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Liz:

Thanks again. Your insight is always so spot on!

Brandy:

Thank you for keeping the characters and timelines right! 

Thanks for being the greatest Ziggy EVER!

Mary, Gail, Trudy, and Carrie:

Thanks for your willingness to read and give feedback so quickly!

You are all so loved and appreciated!
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Melody

I am famous, I am beloved, and I am miserable. I had my own television show as a kid, and I’ve sold over thirty million albums. I have it all. A great family who loves me, and more money than I’ll be able to spend in a lifetime. I should be happy. I should be content. But I’m spinning out of control, and no one can stop the whirling dervish when I tear into their lives. I don’t mean to ruin things. I just can’t seem to stop myself.

Train

I am currently the enforcer for an MC I’ve devoted my life to, but when a call comes to help protect the biggest pop star in the world, I start to question my devotion. Melody Morgan is one of the most beautiful and talented women on the planet, but she’s also a notorious pain in the ass and has driven every employee she’s had to the brink of insanity or attempted murder. I am reluctant to volunteer, but if I succeed in completing the assignment, it means a much-desired promotion.

There are just two rules. Don’t fuck up the job, and don’t fuck her.

For Alecia Moore

You are a constant source of inspiration and I adore you.
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Train

I walked through the great room of the club just as one of my president’s kids, Flash, chucked a soda bottle at the wall, letting out a “Fuck!” as the glass shattered. I held up my guitar case to shield myself from the flying shards.

“You got a problem with that wall in particular or were you aiming for me?” 

Flash faced me, dragging his hands through his hair. “Sorry, man.”

“It’s okay, kid. I’ve had plenty of bottles hurled in my direction, but I was always either on stage or opposite a pissed off woman, and either way, I’d earned it.”

Flash looked like his old man, but he also had a touch of his mother’s softness about him. He was a good-lookin’ kid and always teased Hatch that with a face like his, he could skip paying some fancy high college tuition and send Flash to California to model or act. But the truth was, Flash was plenty smart, and his head was already in the clouds. He’d been obsessed with aviation since he was a toddler, and all he ever wanted to do was fly. Planes, helicopters, anything that took him into the air.

“Club, school, or girls?” I asked.

“It’s nothin’,” he grumbled. “Forget about it. Hey, you workin’ out?”

“Was about to, yeah. Wanna work off whatever the fuck’s eatin’ at ya?”

“Yeah. Think that’d be a good idea. I’ll clean this shit up and meet you out there.”

I gave him a chin lift and made my way out to the gym. Hatch had made a number of changes since Crow had passed him the President’s patch. The club owned several acres of a commercial block in Beaverton that we used for our club headquarters and autobody shop. Hatch had turned some unused outbuildings into a gym, bunkhouse, and storage. Anything we or our families needed, was at our disposal, and if we wanted to add shit, we just had to speak up and it would be addressed at church.

Hatch had been my mentor since I’d patched in at eighteen. Of course, that had always seemed inadequate in my description of him, because he was more like a father to me. A hell of a lot more than my actual father had ever been. 

I walked into the gym, flipping on the lights as I moved through the room, then setting up the weight bench just as Flash walked in.

“All good?” I asked.

He sighed. “I have no idea.”

“Tate?”

Tate Burke had been Flash’s best friend since they’d sat next to each other on the kindergarten school bus. They lived a block or two away from each other and you never saw one without the other. 

Flash nodded. “Tate’s mad at me. She’s always mad at me right now.”

Poor bastard.

“Fuck, sorry, kid.”

The Wallace men felt their shit deep. Hatch’s love for Maisie was evidence of that, so it was no surprise his boys were the same. His youngest son, Jamie, wore his heart on his sleeve, but Flash was a little less emotional, so the fact he was sharin’ with me showed he trusted me, and I’d never take that for granted.

“Yeah. I’ll figure it out,” he said with a confidence I didn’t really believe he felt.

“You gonna run or lift?” I asked.

“I ran this mornin’,” he said. “Figured you could help me with the weights. I wanna make varsity, so I need to build up some muscle.”

I grinned. “You got it.”

My love of lifting goes back almost as far as my love of playing music or motorcycles. Growing up, I’d always been one of the biggest kids in my class, so was immediately pegged for the wrestling team in the seventh grade. By the middle of high school, many of the competitors I’d dominated over the years were catching up to me size-wise. I figured I’d better start gaining muscle before they started wiping the floor with me, and so I started lifting almost every day. 

After a while, body building became more important to me than wrestling, so I quit the team and began competing in junior events. At the same time, I was busy playing in local bands. Usually as a guitarist, but sometimes filling in for an absent drummer or bass player. A couple of times I’d even found myself doubling as a musician and a bouncer at the same night club. Mind you, I was seventeen or eighteen years old at the time. I wasn’t even old enough to be in the place, and there I was tossing drunks and cracking skulls in between sets. The regular bouncers were all bikers who rode with the Dogs of Fire MC. They took a shine to me and my band, and always made sure no one fucked with us or our gear.

After several years of competing in any body building contest I could enter, I was sick to death of pushing my body to the brink for an $800 check, a plastic trophy, and bragging rights. I’d had enough and decided to focus all my attention on music instead. The constant lifting had made my joints swell to the point of jeopardizing my ability to even pick up a guitar and it just wasn’t worth the risk of losing the ability to play. I eased up on the workouts and took that time to focus my energy on writing and recording the best music I could.

I put every penny I’d saved from competing into a down payment and bought a small fixer-upper in downtown Vancouver, Washington. I built a modest but serviceable home recording studio and immersed myself into the world of audio production. I converted the basement into a combination drum room and gym dubbed “the dungeon,” as only pain and suffering occurred there. 

I continued to stay in shape, but now enjoyed more of the things I loved including good wine, cheap beer, and a shit ton of red meat. I was also fortunate to have been able to pivot into a full-time career in music, writing and recording original music for film and television. Early on, I’d been especially fortunate in the field of commercials, writing and producing for several large ad campaigns, including a national spot for chocolate Yum Yums. Yes, I’m the guy you can curse every time the chocolate Yum Yums’ jingle gets stuck in your head.

With the profits from the Yum Yums’ ad I bought two more houses in the area, flipped them, and sold them for a good deal of profit, so I was sitting pretty on a decent nest egg that will last me a while. This also allowed me to devote as much time as possible to the club. I’m currently an enforcer for the Dogs of Fire Portland chapter working towards my Captain’s patch.

For the next two hours, Flash and I shot the shit as we worked out. He was studying non-stop to keep his grades up while he played football and I envied him in a way. He’d known what he’d wanted to do from the second he’d come into the world, and he was working hard to make it happen.

“Proud of you, kid,” I said, as we wiped down the equipment and turned off the lights.

“Thanks.” He grinned. “You comin’ inside or headin’ home?”

“I’m comin’ in,” I said.

Flash grinned. “Fuck yeah.”

I chuckled. “I’ll see you inside.”

He gave me a chin lift and I dropped my stuff in the saddlebag of my bike before heading up to my room to shower. I didn’t leave a whole lot at the club since I had my own place, but I did leave a few things so I could stay overnight if I wanted to imbibe.

And tonight, I wanted to imbibe.
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Melody

“Who else has seen this?” I asked, feeling my face flush with anger.

“No one. As far as we know,” Chip, my new head of security, said. “Besides the two of them, of course.”

“How did you get a hold of it?” I asked.

“Look, maybe the less you know about how we handle—”

“You can stop right there,” I said. “This is my tour. It’s my name on the marquee and it’s my name on the ticket. The label may be paying your salary, but I manage myself, which means I’m personally responsible for every performer, crewmember, and person in the audience over the next thirteen weeks. I may just look like a young woman to you, but I can assure you, I’ve been in the business all my life and know exactly how dark and deep the cracks run.” 

Chip nodded. “The phones that were issued to the band at the start of tour rehearsal are property of the label. Therefore, Red Banana Records maintains access to all communications and recorded material contained on them.”

“You sound more like a lawyer for the label than security,” I said.

“It’s getting harder for me to tell the difference myself these days,” Chip said, a slight grin showing through his silver moustache.

“We need to know for sure. Where the hell is Gill?” I asked, but before Chip could answer, I’d walked off the stage and was headed for the band’s dressing room. 

I was a ball of rage. We’d spent months carefully vetting every single tour staff member and run background checks on all of them, including the musicians, roadies, and technical crew members. Even the ones who’d been with me for years. And yet, this slime bag somehow squeezed through the cracks. Another predator waiting to strike.

At least this time I’d had a heads-up and could do something about it.

I busted through the dressing room doors hoping to see the whole band, but only finding my long-suffering drummer, Rod Archer, on the floor doing his usual pre-show yoga.

“Where the fuck is Gill?” I barked out.

“Last time I saw him he was talking to some fans,” Rod said, in between breaths, completely unfazed by my dramatic entrance. Over the last twelve years, Rod had seen me at my absolute bat shit craziest, and it would take a hell of a lot more than my storming around backstage to break the flow of his chi, or whatever he called it. 

“What fans? Where were they?” I asked.

“I dunno. Some girls. He was by that tent where we did the VIP meet and greet earlier.”

I groaned. “By the press tent?” 

“I guess so, yeah.” 

Great. The absolute last thing I needed was for the press to get a front row view of me murdering my new guitarist. Of course, if Doc Diamond was still my manager, Gill would already be in an unmarked grave before I ever knew there was a problem. Then again, Doc would also secretly be pocketing an extra fifteen percent of the tour’s profits.

“I’ll radio my team,” Chip said, still a bit winded from our jog to the backstage area.

I nodded.

Chip Robertson had come highly recommended by Stracey, the incomparable vocalist and performer, who he’d done five tours with. And while I was impressed with his credentials and work so far, I was worried that he might not have the physical strength and stamina he once had. After what had happened with my last bodyguard, there was no way I was going with someone who didn’t have experience and a spotless record. Unfortunately, that narrowed the pool down to slightly older candidates. 

“Blue Team, this is Team Leader,” Chip said over his radio. “I need a twenty on Zeppo, over.”

Starting at an early age, I’d been hounded mercilessly by the paparazzi, so our security team always used code names when discussing members of the band. Sometimes it was cartoon characters or historical figures. Once, I got to be Joan (as in of Arc). On this tour, the musicians were named after an old comedy group called the Marx Brothers. My code name was Maggie, after Margaret Dumont, the most famous of the female leads. Of course, Chip had to explain all of this to me, as I knew nothing about the Marx Brothers, other than that they made black and white movies and that one of them had a big moustache and smoked a cigar.

“Roger, Team Leader. This is Blue Three. I’ve got eyes on Zeppo,” a voice crackled back on Chip’s radio.

“Roger that, Blue Three. Please escort Zeppo to the band’s dressing room. Maggie’s orders. And collect his phone as well. This is a code ‘Spanish Archer,’ so act accordingly.”

“Roger, Team Leader. Out.” 

“What’s a Spanish Archer?” I asked.

“It means someone’s getting fired,” he replied.

I shook my head, still not understanding the reference.

“You know,” Chip said, thrusting his elbow outward. “Spanish Archer. The old ‘El Bow.’”

“Thank you, Chip,” I said, trying my best to smile through my seething anger at Gill. 

Just then, the rest of my band came into the dressing room together.

“Hey, Boss,” Vick Weathers, my keyboardist and musical director, said. Multi-instrumentalist Andy Schultz, and legendary U.K. bassist and veteran road dog Edgar “Puddin’” Daily had all done multiple tours with me, but none of them had put in the time that Rod had.

Gill Crenshaw, on the other hand, had only been in the band for two months. Both of which were spent rehearsing for what my label kept referring to as my “career redefining” tour. Gill was a top player who came highly recommended by Puddin’. They played together on Brooks Martin’s last world tour and had great on-stage chemistry together. Gill seemed like the perfect fit for this tour, which was now in jeopardy before we’d even played the first show. Tonight’s gig was a charity event hosted by Gunnach Pharmaceuticals which was supposed to serve as a dress rehearsal for the tour, which made this whole situation even more messed up.

“I’m telling you for the last time, man. Keep your fuckin’ hands off me, bro,” Gill said as the massive security guard tossed him into the center of the room, before handing the phone to Chip.

“Thank you, Blue Three. Please wait outside in the hallway,” Chip said.

“What the fuck, Melody?” Gill huffed. “What’s up with sending that fucking gorilla to come get me? The itinerary says we have a break until four o’ clock.”

“This isn’t about the schedule, Gill,” I said.

“Why did he take my phone?”

“What’s going on, boss?” Vick asked.

“That’s a great question,” I replied. “Gill, would you like to tell Vick and the rest of us what the actual fuck is going on?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Gill replied.

“I’m talking about Carrie Harker,” I said.

“Am I supposed to know who that is?” Gill replied, the color draining from his face.

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “Maybe you only know her as ‘Morgzfangirl333.’”

Gill shook his head, his eyes darting nervously around the room.

“What’s all ’dis?” Puddin’ asked Gill. “Who’s Carrie? What the fuck is Melody talking about?”

Gill said nothing. 

“I’ll tell you,” I said breaking the silence. “Carrie is a fourteen-year-old girl in Pooler, Georgia. She’s a high school freshman and an active member of the Melody Morgan fan club. She’s also currently being preyed upon by a sick fuck who’s nearly twice her age.”

“W-wait a minute,” Gill stuttered. “All we’ve done is text. And she told me she was eighteen.”

“Bullshit!” I shouted. “Chip has access to your messages, and he showed them to me. All of them. You knew Carrie’s age, what school she went to, and exactly where she lived. In fact, you were planning on meeting her when we play our last show in Savannah.”

“You can’t read my texts!” Gill protested. “That’s fuckin’ invasion of privacy.”

“No,” Chip said, holding up the phone. “This is a felony committed with the aid of company property.”

“You fookin’ piece of shite. I bloody vouched for you,” Puddin’ growled before lunging at Gill.

Fortunately for Gill, Chip was a step ahead of Puddin’ and got between them before he could do any damage. 

Puddin’s hard living past was the stuff of legends. Legends that rarely made it past the age of twenty-seven. He’d come up during the Britpop scene of the 1990’s and quickly made a name for himself as not only a top-notch bassist, and songwriter, but a top-notch junkie and hellraiser. Fortunately, he’d gotten sober seven years ago and turned his life around, which was when I first started working with him. I loved him dearly and only knew him as a kind and gentle man. I’d never seen this side of him but understood exactly where his rage was coming from.

“It’s okay Puddin’,” I said, placing my hand on his chest to calm him as Chip placed Gill in a bear hug.

“You’re fired. Effective immediately,” I said to Gill. “Your tech will pack up all your gear and it will be shipped to your address along with your final paycheck. I’d suggest you spend it on a lawyer.”

“This is complete bullshit,” Gill protested. “I’m gonna sue you for breach of contract. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“You can explain that to the police,” I said. “We’ve already contacted the local authorities as well as the Ben Hill County PD.”

“You’re a fucking crazy bitch,” Gill snarled as he struggled to free himself.

“You have no idea how crazy I can get,” I snapped. “I’m gonna make it my life’s mission to make sure you go to jail for this. And, if you ever so much as look at one of my fans again, I’ll burn you to the goddamned ground.”

Just then, the dressing room door opened. “The police have arrived, sir,” Blue Three said.

“Looks like your ride is here,” Chip said, moving Gill towards the door as he continued to rain down curses.

The dressing room door slammed shut, leaving me alone with my remaining band members.

“I’m sorry, love. I swear I had no idea—” 

“Pud, I swear, if you finish that sentence, I’ll fire you as well,” I said.

He nodded.

“Andy. Can you cover Gill’s guitar parts tonight?” I asked.

“Of course, boss. I’ll do my best.”

“Good. Because if we go down in flames tonight, this tour is over before it’s begun.”

Rod’s eyes widened. “Does Harmony know about any of this?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“What are you going to tell her?”

“Absolutely nothing. Harmony isn’t my tour manager anymore. This is my call and my problem to solve.”

“TGZ will be all over this story by the morning,” Rod said.

As if anyone had to school me on the way The Gossip Zone operated. Those bastards nearly ruined my life once, and I’d be damned if I’d ever fall prey to them again.

“Let’s just get through tonight’s gig and then I’ll figure out the replacement guitarist situation. Until then, everyone keeps their mouths shut on the matter, okay?”

Rod chuckled.

“What?” I asked.

“Things have been so easy breezy over the past two months that I was starting to forget what the old days were like. But now it feels like a Melody Morgan tour.”
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Melody

I paced back and forth, phone in hand, desperately fighting the urge to call my sister. Harmony had made it perfectly clear when she’d resigned as my assistant/road manager/firefighter that she needed to draw a healthy boundary line between our sisterhood and my career. Her decision to leave was rough on me but I’d understood it completely. To say my life back then was out of control would be the understatement of the year. Hell, I would have walked away from the burning wreckage that was my life if I could have.

After the “leaking” of my sex tape with Bam Nelson, followed by the incident with my stalker who ended up being Harmony’s stalker, followed then by marriage and divorces numbers two and three, legal battles with my former record label, then blah, blah, fucking blah, I was sicker of me than anyone.

“Come on Melody,” I said out loud to myself. “You’ve got this handled all by yourself. You don’t need your sister.”

I’d spent the past three days calling everyone I knew, trying to find a suitable guitarist with an open schedule, to no avail. Everyone in the band had exhausted their contacts list as well. The problem was, all the summer tours had been booked months ago, so all the top players already had gigs lined up. Plus, I was damaged goods. Of course, no one in the band was going to tell me that, but I knew it was the response some of their buddies had given them. Who could blame them? My flameouts were as epic as my successes.

Then there was the fact that some people simply would never see me as anything other than a “child star.” I could hardly blame them. After all, I did start off in the business when I was just four years old as the baby of the Morgan Family singers. By the time I was fifteen I was the star of my own Dizzy Channel show and had signed my first recording contract as a solo artist. Within five years, I was considered a modern pop diva and ten years after that, a cautionary tale. A shining star reduced to fodder for the gossip bloggers and bottom feeders.

But I was in a completely different place now. Mentally, artistically, and spiritually. Only, the world didn’t know that yet. This tour was my chance to show them who I’d become over the past three years. To show them the real me.

For this tour we’d scaled back the stage production, big time. Partially because I was now working with a smaller label and a greatly reduced budget, but also by design. I wanted this tour to be more intimate and personal. Less of the three-ring circus we used to take on the road, and more like bands back in the 90’s would tour. For the first time, I didn’t have dancers or my usual arsenal of backup singers. The entire show would be carried by me and the five bandmembers on stage. Four if I couldn’t find a guitarist. 

My thumb began to cramp as it hovered over Harmony’s name.

“You don’t need her. You can do this,” I said, defiantly sliding my phone into my pocket, before immediately digging it back out and calling my sister.

“What have you done?” Harmony answered.

“Oh, I didn’t expect you to pick up so quickly, I...” I stammered, caught off guard.

“Spill it.”

“I really didn’t want to call you, NiNi,” my voice began to quiver. “I know you’re not my tour manager anymore and this isn’t your problem and I want to respect your boundaries, and—”

“Hey,” Harmony stopped me. “Slow down. It’s okay. What’s wrong?”

“Are you sure, because if you want me to fuck off, I can figure this out on my own.”

“It may not be my job to help you as a singer, but I can still help you as a sister, right?”

I started sobbing. Like, super ugly sobbing. Gasping for air, snot shooting out of my nose, sobbing. I told her all about firing Gill and not being able to find his replacement, my worries about my new security team, and then eventually about every problem I’d had so far putting this tour together. I was so busy being excited over the tour, I guess I hadn’t realized how much stress I’d been holding in.

“Wow,” Harmony replied once I’d finished my mega dump.

“So, as you can see. I’m doing a real whiz-bang job without you,” I said.

“Yes, you are,” she replied enthusiastically.

“What? I was being sarcastic.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I have never been more amazed by you. The amount of work and dedication you’ve put into this tour? Are you kidding me? I’ve never seen you so focused or passionate. Sure, you’ve hit a bunch of roadblocks, so did I, but you’ve overcome every single one of them.”

“Except this one,” I said. “I was lucky to find Gill, and now he’s gone, and I’m screwed.”

“He’s gone because you did the right thing. You protected that girl from a dangerous creep. You put the safety of a stranger before your own needs, and I couldn’t possibly be prouder of you.”

“Thanks sis,” I sniffled.

“Any time. Besides, I just won a hundred bucks in the ‘how long will it take for Melody to call Harmony’ pool.”

“Shut up,” I said. “That’s not a real thing.”

“I put twenty dollars on one to five days. If you’d waited one more day Lyric would’ve taken the pot.”

“You guys are horrible,” I said, unable to fight back a giggle.

“Jaxon was the only one that had you making it through the entire tour without calling.”

“Thank your sweet husband from me. I’ll bring him an official crew jacket at the end of the tour.”

“Gonna need a guitar player for that tour, aren’t you?” Harmony asked.

“Got any ideas?”

“I just might,” she replied.

* * *
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Train

I walked into the club house and stalled. “What the fuck is that supposed to be?”

Katie Jameson turned from the giant, unstable looking stack of donuts and scowled. “That is a donut tower in the shape of a cake. 

I squinted.

“Does it not look like a donut tower in the shape of a cake?” she asked, unable to hide the panic in her voice.

“Do you think it looks like a cake?”

She glanced at it, then me and scowled. “Goddammit.”

“Why are you trying to do this, sweetheart?” I teased. “Your specialty is the human body, not baked goods.”

Katie was the twin sister of my closest friend, Flea. He was my club brother and we’d patched in together, so that basically made her my sister. Flea and I were often put together on runs, and club assignments, particularly if they called for both brains and brawn. 

I was the brawn.

Katie threw her hands in the air. “Razor’s never had a birthday cake and his favorite thing in the world is a glazed donut from the Donut Hole, so I thought I could incorporate the two.” She scowled at the leaning tower of pastry. “YouTube makes everything look so fucking easy.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why are you making such a fuss over that puppy?”

“He is a puppy,” she retorted. “But he’s a sweet puppy and he deserves a nice birthday. Don’t read into it.”

Razor was twenty-five and had been a patch for about four years or so. Pretty much all of the club women had taken him into their hearts and mothered the fuck out of him.

“You think about asking Cameron for help?”

Cameron was one of our president’s brothers. He ran a construction company (with their other siblings) when he wasn’t working as a chef. 

She sighed. “I’ve already called him. I was just hoping I could figure it out without him.”

I crossed my arms and cocked my head. “Well, I’m thinkin’ your hope is for naught.”

“Suck it,” she retorted, and I laughed. 

“Sorry, babe. Just sayin’ it like it is.”

“Save it for someone else.”

“You seen Hatch?”

“He’s in his office I think,” she said distractedly, trying to straighten the leaning tower of donuts.

I left her to her chore and headed down the hall to my president’s office, knocking on the closed door.

“Come in,” Hatch called, and I stepped inside finding him with his feet up on the desk, smiling at Harmony Quinn.

Harmony was married to Jaxon Quinn, the biological brother of two of my club brothers, Ace and Knight. Jax was FBI, but he was good people, and although he was a by-the-book lawman, he knew when to keep his distance from club business which kept us in his good graces.

“Train!” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet, and rushing to hug me.

“Hey, sweetheart, where’s your man?”

“It’s Quinn brother manly-man time,” she said. 

I gave her a chin lift. The Quinn brothers made it a point to get together once a month for games, beers, 80’s action movies. It was strictly no chicks allowed, so the wives usually hung out over at Ace’s place.

I glanced at Hatch. “You texted you needed me, but I can come back if you two are busy.”

“The text was on my behalf, actually,” Harmony said.

I cocked my head. “You coulda just called me direct, sweetheart.”

“No, she couldn’t,” Hatch countered, and Harmony grimaced. “Trying to keep this as quiet as possible for now.”

“Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good,” I said.

Hatch waved to the chair next to Harmony. “Have a seat.”

I closed the door and sat down, waiting for Harmony to sit beside me.

“I need your help,” Harmony said.

“Anything. You know that,” I said.

She flashed an uneasy smile. “You know my sister, Melody?”

“Um, yeah,” I said with a chuckle. 

Harmony’s sister, Melody Morgan, was one of the biggest pop stars in the world and a notorious whirling dervish of chaos. I’d never met her, but from the stories I’d heard in the media and from Harmony herself, she seemed like a real handful. Honestly, I had a hard time understanding how Harmony and their other sister, Lyric, dealt with her. They were so even keeled, and their famous sister was more like the Titanic. 

“Melody is about to start her next tour,” Harmony said. “But she’s got a bit of a problem.”

“I thought you didn’t work for your sister anymore.”

“I don’t, but she’s asked for my assistance with something sensitive and I thought you might be able to help.”

“Me?” I was completely puzzled as to how I could possibly help a mega-star whom I’d never met.

“I’ll tell you but first I need you to sign this,” Harmony said, pointing to a document on Hatch’s desk.

“What’s this?”

“A non-disclosure agreement,” she said, handing me a pen.

“You want me to sign an NDA?” I chuckled. “Are you serious?”

“I already gave her my John Hancock,” Hatch said.

“Why does everything you say sound dirty?” Harmony teased.

“It’s a gift, babe,” Hatch replied with his trademark eyebrow lift.

Harmony turned back to me. “Don’t take the NDA personally. I already trust you completely, but Melody’s lawyers don’t know you and still wouldn’t trust you even if they did.”

“I thought Lyric was her lawyer,” I said.

“Lyric’s one of six,” Harmony countered. “And she’s the least of the worriers.”

“No worries,” I said and scribbled my signature on the line above my name. “So, what’s the big secret, and how can I possibly help the world-famous Melody Morgan?”

“Well, like I said. She’s kicking off her tour in Portland in four days but was forced to fire her guitarist under some hairy circumstances. She’s twisted up over the whole thing, and I need someone that I can trust to fill the position that isn’t going to make matters worse. Someone who can play guitar like a motherfucker, keep his mouth shut to the media, and help keep an extra eye on her as well.”

“Okay,” I said, dragging a hand over my beard. “I can help you find someone. I’ll start asking around right away. I know some great players that I trust, but four days isn’t much time to find someone and have them learn a full set.”

“No, dummy,” she said, with a laugh. “I was thinking of you.”

“Me? You’ve gotta be fucking kidding.”

“Why not you? You’ve got the chops and I know you’ll have no problem learning her material in time. Plus, I really would feel better with another set of eyes on her. She recently hired a new security team but is still feeling vulnerable after everything that happened a few years back.” 

“I’m a forty-year-old biker. You really expect me to get up on stage with a bunch of young pop tarts and shake my ass along to prerecorded tracks?”

“It’s not like that. No tracks, no dancers, and Melody’s got seasoned pros in the band. Rod Archer on drums, Puddin’ Daily on Bass—”

“Puddin’s playing with her? No fucking way.”

Harmony nodded. “She’s working hard to change her image. Musically and personally. She’s more focused and dedicated than I’ve ever seen.”

I scrubbed a hand over the back of my neck. “Shit, I don’t know, Harmony.”

“I’ve already spoken with the label, and they’ve agreed to pay you thirty thousand for the tour.”

I turned to Hatch. “What about the club? My promotion?” 

I’d been working all year towards a promotion to Road Captain, and I wasn’t about to let anything get in the way of that.

“I’m pretty sure the club can handle you being gone for a few months,” Hatch said. “Besides, when are you ever gonna get the chance to be a rockstar again?”

“I don’t know,” I said reluctantly.

“I’ll tell you what,” Hatch said. “This wouldn’t just be a favor to Harmony. You’d be doing me a favor, too. So, if you take the gig with Melody, the Road Captain’s patch is yours.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “When’s the first show?”

“The tour starts on Friday at the Moda Center.”

“Jesus,” I hissed. “No fucking pressure.”

“Forty thousand dollars,” Harmony said. 

“Shit, man. I’ll strap on a fuckin’ guitar and shake my ass for that,” Hatch retorted.

“It’s not about the money,” I said.

“So, you’ll do it for free?” Harmony asked.

“Not a fuckin’ chance,” I said.

“Then what is it, Train?”

“Harmony, give us a minute, will ya?” Hatch asked, inviting no argument from her.

She let out a long sigh, then stood and left the room, closing the door behind her.

“You can say no, brother,” Hatch said.

“That’s not true, and you know it. You saw her face.”

“Yeah,” Hatch grunted out. “The tour’s only thirteen weeks.”

“That’s three months! I’ve never been on the road for more than ten days and that was almost a decade ago. I’m a studio rat, Hatch. When I’m not riding or with the club, I basically spend my nights in a submarine. I’m kind of a solitary guy, ya know?”

“You’re the most musically gifted person I’ve ever known and if Harmony believes you’re the right man for the gig, so do I. The Morgan sisters are a part of our extended family. Doom made Lyric a promise a long time ago that the Dogs would help keep her sisters safe.”

I nodded. Doom is the VP of our Savannah chapter and had married Melody and Harmony’s sister, Lyric, several years ago. He’s one I respect highly, but even if I didn’t, I respected Harmony, and that was all that counted right now.

I stood and pulled the door open. Harmony turned and gave me a look of hopeful anticipation.

“Come back in here,” I said.

Harmony rushed back inside, wringing her hands as she took her seat again.

“Set up a meeting with Melody,” I ground out.

Her eyes lighted with hope. “You’ll do it?”

“I’ll talk to her then decide,” I said. “For fifty thousand.”

Harmony nodded. “Okay. We can do that.”

“Fuck me,” Hatch breathed out. “I picked the wrong profession.”

“Ten-percent of that is goin’ back to the club,” I pointed out.

Hatch laughed. “You’ve always been a faithful tither.”

He pulled open a drawer and pulled out a patch, sliding it across the desk. 

It read, “ROAD CAPTAIN.” 

“Was gonna do this at Church on Wednesday, but I don’t want to wait,” Hatch said. “We’ll celebrate proper once the tour is over.”

“Works for me.” I grinned as I took the patch and slid it into my pocket. “Thanks.”

“I’ll text you the time for tomorrow,” Harmony said.

“Sounds good,” I replied before adding. “Oh, I have one more condition.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m bringing my bike. There’s no way in hell I’m going thirteen days, let alone thirteen weeks without riding.”

“I’m sure the crew can find room for your bike in one of the equipment trucks,” she replied before adding, “Come to think of it, I have a condition of my own.”

“What would that be?”

“No sleeping with my sister.”

“Come on,” I said. “It’s a job. Do you really think I’d put moves on the boss?”

“I totally trust you, and you’re not her type anyway, but given her... romantic history, I had to say it out loud.”

I fought back the urge to ask what she meant by me not being her sister’s type, but simply smiled and stuck out my hand.

“I believe we have a deal.”
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Train

I gave Hatch a chin lift and walked out of his office, passing Katie on the way, now working with Cameron to get the donut cake sorted.

“Are you coming back?” she asked to my back.

I faced her. “Yeah, if you want me to.”

“Seven?”

“Sure. See you then.”

She grinned, clapping her hands. “Thanks, bud.”

I nodded, and walked out to my bike, heading straight to Flea and Grace’s place. I needed a beer and some advice.

Pulling up to the house, I parked my bike beside Flea’s truck, then walked up to the front door. It was already open. 

“Come in, buddy,” Grace called. “I’m elbows deep into a chicken.”

I stepped inside and closed the door, making my way to the kitchen where Grace was, in fact, elbows deep into a giant chicken.

I smiled, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “That sounds dirty, sweetheart.”

“You wish.” She laughed. “Flea just ran to the store. I’m trying out a recipe Maisie sent me, and I needed a few things. Help yourself to a beer.”

I did just that, twisting the top just as she punched the chicken’s ass, then washed her hands in the sink. “Stuffing’s in. Are you staying for dinner? There’s plenty.”

“Yeah, that’d be great. You need help?”

She shook her head. “I can’t do anything until Flea gets back. Pull up a stool.”

“How’s the dancin’ goin’?” I asked, sitting at their kitchen island.

She planted her ass on the counter across from me and grinned. “Great. Cassidy and I are working on an original show.”

“I heard that. That’s kinda huge, huh?”

“Super,” she confirmed. “But also, the most fun I’ve ever had.”

I chuckled. “As it should be.”

“Baby!” Flea bellowed.

“Me or Train?” Grace bellowed back, sliding off the counter.

Flea walked in with a grin. “Your bike’s parked in my spot.”

“You need me to move it?”

“Not immediately.” Flea set a bag of groceries on the counter before leaning down to kiss Grace. “They didn’t have fingerling potatoes. I improvised.”

“Thanks, honey,” she said, pulling everything out of the bag. “This’ll work.”

“Got your text,” Flea said, and I nodded.

“You guys go play,” Grace said. “I’ve got this.”

Flea kissed her again, then grabbed a beer, and I followed him down to his makeshift man cave. He closed us in, and I flopped into one of the recliners.

“You gonna do the tour?” Flea asked, lowering himself into the other chair.

I sighed. “Meetin’ with Melody tomorrow, then I’ll decide.”

“It’s a fuck-ton of money.”

“Yeah. Means I can pay cash for the reno, and not have to deplete my savings.”

My place was functional but needed a shit load of work. It was almost a teardown, but the bones were great, as was the floorplan. One of Hatch’s brothers, Cade, was the general contractor on the project, but I was savin’ money by working alongside his crew. I still intended to do the work, but if I took the gig, I could do the whole job much faster than I expected.

“That’d be huge,” Flea said. “We’ve sunk more money into this place, and I’m about to sell it and start over.”

“What does Grace think about that?”

He rolled his eyes. “She’s not ready to concede defeat.”

I laughed. “So, you’re stayin’.”

“Yep,” Flea said, taking another drag of his beer. “I’ll wear her down, though.”

“Good luck with that.”

Before he could respond, the doorbell pealed, and Flea frowned. “Who the fuck is that?”

He set his beer on the coffee table and walked out of the room with me following. “Jesus, Grace, you’re supposed to wait,” Flea growled.

Grace wrinkled her nose as she pulled open the unlocked door. “It’s Merrick and Remi,” she breathed out. “Calm the fuck down.”

Merrick was her brother whom we all called, ‘Finch.’ He’d patched into the club a while ago and he was a great guy. I had a fondness for him, especially considering, he’d picked me to jump him in.

“Hi,” Grace squeaked, pulling Finch’s woman in for a hug. “How ya doin’?”

Remington was pregnant, and wasn’t having an easy time of it, apparently.

“I want this thing out,” she growled, returning Grace’s hug. “Plus, it’s too hot to exist.”

“Well, come in and put your feet up,” Grace said. “I’ll crank the A/C.”

“This is why you’re my favorite,” Remi breathed out, making her way to me, and hugging me after she’d done the same to Flea. “Hey, buddy.”

“Hey.”

“I’m making Maisie’s chicken thing,” Grace said as Remington lowered her body onto the sofa with a sigh.

“Don’t care what you’re making,” Finch said, pulling his sister in for a bear hug. “If you’re cooking it, I’m eating it.”

“Do you take back teasing me for putting air-conditioning in my house?” Grace challenged.

“If I don’t?”

“You starve.”

“I take it back,” he grumbled, and Grace laughed.

“Come and peel the potatoes while your wife rests,” she ordered.

Remington stretched out on the sofa as we all gathered around the island, peeling potatoes and whatever else Grace asked us to do. 

Peace settled deep as I joined in on the domestic chore. These people were my family, and I couldn’t have asked for better.

* * *
[image: image]


Melody

“LiLi, I’m fine,” I ground out, trying to figure out a way out of this conversation with my sister.

“You are not fine, and because you’re not fine, I’ve been in the dark about this situation, DiDi.”

