gripping her thighs to stabilize her. My tongue licks and sucks at her as I revel in each and every admission of pleasure from her.

      Her hands leave the rail and weave into my hair. Once I have her panting and moaning, I pull off a fraction of an inch and look up at her.

      “Say the words, Monica. Tell me you put this sexy little number on for me and only me. Tell me that this sweet little cunt of yours doesn’t drip like this for anyone but me. Tell me, and I’ll prove to you how much it’s mine.”

      Her thighs clench together. She throws her head back, letting out a groan. “You win, Aiden. It’s for you—only you.”

      “Good girl,” I tell her with a smile. It takes no time for me to stand up and fold her in my arms. I take long strides until we make it to the workout equipment beyond the patio. Laying her down on one of the workout benches, I spread her legs open, placing her feet on either side of the bench. Every inch of her is on full display for me.

      As much as I want to linger here and commit this sight to memory, I can’t help but go right back to my task from earlier. I pull her body down the bench until her ass is on the very end, perfectly lining up her pussy with my mouth.

      One finger enters her warmth while my tongue licks the spilling juices from top to bottom. It doesn’t take long until she’s writhing underneath my mouth. Her moans bounce off the stone of the patio and echo into the valley below. If someone happens to be within earshot of us, there’s no way they won’t hear us.

      It doesn’t deter me, even if it should. The only thing I care about at this moment is bringing her to release. When I know she’s close, I stop using my mouth, rubbing her clit gently with my fingers instead to keep her on the edge.

      “I’m going to fuck you now, Monica,” I tell her. “You’re going to cum all over my cock and then you’re going to do it again and again until I tell you I’m done. Understood?”

      Her back arches off the bench. A frustrated moan passes her lips, voicing displeasure at me stopping her from an orgasm once again.

      Reaching to the back of my neck, I pull at the collar of my shirt and let it fall to the ground. I remove my pants and boxers just as quickly. My cock throbs as I run my hand up and down it. “Don’t be frustrated, baby,” I say, stepping between her legs. “You’re going to get your chance, I’ll make sure of it.”
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      The head of his cock plays with my wetness, setting all my nerve endings ablaze. He’s got me so primed and ready that every touch threatens to send me over the edge.

      “Tell me you’re on the pill or some shit like that,” he says through clenched teeth. It’s evident that he’s holding back right now, that he’s dying to enter me and unleash himself.

      It’s what I want too.

      He speaks again before I can answer. “Monica, I want to come inside you—to have you reminded of me hours later when I’m still leaking from you. Tell me you’re on the pill, that we don’t have to have a barrier between us.”

      “Of course I’m on the pill.” My hips buck to try and align him with my entrance. “Now fuck me, Aiden. Please.”

      He doesn’t spare a second. He shoves inside, giving me no warning as he buries himself inside me. “I told you I’d get you to beg for it, little liar.”

      My eyes squeeze shut as I fight off the approaching orgasm. I don’t want this to end before it begins. Earlier I’d been desperate to reach the brink of release, but now I’m fighting off every sensation to try and make this last a little longer.

      The leather of the workout equipment sticks to my back, holding me in place as he pulls all the way out of me before pushing deep inside again. The quick movements force my tits into a rhythmic motion as my body jolts back and forth on the bench. He repeats the same motion, pounding me deeper against the bench with each thrust.

      Strong fingers grasp my jaw. His fingertips dig deep into my cheeks as he straightens my head toward himself. “Look at me when I make you lose control,” his voice is rough, strained as he beats in and out of me.

      I open my eyes just as our lips crash together. The warmth of his tongue as it circles mine sets my entire body ablaze with an uncontrollable madness. I will my heart to slow enough to reign myself in as his hips thrust in time with his tongue, but I’m unsuccessful. His thick, smooth cock shoves into me rapidly before sliding back out and I feel every inch of his bad intentions for me. He’s pushing me, stretching me, sending me spiraling to the brink of ecstasy…and I meet and every thrust with a moan of his name. The movements of his tongue are slow and passionate. He kisses me like he forgives me but plows into me like he’s punishing me.

      Maybe he is punishing me. Maybe he’s punishing the both of us for igniting this fire that can’t burn forever. I don’t care. I gladly meet each and every one of his brutal thrusts, lost in the sensation of the soft kisses mixed with the punishing beat of his hips.

      My toes curl as an orgasm begins to build, threatening to send me over the edge at any second.

      “I’m so close,” I pant. My nails dig into the small of his back in an attempt to find something to hold onto before he fucks me right off this bench.

      For a slow, brutal moment he stops. His cock stays buried inside me as he pulls me back down the bench. In one fluid motion he adjusts our position, straddling the bench with me on his lap. My legs come over his hips but aren’t long enough to touch the ground behind him. The new position forces him to carry all of my weight. It also puts his cock even deeper inside me, a delicious pain I greet eagerly by wrapping my legs around him.

      His hand is hot as it travels up my spine. The tips of his fingers are gentle at first as he tangles them in my hair. Balling his fists, he tugs on the hair, forcing my head backward. My eyes well at the pain in my scalp.

      Before I can complain, he eases the pain with pleasure. Placing his other hand on the dimples on my back, he starts the motion up and down on his length.

      I wrap my arms around his neck for support, feeling his hot breath against my face. Desperate to feel him move inside me, I rock my hips back and forth. My thighs begin to shake in anticipation of losing control.

      His lips find my throat and he bites down on the tender skin between my neck and shoulder. His teeth pierce my skin as ecstasy rips through me. My moans pierce through the silence of the outdoors for the world to hear. I try to stifle them, but it’s no use. The waves of the orgasm roll through me as Aiden continues his motion.

      “You’re so god damn sexy when you lose control,” he says, his teeth grazing my throat as he speaks. “I want to see it again and again until you’re so spent you can’t even walk.”

      I’m still riding the high of my orgasm when he picks me up by my ass and pulls out of me. Before I can ask him what he’s doing, he flips me over so I’m on all fours. I arch my back, feeling like I’m on full display for anyone in the vicinity.

      Looking over my shoulder, I find Aiden focused on my core. His stare is hot against it, and I know he can see the juices leaking out of me from my own orgasm.

      I want to come inside you, to have you reminded of me hours later when I’m still leaking from you. My thighs clench remembering his earlier words, the thought makes even more wetness drip down my legs.

      “We should get inside,” I say, moving to step off the bench.

      His fingers dig deep into my hips, pinning me in place. He doesn’t look up from where he stares between my legs when he speaks. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      I should argue with him. There’s no way that Nash or anyone else can find out about us. It could ruin everything. Aiden and I are supposed to hate one another. How am I supposed to explain this to someone else when I can’t even rationalize it for myself?

      But I. Can’t. Say. No.

      I can’t stop this.

      Somehow the danger of being exposed coupled with the taboo of sleeping with Aiden has my brain numb to all reason.

      Right now it’s just him, his commands, and the night sky around us.

      Any thought of stopping this is lost as he shoves back inside me. This time, he strokes slower than earlier. The cold bench makes my nipples stiffen as they gently graze it. He presses my head further into the leather while my hips stay in the air.

      “This right here,” he pulls all the way out of me before slowly making his way back in. “This is mine. I don’t want to fucking hear about anyone else taking what’s mine. Do you understand me, Monica?”

      All I can do is moan. Lost in the euphoria of our joined bodies, all I want to do is agree. But I’ve always been a logical person, and neither him nor I are naive enough to think this will transcend to anything more than sex.

      We’re two people connected at the most primal of levels, unable to deny one of our most basic instincts. But there’s a thousand reasons why this shouldn’t happen again, why this has always been a bad idea from the start.

      He presses a hand into my shoulders, making me sink deeper into the leather, my back arching to an almost painful level. “I said, do you understand?”

      “No,” I pant, my cheek pressing hard into the bench. “You aren’t my boyfriend, Aiden. This isn’t exclusive.”

      He jabs into me angrily while his palm digs into the spot between my shoulders. “No I’m not your fucking boyfriend. But that doesn’t make you any less mine. Another man doesn’t get to touch you. Not while I’m still having my way with you.”

      To prove his point, he moves in and out of me at an agonizingly slow pace. His free hand traces over my ass slowly. I’m seconds away from arguing with him, but his finger continues until it moves over my clit, making me forget everything.

      It doesn’t take long for me to reach the brink of an orgasm all over again. My moans excite him. His pace picks back up. Both of his hands manage to find my hips as he uses the new grip for leverage. He pulls me into him while he pushes inside me.

      My cheek slaps against the leather with each one of his thrusts. Even though my arms feel like Jell-O, I manage to push up off them to lift the trunk of my body. My nails dig into the leather as I grasp the sides of the bench for dear life. It’s the only way I’m able to steady myself as the orgasm overtakes me.

      He grasps the flesh of my hips so tightly I know there’s bound to be marks from him tomorrow. His entire body stiffens as he reaches climax, emptying himself deep inside me. There’s no escaping him as the two of us ride the waves of our pleasure together.

      It’s the first time in a long time I’ve felt completely at peace. My body is exhausted. I’m emotionally and physically spent from what’s transpired between us on this patio, but yet the way he’s gently pulled my body into his as we came down from what just happened—it melts years of stress and anxiety away.

      We aren’t cuddling. There would need to be more points of contact between our bodies to ever be considered cuddling, but it’s close to it. Too close for two people like us.

      Our skin sticks together, my back to his front. I can feel each and every one of his heaving breaths. They perfectly match my own.

      I let myself revel in the near feeling of being held. Something I haven’t had in ages. I give myself a few moments pretending that the best sex of my life wasn’t with my client’s little brother—with the person who frustrates me more than any other human.

      In my mind, I envision that he’s someone my age. Someone I met at my yoga studio, country club, or business luncheon. Someone sophisticated, established—someone completely opposite of who he really is.

      Then the moment stops. I’m brought right back to reality when Aiden says, “I hate that I’m already thinking about doing that again.”

      I peel myself from him, feeling the loss of his body heat immediately. Even without the sun, it’s warm here in LA. The air around isn’t cold, but it still feels like I’ve lost all warmth as I crawl off the workout bench. I walk over to my discarded clothes by the entrance to the house. Snatching my underwear off the cobblestone, I step into each one of the leg holes and pull the delicate mesh up my thighs.

      Aiden stands up. “What are you doing?”

      I set my blouse and skirt down so I’m able to put my bra on. Sliding on the bra, I look at him. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “It looks like you’re leaving.”

      “Didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that one out, did it?” I snap. The zipper on my skirt catches. Sighing angrily, I try to force it up but it won’t budge.

      During my struggle, Aiden slips on a pair of boxers. I feel the unexpected brush of his knuckles as he holds the two sides of my skirt together. He gets the zipper to budge, his knuckle tickling the bare skin of my back as he pulls it up.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he says softly, his tone gentler than I was expecting. Both of his hands lay limply at his side when I turn around to face him.

      “Do what?” I ask, adjusting the strap of my bra on my shoulder.

      “Fuck I don’t know, Monica. Make things complicated?” he says, making it sound more like a question than a statement.

      A shrill laugh breaks through my lips. “It isn’t complicated. We had sex and now I’m leaving.”

      His fingers run through his hair in frustration. “So we’re going to keep playing this game aren’t we?”

      “What game?”

      “The game where we act like there’s not something going on here. That for some sick reason the universe seems to be pushing us together, yet we continue to fight it. I’m tired of fighting it.”

      “I told you, Aiden. The only reason I wanted it to happen once was so we could get it out of our system. We’ve accomplished that.” My fingers diligently work at fastening the buttons of my blouse.

      His eyes widen, his cheeks puffing out in annoyance. “So that’s it. I’m just…out of your system, huh?” He rubs his hands together as if he were wiping them clean.

      “Yes,” I say, the word sounding stronger than it feels saying it.

      The world around is silent as he stares at me. I don’t know what to do with this version of Aiden. He’s never quiet or contemplative. This version of him unnerves me. I’d rather him lash out—insult me like usual. I can take his jabs, it’s his silence that scares me.

      My eyes focus on the ticking muscle of his clenched jaw, a clear indicator of his frustration with me.

      Silently, he walks to his discarded pants. He takes his time sliding each one of his legs through and pulling them up his body.

      I watch him carefully, wondering if he’s going to say anything else. There’s no reason for me to linger, but I’m stuck wondering what’s in that head of his. When it remains quiet, I accept that the conversation is over, sliding my feet into my heels.

      Right as I twist the handle on the door to his room, he speaks up from behind me.

      “I’ve always known you were a liar, Monica. I just didn’t expect for you to be a coward, too.”

      I muster every ounce of confidence I have. My shoulders push back as I refuse to look back at him. He doesn’t need to know that he’s right. He doesn’t need to know that I’m shuttering at the response my body had to him. Underneath every ounce of pleasure he plucked out of me, there were feelings that I don’t want to bother approaching. I don’t understand them and I don’t want to understand them.

      I told Aiden it would only take once to get him out of my system.

      But now I’m afraid that it won’t matter how many times we do this.

      It won’t ever be enough.
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      Staring at her retreating form, I want to yell, cuss, do something to get her to turn around and look at me. I just had what was the best sex of my life and judging by the way she trembled under my touch, I know it was the same for her.

      I’d never agreed to her stupid terms of only one time to get it out of her system. I knew the tension between us wouldn’t dissipate after one time together. After getting a taste of how it was with her tonight, I want to do it over and over again until both of us feel satiated—if that’s even possible.

      All I wanted was for her to admit that her body was feeling what mine was. That she felt the undeniable connection that pulled me to her like a magnet. Instead, she’d done what I should’ve expected from her all along.

      She lied.

      She looked me in the eye and told me that this one time together was enough. Never did I think that Monica and I needed to be boyfriend and girlfriend or any of that shit. It isn’t us to define anything. I just want to stop pretending that there isn’t something more. Our bodies speak in a language we don’t have to understand. We crave each other as much as we hate one another. It’s not something that’s going to go away with just one encounter. I’m afraid the more access I have to her body, the more I’ll want. Furthermore, I’m terrified that the more I get to know her, the small glimpses she allows me, the more I’ll be drawn in. We’ve begun to spiral down a road we won’t be able to come back from. At least I won’t be able to.

      And that’s why I stand here angry, shirtless, and wondering what the hell just happened.

      Never did I imagine asking her to stay. What I’m only just realizing, as the weight of her absence truly hits me, is that I’m pissed off. But not because of anything I would’ve thought. She’s the last person I should want, yet she’s the only person I want.

      I curse myself for these feelings I never asked for. Pure self-loathing courses through my chest at the desperate desire running through my veins. Because below all of this uncharted need I feel for her, I’ve been burying away feelings for her, too.

      And no matter how deep I’ve tried to bury those feelings, they’re clawing their way out from six feet under, refusing to be ignored a moment longer.

      The slight thought of her with another man elicits the most violent thoughts out of me. For Monica. The person who used to make me violent in a completely different way.

      “You know, I called this from the very beginning, right?” a voice mutters from inside my bedroom.

      A groan escapes me as I look up at the sky, wondering why the universe hates me right now. Yanking my shirt off the patio, I walk toward my open door.

      Lennon is just hanging out on my bed. She sits cross-legged, Pepper’s head tucked into her lap. The dog’s tail wags lazily as Lennon strokes the top of her head. It reminds me of earlier in the day when I caught Monica giving the dog affection. I’d wanted to comment on it, to let her know that I saw her giving the animal she pretends to despise affection. I kept to myself, going back to my research. For some reason it was refreshing to see her being so tender with the dog. It wasn’t something I’d expect from her.

      “Don’t make this awkward,” Lennon says, breaking the silence.

      I pull the t-shirt back over my head before diving to the open space at her feet.

      “Wouldn’t have to be awkward if you’d just pretended you saw nothing,” I tell her.

      Her eyes roll. “It wasn’t necessarily what I saw. It’s what I heard.”

      Flipping to my back, I stare at the ceiling. My hands go to cover my face. In the moment, I hadn’t given a damn if anyone saw what Monica and I’d been doing. I’d have done it in front of a crowd full of people to keep her reacting to my touch the way she was. But now after the fact, after the stinging pain of her lies and rejection, I wish no one else had to know what transpired.

      “I really don’t want to talk about it, Len,” I say, defeated. I was already exhausted from staring at a computer screen today. Add in everything that just happened with Monica and I’m tapped out for the day.

      “Well my ears are scarred forever. I just need you to know that. I didn’t want to hear Monica moan like that.” She shudders, making Pepper stir in her lap.

      “God, you’re making this so much worse.”

      “What are the two of you doing?” she asks, her voice softer than it was before.

      I turn to my side so I can look her in the eye. My shoulder lifts in a shrug. “Hell if I know.”

      She tucks her unruly hair behind her ear. Her body settles deeper into the throw pillows on my bed. “How did this even start? You hate one another.”

      I laugh. “My dick and my brain weren’t on the same page.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she whispers.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, picking at the loose threads on my comforter as I wait for her to give a response.

      Pulling one of the pillows from her side, she uses it to bury her face in it. “I didn’t say anything.”

      My arm reaches out, pulling at the pillow until I can see her eyes. Half of her face is exposed, revealing her crimson cheeks. “Tell me,” I say. “We’re friends, Len. You’re the only person who knows about this disaster of a secret I’ve been keeping. Whatever you want to say…you can say it.”

      She looks to the ceiling embarrassed. “I just mean I wouldn’t know what it’s like to just have some kind of uncontrollable need to be with someone,” she pauses uncomfortably, “on that level.”

      “Like to want someone for sex?” I ask, trying to clarify what she means.

      She nods. “You know what happened in high school with me…and Nora’s boyfriend.” Her words fall off.

      As if Pepper knows that Lennon’s mind is going to a dark place, she leans up and gives her a wet lick across the face. Lennon laughs softly, gently pushing the dog away. There’s still a soft smile on her face when she talks again. “I’d never done anything with a boy before that, and after…”

      “It’s understandable why you’d want to be cautious after everything that happened,” I offer. I don’t know all of the details because I’d never pushed her on it before. Even though we’ve become friends, I don’t need to know all the dark details of her past. I do know that when she was in high school, Nora’s boyfriend had drunkenly crawled into bed with Lennon, thinking it was Nora, and had done things to Lennon that no man should ever do to a woman. There was an ugly legal battle afterwards, and I know in the aftermath that Nora and Lennon’s relationship was never the same.

      It was the reason Lennon had come on the current tour with Nash and Nora. They’re starting over, and I’m thankful to have a companion like Lennon the entire time. But even if it seems like she’s doing her best to heal, I can’t begin to fathom what she still goes through daily after something traumatic like that.

      We sit in silence for a while. Finally, she speaks up. “What if I don’t want to be cautious? All I want is to feel what you mentioned. I want that intense need for someone…for someone to have that for me, no matter what our brains thought of the matter. I just want to know what it feels like to want someone so passionately that you throw all caution to the wind. That you can’t stand another second without someone that you can’t even move from the public patio outside to the bed inside.”

      Her answer makes me sad. Before Monica, I’d never felt such an intense desire for someone, but now that I’ve had it, I can’t imagine not feeling it. Even if I hate it sometimes. “You deserve that and so much more.”

      “I tried to find it. I bounced from state to state and then country to country, hoping someone along the way would fill the void but…”

      “They never did,” I finish for her. At some kind of level, I know what she means. I’d been with countless women before Monica. I didn’t realize there had been a void back then, but it’s clear as day now. I’ll just have to figure out how to fill it once our fire eventually burns out—if she didn’t already snuff it out.

      “Nope,” she says, popping the ‘p’. “It was worth a shot though. Until then, I’ll keep feeling it through my books.” She pulls a book from her side, holding it in the air.

      “It all makes sense now. That’s why your nose is always so buried in a book that you’re barely keeping up with reality.”

      Her eyebrows scrunch on her forehead. “Poe says the exact same thing. He won’t let me live it down that I’d rather be with fictional characters than real people.”

      I playfully shove at her leg, happy for the subject change. “Speaking of Poe. You know my dirty secret, tell me yours.”

      Moving the pillow from her face, she holds it against her chest. “You know you asking me about Poe isn’t going to make me forget that I have sooo many questions about you and Monica.”