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” I grumbled. “Besides, Gill’s in the hands of the justice system and NiNi’s got a guitar player set up for me in Portland. If he’s not a total dick, and he doesn’t shit the bed on opening night, I’ll keep him on for the rest of the tour.”

“Okay, but what’s all this about your security team?” she asked.

“It’s fine. I’m probably just overreacting because of what happened before. Besides Harmony is hooking me up with an additional security guy too.”

“Sweetness, I am about to lose my religion over this.”

Whenever Lyric called me or Harmony ‘sweetness,’ we knew we were in trouble.

“Well, we certainly wouldn’t want that,” I retorted.

“Melody—”

“Stop,” I ordered. “There was no reason for you to worry about any of this before, and there still isn’t. I’ll be fine and the tour will be great. We just hit a speed bump. That’s all.”

I wasn’t sure if I was trying to reassure my sister or myself.

“Hey.”

“What?” I snapped.

“I love you.”

I sighed. “I love you too. Even though you’re a pain in my ass.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow night.”

“Oh, goody,” I deadpanned.

Lyric chuckled, then hung up.

I dropped my phone on the table of yet another hotel suite and glanced around the room. I was alone. I was always alone. Even when I wasn’t, I still felt the pressure of loneliness, but being by myself was what I wanted. 

Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

The only time I felt whole was when I was with my sisters, but these days I barely ever saw them. They’d met their dream men, were having babies, and lived practically on opposite coasts. Lyric lived with her biker husband, Doom, in Savannah, Georgia. Harmony lived with Jaxon, and they both worked for the FBI in Portland, Oregon, so we saw each other at Christmas and once or twice during the rest of the year. 

I hated it. 

I wanted more.

I just had to figure out how to make it happen. Lyric was my manager, and she was also the conservator of my estate. This meant, she controlled my money.

And the reason she controlled my money is because I had a total and complete breakdown when I was sixteen and Lyric had stepped in before my mother could make moves to take over my life. I’d been the main breadwinner for the family since I was a child, but with my Dizzy show, I had a little more freedom.

Or at least, I felt like I’d had freedom.

In truth, until my mother died (over fifteen years ago now), I’d had nothing of my own. It’s why Lyric had fought so hard to get control of my estate. To protect my money. Because if she hadn’t, my mother would have bled me dry.

Or one of my husbands would have.

Three down, none to go. I would never revisit marriage. I sucked at it. I was just glad I didn’t have any kids because then I had no one other than myself to fuck up.

For now, however, my sister had me on a budget, and I was actually relieved about it. I had never been good at saying no to people. I was the original bleeding heart, but since anyone asking for money had to go through my sister, I could still look like the good guy.

I heard a knock, then the beep of my door locks releasing. 

“Melody?” Brandy, my personal assistant, called. “Proof of life.”

I chuckled. “Come in. I’m good. Sorry, I was on the phone with Lyric.”

“No worries.” She walked further into the room and smiled. “I have three people for you to meet in Portland who would be great options to replace Billy.” She handed me a small stack of paperwork. “I’ve also sent their portfolios to your phone.”

Billy had been my make-up and hair person since...well, forever. He’d found himself a new man several years ago, however, his new man, Graham, had also been sleeping with my new man, Butchy. This was a problem, considering Butchy had been my head of security and betrayed me, kidnapping Harmony, and nearly killing her.

I had tried to move on with Billy, because he’d been duped right along next to me, but in the end, the trust was lost, so I let him go.

With my sold-out tour rapidly approaching, I had little freedom to find just the right person to work for me on a permanent basis. We’d just played the benefit show in Seattle, and I had a two-day break before the Moda center in Portland, Oregon, but that gave me no time with my family if I was stuck interviewing glam people.

I held up one of the résumés. “Is this a mistake?”

Brandy smiled. “Nope.”

“Oh my god, Brandy, how the hell did you get Natalie Langston?”

Natalie Langston was the most gifted makeup artist I’d ever worked with, even more so than Billy. She had done all of my styling for the Darien Reed movies I’d starred in several years ago. Billy had been on vacation at the same time as the final shoot, so she’d stepped in and I’d loved her, but she wasn’t interested in working for me. 

At least at the time.

“I called and asked if she’d like to interview.”

“I called and asked her a year ago and she shot me down in flames.”

“That was a year ago,” Brandy said. “Things have changed.”

“Wow, girl, you are kind of amazing.”

Brandy laughed. “Yes, yes, I am. But she only does makeup, so you’ll still need a hair person.”

“That’s fine.” I smiled. “Thank you, Brandy. Really, this is fantastic.”

“You’re welcome. If you’re good, I’m going to head back to my room.”

“Of course. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Brandy nodded and headed out, and I locked up behind her.
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Melody

The plane touched down at PDX twenty minutes earlier than expected and I was so excited, I was practically jumping out of my seat. Luckily, it was just Brandy and me on the private plane, which gave me some much-needed time to relax and catch up on all the hot gossip I’d missed while sequestered away in rehearsals. 

In the past, I always traveled by plane while the band and road crew travelled by bus. I’d arrive in town a day or two earlier than the others, which gave me a chance to do local press appearances before they’d arrive. However, for this tour, I chose to travel by bus for as much of the tour as possible. The decision was partially a financial one, but mostly environmentally-based. Flying privately is horrible for the planet and I was no longer the naive and spoiled girl I once was. Plus, traveling by bus would give me more opportunities to bond with the band.

I texted Harmony to let her know I was on the ground, then once the doors were opened, Brandy and I headed out. 

“Once we check in, please take the rest of the day off,” I said. “I’ll probably head to my sister’s place for a few hours, so I promise I won’t bug you.”

Brandy smiled. “I think I’m going to crawl into that huge bed and sleep for a few hours.”

I chuckled. “That sounds amazing.”

“Melody!”

I turned toward the sound of my name and saw my sister waving from behind the awaiting Town Car. 

“Oh my god,” I breathed out, making a run for Harmony. “What are you doing here?” I asked as she pulled me in for a hug.

“You might be a famous pop star, but you’re still my little sister and you deserve a welcoming committee.” She cupped my face. “Missed you DiDi.”

“Missed you too, NiNi.”

“Jax has been smoking ribs all day and the kids are dying to see you.”

“Aw, really?”

“Yeah. Grab your bags. I’ll drive you home.”

“I have people to deal with my bags, sissy,” I said. “I’ll just give Brandy the update and we can go.”

I turned to find Brandy walking toward me, pulling one of my suitcases behind her. “This one has all your essentials, just in case you want to stay the night with your family,” she said, passing it off to me. “I’ll get us checked into the hotel and sort out the crew.”

Harmony grinned. “You’re a miracle worker.”

Brandy rolled her eyes. “Oh, I know.”

“Thanks, honey,” I said, hugging her quickly. “I appreciate it.”

“No problem. You guys have fun. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Brandy walked away and I turned to my sister... whose mouth was agape. “What?”

“You hugged her.”

“Call the media,” I droned.

“But what was weirder is, you were nice to her. Positively polite.”

“Bite me,” I retorted. “Can we go?”

Harmony laughed and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “Yes, my darling, sweet, incredible sister. Let’s do that.”

We climbed into the car and Harmony drove us to her home in Portland, right on the Willamette River with access to a boat ramp. They hadn’t bought a boat yet, but they planned to the second they had time to enjoy it.

They’d lived in this home for just over a year, but I hadn’t had a chance to see it yet, as we’d been gathering at Lyric and Doom’s home in Savannah for holidays over the past few years since they had little ones, so it was harder for them to travel.

We pulled up to the house and Harmony’s kids rushed the car. 

“Auntie Melody!” Skylar squeaked, knocking on my window.

I laughed, climbing out and pulling my niece in for a hug. “Hey, sweetie.”

“How long are you staying?”

“I’m not staying—”

“Yes, you are,” Harmony countered.

“I’m paying for a very expensive hotel suite, sissy. LiLi would find that wasteful.”

Harmony grinned. “We won’t tell her, then.”

“How about I head to the hotel tonight, then I’ll come and stay here with all of you tomorrow?”

“Can you stay for a year?” my nephew, Ares, begged.

“I’m not sure about that, bud,” I said, hugging him. “But I’ll stay as long as I can, okay?”

“Yes,” he hissed, pumping his fist in the air.

“Help with your auntie’s bags, please,” Harmony said. “Where’s Daddy?”

“In his office with Train.”

“Ah,” Harmony mused.

“What’s a train?” I asked, following Harmony inside.

She grinned over her shoulder. “The cavalry.”

“What?”

“Kids, take Melody’s stuff up to the guest room, okay?”

“Sure thing, Mom,” Skyler said as Harmony took my hand and led me down the hall.

“No tour of the new house?” I breathed out.

“After,” Harmony said, stopping outside a door and knocking. 

She opened the door to Jaxon’s office and pushed me gently through before following me. Jaxon was at his computer and sitting next to him was quite possibly the best-looking man I’d ever seen. He was a big man, and even sitting down, I could tell he was tall. Taller than Jaxon who was over six-feet. He had dark red hair, and a beard I wanted to touch, and he appeared to have a good forty pounds of muscle on my brother-in-law. Judging by his attire, I deduced he was a member of the Dogs of Fire, a motorcycle club that Lyric’s husband belonged to in Savannah, and Jaxon was friendly with here in Portland. In fact, two of Jaxon’s brothers were members of the Portland chapter here and they were both pretty phenomenal humans, as were their wives.

Both men were wearing headphones and I could see they were watching the live DVD, filmed on my last tour. Jaxon, who was also a musician, had an acoustic guitar on his lap.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Both men must have noticed movement, because they looked up at us, and Jaxon smiled, removing his headphones. “Hey, Melody.”

“Hey yourself.” I glanced at his friend. “Who’s this?”

The man in question slid off his headphones and stood up. “I’m Train.”

“Nice to meet you, Train. I’m...well...her,” I said pointing to the computer screen. 

Train smiled wide, catching me a little off guard. For a man with such an imposing exterior, he radiated warmth.

“You must be the extra security Harmony was telling me about,” I said. “You certainly look...physically qualified for the job.”

“Well, I...” Train said, looking to Harmony.

“Train is your new guitarist,” she said.

“What the fuck now?” I whispered.

“I had Kenny send Train soundboard recordings from the rehearsals and he’s been learning Gill’s parts. He’s also working on some of the older songs with Jaxon, so he’ll be set to go by showtime,” Harmony said.

“Him?” I asked, thrusting a finger at Train. “He’s a biker.”

“He’s also a musician, songwriter, and producer.”

“I can cook, too,” Train said.

I stood in stunned silence, trying to wrap my head around what was happening. Before bursting into laughter. “Okay, Ni-Ni. You got me. I’ll admit it. You full-on had me going there for a minute. Jesus, it’s good to be home. I’m so used to everyone catering to my feelings, it’s nice to have my balls bust...” I scanned the room, suddenly noticing I was the only one laughing. “Wait? For real? Him?”

“I told you I had someone who could solve your guitar and security problems,” she said, looking confused by my reaction.

“I thought you were talking about two different guys,” I said. “One for security and one for the band. You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

“Of course, I am. Train is a great guitarist, and has agreed to help keep an eye on you while you’re on the road. It’s a two-for one deal, plus he’ll be right there on stage with you. Closer than any security guard could be.”

“What exactly do you think is going to happen to me out there, Ni-Ni?”

“I know I’m being overly protective, but please do this for me,” my sister said, softly.

Jaxon set his guitar on its stand. “How about we leave the two of you alone to sort all of this out?”

Please, my sister mouthed.

“Fine,” I huffed. “But if I’m not feeling it with Evel Knievel here, we’ll be starting the tour without a lead guitarist.”

Harmony nodded and she and Jaxon made a hasty retreat leaving me alone with the large biker.

“I take it I’m not what you were expecting,” Train said.

“Honestly, no,” I replied. “Most guitar players look like they haven’t seen a decent meal in six weeks and the sun in six months, and you...” I let my words trail off.

“Hey, if I’m not the right guy for the gig, that’s okay. The last thing I want to do is waste anyone’s time,” Train said.

“I didn’t say that. I’m just trying to picture myself standing on stage next to Zakk Wylde, that’s all.”

Train smiled. “Clearly you’re referring to Black Label Society era Zakk, and not his early days with Ozzy.”

“Early Zakk was way too pretty for me to ever let him on my stage,” I said, surprised at how at ease I felt around this total stranger. Maybe it was because we were in my sister’s house, or maybe I was too tired to be on guard.

“I gotta say, I’m surprised you even know who Zakk Wylde is, or Ozzy, for that matter,” Train said.

“Just because I make pop music doesn’t mean that’s all I listen to. In fact, I probably listen to 80’s hard rock and metal more than anything else.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning on wearing my cut on stage,” he said with a smile. “But if you want me in spandex and a headband, my fee goes way up.”

I chuckled. “Wardrobe is the least of my concerns. I need someone who can not only play but learn the entire set as quickly as possible. Harmony wouldn’t have recommended you if you weren’t a good guitarist, so I’m not worried about that. And Andy can help cover any of the guitar parts you don’t get the chance to learn by opening night—”

“I’ve learned all the songs in the set. Plus, a handful more, just in case,” Train said.

“What do you mean you’ve learned them all? You’ve only had the rehearsal recordings for two days.”

“One day, actually. But I was able to listen and play through the entire set three or four times,” he said. “Plus, I’ve got all your albums on Spotify, and Jaxon was showin’ me one of your older concert DVDs. I should be good to go.”

“Really. It’s okay,” I said reassuringly. “The band and I have been rehearsing this show for over two months, so I don’t expect you to have everything down on opening night. There are a lot of cues and a ton of material to cover but if we could at least cover most of the major guitar parts, we’ll get you up to speed as quickly as possible.”

“No, I mean it. I’ve learned the entire set,” Train said.

“All of it?” I asked in disbelief. “After only a handful of playthroughs?”

“I pick up songs quickly,” Train said.

“Over two dozen songs? No way. You’d have to be a savant or something.”

Train scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve never been crazy about that word.”

“Wait, seriously? My sister told me you had perfect pitch, but nothing about this.”

“It’s no big deal really. Some people are great at math or learning languages. My brain is wired to pick up and interpret sound at a higher level than most, that’s all.”

“So, you’re able to learn songs just by hearing them once or twice?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Wow, that is so cool!”

“Of course, learning a song is one thing. Being able to play with feeling and emotion takes skill, and that’s what I work hard at.”

“I’m intrigued,” I said, pointing to Jaxon’s guitar. “Play ‘Tonight’s on Fire.’”

I figured if Train couldn’t handle the guitar part from my biggest single, he may as well get on his bike and ride, but Train picked up the guitar and played the part, flawlessly, note for note, just the way the band had arranged it with Gill during rehearsals.

“Play the third verse of ‘It’s Not You,’ through the solo section,” I directed, and once again, Train delivered on command.

“Of course, on the recorded version it’s more like this, right?” Train asked, before once again nailing the part, this time referencing the album version.

“Play the saxophone solo to ‘Baker Street’ I shouted, trying to throw him off, but instead he ripped into the Gerry Rafferty 70’s classic with ease. “Wow, what an amazing gift.” I sighed. “I’m envious.”

“Don’t be,” he said. “Every blessed coin has a cursed side.”

“Such as?” I asked.

“Well, for one. I vividly remember every song I’ve ever heard. Even the bad ones. Even the ones I can’t stand.”

“Which side of the coin do my songs land on?”

“Are you asking me if I like your music?” Train asked and my heart stopped.

I knew my music wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, and normally I didn’t care. But for some reason I cared about Train’s opinion. Maybe it was because I knew his brain contained a database of every great song ever written and I feared he’d be judging mine against them. Or maybe it was because every time he looked at me, I felt as though he was looking into my soul.

I swallowed. “Yeah. I mean, is it the kind of material you’d enjoy playing for the next three months?”

“Truthfully, I hadn’t ever given your music much thought in the past. I’m sure it’s hard to tell by looking at me, but I’m probably not a member of your target audience.”

I chuckled.

“But, after listening for a few days, I’ll be honest, your songs are more sophisticated than I thought they’d be. Especially the way you’re playing them now with your new band. I think I get what you’re going for.”

“Okay then, what about the other thing?”

“The keeping an eye on you, thing?” he asked. “Is that what you mean?”

I nodded. “What did my sister tell you?”

“Only that you’ve got a new security team, and that she’d feel better if you had an undercover set of eyes on you as well.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“Your sister asked a favor of the club, and I was happy to help.”

“Is it really a favor if we’re paying you?”

“The pay is for my guitar playing and travel time. The keeping an eye on you part I’m doing as a favor.”

I cocked my head. “Why did the Dogs of Fire owe my sister a favor in the first place?”

“Your brother-in-law rides with the Dogs in Savannah, right?”

I nodded.

“And two of Jaxon’s brothers ride with me, so that makes all three Morgan sisters family to our club. That means, you don’t have to be owed a favor to ask a favor. You understand?”

I swallowed hard and nodded again. Feeling my face go flush. This man was going to be trouble if I didn’t watch myself.

“Can you sing, Mr. Perfect Pitch?” I asked, steering the conversation back to music.

He shrugged. “My voice is nothing special, but I can pick out or learn any harmony you need.”

“Okay, let’s try the chorus of ‘Cross Contamination.’”

Train began to play, and we launched into the chorus together, our voices blending like peanut butter and jelly. I tried to keep a poker face, but I couldn’t keep from smiling as we continued to the end of the song.

“Well, that works,” Train said.

Works shmirks. That was fucking amazing. 

This guy was either purposefully underplaying his vocal talent or he was truly unaware of how good he was. Either way, I was gonna find out.

“What’s your real name?” I asked.

“Courtland Nash.”

“Sounds like a country boy name. You southern?”

“Vegas is as far south as I’ve ever been. I was born and bred here in the Pacific Northwest.”

“Who are you, Courtland Nash? And what’s your story?”

“I told you before. Your sister reached out to my president—”

“Not that. I meant what is someone with all your talent doing in a motorcycle club?”

“You make it sound like the club is somehow beneath me or something,” he said.

“No, sorry.” I grimaced. “I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just that, with your level of talent I’m surprised you’re not a full-time musician. That’s all.”

“I guess at some point, my love of bikes began to compete with my love of music.”

“And bikes won, huh?”

“Once I started riding with the Dogs, yeah.”

“But you still play, obviously,” I said, motioning to Train’s hands. “You certainly don’t seem rusty to me.”

“I play every chance I get,” Train said. “I have a home studio at my place where I write and produce music.”

“Is that so?” I asked.

Train nodded.

“You ever do anything I might have heard?”

“Yes, but that’s a story for another time,” he said with a smirk.

“Intriguing,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“How ’bout another song?” Train suggested, clearly changing the subject. 

“Okay. How about ‘Blame the Night’?” I said, pulling a deep cut off my third album. Of all the songs I’d ever written it was my absolute favorite, and I’d never played it live. Mostly because I could never find anyone who could nail the harmony vocal part originally recorded by Max MacMillan of Fallen Crown. His vocals added a certain magic to the song that I’d never been able to reproduce with anyone else since. I’d been a lucky bitch to get him. His sister-in-law, Charlotte, just happened to co-star with me in a rom-com a few years ago, so she asked him if he had time, he’d done the vocals in one day, sent them off to my producer and the song was done without me ever even meeting him.

“That’s the one in six-eight, right?” Train asked.

I nodded and Train began to strum softly. I studied his hands as he played. Well-worn, grease-stained hands, that moved effortlessly along the guitar’s fretboard as he played through the song’s delicate intro. 

“I think that’s where you come in,” Train said. I was so mesmerized by his hands I’d missed my cue to start singing.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, slightly embarrassed. “You play beautifully.”

“Thank you,” Train said, with a smile. “Do you play an instrument?”

“I play piano, and a little guitar,” I replied. “But never on stage. Not since I was a kid anyway.”

“Really? How come? Even the country guys strap on an acoustic, strum three chords, do the hokey pokey, and shake it all about.”

“That’s just it,” I said. “I don’t want to do anything half-assed or for the sake of theater. If I play guitar during my show, I want to do it well, and have it mean something.”

“Your sister was right,” Train said, resting his arm over his guitar with a smile.

“About what?”

“About you. When she told me about this gig, I told her I had no interest in joining the pop princess circus.”

“Meaning?”

“To be honest, I figured you were probably the type of singer who used backing tracks and pitch correction, but Harmony told me that shit didn’t fly with you. From what I can see, you clearly have integrity and I respect that.”

I cleared my throat. “Thank you,” I said, feeling my cheeks redden. “Okay, let’s try this again and I’ll remember to sing this time.”

Train played through the song’s intro once more, and this time I sang as if it was the first time the melody had ever passed through my lips. I closed my eyes, losing myself in the sound of Train’s guitar. Hanging every one of my notes on to the chords Train placed in the air. Then his voice met mine.

As Train and I harmonized, I felt both elation and terror. I’d never felt such a connection singing with anyone before. Not even with Max McMillan. Not even with my sisters, and that freaked me the fuck out.

Shit, this was a little too close for comfort.

“Okay, that’s good,” I said, muting Train’s guitar strings with my hand, mid-strum, before standing. “The gig is yours if you still want it,” I blurted out.

“Um, yeah. Of course, I do,” he replied, his expression suddenly guarded.

“Cool. My assistant Brandy will call you tomorrow with the tour itinerary, bus bunk assignment, and per diem information. She’ll also have some paperwork for you to read through and sign as well. The first show is in two days. Brandy will have your backstage passes. Don’t be late for soundcheck. In fact, don’t be late for anything, ever.”

“Yes, Ms. Morgan,” he said.

“Melody is fine. Welcome aboard,” I said and without another word, turned and walked out, leaving him alone in Jaxon’s office and running away like the coward I was.
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Train

What the fuck just happened? Did I say something wrong? She gave me the gig, so it couldn’t be that. Unless she’s desperate. 

I set Jaxon’s guitar on its stand and turned to leave to find Harmony standing behind me.

“Jesus, you scared the shit outta me. How long have you been there?”

“How’d it go?” Harmony asked, ignoring my question. She was rocking back and forth on her feet, tapping her fingers together, looking like a little kid waiting to find out what Santa was bringing her for Christmas.

“Fine, I guess.” I shrugged. “Or at least I thought so.”

Harmony frowned. “What happened?”

“She offered me the gig.”

“Then why do you look worried?”

“It’s probably nothing,” I said. “We were getting along great. I played for her. Then we were singing together, and she just stopped, said the gig was mine if I wanted it, and then bolted.”

“Mmmmmm,” Harmony hummed.

“What’s that? What does that sound mean?”

Her mouth turned up in a half smile. “She hit the ejector seat.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Remember those old James Bond movies?” Harmony asked. 

I nodded.

“His car always had ejector seats built into them, right? Well, sometimes when Melody feels overwhelmed, she’ll hit the button on her own ejector seat.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

Harmony shook her head. “Nope.”

“How can you be so certain?”

“Because she gave you the gig. Melody doesn’t work with people she doesn’t like.”

“I don’t get it. We were laughing and singing and then she just went cold and took off.”

Harmony sighed. “She’s probably just a little worn out. With everything she’s been through over the past few days, I’m surprised she’s functioning. In fact. I should go make sure she’s okay.”

“Yeah, sure.” I shrugged. “I’m gonna take off. I’ll let myself out the side door.”

“Thank you again, and congratulations. You’re gonna do great,” Harmony said, giving me two thumbs up.

“Thanks, babe,” I said.

I was halfway home when the bizarre events of the evening began to register as reality. I was about to go on tour with Melody Morgan. Melody fucking Morgan. She had three multi-platinum albums and one certified diamond. That’s ten million copies sold. She’d played to sold-out crowds around the globe. She was a living pop icon, and I was about to stand on stage next to her night after night and do my best to convince her legions of rabid fans that I belonged up there beside her.

The slick streets told me it had rained heavily earlier. Not that I’d noticed. The hour or so I’d spent with Melody felt like a day, and once we were alone, she made me feel like we were the only two people in the world. Then again, after a lifetime in show business, she probably made everyone feel that way. As much as I liked to act like it was no big deal, she was a legitimate star. A star with a strong gravitational pull.

I’m not blind. I knew Melody was beautiful. I’d seen her music videos and even one of her movies. The first one, I think, but film doesn’t begin to capture how hot she is in person. It took every ounce of concentration I had to focus on the songs she was calling out and not just sit and stare at her. I must have kept my shit together long enough to prove I knew which end of a guitar was which, because she gave me the green light, but I was scared shitless both Melody and I had made the wrong call, and that I’d be on a Greyhound headed for Portland within a week, my bike strapped to the back.

* * *
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Melody

I closed the door to my sister’s guest room and dropped my forehead to the dark mahogany. Holy shit on a cracker, I was fucked. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head. Courtland ‘Train’ Nash was far too sexy for his own fucking good. Or mine, for that matter. 

God, his hands were mesmerizing. He wore a silver skull ring on his right hand, and I had to force myself not to stare at it as he played. Forget what his left hand was doing to the strings on the fretboard. Jesus, I had a feeling he could play a woman the same way he played that guitar.

I jumped a mile when my sister knocked on my door, pushing it open with a grin.

“What if I was naked?” I accused.

“Nothin’ I haven’t seen a million times before,” she sassed, closing the door behind her. “So... how did it go?”

“It was good,” I said, busying myself with unpacking my bag.

“You ejected.”

“I did not,” I lied.

“Come now, double-O seven,” she said in a horrible British accent. “I want a detailed report of the mission and an explanation of why you aborted.”

My nostrils flared as I clenched my teeth in irritation. I tried to paste a neutral expression on my face and turned toward her. “I just figured Train needed to get back to doing bikery things, and he did a good job. I also want to spend as much time with you guys, so...”

“Hence the reason you’re hiding up here, packing and unpacking your bag. Even though you insisted on not staying.”

I glanced at my bag and realized I’d just dropped the pair of jeans back in that I’d pulled out seconds ago. “You’re right. I’m gonna check into the hotel after all.”

“No, don’t be an idiot. Stay here. With us. We love you.”

I let out a frustrated groan and flopped onto the bed. “But I hate you. You brought that... that... that...”

“I know. He’s pretty awesome,” she said. “But you’re still going to stay here. Now, fill me in on everything.”

I filled her in on the session, then dropped my face in my hands.

“He’s sexy, NiNi. He makes my vagina want stuff,” I breathed out. “Like his hands. All up in it.”

“Well, it can’t have him... or them. Tell the V to stand down.”

“I’m going to be on a bus with the man for weeks, sissy. What the fuck?”

“Buy a vibrator.”

“I have several,” I admitted.

Harmony laughed. “Too much information.”

“You brought that man into my orbit, that’s on you.”

“Fair.”

I sighed, sliding off the bed and pulling my phone out of my pocket. “Look, if I’m going to stay tonight, I need to call Brandy and let her know.”

Harmony clapped her hands with a grin. “I’ll meet you downstairs and you can help us with dinner. Jaxon’s pulling the ribs off the smoker.”

“I’ll be right down.”

“Okay.” She pulled me in for a hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Me too, honey.”

“Love you, DiDi.”

“Love you too,” I said, and Harmony left me to make my call.

* * *
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The next morning, I was awoken by the slobber of my sister’s black lab, Storm. 

“Well, good morning, Storm,” I said with a groan.

“Storm,” Skylar called.

“He’s in here, honey,” I called back, scratching him behind his ears.

“Stormy,” Skyler admonished as she rushed into my room and pulled him off of me. “You’re so sneaky. Come with me and leave Auntie Mel alone.”

I chuckled. “He’s fine, sweetie.”

Storm seemed to understand exactly what I was saying because he jumped up on the bed and lay flat on top of me. Skyler burst into giggles, but then decided to join him. 

“Oh, I see how it is,” I said, rolling over to snuggle both of them.

“Skylar, there you are,” Harmony said, walking into my room. “I thought you were looking for Storm.”

“Found him,” she retorted, letting out a squeal when I tickled her.

Harmony grinned, stalking toward us, her hands raised like she was going to add to the tickle party.

“Oh my gosh, Mama, no!” Skylar cried, still laughing uncontrollably.

Harmony piled on top of us, and I ordered, “Let’s get her, Sky,” and the attack was on.

Skyler and I flipped Harmony onto her back and tickled the crap out of her until she cried, “Uncle.”

“Oh my god, I’m going to pee,” she warned.

Storm pounced between the three of us, panting and barking, having a grand old time as we fell in a huddle with Skyler in the middle, relishing the attention from both of us.

“I promise I didn’t wake Auntie Mel,” Skyler said.

“No, that was Storm’s fault,” I said.

Storm raised his head at the sound of his name, and I jabbed a finger at him. “Yes, you. Yours was not the tongue I wanted this morning.”

Harmony laughed. “Right. Well, we’re going to let you get up and get dressed. Breakfast in twenty. Come on, sweet girl, let’s get this beast downstairs.”

She helped Skyler and Storm off the bed, then left me to wake up properly.
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Train

An incoming call interrupted my morning workout. I didn’t recognize the number but picked up anyway in case it was Melody. 

“This is Train.”

“Hey, Train. This is Vick Weathers. I’m Melody’s MD.”

The Musical Director or MD, as they’re known in the business, oversees the band. Everything from running rehearsals to giving live cues.

“Oh, hey. How’s it goin’?”

“Better now that I know we have a lead guitarist on board,” Vick replied. “How are you feeling?”

“Nervous, excited, scared shitless,” I replied.

Vick chuckled. “It doesn’t matter how many tours I’ve done, I’m a bag of nerves before every single one of them. I drive my wife fucking nuts for two weeks leading up to the first show.”

“I’m sure I’ll feel a lot better once I get to actually play with the band.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that. I was hoping you’d be willing to come to the venue a couple hours early to run through the set a couple of times. The crew always sets up a tuning room for us somewhere at the venue. It gives us a chance to warm up, play through the songs, and knock off any rough edges before soundcheck with Melody.”

“Man, that would be great,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. 

I’d been on a steady diet of Melody’s music since my first conversation with Harmony and knew the material forward and backward but knew everything would feel totally different when playing with the band. The more time I could spend playing with them before showtime the better.

“Your guitar tech will bring a van around to pick up you and your gear tomorrow at 10:00am. I’ve got a guy from a local shop that’ll be here with a selection of guitars, amps, pedals, and anything else you need us to rent for the tour. Don’t be shy. Whatever you need, we’ve got you covered.”

“Wow, thanks. I’ve never had someone so much as help carry my amp before.”

“Welcome to the big league, baby.”

* * *
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The next morning, a rail-thin, pasty young man covered in tattoos showed up on my doorstep precisely at 10:00am and introduced himself as “Ant,” my guitar tech. Of course, I never could have known that Anthony “Ant” Palermo would end up being one of the most sought-after techs in the industry, but also one of my best friends.

“Nice to meet you Ant, I’m Train.”

“This everything?” he asked, pointing to the modest array of gear I’d assembled. Two electric guitars, my favorite acoustic, a VOX AC30 amplifier, and a small pedal board. The same gear I’d used for years.

“That’s it. Except for my suitcase, and my bike,” I said.

“Cool. How about I load your gear and luggage into the van, and you follow me to the venue on your bike?”

I gave Ant a hand loading the van, locked up, and before I knew it, we’d arrived at the loading docks of Portland’s famous Rose Quarter Sports and Entertainment District. 

The Rose Quarter, home of the Portland Trailblazers, featured a nineteen-thousand seat arena, originally named the Rose Garden, but has since been rebranded the MODA Center. Of course, to us locals, it will always be the Rose Garden, and to every local musician, a dream venue to one day play. I could barely process that today was that day for me.

Ant led me to the loading docks, passing through several security checkpoints along the way. Once we arrived, I was introduced to Rick, the fleet captain of the truckers. He found a safe and secure spot on one of the trucks to put my bike that still allowed me access to it whenever needed.

Once my bike was taken care of, Ant and I shuttled my gear through the underground labyrinth of the Rose Quarter until finally reaching the large multi-purpose room turned rehearsal space where I found Vick setting up his array of keyboards. Apart from a few techs, he appeared to be the only one there.

“You found the place!” he exclaimed, waving me over to his station.

“Hey, Vick. Nice to meet you face-to-face,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Thanks again for jumping in on such short notice,” he said. “The rest of the guys should be here soon. Go ahead and set up next to me so I can give you cues as we run through the set.”

“Alright, sounds good,” I said, and Ant got busy unpacking my gear. 

Pulling my Les Paul out of its case, Ant hissed.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“May as well keep this one in the case,” he replied.

I frowned. “Why? What’s wrong with it?”

“Nothing as far as I’m concerned. It’s beautiful but the boss has a strict ‘no white guitars’ policy.”

“What?”

“It’s true,” Vick interjected. “If she so much as sees a white guitar, she’ll fly into a total rage.”

“Seriously?” 

“Yeah, man.” 

I shrugged. “Well, my Strat’s tobacco sunburst, but it’s the only other electric guitar I’ve got. I don’t have a backup or anything.”

“No worries,” Vick said. “Play the Strat for now, and when Jerry from Centaur Guitars gets here, we’ll get you set up with whatever you need.”

Just then, Rod Archer, Melody’s drummer, walked through the door dressed to the nines. He wore a slim fit tailored suit and what looked to me like very expensive shoes and sunglasses.

“What the fuck are you all dressed up for? The show doesn’t start for hours. Or doesn’t your fancy watch keep good time?” Vick asked. 

“Don’t you dare talk about the anniversary present your mother got me,” Rod fired back.

“Oh, wait.” Vick waved his finger toward him. “You’re a drummer in a suit. That can only mean you just got back from your appointed court date.”

“First of all, fuck you. I look damn good, and you know it. And if you must know, I came straight here from a photo shoot,” Rod fired back.

“Thank you,” Vick said. “You just reminded me that it’s time to renew my subscription to Shithead’s Digest. Good for you for landing the cover this time.”

“It was for Modern Drummer magazine,” Rod said. “I’ll get you a copy. You should like it. It has lots of pictures.”

“Modern Drummer? Do they know how old you are?”

“You know, Vick. I’ve been playing with you for a while now and I still can’t tell which is worse. Your pathetic attempts at humor or your playing.”

“Don’t get angry with me because your suit only comes in boys’ sizes.”

“You hang around a lot in the children’s clothing section, do you?” Rod asked. “You do, don’t you? You sick little fuck.”

From biker clubhouses to band rehearsal spaces. The ancient art of busting balls was alive and well. Kinda like counting rings to find a tree’s age. A person could tell how many miles two guys had logged by the amount of shit they were willing to dish out and take from each other.

“Rod, this is Train,” Vick said, motioning to me.

“You better not let Melody see that white guitar,” was all he said before taking his seat behind the drums. Before I could say a word, he began whacking away on the snare drum, stopping briefly to make tuning adjustments.

Andy Schultz came in next, and unlike Rod, greeted me warmly. We chatted about gear and the other usual bullshit guitarists talk about when getting to know one another. Andy’s role in the band was what we call a utility player. His job was to float from instrument to instrument, depending on the requirements of each song. That meant sometimes we’d be playing guitar together, and sometimes I’d be on my own while he played keyboards, percussion, or whatever else he may be called upon to play.

Last, but certainly not least to show up, was Edgar ‘Puddin’’ Daily, and he came in hot.

“I was told to lose my third stack of bass cabinets and one road case to make space for essential gear, and one of you fookin’ twats is hauling a bloody motorcycle?”

“Heya Pud’,” Andy called out, seemingly unfazed by the bassist’s outburst.

“Whose is it, then?” Puddin’ continued. “It’s yours, innit, Rod?”

Without saying a word, Rod pointed a drumstick in my direction.

“Who da fook’s dat?” Puddin’ demanded.

“New guy,” Rod said, in a tone one notch above total disgust.

“Ahh, right. Rat bastard Gill’s replacement,” he growled. “Tell me somethin’ new guy. Why the fook do I gotta leave my shit on the curb while your bloody bike rides first class, eh?”

I couldn’t believe what was happening. Puddin’ along with his band, Orange Salad were a huge inspiration to me when I was fourteen years old. Christ, I had a poster of him on my wall as a kid. Now he was two feet away from me, reading me the riot act. 

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I didn’t mean to cause any issues. I was told—”

“I don’t give a flyin’ fook what you was told, mate. I’m tellin’ ya to go and get your sodding bike off my truck.”

“Hey, Puddin’,” Vick said, trying to intervene.

“Stay the hell outta this, Vick. This is between me and easy fookin’ rider here,” he shot back. 

The man was a hero of mine, but I wasn’t in the habit of taking shit from anyone, so I set my guitar on its stand, faced him, and crossed my arms.

“Look, Mr. Daily, sir.” I raised my hands in an effort to ward off his temper but stood a little taller so he could see I wasn’t fuckin’ around. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. We haven’t met yet. I’m Train and I’ve been personally hired by Ms. Morgan to play guitar for the tour. I’m not sure why I was given space on the truck, and you weren’t, but I can only guess it’s because I asked nicely and I’m better looking than you. But if you need another reason, you can step a little closer and I’ll give you one.”

Puddin’s jaw stiffened, his fists clenched at his side, and he stared at me in furious silence until finally bursting into maniacal laughter, joined then by the others.

“I think I just shit me pants,” Puddin’ roared. “You guys see the size of this guy’s arms? I’d be uglier than Rod if he actually hit me. Christ almighty, new guy. You gotta lighten up, son,” he said, shaking my hand. “I’m only takin’ the piss outta ya, mate.”

I smiled and breathed a sigh of relief, happy that I wasn’t going to have to mangle the face of one of my heroes.

Once we’d finished setting up, Vick had us run through the first half of the set twice. Even though the songs were imprinted on my brain, I was working overtime to get them firmly underneath my fingers. The songs whizzed by at a break-neck pace, ending just as I felt like I was getting the hang of them. Meanwhile, the rest of the band looked like they could play this material in their sleep. 

“You sound fuckin’ great, man,” Vick said during a break.

“Really?” I asked. “Because I feel like I’m hanging on by the skin of my balls.”

Vick laughed. “That’s the only time music sounds good. When it’s on the razor’s edge of beauty and disaster.”

“I’m shooting for more of the former and none of the later.”

“No mistakes?” Vick asked. “There’s no such thing as a gig with no mistakes.”

“I sure as shit haven’t heard any of you guys make one yet.”

“Being a pro player doesn’t mean you don’t make mistakes. It means you get paid to cover them up skillfully.”

Vick was an instantly likeable guy. No nonsense, but still warm. He couldn’t have been more than five years older than me, but he spoke with wisdom and authority. Probably why Melody chose him to be her musical director. 

Rod, on the other hand, looked at me like I was a neighboring gold prospector looking to jump his claim.

“Can I ask you something?” I asked Vick, lowering my voice.

“Sure. Anything. What’s up?”

“What’s she like? You know. To work with?”

“The Boss?” Vick smiled wide. “She’s great.”

“Really? Because...you know. All the shit in the tabloids.”

“You don’t have to worry about that bullshit. That’s all in her rear-view mirror. She’s grown up and has her head on straight.”

“You sure?” I pressed.

“Well, she’s an artist, so there’s the normal amount of crazy we all have to deal with, but she’s got a good heart and she’s loyal as hell. You gotta remember that this all started before she can even remember. I can’t even imagine how hard that must have been to deal with.”

“You been with her a while?” I asked.

“I did my first tour with her as a keyboardist ten years ago and then she offered me the MD gig. Rod’s been with her longer than any of us. He can tell you exactly how much working with Melody has changed over the years.”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. I’m not so sure Rod’s excited about my being here.”

“He’s super tight with the boss, and he’s protective of her. That’s all. Give it some time. He’ll warm up to you.”

“Or set my bunk on fire,” I said.

He smiled. “We’re all still pretty charged up about everything that went down with Gill, so try not to take anything personally.”

“I get it. Thanks, man.”

“My office door is always open,” Vick said, pointing to his keyboards.

The first half of the setlist was made up of songs from the early part of Melody’s career, which consisted of mostly straightforward pop tunes. Running through the second half of the set was a bit trickier as it contained newer, more sophisticated songs. As we played the whole set, I could see how much her writing and arranging had matured over the years.

During our first meeting, Melody had explained her vision of this tour, and now playing through the setlist for the first time, I was beginning to understand. For this tour, the setlist was in chronological order. Starting with the first song on her first album, all the way to her latest single.

We were in between songs, discussing whether we’d jumped to the bridge of the last song a measure too early when Melody walked in with Brandy and a member of her security team.

“How’s is goin’ in here, fellas?” she asked cheerily, taking off her Jackie O shades. She wore gray sweatpants, a black tank top, and her hair was piled on her head in a messy bun. She was undoubtedly the sexiest woman I’d ever seen, and for the first time, I doubted if I should have ever taken this job.

So far, I’d been too hyper-focused about the music or scared shitless about the show to think about what it was going to be like to stand on stage with a goddess night after night. Of course, I already knew Melody was impossibly beautiful before I’d met her, but I’d always assumed she was some vapid pop-tart. But now that I’d met her and her band, I knew she was a woman of substance, which made her far more attractive to me. 

“They givin’ you a hard time?” she asked me, motioning to her bandmates.

“Perfect gentlemen,” I replied.

She chuckled. “Now I know you’re lying.”

“Can’t remember the last time I saw you in the tuning room, Melody,” Vick said. “Everything good?”

“Yeah. Just thought I’d check up on the new guy. Make sure you hadn’t scared him away.”

“D’you hire Mr. Muscles here to make us all look bad?” Puddin’ cried out.

“Says the man time forgot,” Melody said. “When was your last birthday, anyway? Twenty years ago?”

“It’s the clean livin’, love. One beautiful day at a time,” Puddin’ replied.

“That’s our boy,” Melody said in a way that conveyed a deep connection between the two of them. “So, you feeling okay?” she asked, turning back to me. “Nervous at all?”

“I feel like I’m about to be shot out of a cannon. Does that count?”

“You’ll be great. Besides, our show is nothing like that,” she said.

“No?”

“No,” she said with a smirk. “The cannon guys use safety nets.”

I laughed.

Melody waved the man she walked in with over to us. “Train, this is Chip Robertson. My head of security.”

He shook my hand. “Pleased to meet you, Train. I understand, you’re to serve as extra security at Ms. Morgan’s request.”

“I’m not here to step on your toes, sir. This is your show. I’m happy to help wherever I’m needed.”

“I appreciate that, son,” Chip said, before handing me a security badge. “Keep that with you at all times. Are you licensed to carry a firearm?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Chip said. “Now, the last thing to do is assign your code name.”

“Code name?” I looked to Melody.

“This tour we’re the Marx brothers,” she replied. “Vick is Groucho, Rod is Chico, Puddin’ is Harpo—"

“And you’re Gummo,” Chip said.

“Gummo? Who the hell is Gummo?” I asked.

“He was the least known of the Marx Brothers,” Chip said. “He was drafted into the war.”

“Sounds like our Train,” Melody said.

“Why can’t I be Zeppo?”

“Because Gill was Zeppo,” Melody said. Disgust dripping from her voice.

“Gummo it is,” I said.

“I should get going and let you boys get back to work,” Melody said, turning to leave.

“You wanna sit in on a number before you go, boss?” Vick asked.

“Sure, but none of the Melody Morgan shit,” she said, and Vick handed her a microphone.

“How about we do one that’s a wee bit dirty, eh?” Melody asked, mimicking Orange Salad’s late great lead singer Dennis Moore’s intro to “She’s a Thief,” and Puddin’ counted us off.

“One, two, free, four!”

What happened next can only be described as an out of body experience. I was playing one of the first songs I ever figured out how to play with Puddin’ Daily himself and Melody Morgan on vocals. I swear to God an asteroid could have broken through Earth’s atmosphere, crashed into the Rose Garden, and hit me square in the nut sack and I wouldn’t have felt a thing. I was both hyper present, but also completely disconnected from myself. By the time we played through the second chorus I was floating. 

“Come on new guy, let’s go!” Puddin’ shouted into his mic, cuing the guitar solo.

I moved my hand to the correct position on the fretboard and then it happened. My mind went completely blank. No guitar solo, no nothin’. 

Guitar? What’s a guitar? I was drowning in sea of darkness for what felt like five minutes, but in truth was only a nano-second. But by the time my fingers were on the strings, the notes flooded back to my memory in an instant, and I began to play like my life depended on it. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: A picture containing text, linedrawing

Description automatically generated]

Melody

Jesus in pajamas, the man could play. He not only knew every note of that solo, but also the subtle sloppy nuances that a lesser player would have missed. Why the fuck this guy wasn’t an on-call, A-list player was baffling to me. I looked over to Vick, my mouth agape, and he was grinning from ear to ear. My eyes went to Rod, who was staring intensely at Train as he played. I knew Rod well enough to know he was studying him. Eyeballing him like a scientist with a mouse in a cage.

“So, lock up your hearts ’cuz she’s a thief. Put her in jail so I can get relief,” I sang, leading us into the final chorus. I looked over at Train and our eyes locked. It was only for a few moments, but it was long enough for a panic-induced lightning bolt to shoot straight through my stomach. 

I needed to have a serious sit down talk with myself to figure out what I was going to do about Train. I was obviously attracted to him but could clearly not do anything about that while he was in the band. This was a time to put needs over wants. I most certainly needed Train in the band. I only wanted to sit on his face. 

“And throw away the fucking key!” we all sang together before the band came crashing down on the final chord.

“Fank you, Fank you,” I said, taking my bows.

“Your British accent is worse than my American accent,” Puddin’ teased, flinging a guitar pick at me.

“Pud, I love you. But nothing is worse than your American accent.”

“Like, come on man. That’s totally not true, dude,” he replied.

“That sounded like drunken South African,” Andy said to laughs all around.

“Is Borat your dialect coach?” I asked.

“That’s it you assholes, I’m totally quitting the fooking band, man.” Puddin’ took off his bass and put in on its stand before turning his back to us. He then dropped trou and shuffled towards the door with his pasty white English ass cheeks hanging out.

Everyone in the room fell apart. I laughed so hard I thought I was gonna bust a blood vessel.

“Well, if Puddin’s showed you his ass, that means you’re officially in the band,” I said to Train.

“Hear, hear!” Vick shouted, raising a toast with his water bottle, followed by the others.

“To Train, the fucking new guy.”

* * *
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Train

I may not have been Melody’s type, but she was most definitely mine. The woman looked goddamned perfect to me. Plus, her personality was nothing like I thought it would be. I figured she’d be a total diva, but she was just as down to earth as her sisters.

Melody pointed at me and shouted, “You’re hired!”

“I thought the gig was already mine.” I chuckled.

“No, I mean for our Orange Salad tribute band,” she said.

“Count me out love,” Puddin’ said, pulling his pants up. “I’ve already seen the inside of too many courthouses at the behest of my former bandmates. The very last thing I want to do is feed any more bloody lawyers.”

“Okay, then. We’ll start a new band called... the... the Puddin’ cups.”

“Point to the stage and I’ll be there, doll,” Puddin’ said.

Just as we were wrapping up the rehearsal, Jerry from Centaur Guitars showed up with an assortment of guitars and amps available to rent for the tour. Since my white Les Paul was forbidden from the stage, I played several guitars that could serve as a suitable replacement and then Jerry showed me a 1961 Gibson SG that had been custom painted in my favorite color, Pelham blue.

“What’s the story with this one?” I asked.

“That one’s a sexy beast,” Jerry replied. “The refinish knocked the value down a bit, but she plays like a dream and screams like a demon.”

When I plugged the guitar into my amp and began to play, I felt like King Arthur pulling Excalibur from the stone. I’d never felt anything like it. I’ve played and owned countless guitars over the years, but this one felt as if it were made just for me.

“How much do you want for this guitar?” I asked.

“We have a standing rental agreement with Melody, so anything here you’d like to take on the tour is covered,” Jerry replied.

“No, I mean to buy. I want this guitar.”

“Sorry, man. No can do. All this gear is for rental only. If you want to come by the shop, I’ll be more than happy to give you a screaming deal on anything you’d like. But this one stays in our stable of rental guitars.”

“I guess I’ll just have to enjoy her while I can,” I replied. “I’ll give you my phone number in case you ever decide to sell.”

Once we were done, the techs tore down our gear in record time and headed to the arena to set up tonight’s show. 

* * *
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Rehearsal couldn’t have gone smoother. 

Soundcheck, on the other hand, was nerve wracking as hell. 

I’d played plenty of shows, but never anything close to this size and scope. The stage was massive, and we spent most of sound check going over exactly where my ass was supposed to be during each song. For the most part, I’d be standing stage right, next to Vic. This was my assigned zone, and I was only to leave it during specific cues. I was also instructed to stay clear of the “hot zones” of the stage, which were marked off with yellow tape. Hot zones were areas designated for pyrotechnics. One step too close and you could lose an eyebrow. Two steps too close and you might lose your life.

After a few hours of sound adjustments, partial song run-throughs, and stage blocking, I was as ready as I’d ever be. Meaning, I was so nervous I felt like I was gonna shit out a pineapple. Looking out into the empty arena, the scope of what I was about to do suddenly became very real.

I was standing in my zone, mentally going over my stage cues while Vick and his tech worked out an issue with his monitoring system, when Melody sauntered over to me.

“How’s the ‘Little Engine Who Could’ doing?” she asked.

“I think I can rock, I think I can rock...”

“You’re gonna be great,” she said. “If you get lost, look to Vick and he’ll get you back on track. And remember to have fun.”

I sighed. “I know you’ve been doing this all your life, but would it kill you to look at least a little bit nervous?”

“You kidding? I’m scared shitless,” she whispered. “New tour. New songs. New me. How could I not be?”

“For what it’s worth, you don’t look scared.”

“No? What do I look like?”

There were a dozen ways I could describe Melody, and every one of them would cross every line of professionalism. 

I chose my words very carefully. “You look like you’re ready to take on the world.”

Melody’s smile made me so fucking hot, roadies were gonna need to lay down yellow caution tape in between us.

* * *
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Melody

This guy was going to get under my skin if I wasn’t careful. When Harmony introduced him as Gill’s replacement, all I could see was a big, bad biker. But Courtland Nash spoke like he played. Soulfully and without a hint of unnecessary bullshit.

“Thanks everyone. We’re good to go,” Vick called out to the band. “See you all at dinner.”

“Dinner?” Train asked.

“Most nights, we have a big dinner for the band and crew. We travel with a chef who specializes in making gourmet road food. Everyone’s welcome.”

“Wow, that sounds great,” he said, but something in Train’s voice didn’t quite match up with his words.

“Oh, and if you have any guests just let Brandy know and she’ll arrange to have tickets for them at will call.”

“Thanks,” he said. “My only family is the club, and I can’t imagine any of those guys hitting me up for tickets.”

“What about your girlfriend?” I asked, instantly mortified that I’d asked.

Train grinned and shook his head. “Not at the moment.”

“I...I...just figured. You know, because some of the other guys have girlfriends, and I just wanted to let you know that if you did have a girlfriend she could come to the show. For free, I mean. If you had one, but you don’t. A girlfriend, that is.”

What in the name of the Grinch Who Stole Christmas was I rambling about?

“Still no girlfriend.”

“Cool. Well, I guess I’ll see you at dinner then.” I turned and left the stage. My face and neck burning with red hot embarrassment. 

Why the hell did I ask him if he had a girlfriend? 

I was set to take the stage in a matter of hours for my first tour in three years and this was where my dumb head was?

Jesus, I needed to get a grip.

* * *
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Train

“Thanks, everyone! Goodnight,” Melody yelled, after her second encore. We were all standing with her at the front of the stage and gave one last bow, then followed her off to the left, the night having flashed by in an instant.

The show had felt like a fever dream. Most of the time I was running on pure adrenaline and muscle memory. I was all at once hyper aware of the audience but also completely isolated from them. Most of the time, I couldn’t even see their faces through the stage lights. Other times, the crowd seemed to move as one giant organism. Performing at this level was going to take some getting used to. Melody was right. This was nothing like being shot out of a cannon. It was more like being launched into outer space.

“Oh my god, you guys were amazing,” Melody crooned as the sound guy helped her remove her in-ear monitors and pack. “Thank you for making the first show perfect.”

She hugged all of us and then we continued back toward the dressing rooms. We all expected Melody to head to her private dressing room, but she stuck close to me as I followed the rest of the band toward the green room.

“You’re coming with us?” I asked. I’d been advised that Melody would disappear to her dressing room, change, then immediately head to her bus alone, or with Brandy, to decompress without the band and it was typical that we wouldn’t see her until the next day. So the fact she was walking down the hall with me now was not what I expected.

She smiled. “Yeah. Got a surprise for you.”

Before I could ask what the surprise was, I walked into the room to find several of my club brothers letting out a series of hoots and hollers, along with applause, just as Harmony rushed to her sister and pulled her in for a hug.

“Oh my god, sissy, that was amazing.”

Melody laughed, hugging her back. “It was super fun.”

Hatch pulled me in for a brotherly hug and then Maisie wrapped her arms around me for a little longer before cupping my face. “Goodness, love, I knew you could play, but you are so very talented.”

I grinned. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

Flea and Grace were next in the welcoming committee, and they spent a few minutes congratulating me before hanging back with Hatch and Maisie, leaving me alone with Melody.

“Did you plan all of this before the show?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“You didn’t want to fill me in?”

She chuckled. “You said you didn’t have anyone you wanted passes for, and I knew that couldn’t be true, so I called my sister. It’s obvious this is your family and if anyone knows how important family is, it’s me.” She met my eyes. “They’re there for your wins just as much as your fails and this is most definitely a huge win, Train. They deserve to be here for you just as much as you deserve them to be here. It’s been a phenomenal night. You played your ass off. I sang my ass off. Your family is awesome. My family is awesome. I’m logging this win and calling it a night.”

Jesus, she was so fucking beautiful. 

I smiled. “Thanks, Melody. You did great tonight. It really was kind of amazing.”

She squeezed my arm gently, then walked away. 

After hugging her sister and Jaxon, she said goodnight to everyone, then she and Brandy left the room and I suddenly felt like something was missing.
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Train

One is a funny number. When you consider the fact that a person has a one in three hundred-thousand chance of being struck by lightning, one seems like a small number. When you’ve played a note that is one whole tone away from the intended note while standing on stage in front of nineteen-thousand people, one seems like a large number. When that note happens to lead off an epic guitar solo in which all lights are shining directly on you on an otherwise darkened stage, one becomes, as the song says, the loneliest number.

Puddin’s head snapped towards me, and he burst into laughter as I fat-fingered my way back to the correct melody. If I’d come into the note flat, at least I could have bent up to the intended note and turned the mistake into a soulful choice. But I came in sharp. Directly at the corner of wrong and ugly. The kind of mistake that causes even the most tone-deaf, casual concert goer to wince. Worst of all, I’d never be able to explain to Melody why I’d made such a fucking boneheaded mistake in the first place. I couldn’t possibly tell her the reason I fucked up on stage was because I was distracted by her. Distracted by even the slightest glimpse of her as she moved across the stage. Or, God forbid, I smell her as she passes by. 

I put the sour note behind me and turned my thoughts to Melody. Trying not only to recover the solo, but also to convey the feelings I had for her. Feelings that grew stronger every day. I knew she could never be mine, but that didn’t stop me from wanting her. Even though we shared the same stage night after night, we lived in completely different worlds. All I could do to stop the burning in my heart was play. So, I played, and I kept playing, with all my heart. Pouring everything I had into each note. Then Melody joined me.

* * *
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Melody

The solo section of ‘Flowers on Fire’ had become my favorite moment of the entire show. The chorus leading up to the solo would end abruptly and the stage would go dark for an eight count. Then, a single spotlight would shine on Train at the exact moment he would start the solo. Legendary session guitarist, Greg Kirk, had played the part beautifully in the studio, but Train somehow managed to elevate the solo far beyond the recorded version. I couldn’t wait for this part of the show and my heart raced every time the stage would go black. Anticipating the moment when Train’s first note would pierce through the darkness. Savoring the delicious tension of the prolonged moment of silence beforehand. Knowing that tension would soon be broken, and I could lose myself in Train’s playing.

At least, that’s the way the solo had been until now. Tonight, Train served up a big ol’ bucket of clams. It took him a bar to fully recover, but by the time the band came back in he was back on track and playing his ass off, per usual. Then he really started to let loose. Playing like I’d not seen until now. Free and wild with reckless abandon.

I stepped out of the darkness and sauntered to the front of the stage just as Train’s solo reached its climax. The band roaring behind us as I began to sing. My voice intertwining with Train’s guitar melodies as we circled one another, bathed in the glow of the spotlight. I taunted him as if I were a matador and him my bull. He stomped the ground before charging at me, missing me by mere inches as he passed. The band played on, taking their cues from our movements as we continued.

* * *
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Train

“Courtland ‘Train’ Nash on guitar!” Melody shouted as my guitar rang out through the arena. “And this is real live music, people!” The crowd went ape shit and I’d never been prouder. Not because I felt they were cheering for me. But because Melody was right. We were playing live mother fucking music. Without a net. Warts and all. The way music is supposed to be played. My mistake was my mistake to make. I owned it and did my best to turn it around, and instead of tearing into me in the dressing room, Melody joined me and gave me the single greatest onstage moment of my life. It only made me want her more.

* * *
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It was three o’ clock in the morning and I was wide fuckin’ awake, adrenaline still coursing through my veins from tonight’s show. Mostly, the fuck up. We’d been on the road for a week now and I was still having trouble sleeping on the bus. On show nights, I’d be jacked up for hours, and the rest of the time, it was just normal life on the bus shit that kept me awake. After tossing and turning in my bunk, I gave up and quietly made my way to the front of the bus. Maybe our bus driver, Walt, could use some company.

I reached the lounge area at the front of the bus and was surprised to see Puddin’ awake. He was staring at his phone with a worried look on his face.

“Everything okay?” I whispered.

“Sorry, mate. Did I wake you?” he asked.

“No, no. I still haven’t quite got the hang of night life on the bus.”

“I gave up sleep years ago,” Puddin’ said. “It’s overrated if you ask me.”

“Well, I’m up if you need to talk.”

“I sent a text to my daughter in London, and I’m just waitin’ for her reply.”

I sat beside him on the sofa by the large window. “Do you get to see her much?”

“We haven’t spoken in seven years,” he replied.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“No, it’s all right. It was all my fault. I nearly did myself in with drink and drugs. I lost everything, including my family, but I’m praying to my higher power that my sweet Elli will speak to me again. She’s thirty-two years old now. Got two kids. One of ’em I ain’t even met yet.”

“Wow, that must be tough.”

“Last time we spoke on the phone, she told me not to contact her again unless I’d earned my five years clean and sober chip.”

“But, you’ve been clean for seven years, haven’t you?”

“Aye. Bill gave me my seven-year chip two days ago.” He grimaced. “It’s taken me two years to gather up the courage to reach out to her.”

Bill Myers was Puddin’s sober coach and stayed close to him to keep him on track. He was part counselor, part referee, part gofer, but more importantly, he kept Puddin’ off smack, and that’s what he was paid to do. He wasn’t so close that they shared a room, but he was on the bus while we were traveling, and in the same hotel on show days. He was more of a personal assistant for Puddin’ nowadays, running errands, grabbing coffee, that sort of thing, but Melody footed the bill, apparently. Anything to keep Puddin’ happy and sober.

“Congratulations, why didn’t you say anything? We should celebrate.”

“Nah, mate, I never celebrate. Might jinx it,” he said with a wink.

“I can hightail it back to my bunk if you’d rather have some privacy,” I said.

“Please stay, I could use the company. Else, I’ll just be staring at this damned phone all night. Plus, I wanted to talk to you about somethin’ anyway.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Those bike rides you do between shows. D’you ever fancy a ridin’ partner?”

“You wanna ride with me?” I asked, unable to hide my smile.

“The next show is in Phoenix, and that’s where my ex-wife lives. Elli’s mother, that is. She’s got all my belongings in a storage shed, including my 1997 BMW R 1200 C.”

“Nice.”

“You bloody well bet. Anyway, I’m hopin’ I can bribe one of the crew guys to commandeer a truck and help me go fetch it. It’s been in there a while, so I have no idea what kind of condition it’s in. But if I can bring her back to life, you don’t mind if I tag along?”

“That’d be great,” I said. “If you need help, don’t be afraid to ask. I’m happy to lend a hand, and happy to share the road with you.”

Puddin’s phone dinged, and he grabbed it excitedly. 

“She texted back,” he said. His eyes filling with tears as he read her reply. “She said she—” his voice cracked. “She w-was happy to hear from me and can’t wait to t-talk.”

“Oh, man. I’m so happy for you.”

“She said she was proud of me for getting clean and sober,” he said, and broke into heavy sobs. I put my arm around Puddin’, and he pulled me into a full embrace as tears from the past seven years flowed freely.

It was a moment that will remain etched inside my mind for as long as I draw breath. I felt privileged and honored to be there with Puddin’ for such a meaningful moment in his life. It was mind blowing enough to share the stage with him let alone become friends.

We spent the rest of the morning quietly chatting while the rest of the band snored away in their bunks. I paid dearly the next day for the lack of sleep in the form of a massive headache, but it was worth it.

* * *
[image: image]


Melody

Train got off the bus lookin’ like a hundred pounds of shit stuffed into a fifty-pound sack. “Son of a carpenter, what did you get into last night?”

“It’s not what you think,” he rasped. “I’m not hungover, just dead tired.”

“Well, you can take a nap after we get back from the radio station.”

“What?” Train looked at me blankly.

“The radio station. WKAB. I’m doing a live interview with Jinny and Jeff and then you and I are playing a song.”

Train blinked.

I sighed. “You haven’t looked at your daily itinerary, have you?”

Train reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I don’t see anything on here about a radio interview.”

“That’s yesterday’s itinerary,” I said, glancing at the screen and swiping my finger to the right, showing him the correct schedule.

“Shit, I’m sorry, Melody. Lemme grab my acoustic guitar out of the bus, and I’ll splash some water on my face.”

As Train sprinted back up the bus stairs, the sound of his voice saying my name echoed through my head. Like most people, I was relatively indifferent about my name, but there was something about the way Train said it that made it sound special.

He walked off the bus ten minutes later, still looking a little worse for the wear, but cleaned up and ready to go, guitar case in hand.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yeah. Again, sorry.”

“It’s all good.”

Our car pulled up and the driver set Train’s guitar in the trunk while we climbed into the back seat. 

“What song are we doing?” he asked.

“I was thinking ‘Flowers,’” I said. “What do you think?”

“Have you ever done it acoustically?”

I shook my head. “I’m taking a bit of a risk.”

He grinned. “I like it.”

“Will you do the harmony?”

He scrubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “Jesus, really?”

“You do it all the time on stage.”

“Singing it as back up with the other guys is a hell of a lot different than up front and center on a radio show, Melody. Not sure I’m ready for that kind of attention.”

“Give me a C.”

“What?”

“Give me a C, Mr. Perfect Pitch,” I ordered.

He sighed and held out a perfect C note. I started the song and waved my hand, encouraging him to join me in harmony. Good god, the man could sing.

“You need to watch your pitch, Melody,” he said. “You’re going sharp on the first line of the chorus.”

“I know, I know, but you’re distracting me,” I said with a frustrated grunt. 

“How am I distracting you?”

“I just want to crawl inside your voice and lick your vocal cords.”

“That’s a new one.” His eyes widened and he laughed. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or grossed out.”

“That makes two of us,” I grumbled. 

He grinned. “Do it again.”

“Okay, I’ll focus,” I promised, taking a deep breath, and starting again.

We got through the song, and it sounded like angels flew down from heaven and settled in the car giving me all sorts of ooey gooey feelings in my soul. 

Not to mention, the overwhelming need to play sit and spin on his face... again.

Good god, I was going to need some extra time with my vibrator tonight.

* * *
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Train

We arrived at the radio station and were ushered into the waiting area where Melody stood by the window and scrolled through her phone. “Fucker.”

I was sitting on a bench across from her watching her expressions as she read through whatever was on her screen.

“Problem?” I asked.

“Just the usual army of unfuckable hate nerds spouting off about the Gill situation as if they know anything.”

I frowned. “Are you on social media right now?”

“It’s the twenty-first century,” she retorted. “I’m always on social media.”

“I’m not always on social media.”

“Yeah, but you were probably pissed when they took away your flip phone.”

“This ceased to be a phone when they put a screen in it. This is not a phone, this is a goddamned laptop,” I pointed out. “And there was nothing wrong with my flip phone.”

She smiled, then immediately frowned. “Should we go through the song again before we go in.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t need to. You sounded amazing in the car. So as long as I don’t fuck anything up, we should be great.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he said, emphatically. “Has anyone every called you a worry wart?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, because I don’t hang out with people from the nineteenth century.”

“Well, that’s what you are.” He nodded. “And that’s what I’m gonna call you when you’re acting unnecessarily worried.”

“I’m never unnecessarily worried.”

“Okay, Wart, I’ll take your word for it.”

“You call me that and I’m gonna take that guitar and smash it—”

“Hey there, Melody, it’s so great to meet you,” a man rushed out, interrupting her threat. “I’m Joel, the show’s producer. Jinny and Jeff are super excited to have you here this morning. We’re all big fans. We’re in commercial right now, so come on in, get your cans on, and we’ll be ready to go back on the air in three minutes.”

I chuckled, winking at Melody as she glared at me and followed Joel into the sound booth.

“Look, Jeff, you said if I went in with you on that timeshare, it would be a fifty-fifty split. I just don’t think eight-hundred dollars is too much to ask,” Jinny snapped.

“You know my ex-wife is bleeding me dry,” Jeff replied. “I don’t have your money, Jin.”

“Don’t Jin me, Jeffrey,” she growled.

Joel knocked on the open door. “Hey, you two, are we interrupting anything?”

Jeff shook his head. “Just the inevitable decay of my horrible life.”

He said this, just as the engineer called out, “And we’re back in five, four, three, two...

“Good morning, Phoenix, it’s ten-fifteen in the a.m., and we’re super pumped to have with us in studio, Melody Morgan. Aren’t we, Jinny?”

“That’s right, Jeff! Melody Morgan. But first, with a quick update on this morning’s commute, we go to our eye in the sky, Scotty Blades. We’ll be right back.”

The engineer switched over to the traffic guy and while Joel handed Melody and me headphones, Jinny leaned closer to Jeff and hissed, “I don’t wanna hear about your fucking problems, Jeffrey. I will expect my eight-hundred and seventy-two dollars by tomorrow morning, or I will tell your wife’s divorce attorney about your boat.”

“You wouldn’t,” he snarled. “She’s all I have.”

“She’s a boat, Jeffrey. Or should I call her your houseboat. Otherwise known as your house,” she hissed. “You’re not fooling anyone, we all know you’re living there.”

“You keep your filthy she-devil hands off my Giselle.”

“...and that’s it from your eye in the sky, Scotty Blades. Back to you, Jinny and Jeff.”

“Thanks, Scotty,” Jinny said without missing a beat. “Sounds like a real mess out there. Well, here’s something that’ll put y’all in a really good mood. Melody Morgan, everyone. Welcome. Big fan. Big fan.”

“We here at WKAB have been playing the heck out of your new album,” Jeff said. “I know I for one, am a huge fan of your new hit single Flowers of Fire.”

“Flowers on Fire,” Melody corrected.

“How about we talk about your tour?” Jinny said.

“Yeah, we’re really excited to be playing all across the country,” Melody said. “Especially in some of the cities we missed on the last tour.”

“Can you clue us in on any surprises that are waiting for your fans during the live show?” Jinny asked.

“Well, one surprise for all of us was finding this guy here. To my left, is the lovable and talented Courtland Nash, but we all call him Train,” Melody said.

I gave them a chin lift.

“Ah, so it’s radio, not TV, buddy,” Jeff said. 

I forced a smile, instantly joining Team Jinny and wondering if I had enough time before the show to comb the marina for his boat with a gas can and a book of matches. “Right. Hi.”

“So tell me guys,” Jeff said. “You been on the road a while now. I always wonder what you guys get up to to keep yourselves amused. Is there someone in the band that’s a big prankster? Like, are you guys always pulling practical jokes on one another?” He puffed out his chest proud of his investigative journalism prowess.

“No,” I said, about ready to introduce Jeff’s face to my rings.

“So, it sounds like Train here’s your new guitar player,” Jeff continued. “I understand you had some trouble with your last guitar player, can you tell us a little about that?”

“Well, actually, Jeff, I can’t, because there’s an ongoing investigation, and really, I’m here to talk about my new album and tour.”

“Yeah, of course, and we wanna talk about that stuff, too. But if you could... just for a second... because we’re sure your fans are dying to know, what happened with Gill Crenshaw?”

“Hey, man, she said she’s not gonna talk about that,” I said. “So, how about you drop it?”

“Speaking of drop,” Melody said quickly. “My new single just dropped. How about we play it for you?” she suggested, keeping me from tanking the interview entirely. “We all know it’s Jeff’s favorite song. Flowers on Fire.”

We played and for a moment I forgot for a minute we were in this douche factory. That’s the way it was when I sang with her. I felt present. Connected to her. It was more than just the connection you felt with another musician, and it was getting stronger every time I played with her.

We finished up at the radio station and the car took us back to the hotel. I found myself not wanting the morning to end but knew I needed to get some sleep before my eyeballs dried up and fell out of their sockets.

Melody thanked me again for playing and singing with her and I headed to my room. Thankfully, sleep came quickly, but my dreams were filled with all things Melody. 
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Melody

The day after the Phoenix gig was scheduled to be a travel day. We got on the road early and would be pulling into Albuquerque late. Instead of riding on my bus, I decided to spend the morning on the band bus to work on a few new song ideas with Vick and Rod. Train was happy because he had a full day of riding ahead of him. I suppose I should say they were happy, as Train’s merry band of riders now included Puddin’ and his guitar tech, Ant. 

Puddin’ picked up his bike from his ex while we were in Arizona. The bike hadn’t been ridden in years and was in rough shape, but Train helped Puddin’ get it road worthy. Picked up parts while we were on the road, and the two of them worked on it on our first day off, which I thought was sweet. Train obviously loved and looked up to Puddin’ so it made perfect sense that he’d shell out a few bucks and some man hours to help him out, but suddenly there was a new bike. This one was for Ant, and once again Train has taken care of payment. So, Train either stole this bike, spent a good chunk of his tour paycheck on it, or he had more up his sleeve than I was aware of.

We pulled up to the Starbright Diner around lunchtime and I waited on the bus while the others went inside and found tables. I told them I needed some time to put my disguise on, which was only partially true. I could slip in and out of just about any disguise faster than Tom Cruise in Mission Impossible, but the truth was, I wanted to wait for Train. To make sure we sat together at lunch so I could ask him about Ant’s new bike, and other things. I noticed Train often ate alone, or simply wasn’t around during mealtimes. I found this a bit odd considering how sociable he normally is. I figured if I didn’t ask him to sit with me at lunch, he might go off on his own again. Jesus, I sounded like thirteen-year-old me.