      “You know deflecting back to me and Monica isn’t going to make me have any less questions about what’s going on between you and Nash’s sexy, broody bassist.”

      “Absolutely nothing,” she says, a little too quickly for me to believe her.

      “It isn’t hard to miss the way you look at him. And that sometimes, he’s caught looking at you, too.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re just friends. He’s made it very clear that he’s nowhere near looking for anything—especially with me.”

      “Then he’s dumb as fuck,” I throw out there immediately.

      She throws the pillow my way, hitting me square in the face. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better about the fact that I have a crush on a guy that wants nothing to do with me.”

      “Well, I’m afraid I might be developing feelings for The Wicked Witch of the Tour so I’m not in a position to give advice.”

      She shoots up, pillows disappearing behind her with the sudden movement. The jerk also causes Pepper to wake up from her deep slumber. She sighs, standing up and walking across the bed. She circles around and around before finding a new spot, no longer touching Lennon or I in her annoyed state.

      “I need more details. Are these like real feelings or like I just want to bang you feelings?”

      “Fuck I don’t know,” I tell her truthfully. “I don’t know anything when it comes to that woman. She’s the most infuriating person I’ve ever met, but also…”

      “Also?” Lennon interrupts.

      “She’s also the most intriguing person I’ve ever met. I’m left wanting more every time I’m with her. It’s a dangerous game. It was supposed to be just sex.”

      “Maybe nothing is ever just sex.”

      “Oh it can be. It just isn’t with her.”

      “Sounds like the two of us are just really lame,” Lennon says, seemingly done with the conversation by the way she picks her book up from her side. The spine makes a cracking noise as she opens it and sets it in her lap.

      I can’t help but laugh, finding nothing but truth in her words. I hate the way I’m lying here, pining after a woman that I wanted to ruin not too long ago.
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      For some reason, my heart pounds against my chest as I idle in the circle drive leading to Nash’s front door. Typically, I’d hire a driver, but I don’t want a record of the meeting Aiden and I have with Chelsea today.

      I’d almost decided to go alone, but I didn’t want to give Aiden the knowledge—the satisfaction—of knowing I was still rattled from the other night.

      I was also curious to see if Sasha had messaged Aiden back. If we could get her to talk, I suspect that we would find a lot of things that Roy would prefer to stay hidden.

      Checking the time on the dash, I become frustrated. I’d told Aiden I was here more than ten minutes ago. I’m about to say information and pride be damned and head to this dinner on my own.

      I’m close to firing off one last angry text to him when the door opens. Aiden steps into the daylight, looking out of place in the bright landscape in his all-black attire. From the worn t-shirt he wears to the shoes on his feet, there’s no color on his body. His clothes are vastly different from what I typically prefer on a man. I’ve always been under the impression that there’s nothing like a man dawning a sports jacket but watching him walk to my car has me second guessing myself.

      He looks way too sexy in something so casual. It’s unfair. He’s just a kid. But you’d have no idea watching him walk in my direction with all of the confidence and swagger in the world.

      When he nears, I turn to face the windshield. I’m glad for the large pair of Prada sunglasses I have covering my eyes. They’re big enough to hide a lot of my features, which will come in handy since I'll be stuck in a car with him for a while.

      He goes to open the door, but nothing happens. Aiden pulls at the handle again.

      My finger hovers over the unlock button. I know I’m being childish for keeping it locked.

      His tan knuckles rap against the tinted window. Leaning down, he looks through the dark glass. I know he can’t see me, so I use the chance to stare at his face for a moment before unlocking it.

      The door clicks. He opens it immediately, sliding into my passenger seat effortlessly. The smell of him assaults my nostrils—the spicy cologne overtaking my senses.

      “Think you’re being cute?” he growls while buckling his seatbelt.

      My sleek sports car now seems cramped with his imposing figure taking up half the space. I throw the car into drive, pressing hard on the gas pedal to get us on the road.

      “I forgot it was locked,” I answer simply.

      He cuts a glance in my direction. “Just another one of your lies.”

      “Someone is a gem to be around this morning,” I mutter under my breath. I wait for a line of cars to pass so I can turn out of Nash’s gated driveway.

      “Maybe it’s from the fact that I can see way too much of your thigh. I mean fuck Monica, how could you put that on and expect me to not want to run my hand up your thigh?”

      His answer takes me off-guard, making me step on the brake a little too hard. The two of us lurch forward. I wasn’t expecting him to be so up front. The last time I’d seen him was when I’d left him standing on the patio, noticeably upset with me for bailing as soon as we’d finished.

      “Stop,” I manage to bite out.

      “Stop what? Being honest? You should try it sometime.”

      The car revs as I navigate between lanes, picking up speed in the direction of the restaurant we’re meeting Chelsea at.

      “You’re supposed to be mad at me, not telling me that you want to put your hand up my skirt.”

      I don’t have to look at him to know he’s smirking. I can tell just by the tone of his voice when he speaks that his typical cocky smile is in full force. “Oh I’m furious with you, but it doesn’t mean I’m perfect and not distracted by the inches of your skin on display.”

      His warm hand falls into my lap, making me jump. Tearing a hand from the wheel, I maneuver his hand away from my bare skin.

      “I can be mad at you and still want to fuck you,” he offers nonchalantly. I used to hate how crass he was. Now it’s one of the reasons I can’t seem to tell him no.

      “We agreed it was a one-time thing.”

      He laughs, the sound booming off the small space we’re trapped in. “No you came up with that dumb rule. I, on the other hand, would love to bend you over my knee and punish you for ever thinking such a thing.”

      My knuckles turn white as I grasp onto the steering wheel for dear life. I need something to steady myself right now, to keep me grounded. The last thing I’d expected from him was for him to get in my car and be like this. I’d braced myself for anger, silence, anything else.

      What I hadn’t prepared myself was for his brutal honesty. His admittance of his lust for me was way worse than any insult he could throw my way.

      “Is there a reason you’re clenching your legs together?” he points out, bringing my attention to an action I didn’t realize I was doing.

      My legs relax, my own way of defying him, of trying to prove him wrong.

      “We should be talking about what we’re going to say to Chelsea. Have some sort of game plan.” My attempt at changing the subject works.

      Aiden removes his hand from the arm rest between us, running it down the front of his jeans as he adjusts in the seat. “That’s fine. We’ll continue this conversation later.”

      I ignore his comment, praying that we never have to have that conversation. I’m not equipped to handle him with the way he’s acting. His jabs are still there, they’re just accompanied by vulgar truths that I cannot face right now.

      “Did you hear back from Sasha?” I question. I try to shift my weight in the seat, uncomfortable with the wetness between my legs.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he sighs loudly. “Oh yes, I sure as hell did. And did she have a story to tell…”

      He recounts the conversation between him and Sasha.

      She’d told him that she was in the process of recording her first album when he’d first come on to her. One night he’d insisted that they record a song in private. He told her it would come out better—more raw and emotional—if it was just them.

      They were in the middle of the session when he made his move. Playing back her vocals, his hand traveled to her knee. At first, she ignored it. She was so excited to be there recording her very own song and even more thrilled that someone so high up in the label had taken an interest. She was naive enough to believe that he was only interested in her music, that maybe he had just been overcome with emotion listening to her track.

      She didn’t want to rehash everything but said that he’d tried to force himself on her. She refused, but he wouldn’t let up. She’d secretly started recording earlier in the evening, not expecting where the night would lead. She’d set her phone to record just so she could have the memory to look back on one day to remember her first recording session. Little did she know what that video would actually catch that evening. Luckily someone else had been in a room nearby and once she told him no loud enough, he let up. Roy made sure no one ever found out. She was too scared to let anyone else see the recording…until now.

      “It’s so fucking disgusting, Monica,” he spits out. “He ruined her entire career because she wouldn’t sleep with him. He made sure not one single song she’d recorded ever got released. Made sure no other label would touch her with a ten-foot pole. She’s working at a diner now, Monica. Her dreams are over. No one even recognizes her and it’s all because that sick fucking pig of a man got ahold of her.” He pauses, chest heaving with angry breaths.

      “We have to take him down, Aiden.” My teeth dig into my lip in anger. My mind races with all of the ways I want to destroy this man.

      It started because I wanted to help Nash—to get him out of his contract. But now, this is bigger.

      “I don’t want to just take him down. I want to burn that fucking label to the ground with every single one of those men who think they’re untouchable still inside. And then I want to pluck the keys from their ashes.”

      He’s silent, making me wonder if I said too much. The only reason he joined me on this mission was to help out his brother, but I can feel that this means more to him now, too. After hearing the stories from these women that deserved so much more from someone they sold their songs—their lives—to, it’s impossible for this to only be about Nash.

      His words break the silence.

      “I’ll bring the gasoline.”
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      “Are you ready for this?” Aiden questions from the passenger seat. We’re in line waiting for our turn to hand the keys over to the waiting valet.

      “I’m more than ready. This is something I’ve been wanting to do for over a year now. Roy deserves what’s coming his way, and I want to be the one to serve it to him.” Reaching behind me, I grab my purse from the cramped backseat.

      “It’s hot when you’re vengeful,” he says.

      I roll my eyes, the valet guy stopping me from saying anything else when he walks up to my window. Not waiting for any other vulgar comments to come out of Aiden’s mouth, I open my door, careful to not hit the valet guy.

      He takes my keys as I grab a ticket with a number from him. Tucking it into a pocket of my purse, I head toward the entrance of the swanky restaurant. It’s far enough from the typical celebrity scene that I don’t think anyone we know will spot us here.

      A warm hand finds my back. I cautiously look over my shoulder to find Aiden’s eyes focusing on the host at the stand. His hand continues to press firmly on my lower back as he guides us to the teenager dressed in a suit a size too big for him.

      “Welcome to Lois,” he says, staring at an iPad in front of him. Finally, he looks up at us. “Name for your reservation?”

      “Ann,” I tell him, making sure not to list my actual name. I’d been careful when making the reservation, making sure there wasn’t any more proof of us being here than there needed to be. It probably wasn’t necessary, but it’s in my nature to be overly cautious.

      “Table for three?” he glances at the empty space between Aiden and I, clearly noting that there’s only two of us.

      I nod. “Our other party member should be here in a few.”

      The host fiddles with a few different menus. Pressing them to his chest, he grabs one last menu and nods his head in the direction of the dining room. “Follow me.”

      We weave in and out of diners. I’d requested a private table when making the reservation. My request appears to be granted, judging by the direction he leads us in. We stop in front of a square table in the far corner of the room. There’s a partition on one side of the table, it’s canvas fabric a home for a tumbling vine plant. The long tendrils of green create even more privacy for us from the wandering eyes of other diners.

      The host moves to pull out a chair at the table for me. I’m getting ready to take my seat and thank him when Aiden bumps into me. He elbows the poor teenager, moving him out of the way.

      “I’ve got it,” Aiden says, his voice rough.

      The host puts one hand up in surrender, shaking his head at Aiden.

      Not wanting to make a scene, I hang my purse on the back of my chair. My hands slide down the sides of my thighs, smoothing out my skirt before taking a seat. As soon as I sit down, Aiden slides the chair in.

      I catch him glaring at the host as he takes his own seat.

      The poor kid barely looks at the two of us as he places our menus in front of us. “Your server will be right with you,” he mumbles, scurrying off as soon as the words leave his mouth.

      “Was that really necessary?” I ask. He’s taken the seat next to me. His large frame takes up a lot of the space, his elbows encroaching into my own personal space.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” His eyes stay downcast as he pretends to look at the drink menu.

      “I’m talking about the way that you almost bit the head off of that poor kid for pulling a chair out for me. He was just being a gentleman.”

      He looks at me from the top of his menu. “I was perfectly capable of doing it.”

      “You’re not a gentleman.”

      The corner of his lip twitches. “Fuck no, I’m not. If I remember right you weren’t looking for a gentleman, you were looking for…”

      “Anyway,” I say a little too loudly. My eyes track over the people around us, making sure none of them are paying attention to Aiden and his dirty mouth. I know exactly where his words were leading, and they were not things that need to be said in public.

      My fingers fumble with the silverware next to my plate, my mind trying to think of what to say next.

      “Thinking of stabbing me?” Aiden asks. He nods toward the knife underneath my fingers.

      I lift it slightly off the table, unable to hide my smile. “Can’t say it isn’t the first time I’ve thought about stabbing you. Not sure a butter knife will do the trick.”

      “Aiden?” a voice says from behind us.

      The two of us turn toward the voice, finding our dinner companion standing a few steps away from us. Her typical bleached hair is hidden underneath an obvious black wig. She’d been well on her way to fame before Roy dropped her, ready for his next plaything. Her face was all over the place for a couple of weeks before people moved on to another budding artist. To play it safe for our meeting, I’d suggested she come in disguise, making sure no one catches wind of our meeting.

      Aiden stands up, embracing her slightly before directing her to the open seat across from me. She takes a seat, looking at Aiden for a moment before focusing on me.

      “Monica Masters in the flesh,” she says coolly.

      Arm outstretched across the table, I smile. “It’s a pleasure to formally meet you.”

      She takes it, holding my hand steady as she shakes it. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “All of them terrible I presume,” Aiden says, smirking. He returns my dirty look with a wink.

      One of Chelsea’s thin eyebrows lifts. She looks between the two of us. “It depends on what way you look at them I guess.”

      Someone comes to our table to fill our waters. All of us are silent as we wait for them to finish the task. As soon as they walk away, I break the silence.

      “Well if you were keeping Roy as company, I can’t imagine that you were hearing many nice things.”

      She smiles. “You’d be surprised by the things he says about you.”

      My lips purse, trying to figure out what game she’s playing. I was expecting someone…different. She seems like she can hold her own very well. I’m wondering how someone who doesn’t seem to have rose-colored glasses could’ve possibly been associated with Roy.

      We’re interrupted again, this time by our waiter. Our conversation pauses as we order ourselves a drink.

      As soon as the waiter walks away, I sit up in my seat, leaning toward her. “We wanted to ask some questions about Roy.”

      She pushes the strands of the wig over her shoulder. “I know. You told me that when setting up the meeting.”

      “Are you still speaking with him?” The question slips from my mouth before I can stop myself. I don’t think she’s still in association with the man, but before I divulge too much, I want to make sure.

      Anger flashes in her eyes. “Not a chance. That asshole ruined my career because I refused to go to some sort of weird sex party with him.”

      Aiden and I share a knowing glance. “Sex party?” Aiden pushes, feigning shock.

      She sighs, taking a drink of her water. “Yes. Sex party. Like a bunch of rich assholes at a house getting their rocks off by letting their wives get touched by other men. Except from the sounds of it, most of those men weren’t taking their wives, it was their mistresses.”

      “So you were fine that Roy was married? And you still dated him anyway?”

      Chelsea waits for the waiter to set our drinks in front of us. I tell him that we’ll need a few minutes to look over the menu, hoping to buy us time to talk with her further without any interruptions.

      She wastes no time getting back to the topic as soon as he walks away. “Look, you can judge me all you want, but I saw an opportunity to follow my dreams and I took it. I’ve got daddy issues a mile long,” she offers passively, as if that was enough of an explanation

      Don’t we all.

      “His wife doesn’t care what he does. She turned a blind eye to it all as long as he still funded whatever her newest hobby was. Roy gave me attention—affection. He told me I had the talent to make it big, I just needed someone to help guide me. Never did I think he would fall in love with me or any mushy stuff like that. He could do things for me no one else could. He could make me a successful recording artist.”

      “But in return?” I ask quietly.

      “It didn’t seem like that at first,” she answers truthfully. “It didn’t seem like he wanted much in return other than to bank off the successes of my career. That seemed normal. He was taking me on extravagant dates, introducing me to people I’d only dreamed of meeting. I was doing all of these things while getting promised fame and fortune.”

      “It seemed perfect,” Aiden finishes for her.

      She takes a long sip of her iced tea. “It was. Until it wasn’t. Until I didn’t give him what he wanted.”

      “What was this sex party?”

      “I don’t know all of the details. I refused to go, but I do know there’s a group of people involved with Coleman Records and with other people in the industry that do these lavish parties. They make it seem like they’re promoting the label, but from the sounds of it, the things that go on behind closed doors is…”

      “Illegal?” I blurt.

      She shrugs, leaning back in her chair. “Sketchy, to say the least.”

      “I’ve got a feeling that there are members of the board at Coleman that wouldn’t want their money going to these events.” Aiden sits back in his chair. His fingers steeple underneath his chin as he works through the information we’ve been given.

      “Why do you want to know all of this?” she questions. She briefly glances at Aiden, but her focus lands and stays on me. “I don’t think you called me here to help get my career back, so what’s the play?”

      “You didn’t deserve what happened to you.” There’s conviction in my voice. None of these artists deserve what’s happened to them, but she’s right. We aren’t here to try and help her, at least not yet. First we have to find a way to stop Roy and everyone else involved in this scheme. After we do that we can talk about reclaiming the voice, the songs, of so many of these artists that have been wronged by Roy.

      For the rest of the night, we huddle around the table, Aiden and I prying as much information from Chelsea as we can. I fight the urge to take notes, wanting to remember every single word from her mouth, that way I can look over it tomorrow and in the coming weeks.

      The biggest takeaway from the night is that we finally may have what we need to topple a giant.
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      “Give those back to me,” Monica demands, her voice low and controlled. Her tiny hand reaches into the air to try and pluck the keys from my grasp.

      My hand extends even higher above my head, keeping them from her reach. “I’m going to drive us home.”

      Her eyes dart to the parking attendant a few feet away from us. There are lingering guests and staff members around us, all of them too busy with their own lives to pay much attention to the drama unfolding between Monica and me.

      It wouldn’t have to be drama if she would just let me drive her car. But in true Monica fashion, she’s putting up a fight with just about everything that has to do with me.

      “No you aren’t, Aiden. It’s my car.” Her fingers wrap tightly around my forearm as she tries to pull my arm down and closer to her level, but her futile attempt at taking me by surprise doesn’t work.

      “Afraid of my driving?” I tease, leaning a little closer to her while keeping the keys from her reach.

      “Stop being a child.” A vein on her forehead protrudes with her anger.

      “I wouldn’t have to be childish if you would just stop arguing with me and get in the fucking car.”

      “People are starting to stare.” Her arms fold over her chest, making it hard to ignore the touch of cleavage peeping through her top.

      I laugh. “Does it look like I care?”

      She shocks me by slightly stomping her high-heeled foot. It’s a very un-Monica-like thing to do, making it ten times hotter.

      Her hips angrily sway as she rounds her car, opening the passenger door more dramatically than what is needed. I’m sure I hear her mumble something under her breath, probably an insult toward me, as she slides into the leather seat.

      I hand a tip to the guy at the valet stand before returning to the car and an angry Monica. I can tell she’s furious with me by the way she stares angrily ahead of us.

      I have to push the seat backward to accommodate my legs. Once I’m in the correct position, I peel out of the parking lot, knowing damn well it’ll anger her even more.

      “Just when I was beginning to wonder if we’d reached an agreement, you go and make me regret ever working with you.”

      “You’ve done a lot more than work with me.”

      “We aren’t talking about that ever again,” she snaps.

      The engine rattles underneath us as I accelerate. “Oh we sure as hell are talking about that again,” I toss back at her. “As a matter of fact, I think right now is a perfect time to talk about what the fuck happened the other night, and what happens next.”

      “Nothing happens next. We’ve got what we need to formulate a plan to take down Roy. We take him and every other shitty person at Coleman Records down and then we get Nash ownership of his songs”

      Ignoring her, I begin to mess with the touch screen between us. It’s tiny compared to my large fingers, and I keep clicking on the wrong things. I want everything that she wants with the label, and I’m confident we have what we need to get that sleazeball Roy out of the picture for good. But just because we’re on the pathway to finishing what Monica and I came together on in the first place doesn’t mean I can move on without having additional conversations with her.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I click on the wrong thing once again.

      “I’m trying to find the address to your house.”

      “We aren’t going to my house.”

      “Doesn’t look like you have any control over that considering I’m the one driving.”

      “No one is allowed in my space. You aren’t coming to my house.”

      My smile is wide when I look over at her. “Fine. Then I’ll find somewhere else for us to have this conversation. But Monica, we’re going to have this talk whether you like it or not. I’m guessing you don’t want it to take place at Nash’s since I know for a fact Lennon is hanging out with Poe there tonight. But if you won’t tell me your address, we might just have to make that work.”

      “Absolutely not,” she says immediately. “They can’t know about us…they can’t see us together.”

      “Yeah well, too late for that,” I say casually.

      “What?” she shrieks.

      I shrug. “Lennon heard you moaning during our little gym rendezvous. Maybe you should work on being a little quieter the next time my cock is inside you. Not that I’m complaining or anything.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I can see her manicured fingers rubbing at her temples. “You’ve got to be kidding me. This isn’t happening.”

      “Your place or mine?”

      “Tell me you’re kidding about Lennon.”

      I guide the car in the general direction of the city. I have no idea where she lives, but I know that I’ll drive in circles if I need to. Whatever it takes to get her to talk to me. To figure out what the hell is happening between us.

      “I’m definitely not kidding. After you stormed out the other night, I found Lennon hanging out in my room. She’d told me that she couldn’t help but overhear our,” I pause, thinking of the right word, “activities.”

      “I should’ve never let that happen. What was I thinking? If Lennon knows then…”

      “Lennon isn’t going to say anything to anybody. She doesn’t care what you, or me, or anyone does in their spare time. She’s good at minding her own business.”

      “No one is good at minding their own business.”

      “Lennon is. Your place or mine?” I repeat, moving on from the topic of Lennon. I know for a fact that Lennon won’t tell a soul, but I’m not going to sit here and go back and forth with Monica about it.

      “You don’t have a place. It’s your brother’s. And since you are relentless, and great at giving me a headache, we can do mine. But nothing is happening between us, Aiden. I can just tell you it’ll never happen again from a new house, you can leave me alone and we can finish what we started with Roy and the label.”

      She’s quick at putting her address into the GPS of her car. For the remainder of the car ride, the two of us are silent. I spend the entire ride wondering what exactly it is that I want from her when we get to her house. I’d started this drive just wanting answers from her—clarity.

      But now as we get closer and closer to that, I’m wondering if I’m prepared for what her answers will be. Or if I’ll even believe them to begin with. I’ve always known she’s a bit of a liar.
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      Monica’s condo looks exactly as I’d imagined. Walking through the front door, everything is neat and perfectly in place. There are small pops of color, but for the most part it’s as bland as how I thought she used to be.

      “Stop staring,” Monica’s voice breaks me from my thoughts. She stands next to an entryway table, her purse sitting neatly atop it.

      “Why? Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      Her eyes travel around the room. “No. I just don’t see why you find it necessary to look and touch every single thing in here.”

      I set down a book that was sitting at the end of the entryway table. It’s a hardback biography about a person I’ve never heard of before. “You don’t tell me much about you, so I’m left to put together the pieces of who Monica Masters really is by looking at your personal space.”

      She scoffs, moving into her kitchen. Opening a small wine fridge, she brings out a bottle of wine. She’s quick at opening the bottle and pouring herself a glass. I don’t miss how she doesn’t offer me one. “Good luck with that,” she says, taking a sip of her wine.

      “There’s got to be something personal of yours in here.” Walking over to her coffee table, a large round block of wood with different adornments scattered neatly on top of it, I pick up a picture frame. I hold it to my face, inspecting the picture. “You don’t have any family pictures. This one looks like store-bought artwork.”

      “My family isn’t one I want to put on display in my home.”

      My mind latches onto her words. She may not have meant to, but she just gave me a small sliver of insight into who she is. I’ve gotten to know her body intimately, but I still want a small peek at what goes on in her mind.

      “Tell me about them?” I know she won’t, but I ask anyway.

      “There’s nothing to tell. You know how I am. My problems didn’t stem from things that happened in my adulthood. My issues run childhood deep.” She finishes off her words by taking a large sip of her wine.

      I run my hand over the soft fabric of her white couch. I want to ask her more about her family, but first, I need answers to different questions. Maybe once I get those, she’ll open up about the parts of her I don’t know.

      “We need to talk, Monica.” I stop looking at every nuance of her living space. Instead, I walk all the way to the kitchen until I’m standing on the opposite side of the counter from her.

      “I don’t see why,” she says, staring down at her wine glass.

      I wait until she looks at me to speak again. Finally, her brown eyes reluctantly find my face. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “Well, you need to.”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” she fires back angrily.

      I loop around the counter until I’m standing directly in front of her. She grasps the edge of the counter with one of her hands as if she’s holding on for dear life. Her knuckles ghost white from the grip.

      “I’m tired of trying to tell myself I hate you.”

      “Aiden, stop it.”

      “I’m over the lies. Lying to you, lying to myself. Because the truth is, I don’t hate you. I don’t hate the way you make me feel. The only thing I hate is that I have no idea where your head's at.”

      Reaching out, I carefully remove her vice-like grip from the counter.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers, staring at where my fingers wrap around her thin wrist.

      Bringing her hand up, I place it on my chest. Right over the spot where my heart beats erratically.

      “Do you feel that?” I ask, my voice coming out low and gravelly.

      She nods.

      “For some catastrophic reason I’ll never be able to understand, it only beats like that when I’m around you.”

      “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “What if it does? What if it means everything?”

      Her head falls against me. Her forehead presses right up against my thumping heart. I can feel her warm breath through my shirt. The feeling of her so close, in such a personal moment, only makes my pulse beat faster.

      “Aiden…” she pauses, her hands fisting the fabric of my shirt. “We can’t.”

      “Says who?”

      A sad laugh passes her lips. “Says us. We tolerate each other at best.”

      “Things change. They evolve.” I sigh, not able to put words to what I’m feeling inside. “Fuck, I don’t know, Monica. All I know is I’m done hating myself for wanting you.”

      She lets my hands wander up her sides. They run over the slick fabric of her skirt and then the soft fabric of her top. My fingers seek out the warmth of her neck, my thumbs skirting over the tops of her ears. Cradling her face, I angle it upward.

      Her brown eyes used to be one of the things I hated most about her. They always hid so many secrets behind them. Every time I looked at her, I knew she was calculating something behind that manipulative gaze. Now those same eyes don’t show a hint of deceit. No proof of scheme. They only give a hint of the war that’s going on within herself.

      The sad look in her eyes makes my stomach fall. It isn’t the look someone gives when they’re about to be honest, it’s a look that means they’re still fighting something within.

      “Don’t say it. Don’t tell me you don’t feel this,” I plead with her. I brush my thumb over her lips, thinking of the times I’ve felt them pressed against mine.

      I pull her lip down, showing off her bottom teeth. “You can still tell me you hate me. You can hate me, fight me, loathe me, I don’t fucking care. As long as I have you in some way. Hate is a feeling, and where it’s not one I feel for you anymore, if that’s the only feeling I can get from you…then I’ll take it.”

      Leaning in for a kiss, I hover above her mouth. I want to take what I desperately want as mine, but I need something from her. If she won’t admit that this has amounted to more than hate between us, then the least I need from her is for her to start the kiss. For her to prove to me that her body won’t continue to tell me lies.

      Once again, she proves to me how solid the walls built around her are. Pulling away, she pushes my hands off her. “I can’t do this with you, Aiden. You can go now.” I don’t watch her leave, instead listening to the sound of her heels on the floor as she walks away from me.

      I’ve told her how I feel, despite everything in me telling me I shouldn’t. I’ve laid it all out, confessing that the hate I had in my heart for her has turned into something different. Something I don’t understand, but something I’m not willing to fight or deny any longer.

      And still, she walked away.

      When I finally look up, I find her walking down a hallway to what I assume is her room. I could let her win. I could walk out this door and pretend I never uttered the words I did tonight in her quiet kitchen.

      But she should know I’ve never been one to let her get her way. This time is no exception.
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      I retreat all the way to my closet, trying to put as much space between Aiden and I as I can. My closet is the furthest point from the kitchen in the condo, and right now space is exactly what I need.

      I was close—too close—to giving in to his words. To believing what was coming out of his mouth. The problem is, we’ve been so wrapped up in this game of push and pull, attack and retreat, that I can’t begin to process what is real anymore and what is still a game.

      What if this is all part of some elaborate plan to get back at me? To do to me what I did to his brother?

      My feet hit the soft carpet of my closet as I slide each one of my heels off. Bending down, I put them back neatly on the shelf where they belong.

      I wish I could do the same with my heart. It would be much easier if I could pull my heart out and set it nicely on the shelf for safe keeping. Then maybe I could focus instead of constantly being distracted by a man I have no business thinking about.

      Angrily, I pull each one of my arms out of my blouse and let the fabric fall to the ground at my feet. Staring down, I know I should pick it up and throw it in the hamper at the back of my closet. I never leave my clothes on the ground. But right now, I don’t have it in me. My mind is still replaying Aiden’s words on repeat.

      “We aren’t done with this conversation.”

      I jump, looking up to find Aiden leaning in the doorframe of my closet.

      “Didn’t you take the hint to leave?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest, a clear indicator that he did not. His eyes flick to my bare chest, reminding me that I’m standing in front of him in a bra and skirt, not the appropriate attire for the conversation we’re apparently still having.

      I try to push past him, but his toned arm reaches across the empty space of the doorway, blocking my exit.

      Angrily, I take a step back and look up at him. “What else do you want from me, Aiden? I told you, I don’t want to do this with you.”

      He throws his head back, the muscles in his throat rippling with laughter. “What do I want from you, Monica? You’re fucking kidding right?”

      One of my arms wraps around my middle, trying to hide my exposed skin. “No.”

      Aiden’s head shakes manically. His eyes bulging. Ripping his arm from the doorway, he pulls at the hairs at his head. “I want you to fucking admit that you feel something. Prove to me that you aren’t the evil robot that everyone thinks you are.”

      “You used to think the same thing about me,” I point out in anger. My shoulder brushes against him as I duck under his arm, relieved to be in a bigger room.

      “You’re right, I did. But then I got to know you, the minuscule parts of you that you allowed me to see—and I realized…”

      “You realized what?” I interject, bracing myself for whatever insult comes next. I’d deserve it.

      “I realized that I know almost nothing about you. But I want to—more than I’ve ever wanted to know anything about anyone. And I can’t explain why. It’s the scariest position I’ve ever been in because the things I do know about you tell me that even if you felt the same, you’d never admit it.”

      “Then stop wanting me, Aiden!” I shout, losing my patience. “It’s easier that way. We will never work. Look at us, all we do is fight!”

      He paces in front of my bed, his fingers wrapped in his hair. “You don’t think I’ve tried?” he yells. “I’ve spent nights hating myself for wanting you this bad, Monica. Of course I’ve fucking tried not wanting you!”

      “Try harder.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” he shouts, his voice bouncing off my bedroom walls. “Will you ever not be a stubborn pain in my ass?”

      “What happens when you do get to know me and you don’t like what you discover?” I never yell, but my words match the same volume as his as they spill out of me in anger.

      He looks at me stunned. His hazel eyes wide as he watches me carefully.

      My chest heaves up and down. My next words are said softer, my vulnerabilities beginning to pour out of me. “What’s your plan then, Aiden? Because we can fuck and ignore all the differences between us, but what you’re asking for…you’re asking to know everything about me and I’m trying to save you the hurt. Once you get to know me, you won’t find what you like.”

      “I don’t fucking care,” he says, his voice low. “Try me,” he finishes.

      I shake my head, hating the feeling of my throat closing with emotion. “I’m as empty as you’ve always thought me to be, Aiden. I have nothing to give you. All of my lies, they’re just a cover to hide that I’m hollow inside.”

      He rushes across the room to where I’m standing, pulling me into him. I try to retreat, but his arms wrap around me, holding me tightly against his chest. His embrace holds firm as I struggle for a moment, trying to figure out what he’s doing.

      It’s a…hug. A tender embrace meant to be shared by lovers. It seems too intimate for what we are—but maybe it isn’t. I don’t know the last time I was simply hugged by a man, but I know that his hold on me feels genuine. His grip feels tight enough to hold the two of us together, even if I’m breaking apart inside.

      “Then I’ll give you everything that I am. I’ll give you enough for the both of us. Just stop with the lies, Monica. Give whatever the hell this is a chance…”

      “I’ll be left with nothing when you realize I’m not capable of giving you what you want from me,” I whisper into his chest.

      His arms wrap around me even tighter. “I’m just as stubborn as you are, Monica. I’m not fucking leaving.”

      I look up, trying to get a read of his face. I’m terrified of the feelings bubbling up inside my chest. Somehow in between all of the insults and games, I’ve given way too much of myself to this man—more than I thought I had left.

      I’ve destroyed bits and pieces of myself through the years to be able to become the image of success that I am. The ruthless manager of Nash Pierce. It started at a young age, ignored by my parents, at war with my sister, I was basically born with a chip on my shoulder. I wanted to prove I could make it in this business. I’d done just that, but it was at the expense of myself.

      I have no idea who I am anymore. I don’t know what I have left of me, but whatever I do have left, I’m scared to admit it may already be his.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I reach up to kiss him. If I can’t use words to describe how I feel, I can use my body. We’ve never been good with words, but our bodies have never had a problem communicating.

      The kiss is gentle, soft, unlike all the others between us. His fingers dig into my hips as he pulls me against him. Starving for more of him, I twist my fingers in the hair at the back of his neck. My tongue dips into his mouth as I pull his face closer to me.

      His desperation for me must run as deep as mine for him. Lifting me by the hips, he picks me up. I try to wrap my legs around his middle, but the tightness of my skirt doesn’t allow it. As if he’s reading my mind, he shoves the fabric up until it gathers at my waist, allowing me the room I need to wrap around his middle.

      All of this is done without our mouths ever separating. He kneads at the meat of my bottom, pulling me into him harder. Our kiss may have started gently, but we’re back to our original ways.

      He rips his mouth from mine, quickly putting it on my throat. His lips travel the base of my neck, as he rubs his erection against my burning core.

      Aiden continues to explore the exposed skin of my neck as he backs up. Eventually, he makes it to the ottoman at the end of my king-sized bed. He falls down on it, careful to keep a hold of me in the process.

      His fingers come around my back. In no time, he has my bra unclasped and pulled off me, discarded somewhere on the floor.

      He takes one of my peaked nipples in his mouth, biting down on the tender flesh. “These right here,” he says before licking the spot he just bit, “are mine to enjoy.”

      It doesn’t take him long to move on to the next one. He repeats the same motion as before, sending tingles down my spine.

      His gaze is possessive when he looks up from his task. “You’re mine, Monica,” he demands, his tone making it clear there are no arguments.

      “I’m not yours,” I argue, “I belong to no one but myself,” I say while trying to find friction by rubbing my hips along him.

      He smiles. “I’d beg to differ.” Without warning he’s lifting me off his lap. Before I can ask what he’s doing, he’s placed me in a new position—this time laying across his lap.

      He shifts my body until my chest rests against the soft fabric of the ottoman. My hips rest against his lap, his bulging erection hitting my stomach.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, trying to lean up. He stops my efforts instantly, flattening his palm against my back and pushing me back down.

      “I’m proving to you that you’re mine. With a label, without a fucking label, I don’t give a damn.” He runs his palm over the flesh of my bottom. My skirt still bunches at the small of my waist, allowing him the access he has now. “This right here,” he squeezes, “is mine.”

      Without warning, his hand comes down hard. The only thing that blocks the sting of the slap is the fabric of my underwear.

      “Aiden,” I pant, wondering why more wetness pools between my thighs at his angered touch.

      He caresses the spot he just spanked. “Everything about you is mine, Monica.” His fingers hook into the sides of my panties, pulling them down to rest at my mid-thigh. “And I’m going to keep reminding you of that.”

      I don’t expect the next slap either. His palm comes down just hard enough against my flesh to sting. Tears gloss over my eyes at the sting of his skin against mine. Just as quick as the spank came, so does the soft caress of his hand on mine.

      “You’re so fucking wet,” he comments. His finger further proves the point when he runs it through the pooled wetness between my thighs. He spreads the wetness over the spot he just slapped.

      “Does it turn you on when I remind you who you belong to?”

      My core tightens at his words. Normally something so degrading would have me fuming, but it’s always been different with Aiden. Giving him the power to do what he wants with me only fuels my burning desire.

      I shake my head, trying to fight the building sensation in my core.

      “Liar,” he scolds, his hand coming down once again. This time, one hand lands hard against my skin while the other presses directly against my clit. Never could I imagine the sensation of the sting of the pain mixed with him pressing against my clit could elicit so much pleasure.

      One of his fingers coaxes inside me. He pulls it in and out of the wetness, bringing me dangerously close to a release. “Say it, Monica.”

      My teeth clamp down as I try to fight the orgasm threatening to overtake me. My fingers try to find something to hold onto as he expertly works inside me, but there’s nothing for me to grab except the edge of the ottoman. I try to escape his touch, but he just holds me harder against him with his free hand.

      “Say that you’re mine, baby,” he says, his voice filled with lust. Turning my cheek so I can see him, I find his eyes focused on where he moves his finger in and out of me.

      It’s erotic to watch him watch what he’s doing to me. A second finger fits inside me, solidifying that I won’t be able to fight this much longer.

      As if he can feel my gaze, he turns to face me. His teeth bite into his lip as he watches me carefully. His fingers threaten to slow down as I feel the orgasm begin to overtake my body.

      “I’m yours,” I scream, desperately not wanting him to stop. He doesn’t, and my body shakes as an orgasm rips through my body. The pleasure radiates to my limbs, making them numb.

      His finger runs down my spine as the final waves of my orgasm wash over me. So tenderly it makes my heart squeeze, he brushes hair out of my face.

      “Good girl,” he whispers, smiling at me. “And for the record, I’m yours, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I give her a few seconds to come off the high of her orgasm before pulling her off my lap. Flipping her body, I cradle her against my chest as I climb up on her bed. Once we’re in the middle, I set her down.

      I commit this moment to memory. Below me, Monica lays, cheeks flushed, waiting to know what is going to happen next.

      “We’re no longer going to fight this,” I tell her as my fingers unbutton my jeans. “Do you understand?”

      She nods, watching me carefully as I free my cock. It threatened to bust just at her willingness to concede moments ago, her finally admitting that she was mine as she rode out her orgasm. The sight of my handprint on her ass was just about enough to do me in.

      My hand works up and down on my shaft. Monica eyes it carefully, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. Leaning up on her elbows, she reaches a hand out. She’s direct with her movements, purposefully moving my fingers out of the way to wrap her own around me.

      “Your turn,” she demands, pushing against my chest until our positions switch. Now I’m the one laying against her fluffy comforter, her tits dangling in the air as she leans over me.

      She’s silent as she pushes against my thighs, spreading them to make room for her to rest in between them. Sitting back on her heels, she looks at my cock hungrily. “This time, I’m in control.”

      My dick, begging for her to touch it once again, twitches at her words. Her eagerness to please me about sending me over the edge, and that filthy little mouth of hers hasn’t even had the chance to wrap around me yet.

      “Did you hear me, Aiden?” she says, her voice more zealous than before.

      I nod, unable to speak. My throat feels gravelly, my body overtaken with lust for the woman in front of me.

      She doesn’t need anything else from me. Pushing her hair to rest along her back, she leans forward to take my cock in her mouth. Her warm, wet tongue licks from the head all the way down to the bottom of my shaft. Monica repeats the motion one more time, teasing me.

      Just when I’m regretting letting her take control, she surprises me by shoving my length all the way down her throat. She gags but doesn’t let up. Her head bobs up and down on me at the perfect pace.

      “That’s it, baby,” I say through gritted teeth. My hands reach between us to fondle her bouncing breasts, needing something to do to keep them busy. I’m itching to tangle my fingers through her hair, to guide her head just the way I want it. But she told me she wanted to do it her way, and I’m not going to argue.

      Soon enough I’ll have her bent over and taking my cock just the way I like it, so for now I’ll let her have her fun.