Train’s personal MC pulled up and parked their bikes in front of the diner as I exited the bus.

“Oh, I get it now,” I said as Train removed his helmet. “You ride these things in order to get the primo parking.”

Train smiled ear-to-ear and I swear I could feel my heart sweat.

“You look good as a brunette, and that’s a very nice...beret, is it?”

“Ouï. Je m’appelle Sophie...and I am a French foreign exchange student,” I said dropping what little French I remembered from my tutors and instead adopted a horrible French accent that was even worse than my British accent.

“French foreign exchange student, eh?” Train said.

“If you say anything about my age, I’ll jam a baguette up your—”

He raised his hands in surrender with a laugh. “No ma’am. Never.”

“In that case, I was wondering if you’d like to have lunch with me?”

Train’s smile turned to a twitchy smirk, and he turned visibly three shades paler. “Uh, here? Now? Uh, Now?”

“You said that twice, but yeah,” I giggled nervously. “It’s not a date or anything, I’d just like to get to know my guitar player a little better.”

“Um...” Train’s eyes darted back and forth nervously.

“Look, if you’ve got plans or something—”

“No, I’m sorry.” He sighed. “Thank you, I’d love to join you for lunch. We should probably talk anyway.”

“Uh, oh. That sounds ominous,” I said, my pulse elevating. “Please don’t tell me you’re quitting the tour.”

“What? No,” Train said, his hands going to mine, then pulling back. “I’m sorry, I—”

“It’s okay,” I said. “Let’s go inside and get a table.”

* * *
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Train

“Please allow me, mademoiselle Sophie,” I said, leading the incognito pop star inside the diner. One side of which had been taken over by our band.

“Do you mind if we find a place that’s a little quieter?” I asked, motioning to the other side of the diner.

“S’il vous plaît,” she said with a nod.

We were greeted by a sweet-faced hostess named June who looked like someone who jumped right off the cover of the Saturday Evening Post.

“You two by yourselves or are y’all with them folks?” she asked, motioning to the band, who were already carrying on like a school cafeteria table filled with class clowns.

“Mon dieu!” Melody gasped, her hand going to her chest.

“As if Sophie and I would ever associate with riffraff like that,” I said, adopting a stuffy tone.

“Oh, excuse me, I didn’t mean...” June said

“Où est la bibliothèque,” Melody said.

“Yes, quite right, Sophie my dear. Please take us to your finest table.”

“Oh, I have a corner booth. That be alright for you?” June asked.

“Pouvez-vous nourrir mon âne? Il est fatigué d'avoir fait du vélo toute la journée.”

My head snapped to Melody, then to June. “She said, ‘yes.’”

June led us to a classic, sticky, red vinyl, high-backed, booth and we took our seats.

“Here’s a couple of menus,” she said, handing us the thick plastic booklets. “I’ll give you a few minutes to go over them and I’ll come back with the specials.”

“Sounds good, June. My friend here did have one question about your menu, if you don’t mind?”

“Well, sure.”

“Is your French toast locally sourced or do you fly it in fresh from France?”

June frowned. “Um, well, I’m not exactly .... I’d have to ask Earl. He’s the chef.”

Melody kicked me under the table, and I could see her struggling not to laugh.

“I’m sure it’s delicious either way,” I said. “Let’s not go dragging poor Earl into this. Last thing I want to do is start an international breakfast related incident. After all, isn’t that how the IHOP got started in the first place?”

June started to sputter out, “Well, I don’t know anything about that, you see.”

“No, of course not,” I said. “We’ll just start with two coffees.”

June left us alone and Melody immediately punched me square in the arm. “Oh, my God, I almost pissed myself.”

“Ow. You gave me a Charley horse in my strumming arm.”

“I think you can only get a Charley horse in your leg,” she said laughing.

“Well, then you gave me a Fred Horse,” I replied.

“I’m serious,” she said, gasping for air. “I’m literally gonna pee my pants.”

“Oh, wee wee!” I said, and with that, Melody bolted for the restroom.

* * *
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Melody 

I was still laughing while I was sitting on the toilet. More than anything, I was caught off guard by how quickly Train snapped into character and how willing he was to play along with me. Most guys were way too cool to cut lose and be silly, especially in front of a woman, but Train was clearly secure with who he was.

I finished doing my thing and cleaned up before joining Train back at our booth. The coffee had arrived and smelled heavenly.

“You okay? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you...”

“I made it just in the nick of time,” I said. “Good humor and my bladder are not always the best of friends. Just ask my sisters.”

“Oh, I’ll bet they’ve got stories galore about you,” he said.

“What about you?” I asked.

“Well, I dunno. I’d highly doubt your sisters would have any childhood stories about me.”

“No.” I laughed. “I meant do you have any brothers or sisters?”

Train shook his head. “Only child.”

“I can’t imagine life without my sisters. I probably never would have started singing if it weren’t for my family dragging me onto the stage.”

“That’s funny,” Train chuckled. “I may not have ever started playing guitar if I had siblings to play with. Music is what kept me company.”

“What about friends?”

“There were guys I hung out with a little at school, but that was about it.”

“I’m surprised,” I murmured.

“Why?”

“You’re such an outgoing guy. I would have guessed you made friends easily.”

“Honestly, social situations can be difficult for me sometimes,” Train said.

“Really? You seem so confident.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Is that a polite way of saying cocky?”

“No, not at all. You just seem comfortable in your own skin.” I shrugged. “That’s all.”

“Then I’ll take that as a compliment,” Train said with a smile.

I’d been secretly naming and cataloging Train’s arsenal of smiles for some time now. This particular smile, I called the ‘Gentleman Strangler,’ because every time he flashed it, I got a lump in my throat and felt short of breath.

June returned, ready to take our orders. “What can I get for you two?”

Not wanting to break character, I simply pointed at the chop salad and smiled. 

“A slice of apple pie with a slice of cheddar cheese melted on top, please,” Train said.

“Coming right up,” June said, and headed back to the kitchen.

“Are you sure you’re not from the south?” I asked. “Cheese on your pie?”

“My grandfather on my mother’s side was from Alabama, I think.” He cocked his head. “Anyway, he always ate his apple pie like that, and I guess I wanted to be like him.”

“Mom and dad?”

“Dad split shortly after I was born. It was just me and my mom when I was growing up. She died three years ago. Lung cancer.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you. It was rough, but at least she’s not in pain anymore.”

June returned with our food, and I noticed Train’s expression turn serious. He shifted in his seat and his fists clenched.

“Everything look okay?” June asked.

Train was silent, his eyes locked onto my plate.

“Yes, thank you very much,” I said in perfect English to a confused looking June, who left us alone once again. “Are you alright?” I asked Train.

“You got a salad,” he said as if I’d ordered a bowl of baby snakes. “A big, gigantic salad.”

“I did,” I confirmed, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

“I told you I’ve had trouble making friends in the past.”

“You said you had some social issues.”

Train nodded. “I have a condition called Misophonia.”

“What is that?”

“It’s a neurological condition that makes me hypersensitive to certain sounds. In my case, a lot of sounds,” he said, his eyes still locked on my salad. “And those sounds can trigger anything from mild anxiety to a full-blown panic attack.”

“Is that what you meant when you said there was a flip side to the gift of having a great musical ear?”

Train nodded. “The same ears and brain that hear and interpret music are also wide open to receiving troublesome sounds. And when those sounds get in, my anxiety goes up.”

“And what are those troublesome sounds?”

“Gum popping, pens clicking, dripping water.” He glanced up at me. “I could give you a list as long as my arm.”

“Don’t those kinds of sounds annoy everyone?”

“Yes, and I’d give anything for those sounds to be an annoyance, but they’re far more intrusive than you might think for people like me.”

I cocked my head. “How so?”

“Have you ever had a song change your mood?”

“Of course,” I said.

“You didn’t consciously allow the song to affect your emotions and yet it did. Now imagine, instead of a song, it’s the sound of the person across the table from you chewing. And instead of making you feel happy and relaxed, the sound instantly enrages you. And as much as you may love that person, and don’t want them to starve to death, you desperately want to dive across the table to prevent them from taking another bite.”

“Chewing?” she asked.

“It’s my most severe trigger.”

I looked down at my salad. “Uh-oh.”

“It’s okay,” Train said reassuringly. “This is something I live with every day. I don’t expect you or anyone else to change a single second of their lives to suit me.”

“Is this why you tend to turn into a ghost around mealtimes?”

He nodded. “I’m not trying to be anti-social. It’s just extremely difficult to be in a group of people while they’re eating.”

I bit my lip. “That must be horrible for you. I’m so sorry.”

“It makes socializing almost impossible at times because most gatherings revolve around food. At school, I usually ate alone or with the occasional friend who I could tolerate.”

“Tolerate, how?”

“Although, I’ll always be aware of it, there are some people whose mouth sounds don’t bother me nearly as much as others.”

“What about your club brothers?” I asked.

“They all know about my condition and are used to my silent exits during club functions.”

“Right.” I picked up my fork. “Shall we find out which side of the spectrum my chewing’s on?” 

“As long as you promise not to get offended if I have to beat a hasty retreat.”

I nodded, then stabbed a forkful of salad.

“Croutons,” Train said, as if facing off with an old sworn enemy.

“Go big or go home,” I said, and took a bite.

* * *
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Train 

I shut my eyes and braced myself, unsure of which result I hoped for. If her chewing sent my anxiety levels through the roof, it might be easier to get her out of my head. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure I wanted her gone. In truth, the more I was around Melody, the more I wanted her.

After a few chews, Melody swallowed, and I opened my eyes.

“So?” she asked nervously.

“Not bad,” I said, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

“It means I’m on alert, but not triggered.”

Melody’s smile told me she wasn’t just happy, she was relieved. “Thank you for opening up to me. I can’t imagine it’s easy for you,” she said.

“I’m gonna talk to the band, too. I don’t want any of them to feel like I’m blowing them off. Sometimes I just have to step away from everyone and everything.”

“I’m sure they’ll understand,” she said. “You’re one of them now.”

“I hope so, because I respect the hell out of every one of those guys, and I love being on stage with them.”

“Doesn’t all that sound on stage bother you?”

“The opposite, actually. Loud guitar amps, loud pipes, loud women,” I said with a smile. “The more volume, the better. Big sounds, chase the little sounds away.”

“Since you’re being so open, can I ask you another question?”

“Fire away.”

“What do you do for a living?” she asked.

“You might not know it by looking at me, but I’m currently Melody Morgan’s touring guitarist.”

Melody smiled. “Okay, but what about when you’re not playing with that psycho bitch?”

“Just so you know. If I ever heard anyone else call you that, I’d hand ’em their teeth. You are not a bitch and you’re only half psycho, at best. So how about you treat my friend Melody with the respect she deserves?”

“I’m your friend?” she asked.

“I’d like to think so,” I replied.

“Okay, friend to friend. What’s your job?”

“I don’t have a job per se. I own several rental properties in the Portland area which pays my bills.”

“Does that also pay for brand new motorcycles for the crew?” she asked.

“You’re very direct, aren’t you?”

“Only with friends.”

I smiled. “I like Ant. He’s a good kid and he works hard. I guess I see a little of my younger self when I look at him. Plus, I enjoy having buddies to ride with.”

“So, you bought him a ten-thousand-dollar Harley?”

“It came with a certain set of conditions,” I replied.

“Such as?”

“That’s between me and Ant.”

“Look, I’m not trying to be nosy...” She shook her head. “Okay, I’m totally trying to be nosy, but after what happened with Gill—”

“It’s okay, I get it. You don’t know me that well, and you’ve recently been burned.”

“Yes, and I also have the uncanny knack of welcoming chaos into my life.”

“Do I seem chaotic to you?”

“No, you seem...too good to be true, which is what freaks me out so much.”

I laughed. “Don’t think I’ve ever been called that before.”

“You saved my ass, and I’m grateful, but I have to be honest. I’m still afraid to trust you.”

“I’m gonna tell you something about myself that very few people know.”

“What?” Melody asked, leaning closer to me.

“First, you have to promise not to get mad.”

Melody crossed her heart.

“I wrote a piece of music ten years ago that ended up being quite lucrative. It’s what made buying real estate possible and it’s what’s made Ant’s gift possible.”

“What’s the song?”

“Remember you promised not to get mad at me?”

“Yes, yes, yes. I promise,” she hissed out.

I cleared my throat and sang quietly, “When you’re out on the run run. At work or having fun fun. When you get that feel in your tum tum.” Melody joined me for the last line. “It’s time for a chocolate Yum Yum.”

“Oh. My god, you wrote the Chocolate Yum Yums jingle?”

“Shhhhhh.” I motioned for Melody to keep it down.

“Why? Those ads have run non-stop for a decade. I can’t tell you how many times that freakin’ jingle’s been stuck in my head.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Everyone knows the song. It’s an earworm. And the last thing I want to be known as is the Yum Yums guy.”

“I get that, but holy cow, you’re the Yum Yums guy!” Melody whisper shouted excitedly.

“So, that’s my big secret,” I said. “Does that make you feel any better?”

“It does,” she replied. “Except now I have the chocolate Yum Yums jingle stuck in my head.”

“It’ll be in there a while. Why do you think I made you promise not to get mad at me?”

She grinned, now humming the song.

“Can I ask you a question?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said.

“What’s the deal with the white guitar thing?”

“What white guitar thing?”

“You know, forbidding white guitars on stage?” I clarified.

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

It was then that I realized I’d been played.

“Son of a bitch,” I hissed under my breath, and Melody burst out laughing.

“Well, now you really are part of the band,” she said, taking another bite of salad.

I glanced back at the rest of the band across the restaurant. Puddin’ caught my eye and gave me a chin lift. I smiled slowly, plotting his and the rest of my bandmates’ demise.
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Melody

“No!” I snapped, facing Train, and squeezing my eyes shut as I took a deep breath. “Why do you keep going to the C? You’re supposed to go to the G just before the bridge.”

He settled his arm over his guitar and studied me. “You sure about that?”

“I wrote the song. Why wouldn’t I be sure about it?”

“Because this is the G.” He strummed the chord. “And this is the C. And you’re singing the tonic which is a C note.” 

I wrinkled my nose. Fuck. The C might not have been the correct chord, but it was the better chord.

Jesus, this man was annoying the shit out of me. We’d been doing a little dance for a couple of weeks now. A push and pull, if you will. Him with his perfect fucking pitch and ability to write songs at a breakneck pace. It wasn’t fair that God had given so much talent to someone who was wasting it on junk food jingles.

I pulled my right monitor out of my ear and stepped over to him. He pulled his out and continued to sit relaxed on his stool, smiling smugly up at me. 

“I want you to play the G,” I stressed.

“Or would you rather I give you the D?” he said under his breath.

I shivered. “Excuse me?”

“Nothing.” He glared up at me. “I’ll play whatever you want, Melody.”

“I want my fans to hear the songs the way they were recorded. There’s nothing worse than going to a show and not being able to sing along to your favorites the way they were written.”

Train nodded. “Got it.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

We were currently rehearsing for a streaming concert that we were going to be performing from the hotel ballroom the next day. It was a special fan club members only. A VIP concert, along with a meet and greet, so the band and I were getting in an extra rehearsal. 

We were in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and rehearsing at a funky little studio called VistaVerde with the full band. The studio was cool, but it was tiny, which meant small rooms and very close quarters for me and Train. I walked around in a constant state of arousal and my vibrator was wearing out from constant use.

“One more time,” I said, and as we got to the G, I scowled, waving my hand, and stopping him again. “Never mind. Go to the C.” I let out frustrated grunt. “Goddammit.”

He smirked slightly and we started again, playing the song the way it should be played. The way he knew it should be played and it sounded better than it ever had. We finished the song and I turned off my microphone, shut down the PA, and faced the band. “Let’s call it a night.”

“You okay?” Puddin’ asked.

“Yep,” I lied. “I’m just tired. I think if we don’t have these songs down now, we never will, so we shouldn’t beat a dead horse.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

The band packed up and we all loaded into the bus and headed back to the hotel. 

I found myself sitting next to Train on the way back. And we said nothing. Barely even breathed. Or maybe that was just me. My skin was on fire and only he could douse the flame. I desperately wanted to peel him out of his clothes and lick every inch of his body. 

No, let me rephrase.

I wanted him to peel me out of my clothes and lick every inch of my body right before I sat on his face. I shivered at the thought then forced myself to think about sewing or knitting or something just as mundane.

Arriving back at the hotel, Train walked every corner of my hotel suite before allowing me entry. He did this every single time we left the hotel for any reason. Thorough didn’t even begin to describe this man.

“All clear,” he said, and I walked inside, facing him before he could close the door.

“Why are you testing me?” I demanded.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why am I getting under your skin?”

“You’re not getting under my skin.”

“Liar.”

“Well, maybe it’s because you’re picking apart the songs that I’ve put my heart and soul into.”

Train smiled slowly, closing the door, then the distance between us. “That’s not the reason and you know it.”

“Because I’m horny and you’re hot as fuck.” Suddenly mortified, I gasped, my face heating. “Shit. No. Pretend I didn’t say that out loud.”

“Now we’re gettin’ somewhere,” he said, and then his mouth landed on mine and I was lifted high up the wall where I wrapped my legs around his waist and looped my hands around his neck. 

Before things got interesting, however, Train pulled back, letting out a series of expletives.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“We can’t do this.”

“Why not?”

He sighed, studying me for a few tense seconds. “One, we’ve got close to six weeks left, and this complicates shit.”

“No strings.”

“Melody, sex always brings strings.”

“It doesn’t have to,” I argued.

“Sex with you definitely will.”

I scoffed. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

He was still holding me against the wall, so he stepped back, lowering me to my feet, and putting some distance between us. 

I narrowed my eyes, realization beginning to dawn, and I let out a quiet hiss of irritation. “Harmony said something, didn’t she?”

“Whether she did or didn’t doesn’t really play here.”

“What exactly did she say?”

He scrubbed his hand over his beard. “She said, ‘don’t sleep with my sister,’ and that I wasn’t your type, so she wasn’t really worried about it.”

“She has no clue what my type is.” I snorted. “Obviously.”

“Still... probably not a good idea.”

I sighed, pushing off the wall. “Look. We’re both amped up. We’re in some desperate need of relief. Why can’t we look at it like that? No strings. Once the tour is over, we go our separate ways. No one even needs to know about any of this. I’m always looking for a man who knows their way around a vagina and the way you play your guitar, especially that pretty blue one, it’s plain to me you know what to do with your hands, so how about you show me what your mouth can do as well... besides sing?”

“Funny thing about that guitar, it’s a lot like you.”

“Oh?”

“I’ve grown rather attached to it, but it doesn’t belong to me.”

“Who does it belong to?” I asked.

“A guy Vick knows. I rented it for the tour.”

“If you like it so much, why don’t you buy it?”

“Also, just like you, it’s a one of a kind, it isn’t for sale.”

I chuckled. “Well, if you play me like you play that guitar, who knows what might happen.”

His hand slid to my neck, and tugging me forward and kissing me again, but this time, it was gentler. Slower. 

“Last chance to back out,” he warned. 

I met his eyes. “I don’t want to back out.”

He deadbolted my door, then lifted me again, kissing me as he carried me into the hotel suite bedroom, kicking the door closed, and dropping me onto the bed.

Unzipping my boots, he tossed them in the corner, then slid my socks off before tugging my leggings over my hips, panties and all. I was left exposed to a man I barely knew but trusting him completely with no explanation as to why.

Train slid off his boots, then his long-sleeved shirt, leaving his jeans on as he knelt between my legs, smiling down at me. “You good?”

I bit my lip and nodded. 

“You feel uncomfortable at any point, you say stop, we stop. Got it?”

“I’m not a virgin on my wedding night, Train,” I pointed out.

“Doesn’t matter,” he growled. “You have the right to stop if you want to.”

It was quite possible I just came without him touching me.

“You need to quit being a gentleman, Nash.”

“Roger that,” he said, leaning down to kiss my belly, then moving his mouth between my legs. He pushed my shirt and bra up, freeing my breasts so he could work a nipple while his tongue sieged havoc on my clit.

When his free hand palmed my pussy and he slid two fingers inside of me, I nearly bucked off the bed. The hand previously working my nipple pressed against my hips to keep me anchored to the bed, and he sucked my clit as his fingers dipped deeper, sliding against my G-spot and I couldn’t stop myself from sitting straight up with a moan, causing Train to step off the bed. “Fuck. You okay?”

“Ah.” I blinked a few times and nodded. “Shit. I don’t know.”

He frowned. “Baby, I need more words.”

“No one has ever, Jesus, not once, ever hit my G-spot.”

His body relaxed and he met my eyes. “But you’re okay?”

“Yes, I’m so totally okay.” I smiled, pulling off my band T-shirt, and waving him back to the bed. “I need more. But first, I need you naked.”

He settled his hands on the bed on either side of me, kissing me then smiling. “You’re gonna need to let me drive this, Melody.”

I cupped his face, running my thumb across his lower lip. “I will, but if you can make me come that fast with your fingers, I’m a little eager to find out what you can do with your dick, so please don’t make me wait to find out, okay?”

He chuckled. “I can absolutely guarantee I’m gonna make you come that fast with my dick. My question to you, baby, is are you gonna fall off the bed when I do?”

“I’ll rely on you to keep me right here, sound good?”

“You got a favorite position?” he asked, standing again, and unbuckling his belt.

“I have a feeling with you they’ll all be great,” I said. I cocked my head. “Do you talk this much every time you have sex with a woman?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, she’s got sass, this one.”

I grinned. “So much sass. You have no idea.”

He pushed his jeans off his hips and his dick sprang free and I nearly passed out at the sight of it. Jesus, he was huge. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Everything about him was big. 

“Train indeed,” I breathed out.

He chuckled, leaning back over me. “You scared?”

“Not even a little.”

“On your knees, Melody,” he ordered. “Hands on top of the headboard. Legs spread.”

I sat up, moving the pillows out of the way, and gripping the headboard as I spread my legs and knelt back.

“Don’t move,” he ordered, and he slid his face between my legs, wrapping his arms around my thighs, anchoring me to his body. “Ride my face, baby.”

I glanced down at him between my legs. “Really?”

How the hell he’d managed to figure out my daydream, I’d never know, but I almost came right then and there.

“Fuck, yeah.” He grinned. “Hard.”

I didn’t have to be told twice. He worked my pussy while I moved but he didn’t let me come. Right before I climaxed, he slapped my bottom, and told me to wait, sliding out from under me. 

“Don’t move,” he ordered, and I heard the tear of foil just before he gripped my hips. “Lift. Just a little.”

I did and then he slid his knees between mine, guiding me onto his cock, reverse cowboy style. I dropped my head back to his shoulder with a sigh.

“Keep your hands on the headboard, baby. It’ll help you ride.”

“I’m riding?”

“Yeah, beautiful. You’ve got the power. Go as hard as you want.” His hand slid between my legs and his fingers pressed against my clit. “I’m gonna play here,” his other hand moved to a breast and rolled my nipple, “and here.” He kissed the back of my neck. “You want more of something, you let me know.”

“Oh my god,” I rasped.

“Huh-uh. Train or Nash. Not god. But you keep goin’, you’ll see Jesus. I promise.”

I grinned, raising my hips slightly, then impaling myself again while his fingers worked my clit with one hand, and he pinched my nipples with the other. 

I could barely hold myself together with the sensations swamping me, but I forced myself to focus because I didn’t want any of this to end. As I began to move faster and faster, he slapped at my mound, the sting nearly bringing me to orgasm more than once, and I let out a quiet moan as I forced myself to control my responses to him, but when he gave my clit one sharp slap, then twisted both my nipples, I dropped my head back on his shoulder, letting out a cry as I came hard, my pussy convulsing around his dick.

He wrapped his arms around me, guiding me gently to the bed, keeping our connection, and kissing me gently on the back of my neck as we caught our breath.

“Well, fuck me and call me Sally,” I panted out.

Train laughed. “What the hell?”

“Nothing.” I smiled. “That was the best sex I’ve ever had. Even alone.”

“Have to say the same.” He slid out of me gently, pulling the covers over me as he stepped off the bed.

“You don’t have to run away, you know.”

He smiled. “Gonna get rid of the rubber. Be right back.”

I rolled over to watch him walk into the bathroom, his glorious ass on display as he did. Jesus, the man looked like he had been carved out of marble. 

He met my eyes and smiled as he walked back to the bed. “Like the view?”

I held the covers up and patted the mattress. “Very much.”

He settled his palms on the bed, leaning over me. “I think it’d be a good idea for me to head back to my room.”

I bit back my disappointment and nodded. “Okay.”

“We’re gonna do this again, yeah?”

“Hell, yeah.”

He smiled wide, kissing me quickly before dressing and sneaking out of my room.

* * *
[image: image]


Train

I managed to get back to my room without being noticed, but I still didn’t like sneaking around like a teenager and it was something that shouldn’t happen again.

I knew it would because, fuck me, she was sexy as hell, and I seriously didn’t think I could go long without tasting her skin again.

But it shouldn’t.

“Fuck,” I breathed out, dragging my hands through my hair. I was in deep shit.

I liked Melody and this was a problem because I didn’t have the freedom to like her. She was a fuckin’ talented musician, and wholly underestimated. She was also funny, sweet, and smart. She played the role of a ditz when it served her, but I’d watched her closely over the past week or so, and there was nothing ditzy about her. She knew everything that was going on around her and she missed nothing.

My phone buzzed, pulling me from my thoughts, and I pulled it out to see Flea calling.

“Hey, brother.”

“Hey. How’s it goin’?” he asked.

“Loaded question,” I admitted.

“Vault?”

I palmed my forehead. “Yeah, man, that’d be good.”

“You fucked her,” he guessed.

“Why the hell would you jump to that conclusion?” I asked.

Flea laughed. “Dude, she’s hot, she’s fuckin’ talented, and you like hot and fuckin’ talented.”

“Well, that’s true.”

“Which puts you up shit creek,” he reminded me. “So whatya gonna do?”

“I’m not gonna do shit. And we’re not gonna talk about it. As far as you, and anyone else is concerned, nothin’ happened.”

“Got it. Otherwise, things good?”

“Yeah. The set’s tight. Wanted to fuck up a couple of the venue managers, though.”

“How so?” he asked.

“They treat her like some little girl who can’t think for herself. Christ, the amount of mansplaining happening at each stop makes me want to break shit. It’s fuckin’ infuriating.”

He chuckled. “How does she deal?”

“She rolls her eyes, nods, then does what the fuck she wants anyway.”

“Nice,” Flea said. “But I get it. Grace deals with it too.”

“Yeah, but our women don’t take shit off anyone. Even Maisie holds her own in her sweet, English way. And if Hatch tried to interfere and ‘rescue’ her, she’d have his head. It’s been a long time since I’ve watched a woman have to finesse her words, because if she didn’t, she’d lose her career,” I said. “I don’t like it.”

“Jesus, you like this bitch.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I like this bitch.”

“Well, go easy, brother. I know from experience what it’s like when you fall for someone you shouldn’t.”

I smiled. “You get lucky?”

He laughed. “Hell, yeah. In the best of ways.” 

“Well, I have no intention of going past the tour, but finding this woman has a soul has spun me up a bit.”

“I can tell.”

I chuckled. “Is that why you called? To check up on me?”

“Yeah. Well, sort of. Grace was worried about ya. Out there on the road, playin’ rock star.”

“Any time you wanna join me, just let me know,” I said.

Flea chuckled. “Some of us have to hold down the fort while you’re gone. Some of us have responsibilities.”

“Shit, I never thought I’d hear the day when you and the word ‘responsibilities’ would be uttered in the same breath.”

“How ’bout the words, fuck and you?”

I laughed. “That sounds more like it.”

“Be careful out there. That’s from Grace, by the way.”

“Oh, yeah, what’s your message?”

“Eat my choad.”

“Thanks for callin’,” I said, still laughing as we hung up.

I stripped down and headed to the shower, unable to stop the images of Melody’s curvy body flashing through my mind, causing my dick to grow uncomfortably hard. I soaped up and wrapped my hand around the shaft, squeezing as I worked the length. 

Fuck, I could almost taste her pussy on my lips as I worked my cock, faster and faster, harder and harder, until I finally found relief, my cum mixing with the hot water. 

I stood for a few seconds and tried to catch my breath, then finished my shower, finally falling into bed, but not easily finding sleep.
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Melody

FanFest is one of my favorite parts of every tour. I always look forward to connecting with the self-proclaimed “Morganites” who gather from all around the country. Some of them even travel from other countries. Meeting my listeners face-to-face means everything to me, and I use each encounter as fuel on the days when I feel I have nothing left in the tank. 

The grand ballroom of the Albuquerque Hilton Hotel was in full swing as this tour’s Fan Appreciation Day entered into its second hour. Legendary DJ Swineface kept the dance floor bumpin’ and Vick kept the crowd entertained as the event’s MC. Morganites mixed and mingled, competed in trivia games, shared artwork, bootleg recordings, even fan fiction. It was always exhilarating and humbling to see how invested in my music my listeners were. These were the people I wrote my songs for, and today was the day I got to look them in the eyes and tell them so.

The line to my meet and greet booth snaked around the perimeter of the ball room and out the door. I glanced at my watch. Five minutes before my first scheduled break and it couldn’t come soon enough. I’d been pounding water all day and I needed to pee so bad my eyeballs were floating. Plus, my hand was starting to cramp from signing autographs and I was hoping Train would massage it for me. Really, any excuse for him to touch me at this point was fine with me. I could feel myself being drawn closer and closer to him with each passing day. Time spent away from him getting harder for me to manage.

While I waited for Brandy to usher the next group of fans to the table, I scanned the crowd, stopping on a pretty teenage girl standing completely still at the edge of the dance floor. Her total lack of movement causing her to stand out in an otherwise sea of frenetic energy. Her skin was pale, and her blonde hair hung down past her shoulders. She was wearing a t-shirt from my Rage tour and her face was stuck in a permanent half smile that sent chills down my spine. Thinking perhaps she was shy or maybe a little starstruck, I waved hello to her, but she remained motionless.

Brandy leaned in, pulling my attention away from the girl. “Just a few more autographs and we’ll take a break.”

“Sure,” I said. Looking, but no longer seeing the creepy blonde anywhere.

I finished up with the last few signings, and Brandy signaled to Vick.

“Okay all you mega maniacal Melody Morganites, let me hear you make some noise!” Vick’s voice boomed through the PA system, and the crowd went wild. “I think you can do better than that fan fest family!” he shouted, and they yelled even louder. “Melody is gonna take a quick break, but don’t worry she’ll be back soon. In the meantime, Swineface is gonna keep this party moving.”

While MC Vick was instructing the crowd, I slipped through the pipe and drape and headed down the hallway towards our private lounge. As I walked down what was supposed to be a secured corridor, I swore I saw the same blonde girl from before pass through the intersecting hallway ahead, but by the time I got there, she was nowhere in sight.

I made it to the lounge and found one of Chip’s team posted at the door. 

“Have you seen a girl with blonde hair in this hallway?” I asked.

“No, Ma’am.”

“Hmmmm. She probably got lost. Keep an eye out for her just in case, would ya?”

“Yes, of course ma’am.”

I opened the lounge door to find Train, Puddin, and a motorcycle. Or should I say, most of a motorcycle.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“That’s most of a motorcycle,” Train said.

“Sorry, love. It’s mine,” Puddin’ said. “Train here is helpin’ me get her road worthy again.”

“I’m aware of all that, Puddin’, I okayed the detour to your ex-wife’s,” I reminded him. “What I want to know is why is it in my greenroom?”

“We couldn’t find another quiet place to work. We thought you’d be out there a little longer,” Train said, pointing his wrench at the door.

“I’m on break. I came in here to pee,” I said, reminding my bladder of its current state. “Oh, my god. I have to pee.” I flew into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me.

By the time I got out Puddin’ and Train had gathered up their tools and were wheeling the bike out the back door.

“No, no, no. You don’t have to go. I was just surprised to see you. To see it, I mean. The motorcycle. That’s all,” I said, nervously stumbling over my words.

Puddin’ looked at me and then at Train.

“Oh, I see. Say no more,” he said, grinning.

“It’s not like that, Puddin’,” I said.

“A nod’s as good as a wink, love,” he replied with a tip of his imaginary cap. “I’ll just leave you two alone for a moment, shall I?” he said and walked out the door.

“Great, now Puddin’ thinks you and I are fucking,” I said.

“We are fucking,” Train said.

“I know, but he’s not supposed to know.”

“So, what if he knows? Who cares?”

“In my experience, once one person knows something about my private life, it’s only a matter of time before everyone knows.”

“Would it be so bad if everyone knew?”

“Well, it wouldn’t just be bad for me, it would be bad for you. Trust me, you don’t want to be in the crosshairs of the media. They are brutal. It would simply be better for the both of us if we kept this thing between us under wraps for now.”

“Sure. Whatever you say,” Train said.

“Please, don’t be upset.”

“I’m not upset. But I don’t plan on sneaking around forever. I live my life exactly the way I want to, and if anyone doesn’t like it, they can kiss my ass.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Court. Seriously. I just don’t want you to feel sideswiped by my life.”

He cupped my chin. “I’ve got a handle on you and your life, Wart. It’s you that’s in a constant state of worry.”

I blinked up at him. “So you haven’t been scared off yet?”

He chuckled. “Not even a little bit.”

“Well, can I keep you to myself a little while longer?” I asked, leaning against him. “At least try to keep the media at bay until the end of the tour, maybe?”

“Yeah, baby, we can.” He wrapped his arms around me. “How you holdin’ up?”

“I’m good.” I smiled up at him, flattening my palms against his chest. “The fans are amazing. I just kind of need a hand transplant... or maybe a little massage?”

“My hands are dirty,” he replied.

I raised an eyebrow. “Then I’ll just have to get dirty with you.”

He grinned, guiding me to the sofa before taking my hand, and kissing the palm before beginning to rub it. 

“Oh my god, yes, right there,” I moaned out.

“You sound almost like you do when you come,” Train observed.

I grinned. “Well, you are magic with your hands. I can’t help it.”

He rolled his eyes, continuing to work out my tension. “I’m gonna come out and hang with you for the rest of the day.”

“You don’t have to,” I said. “Keep helping Puddin’ with his bike. I’m good.”

“While you were in the bathroom, Chip radioed you saw some strange girl?”

I sighed. “I’m sure she’s just shy. You don’t need to come out there. Seriously. Chip’s got it covered.”

“How about I walk you back to the table, then come get you before your next break. And I’ll take you back up to the room when you’re done,” he said. “If you see her again while you’re signing, tell Chip to get me and I’ll come hang with you.”

I smiled, dropping my head on his shoulder. “I would love that.”

“Five minutes,” Chip’s voice crackled over Train’s walkie.

“I’m gonna go wash this grease off my hands and freshen up a little,” I said, kissing Train quickly.

* * *
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Exhausted from the signing, I looked forward to two hours of relaxation time in my suite before I had to report to hair and makeup for tonight’s live stream. We’d been given the “all clear” signal from Chip and were making our way through the hotel lobby when I saw the girl again. This time she was in plain view and standing perfectly still next to a large potted plant. Her eyes were fixed on me, and she had the same creepy smile on her face as before.

“Train,” I said, pulling on the arm of his jacket. “There she is. The girl I kept seeing earlier.” But as soon as he turned to look, she ducked behind the plant. 

“Where? I don’t see anyone,” Train said.

“There! Behind the plant,” I cried.