      “You remembered just the way I like it,” I moan. My spine starts to tingle, my impending orgasm near. As much as I want to make her swallow every last bit of me, I rip my hips from her throat.

      There’s fire in her eyes when she looks at me. “I wasn’t—”

      “You’re done when I say you’re done. And right now, I’m desperate to be inside you. I need to feel…”

      “I know,” she cuts me off, already crawling up my body. She angles herself directly over me. “I feel it, too.” Her hands fall to my chest, the only way she’s able to steady herself as I pound into her.

      “Mine,” I pant.

      Leaning down, she plants a kiss against my lips. Her body jerks against mine as she tries to match me thrust for thrust.

      “Yours,” she agrees, arching her back. The new pose places her perky tits right in my face. I take one nipple in my mouth, nipping and sucking it to drive her wild. Her moans ricochet off the white walls of her bedroom, mixing with the sound of our bodies slapping together.

      “I’m going to come again,” she moans. Her fingers dig into my chest.

      “Do it,” I tell her, slowing down, allowing her to set the pace. “Use my cock to make it feel good.”

      She doesn’t argue, eagerly setting the pace that feels the best to her. Slowly, she takes all of me before moving her hips until only the tip of me is inside her. She repeats this movement over and over, making it slightly quicker each time.

      Helping her out, I palm each one of her breasts. Her hands come out to cover mine, as she instructs me just the way she wants it. Guiding my fingers to pinch each one of her nipples, she lets out a loud moan.

      “Oh god, Aiden,” she pants. Her head falls backwards as I twist the peaked buds.

      There’s a slick sheen of sweat on her body as the orgasm overtakes her. The sight of her taking exactly what she wants sends me over the edge with her.

      Her body falls limply against mine. The soft tendrils over her hair spill over my chest as the two of us catch our breath. My fingers run over her back, enjoying the moment of peacefulness with her.

      I don’t know how long we lay there. Time seems to stand still as we do something I suspect neither one of us are used to. We cuddle, and there isn’t a rush for one of us to leave.

      There aren’t regrets or lies between us. It’s just…us.
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      My body is completely spent. Aiden lays next to me in bed, his finger tracing the slope of my hips with his index finger.

      “You didn’t tell her?” I laugh into his chest, not at all shocked by the story he’s telling me about a girl he once dated.

      “Of course I didn’t tell her,” he scoffs. “I accidentally dumped an entire saltshaker of salt into the pasta dish and she told me it was the best dish she’s ever eaten. I couldn’t get the date over with quick enough, knowing she was lying right to my face to impress me.”

      Goosebumps pop up on my skin as he tenderly plays with the hair at the nape of my neck. “Poor girl, she just didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      He grunts, ignoring my comment and moving on to a new topic. “Your turn to tell me something embarrassing.”

      Lifting my head from his chest, I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you asking me this so you can have dirt on me?”

      His teeth dig into his lip as he smirks. “Maybe…maybe not.”

      Shaking my head, I place my ear to his chest, comforted by the strong thump of his heart. “Pedicures stress me out,” I admit.

      His fingers pause for a moment. “Like getting your nails done?”

      “My toes,” I correct. “I’m insanely ticklish at the arches of my feet. Every time they go to scrub them, I just about kick the poor person in the face.”

      “Ticklish on your feet?” Aiden says, a mischievous tone to his voice.

      Before I can react, he’s popped off the bed, my face falling into the sheets from his sudden disappearance. He reaches for my leg, pulling it into his chest. I curl my toes, knowing exactly what he’s about to do.

      “Aiden, no…” I plead, trying to rip my ankle from his grasp.

      His fingers are too strong, and to my horror, he digs them into the part of my foot that causes me to squeal. My naked body squirms in the sheets as I try to do whatever possible to pull my foot from the punishing feel of his fingers at my foot. I can barely breathe, laughs bubbling from my stomach despite my desperate attempt to stifle them.

      Aiden laughs along with me, relentless with the assault.

      Finally, his fingers slow, allowing me time to catch my breath. Letting go, he lets my leg fall back into the sheets. He returns to his spot from earlier, his elbow propping his head up as he looks down at me.

      All too quickly, his face drains of all humor. His eyes rake over me, making my toes curl for an entire new reason. It isn’t like he’s just looking at me, he’s looking through me, seemingly seeing every single part of me.

      He gently moves a piece of blonde hair from my face. “Tell me something else. Something real…something unexpected.”

      I sigh, knowing exactly what I could divulge to shock him.

      “My family owns the director competitor of Coleman Records.”

      His head tilts. “What?”

      “Master’s Music, it’s the biggest label for pop artists besides Coleman. And it was the last label on Earth I wanted to work for when I began my career.”

      He pulls me against his chest tightly. “I want to know everything,” he says against my temple.

      So I tell him.

      “When I first started out, I was fully aware of all of the dirty details of Master’s Music, my father’s label. It was the reason I told Nash he needed to go with Coleman instead of theirs when I first became his manager. At the time, I’d known all the seedy things they did to their artists, the corners they backed them into. I didn’t want it for Nash. I thought Coleman Records would be a better choice.”

      I think back to my younger self, how naïve I was. I was under the allusion that it was just my family that did sketchy things in the name of music. All I’d hoped was that Coleman, where I’d encouraged Nash to go, would be better. I was wrong, but I plan on making it right—on clearing the swamp and making it safe for young musicians.

      Aiden doesn’t interrupt my thoughts. Shockingly, he’s quiet as he waits for me to continue on. His comforting touch to my naked skin encourages to divulge even more.

      “When I’d taken Nash to Coleman instead of Master’s Music, my family livid. I found it comical how they thought I had any allegiance to them. They’d molded me into this ruthless person, always in competition with my sister, from an early age. They pitted us against one another so they could decide on who would get the legacy of Master’s Music.”

      “Tell me more about them,” he says quietly.

      Something like sadness settles deep inside me. Grief for the relationship I should have had with my sister, but something my family never allowed for the two of us. “My sister and I were never close. I can’t remember a time where it didn’t seem like I was competing with her. Instead of giving us the time to be sisters, to grow up and see if running a label was something either of us even wanted, my father always threw in comments on how the things we did were measuring up to who he wanted to leave the label to.”

      Words spill from my mouth as I let Aiden in on all of the insults I’d heard over the years, straight from the mouths of the people who were supposed to love me most.

      
        
        You were silent at dinner when people were speaking to you, Monica. How do you expect me to trust you with Master’s when you can’t even hold a dinner conversation?

        Did you see how great your sister did at her piano recital, Monica? She seems fit to run a label one day.

        Show more personality, Monica. People will like you more.

        Don’t show emotion, Monica. People who run companies don’t let their emotions run them.

      

      

      When I’m finished rattling off examples, Aiden takes a deep breath. “Fuck. My parents weren’t exactly parents of the year, but at least Nash and I were never pitted against one another so ruthlessly.”

      I shrug. “Occasionally, I was my parent’s favorite. My sister would be on the receiving end of the jabs. It made her hate me. It didn’t matter if she was the favorite child that day or not, she did everything in her power to make my life a living hell. So over the years, I plotted. I didn’t want a label. I wanted to work for the artists that amazed me with their talent. But I didn’t want to ever work for an artist that had anything to do with my family.”

      “So then you found Nash?”

      I nod, exhaustion starting to catch up to me from the numerous orgasms from Aiden and now the divulgence of personal things I choose to keep unknown for a reason.

      The silence between is comfortable. I take peace in the easiness of feeling his skin against mine, of simply laying in his arms. Finally, I turn my head to look up at him. “Your turn.”

      I’ve never taken an interest in other people’s personal lives, especially with someone I’ve shared a bed with. I’d rather go through the torture of a thousand pedicures, letting someone scrub at my feet until I can no longer stand the feeling of being tickled, than to divulge anything personal about myself. Because of my sentiment, or lack thereof, of sharing about myself, I’ve also learned to not care about other people’s stories.

      Yet, I’m laying here desperate to know more about Aiden. Everything in me wants to know about the man who was planning my demise because of my deception.

      “There were so many times over the year I’d wished that Nash was just a normal teenager, that his talent was never acknowledged at that talent show…that I’d have known my brother growing up.”

      I let his words settle in, truly letting my mind try to think about what it would be like to be in his position. “I hadn’t thought about what that would be like,” I tell him truthfully.

      “It’s a selfish standpoint, not one I’m proud to admit. Don’t get me wrong, I love that the world knows of my brother’s talent, but also…I’ve watched the world tear him down. Stalk him. Insult him. Steal him with his obligations. Sometimes I just wanted it all to go away, for me to be able to see him more than the occasional weekend and holiday.”

      “So maybe you aren’t just the spoiled little brother of arguably the most famous popstar.”

      He snickers. “Don’t tell anyone my secret. Honestly,” he lets out a large sigh, “I don’t know how Nash does it. The constant spotlight would be exhausting—not something I’d ever want. That’s why college wasn’t for me, and that was on such a small scale.”

      I let my fingers trace over the taut muscles of his stomach. “What do you mean?”

      “Everyone knew I was Nash Pierce’s little brother. They thought if they got close to me, somehow I’d give them an in to get close with Nash. People were always chasing after me, pretending to be my friend or acting interested in me because they wanted to get close to him. I didn’t really want the college degree, and I didn’t want all of that attention, I just wanted to find a way to cook for people.”

      I think about his words, wondering if what he’s doing with the tour is something that makes him feel like he’s fulfilling his dreams.

      “If you could do anything, could cook for people in any way, what would you do?”

      His answer is immediate. “I’d have a food truck at the beach. I’d get to know locals, tourists—all sorts of people while I cooked from my soul.” He gets this wistful look on his face. “Pepper would be laying at my feet, I’d be able to cook whatever I felt like, without parameters, and it would be chill…lowkey.”

      “It’d be perfect,” I finish. I picture him in the scenario he just described. It seemed so simple for the little brother of Nash Pierce, yet it seemed to fit him so…perfect.

      He slides his fingers down my hips, pulling my body fully against his. His dick pushes into my thigh, Aiden not bashful of his erection. “I have an idea.” My back arches as his lips sweep against my collarbone.

      “Mmm?” I hum, relishing in the way his fingers dig into my skin.

      “You seem filthy,” he teases, nipping at my ear. “I think you need me to clean you off.”

      I stifle a moan as fingers dip into the wetness between my thighs. “Is that so?”

      He nods. “You’re a dirty girl, Monica. It’s time to get cleaned up.” Aiden doesn’t allow me time to answer, he picks me up in one fell swoop, throwing me over his shoulder as he races toward the bathroom.

      Aiden keeps me thrown over his shoulder as he reaches into the shower and turns the nozzle. My feet find the soft material of the rug as he places me in front of the shower door. Steam begins to bellow through the crack in the shower door.

      The two of us stand front to front, naked in multiple senses. Not only physically, but emotionally as well. We’ve both unloaded deeply buried parts of ourselves tonight. I don’t know what has my body flushed more, knowing I trust him with what I’ve told him, or the way he stares at my body like he’s ready to devour me.

      He nods his head in the direction of the running water. “Get in,” he instructs, his focus on my breasts, the two of them heavy with desire.

      Doing as I’m told, I open the door and step in. The water is scorching hot against my skin. Aiden steps in behind me, the door slamming behind him.

      The foggy air between us from the steam does nothing to hide the lust in his eyes. He carefully tracks the track of the water down my body with his gaze. My core tightens when his tongue peeks out between his teeth, slowly licking his bottom lip.

      Keeping his focus on me, he reaches for a loofah hanging on the wall. Grabbing a large black bottle, he squeezes liquid on the loofah and steps closer to me.

      “Turn around.” His tone is sharp, demanding.

      I’m too focused on the way his muscles glisten under the spray of the water. The random array of tattoos splattered on his body appear even darker on top of his wet skin.

      Fingertips dig into my hip as Aiden closes the distance between us. Leaning over me, one hand holding the loofah while the other bites into my skin, he smirks. “I told you to turn around,” he scolds. He leans in, kissing the top of my nose gently before taking me off guard and forcefully spinning my body around until my front presses against the shower wall. The cold stone feels harsh against my hard nipples.

      “Much better,” he says, his foot hitting my ankle to spread my legs wider.

      For the next hour, the two of us make sure every inch of our skin is very clean.

      I didn’t think twice about it when once we were all clean, he climbed in bed with me. It’d been a long time since I’d shared a bed overnight with another man, and somehow it felt natural to wake up with him next to me.

      Well, almost next to me. I’d woken up with his face between my thighs—the best alarm clock I’d ever had.

      While I ironed my clothes for the day, he stepped out to grab us coffee. I told him to grab us breakfast as well, but he looked at me like I was dumb and left before I’d been able ask him what the look meant.

      I’m in the middle of fixing my hair when he walks through the door. One hand holds a drink tray with two coffees and a smoothie, the other holds a grocery bag from the small store across the street from me.

      “I got you coffee and a smoothie to hold you over, but I’m not buying breakfast when I can prepare it for you here.” He doesn’t bother to elaborate. He sets the smoothie and coffee on my marble bathroom counter and then exits the room.

      The clanging of pots and pans sound from the kitchen as I finish with my hair. Nash and Nora will be landing from their honeymoon this afternoon. I planned on picking them up from the airport, but a text message this morning from Roy forced me to find other accommodations for them.

      The text requested a meeting to discuss Nash and acted as a reminder of everything Aiden and I had worked on recently. We have enough—probably more than enough—to get the solid board members of the label to drop him. I just have to play it cool for a little while longer while I figure the details out.

      I’m putting the last touches on my makeup, swiping blush across my cheeks when Aiden walks into the bathroom. He watches me closely in the mirror.

      “I could get used to this,” he says.

      “To what?” I ask, spraying setting spray on my face.

      “To watching you get ready in the morning…making you breakfast. It feels normal. I like it.”

      I smile. “Well I do have to get going soon. Roy called for a meeting.”

      His eyebrows rise. “What do you think he wants?”

      I shrug, looking in the mirror to touch up my lipstick. “He’s probably wondering if Nash has any new music. He wouldn’t allow Nash a week off to enjoy his honeymoon.”

      Aiden is quiet, his knuckle running over his bottom lip as he thinks about something.

      Finally ready for the day, I walk around him toward my kitchen. “What’s for breakfast?”

      He follows closely behind me. “Your favorite. Or at least, I think it’s one of your favorites. It’s something I’ve seen you eat often on tour…”

      Walking into the kitchen, I find two bowls nicely placed on my kitchen table. More often than not I eat at this table with my laptop out, trying to multitask while nourishing my body. It feels strange to sit down and have someone sitting in the seat next to mine.

      “You made açai bowls?” I ask, looking down at the work of art in front of me. The fruit on the top of the bowl is cut intricately. Strawberries are fanned out to look like a flower, and there’s a sprinkle of coconut over the top.

      Aiden mixes the contents of his own bowl around, a sheepish smile on his face. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him look shy in the slightest. “It wasn’t that hard.”

      Dipping my spoon in, I take a bite of the breakfast. The flavors erupt in my mouth, tasting much better than any my assistant has ever found for me. The granola isn’t overly sweet, and the consistency of the açai is perfect.

      For a moment, I almost forget I have to endure a meeting with Roy later.

      He watches me carefully. I take another bite, savoring the fruity flavors on my tongue. “It’s delicious,” I tell him.

      Aiden smiles, going to take a bite of his own bowl. “Keep me around and there’s more where that came from.”
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      “Care to tell me what you’ve been up to Monica?” Roy is seated across from me, he leans back in his large leather chair at the mahogany desk. His hands are folded behind his head, bringing attention to the slight pit stains on his designer button down shirt.

      I maintain a poker face, even though my pulse has spiked significantly at his question. “What do you mean?” I ask, feigning innocence.

      He grins, showing off his tacky set of veneers. His meaty fingers type something on his computer. It takes him a moment to pull up whatever he’s looking for, but when he does, he looks at me with that same smile. Turning the screen toward me, I’m shocked to find a photo of Aiden, Chelsea and I seated together at the restaurant last night.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” he chides.

      A colossal pit forms in my stomach. I keep my gaze fixed on the photo, not wanting to see Roy’s smug face.

      “Tell me, what could Nash’s manager and brother possibly want with one of my former artists? Especially one that tried to sleep her way to the top to make up for her severe lack of talent.”

      Bile stings my throat. This is how he managed to turn the fault on Chelsea. To make everyone believe she was the villain and ostracize her from the business.

      “She’s a close friend of Aiden’s,” I lie, unable to think of any other excuse.

      He nods. “Funny, I remember them introducing themselves at the wedding.”

      Taking a subtle deep breath, I try to regain my composure. “Maybe you had a few too many drinks,” I offer patronizingly.

      His bushy eyebrows narrow. “I’m not fucking around, Monica. Whatever you’re up to, it won’t end well for any of you.”

      He doesn’t know everything yet. The realization calms me down a bit. He only has this photo. It’s clear he doesn’t know what was discussed.

      “I’m curious, Roy,” I ask, straightening a stapler on his desk. “Why do you have this photo to begin with? Here I was thinking we trusted one another…”

      “I want to trust you Monica, I do. But then I see this and I’m questioning if I should.”

      I shrug off his statement, giving off the illusion of indifference. In reality, I’m wondering how I could be so careless. Of course he had me followed. I should have known. I can’t let him figure out what we know—it would ruin everything. Somehow, I’ve got to find a way to rid him of all of his suspicions. “You’re going to be extremely bored at what you find out about my day-to-day activities.”

      “We’ll see. Now, are you going to tell me the real reason you were dining with one of my past…”

      “Artists?” I finish for him, plastering a fake smile on my face.

      His nod is slow. “Yes, of course,” he finishes.

      My lips roll together as I adjust myself in my chair. I cross one leg over the other, grimacing. “I wasn’t trying to make this awkward Roy, but since you asked.”

      Roy leans forward in his chair, anxiously awaiting my answer. The look in his eyes tells me he thinks he’s cornered me. That he’s about to get a confession that matches his suspicions. It’s my job to make him think the opposite.

      “Chelsea wants to find a way to get back on with Coleman Records.” My words taste sour in my mouth. I know that’s the last thing she wants, but I need to convince Roy, and he is just egotistical enough to believe it.

      He looks surprised. “Really?”

      I nod. “She asked if I had a way to get back in your good graces. The only reason Aiden tagged along was because I’m essentially babysitting him while Nash is away.”

      “Interesting. Go on...”

      “I didn’t want to make it awkward, since it’s clear the two of you have…history…but I wasn’t sure what else I was supposed to do.”

      “You were supposed to call me,” he barks.

      “Lesson learned,” I say. In this case, I believe less is more with what I say. I don’t want to over explain my lies and open myself up to questions. The less I say, the better.

      I don’t know if he believes me, but I didn’t have enough time to prepare anything else. Deception is unfortunately becoming a strength of mine—but I usually have more time to carefully plan out my lies. I don’t have that luxury here.

      My phone vibrates inside my purse. Trying to act as if this is just business as usual, I pull it out. Roy knows I always check my phone. If I were to ignore it, it may put him onto me more than he already is.

      Looking down, I find a text chain between Nash and his people letting us know that they’re boarding their flight now.

      I glance up from my phone. “Did you need anything else from me, Roy? I’m afraid I’ve got to run,” I lie.

      His eyes flick to the picture of us on his screen. Luckily, it doesn’t seem like he has anything else, but the seed has been planted in his mind, which isn’t good for us—at all.

      “No,” he states, leaning back in his chair once again. “Let Chelsea know if she wants back in, she can call me.”

      I take my time gathering my things and sliding out of my chair. I don’t want it to appear that I’m trying to run out of here.

      I’m halfway out the door when he speaks again.

      “Oh, and Monica?” he says calmly.

      I turn around. “Yes?”

      His beady eyes narrow. “If I find out that you’re up to something, Nash’s career is the first thing I’m ending. I’ll make sure no other person in the industry touches him. Then, I’ll come after you. Is that understood?”

      My breath hitches. I swallow, getting myself together quickly. “That won’t be necessary,” I answer before leaving his doorway.

      I don’t make eye contact with a single person as I make my way to my car. The moment I get to the safety of it, I scream.

      Roy is undoubtedly onto me. He knows more than he’s letting on.

      Now Nash’s career may be ruined—and it’s all because of me.
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      As I approach Monica’s condo, I notice her front door is cracked open. My grip on Pepper’s leash tightens as I jog the rest of the way, stopping at the entrance. The sound of breaking glass has me throwing the door open. As soon as I make it through the doorway, I slam the door shut and let go of Pepper’s leash. This is her first time over at Monica’s, but she’ll have to wait for a formal tour.

      The sound of something else breaking fills the otherwise quiet space. I lunge through the hallway and toward the noise, finding Monica standing in the middle of her office in a fit of rage.

      Picking up a pair of scissors, she throws them across the room until they bounce off one the photos hanging on the wall. Next, she picks up a stack of papers, angrily ripping them in half and throwing the shredded pieces in the air.

      “What the fuck?” I mutter, my eyes taking in the scene before me.

      My words break her out of her frenzy. When she looks at me, I see black streaks running down her face.

      “Holy shit, are you crying?” I ask, running toward her.

      Monica stops me, holding her hands between us. “I cry when I’m mad.”

      “Why are you mad?”

      She laughs, but not the same laugh as earlier this morning when I’d found the ticklish spot on her abdomen. “Because Roy caught us speaking with Chelsea. I think he knows what we’re trying to do, Aiden. He’s not going to sit around and wait. He’s going to retaliate…I know he is.”

      “How does he know?”

      “Because I underestimated him, and he didn’t underestimate me. He’s been watching us.” She picks up a picture frame from her desk and chucks it across the room, shattering the glass against the wall.

      “Does he know anything else?”

      She looks at me with tear-stained cheeks. It’s jarring to see her in such a vulnerable state. The only time I’ve seen her come unhinged was because of my touch. I’ve never witnessed her falling apart in anger, or in fear. “I don’t know what he knows, but he knows more than he told me. He’s threatening Nash, Aiden. And it’s all because I’m stupid and careless and foolish for thinking we’d ever be able to win against that kind of money and power.”

      I want to reach out, to pull her against my chest and tell her we’ll figure it out, but when I try to step forward, she steps backward.

      “Monica, wait!” I lunge forward, but it’s too late. Her bare feet step over a pile of broken glass from a frame.

      She barely winces, despite the large gash on the bottom of her foot. I bend down to examine it.

      “I’m fine, Aiden,” she says, her voice seeming far away even though she’s standing above me. It’s as if her mind is somewhere else completely.

      “No it isn’t. You might need stitches.” I try to look to see how deep the cut is, but she pulls her foot from me.

      Standing up, I don’t give her time to argue. I lift her off the ground, walk out of the office and head toward her bathroom. I don’t stop until I’m able to place her on her bathroom countertop.

      She stares blankly ahead as I search her cabinets for some sort of first-aid kit. There’s no way a control freak like Monica would go without one.

      “What are we going to do, Aiden?” she asks as I’m rifling through what has got to be a hundred different hair products in the cabinet underneath one of her sinks.

      “Right now we’re going to fix this cut.”

      “I’m bleeding all over my white rug,” she states matter-of-factly.

      “If you’d tell me where the first-aid kit is, I could stop it,” I tell her.

      She points over my shoulder to a small closet. When I open it, I find neatly folded towels. One shelf has extra toiletries and the thing I’ve been looking for.

      I pull it from the shelf, setting it down on the counter to find what I need.

      A wet nose nudges my leg, reminding me that I brought Pepper.

      “You brought the dog?” she asks, her voice void of emotion.

      I throw a glance at Pepper sitting at my feet. “We were trying to surprise you,” I offer, pulling out the supplies that I’ll need.

      Pepper, intuitive as always, nudges against Monica’s leg. She continues the gesture until Monica reaches a hand down to pet her. The moment Monica touches her, Pepper’s large tongue comes out to lick Monica across the forearm.

      And as much as Monica pretends to dislike the dog, the smile on her face proves how much she cares for my furry companion.

      Monica continues to pet Pepper, her brown eyes a fraction of a bit brighter than they were a few minutes ago. “We’ve got to do something and we’ve got to do it soon,” she says softly, referring back to the earlier conversation.

      She winces in pain when I wipe an alcohol swab over the cut. It isn’t deep enough to need stitches, but it’s close. I’ve wounded myself enough in the kitchen to know how to tend to deep cuts.

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I answer simply.

      “I won’t be the reason he loses everything he’s worked for. I can’t handle it…he’s the only family I have. The only person I’ve ever cared about.” She looks down, “Well, the only person until you.”

      Her honesty throws me off guard. She hasn’t opened up to me much at all yet, but I’m still caught off-guard by the confession.

      “What about your family?” I prod.

      “My family is exactly like me. A bunch of heartless, career-driven, power-hungry people. I was merely an accessory to my parents—brought out for them to show off as a shiny toy to their business partners but neglected behind closed doors. My sister and I had to compete for a shred of love from our parents. We were pinned against one another from the very beginning.”

      “You’re nothing like them,” I demand, placing a bandage over her wound. Standing up, I grab each side of her face. “Do you hear me? You aren’t like them. They don’t deserve you.”

      She smiles sadly. “I used to think I was exactly like them. You know what I’ve done, Aiden. Stop pretending that I’m some saint.”

      “You did what you did because you cared about Nash. It wasn’t what I would have done, but I forgive you Monica. You have to forgive yourself.”

      “It wasn’t enough. Not if Roy stays one step ahead of us. All of this will have been for nothing.”

      I hold her face tight in my hands. “Listen to me right now. We’re going to get to Roy first. We’re going to make him pay. We’ll get Nash out of this, together. Then, we’re going to forgive ourselves for every shitty thing we’ve done in the past, okay? We’re going to get through it and we’re going to move on. I promise.”
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      I’d allowed myself one night to be weak. To act completely out of character. For the entire night, Aiden held me and made promises to me he may never be able to keep. But I let myself believe him. I let myself momentarily forget that so much was at stake—that so many artists might be abused if I fail. For a night, I wanted to pretend that Nash’s career didn’t rest in my hands all over again.

      When the honeymooners returned that same night, I wanted to tell Nash every single thing we discovered in his absence. But his hate for Roy runs deep enough already, and I can’t be certain he’d maintain his composure if I did. That, and I didn’t want to riddle him with anxieties before the two back-to-back nights of his LA shows.

      I also didn’t want to ruin the post-honeymoon bliss he was clearly in. He’s finally happy. I desperately want him to hold onto that happiness for as long as he can. No one deserves it more than him.

      Nash doesn’t need any distractions, especially one this large. He knows that I’m working on getting him out of his contract, but he doesn’t know to what extent.

      Tomorrow is the first hometown show. It’s a sold-out concert and we’ve sold double the amount of meet and greet tickets than we normally do since it’s his local show. He needs to stay focused on performing, and I need to stay focused on my plan for Roy.

      Once I’m certain I have everything I need, I’ll tell him. I’ve already made the mistake of excluding him once, I won’t do that again.

      I’m sitting inside my own tour bus, one I share with other members of Nash’s team. I don’t enjoy spending time here, but I am fortunate enough to have the larger room at the back. It wasn’t something I’d asked of Nash, but he’d insisted I had it for this tour.

      Everyone else is out working, leaving the bus empty for once. I pounced on the opportunity to work alone in silence, avoiding any and all distractions as I get everything I need together to finish my plan.

      Speaking of distractions.

      I’m deep into sending an email when the door to the bus opens, a fifty-pound dog lunging straight for me. I don’t have time to react before Pepper is toppling me over.

      “Pep! Heel!” Aiden yells, hot on Pepper’s heels. He isn’t quick enough. The beast of a dog has already climbed into my lap, even though there’s no space for her there.

      Pepper licks at my face. I swear she gets bigger every time I see her. “You clearly have her so trained.”

      Aiden smiles. “Her training has been a bit neglected recently. I’ve been a bit…busy.” He winks, insinuating exactly what he’s been busy with—me.

      I allow the dog to nuzzle into me as my cheeks turn pink. Aiden’s right. If either of us have had any spare time, it’s been spent with one another. Not that we’ve had much. He’s been diving headfirst into sprucing up the meals for our team. I’d been reluctant to the idea at first, but he’s done so much with our craft services, and he isn’t breaking the bank by doing it.

      We’ve also been very busy finalizing our plan of attack on Roy. He’s been up late with me, sneaking around so no one knows what we’re up to. After our late-night sessions compiling everything we know, we spend the rest of our nights unable to keep our hands off one another.

      I try not to put too much thought into what will happen next. We can’t sneak around forever, and Lennon already knows about us. It won’t be long until someone else finds out, too. Aiden is fine with coming clean to his brother, I on the other hand, am not.

      I keep putting it off, telling him we can maybe do it…once we get the Roy situation taken care of. I just don’t know what I’d tell Nash. Hey, guess what, I think I have feelings for your little brother? That conversation seems fun. Aiden and I aren’t boyfriend and girlfriend, but he’s made it very clear that I’m not to be involved with anyone else. And I feel the same about him. The thought of another woman touching him makes me feral.

      I want to keep him but I don’t want anyone to know about it.

      “Earth to Monica?” Aiden snaps his fingers in front of my face. Pepper’s tail thumps against my thigh in excitement at his sudden nearness.

      “Yes,” I say, blinking.

      His lip twitches, his eyes flicking to my lips. “Hi.” Slowly, he leans down and lays a chaste kiss on my lips.

      “Hi,” I say against his mouth.

      “Care to share with the class what you were thinking about? You were so lost in your own thoughts that you were actually petting Pep.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t even remember. I told you it isn’t that I don’t like the dog,” I run my hand down the coarse fur on her back. “It’s just I think she could use some better manners.”

      This makes him smile wide. His arm brushes mine as he reaches to scratch Pepper’s ear. Leaning in close to her, he whispers, “Did you hear that, Pep? I think we’re growing on her…”

      My eyes roll. “I don’t hate the dog. The verdict is still out on you.”

      His hand flies to his chest. “I can think of a few ways to prove just how much I’ve grown on you…”

      “I’m busy.”

      He leans close, brushing his nose over my cheek. His hot breath against my skin makes me break out in goosebumps. Pepper, suddenly annoyed by the encroachment of her personal space, jumps off my lap.

      His fingers are hot as they travel underneath the fabric of my dress. It’s warm in LA today, and I knew I’d spend a lot of my time in between my bus and the stage to make sure rehearsals go smoothly. I hadn’t expected Aiden to use my light dress to his advantage.

      “Take it back,” he whispers. His fingers run up my thigh.

      “Never,” I breathe, leaning into his touch.

      “You asked for it.” Quickly, he finds the ticklish spot on either side of my hips. His fingers dig into it, making me howl out.

      “Aiden!” I yell, trying to squirm away from his touch.

      He’s ruthless, pressing harder to hold me down.

      “Take it back, baby,” he says next to my ear. He pulls away, stopping the pressure to allow me to gather my breath.

      When I don’t answer him, he continues his assault.

      “Fine!” I wheeze, trying to gasp for air. “You’ve grown on me, asshole. You knew that already.”

      He falls to his knees between my legs. My dress has been pushed up in the process, showing off the panties he’d picked out for me this morning. Even though my tour bus was parked on the lot and way closer than my place, Aiden’s been spending the night at my condo. It’s been the norm for us. We haven’t discussed what happens when we’re back on the road.

      He kisses the inside of my knee tenderly. “It doesn’t mean I don’t want to hear it,” he answers honestly. “It’s hard not ever knowing what’s going on in your head. Forgive me for needing to know you haven’t grown tired of me yet.”

      “Not yet.” I jump at the feeling of his tongue coming out to lick the inside of my thigh.

      His fingers splay out on either side of my thighs. “It seems I need to remind my girl of who she belongs to.”

      The warmth from his tongue moves further and further up my thigh, getting closer and closer to where I want him most. He runs a finger over the wet spot of my panties.

      “Aiden, we have to stop,” I pant. He moves the fabric to the side.

      He smiles up at me with a devilish grin. “You sure about that?”

      A moan leaves my lips when he softly licks me from bottom to top. I know there’s a good chance he left the door to the bus unlocked, meaning someone could walk in on us at any moment. I’d told the team exactly where I was going when I broke away from the setup this morning. It wouldn’t be hard for them to find me here.

      I know all of this, but still I don’t stop him. The edge of the table digs into the side of one of my legs, but I hardly notice. I’m too lost in the feeling of his tongue pressed against me.

      It doesn’t take him long to bring me to the brink of a release. He clamps a hand over my mouth as the orgasm surges through me. I have to bite down to try and stifle my moans. The walls of the buses are thin. If someone were to walk by, they’d be able to hear everything.

      Once I’m done, he kisses the inside of my thigh once again. “Are you reminded?” His grin is cocky as he wipes my juices off his face with the back of his hand.

      I laugh, unable to hide my smile. “You’re something else.”

      He picks my panties up off the floor, guiding each one of my feet through the holes and helping to push them back up my thighs. “You know what I am?” he asks.

      I finish pulling my panties all the way back on. Leaning forward, I wrap my arms around his neck. He still sits on his knees on the floor, my body planted in the chair and arms wrapped around his neck.

      “What are you?” I ask, playing with his hair.

      He kisses the top of my nose. “Yours.”

      The heart I didn’t know still existed flutters inside my chest. I’ve never been one to get butterflies in my stomach, yet his words do something to me.

      “You may regret saying that one day,” I say sadly. Things between us seem to be going too well for it to last. Two people that started out as enemies can’t possibly be this…normal.

      He shakes his head. “Not likely.”

      The only answer I can give him is leaning in to kiss his lips. I put everything I have into this kiss. I don’t know all the answers. I don’t know what’s going to happen between us. But for now, I don’t care. I’m happy with where I’m at with him. He’s brought me a peace I didn’t know I needed.

      But peace can’t last forever, and eventually the differences in our lives are bound to catch up with us.

      It’s only a matter of time.
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      The sun has started its descent as I wrap up my work on the bus. It took some coaxing to get Aiden to leave so I could get back to work. He tried to protest, even offering to stop seducing me and let me work. His idea didn’t last long thanks to a text from someone in craft services, saying that the lunch delivery was late.

      I spent another hour plotting against Roy before deciding I should probably go check on Nash and the concert setup. I’ve got everything I need on Roy at this point, I just need to figure out how best to expose him. People like him aren’t easy to take down. They have too much money and too many connections. I have to be perfect if this is going to work.

      I’m hardly paying attention to where I’m walking when I step off the bus and directly into another person.

      An overly warm hand grips my bicep tightly. Looking up, I find a beaming Roy. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      I look around. Most of the crew is setting up for the concert, leaving the parking lot around us dead. All I can see are rows and rows of parked buses, empty aisles everywhere. “Just working,” I answer, pulling my sunglasses down over my eyes.

      “Well you were just the person I was looking for. Mind if we step back onto your bus for a chat?”

      I stare up at him, wondering what he’s doing here. According to his schedule, he’s supposed to be at an event in New York for the next three days. I know this because ever since the restaurant incident, I’ve been extra cautious. If the man sneezes, I’ve made it my business to know about it.

      “Sure,” I finally answer. “I’ve got a few minutes, but then I need to get to where I was going…”

      Without hesitation, he reaches around me to open the door to my bus. The smell of his body odor stings my nostrils as I make my way up the stairs. I continue walking until I’m seated at the same table I was at an hour ago, with Aiden doing dirty things to me.

      I erase the memory from my mind, knowing I need to stay completely focused for the likely unpleasant conversation that is about to unfold.

      “How can I help you?” I ask him.

      His eyes are fixated on a magazine left out on one of the couches. Tucking his hands into his pockets, he looks at me. “It’s more about how I can help you, Monica.”

      I frown. “My apologies, I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “I wasn’t a fan of how we left things last time we spoke, Monica. It really bothered me—kept me up all night.”

      He turns his attention from the couch over to where I sit, his beady eyes focused on me.

      “I was thinking, we used to be such terrific partners, you and I. Look at what we did with Nash. That was us, Monica. We turned a playboy addict into the most successful pop star of our generation.”

      What game are you playing? I try to decipher his words while avoiding looking disgusted.

      “And you. You’ve gone from completely unknown to one of the most successful and respected managers in the business. I don’t want to fight with you, Monica. No, no, no. I want you on my team.”

      “Excuse me?” I blurt, unable to keep from looking surprised.

      He smiles eagerly, like he’s been holding onto a secret that he can’t wait to unveil. “I have a proposal for you. Two, in fact.”

      He makes his way over to the table, sitting across from me with his hands folded in front of him.

      “It’s no secret Nash doesn’t like me.”

      A small snort leaves my nose, causing Roy to frown briefly.

      “Like I said, it’s no secret,” his smile returns as he continues. “If he wants to move on—go to greener pastures—who am I to hold him back?”

      “What are you saying?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Nash is free from his contractual obligations to me. If that is what you both want.”

      “Why would…”

      Roy raises his hand, cutting me off. “In addition to Nash’s freedom, I have an offer for you, Monica.”

      He pauses, as if to add suspense to the unveiling of his offer.

      “I’ve seen the way you handle business. You’re cunning, ruthless, and just the type of person we need on the board at Coleman. What you’ve done in your relatively brief career is nothing short of miraculous. It’s time you stopped slumming it as someone’s bitch, Monica, you’re too talented.”

      Anger boils in my veins. I’m nobody’s bitch. “I work with Nash,” I answer smoothly.

      He waves at the air dismissively, as if my words mean nothing. “You don’t need to do that anymore. It’s time you move up to the big leagues and take a spot where your talents will be utilized better.”

      My eyebrows furrow. He’d be giving up his top artist. Roy likes money too much for this to make any sense.

      “Nash is one of your biggest assets. And you’d just let him walk away with all of his music? For what? To get me on the board? What’s in it for you?”

      He holds his index finger up to his temple. “You’re always thinking ahead, Monica. It’s one of the reasons I respect you. Women often get caught up in the present, in their emotions, and aren’t able to think ahead like that.”

      You misogynistic pig.

      He sighs, throwing his hands up in defeat. “You win. I can guess what you’ve got on me, Monica, and I can’t have that information getting out. What better way to make sure it doesn’t go public than to give you a piece of the pie—a spot at the head of the table. I’m offering you everything you could ever want. More money and power than you’ve ever dreamed of.”

      As much as I hate myself for it, I let myself consider the offer. Not because of the position on the board. Truthfully, I never really wanted to work for a label. Money and power never interested me as much as the ball-busting I get to do on a daily basis working my current job.

      I try to consider the offer because for the first time since I started looking into Roy, I finally have a guaranteed way to break Nash’s contract. The whole reason I began this crusade in the first place was for the sole purpose of freeing Nash from the tyrannical hold of Coleman Records. I could finally do just that. As much as I can’t stand Roy, I would work with him if it meant finally doing right by Nash.

      Unfortunately, Nash isn’t the only one that needs me anymore. Sasha and Chelsea were brave enough to share their stories with me and Aiden. How many other aspiring artists have a story to tell? How can I be any better than Roy if I turn a blind eye? But then again, there’s no guarantee that what I have will make any difference to someone with that much power.

      My head spins as I try to analyze the situation.

      Taking a deep breath, I decide I won’t refuse a deal with the devil—yet. I’ll never bargain with a man like Roy, but I need time to process all of this.

      “Give me time to think about it.”
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      My heart pounds in anticipation as I press my ear to the door of the RV. I eavesdrop on the interaction between Monica and Roy. I’m close to barging in on them, making my presence known so I can tell Roy to fuck off and that his offer is something she would never accept.

      But she hasn’t answered yet.

      Her pause is making me anxious.

      My ear flattens against the door of the tour bus. I hear her take a long, dramatic deep breath. Her next words kill me. “Give me time to think about it.”

      The world around me spins. As quietly as I can, I back away from the entrance to the bus.

      Part of me wishes I’d never eavesdropped. I hadn’t done it to try and get dirt on her. Quite the opposite, I was trying to protect her. I saw Roy as I was headed towards the stadium and decided to follow him. I’d never seen the man at a concert before, so I figured something was up. When he confronted Monica, I had to make sure he wasn’t cornering her.