Chip signaled one of his team, who bolted across the lobby to where she was standing.

“There’s no one here,” he replied.

“Let’s get you up to your room,” Train said.

“I’m not crazy. There’s a girl. She’s around twelve or thirteen years old, she’s got stringy blonde hair, and she’s wearing one of my t-shirts.”

“We’ll keep an eye out for her, but that description fits seventy-five percent of the people here today,” Chip said.

“I’m not leaving your side until we know what the fuck is going on,” Train said. “To hell with what people say.”

I nodded and Train took me up to my suite.

* * *
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“Ms. Morgan?” Train called as I sat in my glam chair, Natalie having just finished with my makeup.

“Come in,” I said.

He walked in and I smiled at my man in the mirror. God, he looked delicious in a tux. “Natalie, can you let Donovan know I’ll be ready for him in ten minutes, please?”

“Sure thing,” she said, and left the room.

Once we were alone, Train settled his hands on the arms of my chair and leaned down, kissing my nose. “You look pretty, honey. But you always look pretty, even without all that shit on your face.”

It was the night after FanFest and we were now at an industry meet-and-greet and Train was my date-slash-bodyguard. We had moved to a different hotel in Albuquerque in an effort to keep my presence secret, but honestly, it was getting harder and harder to do that, which was why I had so much muscle surrounding me. There’d been no other sightings of the strange girl, so I put it out of my mind and tried to enjoy the rest of the night. 

We were off to Colorado tomorrow and I loved Colorado. I had actually built in a day off so that we could explore because it was such a beautiful state, and my crew needed a break. Not to mention, I wanted some alone time with Train.

“You keep saying that, Nash, and I might believe it one day.” I cupped his face. “You look incredible.”

“Thanks.” He held up a gift bag. “Got you something.”

“Really? I love surprises.” I clapped my hands. “Especially ones that come in small packages.” I pulled the tissue paper out and pulled the little oval device out. “What is this?”

“It’s a vibrator.”

“What?” I squeaked.

He held up what looked like a key fob to a car. “And this is its remote.”

I bit my lip. “So, I...”

“You slip it inside of you and I randomly choose when to press the button.”

I licked my lips and took a deep breath.

He leaned back over me. “If it gets too much, you tell me, and I’ll take care of you. But if you last the whole night, I think you’ll find your pleasure will too.”

“Okay.”

“Melody, you ready for me, darling?” Donovan called.

Train grinned, and slipped into the bedroom of the suite, taking the bag with him as Donovan walked in.

* * *
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Two hours into the most boring night ever and I’d already had to change my panties twice. Apparently, Train had brought spares. In the pocket of his fucking tuxedo.

I was currently standing with Ariannah Shelter, the current ‘it’ girl and trying very hard to follow along with whatever it was she was saying. But between her need to tell me everything that was wrong with the world, and Train randomly pressing the button to the vibrator, I was about to lose my mind.

“Excuse me,” Train said, sliding his hand to my back. “Ms. Morgan is needed for an interview.”

“Oh, of course,” Ariannah said, stepping aside.

Train guided me to a door at the back of the room, gently pushing me through it, and closing us in. We were in some kind of supply closet. How the hell he got access to it, I had no idea. Locking the door again, he flipped on the light and smiled. “How ya doin’, baby?”

“I’m so, so horny.” I gripped the lapels of his jacket. “Can I have your D now?”

“Nope.” He grinned. “Fingers only.”

“Nash,” I hissed.

“I could be persuaded to give you my mouth as well.”

“But I want your dick and your mouth.”

“Have you had enough?” he asked. “You want it out for the night?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Assume the position, baby.”

I placed my palms against the wall and spread my legs. He slid my panties to my ankles, holding them as I lifted one foot, then the other so he could remove them completely.

He slid his fingers inside me, sliding the vibrator out of me, and wrapping it in a handkerchief before shoving it in his pocket.

“Do you want my mouth, baby?”

“Do I have breath?” I sassed.

“My girl’s feelin’ feisty,” he observed with a chuckle. “Back to the wall, Melody. Slide your skirt up.”

I turned around and slid my skirt up to my waist, exposing my freshly waxed pussy. 

“Spread.”

I spread as he knelt in front of me, running his tongue over my clit. 

“Fuck, you’re wetter than you were an hour ago,” he rasped.

“Yeah, I’m aware,” I growled.

He smiled up at me. “How much do you want?”

“I still can’t have your dick?” I clarified.

“You still can’t have my dick.”

“I want mouth on clit and pussy, and fingers in pussy and ass.”

Train’s face softened. “I can do that for you, beautiful.”

“Then, later, when we’re in bed, I want that dick in both my pussy and my ass.” I heard his quiet intake of breath and smiled slowly, leaning down to meet his eyes. “Now, you can think on that all night. You’ve never had my ass. No one’s ever had that.” I cupped his face. “I’ve never trusted anyone like I trust you and I’ve never enjoyed anyone like I enjoy you. You’re fun, you’re funny, you’re fucking sexy as hell, and this...” I twirled my finger, “...this is super exciting, and I want to keep doing things like this, especially, if it ends with your dick in my ass.”

He was on his feet in less than a second, his mouth covering mine as he kissed me deep and hard, his hands at my neck, careful not to mess my hair, but not caring one fuck about my makeup.

“That was everything,” he breathed out, dropping his forehead to mine. “But we’re runnin’ out of time, so I’m gonna go ahead and take care of you, instead of responding, okay?”

I smiled. “I’m so okay with that.”

He knelt in front of me again, his mouth on my clit, his fingers in my pussy, pumping slowly as he worked my body into a frenzy. 

“Brace,” he warned, and I slid a leg over his shoulder.

I was rewarded with a finger sliding into my deep, dark space and I bit my fist to keep from crying out. He sucked my clit as his fingers worked both my pussy and my ass, bringing me to a mind-blowing climax that had me losing my balance. Train was called Train for a reason, and he caught me, holding me close as I came down, his hand between my legs catching every drop of my cum.

He gently cleaned me up with his handkerchief before sliding the vibrator back into me and handing me a fresh pair of panties. I did my best to fix my makeup while he inched the door open, and once the way was clear, we snuck out and made our way to the bathroom to further clean up.
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Melody

“So, what are you doing again?” Brandy asked as I grabbed a leather jacket from one of the many racks of clothing sent over from designers hoping I’d wear one of their items out in public. Our show was at the famed Red Rocks Amphitheatre tomorrow night, so we were taking advantage of the glory that was Colorado.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Train said he’s getting me out of town for a bit. Away from the paparazzi.”

We had a day off, so Train promised he was going to take me away from the glitz for a few hours and I jumped at the chance to be alone with him.

“Do you need me to do anything?” she asked.

“Nope. Just keep your phone on,” I said. “In fact, go hang by the pool, enjoy an adult beverage or three. Order room service. Whatever. Put it on the tab. Seriously, you deserve it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. I called the Cherry Creek Louis Vuitton this morning and your name is on their list, so you go have yourself a little shopping spree. It’s all covered.”

“What?” she squeaked. “I couldn’t.”

“You absolutely could,” I argued. “Take Chip with you.” 

Brandy frowned. 

“Or not,” I countered. “Do whatever. My point is, have a day to yourself. There’s a great spa here. Take advantage of it. It’s on me.”

“Wow, okay. Thanks.”

I smiled. “You’re welcome.” My phone buzzed on the dresser, and I leaned over to read the screen. “Train’s outside. You good?”

“I’m great,” Brandy said. “I’ll send him in.”

“Thanks,” I said distractedly, pulling on my leather boots.

“You look beautiful.”

I glanced up, then up some more...I always forgot how big Train actually was. “Thank you.”

He grinned. “You’re welcome.”

I stood, raising myself on my tiptoes to kiss him quickly. “Hi.”

“Hey, baby.”

“You look pretty good yourself,” I said, taking in his dark jeans, black Henley, motorcycle boots, and his club cut and leather jacket. “Where are you taking me today?”

“Surprise. You ready?”

“No, I mean, how far away?”

“Far enough so you can decompress, but close enough that if there’s an emergency, we can get back quick.”

“We could just stay here. You know, in bed. I’ve told everyone we’re leaving, so no one will even check.”

“We’re leaving the hustle and bustle of Denver, Melody. The world won’t end if we do.”

“All of this is on my shoulders, Nash. If—”

“Wart, quit,” he ordered. “Brandy’s got it handled, and you’re gonna fuckin’ relax if it kills you... and me.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my hands out. “Relax. Right. Yes. Okay.”

He chuckled.

“I’m on it,” I said. “But seriously, where are we going?”

“Still a surprise.”

“Well, I do love surprises.” I grabbed my bag and Train raised an eyebrow, shaking his head. “What?”

“You need to pare that down to half the size. Whatever’ll fit in my saddlebag.”

“We’re on your bike?”

“Yep.”

I bit my lip. “Um, okay. Well, shit. I have my whole face in there. Not to mention hair stuff, and—” I found the bag dumped out onto the bed and I squeaked out, “What are you doing?”

“We’re walkin’ outta here in four minutes. Repack your bag with half that shit.”

“What about waters and—”

“You get thirsty, we’ll stop for water. You get hungry, we’ll stop for food. You get horny, we’ll stop and fuck,” he said. “You don’t need makeup, you’re beautiful without it. Bring a brush and tie for your hair. That’s all you need.”

“Okay, I know you’re complimenting me right now but you’re being bossy and being all alpha on top of that which makes me horny as fuck, but you’re also pissing me off, and quite frankly, I don’t know what to do with all of those emotions coming at me,” I growled.

Train chuckled, wrapping his arm around my waist, and turning me to face him. “You know exactly what to do with those emotions, beautiful. You let ’em fill you up and make you feel gooey inside, ’cause you know they make you feel whole. Now, grab your shit so we don’t miss the beauty of a desert sunset.”

I wrinkled my nose and gripped his jacket. “Well, when you put it like that...”

He grinned, leaning down to kiss me, then we grabbed my bag, now less than half full and snuck out the back of the hotel to his awaiting bike.

“You ever ridden?” Train asked as he handed me a helmet.

“No.”

“Right. Hands around my waist. Lean with me. If you need to stop, tap my leg. Got it?”

I nodded. “Got it.”

“Where are your gloves.”

“Oh, here,” I said, pulling them out of my jacket pocket. He’d insisted I wear as much leather as possible for safety, and luckily, I had trunks and trunks of options that traveled with me on tour. 

Once he was satisfied I was dressed appropriately, he helped me climb onto his giant Harley-Davidson motorcycle and started it up. I had to admit the second the roar of the pipes vibrated between my legs, I was instantly wet.

We drove for about half an hour and I saw the signs indicating we were approaching the amphitheater but rather than entering the national park, Train took us toward an area filled with restaurants and hotels. He pulled up and parked in front of a BBQ joint, flipping the visor of his helmet up. “Hungry?”

“Oh my god, for proper BBQ? Yes,” I hissed out.

He chuckled and helped me off the bike before we removed our helmets and headed inside.

“Holy shit,” someone hissed under their breath. “You’re Melody Morgan.”

Train stepped in front of me. “Let’s pretend she’s not. Or we’ll go somewhere else.”

The young girl’s face paled and she dropped her head back to stare up at him with a nod. “Ah, right. Sorry, so sorry.”

She was petite, probably five-feet-two, with a purple and brunette bob, and heavy eyeliner that she’d obviously spent hours perfecting. She wore piercings in both sides of her nose and septum, and she had multiple piercings in her ears. She looked like a girl trying to be tough, but it was easy to see she was scared of her own shadow, so it was no surprise she’d be more than terrified of a giant biker.

“Train, stop. It’s okay,” I admonished, stepping out from behind him. “I’m sorry. He gets really protective.”

“Hi,” she squeaked. “I’m coming to your concert tomorrow.”

“You are?”

“I’m coming with my sister, Marigold. She’s one of our servers here.” She bobbed her head up and down. “We took on extra shifts so we could afford to buy tickets.”

“Wow, I’m honored,” I said. “What’s your name?”

“Cora.”

“Okay, Cora. How about I make you deal?”

“Oh my god, anything.”

“If we get through lunch without anyone else knowing I’m here, I’ll get you backstage passes for you and three friends.”

“What?” she rasped. “Really?”

“Scouts’ honor.” I nodded. 

Cora glanced around the room, grabbed two menus, then nodded. “Follow me.”

She led us into a private booth in the back corner of the restaurant and I sat with my back to the room while Train sat across from me, back to the outside wall, facing every door so he could see anyone coming or going. 

“This is perfect,” I said. “Thank you.”

“I’ll get Marigold. She’ll keep your secret, too,” Cora promised, handing us our menus.

“Okay, honey, thanks.”

“You trust them?” Train asked.

I settled my chin in my palm and smiled at him. “I’ve come to know the difference between a true Morganite and a wannabe. And that girl’s the genuine crystal.”

Train smirked. “I fuckin’ hope so.”

“Hey there. I’m Marigold. I’m your server. I’m also gonna try and keep the assholes from your table.” I glanced over at the tall young woman standing next to me, blocking my view from the restaurant, and smiled. This one was obviously the protective older sister. The polar opposite of Cora, she had long blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail, not one piercing or tattoo visible, and she appeared to be your average, every day good girl. But you could tell by the way she looked you dead in the eye that she had a steely resolve and didn’t take shit off anyone. “We also don’t need backstage passes, Ms. Morgan. As much as we appreciate your generosity, I explained to my sister that you’re entitled to a quiet meal without being bothered, and you certainly shouldn’t have to pay for that.” She smiled. “Have you had a chance to look over the menu?”

“Yes, we have,” I said.

“What can I get you?”

We rattled off our order and handed her our menus, and Marigold left us alone. I raised an eyebrow at Train. “Well, that was interesting.”

“How so?”

“That woman just turned down backstage passes,” I said distractedly, checking to see if Brandy had texted me.

“So... not a real crystal then?”

I chuckled. “Oh, no, now I’m thinking she’s even more of one. And has integrity to boot. Do you know how rare it is to meet people who don’t want to suck the life out of you?”

“No, baby, I don’t, but I hate that you do.”

I smiled, glancing at my phone screen again. Still nothing from Brandy. “I’ve got good people around me now, honey. And, honestly, my sisters protected me even when I didn’t want to be, so I rarely got taken advantage of. I’ve been very lucky, to say the least.”

“It’s why you give so much back.”

“I try to, yes.”

Before Train could say anything else, Cora rushed up to our table. “Ms. Morgan? Um, I’m really sorry about the backstage passes.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Cora. I offered.”

“No, I know, but, still. I’m sorry.”

“Cora, you’ve got folks at the door, sissy,” Marigold said, carrying a tray of drinks, and Cora scurried away. Marigold smiled, setting our drinks in front of us. “Your food should be ready soon. Can I get you anything else?”

“We’re good,” I said. “Thanks.”

She walked away and I glanced at my screen again.

“I’m gonna fuckin’ confiscate that phone if you keep lookin’ at it,” Train warned.

“What if there’s an emergency?”

“Then Chip’ll call me.” Train reached for my phone, setting his finger on top of it. “What do you wanna do, Wart?”

I wrinkled my nose, flipping it over so the screen was facing the table and Train nodded, leaning back in his seat. “Wise choice, beautiful.”

“All of this is on my shoulders, Nash.”

“So you’ve said.”

“Well, then if it all goes tits up, I’m the one who has to answer to the label.”

“Baby, we’re more than halfway through the tour and it’s going better than even you thought it would, so at some point, don’t you think you have the right to relax a bit?”

“If I relax right now, the world blows up, Train,” I breathed out. “I’ll relax on August thirtieth.”

August twenty-ninth was our last show in Savannah and Harmony, Jaxon, and the kids were meeting me at Lyric and Doom’s on the thirtieth for a much-needed family get-together. We were all staying at Lyric and Doom’s historic home for a week, and I couldn’t wait. 

His expression went blank, and I cocked my head. “What?”

“Nothing, baby.”

“You’re coming with me, right?”

“You haven’t exactly invited me,” he reminded me.

“Consider this me asking.”

He tapped his fingers on the table. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because Doom’s a brother and you and I aren’t public.” He raised an eyebrow. “I was under strict instructions not to fuck you but didn’t waste any time breakin’ that rule. Pretty sure your sisters aren’t gonna want me anywhere near you... or them.”

“I’m a grown woman who can choose who I bring into my bed.”

“I don’t think anyone’s debating that fact, Melody. But let’s wait and see how the rest of the tour goes and revisit the topic, yeah?”

“You want to walk away after all this,” I hissed quietly.

“Didn’t say that.”

“Yeah, you kinda did,” I argued.

“Jesus, no I didn’t.”

Marigold arrived with our food, cutting off any further conversation, and I took the distraction to shut down.

I was falling for this man, and it was obvious he didn’t feel the same way, so I needed to separate the sex from the emotions. Actually, what I needed to do was shut down the sex altogether. It was fucking with my heart. 

Train was right. We had less than three weeks left together, and I couldn’t risk fucking up the whole thing by letting emotions muddy the waters. 

I needed to protect my heart. No one else would do it for me.

“Baby?”

“Yeah?”

“You gonna eat?” he asked.

“I am eating.”

“No you’re not,” he argued. “You’re pushin’ your potato salad around with your fork.”

I forced a smile. “I was just thinking about the key change in ‘Flowers,’” I lied. “I was thinking maybe we take it up another step.”

He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then settled his elbows on the table and studied me. “You run the risk of blowing out your voice if you do that.”

“You don’t think I can do it?”

“Not what I said.” He frowned. “Why are you pickin’ a fight with me?”

“I’m not.”

“Bullshit.”

I dropped my eyes to my food.

“Melody, what just happened?” Train asked.

“Can we just eat?” I huffed out.

“Baby, look at me.”

“No.”

He sighed, sliding out of his side of the booth.

“What are you doing?” I squeaked as he shoved his giant body onto the bench beside me.

“You’re shutting down on me.”

“I’m eating,” I argued.

“We’ve already established you’re not eating, Wart, so how about you tell me what’s going on in that head of yours?”

“You don’t want to know,” I grumbled.

“Okay, well, let me try to speak Melody Morgan and clarify my point.”

I rolled my eyes. “Good luck.”

“I would love nothing more than to go with you to your sister’s place. I would love nothing more than to fuck you six hundred ways ’til Sunday for as long as you want me to, but we live in different worlds, not just different places in the country. I have obligations with my club I can’t blow off, which doesn’t mean I can’t make arrangements, but it also means we’ll need to renegotiate our agreement.”

I met his eyes. “Renegotiate?”

“Yeah.” He cupped my face.

“How?”

“Make this a thing.”

“You want to make this a thing?”

“Yeah. But I totally understand if you don’t,” he said. “I mean, the sex is phenomenal, and singing with you is like connecting on some other psychic level, but it’s all the worrying and general anxiety you bring to the table that really turns me on, and quite honestly, I don’t think I could live without that in my life.”

I bit my cheek to keep from laughing because he was kind of being rude. “Shut up.”

“I like you a fuck of a lot, Melody. You’re kind of amazing and I like us together. I’d like to see where it goes. Build something maybe a little more long term.”

“You would?”

“Yeah. What about you?” He stroked my cheek. “Wanna go steady?”

I let out a quiet snort as I pitched forward, burying my face in his neck. “Yes. I absolutely wanna go steady.” I sat up. “Do I get your class ring?”

He grinned, holding his hands out in front of me. “Which one ya want, baby?”

My eye went immediately to the one I’d been fixated on the day he’d played for me in Jaxon’s office, and I bit my lip and pointed to it. “This one.”

“Oh, yeah?” he asked, twisting it off his finger. “How come?”

“I’ll tell you later,” I said, sliding the ring onto my middle finger. It was way too loose, and I wrinkled my nose, trying my thumb.

“Here,” Train said, pulling a chain out from under his shirt. He slid the ring onto it and secured the chain around my neck.

“I’ll never take it off,” I said, sliding my hands to his beard and tugging on it. “I like you too, Court. A lot, a lot. Too much, probably. I’m sorry I’m neurotic.”

“I’m not,” he said, leaning down to kiss me. 

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re not?”

“It makes you interesting and a fuckin’ freak in the sheets.”

“No, you make me a freak in the sheets,” I countered. “Because you make me feel safe. I’ve never felt safe before.”

He smiled. “That’s my job, baby. I take it seriously.”

“I know. I appreciate that.”

“You done freaking out now? I’m hungry.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I am for the moment, I guess.”

He laughed, kissing me one more time, then moving back to his seat. “We’re gonna chase the sunset, then we’ll head back to the hotel so I can show you just how safe you are.”

I shivered, biting my lower lip. “Did you happen to buy more lube?”

“Bought stock in the company.”

“Fuck,” I hissed. “Safe, indeed.”

He grinned. 

We finished our lunch, left an exorbitant tip for Marigold, along with my ‘special’ business card that meant they would be let into the private entrance of the venue and given backstage access to the meet and greet area. I promised them a surprise if they came early, so I really hoped they would take me up on my offer. Climbing back on Train’s bike, we chased the sunset into the canyon, then Train took me back to the hotel. 

As promised, Train took me to bed, and I proved just how freaky I could get.
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Melody

I rolled over and faceplanted into Train’s chest. His arm slid around my waist, and he chuckled as he pulled me close. “Mornin’.”

“Hi,” I breathed out. 

“Did you forget I was here?”

“Yeah.” I kissed his chest. “I really like it, though. I’d like to make it a thing.”

“Me too, baby.”

“What time is it?”

“Almost nine,” Train said. 

I sat up slightly. “So, we have a little time to play.”

Train slid my hair behind my ear and stroked my cheek. “We sure do.”

“Then let’s play.”

He slid his hand between my legs and fingered my clit. “How would you like it this morning, Ms. Morgan?”

“I’d like it hard, Mr. Nash.”

“Would you like the vibrator, dick, and the clamps, madam?”

“Fuck, yes,” I hissed.

He grinned, kissing me. “Sit up.”

I did so immediately. I was still naked from our epic fuck fest the night before, so I sat up on my knees while Train grabbed the toys he’d purchased a few weeks ago. He walked back to the bed, his dick rock hard, and I couldn’t stop myself from biting my lip. 

Jesus, he was beautiful.

He handed me the clamps so I could put them on and adjust them to my liking, then he waited for me to ‘assume the position.’ 

I crawled on all fours to the middle of the bed and Train knelt behind me, rolling on a condom then flipping on the vibrator. I was already soaked. I could feel my pussy contracting at the anticipation of his dick being so close and the delicious pain of the clamps on my nipples.

Train ran his thumb through my wet folds, dragging it up to my darkest area and I groaned as I pressed back against him.

“Always so eager, baby.”

“You make me that way,” I breathed out, and was rewarded with the vibrator entering my ass first. “Oh, Jesus H. Lucifer Christ.”

“You good?”

“Yeah, honey, give me that D now.”

He chuckled and obliged, sliding slowly into me.

And I immediately came.

“Do not move,” he demanded, turning off the vibrator but not removing it. “I’m gonna let you ride this for a second, but you’re gonna stay right there.”

I licked my lips and nodded, my body still shuddering with release. He slid his hand between my legs and fingered my clit, his dick and the vibrator still buried deep, but not moving. 

“Fuck, you’re soaked,” he breathed out.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

My retort was rewarded with the vibrator starting up again and I mewed with desire as Train pressed it in further.

“Jesus, you’re beautiful,” he rasped, moving slowly as he continued to work my clit.

I smiled, dropping my head back. “So are you.”

He tugged on the chain attached to my clamps and I hissed as the sensation sent desire straight to my clit. 

“Brace, baby.”

I braced and he slammed into me over and over again, holding the vibrator steady as he did, and I cried out as an orgasm washed over me again. He wasn’t far behind, but he did stop his rocking until another climax hit and I fell onto the mattress, my pussy contracting around him.

He wrapped his arms around me and rolled us onto our sides, gently removing the clamps and vibrator, but keeping his dick buried as he held me, and we caught our breath.

“You know I’m on the pill,” I panted out.

“Yeah, but I haven’t had a chance to get tested.”

“So, get tested,” I said. “There’s gotta be a clinic here in Denver. Take a couple of hours to take care of that.” I craned my neck to meet his eyes. “I really hate condoms.”

He smiled slowly. “Yeah?”

“Yes. Today. Take care of it today.”

“Okay, baby. I’ll take care of it today.” He kissed me. “But if I’m gonna do that, I’m gonna need to shower and head out now.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Fine. Go.”

He chuckled sliding out of me gently and rolling off the bed. “You gonna join me in the shower?”

“Is the pope catholic?” 

He grinned, kissing me again before pulling me off the bed.

* * *
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Train

I was sitting in a health clinic in downtown Denver waiting for my test results when Flea texted he’d meet me in Tennessee and ride down to Savannah with me. I texted back and told him I’d send the details when I had them, and that I’d get him and Grace tickets to the show. Although, I had a feeling Harmony was already scoring tickets for most of the club, considering she and Lyric were the surprise guest vocalists for the final show and I knew for a fact every single one of my brethren, Portland and Savannah, would want to be there. 

“Mr. Nash?”

I stood up and made my way to the desk where the nurse handed me my results, then I headed out to my bike and made my way back to the hotel. 

Parking around the side, I let Chip know I was coming up, and used my key card to come in through the secret entrance.

I had barely made it to Melody’s floor when a small but very firm hand grabbed my arm and pulled me into her room.

“That took forever,” she growled.

I chuckled. “It took less than an hour.”

“Forever.” She flipped the deadbolt on her suite door. “All clear?”

“I haven’t looked.”

“What?” she squeaked. “Why haven’t you looked?”

“Because I thought we should do it together,” I said, pulling the piece of paper out of my pocket and unfolding it.

I handed it to her, and she scanned it. “Oh my god, Nash, what the fuck?”

I frowned. There was no way I had anything. I gloved up every fuckin’ time I had sex. I never forgot and was super vigilant when choosing my partners. “What the fuck, what?”

She pointed to the middle of the page. “You’re pregnant!”

“Oh, she thinks she’s funny.” I snatched the paper from her hands and flicked it away, picking her up and carrying her to the bed. I dropped her onto the mattress and grabbed her sides, squeezing until she squealed with laughter.

“Uncle,” she cried. 

I grinned, hovering over her. “You ready to get royally fucked?”

She reached up and tugged on my beard. “Bareback?”

“Fuck, yeah, baby.”

She bit her lip, and I felt my dick take notice. “Absolutely.”

I leaned down to kiss her. “I want you naked and standing at the end of the bed. I’m gonna blindfold you.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

* * * 
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Melody

I ripped my clothes off faster than I ever had between sets, standing at the end of the bed as I had been instructed to do.

Train smiled as he made his way to me, handing me my clamps. “How dirty do you want it, baby?”

“Really dirty, honey.”

“Your wish is my command.” He nodded. “Clamp hard, baby.”

Once I’d secured the clamps, Train turned me to face the bed again. 

“Settle your hands on the footboard and spread your legs,” he directed. “I’m gonna blindfold your eyes, so use this for balance.” He tapped the wood, and I nodded.

“Okay.”

“You need to slow down or stop, you tell me.”

“I will.”

He grinned and slid the blindfold over my eyes, tying it tight enough so I couldn’t see anything, but not so tight it was painful. “Good?”

“Yep,” I breathed out.

He palmed my bottom and squeezed. “Spread just a little more.”

I did and was rewarded with a gentle smack.

His fingers whispered down my back, between my legs, then slid inside of me and I rocked back against him. “Did I say you could move, Melody?”

He pulled his hand away and I whimpered with disappointment.

He smacked me, this time a little harder and I dropped my head back with a groan. “What do you want, baby?”

“Everything,” I rasped.

“Then you need to do what I say when I say it.”

“I never said I wanted to follow the rules,” I grumbled.

He chuckled, smacking my bottom again, then slipping his fingers inside of me and I mewed with desire at the sensation. 

I didn’t move, however, because I wanted more, and despite my bluster, fully intended to follow the rules in order to get more of what he was giving me.

“Soaked,” he murmured, his thumb slipping into my deep dark place.

“Train, I’m not going to be able to wait.”

He removed his fingers and I immediately regretted saying anything but then his dick was at my entrance, and pressing in, and all was right with the world.

He gripped my hips, and I raised up on my tiptoes as he slammed into me over and over, faster and faster until I screamed his name, my orgasm coming fast and hard. 

“Don’t move,” he grunted out as his cocked pulsed inside of me. 

We stood there for a few seconds before he slid out of me. 

“Legs together and stand up, Melody.”

I reached between my legs. “What about—?”

He pulled my arm away gently, guiding it behind my back, and kissing my shoulder. “You’re gonna feel our cum between your thighs, beautiful,” he whispered. “It’s the first time we’re connected on this level, and I don’t ever want you to forget it.”

I shivered, licking my lips.

“Hands behind your back,” he said. “I’ll be right back and I’m gonna give that ass some attention.”

I couldn’t stop a smile as I clasped my hands behind me. “Yes, please.”

I heard water running in the bathroom, then I felt a gentle tug on the chain attached to my clamps. “You good here?”

“Yes.”

“You still want the blindfold?”

“Yes.”

His mouth covered mine and his tongue teased my lips open as he kissed me deeply, lifting me and setting me gently on the bed. He pressed a warm washcloth between my legs, cleaning me up, then his mouth was on my pussy, and I was once again swept up in the beauty that was Courtland Nash.

His mouth moved up to my clit, then my belly, before my blindfold was pushed up and his beautiful face was smiling down at me. “Hey.”

I stroked his face. “Hi.”

“Gonna grab the lube, and have you face the headboard so you can control how deep I go. Okay?”

I grinned wide. “Yes.”

He kissed me, then helped me sit up before retrieving the lube from the nightstand drawer. I faced the headboard, kneeling with my legs spread and he slid his knees between mine. 

“Let me lube you up,” I said, and he chuckled.

“Yeah?”

I held my palm out, and he pressed some of the gel into my hand. I wrapped my hand around his rock-hard dick, making sure the lube covered every inch before wiping my hand on the towel Train had previously brought and facing the headboard again. 

He guided the tip to my entrance, and he used his finger to help open me as I sat back slowly, his cock slipping into me. Once the tip of his dick was in, he moved his hand to my clit, cupping my mound and fingering me as I lowered myself a little at a time, taking him deeper and deeper as my body grew more comfortable with his size.

“Fuck,” he breathed out.

“Vibrator,” I panted, and he grabbed one next to me, flipping it on and handing it to me.

I guided it into my pussy, dropping my head back as his dick was now buried deep in my ass. “Now, honey,” I begged, pulling the vibrator out as I dropped onto all fours.

Train grasped my hips and slammed into me, albeit a little gentler than he tended to do with my pussy, but no less satisfying, giving my bottom a hard smack as I cried his name, his fingers slipping inside of me just as my walls contracted around them.

We fell onto the mattress, Train’s weight nearly crushing me, but he slid slowly out of me, leaving me just long enough to get a towel to clean me up.

Rolling me onto my back, he gently removed my clamps, kissing me as he pulled me over his chest. “Jesus,” he hissed out, holding me tight.

“Train?”

“Yeah, baby.”

“I love you.” I met his eyes. “You don’t have to say—”

“Love you too, Wart.”

I sat up slightly. “You do?”

“Fuck yeah I do. Been fallin’ for you from the first second we sang together.”

“I fell in love with your hands. Specifically, this ring on your hand while you played.” I lifted his ring that never left the chain around my neck. “It’s why I ejector seated the room.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, your sister mentioned it was you runnin’.”

“This is partly why I don’t want to tell anyone,” I admitted. “Once my sisters find out we’re a thing, they’re going to bury you in paperwork and make you sign things to protect my money, then you’ll run—”

“Why the fuck do you think I’ll run?” he snapped.

“Because they all do.”

“Okay, you’re gonna piss me off if you don’t reel that back in,” he growled.

“What do you mean?”

“If we’re in this, and I mean, in it, then I’ll sign whatever the fuck you, your sisters, or fuckin’ Puddin’ wants me to sign to protect you and your money, baby. I don’t want it, I don’t need it, and I don’t ever want you to worry that I’ll take it from you.”

“Really?”

He sat up, releasing me from our warm and fuzzy bubble. “Yeah, really. Fuck.” He walked into the bathroom, and I rushed to follow him.

“Wait, Nash, why are you getting pissy with me?”

“Baby, I’m not pissy with you.”

“Sure sounds like it,” I countered, crossing my arms.

He sighed, dragging his hands through his hair. “I’m pissed at the assholes and sycophants you’ve had to deal with your whole life, Melody. Goddammit, if I could have five minutes alone with your exes, they’d all be without their spleens.”

My warm and fuzzy feeling was back. In droves. “Oh.”

He reached out, sliding his hand to my neck, and tugging me toward him. “Come here.”

I wrapped my arms around his waist.

“You will never have to worry about my motives, baby,” he promised. “I will sign whatever you want me to sign, got it?”

“I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said just as my phone buzzed.

“Oh, shit!” I hissed. “What time is it?” I rushed into the room and saw a text from Brandy. “Crap, I forgot about the oxygen thing.”

Because of the elevation, singers often found it difficult to sing, so every time I performed here, I booked copious amounts of oxygen treatments, along with keeping oxygen tanks backstage should I get into trouble during the show.

“Well, you got ten minutes to get out the door, baby,” Train said. “Better hurry.”

I growled at him, even as we rushed through a quick shower and threw on clothes.
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Train

“Coffee,” Vick groaned like a zombie, dragging his bag behind him toward the hotel’s continental breakfast bar. We were in Chicago, and I had quickly fallen in love with the city. Our hotel had a great view of the river and I hoped I’d get some time to explore the city a little.

Being a lifelong morning person, I’d already been up for several hours. I’d had my cup of coffee, worked out in the hotel gym, and showered. Melody was booked to play the Johnny Gordon show and was staying at a hotel closer to the TV studio. The band had a nine A.M. call time, which meant being in the lobby at seven thirty sharp. Most of the band had assembled and were waiting for our shuttle van to arrive.

“It’s too fucking early,” Andy said. “Don’t these people understand we’re musicians?”

“Wow,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a bad mood before, Andy. You’re always so...”

“Chipper,” Rod said, dryly.

“That’s it,” I chuckled. “Chipper.”

“That’s because I usually get enough sleep,” he replied.

“Sleep? What means this word, sleep?” Rod asked. 

We were three quarters of the way through the tour, which showed in both good and bad ways. Good, because the band was functioning like a well-oiled machine. On stage, we were tight as a drum, and backstage, loose as a goose. This was the positive side of being on the road together. On the negative side, we were all getting a little burned out. Adrenaline and excitement could propel any one of us through any show, but the road eventually takes its toll on everyone. Mentally and physically.

“Good morning, everyone,” Brandy said, approaching our sad pile of musicians. “The van to the TV studio should be here in less than ten minutes. I have itineraries and credentials for everyone. Where are Vick and Puddin’?”

“Vick’s over there getting coffee,” I said, motioning to the breakfast bar. “And Puddin’ hasn’t come down yet. Bill was runnin’ down to Flick’s to grab ‘real’ coffee for them. He left a few minutes ago.”

“He probably overslept,” Brandy said. “I’ll go wake him up.”

“Gimmie his room key and I’ll do it,” I said.

“You sure?” Brandy asked.

“I’m gettin’ fat from the road. I’ll take the stairs and burn a few extra calories. Besides, I’ve roomed with Puddin’ before and he sleeps naked as a jay bird, and you don’t need to see that shit this early in the morning.”

“Alright, but hurry,” she said.