      What an ass I’ve made of myself.

      She didn’t ever need protection. From the very beginning, she’s been playing all of us. Roy was never a threat to her. We’d done all of this work, found all this dirt. For what? The girls—what he’d done to them, they didn’t mean anything to her.

      It was never her intention to help them. I don’t even know if it was ever her true intention to help Nash. Maybe all along, these were excuses to get exactly what she wanted…to spite her father…and to take a position with the main competitor to her family’s company.

      She made a fool out of me.

      These women had trusted me. They’d shared their stories with me. And in return, I trusted Monica to help me—to help them.

      The asphalt crunches underneath my shoes as I get as far away from the bus as possible. As far away from her.

      I’d known from the start she’s nothing but a liar. I knew all about her schemes and deception before I’d ever met her. And yet…I allowed her to seduce me—to pull me in. I fell for her conniving games.

      To think I’d been so close to barging up the stairs to defend her.

      Give me time to think about it.

      Her words ring in my head over and over. She’s actually considering his offer. Of course she would. Every time she has the opportunity to do something selfless, she chooses herself.

      I’ve always called her a little liar. I’ve known all along.

      Bracing myself on a bus far away from hers, I take in as much air as my lungs will allow.

      Her betrayal hurts far worse than I could’ve imagined.

      I have to tell Nash.

      But before I do, I have to get my head on straight. I have to figure out how I’m going to admit to my brother that the woman who plotted against him is the same woman whose bed I was climbing into at night. I need some time to think. I need to find a way to get back at her.

      Fool me once, shame on you.

      Fool me twice, shame on me.

      I don’t take well to being made into a fool.
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        * * *

      

      “Where do you think you’re going, little liar?” I yell through the narrow aisle of buses.

      Monica, just stepping out of Nash’s tour bus, looks up at me in shock. Her eyes widen, looking at the few people around us. “Aiden,” she says coolly. You’d never know all the lies she’s hiding beneath the calm tone of her voice.

      “What were you doing?” I demand, looking over her shoulder at Nash’s tour bus. Once I’d finally gathered my thoughts, I’d texted him asking where he was. He’d responded that he was in a meeting on his bus, but that we could talk after.

      Who knew the meeting was with the bitch of a liar standing in front of me?

      “Talking to Nash.” Her answer is simple. She looks at me, confused. She reaches out to touch me, but I back away.

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” I seethe, looking down at her in disgust. “Don’t ever fucking touch me again.”

      Tucking her hair behind her ear, she grimaces. “What’s going on, Aiden?”

      I laugh, throwing my hands up in the air. “You’re really going to play dumb aren’t you? God, I’m so fucking embarrassed that I actually fell for it.”

      “Maybe we should talk somewhere more private,” she says, biting the inside of her cheek. Someone walks past us. She gives them a forced smile, trying to pretend that everything isn’t up in flames right now.

      “Why? So everyone doesn’t know how much of a bitch you are? How much of a liar?”

      I look around me, raising my voice. “Well guess what, they should all know. Monica Masters is a cold-hearted bitch. But we all knew that already didn’t we? It’s just me who’d thought otherwise.”

      “Aiden…whatever you were told…”

      “I didn’t have to be told anything. I heard every single word of your conversation with Roy.” My teeth clench. “Every. Last. Word.”

      For once, she looks panicked. What a great actress she’s turned out to be.

      “Tell me, would no one else fuck you? That’s why you had to spin your web of lies to get me to do it?”

      Her mouth hangs open. “Aiden, it isn’t what you think.”

      “Oh so you weren’t needing time to think about betraying the women you’ve claimed to care about? You weren’t thinking about working with that pathetic excuse of a man?”

      “There’s more to the story…”

      “You didn’t need more time because it was your fucking plan all along. You’d blackmail Roy, get a spot on his board to get what you want. Nash, these girls…me…we were all just collateral damage. You don’t give a fuck about any of us.”

      “I’m going to tell him no. I just needed to buy time!” she yells, having to talk over me to get a word in.

      Shaking my head, I look at the woman I’d fallen for, despite every single one of the warning signs in my head. “I don’t fucking believe you. You’re abandoning these women who trusted you to tell their story. I trusted you.” It seems like the world is falling apart at my feet. From the very beginning I knew what she was capable of, but I was blinded by lust. I would have believed anything that came out of her mouth.

      Not anymore.

      Her bottom lip shakes. “You know me. Aiden, I would never.”

      I close the distance between our bodies. Like in the very beginning, she tries to back away from me, ending up cornered against a bus.

      “That’s the thing, Monica.” I brush a piece of hair from her face. “Everything I know about you tells me you would. That you did.”

      Her chest heaves up and down. “That’s it? You overhear small fragments of a conversation and everything you’ve seen me do for Nash, for these girls, in the last few weeks just goes out the window?”

      “Your deception knows no bounds.”

      I watch as the hurt in her eye’s morphs to anger. She’s no longer able to keep the innocent mask on, her true colors are beginning to seep from her pores. The mask is slipping, giving me a glimpse at the real her…the one I’d known about all along.

      “I’m glad you think so low of me. I remember you telling me that you’re mine just this morning.”

      “You were a decent fuck, I guess my mind was caught up in that, saying things I didn’t mean. You’d know how that feels, wouldn’t you?”

      Taking me off guard, she shoves against my chest. She puts enough power into it to put some space between us. “I didn’t fucking betray you or Nash or anyone!” she shouts, waving her hands frantically in the hair. She’s completely unhinged, her hands aggressively slicing through the air. “But you’re never going to believe me, Aiden. Deep down, you’ve had this idea of me from the very beginning. You were never going to get rid of it, no matter how many times I tried to prove to you that I care. I care deeply about these girls, about their stories being heard…I care about Nash…and I care about you.”

      “You don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

      Rolling her eyes, she wipes at her cheek.

      Is that a tear?

      I blink, knowing my mind is playing tricks on me. There’s no way she’s crying. Or maybe she is, at this point I don’t know how far she’ll go to get what she wants.

      “Go fuck yourself, Aiden,” she shouts, walking away from me.

      I’m left watching her go, wishing like hell I hadn’t let her in. Wishing I hadn’t fallen for her lies.

      Most of all, wishing that it didn’t hurt so bad to watch her walk away, even after all the pain she’s caused.
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      The next day, I woke up to a string of missed calls from Nash, asking where I went. In my fit of rage last night, I’d forgotten that I told him we needed to talk. I’m regretting it now.

      Today is the first of two LA shows, and Nash hasn’t had a moment of silence all day. I’ve tried to tell him I need to speak to him alone—that it’s important—but he won’t listen.

      Sitting in his dressing room, just minutes before he’s set to take the stage, I’ve finally been able to talk to him, but he keeps dismissing me.

      After all the progress we’ve made in our relationship, this is the absolute worst time for him to revert back to treating me like a child.

      “You need to do something about her,” I tell Nash. He sits in a makeup chair, his team having just left to give him some quiet before the show.

      At least he thought it’d be quiet, but I’m not done having this conversation with him.

      “It’s being handled, Aiden,” Nash says, his tone exhausted. “Monica’s handling it. She has a plan, but I don’t have time to tell you everything before I have to go on stage. Just trust me.”

      Monica must have lied to him, too.

      “How can you be so sure? She’s lied to you before. What if she works with Roy? Keeps all of this dirt hidden?”

      “She won’t.”

      I sit up angrily on the couch. “How do you know that? What aren’t you telling me?”

      Nash opens his mouth to speak, but before he can get any words out, Roy bursts through the door.

      A sinister grin covers his face as he focuses on Nash. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “I’m busy,” Nash clips, not bothering to look over at Roy.

      Roy looks like a fucking kid in a candy shop. His smile is too wide, too creepy. “Oh I won’t take long, I just came to gloat. To share the good news…”

      Nash doesn’t humor him with words, but I can’t help myself. “And what’s that?”

      Roy turns to me, his eyes narrowing. “The little brother, still riding his big brother’s coattails...”

      “My name is Aiden.”

      “That’s right. Well, Aiden, I came to share with Nash personally the news that Monica has ditched him. That she’s going to take a more dignified position at Coleman. I’m afraid she’ll no longer have the time to babysit you.”

      My heart sinks. Even though I knew in my head she was a liar, my heart still held onto hope that she would refuse his offer and do the right thing. It feels like the last piece of my soul has been ripped out of my body.

      “Monica wouldn’t do it,” Nash points out matter-of-factly. My eyes turn to my brother. Why doesn’t he seem surprised? Roy just confirmed everything I told him. Why is he letting this asshole barge in here and gloat? And how could he possibly think Monica wouldn’t do it? Of course she’d do it.

      “I’m finally getting rid of you once and for all. I can’t say I’m sad to see your annoying pop star ass go. You were always more difficult than you’re worth.”

      Nash stands up, walking to stand in front of Roy. He stares him down, looking unfazed. “The feeling was mutual, Roy.”

      The two of them stare eye to eye, neither backing down. Finally, Roy breaks eye contact, backing away in the direction of the door. He pauses before opening it.

      “Oh, and before you go I have one more surprise to leave you with,” he says cockily.

      Outside the room, you can hear the sound of the crowd beginning to cheer Nash’s name. “I have a show to get to,” Nash says, seemingly unphased.

      Roy’s face lights up. “That’s the surprise, Nash. You don’t have a show anymore.”

      “Excuse me?” Nash asks, his voice low.

      “That’s right. We’re canceling your shows—both of them. It makes no difference to me anymore what your fans think of you. You’ve made me look bad so many times, it’s time I return the favor.”

      Finally, I see emotion from Nash. “That isn’t possible.”

      “It isn’t? I pay for these shows. I can cancel them as easily as I can put them on. But if you don’t believe me, go see for yourself. We have someone going on right now to cancel it.”

      Shoving past Roy, Nash, and I both take off. He goes toward the stage, I go to find Monica.

      I need to talk to her, to see if somehow she has it in her cold, black heart to stop Roy from doing this.
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      Standing in the wings of the stage, my eyes dart around, wondering where the hell Nash is, my mind reels with the possibilities of why he’s late. He was supposed to be up here by now.

      One of Roy’s people walks onto the stage. At first, the crowd erupts in cheers, thinking it’s Nash walking out to start the show.

      Their voices die down when they realize it isn’t him.

      My heart hammers against my chest. Any moment now, there will be a group of people I’ve gathered here to meet Nash, but for that to happen, I need him here.

      “Good evening, LA,” the man says into the microphone. Nash’s band is already on stage behind him. Poe looks to the side of the stage confused. He walks over to Landon to say something, but all Landon does is shrug.

      No one knows what’s going on. What’s about to take place.

      “I’ve got some bad news,” he continues on stage. “The show tonight has been canceled.”

      The crowd erupts in madness. He tries to talk over them, to explain what’s happening, but they don’t give him the chance.

      I’m beginning to panic when Nash runs up to me. “They actually canceled it?” he says, breathless.

      I nod, grabbing the mic pack I was holding in my hand. “Apparently. But it doesn’t matter, you’re going out there no matter what. To hell with the consequences. What took you so long to get here?” I add, trying to take a deep breath. I wasn’t expecting Roy to try and cancel the show, but the plan can still go accordingly.

      He turns for me, allowing me to fasten it to the back of his jeans. “Roy found me in my dressing room.”

      I run the wire underneath his shirt, pulling his earpieces out the top of his shirt. “Does he suspect anything?”

      Nash turns to face me, placing the earpieces in his ears. “No, not a damn thing. But Monica, Aiden heard it all…he’s looking for you. And he’s pissed.”

      “He can be pissed. Right now we’ve got bigger things to worry about.”

      “Did you do it?” Nash asks.

      I nod, knowing exactly what he’s talking about. “It’s done.”

      “You’re a fucking mastermind, Monica.” He manages to smile, something I’m unable to do with all of the nerves passing through me.

      Looking over his shoulder, I find who I’ve been waiting on. “I’ve got some people for you to meet,” I tell Nash.

      He turns around, coming face to face with two of the artists whose careers were ended because they put their trust in Roy.

      Chelsea smiles, holding a guitar in her hands. “We heard you were sticking it to the man. Mind if we join?”

      Nash turns to me, shocked. A wide smile on his face, he nods his head. “Fuck yeah you can. Let’s go show the world your talent.”

      They don’t need anything else from me. Nash, Chelsea, and Sasha all walk out to the stage.

      Some fans are already making their way to the exits when others begin to notice the trio of artists. The guy at the microphone turns around, looking confused as Nash shoves him out of the way.

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, LA,” Nash says into the microphone. The crowd erupts, breaking into a wild frenzy and rushing back towards the stage.

      “Give them hell out there,” I whisper to myself, feeling proud to see the girls standing out there, ready to try again despite all the wrongdoings that have been done against them.

      I turn around to go deeper backstage. We’re ready for the next part of the plan. I weave in and out through different equipment until I find Matt, Monroe, and Sebastian. I wasn’t planning for Sebastian to be in on this tonight, but he’d shown up to support Nash, and he wasn’t going to miss out on what happens next.

      “Are you ready?” I ask the three of them, taking a deep breath.

      “Fuck yeah,” Sebastian answers for the three of them. “My night just got so much more interesting.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Matt, always the voice of reason, asks.

      I nod. “It’s already done. There’s no turning back now.”

      “Monica!” Roy yells from down the hallway.

      Right on queue.

      He stalks toward us, fists clenched. Nash’s three bodyguards take their spots behind me, letting me face Roy on my own.

      Red in the face, Roy stops in front of me. “Monica! Why the hell is Nash on stage right now?”

      The acoustics from the concert speakers bounce around the concrete walls of the stadium and make their way back to us. Perfectly on time, Nash’s voice rings around us. “I’d like to introduce you to these incredibly talented artists around me. You may remember them, their names may be familiar. But they trusted the wrong man…”

      Roy looks down at me. “What is he doing? Make him stop. Right now!”

      Over his shoulder, I notice Aiden barreling around the same corner Roy came from. I ignore him, looking right back at Roy. “Why would I do that?” I question, cocking my head.

      Nash continues on stage, “These women trusted someone they thought would help their careers. Instead they were taken advantage of, their life’s work snuffed out because they decided to set boundaries with their label owner—with Roy Goodman.”

      Roy’s eyes go wide. “You didn’t.”

      I smile at him. “But what if I did?”

      “Then your career is over, Monica Masters!” he yells. Spit flies from his mouth as he angles his body over mine.

      I don’t flinch. Holding my hand up to my ear, I direct his attention to the crowd going wild for the performers on stage—to the ones who took him down by being brave enough to share their story and get on stage tonight.

      “You know Roy,” I say confidently, “I actually think it’s your career that is over.”

      He lunges for me. “Fuck you, Monica.”

      His red laden face is inches from mine. Before he can grab me, anger turns to shock as he is pulled backwards.

      Aiden’s hand grasps the back of his collar, pulling Roy away from me. Matt and Sebastian both take a step forward to grab Roy, but Aiden doesn’t give them the time to intervene. “Don’t you fucking touch her,” he yells, spinning Roy around and smashing his fist into the middle of Roy’s face.

      The blow sends Roy to his knees, blood spurting from his nose, staining his neatly starched shirt. Aiden stands over him, winding up for a second blow and hitting Roy in the jaw before Sebastian can pull him off.

      “That’s enough, tough guy,” Sebastian mutters, holding onto a rabid Aiden.

      “I’m not fucking done with you yet!” Aiden growls, trying to break free of Sebastian’s grip.

      Matt and Monroe each take one of Roy’s arms, pulling him to his feet. “Get off me,” Roy snarls. He spits a wad of blood onto the concrete below our feet.

      “No can do,” Matt says to him, his grasp on Roy’s arm tight. “We’ve got clear instructions to take you to the police waiting outside.”

      Roy’s face turns to panic. Eyes wide, he looks at me. “Police?”

      It’s my turn to speak up. “Yes, Roy, police. I think they’ll find everything you’ve been up to very interesting. Underage girls, blackmail, embezzling. You’ve been a busy little criminal. It’s time you pay for it.”

      His eyes are angrily pointed at me. “You can rot in hell, Monica. I’ll get you back for this.”

      I take a step closer to him, feeling confident in the hold Matt and Monroe have on him. “You know Roy, I hope you remember my face as you rot in jail for what you’ve done. I hope you remember my face, Nash’s face, and the face of every woman you thought you could take advantage of.”

      Turning around, I don’t give him time to respond. There’s nothing else that needs to be said.

      We pulled it off.
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      “Monica, wait,” I plead, running after her retreating figure. She left Nash’s bodyguards with Roy to hand him off to police. I was so caught up in watching everything unfold that she’d managed to get a head start on me.

      She gives no indication that she plans on stopping. Finally catching up to her, I step in front, cutting her off. “We need to talk.” The words come out harsher than I’d intended, but after everything that just went down, I’m still trying to screw my head on straight. “Please,” I add, softer, hoping she listens.

      Monica doesn’t even look at me. She stares over my shoulder. “We have nothing left to talk about, Aiden.”

      We have everything to talk about.

      “I beg to differ.” I have to speak up to be heard over the concert taking place on the other side of these concrete walls.

      When her eyes do land on me, they’re angry, exhausted, but what sticks out to me most is the hurt in them. It’s enough to make me feel like the biggest piece of shit in the world. “You’ve said plenty, Aiden. There’s nothing else to say.”

      I shake my head. Reaching out, I try to lace my fingers through hers. “I fucked up. Big time.”

      It’s the understatement of the year. When I’d overheard her conversation with Roy, I lost all sense of reasoning. I was catapulted back in time to when I thought she didn’t care about anything but herself. I said some damaging things, and now all I can do is take it back and hope she’ll hear me out.

      She pulls her hand away from me, sticking it behind her back. “We don’t have to do this, Aiden. I’ve already set up a meeting with Nash and the remaining board members. Once they get all of the drama of Roy’s departure from the label settled, they’ll draw up a new contract that’ll allow Nash to own all of his music. We got what we wanted. Let’s leave it at that.”

      A sinking feeling builds in my chest. The things that I said to her yesterday were unforgivable. I was blindsided by what I thought was her betrayal and lashed out in the worst way possible. “I can’t just leave it at that. What I said yesterday was…” My voice breaks.

      There’s no emotion on her face. “It’s how you feel. It was honest. I don’t care to speak about it any further.”

      “It isn’t how I feel though,” I argue.

      She sighs, shaking her head at me. “Aiden, I don’t know what we ever thought we were doing. It’s clear this was never going to work. You don’t trust me. I tried to give you everything I had to give to earn that trust…it wasn’t enough.”

      “If you would’ve just told me your plan…”

      “You didn’t even give me time to explain!”

      “You went to Nash instead of me, even after everything we worked on together.”

      “He needed to be onboard with the plan—it was his concert. I was going to tell you after, but you never gave me the chance before you…”

      “Ruined everything?” I say, cutting her off.

      “You said it yourself, Aiden. I was just a decent fuck,” she emphasizes the word, her tone laced with biting anger the longer she goes on. “I’d spent weeks proving to you that Nash was the one person I cared about. Him and,” her voice gets softer, sadder, “you.”

      “I should’ve believed you.”

      “But you didn’t. There’s nothing left to discuss between us, Aiden. Forget it all and leave me the hell alone.”

      She turns to walk away. But this is what we do—she runs, I chase. I will continue to chase this woman until I can win her back, to prove to her how deep my feelings run, no matter the stupid shit I’ve said that I regret.

      “I said those things because I was upset!” My heart thumps against my chest in desperation. What I say now could seal our fate, and I won’t let her walk away from me again until I’ve said everything I need to.

      “I gathered,” she yells, not bothering to look over her shoulder.

      I know there’s people around us, that the more she walks away, the louder I’ll have to yell what I’m about to say. People will hear this. At this point, I don’t give a shit who hears me. All I need is for her to hear the words.

      “I was upset because I felt deceived.” I pause, taking a deep breath. “I felt deceived because I’ve fallen in love with you!”

      She stops. Her eyes are wide when she turns around to face me. I continue, knowing she may not wait for long. “There it is, Monica. I love you. I felt so deceived, so blindsided because it’s you…you’ve become my everything and the thought of you not feeling the same wrecked me. The thought of you deceiving Nash…deceiving me, when my heart was so clearly yours, it was more than I could handle.”

      Neither Monica nor I look away from one another. Time seems to stand still as she stares at me, her eyes traveling over my face. My heart on the line, the wait for her to respond seems like an eternity. Her narrow shoulders rise and fall in a sigh. “The things you said, the way it felt like you meant them, that’s not love, Aiden.” She laughs bitterly. “I’m no expert when it comes to love, but this, whatever has happened between us, isn’t it.”

      Stepping forward, she presses her hand to my cheek. “It’s over, Aiden. I’m no longer going to waste my breath trying to convince you of who I am and who I’m not. You can’t have love without trust, and you’ve convinced me that I’m not the kind of woman you’ll ever fully trust.”

      Her hand slips from my face, and for once, I let her walk away from me.

      Tonight is not the night I’ll prove my love to her, but one night will be. I’m stubborn, and I won’t stop until she knows she’s mine.
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      My mind replays Aiden’s words over and over as I wait for Nash in his dressing room. Toward the end of the meet and greet, I’d told Nash I needed to speak with him privately after the show. Sitting here alone, I wonder if it would’ve been best to stay in the company of others so I wouldn’t have been left to my own thoughts.

      The silence causes Aiden’s confession to ring in my ears. He told me he loves me. It was the first time in my adult life that a man had told me he loved me, and I couldn’t believe him. If I was the same naive girl I was as a teenager, I would’ve jumped for joy at his admission.

      Life has changed me over the years, it’s made me more callous—more realistic. Realistic enough to know that there’s no way Aiden can love me. You can’t fall in love with somebody you don’t trust—somebody you used to hate. We’re proof of that. He made that clear when he abandoned ship the moment doubt was introduced. Past lies wounded him too deeply, it isn't possible for love to bloom from the scars.

      I’d confided in him more than I’ve ever confided in anyone else, and it still wasn’t enough.

      Aiden had come into my life, rattling every single one of my nerves from the very beginning. Somehow, along the way, I let my guard down enough to let him in. I relinquished control to him. The passion had been too much for me to ignore, eventually I had to give in. I just hadn’t expected my heart to get so involved. I never would’ve thought I’d develop feelings for my enemy…but I did.

      Now I’m reminded of why I guard my heart. It’s the same reason I hate birthdays. If you allow something to feel special, it can be used against you.

      I don’t want to recognize this gut-wrenching feeling in my stomach. The betrayal and hurt that I feel is because despite it all, I fell for him, too.

      The door swings open, ripping me from my thoughts. A sweaty Nash walks through. “I’m beat,” he sighs, falling into the couch with a satisfied smile.

      I hand him a water bottle, knowing after performing the entirety of a show and speaking with fans that his vocal cords will be shot.

      “How did the rest of the greet go?” I ask, settling deeper into my chair across from him.

      “It was incredible. The fans loved being able to meet Sasha and Chelsea. So many of the people tonight were already talking about how they were looking forward to new music from them.”

      Something like relief, or maybe it’s pride, settles in my chest. “You did right by them,” I tell him.

      He sits forward, setting the water bottle aside. “You did right by them, Monica. I didn’t have to do much. All I did was bring them on stage with me, everything leading up to that was all because of you.”

      I shrug, feeling uncomfortable with the sincerity in his words. “It was the right thing to do.”

      He nods. “True, but it doesn’t mean that everyone would’ve gone through the trouble of doing it. You could’ve got me my songs without helping these women.”

      “They’re talented. They deserve to show that talent off, not be stifled because they fell for the lies of some seedy man.”

      Nash nods. “They’re both so talented. I told them that as soon as I get back from our international leg I’d love to sit down and do some writing sessions with them.”

      “That’s a great idea.”

      “By then they should be good to go in the studio, finally getting what they deserve and able to put music out into the world. I want to help them as much as possible.”

      “They deserve it all,” I agree with him, “and Roy deserves everything coming his way.”

      “Tell me how he took it,” Nash says, clapping his hands together. “God, do I wish I could’ve seen his face when we outed him. What did he do when we brought them on stage? I need every single detail.”

      I laugh. “Oh he was pissed. I don’t think he thought we’d ever actually do it.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He told me to rot in hell,” I answer nonchalantly.

      Nash busts out with laughter. “That was the best he could come up with?”

      I shrug. “Apparently. It wasn't very impressive if you ask me.”

      “What happens with Coleman now?” Nash asks, the conversation turning more serious. Even though Roy is getting what he deserves, we still have to ensure that Nash gets all of the rights to his own music.

      “Now, the board has some decisions to make. They’re going to have to hire new people, a new label head. They’re already working out a deal to get you to stay with them…and you’ll own all of your masters. Call it an apology.”

      His eyebrows raise. “They’d do that?”

      I shrug. “They aren’t all bad over at Coleman, and the ones that are left want to keep you with them.”

      “You could probably join the board, you know,” Nash offers. “I wouldn’t blame you in the slightest.”

      My eyebrows narrow. I look at him, trying to read his face. He can’t be serious.

      “That’s never been my desire, Nash,” I tell him.

      “You could maybe even run it. Can you imagine the look on your father’s face if you became his biggest competitor? I would pay money to see that.”

      It would rattle my family if somehow I got the position they’d always held over my head, just with another company. Younger me may have jumped at the chance to grab a spot at the top. It would be a poetic twist to my story, to the war I’ve waged with my family for years. My sister would be furious. She’d always gloated that she was the one to get everything my father had established. The more she bragged, the less they got to me. Until eventually one day, I realized it was never my intention to run a label.

      It was always my intention to be on the other side, to represent the artists. They’re the true heart and soul of a label.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?” I reflect on who I was when I first met Nash. The two of us were lost souls, trying to find our place on our own in this industry. He’d just left the boy band he’d been a part of for years, and I’d just told my family to go to hell. When I first approached him, he’d turned me down. He was looking for someone with a track record, someone with clients. I argued, asking him why he’d want someone who wasn’t able to solely focus on him—on making his solo career take off. It took some convincing, but eventually we came to an agreement.

      Years later, I can’t picture myself doing anything but working with him. We’ve been through so much together. That’s assuming he still wants me. He’s about to embark on a new journey in his career, so it wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibilities that he’d want to find someone different for it.

      His silence makes my stomach turn. I can’t picture what my life would look like if I wasn’t working with him, having to watch him grow from the sidelines.

      “Things haven’t always been easy between us, Monica. But there is nobody in this world who has fought harder for me than you have. I’d keep you as my manager for all of my days, even when I’m old and reliving my glory days on a throwback tour. But I’m not sure staying with me is what’s best for you…”

      “It’s a good thing that isn’t your decision then, isn’t it?” I say, a bite to my voice. I want to shut down this conversation immediately. I’m not going anywhere. I’ve been his biggest fan for years now, and I don’t plan on stopping soon.

      Nash was the brother I never had. He drives me insane, and I’ve done things to him I regret, but I can’t imagine him not being a constant in my life for a long time to come.

      He throws his hands up defensively. “Easy, tiger. If you want to slum it with me still, I’m all for it.”

      “Deal.” I sit up straighter, giving him a smile. “But to keep me, to afford me, you need to get this next album out.”

      He laughs, shaking his head at me. “There’s the Monica I remember. I will, boss, don’t worry.”

      Nodding, I stand up. “Good. I’ll let you get to your wife now. She’s probably wondering where all of this came from.”

      “It’s Nora, she’ll understand.”

      I’m pushing against the door to leave when Nash speaks again.

      “Hey, Monica?” he asks, his voice sounding unsure.

      I look over my shoulder at him. “Yeah?”

      “If you ever want to talk about what’s going on between you and my brother, I’m here.”

      My heart races at his words. Nash is insinuating that he knows more than I’d anticipated. I guess after the last few days, and Aiden’s outbursts, it isn’t hard to fathom that Nash might be onto us.

      Sadness washes over me with my parting words. “There’s nothing to speak of. Goodnight, Nash.”
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      Even being in a different country doesn’t stop Monica from ignoring me completely.

      The international leg of the tour started two weeks ago, and she’s barely uttered two words to me in the time we’ve been on it.

      It isn’t due to lack of trying on my part. Every morning, no matter where we are, I make sure she has one of her favorite breakfast items. It means I’ve had to wake up hours earlier than I used to, even with the shifting time zones we’re jumping between. No amount of jetlag will stop me from trying to prove my feelings to her.

      I wait outside her bus now. The schedules she hands out to crew members has become what I live by. It’s the only way I know what she has planned for the day, since she’s made it clear she has no desire to speak to me.

      After studying the schedule for her day, I know that she’s just getting out of a meeting with Nash’s PR team. He’s been able to sneak in a few recording sessions recently, and they’re working with the label to sort out what to do next with those songs.

      The door opens, Monica stepping out of it. Her eyes land on me immediately. The loud, dramatic sigh that leaves her lips shows her sentiment on seeing me waiting for her, yet again.

      “Good morning,” I say, way too chipper for it not even being seven in the morning yet.

      Ignoring me, and the smoothie in my hand, Monica bends down.

      “Hi Pepper,” she says sweetly, petting the dog at my feet. Pepper eats up the attention eagerly, trying to lick Monica’s wrist as Monica pets the top of her head.

      Every morning, Monica pretends that I’m not even here. She gives Pepper attention and leaves me in the dust. It doesn’t deter me. Today I’m feeling bold, running to catch up to her when she starts to head toward the stadium.

      “You forgot your smoothie.” I shake the smoothie in front of her. “It’s your favorite.”

      She stops, narrowing her eyes. “Can’t you catch a hint, Aiden? I don’t want it. I don’t want anything from you.”

      I smile. “Can’t you catch a hint, Monica? I fucked up, and I won’t stop until I prove to you that I meant it when I said I’m yours.” Sticking the straw of her drink in my mouth, I take a long draw of the fruity flavors. Moaning dramatically, I wink at her. “This smoothie’s delicious.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      And then she walks away, like she always does.

      And like I always do, I yell after her. “One day I’ll prove to you I love you.” I take a breath, “I can’t wait for that day,” I mutter to myself.
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        * * *

      

      We woke up in Canada this morning.

      I stood outside of her hotel room with a special ordered egg white omelet.

      She’d ignored me.

      As always, I made sure she started her day knowing that I love her.
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        * * *

      

      This morning, Monica said more than a few words to me.

      It was only because Pepper had accidentally tripped me as I held her acai bowl. In a complete accident, I’d come tumbling down, the bowl flying out of my hands. It landed at her feet, dousing her pants in purple liquid.

      Nothing out of her mouth was nice, but it was a step up. She uttered more than a sentence.

      As she returned to her room to change, I’d made sure she still started her day knowing that I love her.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been a couple of weeks since we took off for the international leg of the tour. We’ve traveled from different provinces and territories in Canada and then over to Great Britain. In a few days, Nash is playing in Glasgow, but we’ve got a few days to settle in before Nash performs.

      Like always, I wait for Monica outside her room. The buses came to Canada with us, but we didn’t bring them overseas. Instead, all of the tour equipment is shipped via shipping containers, and we get the luxury of staying in hotels every night. It means a lot of moving my stuff, but the beds are always nicer than the small bunk I’m used to sleeping in.

      I hadn’t realized I was leaning on her door until it opens, making me lose my balance. I’m able to catch myself before I fall into her, luckily not spilling the food container in my hand. This morning, I was able to get into the kitchen of the hotel. The chef in charge was kind enough to show me around, to help me make a specialty of theirs for Monica.

      “This is getting really old,” Monica says, her lips tight. She wears a turtleneck sweater and a pair of leather pants. Her hair is pinned to the top of her head. I wasn’t expecting Glasgow to be so cold, or windy, but it seems she came prepared.

      I hold the container in the air. “I made this for you this morning. It’s a Glasgow specialty.”

      “Then I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” She tries to shoulder past me, but I don’t let her by easily.

      “We could enjoy it together,” I offer, eyeing the privacy of her hotel room behind us. I’d do anything to catch her sole attention for a few moments, to have the opportunity to fall to her feet and apologize for every stupid thing I said.

      “Never again.” Her words sting, but I try to let them slide right off. I deserve every rude comment she gives me. If I want to win her back, I can’t let her insults deter me.

      “All I need is five minutes. If you don’t want to talk to me after those five minutes, then I’ll leave you alone.”

      She stares at me, and for an instant I wonder if she’s going to take the bait. I may have told a small white lie. If she hears me out for five minutes and still doesn’t give me the time of day, I’m not going to let her go that easily, but she doesn’t need to know that for now.

      I’ve become desperate, one little lie isn’t going to hurt.

      It doesn’t seem to matter, because she looks up at me, annoyance written all over her face. “No. Goodbye, Aiden.”

      I’m getting used to watching her leave. Opening up the box of the food I’d so carefully prepared and plated, I pick up one of the potatoes I’d roasted, tossing it back in the container. Every time I watch her walk away, I feel a little more defeated.

      With everything in me, I wish I could take back what I told her when I overheard her speaking to Roy. I wish for once in my life, I wasn’t impulsive, that I’d thought before I lashed out. If I would’ve taken a step back from the situation and really thought about it, I would’ve known that Monica wasn’t selling out Nash. Deep down, I knew she wasn’t the person I first thought her to be.

      As she disappears around the hallway, I wonder if maybe I did lose her for good.

      Maybe it wasn’t her deceiving me that ruined us before we ever began, maybe it was me and my inability to trust her.
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      I blow hot air into my fists in an attempt to warm my hands. The stone walls of the restaurant do nothing to trap in the heat. I’d wanted to ignore going out with the group all together, but Nash had insisted I come out with them. He wanted a dinner to celebrate his new record deal, which included full ownership of his previously recorded songs.

      We did it. The leadership at Coleman agreed to sign over the tracks to Nash, and in return he would stay with them under new management. His next four albums will be with them, but this time in a true partnership. One where the artist owns their songs, and the label is still able to profit off the success.

      Normally I like to avoid parties, but for this one I’d made an exception. This was several years in the making, and something worth celebrating. I wanted to be here for Nash, but not necessarily everyone in attendance.

      I didn’t want to have to be around his brother.

      I’d done my best to avoid Aiden at all costs, but he’s absolutely relentless. Every single morning, like clockwork, he waits for me with one of my favorite breakfast foods. Every morning he’d tell me he loved me and ask for a chance to talk.

      And every morning I shoot him down, even though it takes everything in me to do so.

      I desperately want to believe him. He brought back to light every reason we shouldn’t be together. Each day I remind myself it would never work, even if some days I don’t entirely believe it.

      Our group gathers around a large wooden table in the center of a private room. The fans here in Glasgow have been tamer out in public than the ones we’re used to back home, but we still didn’t want to risk dining in public. Not with the size of our party tonight.

      Everyone on tour came out to help celebrate Nash and his win. All of his bandmates, his family, and other crew members fill the private dining room. We take up multiple tables to account for all of the bodies.

      In the commotion of claiming seats, I’m left sitting next to Poe on one side, Tyson on the other. It must have been chaos, because for once Landon and Poe aren’t connected at the hip to each other. Landon sits on the opposite side of the table, oddly enough by Lennon.

      “Fancy finding you over here,” I tell Poe, my eyes roaming the menu. “Typically you and Landon are a package deal.”

      Poe looks at me from the corner of his eye. He lets out a long sigh. “Landon seems to be doing just fine.”

      I look to where Landon whispers something in Lennon’s ear. She smiles up at him, rolling her eyes at something he says.

      “I’m not even going to ask,” I mutter, looking away from Landon and Lennon. Whatever is going on, I don’t want to know anything about it. I’ve got enough drama of my own, I have no desire to get involved with someone else's.

      “For once, I actually like you,” Poe breathes. He shoots a dirty look in the direction of his best friend. “And I need a fucking drink.”

      I look over my shoulder, our waiter hasn’t come around to take our drink orders yet, and I don’t see them anywhere near us. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that, and I hate to break it to you, but you may be waiting awhile.”

      Sitting back in his chair, he crosses his arms over his chest. “Why is it so damn cold in here?”

      “I was just thinking the same thing!” I came prepared in a sweater, but all Poe wears is a thin shirt. It has sleeves, but they only come down to his forearms. Skin peeks out underneath the sleeves, showcasing an intricate ocean tattoo on his right arm.

      A pair of tennis shoes come into my peripherals, signaling our waitress has arrived. Before we get a chance to order our own drinks, Nash steals her away and orders champagne for the table.

      Poe and I have idle conversation while we wait for the champagne to arrive. For someone I’ve known for years, I know almost nothing about him. All I really know is he’s one of Nash’s best friends, will always call Nash out on his shit, and he’s always with Landon. This is easily the longest conversation we’ve ever had, and I’m glad I’m finally getting to know him.

      Poe is explaining to me where he grew up on the coast when the waitress returns with a tray full of champagne. Each one of us takes a champagne flute. Once everyone has a drink in hand, Nash stands at the head of the table. Even while standing, he keeps his hand on Nora’s shoulder.

      “I wanted to take a moment to thank every single one of you for coming out tonight to help me celebrate. Today a deal was made, one not many artists get the luxury of having.” He makes eye contact with me from across the table. “I give everything I have to the songs we perform each night, and I’ll never take for granted everything that was done to make sure those songs are truly mine.”

      Nash pauses briefly as he looks at everyone sitting in this room. “This tour so far has been a blast, and I’m so psyched for the rest of this leg. Thank you, all of you, for embarking on this journey with me. I’m the luckiest son of a bitch alive.” Lifting a water cup in the air, he finishes by saying, “Cheers!”

      All of us echo his cheers, lifting our flutes in the air and taking a drink.

      Nash sits down and everyone returns to their earlier conversations.

      But then, Aiden stands up.

      He dramatically taps his knife against his champagne glass. “If I could have everyone’s attention for just a moment.”

      Nash gives his brother an odd look from two seats down, but doesn’t make an effort to stop him, so Aiden proceeds with whatever nonsense he’s up to.

      “I’ve had the pleasure of getting to know many of you throughout the course of the tour so far, and I’m grateful that you’ve welcomed Nash’s baby brother into the crew with open arms.”

      Not like we had a choice.

      “If you’ve got to know me as well, even in the slightest, then you know I can be a bit,” he pauses, glancing at the ceiling before looking back at those seated around us, “impulsive.”

      A bit?

      “Recently, I did something so impulsive, that it lost me someone I care deeply about.”

      Oh no.

      No no no no.

      “And I’ve tried multiple times to make it right, but I can’t seem to get through to her. So I was hoping, with an audience tonight, that I might have one more chance to right my wrongs.”

      Is he doing what I think he’s doing?

      Aiden’s eyes land on me. My stomach plummets. Under his stare, I want to crawl behind my chair and hide from him and all of the odd looks being thrown my way.

      “Monica,” Aiden begins. The entire party looks in my direction. I wish this chair would swallow me whole. There’s no way in hell he’s about to be this stupid.

      Or maybe he is.

      “Aiden,” I say, my voice filled with warning. I try to fake a smile, but I know it comes off lackluster due to my fear and embarrassment.

      “I’ve tried to apologize, but you wouldn’t hear me out,” he explains. “So now I’m left to embarrass myself in front of all of these people so I can finally get these words out to you.”

      My hands fold uncomfortably in my lap. I have too much pride to leave the conversation before it begins. Not with everyone watching.

      “I’ve lost count of the dumb things I’ve done in my life. It’s typical for me to speak before I act. It hasn’t caused me much trouble…until you.”

      Everyone is silently watching us, but it’s like he’s the only one here. Ignoring the onlookers, my focus is solely on his apology.

      “It’s no secret, to you or I, or anyone at these tables for that matter, that we didn’t get along at first.”

      All I can do is nod. He was never secretive about his feelings toward me before or after he’d joined the tour.

      “From city to city, I found myself being drawn to you more and more. You had this magnetic pull that I couldn’t fight. Eventually, I stopped trying to fight it at all. It seemed that the hatred between us was misplaced.”