As I jogged up the eight flights of stairs to Puddin’s room, my thoughts turned to Melody. Whatever exhaustion and road wear the band was experiencing must pale in comparison to what she was feeling. I watched her night after night. Melody gave every ounce of herself to the crowd at every show, and yet still managed to give even more to me, her band, her fans, or anyone else who needed her. She was an amazing person and worked a shit ton harder than I could have imagined. I was glad the tour was going so well, and as tired as I was, was not looking forward to the final show. Mostly because I was afraid that the end of tour might mean the end of the road for Melody and me.

My lungs burned and my legs ached as I reached the eighth floor. Opening the door to the hallway I made my way to room 883 and knocked.

“Puddin’, it’s Train. You awake?” I called through the door but got no answer. I knocked again, this time a little louder. “Hey, Puddin’. C’mon, man. Everyone’s downstairs. We’re waiting for you.” Still no answer, so I entered the key card into the door slot, calling out as I slowly opened the door. “Hey, sleepyhead. Rise and shine, brother.”

I entered the darkened room and turned on the lights to find Puddin’s bed still made, and completely empty. It was clear he hadn’t slept here last night, and I wondered if he’d hooked up with someone after the show and ended up back at their place. 

I had to let Brandy know right away that Puddin’ was missing in action, so I pulled out my cell phone, and that’s when I saw the reflection of one of Puddin’s boots in the corner of the bedroom mirror. It was sticking out of the bathroom doorway, toes pointing to the ceiling. As I moved closer to investigate, I saw the boot was not empty. 

Puddin’ was lying on the bathroom floor. He was shirtless and his eyes were wide open. His skin was ice blue, and he was completely motionless. His left arm was tied off with his belt. The syringe that delivered the deadly dose still dangling from it.

* * *
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Melody

If pain is measurable, then the feeling just beyond absolute pain is numbness. The inky void where feelings no longer exist. A self-preservation mode that cannot, and will not, last forever but instead serves as a temporary refuge to those whose hearts have been shattered into a million pieces. This is where I was.

Train and I sat silently in a far corner of the reception hall. Puddin’s assorted friends and co-conspirators had gathered after the funeral and were busy swapping road stories and toasting to his memory. It’s what he would have wanted, but I wasn’t at a place where I could celebrate his life, when I felt responsible for his death.

I’d spoken a few words at the service, at the request of Puddin’s family but I barely remember what I said. I know I mentioned how happy he was to have reconnected with his daughter. She’d flown in from London, but I could barely look her in the eyes. I felt I’d let Puddin’ down and now she was without a father.

There must have been signs that he was using again. How could I have missed them? I played every conversation we’d had since the start of the tour over and over in my mind until I was delirious. I was probably too wrapped up in my own happiness to notice any cries for help.

We cancelled the next eight shows, and I was mentally prepared to axe the rest of the tour. I couldn’t imagine going back on that stage, looking to my left and seeing some stranger standing where Puddin’ should be. 

“Can I get you anything to eat?” Train asked.

I shook my head. “I’m not hungry.”

“You have to eat something, baby,” he said, tenderly.

“I will in a bit. I promise,” I said, but I was lying. I wasn’t hungry. Hunger required pain, and I wasn’t in pain. I was in the void. Train had been an absolute rock during all of this, but I knew he was also in pain. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah, honey, I ate,” he said. 

He wrapped an arm around me, and I fell against him, wanting nothing more than to curl up and hide somewhere alone with him.

“Hey there, Melly Belly.”

I gasped at the familiar voice, raising my head to see Beau ‘Bam Bam’ Nelson walking toward me, his wife, Lucy, right next to him, and his band behind him. 

I promptly burst into tears as I rose to my feet and fell into his arms. He caught me, wrapping me into a tight hug as I sobbed into his chest. One of the things I was the most proud of in my journey of self-discovery was the fact that I’d worked really hard to make amends with the people I’d hurt. No one made me do it. No life coach gave me ‘homework’ in an effort to help me grow. I’d just pulled my head out of my ass one day and realized I could no longer continue to treat people like they were disposable. 

Including myself.

And Bam was one of those people. Maybe one of the most important. I’d loved him. Deeply. But I’d treated him like shit and although I may not have been the one who’d leaked our sex tape, or even known there’d been a sex tape to begin with (that was all my mother’s doing, god rest her evil soul), I still had not treated him with the respect he’d deserved.

So, when I’d gotten up the courage to fly out to Seattle a few years ago, I’d been both surprised and humbled that he’d agreed to meet with me. We’d talked for four hours. All hatchets had been buried and our friendship had been set back on solid ground, something that we’d never had any issues with. We’d always been really fantastic buddies. He always understood the music and the pressure of touring, so I could talk to him on a level which meant we had a shorthand that made communication seamless for me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, hiccupping out the words. “Did you know Puddin’?”

“Never got the chance to meet him. I’m here for you, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re all here for you.”

I glanced over at Lucy who smiled gently. No sign of jealousy. Just all sweetness and love that was her. Bam had hit the motherlode with her.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hey, yourself.” She pulled me in for a hug, then the rest of Bam’s band, Roses for Anna, did the same.

I turned and held my hand out to Train who was now standing with hands crossed over his beefy chest watching me carefully. “This is Train.”

He raised an eyebrow, so I grabbed his arm and gave it a little tug. 

Bam held his hand out. “Nice to meet you, man.”

Train gave him a chin lift and shook his hand. “You, too.”

I slid my arm around his waist and held tight. “Are you sticking around for a bit?”

“Yeah,” Bam said. “We can stay for as long as you need.”

“Thanks, buddy. I really appreciate it.”

“On that note, can I borrow you for a sec?” Jimmy asked.

“Of course,” I said, releasing my death hold on Train and letting Jimmy pull me off toward the back of the room. 

He gave me another hug, then looped his arm with mine. “I know it’s a shit show right now and I know you’re probably getting pressure from the label to get back on the road, right?”

“Obviously. But it’s more about the crew. If we don’t keep going, they don’t get paid.”

“The label’s not paying them some kind of bereavement pay?”

“Two shows,” I said. “I’m covering the rest.”

“Fuck, Mel, that’s a chunk of change.”

“I want everyone to have the time to grieve, Jimmy. No one should feel like they need to perform when all they want to do is curl up into a ball and cry, you know?”

He smiled. “Yeah, I get it.”

“I can’t believe you guys dropped everything to come.” I smiled up at him, my tears threatening to spill again. “You know how much I love you, right?”

“Feeling’s mutual, honey. Which brings me to why we’re alone. I talked to the band, and they’ve given me their blessing. If you need me, I’m yours for the rest of the tour, or a little longer. We don’t go back out on the road until we head to Australia and New Zealand in November.”

Jimmy had filled in on occasion for me when Puddin’ had been out of town or the time his appendix had burst, so he knew my songs backwards and forwards.

“Oh my god, seriously?”

“Not the best timing, and there’s no pressure,” he continued. “Just throwing it out there if you need me.”

I threw my arms around his waist and hugged him tight. “Thank you. You have no idea how much pressure that takes off of me.”

“I’ve got my bass ready for whenever.”

I smiled up at him. “Okay, Jimmy. Thanks.”

He led me back to the rest of the group and I wrapped myself around Train again. 

“Everything okay?” he asked.

I nodded, giving him a squeeze, and we spent a little time catching up while Train sat stoically beside me saying nothing.

About an hour into our reunion, Train leaned over and whispered, “We should get you back to the hotel, baby.”

“I’m okay.”

“You’re exhausted,” he argued.

“Yeah, well, Puddin’s dead, so I think I can handle staying awake for a little while longer,” I snapped.

He said nothing, but his body locked beside me as he sat back in his chair. 

“I’m actually wiped,” Lucy said. “Do you mind if we call it a night?”

“Oh, of course not,” I said, pushing away from the table. “Sorry, you’ve had a long day.”

“We all have,” Lucy said, hugging me. “We’ll find some time to catch up tomorrow.”

“That sounds great,” I said.

Bam hugged me and then the group left me and Train alone, heading out to their awaiting cars. 

“We’re going back to the hotel now,” Train said.

“I’m okay,” I argued.

He slid his arm around my waist, leaning down and whispering, “I swear to Christ, woman, if I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here, I will. Do not test me.”

“Oh, really? You think you have the power to manhandle Melody fucking Morgan, America’s sweetheart, in front of all these people?” I hissed.

“You really wanna find out?”

“When did you turn into an asshole?”

“The second my woman decided she wanted to self-harm.” He gave me a squeeze. “Now, grab your shit and get your ass in the car.”

I snarled up at him, snagging my purse off the table and stomping toward the exit, not caring if he followed or not. Of course, I pasted on my best Melody Morgan smile as I said goodbye to mourners on our way out, making sure everyone knew I was available if anyone needed anything.

Train ushered me out to the SUV driven by Chip who drove us back to our hotel.
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Melody

I threw the car door open before the SUV even came to a full stop and made a mad run for my room. I heard my name being called behind me, but I ignored it, trying to shut out the noise of my brain, my heart, the world.

I made it to my room, quickly realizing I didn’t have my room key. “Fuck!”

I had to keep it together long enough to get behind closed doors, lest there be another incident akin to the great Melody Morgan meltdown of 2014 splashed across every tabloid known to man. I didn’t know if I had the emotional capacity for another stint in a psychiatric hospital, considering the last one nearly killed me. I shuddered at the thought of it.

“Ms. Morgan?”

I turned to the sound of the quiet voice and smiled at the elderly maid. “Hi. I seem to have lost my key.”

She held her master key up. “I can help you with that.”

“Bless you,” I breathed out.

She unlocked my door and I pushed it open, slinking inside, and almost falling to the ground...the grief far too much to bear. Unfortunately, I wasn’t alone for long.

“Melody,” Train’s deep and very annoyed voice growled behind me.

I shook my head, partly because I didn’t want to talk to anyone, but mostly because I couldn’t. I felt like my soul was being held together with chewing gum and shoelaces at this point, and one word out of my mouth might break me.

I heard him sigh, then the turning of my deadbolts echoed in the room before he was suddenly standing in front of me. “Baby.”

“Don’t,” I whispered.

He slid his hand down my arm and linked his fingers with mine. “You cannot, and, let me be crystal fucking clear, Melody, cannot run off alone like that.”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming.

“You hearin’ me?” he growled.

I met his eyes with a glare but didn’t audibly respond.

He studied me for a few tense seconds before his eyes softened, and he cupped my neck, his thumb sliding across my jaw. “Baby, I need you to promise me you’ll wait for me next time, okay?”

I closed my eyes, leaning against his hand, and nodding.

“Are you going to say more than one word?”

I shrugged.

I was livid.

And horny.

“I cannot believe you forced me to leave those poor people,” I growled.

“Baby, you’re practically falling over, you’re so tired,” he said. “You need time to grieve as well. You can’t take care of everyone else and neglect you. You’ll burn out.”

“He died on my watch.” I slapped my chest. “I should have been more diligent.”

“This isn’t on you.”

I shook my head. “I know.” I sighed, taking a deep breath. “Sorry I was so bitchy.”

“You weren’t.”

I forced a smile. “I was, but it’s sweet that you’re covering for me.”

I unzipped the dress I was wearing and let it fall to the floor.

“We’re not doin’ that, baby.”

“Not doing what?”

“We are not having sex.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because you just went from blank to sad to pissed to blank again and sex is your way to cope when your emotions are out of whack.”

I gasped. “How the fuck would you know that?”

“Baby, I’ve been paying attention to the things you’ve been telling me.”

“I never said anything about sex helping me cope.”

“No, but you’ve told me about your past. About the abuse you suffered while doing that kid show. Marrying shithead number one right after it ended. And it seems to me, with your past, you may have some impulse control issues.”

“So this is the time you choose to tell me everything that’s wrong with me?” I rasped.

“Nope, you don’t get to do that. Not with me.”

“What?”

“You don’t get to deflect. Let me be very clear here. I love you. Everything that I say to you is because I love you and I’m concerned about your wellbeing. I want you to succeed. We all do. But you can’t ice me out and you can’t make me your enemy just because you’re angry about Puddin’s death.”

“I have to ice you out. I have to ice everyone out. If I don’t, the pain will be too much.”

“I get it. But I’m here to put you back together when you break.”

“I don’t need you to do that. You can go back to your room now.” I dropped my head, focusing on my hands in my lap. “I’m good.”

“I am not leaving you like this, honey,” he countered.

“Just go, Nash.”

He smirked. I only called him ‘Nash’ when I was irritated with him. “No.” 

“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m your boss, and I’d like you to leave,” I sassed.

“You’re my boss on that stage.” He raised an eyebrow. “In here, we’re on the same level. But nice try.”

“Court—”

“Stop,” he ordered, and I bit my lip with a scowl. He slid his arms back, so he was cradling my hips, tugging me forward.

I reluctantly settled my hands on his shoulders.

“Talk to me,” he prodded.

“I can’t.”

“Okay, baby. I’m just gonna sit here with you until you can.”

“There’s nothing to say,” I continued.

“I know.”

“You seriously can go back to your room. I’m just going to shower and go to bed,” I said.

“I’m not going anywhere, Melody,” he repeated. “I’m crashing here tonight.”

I scoffed. “Well, that’s ridiculous.” 

“Is it?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to wiggle out from his hold. He held firm. “Train, I’m fine. I just need to rest.”

“Rest will come, honey,” he said. “But I’m gonna hold you while you do it.”

I frowned. “You really don’t have to do that. I’ve been alone a long time. I’m good at taking care of myself.”

“Never said you weren’t.”

“He was doing so well. I made sure he had a sober coach with him at all times. He was making his meetings.” I blew a breath out through my lips as I picked at my nail polish. “I mean, I’ve been around enough addicts to know that often times that’s how it happens, you know? Everything’s going great, then, bam, they OD. But that wasn’t Puddin’. He was really doing great. He and his daughter were talking again. He was happy. He was playing his ass off...” I blinked back tears. 

“Yeah, baby, I know.”

“He was like the big brother I never had. He was one of my best friends.” I met Train’s eyes. “What am I going to do without him?”

The second those words left my lips, I broke, and the floodgates opened. That’s when Train released me. But only long enough to scoop me up and carry me to the overstuffed chair in the living room of the hotel suite, sitting down and settling me on his lap before dragging a warm blanket over both of us.

In the cocoon of his arms, I buried my face in his neck, wrapping my arms around him and holding tight as I sobbed uncontrollably. Train said nothing. Just stroked my back as I let the pain and grief leave my body. Even if it might only be for a little while.

“I’m so mad at him right now,” I hissed out. “If he wasn’t dead, I’d kill him.”

“Yeah, baby, I know.”

“If he was having trouble, he could have talked to me.” I sat up slightly, slapping the tears from my cheeks. “And that fucking sorry ass excuse for a sober coach. I should have fired him sooner. I should sue him for wrongful death is what I should do.”

Train stroked my cheek. “It’s okay, baby. It’s natural for you to be angry, just be careful where you point that anger.”

“I know, but Bill should have caught whatever I missed.”

“I hear you, honey, but sometimes addicts slip. It happens all the time, despite everyone’s best efforts.”

I huffed. “But Puddin’ was so happy.” 

“I know, but, ultimately, do we really know people deep down if they don’t want us to see the real them?”

I bit my lip. “But I want to tell Bill he’s a fucking sorry ass excuse for a sober coach.”

“I’m sure you do,” he said. “But...”

I sighed. “He probably feels like shit, and I’d be piling onto someone who did his best, and ultimately, it was Puddin’s choice to put the needle in his own arm.” I flopped back against him. “Stop making me think logically when I’m angry.”

“I know. This is an illogical situation and it’s normal to be pissed that your friend died, especially when drugs are involved.” He held me tighter and stroked my hair. “You’re gonna get through it, but you’re not gonna do it alone.”

“I shouldn’t have called Bill a fucking sorry ass excuse for a sober coach. He’s a nice man.”

Train chuckled. “Baby, this is your safe place. You can say anything about anyone at any time and it will never leave my lips. I see you.”

I buried my face back in his neck. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

I closed my eyes. “Being nice.”

He gave me a squeeze and I kissed his throat. 

“Train?”

“Yeah, baby?”

“Will you fuck me now?” I whispered.

“No,” he whispered back.

I sat up, meeting his eyes. “Really?”

“But I’ll hold you.” He smiled. “All night if you want.”

I burst into tears again. “Really?”

“Yeah, baby. Of course.”

He carried me to bed, and I snuggled up close as I cried myself to sleep.

The next morning, I awoke curled up against Train, and I rolled to face him. 

“Mornin’, honey,” he said, kissing my temple.

I wrapped my arm around his belly and squeezed. “Morning.”

“How ya feelin’?”

“Sad, but better.” I kissed his chest. “Thanks for not bailing on me last night.”

“Bailing’s not in my DNA.”

“I think I need to go home.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “The Savannah shows are in three weeks, so I think we should just reschedule anything up until then. We can do the Savannah shows and use those as the launch point to loop back around to do the ones we’ve missed. It can give everyone a chance to take a break with a definitive ending point, spend time with their families and regroup, then get back to work.”

“Okay, baby, if that’s what you need, I think it’s a great idea. I can head back to Portland—”

“Not you,” I said, leaning up to meet his eyes. “Please don’t go back to Portland. Not yet, anyway. Will you come home with me?”

“Home to... where? Lyric and Doom’s place?”

“Well, no, I have a place in Savannah. But we’d spend time with them.”

“Hmm.”

I frowned. “Hmm, what?”

He rolled me onto my back. “Three weeks alone with you? With no obligations other than makin’ sure you’re fed, fucked, and felicitous?”

“Felicitous?”

“I needed a synonym for happy that started with an F,” he admitted.

“Well, I’m not sure happy is an option right now,” I said with a sigh, stuffing down the overwhelming need to cry again.

“We’re gonna get you there. We’re gonna get both of us there,” he promised, stroking my cheek. “You need to promise you’re gonna feel your feelings, okay?”

“I’m not used to feeling my feelings in public, Court.”

“I get that. But you don’t have to feel them in public, honey. Just with me. I’m gonna catch you. I promise. You are safe with me. Always.”

I cupped his face. “God, I feel that, honey. All the way to my soul.”

He smiled. “Good.”

“So you’ll come home with me?”

“Yeah, baby, I’ll come home with you. I gotta fill Hatch in on what’s goin’ on, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

I nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He kissed me. “Now, it’s time for me to fuck you then feed you.”

* * *
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Train

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” I asked for the tenth time, pulling the two cases of beer from the trunk of our rental car.

“Would you stop it. I’ll be fine,” Melody said. “You keep forgetting, I know half of the people in there. Doom is literally family.”

“It’s not so much the family part of family night I’m concerned about. What if there are people there we don’t know?”

“Then we’ll meet them,” she pointed out.

“And what if they freak out when they see you?”

“You think I haven’t been in that situation a million times before? Jesus, Nash you’re starting to sound like me.”

“I know, but I just don’t want you to feel like you have to be Melody Morgan tonight. We came to Savannah so you can be yourself and heal in quiet seclusion.”

Melody stopped me as we reached the front porch of the clubhouse. “I love you, and I love that you’re so concerned about me, but I promise you, no one here is going to bat an eyelash over me,” she said. “Now kiss me, then we can go inside where you’ll see I’m right.”

I did as I was instructed and leaned down for a deep kiss. “We could also get back in the car and drive back to your place,” I said.

Melody smiled and opened the front door, stepping inside to an immediate barrage of 

“Hey, there rock star!” and “Oh, my God. I can’t believe it’s you!” The clubhouse was a cacophony of applause, cheers, and whistles.

I grabbed Melody’s arm and pulled her back through the door and back onto the porch.

“See!” I hollered. “I fucking told you,” I said, pointing wildly at the door.

Melody laughed. It was the first real laugh I’d heard from her since Puddin’s death.

“What’s so funny?”

“They were cheering for you, dummy,” she replied with her million-kilowatt smile.

“What?”

Melody opened the door again, and the crowd went wild as she pushed me back inside. Plastered on the walls were banners and signs of congratulations with my name on them, complete with captions above them like, “Guitar God” and “Born to Ride, Born to Play.”

“We’re all proud of you, Train,” Doom said, coming forward to shake my hand. “On behalf of your brothers back in Portland, and everyone here in your new second home, we all want to congratulate you for kicking ass out there on the road and somehow managing to snag the second hottest Morgan sister,” he said with a wink to his wife, Lyric.

“Hey!” both Melody and Harmony protested in unison.

Harmony and Jaxon had flown in early so that Harmony could spend time practicing for the Savannah shows, but also so that the family could spend some much needed time together.

“Thanks, everyone. I don’t really know what to say. There’s been so much sadness lately, it’s nice to see so many smiling faces. Thanks for the warm welcome, we appreciate it,” I said, pulling Melody tightly to me.

“We got used to her bein’ around here a long time ago,” Alamo, the chapter’s Sergeant at Arms said, tipping his beer bottle to Melody. “We need a new celebrity to make a fuss about.”

“See,” Melody said with a chuckle. Patting my chest. She was then spirited away by her sisters for family time of her own. 

After the roar of the party had died down a bit, a group of us including Doc and Doom, the chapter’s President and Vice-President, along with Alamo, Rabbit, Shadow, and Caspar made our way outside to the firepit to enjoy some cigars from Doom’s personal humidor.

“Lemme get that for you,” Rabbit said to Caspar, as he tried to assist him in cutting the tip off his stogie. Caspar had recently lost his right hand during some unfortunate club business with a rising crime syndicate calling themselves the Beast. 

“Fuck off, Rabbit,” Caspar growled. “You know I can do more with this fucker than my other hand.”

Caspar’s nurse, Andi, was able to hook him up with her brother-in-law who owned one of the biggest pharmaceutical companies in the world, and he built Caspar a ‘bionic’ hand.

“Sorry, man, just tryin’ to help,” Rabbit said with a grin.

“All of us in Portland were really sorry to hear about what happened,” I said.

“Thanks, brother,” Caspar replied. “My doc’s workin’ on getting’ me fixed up with an even better robotic prosthetic. Apparently, I’m an excellent candidate since it was such a clean cut that took it off. The technology just keeps gettin’ better.”

The words clean cut made my sack shrivel. 

“I’m gonna be like Luke fuckin’ Skywalker, man,” Caspar said with a smile.

I admired his sense of optimism and feared I wouldn’t handle losing a hand quite so well. The thought of never playing guitar again was enough to raise my anxiety level a notch.

“You guys run into any more trouble lately?” I asked Doc.

“We’ve managed to lay low, but I don’t know for how much longer. The Beast is growing in numbers with every passing month. And it’s only a matter of time before the pot starts boiling over. Caspar’s hand was a clear message, but we don’t plan on backing down.”

“But we’re not looking to start a war either,” Doom said.

“We didn’t start jack shit,” Caspar said. “It was that psycho bitch, Daphne.”

“Are you still working with the Feds?” I asked Rabbit.

He nodded. “I do some work with Taxi from time to time,” he replied casually. “When he needs me.”

“Anything you can tell us?”

“The Beast isn’t going away any time soon. They’re well-funded, highly organized, motivated, and they are targeting small and medium sized dealers, traffickers, and thieves. Gobbling up vulnerable operations either by way of force or financial incentives. The Beast is offering protection and up-front capitol for any crew who throws in with them voluntarily. Several MCs across the country, including your old pals the Spiders are already in bed with them.”

“The Howlers, Jokers, and Predators have all reported feeling the Beast’s squeeze,” Doc said.

“Taxi and his team are working hard to shut the Beast down, but he’s fighting an uphill battle,” Rabbit continued. “His bosses view what’s happening as nothing more than a bunch of gangs fighting over the same street corner.”

“Why does the Beast give a shit about us?” I asked. “We’re not even one-percenters. We don’t run any grifts.”

“Not according to the intel the Spiders have given them,” Rabbit said. “They’ve got Daphne convinced that we’re secretly moving heavy weight.”

“Drugs?”

“Yup.”

“What a load of shit,” I said.

“The Spiders told Daphne we tried to run them out of Portland so the Dogs could control the meth trade in the area.”

“We ran them out to keep meth out of Portland,” I said.

“Sundance is dealing with them dealin’ in the skin trade and he’s had enough of it,” Doc said.

“These fuckers are trafficking?”

“Yeah. It came to a head when they tried to traffic one of their member’s kids.”

“Fuck me,” I breathed out.

“Yeah,” Doc seethed. “All I know is this shit’s gonna come to a head sooner than later.”

“It always does,” Alamo said.

“Until then, I suggest we enjoy these cigars, and raise our glasses to Train’s pal Puddin’,” Doc said. “The Beast’s time is comin’.”

The rest of the evening was spent catching up with old friends and swapping stories. After so much time on the road, it was nice being back on club soil, even if it wasn’t my home turf. 
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Melody

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My hands trembling as I removed my microphone from its stand. My pulse quickened as I moved closer and closer to the edge of the stage. Tonight was our first show since Puddin’s death, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I could never make it through the night alone. Fortunately, I wasn’t alone. Far from it.

“Hello,” I said, greeting the sold-out audience, who bathed me in applause, wrapping me in a deep embrace of sound and I paused to fully appreciate the moment. “Thank you all so much for coming here tonight,” I said as the arena quieted. “As you know, we recently lost a dear friend,” I said, choking up. “And I know he was loved by a lot of you out there. Especially you dads who’ve brought your daughters here tonight.” The sound of middle-aged male laughter rumbled throughout the audience. “Puddin’ wasn’t only our bandmate, he was our older, wiser, brother and we’ll all miss him for the rest of our lives.” The crowd erupted into applause again. “So, tonight, we’re going to do what he’d want us to do. We’re gonna play some music and I’ve brought some friends along to help me,” I said, introducing my band as they took their places on stage, then adding, “Please also welcome, from Roses for Anna, on bass, Mr. Jimmy Banks!” 

Again, the crowd roared in approval.

I looked over to see Train, in his place, his eyes locked onto me. “You’ve got this,” he mouthed, and I nodded back.

As we played through the set, I seemed to be working out the various stages of grief with every song. My emotions ranged from elation to sadness to furious anger. Puddin’ could never truly be gone because he lives inside all of us, but I already missed him so much. Jimmy was brilliant, and a natural fit for the band, but he wasn’t Puddin’ and that would take some getting used to.

I’d decided to turn tonight’s show into a benefit concert, with all proceeds going to several rehab centers across the country in Puddin’s name. Bam and Zeke from Roses for Anna joined us for a few numbers as well as other stars who’d flown in last minute like Stracey, Jason Maxx, and Brooks Martin. Best of all was the long-awaited return of the Morgan Family Singers. I swear it was like no time had passed at all when Harmony, Lyric, and I sang together, and the crowd ate every moment up with a spoon.

I looked out over the beautiful smiling faces in the crowd, then at my sisters and my band, and my heart felt like it was going to burst. I’d never felt so supported and loved in all my life. It was almost like Puddin’ moved on from being my big brother to my guardian angel and I felt safe.

We played two encores, then everyone gathered onstage for a rendition of “Amazing Grace,” which had been Puddin’s favorite religious song. Train’s acoustic was the only instrument while my sisters and I huddled around one microphone, and my guests and band sang beside us.

You could have heard a pin drop otherwise. 

“Sing with us,” I encouraged. “Just the voices.”

It was Savannah, the Bible Belt, so everyone in the room knew every word, and Train stopped playing as we backed off from the microphones and listened to the crowd sing out. I don’t think there was a dry eye in the room, including my own.

“Thanks, everyone. You’ve made tonight such a healing experience, and I really can’t thank you enough. I love you all. Please be safe. Goodnight!”

* * *
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Train

I followed Melody off the stage, the crowd still screaming for her even after essentially a third encore.

“You were amazing,” I said.

Melody had clearly given every ounce of her blood, sweat, and tears on that stage tonight.

“You too,” she panted.

“Let’s get you hydrated and out of those wet clothes.”

Arriving at her dressing room, I walked in before her, doing a sweep as she closed the door. We were alone, so she stripped out of her sexy dress, pulling on a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt, as I checked every corner of the room. 

“You’re clear,” I said.

“Thanks, honey.”

My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my pocket, frowning to see Doom’s text. “Doom’s waitin’ at the door. Security won’t let him backstage.”

She frowned. “What do you mean, they won’t let him in? His wife just sang with me on that stage.”

“I know.” I grabbed my walkie. “I’ll get Chip to handle it.”

“No. You go, honey, I’ll be good here for a few,” Melody said. “I need to shower anyway. I’ll lock the door.”

“Do not let anyone in,” I ordered. “And do not leave unless I’m here.”

“I won’t,” she promised.

I nodded, giving her a quick kiss, then stepping out of the room. I heard the click of the deadbolt and headed the short distance down to the security area where I met up with Doom.

“Hey, brother,” I said, shaking his hand, then pulling Lyric in for a hug before turning to the venue’s security. “Have you had your head under a fuckin’ rock for the last twenty years? This is Melody’s sister, numb nuts. Next time, pull your head outta your ass and call your supervisor rather than giving the star’s family shit. Got it?”

“Ah, yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

“Come on back,” I said as Lyric apologized to the man now sweating through his badly fitting security jacket.

“Baby, don’t apologize to him,” Doom said. “Train’s right.”

“Jesus, you two,” she breathed out, following us down the hall.

Once I got to Melody’s dressing room, I knocked on the door, but she didn’t answer, so I rapped louder. “Melody. It’s me. Open the door.”

Still no answer. 

I had been given a key by the venue, so I slid it in the lock, noting that the deadbolt was no longer bolted. “I’m coming in.”

Pushing open the door, I stepped inside, Doom at my back, his gun at his side.

“Melody?” I called.

I checked the bathroom, closet, every corner, every inch, there was no sign of her. I pulled my phone out and dialed her phone, but it went straight to voicemail.

“Fuck me,” I breathed out. “Where the hell is she?”

That’s when I noticed her wardrobe case was missing.

* * *
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Melody

I awoke in the dark with one hell of a headache. I tried to move but I couldn’t, and it took me a second to realize my body wasn’t in a very natural position.

Am I moving?

“Hey!” I screamed. “Help!”

I didn’t have enough room to flail arms or legs, so it’s not like I could bang on anything. All I had at my disposal was the sound of my voice. “What’s going on? Help!”

The motion stopped suddenly, and pain shot through my body as my weight shifted. It was then I realized I was trapped inside my wardrobe flight case, and whoever put me in her was wheeling me around.

“Shut the fuck up,” a muffled voice hissed.

“Who are you? Let me out!”

“Jesus, lady, shut up.”

“What do you want?” I demanded. “Do you know who I am? You won’t get away with this.”

“If you don’t want me to cut ya, you better shut the fuck up.”

He didn’t wait for me to answer, just carried on and we started moving again. I was now suddenly scared to death. I had no idea where I was, who I was with, or what the fuck was going on. I didn’t have my phone. It was still charging in the dressing room back at the venue, so there was no way Train could track me.

I needed to keep my wits about me. I had to try not to panic because I had no idea what was coming.

I shuddered, squeezing my eyes shut, and sending up a quick prayer to the universe in the hopes that Train would somehow find me and find me quickly.

* * *
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“Denny, what the hell did you go and do? What the hell is this?” a woman’s voice croaked out.

“She’s inside there, Mama,” Denny said, excitedly.

“You’d better not have hurt her too bad,” Mama hissed.

“Why are you gettin’ mad at me?” Denny moaned. “I went and got ’er, didn’t I?”

“Did anyone see you?”

“No, Mama.”

“Are you sure? Because I’ll tell the cops this was all your doin’ if we get busted because of some pain in the ass witness.”

“I hit her with the K, shoved her into the trunk and wheeled her right out the back door. No problems.” 

“You’d better hope not, and she better not be dead in there.”

Before anyone said anything else, bright light hit my eyes and I instinctively threw an arm over my face to block it, realizing I could move, and making a move to do so.

I didn’t get far. 

“Nice try,” Denny growled, grabbing my arms, and lifting me off the ground, slamming me roughly onto a chair. I couldn’t stop a groan as pain shot up my side. He then zip tied my wrists and ankles to the chair.

“Make sure they’re tight, boy. This one’s a runner,” Mama said.

“What do you want?” I asked looking up at my jailor. He was tall and skinny, with greasy, dark hair, and tattoos covering pretty much every inch of the skin I could see, including his face. Not to mention, what teeth he did have left in his mouth were either yellow or black. This young man had made some choices.

I glanced around to see I was in the parlor of an older home that had seen better days. Much better days. It had clearly been renovated in the 1970’s and never again since. The room was adorned with dark simulated wood paneling, complete with wall-to-wall Pepsi colored shag carpet, whether direct from the factory or from years of wear and tear, I didn’t know. I didn’t want to know.

An even younger girl pushed Denny aside and stood in front of me. “Oh my lord, Melody Morgan, it’s really you!”

“I know you,” I breathed out. “I saw you at Fanfest.”

“Step aside, Carrie,” Mama demanded.

It was then I realized the young girl was Carrie Harker. The one Gill had been arrested for grooming and having inappropriate contact with. She was the one who’d been stalking me at Fanfest.

The woman shoved Carrie aside and I saw the resemblance, so deduced this woman was her mother. Although, it appeared Carrie’s mother had also made the same choices Denny apparently had, there was no doubt they were all related.

“Mama,” Carrie whined. “I was talking to her.”

“You shut your spoiled little mouth. This is all for you, so you’d better show your Mama some goddamned gratitude, or you can spend the night in the hole.”

“Yes, Mama,” Carrie replied.

“What do you want?” I asked. My mouth dry.

“Well, I’m glad you asked,” Mama crooned. “Straight down to business. I like that.”

“I don’t really give a fuck what you like,” I rasped. “What do you want?”

My comment was rewarded with a hard slap across my face. I let out a hiss, unable to do anything else to ease the sting.

“Let’s try this again.” Mama scowled. “This time without any of your sass.”

I said nothing.

“Good,” Mama said. “Now that you understand who’s in charge here. I want you to hire Gill back.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You’re going to re-hire Gill Crenshaw and tell the cops that everything with Carrie was just a big misunderstanding.”

“You’re out of your mind. Why would I do that?”

“’Cause we’s got a little girl here who’s gonna marry him. And he promised her a record deal on the new label he’s starting. This girl here’s got talent and he’s gonna help make her rich and famous with all his connections.”

Carrie smiled wide and nodded. “I’m gonna be a star like you.”

“Honey, you’re fourteen,” I said.

“You were already famous when you was six,” Carrie said. “And Mama says I can have a car when I get rich. And Gill promised I can have my very own baby.”

“Jesus,” I hissed, glaring up at Carrie’s mother. “You cannot really mean to sell her to a man like Gill Crenshaw. He is a predator.”

“Of course he is, sweet cheeks. Why do you think I put Carrie onto him? I troll all the sites where these guys are.”

“You were pimping her out?” I asked in horror.

“All men are pigs,” her mother said. “Might as well find her a rich one. Give her a chance to buy a life.”

“It sounds like you’re selling her so you can buy more meth,” I snapped.

“Fuck you,” the woman snapped. “What do you know about anything? You come in here on your high horse judgin’ me.”

“You knocked me out and threw me in a wardrobe case, psycho. You kidnapped me and brought me to your... ah... home. There are no fucking horses here, high or otherwise,” I pointed out.

“This here is my house,” Denny said, puffing out his chest. “Mama gave it to me. She don’t live here no more.”

“I feel sick,” I ground out.

“Oh, that’s the K,” Denny said.

“The what?”

“Vitamin K. Ketamine. It helps you do what we want you to do. You’ll be alright in a little while.”

“Lerlene!” a gruff voice called from some other room in the house.