      He takes a deep breath before continuing. “It was easier to pretend that I hated you when in reality, I was falling for you. Madly, deeply, without any sense of what we could be. I was coming to terms with the feelings I had for you when it all came crumbling down. It took what I thought was complete deception for me to realize that I love you. But I do, Monica, and I don’t think I can stop.”

      My bottom lip begins to shake. I do everything in my power to stifle the feelings bubbling up in my throat. I was raised not to show emotion, especially in public. I won’t cry in front of all of these people.

      But the way he says these words, in front of everyone, makes me want to believe him.

      “I was so furious because even in my darkest moment, when I thought the absolute worst of you, I couldn’t stop loving you.”

      Poe shifts next to me, but I ignore it. Aiden is looking at me like I’ve never been looked at by a man—like he’s channeled every bit of love and suffering over the past couple months into this one moment.

      “I didn’t handle things right at all. I was fortunate enough that you allowed me in. And I ruined it. I should’ve known you’d never do what I thought you did. But know, with every fiber of my being, I trust you, Monica Masters. I trust you so much that my heart is so fucking yours. I’ll make an ass out of myself every day if that’s what it takes for you to know how sorry I am, for you to know how much I love you. So what do you say?” he asks with a sheepish smile. “Can you begin to forgive me so I can prove to you just how in love with you I am?”
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      The room is silent. All eyes are on Monica as my question lingers in the air. She stares back at me for a few agonizing moments before looking down.

      Her chair loudly scrapes against the stone floor of the restaurant. Like a punch to the gut, she stands up and walks away from the table, not bothering to look back at me once.

      The silence is deafening as everyone processes what just happened.

      Again, she walked away from me.

      This time seems more final than any other time.

      Maybe this is really it.

      Nash speaks up from his seat. “Aiden,” he says, his voice filled with sorrow. “Are you okay?”

      I ignore him. Embarrassed and hurt from the reality of losing the woman I love, I excuse myself from the table. I make my way to the door she just exited from. Squeezing through the patrons in the normal dining room, I find the door to exit the building completely.

      The moment fresh air hits my face, a body flings against me. Two small hands reach for my face, angling it downwards. Monica stands below me, gazing back up at me.

      “It took you long enough to get out here,” she scolds.

      I open my mouth to speak, but she places her finger against my lips. “It’s my turn to talk. I just refuse to do it in front of all of those people.”

      Hope begins to build in my chest in the form of my racing heart.

      “I love you too, Aiden.” Her smile is wide as she looks up at me. “I don’t know how it happened, but I’ve fallen for you and I can’t pretend I don’t anymore. It took a lot for you to forgive me for what I did in the past.” She brushes my cheekbones with her thumbs. “It’s only fair that I return the favor.”

      “Do you mean it?” I ask hopefully. All I want is for her to forgive me. For us to move on from the hurt we’ve caused in the past and look toward a future. There’s no future for me that doesn’t have her in it, I just need to know that she’s on the same page.

      “Of course I mean it,” she says confidently. “Although I may never forgive you for making a scene in front of all of those people.”

      I tuck my hands into the back pockets of her jeans, bringing her hips toward me. “It did the job, didn’t it?”

      She shakes her head, lifting up on her tiptoes to bring her face closer to mine. I lean down, our foreheads now pressed against one another’s.

      “Will you say it again?” I ask.

      “I love you,” she whispers immediately.

      “Again,” I demand, pressing a kiss to her cheek.

      “I love you.”

      “One more time.”

      Her head shakes against me. “I hate you,” she laughs.

      My hands move from her pockets to the sides of her face. “Not what I asked,” I tell her.

      “I love you, Aiden Pierce.”

      “Not as much as I love you,” I tell her before gently pressing my lips to hers.

      Pulling away, she looks up at me. “Aiden?” she asks.

      “Yes?”

      “Kiss me like you hate me.”

      “Always,” I promise, leaning down to ravish her mouth the way I wanted to the first time I kissed her moments ago.
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      “I still can’t believe I agreed to this,” Monica mutters from my side. She reaches up and adjusts the pearl headband atop her head, all the while staring down the couple making out a few seats away from us.

      I laugh, putting my arm over her shoulder and pulling her into me. “Personally, this is the best idea I’ve ever had.”

      She gives me a look before resting her head against my chest. “The verdict is still out on that. I might still run.”

      “You would never,” I say, softly kissing the top of her head.

      It’s been two years since Monica told me she loved me, so when I found out she had a business trip in Vegas, I thought it would be the perfect opportunity for us to get married. At first she’d scoffed at my idea, saying only drunks and washed-up celebrities get married in Vegas. But once we got here, I worked my charm and was able to change her mind.

      Once we figured our shit out, things got serious quickly. It was easy to fall into a committed relationship with each other—especially because we were constantly together. The rest of Nash’s tour went by in a blur. If we weren’t working, we were spending time getting to know one another. Each day I fell more and more in love with her.

      It was when we returned back to LA, when things settled down, that I knew one day I would marry her. She’d been honest on her sentiment toward marriage, that it wasn’t at the forefront of her mind. It hadn’t been on mine either, but as time went by, I wanted to call her my wife.

      Just like I’d told her every day when we weren’t together that I loved her, I began waking up each morning, making her breakfast and telling her I wanted to be her husband.

      Sometimes, she’d drop by the food truck I established to grab a bite to eat and I’d remind her then—one day, I wanted to be her husband.

      And now, that one day will be today.

      “Are there no courthouse weddings here?” Monica asks, her eyes still trained on the couple playing an intense game of tonsil honkey next to us.

      I narrow my eyes at her. “People don’t come to Vegas and do a courthouse wedding.”

      She straightens, no longer lounging on my shoulder. “People like us don’t do a Vegas wedding. Period.”

      I nod my head to the door. “If you really want to, we can leave.”

      She eyes the door for a moment before looking down at the bouquet of flowers in her lap. We’d stopped at three different florists looking for what she deemed a suitable bouquet. One florist had offered a bouquet of roses, to which Monica scoffed at. She’d told the lady she wasn’t that cliche. Finally, she’d settled on a bouquet of orchids, stating they were a more sophisticated flower.

      Her finger runs over one of the delicate petals. “No, I want to do this. I just never imagined an Elvis impersonator officiating my wedding.”

      “Well, they said their Elvis may be all booked up so I don’t even know who’ll be doing it.”

      Monica shakes her head. “You’re the only person in this world who could get me to do this, Aiden Pierce.”

      My hand runs down the smooth skin of her thigh. The dress she’d chosen for today was short, allowing me to touch so much of her tan skin. “Have I told you I love you today?” I ask, my fingertips pressing into her skin.

      She places her hands over mine. “Only a few times.”

      I remember waking up next to her this morning. She was already awake when I’d rolled over to face her. There weren’t many mornings that I woke up before her. In the years we’ve been together, I’ve become more of an early riser because of her—and Pepper. Pep used to sleep in with me a little, but the moment Monica and I moved in together, Pepper switched to the dark side. Monica quickly became her favorite person, and surprisingly, Pepper grew on Monica. One night I got home late from the food truck to find Monica and Pepper spooning in the bed. Up until then, Monica had sworn the dog wouldn’t even be allowed in the bedroom.

      Now Pepper sleeps with us every night, curled up perfectly at Monica’s feet. It also means that when Monica gets up in the morning to read whatever weird non-fiction book she’s into that week, Pepper also wakes up and doesn’t allow me to sleep without her.

      I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

      This morning, instead of waking up to her reading a book, I woke up to her watching me. Her hands had been folded neatly underneath her cheek, her eyes hooded as she looked at me. She looked so beautiful, so at peace, the first words that had left my mouth had been, “Marry me.”

      Monica had rolled her eyes, reaching out to run her hand over my bare chest. It was something I loved about her, the way she’d always reach out to touch me, preferring for our bodies to always have some kind of contact. When I asked her again, she surprised me by agreeing to it.

      I only asked her about a million times, as we were getting ready for the day, if she’s sure about marrying me. We spent the afternoon shopping the strip, buying what would be our wedding clothes. I wore a simple black suit, it was the only one I could find that fit me properly. Monica could wear anything and look stunning, but what we chose for today took my breath away.

      “Pierce wedding?” An older lady who must’ve drowned herself in perfume this morning asks.

      Monica and I stand up at the same time.

      “Right here,” Monica says. She fusses with the hem of her dress, getting it to cover a few extra inches of her leg. It cuts straight across her chest, showing not a hint of cleavage, but even her naked shoulders and exposed collarbones has me just as turned on. The cream fabric balloons around her biceps before gathering at her elbow and running all the way down her arm. The dress is short, cutting high up on her thigh. She wears a headband in her hair in place of a veil.

      I stare at the masterpiece of a woman that is about to be my wife as the two of us follow the elderly woman through a hot pink door. When we walk in, there’s a man standing in front of a few church pews. He waits at the end of the small aisle for us. He isn’t Elvis, but he still wears a suit that looks like it was stolen straight from a thrift store in the fifties.

      “Marty here will be officiating your wedding. Did you get all of the paperwork filled out?” Monica nods, handing her the clipboard with the papers we filled out together.

      The woman’s eyes look over the paper thoroughly. If she knew anything about my future wife, she’d know that it isn’t necessary for her to comb over it so carefully. Monica doesn’t miss anything. We spent forever filling out the paperwork together, all while the couple in the waiting room with us dry humped one another.

      Looking up, the woman finally smiles. “This is perfect. Thank you.” She begins to head toward the door she just led us through. Right before she walks through, she turns around. “Congratulations.”

      When she disappears, Monica and I glance at once another before turning to face the man who will officiate our wedding.

      He grins. “Are you ready?”

      Monica reaches out to grab my hand. Her fingers squeeze my palm tightly as she nods her head. “We are,” she says confidently.

      I squeeze her hand back, bringing our joined hands up to lay a kiss on her skin. “More than ready,” I complete, in awe that I’m about to marry this woman.

      Marty points to a small archway off to the side of the room. Vines and sheer fabric hang from the arch. “Monica, you will go into that room. When you hear the music from your song of choice, feel free to come down the aisle whenever you’re ready.”

      “Got it,” Monica whispers.

      He looks between us. “Do we have any family joining us today?”

      The two of us shake our heads. Monica had insisted she wouldn’t invite her family even if we’d decided to have a big wedding instead of eloping. I love my new tour family and the friends we’ve created on our journey, but this feels right. I want to share this moment with Monica and Monica alone.

      “Just us,” I clarify.

      His hand finds my shoulder, squeezing tightly. “Then we’re ready to get this started. Monica, when you’re ready…” His head nods in the direction of the room.

      Monica turns to walk toward the archway, but I stop her before she can get too far away. Tugging on her arm, I pull her toward me until her body is pressed against mine. My hands find both of her cheeks. “I’m so ready to marry you, Monica Masters.”

      She smiles, biting her lip. “I’m ready, but you have to let me walk away first.”

      I shake my head at her. “As long as you’ll be walking straight back to me after.”

      Even in heels, she has to stretch on her feet a bit to reach my lips. Her red lips, a color I insisted she wear even today, press firmly against mine. “Always.”

      I watch her walk away and disappear into the room, wondering how I got so lucky to call her mine. Marty leads me down the aisle, gesturing for us to stop in front of an altar.

      “Ready to get married, young man?” Marty asks, sliding on a pair of glasses.

      I nod. “I’ve never been surer of something in my entire life.”

      This makes him smile, a warm inviting smile that eases the small bit of nerves I still had left. “That’s when you know she’s the one.”

      I laugh at him. “If only you knew how long it took for me to realize that.”

      He pulls out a small book from a pocket inside his jacket. Opening it up, he makes eye contact with me. “Son, that’s when you know it’s worth it.”

      He’s right. Everything that led to this moment, to us getting married in Vegas with a stranger who only half looks like Elvis, was worth it. If someone would’ve told me that I’d be marrying the woman I’d set out to ruin—when I first insisted that I go on tour with Nash a few years ago—I would’ve never believed it.

      She was my enemy. I hated her fiercely. I didn't think there was a single redeeming quality about her.

      All it took was time, and getting to know her, to realize that everything I thought I knew about her was wrong.

      My body knew it was hers first, followed by my heart.

      I’m happy with how our story played out.

      It all led me to her.

      Music fills the room. Time seems to come to a halt when Monica steps into view.

      She holds the bouquet in both her hands, the flowers resting in front of her chest. Her steps are slow as she makes her way down the small aisle. The entire time, her eyes stay locked on mine. Before she stops in front of me, she mouths, I love you.

      I’m mouthing it right back when she comes to a halt in front of me. Marty takes the flowers from her, placing them on a small table behind him.

      He starts some sort of speech, but none of the words register to me. I’m too busy locked on the brown eyes of the women who will be mine forever. My former enemy turned accomplice turned lover.

      I’ve always heard the saying keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I took that to heart when I fell in love with Monica Masters.

      “Do you, Monica Masters, take Aiden Pierce to be your husband?” Marty’s words break through my thoughts.

      Monica nods, squeezing my hands tightly. “I do.”

      “Do you, Aiden Pierce, take Monica Masters to be your wife?”

      “I guess,” I joke, winking at Monica. “I do,” I say after pausing.

      She rolls her eyes, mouthing, “Sometimes I hate you.”

      I pucker my lips at her, not having the chance to respond before Marty begins to talk again.

      “Then I now pronounce you husband and wife. Aiden, you may now kiss your bride.”

      Not needing to be told twice, I bring her face close to mine.

      Right before I kiss her, Monica asks, “Kiss me like you hate me?” It’s something she’s been saying for years now, reminding us both where we started and how far we’ve come.

      “Always,” I promise, giving everything to the kiss. Our first kiss as husband and wife.

      We probably look just like the couple from earlier as we kiss way longer than what Marty is used to. Or maybe it’s exactly what he’s used to, because when we finally break apart, he looks completely unfazed.

      “I have the pleasure of now presenting you as Mr. and Mrs. Pierce,” Marty declares, handing Monica back her bouquet.

      I take the hand of my wife, walking us down the aisle for the first time as a married couple.

      When we filled out the paperwork, I’d assumed she’d want to keep her last name. Hell, I was prepared to take her last name if it meant I finally got to make her my wife. Monica took the clipboard from me immediately, crossing out her last name and writing mine. When I’d asked her why, she said she had no allegiance to her family name. She wanted mine.

      Walking out of the building and into the hot Vegas sun as Mr. and Mrs. Pierce, we head toward our car. We don’t make it far before I push her against the brick wall, my lips finding hers instantly. I kiss my wife, my hands running all over her body.

      “Aiden?” she breathes, pulling away slightly.

      My eyes open, finding her lipstick smeared. “Yes?”

      She reaches into the side of her dress, showing off a pocket I didn’t know was even there. She fists something in her hands, moving it from her pocket and placing it inside my tux.

      “There’s nothing underneath this dress.”

      My eyes widen as I look between her legs. All I’d have to do is slide the fabric up a few inches to have her totally exposed to me. Reaching into the pocket of my tux, I find the familiar feeling of her lace underwear. It reminds me of many moons ago, when I stole her underwear just to piss her off.

      “Don’t tempt me to take you right here.” I lean in, kissing down her neck as I let my hand travel down her hips.

      “Take me back to our room, husband.”

      “If I can wait that long, wife.”

      I grab her hand, rushing her down the sidewalk in the direction of our car.

      I can’t get us back to the room quick enough. I practically throw her inside our rental car when we finally reach it. She giggles and I smile, knowing I’ll get to hear that sound for the rest of my life.

      As I speed toward the hotel room, ready to make love to my wife, I know that there is nothing I’d change about our story. It may not have been the most traditional love story, in fact sometimes it seemed impossible, but I think that’s what makes it feel so special now. Monica and I didn’t have love at first sight. We didn’t even have like at first sight. But we’re proof that love can find even the most unlikely couple. That with a leap of faith, sometimes the most epic of love stories can stem from a relationship that was founded on deception.
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      Founded on Deception was only possible because I’m fortunate enough to have some of the best humans in my life cheering me on. Releasing a book is no joke, and this story was no different. I had so many people pick me up along the way when I thought it wouldn’t be possible to finish Aiden and Monica’s story. For them I’m forever grateful.

      

      To my husband—my person. There will never be enough words for me to be able to thank you for your constant support. You do so many behind the scenes things and never once bat an eye doing it. This book is what it is because of you. Thank you for always supporting my dream. I love you.

      

      To my kids. Baby girl, you’ve thankfully held on in the belly until this book’s release. Thank you for hanging out a bit longer so I could release before you make your entrance into this world. Decker, I hope you have twenty years until you even contemplate reading this book. I love you both.

      

      Ashlee, you’re everything I didn’t know I needed in a friend. Because of you, I know that soulmates can be in the form of best friends, too. We’re completely opposite, yet the same in so many ways. Thank you for understanding me and loving me even when I don’t respond for 7-10 business days. My chaos fits with your chaos so well. I love you and like I’ve said before, you’re stuck with me forever.

      

      Tori, working with you has been a dream. Thank you for knowing exactly what I want to say, even when I don’t say it well. I appreciate all of the hard work you put into Monica and Aiden’s story to make it what it is now. I appreciate you so much.

      

      Stevie, thank you for dealing with me even when I drop off the face of the earth and make your job even harder. My life would be a mess without you and I’m so grateful for all of the behind the scenes things you do so I can write. Love you!

      

      To my betas. Erica, Amanda, Heather, Brianna, I don’t know what I’d do without you. You’ve stuck with me through multiple books now and your feedback is everything to me. Your attention to detail is unmatched and I adore reading through all of your comments that make me giggle. Thank you for always giving me your real, honest opinions and helping me make my stories better. I love you and stay with me forever, okay?

      

      To the authors I’ve gotten to know along the way in my author career. I’m in awe of your talent and the fact that I get to call you friends.

      

      To the bloggers, bookstagrammers, booktokers, and people in the community that share my books. I’m so eternally grateful for you. I’ve connected with so many amazing people since I started this author adventure. I’m appreciative of the fact that you take the time to talk about my stories on your platform. I notice every single one of your posts, videos, pictures, etc. It means the world to me that you share about my characters and stories. You’re the lifeblood of this community. Thank you for everything you do.

      

      To all the ladies at Give Me Books. Thank you for supporting me through the release of Founded on Deception!

      

      I have the privilege of having a growing group of people I can run to on Facebook for anything—Kat Singleton’s Sweethearts. The members there are always there for me and I’m so fortunate to have them in my corner. I owe all of them so much gratitude for being there on the hard days and on the good days. Sweethearts, y’all are my people.

      

      Lastly, to you—the reader. If you’ve made it this far, I wish I could give you the biggest hug ever. THANK YOU for taking the time to read my words. Because of you, I’m able to do this author thing full time now. I wouldn’t be able to follow my dream and release books if it wasn’t for your support in reading my words. There are numerous amounts of amazing, badass, breathtaking books out in the world. The fact that you chose mine from all of the options out there is incredible! I hope you continue to tune in to the many more books I have planned.
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      Kat Singleton is an author who developed a passion for reading and writing at a young age. When writing stories, she strives to write an authentically real love story for her characters. She feels no book is complete without some angst and emotional turmoil before the characters can live out their happily ever after. She lives in Kansas with her husband, her baby boy, and her two doodles. In her spare time, you can find her surviving off iced coffee and sneaking in a few pages of her current read. If you’re a fan of angsty, emotional, contemporary romances then you’ll love a Kat Singleton book.
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        THE MIXTAPE SERIES

        Track 1: Founded on Goodbye

        Track 2: Founded on Temptation

        Track 4: Founded on Rejection-Preorder Here

      

      

      
        
        THE AFTERSHOCK SERIES

        Volume 1: The Consequence of Loving Me

        Volume 2: The Road to Finding Us
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        Facebook

        Facebook Reader Group

        Free Download of The Waves of Wanting You

        Goodreads

        Instagram

        TikTok

        Website

        If you enjoyed Founded on Deception, please consider leaving a review on the platform of your choice and Goodreads.
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