I rolled my eyes. Of course her name was Lerlene. How perfectly backwoods, and Deliverance was the name Lerlene Harker. 

Jesus. I was in hell.

Lerlene turned to her son. “Watch her while I deal with Barry.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Did you remember to get more gloves?”

“Yes, Mama. They’re right outside the door. Right next to Barry’s bucket.

“Good,” Mama said and stormed off.

Denny stared at me with dead eyes. His face frozen in a creepy half-grin.

“You really wanna see something, you should she Mama feed Barry,” he said.

What kind of house of horrors was this?

Lerlene had been gone for no more than a minute before Denny said, “I gotta drain my main vein.”

Lovely.

“Now, if you promise to be a good little girl and not to do anything stupid, I can go in the bathroom,” he said, undoing his belt buckle. “Or I can whip it out right now and piss all over your pretty face.”

“I promise,” I said, fighting the urge to gag.

“Promise what?” he asked, beginning to unzip his fly.

“I promise I’ll be a good girl,” I rasped.

“You’d better, ’cause this ain’t the only gun I got for you, bitch.” He grabbed his crotch before turning to Carrie. “You keep an eye on her, you hear? You holler if she so much as blinks funny,” Denny said to Carrie. “You, hear me girl?”

Carrie nodded and Denny went into the bathroom.

“I’m real sorry about my brother, Melody,” Carrie said. “He don’t know how to act when we got fancy company over. He thinks he knows everything about show business ’cause he works maintenance at the arena, but I think he’s lying about half of the music stars he says he met.”

“Honey, you need to help me get out of here,” I whispered.

“Oh, I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because then Mama will get mad. Plus, then she won’t help me marry Gill.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. Once I felt I could not say something I’d regret, I smiled up at her. “I think you can do better than Gill, Carrie.”

“Really? Like who?”

“Anyone, honey. Literally.”

“Bam Nelson?”

“What? No. Bam is way too old for you as well,” I breathed out. “Why don’t you date someone your own age? Isn’t there someone in your class you like?”

“They all look like Denny.”

I forced myself not to gag, once again. “Right. Well, life isn’t all about looks.”

“But you’re the prettiest singer of all of them.”

“Thank you. But I’d like to think I have a singing career because I worked really hard. Have you ever worked really hard at something?” I asked. 

“Last year, I came in third at the spelling bee.”

“See, that’s great. You’re using your brain.”

“Shit all good it did me. I lost on sphynx. Who the fuck cares about that cat lady from Africa anyway?”

“It’s in Egypt.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind, honey, sphynx is a hard word,” I said. I heard the toilet flush and grabbed Carrie’s hand. “Please Carrie. Will you help me?”

“I don’t know...”

Before she could finish her sentence, Denny walked out of the bathroom.

“What the fuck are you talkin’ to my sister for?” Denny demanded and backhanded me, before grabbing a roll of duct tape from the table and taping my mouth shut.
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Train

I rushed out of the dressing room and pulled Chip aside. “Did you put a tracker on Melody?” I demanded.

“What?” Chip scoffed. “No. She’s not a dog.”

“You’re right. She’s my woman, and I’m gonna get her back.” I turned to Doom. “She’s got my ring.”

He gave me a chin lift in understanding and pulled out his phone. A few years back, Savannah’s first lady, Olivia, had decided all the old ladies would wear necklaces with tracking devices on them so that if they were ever in any trouble, anyone within range could locate them.

Rabbit’s woman, Parker, decided the men needed the same level of protection as well, and since he was a genius with anything computer-related, he was able to develop a tracking device small enough to fit into the rings that most of us in the club wore. 

Of course, Maisie, decided this had to happen in Portland as well, so it did. This meant, the ring Melody had around her neck was the one that had a tracker in it. Our VP, Booker, had worked closely with Rabbit to make sure all the chapters cross pollinated so to speak, so we were covered around the country.

Now I just hoped to fuck it hadn’t been broken or fallen off because it was my only way of locating her. 

“No, Jax, she’s just gone,” Harmony snapped into the phone as she paced the hallway. Jaxon had been pulled away on a pressing case, so he’d had to miss the show. “Doom and Train are trying to track her now. Yes, please, call Dalton. Now.” She growled. “Then, I’m hanging up so you can do that.” She pulled her phone away from her ear. “He’s getting the Savannah office on it.”

“We won’t need them, Harmony. She’s in Pooler,” Doom said, looking at the tracker app. “1842 Sycamore Drive. That’s only ten minutes from here.” 

“My bike is parked in the loading bay with the trucks. It’s the closest to the freeway entrance. I keep a heater locked up in my saddle bag.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” Chip said, before turning to his lieutenant. “Call 911 and give them the address.”

“We’re coming with you,” Doom said, and Chip nodded.

I ran as fast as I could to the loading dock, my lungs on fire by the time I reached my bike. The frontage road leading to the freeway was completely clear, and I hauled ass into the Georgia night as my GPS led the way.

Driving through Pooler, it was clear to see the town was in rough shape. It made me think about the desperation of the people who live here, the kind of animal who took Melody, and what he could have done to her by now. I just hoped I could get to her in time before he could hurt her. Either way, whoever it was that kidnapped her wouldn’t have much longer to live once I got my hands on him.

I parked my bike a block away from the address, grabbed my gun from the saddle bag, and quickly made my way to the house. I quietly crept around the side, near a window. The window was covered with tin foil, so I couldn’t see a thing, but I heard raised voices coming from inside. None of them sounded like Melody’s but I knew she was in there. 

I moved to the front of the house, and carefully crept onto the porch. I put my ear to the front door and clearly heard a man’s voice yell, “What the fuck are you talkin’ to my sister for?” followed by a slap. My head was pounding. Every second that passed by felt like a lifetime. I had no idea how far behind me Chip and Doom were, but I couldn’t wait for them or the cops. I needed to get into that house now. 

I tried the doorknob, but it was locked. So I backed up a step and put the heel of my boot into the door, sending the deadbolt flying straight through the rotted doorframe. I raised my gun and entered.

Melody was in the center of the room, tied to a chair, her mouth taped shut, a tattooed psychopath stood behind her holding a 9mm to her temple. On the couch next to them was a young blonde girl.

“Come one step closer and you’re gonna find out what the inside of her head looks like,” the psycho said. 

I paused, trying to form a quick strategy when an old haggard looking woman ran in holding a spoon in one hand and a leash in the other. On the end of that leash was a full-grown man wearing only a diaper and bib. His face was covered in cream corn.

“What the hell is going on in here?” she screamed.

“I was about to ask the same question,” I said, my gun still aimed at the psycho.

“I told you, man. Drop your piece, or I’ll fucking shoot her,” he said.

“Are you okay, baby?” I asked Melody.

She nodded.

“I swear to God I’ll do her,” the psycho said through gritted, rotten teeth.

“You’d better do what Denny says, Train,” the old woman said. “Be a good dog and do as you’re told.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So, you know who I am and who I ride with.”

“That’s right,” she said, “I’ve become an expert on Melody Morgan. Where she is, who she knows, who she’s fucking.”

“If you know who I am, then you should know not to fuck with me.”

“Mama, tell him to stop pointing that gun at me,” Denny yelled, becoming more agitated.

“Train, you really do need to put that gun down before we have some sort of accident in here,” the woman warned.

“I’m scared, Mama,” Barry whined.

“You go on back to your crib and lay down. Mama will come in and read you a story soon.”

“You tell that freak to put his hands up where I can see them, turn around, and sit his diapered ass on the floor,” I said.

“It’s okay Barry,” the woman said, dropping his leash. “Remember our game, Simon says? Well, Train here is Simon, so put your hands in the air, turn around, and sit down like he said.”

“Sit the fuck down or Simon’s gonna ask you to whistle through the hole he puts in your lungs,” I warned.

“Squeeze that trigger and your girlfriend is dead,” Denny said.

“How about you let her go, and we all walk away from this? No harm, no foul.” I kept my voice as steady as I could, locking eyes with Melody, hoping she knew I was going to protect her at any cost. “What do you say?”

“I’d say you’re a man who’s in no position to bargain,” Mama replied.

“Is that so?” I asked. “It’s pretty warm in here. And what’s that I smell cooking in the kitchen? Smells like a little backwoods chemistry to me.”

“What the fuck is your point?”

“If you know who I ride with, then you know we have the ability to throw a wrench or two into your little meth factory here.”

“I got houses like this one all over town,” she cackled. “Plus, I don’t give two shits who you ride with, I’m with the Beast now. I’m protected.”

“If that’s true, you’ve only given me one more reason to ice you, right here and now,” I said. “Let her go.”

“Look here,” Mama said. “We don’t want to keep Ms. Morgan here any longer than we have to. In fact, all we want is for her to fire you, re-hire Gill, and tell the cops this was all a big misunderstanding. I don’t care if you wanna keep putting your dick in her after that, but I want Gill’s name cleared.”

“You’re out of your fuckin’ mind,” I said.

“No, son. I’m as smart as a whip and I snap even harder.”

“I swear if you hurt her, I’ll rain hell down on you.”

“Big talk from a big man,” Mama said. “I told you. You can’t touch me, but y’all already know I can touch you.”

“Sorry to break the news, but I’m kinda stepping on your whole kidnapping thing here.”

“I’m not just talking about her. I’m talking about the junkie,” Mama said, and my blood ran cold.

“What the fuck did you say?”

“That’s right,” Mama said. “It was easy to make it look like an overdose. Denny here may not look bright, but he knows all about chemistry. One little poke in the neck made the man compliant, and his veins were nice and ready for that fatal dose. Puddin’ didn’t know what hit him.” She sneered. “But don’t worry, we sent him off real happy.”

Melody’s eyes welled up with tears and my heart broke for her.

“Why?” I asked, fighting the urge to pull the trigger.

“Because I wanted to hurt Melody the way she hurt my little angel when she dragged the love of her life through the mud. But now that she knows what we’re capable of, she’s going to set everything right, or I’ll start going after her sisters.”

I was standing just inside the house, my body blocking the view outside from where Denny and Mama were. I could hear the faintest sounds of people moving behind me and deduced that Chip, Doom, and the others had arrived and were approaching the house.

“I’m gonna count to five and you’d better put that gun down on the floor or I swear I’ll kill her,” Denny said, and I believed him.

From my vantage point I could see Chip through an open window, located diagonally behind Denny and Mama.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m gonna put my gun down, but when I do, you take your gun off her and point it at me, okay?”

“Gladly,” Denny seethed.

Melody tried to object behind the duct tape, her words muffled.

“It’s okay, baby. They’re calling the shots,” I said, making eye contact with Chip, and slowly began lowering my gun, repeating, “They’re calling the shots. Calling the shots!” 

Chip took my cue just as Denny raised his gun at me. Chip’s bullet hit Denny directly in the back of the head, dropping him instantly. 

“Don’t fucking move,” I said, pointing my gun at Mama.

The young girl screamed, and I looked to see her covered in blood and tissue. At first, I feared she’d been hit in the crossfire, but it was all Denny’s.

Chip ran in and covered Mama while I freed Melody. Doom swept the house as sirens howled in the distance.

“It’s okay, sweetie. Look at me,” Melody said to the girl as soon as I cut her loose. “Just focus on me. Everything’s gonna be okay.” After everything that happened to her tonight, her only concern was for the well-being of this child.

“You shot my boy! You’re gonna pay!” Mama screeched.

“He got off easy. You’re gonna die in jail. I’m gonna make sure of it, after what you did to Puddin’,” I said.

“The Beast will make sure I don’t,” she said.

“You know something, lady? I’m about ready to rip the Beast’s fuckin head off and shit down her neck,” I growled.

“A-fuckin’-men.” Doom said.

“I’ll walk, just you wait and see,” Mama said.

“If you do, it’ll be with a limp. Simon says, take a knee,” I said, firing a single shot through her left kneecap, sending Mama toppling to the ground, screaming, and writhing in agony. “That’s for Puddin’, bitch.”

I slid my gun back in its holster, rushing back to Melody, and wrapping my arms around her. “Let’s get you the fuck outta here.”

* * *
[image: image]


Melody

I heard sirens in the distance as Train guided me toward the front door of the house. I buried my face against his shoulder, trying to block out the sight of carnage.

“Get her back to the barn. You don’t need to be here for this. But go quick,” Doom said. “Dalton’s on his way, he’ll coordinate with local PD.”

“Dalton’s FBI, baby,” Train explained.

“I want to go home,” I said.

“Safer at the barn,” I countered.

“Doc can look you over, sweetheart. You’ll have privacy,” Doom said.

“Can you ride?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I can hold on.”

Train didn’t have an extra helmet, so he gave me his, even against my protests, but my safety always came first. Once I was safely behind him, we headed back to the safety of the compound, and I didn’t begin to fully relax until we pulled through the giant gates that guarded the property.

Train parked his bike and I suddenly found myself surrounded by my sisters, practically pulled off the bike and into their loving arms as we made our way inside.

“I’m okay,” I said.

“Doc needs to look at that cut on your lip,” Lyric said, calling out, “Doc?”

“Back here,” he responded.

“I’m fine,” I argued.

Train slid his hand to the small of my back. “Doc’s gonna check you over, Wart. No arguments.”

I faced him. “I just need to lie down.”

“And you will,” he promised. “As soon as I know you’re okay. Physically.” He leaned down and whispered, “I’m gonna take care of the emotional stuff the second he’s done.”

I nodded, leaning against him. “Okay.”

We made our way to the makeshift clinic at the back of the clubhouse, and Doc checked me over. The cut on my lip required two stitches, but it was a quick fix, and he was good with a needle, so I was able to escape to one of the rooms upstairs less than an hour after arriving at the barn.

Once I was finally alone with Train, I took a quick shower, careful not to get my face wet, then curled up with him in bed, the events of the night finally hitting me.

“They killed Puddin’,” I whispered, settling my head on his chest.

He gave me a squeeze. “Yeah.”

“He didn’t OD.”

“No.” Train stroked my back.

“I wish you’d shot Mama in the face.”

“She’s gonna get what’s comin’ to her, Wart. You don’t need to worry on that front.”

I met his eyes. “Justice justice, or biker justice?”

“Do you care?”

“Honestly?” I snuggled close. “No.”

“That’s my girl.”

“How did you find me?”

“My ring.”

“Your ring?”

“It’s got a tracker in it. Maisie insisted on all of us havin’ them. The women have necklaces, and you’re gonna have one too. Gettin’ it made now.”

“You are?”

“Fuck, yes, I am.”

“But I don’t want to give the ring back,” I said petulantly.

He chuckled. “You can keep it, honey. I’m sure she’s aware I don’t have it and has got another ready for me.”

“She’s that protective?”

“You’ve met her, you tell me.”

“Okay, you got me there.” I grinned. “I do adore that woman.”

“Same.”

I sat up slightly, tugging on his beard. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Will you marry me?”

“Absolutely fuckin’ not.”

I frowned. “What, why not?”

“For a number of reasons, the least of all being, I’m a traditionalist at heart and would want to be the one to propose,” he said. “But, mainly, because I seem to recall you have a pattern of marrying men during times of chaos.”

“Your point being?”

Waving his arm around the room, he said, “Chaos... we have just escaped from the mouth of chaos itself.”

“Yes, but even if that has been my pattern, I’m not who I was back then, and you are nothing like those other men. Trust me when I say that.”

“Baby, I do trust you, but I also trust data and the data says if we do something impulsive, this will go up in flames and I love you too much to let this burn.”

“And I feel the same way,” I said. “That’s why I want to get married.”

“Love isn’t a big enough reason to get married.”

“What bigger reason is there?” I challenged.

“Love is only the start,” he said. “To get married means you want to start a foundation, and in my mind, a family.”

“Don’t you think I want those things too?”

“I don’t know, we haven’t even talked about it. This is what I’m saying.”

“So, you don’t want to marry me?”

“That’s not at all what I’m saying,” he argued. “I just want us to understand each other more before we make that kind of commitment, because unlike those other assholes, when we get married, I’ll never let you go.”

“You said, when.”

“I did,” he confirmed. “But I’m not asking you until I have a proper ring and have signed whatever the fuck your sister and your six other attorneys want me to sign.”

“Oh,” I breathed out, blinking back tears. “But you want to marry me?”

“Oh, not just want to marry you, Wart. I’m gonna marry you,” he said, rolling me gently onto my back. “And I’m gonna put babies in that belly, and I’m gonna fuckin’ love you until you’re a legend just like Dolly Parton.”

I cupped his face and laughed. “I could never reach Dolly status.”

“You’re already there in my book, beautiful.” He smiled, leaning down to kiss me sweetly, careful of my cut. “I love you, Melody. More than all the stars in the sky.”

“I love you, too, Courtland Nash. More than all the planets in the universe.”

Before anything interesting could happen, however, my sisters pounded on my door.

“We want the baby,” they yelled through the door.

I snorted. “They have always been the worst cockblocks.”

Train chuckled, knifing off the bed and pulling open the door. My sisters rushed in and jumped onto the mattress with a squeal, wrapping their arms around me.

“Oh my god, we were so scared,” Harmony said.

“Seriously,” Lyric agreed. 

“Where are your husbands?” I asked.

“Doom’s helping button everything up with Dalton,” Lyric said. “He should be home in a couple of hours. Sky’s watching the kids.”

“Jaxon’s flight should be landing in an hour,” Harmony said.

Train leaned on the bed and kissed me. “I’m gonna grab a beer. Spend some time with your sisters. I’ll be back.”

“Okay, honey.”

He walked out the door and my sisters arranged the pillows against the headboard so we could lean against it. I was in the middle, Lyric on my left, Harmony on my right, as I filled them in on the events of the kidnap and everything that had happened from the second I’d left the stage.

As my family surrounded me, I was humbled by the fact that I had been given so much despite the fact I didn’t deserve it and I vowed I’d never take any of it for granted. 

Train walked back into the room an hour into my reunion with my sisters, as my eyes were drooping and he very sweetly kicked them out, locking the door behind them. 

Shutting off the lights, he climbed into bed beside me and pulled me close. “I love you, baby.”

“I love you too, honey.”

I fell asleep, knowing that as long as I was with him, I was safe. I’d found my refuge and it was beautiful.
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Melody

One year later...

“Thank you all for coming,” I said to the crowd. “Puddin’ would have both loved this and told me to stop making a fuss.”

The crowd laughed, followed by loud hooting and applause. It was the Second Annual Edgar Puddin’ Daily Foundation Benefit, held every year in Savannah, and it was a packed house. My sisters and their families were here, and we’d already sung together. I swear, I looked forward to that part most of all. They were now backstage watching the final part of the show.

“As you know, Puddin’ was taken from us a little over a year ago, and we lost one of the greatest musicians and even better humans. I am so honored to have a few special guests here tonight. All the way from London.” I turned stage left and smiled at Puddin’s daughter, standing in the wings. “I’d like you all to meet Elli Daily, Puddin’s daughter.”

Elli walked onto the stage, waving as the crowd went wild.

Before I could introduce her kids, Elli’s four-year-old daughter, Pippa, decided to run after her, curtsying and blowing kisses as she did. Instead of running to her mom, however, she ran to me, so I scooped her up and she wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. 

The crowd went wild and let out a collective, “Awww.”

Her seven-year-old son, Mason, walked out once I waved my arm inviting him onstage and I grinned. “These are Elli’s amazing kids. This is Pippa, and this is Mason.”

The crowd clapped again. I met Mason’s eyes and he nodded so I set Pippa on her feet, grabbed my microphone, and led Mason over to Jimmy.

“We have a special treat for all of you,” I announced. “Mason has agreed to sit in on bass while we play one of Puddin’s songs for all of you!”

Jimmy’s bass tech handed Mason a bass and helped him get set up with monitors as I continued to talk to the crowd. 

“This song has a special place in my heart,” I said. “It’s one of the ones we all played with Train when he first started with us.” I made my way to my man, and he grinned at me, leaning down to kiss me quickly as I patted his chest with my left hand, now sporting a giant rock. 

Train had in fact proposed, in a huge way, after he signed every fucking piece of paper my lawyers put in front of him. It was at our rescheduled concert in Chicago, on live television in front of millions of people. It had been perfect.

Of course, I made sure Lyric read everything before he even saw them because there was no way in hell I wanted him ripped off in the prenup. My man wasn’t an idiot and had his own legal counsel go through them, making a few changes of his own, which meant, we were starting our marriage on very solid ground.

Pippa walked back over to me and tapped on my leg. The crowd laughed as I hunkered down beside her. She had little protective earphones on, so I pulled one gently off her ear. “Yes, baby?”

I pointed the microphone toward her. “Can I sing Grandad’s song, pwease?”

“You bet,” I promised, standing, and talking into the mic. “Can we get Elli and Pippa mics, please?”

“Oh, I’m fine,” Elli argued. “I’ll just wait over here.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “The more the merrier.”

But she was already behind the curtain waving her hands. I glanced back at Mason. “Are you ready?”

He nodded, and I grinned.

“She’s a Thief,” I announced, holding my hand out to Pippa. “Can you count us in, baby?”

She put the microphone to her mouth and counted, “One, two, free, four,” just like her grandpa and I nearly burst into tears as the band started up the song.

As we sang the song, my mind seemed to wander to the past year. 

Mama and her entire meth enterprise had been taken down by the feds. It was probably a drop in the bucket because the skin trade was an epidemic, but at least she and her cohorts were off the street.

I had arranged for Carrie to get some help and she was now in a facility out in Maine, getting heavy duty counseling, and with a foster family that Train had personally had vetted. How he did that, I don’t know, but I’d found asking fewer questions suited me just fine when it came to him and how he got shit done.

My contract had come to an end with Red Banana Records, and rather than renewing, Train had encouraged me to go out on my own. Something I’d never done before. Together we had cowritten the entirety of my new album, with Train pushing me to dig deeper and explore my personal feelings more than I ever did before. His encouragement as a producer not only garnered the best album I’d done to date, but Train was nominated for a Producer of the Year Grammy. Unfortunately, he lost to Jens Bjornsson, Swedish pop wonderkind who produced Stracey’s last album. So, if we had to lose, at least, we lost to a friend.

Ant had wormed his way deep into our lives. In fact, he had decided not only to continue to roadie for me, but he’d also asked to prospect for the Dogs of Fire. Train took him on, and he was now a constant part of our world.

Our first date back after Chicago, Train had finally gotten his revenge on the rest of the band. He’d worked with Jerry from Centaur Guitars to replace everything on the stage with white instruments. We’d done sound check, then when we’d headed back to get ready for the show, the band’s techs had done a quick replace of every instrument, microphone, cord, stand, cymbal, anything on the stage... except Train’s guitar.

It was well-executed, well-played, and the rest of the band didn’t know what the hell to do with themselves as they gathered up their instruments for the show. But it garnered Train street cred, and no one ever fucked with him again. Even Rod finally thawed and accepted him into the fold.

Puddin’ would have loved it.

The Pelham blue guitar was now Train’s. I’d surprised him with it the night he’d proposed. Jerry had in fact had a price, and that price had been advertising. I was happy to comply if it meant my man got the guitar of his dreams.

As the final line of the song was about to come up, I covered Pippa’s ears with both her earphones again and yelled, “Everyone sing!”

“And throw away the fucking key!” the crowd sang together before the band came crashing down on the final chord.

Pippa let out a squeal of excitement and started jumping up and down as she clapped her hands. Oh my god, my uterus contracted with need as I smiled back at Train. He raised an eyebrow at me, and I bit my lip. 

Babies were definitely next on the agenda.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Mason Daily on bass, can we give him all a round of applause?”

The crowd went wild as the tech took Mason’s bass and he made his way to the front of the stage. 

“And Pippa on vocals.”

Mason took a bow and then Pippa grabbed his hand and curtsied. Elli came out and ushered her kids off the stage as the crowd went wild. 

I introduced the band, then performed two more encores before finally heading off the stage for good. It was party time. 

And that party time would be at the Dogs of Fire clubhouse.

Train followed me into the venue dressing room, locking the door behind us, and pulling me into his arms. “You were fuckin’ awesome, as always.”

“Back atya, honey,” I said, tugging on his beard. “That was so much fun.”

“Don’t think I didn’t see you beggin’, either,” he said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Begging?”

“For one of those babies.”

“Oh, yeah.” I grinned. “Are you okay with me going off my pill?”

“Fuck, yeah, I am.” He leaned down and kissed me. “Starting today.”

I shivered. “Oh my god, okay, I’ll get right on that.”

“Right. We’ve got about twenty minutes before someone comes lookin’ for us. I’m gonna fuck you in that shower, then we’re gonna ride on over to the barn.”

“Yes, sir.”

He grinned, kissing me again, giving my bottom a smack. “Later, I’m gonna spend a little more time and take that.”

“Yes,” I hissed out and led him into the private bathroom.

As we prepared to celebrate the last year, I held onto the wonder of it. Even in the sadness, Train had made everything okay. 

“Love you,” Train said, as we walked out to his bike.

“Love you, too, honey.”

He kissed me gently, then we climbed onto his bike and headed toward the club. My life forever changed and set to a new path of love, hope, and glory.
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Flash

My father is the beloved president of the Dogs of Fire MC out of Portland, Oregon and I am a faithful member of the club. But I’m torn between the love of my career and the responsibilities of my club. What I hadn’t expected was a long-lost love to crash back into my life and turn it upside down. 

Tate

I have been in love with Flash Wallace since I was young... but he broke my heart into a million pieces and seems to think he can waltz back into my life like nothing happened. The problem is, I want to believe all his pretty words and go back to the way things were before our bond was broken.

Do I trust my head and keep my distance, or go with my heart and let him back in?

PROLOGUE

Flash

Sixth Grade, 12 Years Old...

I heard Dad’s pissed-off footsteps on the stairs and scowled. I was currently sitting cross-legged on my bed, trying to text Tate.

Unsuccessfully.

Dad knocked, then pushed the door open. “Phone down, bud.”

I dropped the phone on the nightstand and settled my chin in my hand as Dad sat beside him on the bed. “What’s goin’ on?”

“Nothing.”

Dad nodded to my phone. “Do I need to ground you from textin’ Tate?”

“She grounded herself,” I grumbled.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s not talking to me, Dad, okay?”

Dad raised an eyebrow. “What did you do?”

“Nothing.”

“Swear to God, kid, you keep up with this ‘nothing’ bullshit, I’m gonna sell your bike.”

I glared at him. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would. Start talkin’. All of it.”

“A girl at school’s in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Her dad hits her.”

Dad fisted his hands in his lap. “And why’s Tate not talkin’ to you?”

“Because I’ve been skipping our study group to help Madison.”

“Madison’s the girl who’s gettin’ hit?”

I nodded. 

“Has Madison told her teachers what’s goin’ on?”

“No. And she swore me to secrecy, but now I’ve told you, so I’ve betrayed her confidence.”

“You like this girl?”

“Yeah.”

“Tate jealous about that?”

Flash shrugged. “I don’t think so. She’d probably tell me if she was. She tells me everything. Even stuff I don’t wanna know.”

“I guess that’s what best friends are for, huh?”

“I don’t mind,” he said, running my finger over the comforter distractedly. “I just wish she wouldn’t be pissed about me helping Madison.”

“Bud, your grades come first. Tate’s obviously just lookin’ out for you, and if this Madison girl is gettin’ hit by her dad, that’s adult shit you shouldn’t be takin’ on.”

“No one else will help her.”

“Flash, that’s not true. Her teachers will help her.”

“Well, she doesn’t want to tell them and I’m not a snitch.” I huffed. “Forget it. You don’t understand.”

“I understand more than you think.”

I reached for my phone, but Dad grabbed it before I could. “I’m keepin’ this for a few days.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re grounded until you get your grades up.”

“That’s not fucking fair.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Watch your mouth.”

“Why should I?” I snapped. “You swear all the time.”

“Jesus, kid, what the hell’s goin’ on with you?”

I shook my head, dragging my hands through my hair. 

“Talk to me, Park.”

“There’s no point.”

“Outside of school, you’re in this house until your grades are up.”

“Whatever,” I said, and Dad left me to wallow for a bit. I flopped onto my back and stared at the ceiling, my life spiraling. Tate was really mad at me, and she never got mad at me. I just hoped I could fix whatever I broke.

I didn’t have much time to sulk, however, because Dad walked back in. 

“I don’t want to talk, Dad,” I said.

“I get it, bud, but we’re gonna anyway. Sit up.”

I did as Dad asked, begrudgingly, and Dad sat in my computer chair and leaned forward. “I know who Madison’s dad is.”

“Okay.”

“He makes dirty movies.”

“Yeah,” Flash said, staring at my hands. 

“Is he tryin’ to make Madison do shit she doesn’t want to?”

“How did you know?” I asked, then groaned. “You just figured it out, huh?”

“Yeah, bud, I did. That’s a lot of stress on you, Flash. I can see why you’ve been fallin’ down on your grades. She really needs to tell her teachers.”

“She doesn’t want to tell the teachers because they’ll put her into foster care again. Her mom just got her back and she’s afraid they’ll take her away for good this time.”

“Did she tell her mom what’s been goin’ on?”

“Her mom just gets mad at her and tells her to quit flirting with him. It’s so gross, Dad.”

“Okay. Look, I’m gonna give you some leeway here because you’re helpin’ a friend and that’s what we raised you to do, but you’re still grounded until you get your grades up.” Dad handed me my phone. “You can have this back for now, but if she’s not willin’ to tell a teacher what’s goin’ on, then you need to.”

“I’m not a snitch.”

“Then I’m gonna talk to Auntie Payton.”

Payton was the principal for the elementary school most of us kids attended.

“I’m okay with you talking to Auntie Payton,” he said. “That’s actually a good idea.”

“I know it is. Now, you might want to apologize to Tate and smooth things over with her.”

“She’s just gonna grill me for information.”

“Well, then you need to figure out how to stay strong and not tell her if that’s what you feel you need to do.”

I stared at my phone. “Yeah.”

“Park, look at me.”

I met his eyes and Dad smiled. “I’m real proud of you, son. I’d like you to talk to me first in the future, but I get that you were helpin’ a friend, and that means somethin’.”

Dad left me and I went to find my mom. She was in the kitchen, and I immediately went to her, wrapping my arms around her waist.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I said.

“All forgiven, cherub.”

“I’m gonna go get my grades up now.”

She cupped my face. “I love you to the moon and back, Parker.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

I headed upstairs and pulled out my phone. Time to fix things with Tate. 

* * *
[image: image]


Tate

“She’s such a slut,” I hissed, sobbing against my mom. “Why won’t Flash see that?”

“Sweetie, let’s try not to be cruel in our sadness, okay? Calling someone a slut is unkind.”

“Well, she is.”

“Honey, she’s eleven—”

“She’s twelve,” I corrected.

“Even at twelve, Tate, if she’s doing things with boys that maybe she shouldn’t, it’s because she’s being abused. You need to have some grace.”

I scowled at my mother. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“Baby, I am on your side, but if you lower yourself to being a mean girl, you’re no better than she is.”

“But, Mom, Flash is gonna fail all his classes if he keeps letting her boobs dictate his life.”

Mom stroked my hair. “Flash will figure it out, Tate, but at the end of the day, you need to worry about who or what’s dictating your life.”

“Well, it’s not her boobs, I’ll tell you that.”

Mom chuckled. “Flash is your best friend, and I’m sure he’ll apologize when he’s ready, but try to remember that both of your bodies are flooding with hormones and—”

“Oh my god, Mom, gross. I don’t want to know about Flash’s hormone flood.”

“Fair enough.”

My phone buzzed on my nightstand, and I glanced at the screen. “It’s Flash.”

“I’ll leave you to take the call. Then come down for some ice cream, okay?”

“Okay, Mom. Thanks.” I answered the call. “Hey, French Fry.”

“Hey, Tater Tot.”

We sat in silence for a few seconds and then I heard his sigh through the phone.

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” he said.

“Sorry you didn’t listen because Madison’s a slu...” I caught myself and channeled my inner kindness, limited though it was. “...um, a not so nice person, or because you got an ‘F’ on your test?”

“Can it be both?”

I shrugged. “I guess so.”

“I don’t want you to be mad at me anymore.”

“I never wanted to be mad at you in the first place,” I pointed out. “If I’m really your best friend, shouldn’t you listen to what I have to say before Madison shoves her boobies in your face?”

“But... they’re boobs.”

I glanced at my still flat chest and wrinkled my nose. “Gross, Parker.”

He chuckled. “Sorry.”

“I have to go.”

“Wait,” Flash said. “Seriously, I’m sorry. I promise I’ll be better about listening to your advice, okay?”

“Actions speak louder than words.”

“I know. I swear at god.”

I sighed. 

“Swear at God” was an expression used only between me and Flash. Sacred words born from a childhood pact.

––––––––
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When we were little Flash would come to my house every day to play. We weren’t school age yet, so our days were filled with seeing which of us could swing higher on my swing set (usually me) or ride our bikes faster (always Flash). His mother always said Flash was born on wheels. He was only two when he learned to ride a bike and never once used training wheels. His pride and joy, until recently, had been his first 50cc mini-bike. It was a Christmas present and his first step to being a grown-up biker like his dad.

One day when Flash did come around to play like usual, I walked over to his house to find him alone in his back yard crying. His face was covered in muddy mixture of gardening soil and tears.

“What’s wrong, Flash?” I asked, planting my knee in the dirt beside him. “How come you’re out here by yourself?”

“I have to pull all the weeds in the whole backyard,” he said, pointing to an already overflowing bucket full of weeds.

“How come?” I asked.

“Because I lost my new mini-bike,” he said, unable to hold back another torrent of tears.

“Lost? How?”

“I rode it over to Julian’s house to play video games and didn’t lock it up. Then, when I came out, it was gone.”

“Well, if it’s lost then I can help you find it. Come on,” I said with all the confidence of a junior detective about to set out on her next case.

“I can’t,” Flash sniffled. “I’m supposta stay back here until all the weeds are gone and learn how to be...more...sponsible... with my things.” Flash was sobbing now.

I’d seen Flash cry after falling off his bike, or when Artax sank into the swamp of sadness in The NeverEnding Story, but never like this.

“It’s okay. I’m sure your parents know you didn’t mean to lose your bike,” I said, patting his back.

“It’s not that,” he cried.

“What is it, then?”

“It’s a secret,” Flash replied, looking around to make sure no grownups were nearby.

“You can tell me your secret,” I said.

“You have to swear to god you won’t tell anyone,” he demanded.

“I’m not supposed to do that,” I whispered. “Mom says it’s bad.”

“Well, then I’m not going to tell you the secret.”

I bit my lip and sighed. “Okay, fine, but don’t tell anyone I did.”

“I won’t.”

I dropped my head back, looked up to the heavens, and timidly squeaked out, “Shit.”

“What are you doing?”

“Swearing at god,” I replied.

“What?”

“I know that word is a swear because my dad says it whenever he’s fixing something around the house and Mommy told me not to repeat it.”

“No, swear to god, not at god. That’s a different kind of swear.”

“Well, what do you know?” I asked, the flush of embarrassment burning my cheeks. “But now that I’ve done it, you have to. Or else God will just think I’m mad at him or something.” 

“Okay fine,” he said. “But once we’ve both sworn at God, then you can never tell anyone my secret, okay?”

I nodded.

Flash looked around once more to make sure the coast was clear and whisper shouted, “Fart.”

I giggled. “I don’t think fart is a swear word.”

“Okay, then. I have a good one,” he said, before his launching his second attempt at blasphemy up to the clouds. “Asshole.”

“What does that mean?” I asked, my eyes as wide as saucers.

“It’s what mommy calls the other drivers when we’re in the car.”

“Okay, now that we both sweared, what’s your secret?”

Flash looked down and whispered, “I didn’t lose my bike.”

“You didn’t?” I asked excitedly. “That’s great. Just tell your parents and we can go play.”

Flash shook his head. “I didn’t lose it, but I don’t have it either.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“I didn’t forget to lock it up at Julian’s house. Someone... ah... took it from me.”

“Who took it?” I asked, but I already knew the answer. 

“S...Scott Benson,” Flash said.

Scott was the youngest of the four Benson Boys. A group of serial bully brothers and constant menace to everyone our age. No playground or park was safe.

“Why didn’t you tell your parents? Why did you tell them it was your fault?”

“Because I didn’t want them to know,” he replied.

“Why? Your parents could talk to Scott’s mom and get your mini-bike back. Plus, then you won’t be in trouble anymore.”

“I’ll be in more trouble with Scott if I tell on him to a grown up.”

Flash’s words made me sad, but I understood his logic. He may have been right. Pulling weeds was better than getting punched in the mouth, but Scott stealing Flash’s prized possession was crossing the line, and if Flash wasn’t going to get a grownup involved, justice would have to be served by a kid. 
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My older brother had been that kid, returning Flash’s bike without any parents ever being the wiser. Scott had come to school the next day with a busted-up lip and never bothered Flash again.

“Wanna come over for dinner and video games tomorrow night?” he asked, pulling me from my memory.

“I’ll ask my parents, but that sounds fun.”

“We can do it Saturday if that doesn’t work,” he added.

“Mom’s taking me and Hay to the Melody Morgan concert.”

Melody Morgan was the be all and end all for me and my sister and no one was going to get in the way of us getting to her concert. Not even Flash Wallace.

“Oh yeah, I forgot. Cool. See you tomorrow,” he said. “Bye.”

“Bye.” 

I hung up, then headed downstairs for ice cream.

CHAPTER ONE

Flash

Present Day...

I walked into the house just as my younger brother, Jamie, jogged down the stairs. “Hey.”

“Hey, Flash,” he said. “How’s your bike?”

I chuckled. “It’s runnin’. Dad’s gonna need to help me with the fine tuning.”

I was restoring a 1974 Harley-Davidson Shovelhead and it had been in rough shape when I found it. Luckily, my dad could fix anything and had taught us all to do the same, so working on it had been more fun than pain. But now I just needed Dad’s magical powers to get it sounding right. It was currently sitting in the club garage just begging for road time.

“Flash?” Dad bellowed from upstairs. “That you?”

“Yeah, Pop.”

“Gotta make a run to Freddie’s for your mom. Need to look at the bike later.”

“Sure,” I said. “She doin’ okay?”

“Cold’s kickin’ her ass,” he said. “And she doesn’t want to stay the fuck in bed.” He turned his head and yelled the last bit toward their bedroom.

“Sod off!” she yelled back, followed by coughing.

My mother was British. High-class all the way... until she wasn’t. She could swear better than any of us, but it never sounded wrong with her English accent. 

Dad grinned. “Love you too, Sunshine.”

He pulled his long hair back and continued down the stairs. 

“You takin’ your bike or the truck?” I asked. “I’ll tag along if you’re in the cage.”

“’Course, bud,” Dad said. “I’ll grab my keys. Jamie, make sure your mother stays put.”

“Fuck me,” he grumbled, dragging ass back up the stairs. “I should get hazard pay.”

Dad and I shared a chuckle, then he swapped keys, and we headed out to his truck. Truth be told, my brother was a mama’s boy through and through. 

“You hear from Tate yet?” Dad asked as we drove.

“No.”

Tate had gone off to college three years ago. Then she pretty much ghosted me, and I could really only blame myself. But that was a story for another day, and certainly not one I was gonna share with my pops.

“She still pissed at you?” Dad asked as he pulled into the parking lot.

“Why would you think she was pissed at me?” I frowned. “I could be pissed at her.”

He slid into a parking space and faced me. “Oh, yeah? What’d she do to make you pissed at her?”

“Nothing.” I sighed. “I’m pretty sure I fucked up.”

“You wanna fix it?”

“I think I kinda left it a little too long,” I admitted.

Dad smiled. “Bud, you two have been joined at the hip since you met. You weathered all that Madison drama and came out on the other side.”

I’m not sure we did weather the Madison shit. I’d pulled my grades up, barely, but Tate had started to pull away from me, particularly after high school graduation, and I wasn’t entirely sure why. “Yeah.”

“I’d start by apologizin’ if you haven’t already.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and nodded. “Yeah.”

“Lecture over,” Dad said.

“Thanks.”

We climbed out of the truck and headed inside. Our local Fred Meyer was your one-stop shop for pretty much everything and my parents usually found one reason or another to come in practically every day.

“Divide and conquer?” I asked as Dad grabbed a cart.

“Yeah, you wanna go grab the cold shit your mom likes? Those daytime, nighttime packs. Meet you by the beer in ten?”

I nodded and made my way to the correct aisle, finding it somewhat picked through.

Shit. No packs.

I probably stood in front of the cold remedies for a good four minutes before deciding to grab one of everything on the shelf.

As I turned to leave the aisle, I saw a flash of red hair and knew instantly it had to be Tate. No one had her incredible locks, not to mention the fact, no one moved as quickly as she did... at all times. 

* * *
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Tate

Goddammit all to hell.

Of course I couldn’t avoid him forever. Fuck my life. I practically ran down the aisle two rows away from Flash, hoping to God he didn’t see me. Jesus, I was not prepared for him today.

“Hey, sweetheart,” a deep voice said.

I let out a squeak and raised my head, just as I was about to slam into one of my favorite humans. My dad’s friend (and Flash’s dad), Hatch, smiled at me from behind a shopping cart filled to the brim. Lordy, the man was in his fifties and still hot as hell.

Double shit.

“Oh! Hi, Hatch.” I glanced around, readying myself for a hasty retreat if Flash should show his face. “Um, how are you?”

“I’m good. You good?”

“Ah, sure, yes. I’m great. I’m just, um, in a hurr—”

“Tate.” 

Flash’s deep voice settled over me like frosting melting on a warm cinnamon roll. I closed my eyes and tried not to swear out loud as I pasted on a smile and turned to face my nemesis. “Hi, Flash.”

“You’re here.”

“I am,” I confirmed.

“When did you get home?” he asked.

“Not long ago,” I said.

I saw hurt cover his face, and it was like a dagger to my heart, but he adjusted his expression almost as quickly and smiled. “Welcome home.”

“Thanks.” I pointed to nowhere in particular. “Um, I really need to go. So, ah, sorry. Good to see you both.”

I scurried away but didn’t miss the sound of Flash saying, “Chicken” under his breath.

Damn him.

* * *
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Flash

“You find the shit?” Dad asked.

I nodded distractedly, my mind still on Tate. She’d changed. Not so much that people would notice, but to me, it was more than I liked. She was fuckin’ gorgeous. She was always pretty, but she’d filled out and grown up, and had a new ability to hide her feelings a little better. But I could tell I’d freaked her out and I hated that because she’d done something she’d never done before. She’d run away from me. However amusing her adorable ass strutting down the aisle might have been, the ramifications of her actions meant she was afraid of me and that both saddened me and pissed me off.

“Flash.”

“Yeah?” I answered, still looking at the empty space Tate had just occupied.

“Parker.”

“What?” I snapped, facing my father who raised an eyebrow at me. “Sorry,” I grumbled.

“What the fuck did you do to Tate?”

I scowled. “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “But I plan to find out.”

“Then let’s pay for this shit so you can do that.”

I nodded and we made our way to the checkouts. We passed the flower aisle, and Dad snagged a dozen roses on our way out. 

A woman in a scooter glanced at him, then the flowers and tsked. “How bad were you?”

“Oh, no, ma’am, she’s just that good,” Dad replied, and I bit back a laugh.

The woman let out a quiet squeak and flushed as we continued on our way. The checkout gods smiled on us, and we were able to get out of the store relatively quickly, which meant my confrontation with one Tate Burke was eminent. 

* * *
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Tate

“Mom, I’m back!” I called, heading for the stairs. It was two hours since my run-in with cinnamon roll man and I had just started to calm down. I’d stopped off at the nail salon on the way home for some much-needed pampering, but I still just wanted to soak in a hot bath and wash Flash Wallace away.

“Honey, you have a guest,” Mom called back.

“What?” I frowned, setting my bag on the bench by the door. “Who?”

Flash walked out of the kitchen with a grin. “Me.”

Fuck.

“Doesn’t Flash look great?” Mom crooned.

Jesus, great was an understatement. He looked positively edible. Just like he had in the store and just like fucking cinnamon rolls.

“Mm-hmm. Ah, sure,” I stuttered out, staring at my feet. “Hi, Flash.”

“Hey, Tater Tot,” he said, all sexy and shit.

“Don’t call me that,” I hissed.

“Okay. Sorry.”

I glanced at my mom, then back at Flash. “Ah, what’s up?”

What’s up? God, Tate, get it together.

“Heard you were home,” he said, not mentioning the fact he’d just seen me at the store. “Wanted to be part of the welcoming committee.”

“She’s been home for almost two weeks,” Mom pointed out. “I thought you knew.”

“Nope,” he retorted, raising an eyebrow pointedly. “Had no idea.”

“The text must have gotten lost in the ether,” I improvised.

“Yeah, that happens... in the ether,” Flash mused.

“Well, I’ll leave the two of you to get caught up,” Mom said.

Flash crossed his arms and continued to stare at me. “Thanks, Mrs. Burke.”

Mom walked away and I leaned against the sofa. “Well, I should get upstairs. I have stuff—”

“Bullshit,” Flash hissed. “You’re gonna stand here and tell me why you didn’t tell me you were home, then I’m gonna take you out to dinner to celebrate.”

“Listen here, dough boy.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s not what’s going to happen. You’re going to walk your butt back out my front door and leave me alone.”

“Tate, I haven’t heard from you in three years.”

“That’s not true,” I argued.

“You text me on my birthday and at Christmas, but if I try to call you back, you send my call straight to voicemail.”

“I have been in law school,” I pointed out. “I’ve had to focus.”

“Are you pissed at me? Holding a grudge about something?”

It wasn’t just a grudge. He’d shattered my heart and I had vowed then and there to never let him do it again.

I took a deep breath, then lied my ass off. “No. There is no grudge, Flash. I’m just moving on with my life. I have things I want to accomplish and hangin’ out with someone in a motorcycle gang isn’t really conducive to my success.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he breathed out.

“No.” I dropped my eyes to my feet again, knowing that was a really low blow. “I’m not kidding you.”

He stepped closer to me. Crowding me. God, he smelled incredible. Leather and soap and all man. I stepped back but he followed me until my back hit the console by the sofa. 

“Look at me, Tate.”

I took a deep breath and met his eyes. “What?”

His eyes moved over my face. “Did something happen?”

I played dumb. “When?”

“Why won’t you just fuckin’ tell me what I did so we can move through this?” he asked. “You were my best friend, then all of a sudden—”

“Were.”

“Excuse me?”

“We were best friends. We’re not anymore, Flash. And I’m okay with that. I just need you to be as well.”

“Well, that’s never gonna fuckin’ happen, Tate, so get that out of your head.”

“I get to choose who my friends are, so you have no say over it.”

He dragged his hands through his hair. “Just tell me what I did.”

“No.”

He smirked. “Okay, so I did do something.”

Shit.

“It was nothing.” I waved my hand dismissively. “It was high school. I’m over it.”

“Clearly, you’re not, or this asinine conversation wouldn’t be happening.”

“Flash are you staying for dinner?” Mom called from the kitchen, giving me a much-needed distraction. “Zach’ll be home any minute.”

“No, Mom, he’s leaving now,” I called back, then focused back on Flash. “You should go before my dad gets home.”

“I’m not afraid of your dad, Tate.”

“I never said you should be.”

He sighed. “I’ll let you run away for now, but you’re on notice that I want my friend back, so we need to resolve this.”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing to resolve.”

His hand reached out faster than I could dodge, and he gripped my chin gently. “I’m gonna figure this out, Tate. I’ll fix whatever I broke.”

“There’s nothing to fix,” I whispered. 

And there wasn’t. He’d broken me into more pieces that he’d be able to put back together, so we were done.

“We’ll see,” he said, ominously and walked out my front door.

Fuck me, now I wanted sex and a cinnamon roll. 

“Mom, I’ll be in my room,” I said, not waiting for a response, as I ran up the stairs and closed myself into my bedroom.

Before I’d made it to my bed, my door opened and my sister, Hayden, walked in, locking the door behind her. “Was that Flash Wallace?” she whispered.

I nodded, unzipping my boots, and setting them in my closet.

“Did you tell him?”

“No,” I growled. “And I’m not going to. Neither are you.”

She raised her hands in surrender. “I know. Sisters before misters.”

Hayden was three years older than me and the only person I told my secrets to. Well, she was now that Flash was out of my life. We’d always been close and if it hadn’t been for her, I’m pretty sure I would have gone crazy.

“But maybe, you know, now that four years have gone by, you could perhaps forgive him and move on?” she hedged.

“I have forgiven him.”

“I thought you said there was nothing for you to forgive?” my sister challenged.

I let out a frustrated squeak. “Fine, Hayden. You win. He broke my heart, but since he doesn’t even know I’m in love... I mean, was in love with him, I can’t very well blame him for something with which he had no knowledge.”

“Okay, Tate Burke, Esquire, I believe the lady doth protest too much.”

“It’s irrational!” I complained. “He technically didn’t do anything wrong, but I will never get that image out of my mind.”

“Then just tell him what happened, honey. He’ll probably fall at your feet and beg for forgiveness, and you’ll start back up where you left off.”

I shook my head. “It’s too late. It’s better this way. Clean break.”

“Why is it a clean break? Don’t you miss your friend?”

“Of course I miss my friend, but I’m also stupidly in love with him and seeing him brought all that back. He’s someone I could never have, so it’s better not to torture myself with starting back up where we left off. He’s a biker now. He’s probably fucking his way through life and I will never be able to compete.”

“Okay, sissy, whatever. I just want to go on record... again... that I think you’re making yet another mistake when it comes to Flash Wallace.”

“Noted.”

A knock at my door brought my mother with a grin. “Dinner’s ready. Daddy’s just washing up. Ronan’s going to be here in about ten minutes.”

“Where’s Theo?” I asked.

“Game meeting.”

Our younger brother, Theo, was a senior in high school and the total cock of the walk at Skyview High School. He was quarterback and dating a cheerleader. I forgot her name, mostly because, she was the fifth he’d ‘dated’ in the last two months.

Our oldest brother, Ronan, had moved out about five years ago, but wasn’t far away. He was almost thirty and often showed up conveniently around dinner time.

“We’ll be right down,” Hayden said.

“Okay.”

Mom left us and my sister pulled me in for a hug. “I got your back, even if you’re being an idiot.”

I snorted. “Thanks... I think.”

We made our way downstairs and joined our parents for dinner. 

* * * 
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You can order Road to Tomorrow HERE!
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Life on the road is hard, love on the road is even harder... 

Lucy Haddon is rock royalty. She’s the daughter of one of the biggest rock stars on the planet and is now in charge of her father’s empire, including planning the most anticipated reunion in rock history. She’s no stranger to the dangers of touring life, but has always managed to stay out of trouble by following her own set of rules. Her biggest rule... no dating musicians...even when it comes to her teenage fantasy. 
Bad boy drummer “Bam” Nelson’s band has just been offered the opportunity of a lifetime... the last thing he should be thinking about is women. The meteoric rise of his band and the crash landing of his last relationship has left him burned out and closed off, but when a red-headed rock princess walks into his life, he realizes she could be the one to finally heal the wounds of his past. 
He just has to convince her to break her own rule.

CHAPTER ONE

Bam

I WAS IN hell. It was partially a hell of my own making... however, recognizing this didn’t make my current predicament any easier. 

The muffled sounds of the customary “end of tour debauchery” thumped through the wall behind me, but I wasn’t quite done working yet. Our final show of the tour wasn’t until tomorrow night, but the band was celebrating early. It sounded like the makings of another in a long line of notorious bashes being thrown by the “Reigning Crown Princes of Southern Rock,” or whatever the press had labeled us this week. 

Hadley, our manager’s saintly assistant, had worked out an arrangement with the theater to give us access to the large rehearsal room, currently being used as our own personal night club, and a small dressing room that had been set up for my scheduled interview. My eyes scanned my temporary prison, which had been furnished with two folding chairs, a small glass table, and a craft services cart containing, bottled water, beer and a basic deli platter.

Rainbow meat.

Sitting on a round, plastic platter was a familiar variety of sliced bread, bright orange triangular cheese slices, and what we not-so-affectionately called “rainbow meat.” This culinary abomination earned its name due to the fact that it took on an iridescent hue after sitting out in the open for too long. I related to the sad contents of the platter. I, too, was a piece of meat that had been out too long. Everyone in the business knew to stay away from the rainbow meat. Everyone that is, except Sheila Roberts; SPIN magazine’s writer of the year, notorious star fucker, and the very last person on earth I wanted to talk to. She was a tall bottle-blonde with the best tits her expense account would cover. 

“Hi, Bam.” Sheila’s voice dripped with fake sincerity. “Thanks so much for meeting with me. I hear the tour has been amaaaahzing!” 

I instantly disliked this woman. I should have been excited that SPIN wanted to do such a big piece on Roses for Anna, and that they had sent their ‘hottest’ reporter. I should have been excited that our first headlining tour had been sold out in almost every venue we played. I should have been happy about the success of last two singles. And I most definitely should have been excited the final show of the tour was tomorrow night... but I wasn’t. I was fried. 

“No problem, happy to finally get to sit down with you,” I lied. I knew why she was here and what she really wanted to talk about. 

Lately, the main goal of the press was to dig for information regarding my relationship with Melody Morgan, the reigning “Queen of Pop.” When I was told that SPIN wanted to do this interview with only me, without the band, I agreed, but only under one condition: “Absolutely no fucking questions about Melody.” 

Those were the exact words I’d spoken to our manager when Chas informed me this interview was going to happen. He assured me that ‘Sexy Sheila’ would only be allowed to ask questions about the tour, the new album, and general band history. I didn’t fully trust him, and the band was pissed at me for doing the interview alone, but what could I do? This is what the label wanted, so this is what management wanted.

“Let’s jump right in, I’m sure you’re dying to get back to your party,” Sheila said.

That actually couldn’t have been further from the truth. The last thing I wanted was to be trapped in a room full of phonies and money men. God knows I could blow off some steam, and I’d sure as hell earned it. But how? Get drunk, bang a groupie, get into a fight? The truth was, I was bored and tired of all of it, and for the first time I was trying to put all that shit behind me and keep my cool.

“Take your time, Miss Roberts. Can I get you anything? A drink perhaps?” I offered. 

“Um no, I... I’m fine, thanks.” Sheila studied me with renewed interest. “I’m sorry, I expected more of a―”

“Bad boy?” I provided. 

“Well, there’s no shortage of stories regarding the exploits of Roses for Anna, but now that I’m face-to-face with the ‘Notorious B.A.M.,’ you seem a touch more gentleman than wild man.”

“Yeah, we know how to kick up a little dust from time to time, but we were raised to say ‘sir’ and ‘ma’am,’ and to always offer a lady a drink,” I said smiling slowly.

This was all true, but I also knew when to lay on the southern charm, and I hoped my politeness would keep Sheila within the proper bounds during our interview.

Sheila set her digital recorder on the small glass table between us and hit record. She took a deep breath, looked at me with a staged intensity, changed her tone to what I assumed was her best “fuck me” voice, and began, “Childhood friends rock their way from the Deep South to the top of the charts. How does it feel to be the heartthrob at the center of it all?”

I now hated this woman.

“I don’t know about being the center of anything,” I countered, shifting uncomfortably. “But yeah, Jimmy, Zeke and I have known each other since we were kids.”

“In Alabama right?”

“Yes ma’am, Elwood Alabama to be exact.” I poured on the southern accent and flashed her a sly grin. I didn’t want to be here, but I knew how to play the game. “Jimmy and I have known each other since seventh grade.”

“How did you meet?”

“Well... funny story, we met... sort of... rescuing another kid from getting the shit kicked out of him. He was a skinny little runt with thick glasses, and some eighth graders were doing their best from, shall we say ‘liberating him from his lunch money.’” 

Sheila laughed. 

“Jimmy and I didn’t know each other, or this kid, but we both saw what was going down from opposite sides of the cafeteria. We locked eyes, jumped in, pulled the bully off, and proceeded to teach him a lesson about picking on weaker people.”

She cocked her head. “Wow, you sounded more like a gang than friends.”

“We were worse,” I admitted. “We were a band. Jimmy and I hit it off and bonded over music right away. We loved all the same bands, mostly from the 90’s... especially RatHound. Jimmy wanted to play bass and sing like Rex Haddon and I wanted to play the drums just like Jack Henry. Hell, I wanted to be Jack Henry. I even started growing my hair like his. Jimmy thought that was cool so we started our first band. The skinny kid with the glasses became our first guitarist. He was a great player but he never could fight for shit.”

“So, Edward isn’t your original guitar player?”

“No, no, no,” I said with a chuckle. “Edward is el numero tres. He’s been with the band for almost a year now. He came in to help out with the guitar tracks on the last album and ended up sticking around. He’s great, but to be honest with you I think he’d rather be somewhere quiet with a glass of scotch and a big ol’ book about art or something.”

Sheila smiled. “When did you guys meet Zeke?”

“Junior year of high school—not that we were going to school much at this point. I’ve always loved to read, but never cared much for getting up early.” Surprisingly, I started to drop my guard a little. “We were at a backyard party and Zeke was singing for another band. Jimmy was reaching his vocal limits and really wanted to concentrate on his bass playing. We saw Zeke’s band play and, truth be told, we didn’t like him much, but he had a PA system and a lot of confidence. He also said he could get us fake IDs, so naturally he was in the band.”

“Was Zeke already a great singer back then?”

“Zeke?” I laughed. “He didn’t sing so much as he... drunkenly yelled, with a lot of enthusiasm. He got good pretty quick, though... once he figured out the girls paid more attention to him when he actually sang well.”

I started to relax a little more. Maybe I had been too hard on Sheila. Maybe she really was here to talk about the band and not all the recent TMZ bullshit. Maybe SPIN magazine wasn’t interested in digging for dirt. 

She continued, “Growing up in small town Alabama, did you ever think you’d end up writing hit singles, selling out shows across the country, and dating pop stars?”

And here she goes pulling out her shovel.

“Um, yeah... I guess we had pretty big dreams right way... but uh...” I stumbled on my words. She had shifted the weight of the conversation just enough to trip me up. “We’re really happy to have gotten here, together.” I tried to recover and hoped the interview wasn’t going in the direction I’d feared.

“That’s great,” she said, flatly.

I got the impression this wasn’t the answer she was looking for. She more than likely wanted me to take all the credit for writing our last two singles and successfully spearheading our first tour as a headlining act. I could see her mentally shifting gears before she started the next line of questioning. 

“So it’s been a few months since your very public split with Melody Morgan, how are you doing?” she asked with obvious fake concern.

I stiffened. 

“I’m doing great. Everything is cool. Thanks,” I responded, as dryly as possible, hoping she would hop off this trail as fast as she hopped on. 

“Given the high level of her celebrity status, was it tough for you to be romantically attached to the current ‘queen of pop,’ or was the additional publicity good for you and the band?” 

“Um, well, neither. I try my best to keep my personal life and band life separate, ya know?” I once again tried to politely steer her back on course, but I was quickly losing my patience. 

“Have you spoken to Melody lately and is it hard for you to hear your hit duet on the radio playing every hour, on the hour?” 

“Well, I don’t really listen to the radio, and we’ve been really busy working on our new album, and the tour—”

“It’s just that it seemed like the whole world was really rooting for pop star and the rocker to make it the distance, and you seemed so in love,” she continued. 

Sonofabitch! This woman is relentless.

It was obvious she wasn’t going to let this go and had no intention of talking about the band, our music, or our album... she really only wanted dirt. Gossip has become the biggest money maker in the entertainment industry, and this so called “journalist” wanted to make a name for herself through the flaming wreckage of my last relationship. 

“Well, like I said, I don’t talk about my private life, and have been focusing on our new album and this tour, so maybe we could just talk about that.” I was now officially done being polite. I had been very clear with Chas about not answering questions about Melody and I couldn’t believe the nerve of this so-called-journalist. 

“Yes, of course. I absolutely want to talk about the new album, let’s do that,” she continued. “Did your recent breakup influence your songwriting on the new album?”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, I was on my feet. I was ready to tell her that the interview was officially over, and that she could kiss my ass, but at that very moment, Jimmy came bounding through the door.

“Hey Baaaaaam, you’re missing the party, maaaaaan!” Jimmy yelled through his ear to ear grin. Each of his hands contained an empty beer bottle, held high above his head. He was clearly wasted, which was nothing new these days. “Come join the festivities, brother.” 

I seized this opportunity to make my exit.

“You know what, Sheila? Jimmy’s right, I really should get back to the party. Thanks for your time, we’ll have to do this again sometime really soon.” Before Sheila could manage to get another word out of her shocked face, I had grabbed Jimmy by the arm and exited the room.

“Hey man, what the hell!” Jimmy protested.

I pushed through the double doors leading into our party suite. I deposited Jimmy on the nearest couch, between two of our road crew, relieving him of his two empty bottles, and grabbing a fresh longneck from a nearby bar tray. 

“Well, that’s more like it,” Jimmy said and took a pull from the bottle.

I scanned the sea of faces and red plastic cups for Chas Chambers, the band’s manager, the architect of the SPIN interview and the current object of my full wrath. At 6’ 8”, Chas was easy to pick out of a crowd. He was a massive man, who had been a champion bare knuckle boxer in his native Manchester, England, before going into the business of band management. His fighting background had served him well in the business and as much as I couldn’t stand him, I couldn’t argue that he got things done. Zeke had insisted that we hire him as the band’s manager two years ago. Until then, I had managed the band, but Zeke felt like this gave me “too much power” and so made an ultimatum; hire Chas, or Zeke would quit.

I should have let Zeke fuckin’ quit.

CHAPTER TWO

Lucy

I WIPED MY sweaty palms over the waist of my little black dress and took a deep breath. I couldn’t believe my parents were making me do this now. I mean, I could... this was my job, but I would have preferred a quiet, private meeting, over a conversation directly following a show... which I’d missed. I couldn’t even tell the band what I thought of their performance, which was important when trying to convince them to do something for you.

“Talk to Roses for Anna about opening up the tour,” Dad said. 

“Me?”

“Yeah, baby, you.”

“No problem,” I’d said, but internally I’d sighed. I didn’t argue. This was part of my job description after all, and it was a job I loved. I was good at it. I’d been raised on the road, raised with some of the best (and worst) people in the world. Taught to survive on my wits, humor, and talent. I had this.

But it was Bam Bam freaking Nelson. If there was a sexier man on earth, I’d be hard-pressed to name one, and now I was going to have to have a conversation with him. Would I be able to resist his “Yes, ma’am, thank you, ma’am, let me remove your panties with my teeth, ma’am” charm? Not that he was offering, but what if he did offer? I sighed. God. I paused my walk down the long hallway to squeeze my legs together. He checked every sex box on the planet (including mine if I was lucky). But then on top of all that, my dad actually had the nerve to warn me about him. As if I didn’t know about his reputation or didn’t have the good sense to stay away from musicians. But this was Bam Nelson, so perhaps he did have a point.

I shook away my thoughts. I had to focus. 

Pushing the door open to the party room, I scanned the area and my heart dropped. No Bam. Damn. I’d have to talk to Chas. I hated Chas. Chas was a douche. As in, CEO of Massengill... and he was handsy to boot. 

I shuddered, but forced my feet to move toward the band’s manager.

“Lucy,” he greeted, his large hand waving me forward. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, love.”

I forced a smile and stopped far enough away so he couldn’t touch me. “Hey, Chas. I’m looking for Bam. Is he around?”

Chas sidled closer. “He’s in an interview right now.”

“Do you know when—?”

“Keep that bitch away from me, Chas!” 

I jumped at the angry voice and turned toward it. Bam stood in the doorway; looking as though he was ready to murder Chas. Which might not be the worst thing. 

* * *
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Bam

I finally spotted Chas and began pushing my way through the swell of partygoers. He was standing at the back of the room, in a roped off area reserved for VIP guests, speaking with a curvy redhead woman who had her back to me. I couldn’t see her face, but immediately knew she wasn’t with our crew. Chas was wearing his “money face,” which was reserved for only making deals.

“Keep that bitch away from me, Chas!” I shouted over the earsplitting music.

The woman spun to face me and I lost my mind for a second. Fuck, she was gorgeous.

“What bitch?” Chas demanded, his sleazy salesman smile dropping from his face, and pulling my focus back to him. “Where’s Sheila, and why aren’t you at the bloody interview?” Chas’ gruff, Northern English accent was in full effect. 

“The interview is over and there won’t be another one,” I snapped back.

“What do you mean, over?” he demanded. “You’ve only been in there for ten fucking minutes!” 

“Excuse me, Mr. Nelson,” the redhead said in a clear attempt to interrupt the tornado of testosterone she’d currently found herself in the middle of.

I ignored her and continued my tirade. 

“She started in with all that Melody gossip crap and I told you I wasn’t gonna talk about her. Sheila didn’t give a shit about the band or the new album. She probably hasn’t even listened to it! She clearly wanted to get her shovel full of dirt.”

“Mr. Nelson, if I could just—” the redhead continued, this time with enough intensity to pull my attention away from Chas.

As she spoke, my anger dissipated. She was stunning. She was around 5’4” but seemed to float a few extra inches off the ground. Her deep red hair fell in soft waves well below her bare shoulders. She wore a skin tight, but otherwise fairly conservative black cocktail dress. She was dressed for business, but still fully showing off all of her amazing curves. I could see why she had Chas’ full attention.

“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “I need to speak with my manager.” I knew I was being an asshole, and this woman was hot, but after months of trying to keep my cool, Sheila had sent me over the edge. “The interview is done,” I snapped, my full attention back on Chas.

“Done my ass, mate.” Chas took a deep breath. “Now, I’ll go smooth things over with Sheila, you take a minute to get your shit together, have a drink, or do what every the fuck you need to do, and we’ll start the interview over.” 

“No way, mate. This band has worked too hard over the last ten years to be reduced to this tabloid bullshit! I’m not doing it.” 

“Well, mate,” Chas said before taking a carefully calculated pause, “Maybe you should have thought of that before fucking that little pop tart of yours in front of the whole bleedin’ world.” 

Before I could think, I swung. This was not a smart move on my part, for several reasons. For starters, it’s a little hard to play the drums with a broken hand, and had I connected with the side of beef, otherwise known as Chas’ face, I certainly would have done so. Secondly, starting a fistfight with management is typically frowned upon, even in our crazy line of work. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, there was Chas’ impressive underground boxing record. It was likely his great skill level that allowed him to so easily slip my punch. He was quick for such a massive man, and even though he looked shocked that I had swung at him, he calmly stepped to the side, causing me to momentarily lose my balance.

“What the fuck are you on about?” Chas shouted.

I briefly made eye contact with the stunning woman, and just as before, I felt my burning anger start to cool, but I was too wound up to fully control myself.

Chas, now looking somewhat amused began to goad me, “It’s a good thing you swat them drums better than you fight,” he said laughing. 

He wasn’t laughing for long. 

My next punch, a left uppercut to the kidney, didn’t miss. At a little over six-feet tall, I didn’t have any kind of advantage on my opponent, but after nearly fifteen years of drumming, my left had some power that he wasn’t expecting, and he felt it. 

By now, the entire room had turned their attention to the two raging idiots in the back of the room. The DJ had killed the music and the party goers had begun pulling out their cell phones, no doubt in order to film the fray.

Chas winced in pain and staggered back, stunned from the body blow. Perhaps more stunned that I had actually hit him. But then he looked at me, stood straight up, and I knew I was in trouble. He hit me so hard I was out before I hit the floor.

As I came to, I could see the beautiful redhead with a mixture of horror, concern, and disgust on her face looking down on me. I then saw Chas enter my blurry frame of vision. 

“You need to get your head right before I knock it clean off... and, by the way,” he continued, leaning inches away from my face. “This is Lucy Haddon.” His hushed tone was controlled, but somehow more venomous than usual. “She’s here to talk with us about the possibility of playing the opening slot on a RatHound reunion tour.”

Shit.

I blacked out. 

* * *
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You can order Broken Road HERE!
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The Guardians Series

Witness

Justice

Spotlight

Dogs of Fire MC Series

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Road to Forever

Road to Hope

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Road to Glory

Road to Tomorrow

Dogs of Fire Spin-Off Stories

Ryder

Reese

Hatch

Jake

Kissing the Biker’s Boo-Boo

(Children’s Book)

Dogs of Fire MC: Savannah CHAPTER

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Stealing the Biker's Heart

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hacking the Biker’s Code

Calling the Biker’s Bluff

Fanning the Biker’s Flame

Revealing the Biker’s Destiny

The Davenport Christmas Chronicles

Primal Howlers MC

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Primal Heat

Primal Hunger

Primal Fury

Cauld Ane Series

Bound by Blood

Bound by Fire

Bound by Secrets

Bound by Song

Bound by Dreams

Bound by Tears

Bound by Light

Bound by Joy

Bound by Sight

Bound by Fate

Limelight Series

Broken Road

The Road Back

Civil War Brides Series

The Bride Price

The Bride Found

The Bride Spy

The Bride Ransom

The Rebel Bride 

The Bride Star

The Bride Pursued

The Bride Accused

The Brides United
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Connecting Books

Witness

Justice

Road to Desire

Road to Redemption

Road to Absolution

Road to Passion

Road to Victory

Road to Peace

Spotlight

Ryder

Road to Forever

Reese

Saving the Preacher's Daughter

Road to Hope

Stealing the Biker's Heart

*Bound by Sight

Road to Grace

Road to Freedom

Redeeming the Biker's Past

Quieting the Biker’s Rage

Keeping the Biker’s Oath

Hatch

Primal Howl

Primal Need

Hacking the Biker’s Code

Primal Heat

Calling the Biker’s Bluff

Primal Hunger

The Davenport Christmas Chronicles

Fanning the Biker’s Flame

Revealing the Biker’s Destiny

Primal Fury

Road to Glory

Road to Tomorrow

*Dalton’s book Bound by Sight can be read after Stealing the Biker’s Heart, but I recommend reading Bound by Blood first.

***Primal Howl ties in with Keeping the Biker's Oath
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Piper Davenport is the alter-ego of New York Times Bestselling Author, Tracey Jane Jackson. She writes from a place of passion and intrigue, combining elements of romance and suspense with strong modern-day heroes and heroines.

She currently resides in the Pacific Northwest with her author husband and two kids.

Like Piper’s FB page and get to know her!

(www.facebook.com/piperdavenport)

BookBub

Instagram

TikTok

Sign up for her mailing list! 

* * * 
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Jack Davenport is a true romantic at heart, but he has a rebel’s soul. His writing is passionate, energetic, and often fueled by his true life, fiery romance with author wife, Piper Davenport. A musician by day, his unique perspective into the world of rock stars provides an exciting backdrop for his new romance series.

He currently lives with his wife and two kids in the top left corner of the United States.

Like Jack’s FB page and get to know him!

https://www.facebook.com/JackDavenportAuthor

BookBub

Instagram

TikTok
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