

[image: Cover for Rocked by Love]



Rocked by


Love

The Bradens & Montgomerys

(Pleasant Hill– Oak Falls)

Love in Bloom Series

Melissa Foster



[image: Logo]





This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

ROCKED BY LOVE

All Rights Reserved.

Copyright © 2023 Melissa Foster

V1.0

EPUB Edition

MELISSA FOSTER® is registered in the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office

This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the express written consent of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Cover Design: Elizabeth Mackey Designs

Cover Photography: Wander Aguiar Photography

WORLD LITERARY PRESS

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


Table of Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright Page

A Note to Readers

About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection

Braden Family Tree

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

About Falling for Mr. Bad

About For the Love of Whiskey

About The Wicked Truth

About Seaside Dreams

New to the Love in Bloom series?

More Books By Melissa Foster

Acknowledgments

Meet Melissa


A Note to Readers


Jillian Braden has waited a long time to find her forever love, and I knew she would need a strong hero who would appreciate her creative mind and strong personality and who wouldn’t try to change her. Johnny Bad did not let me down. He is as strong as he is big-hearted, with a secret penchant for romance that I don’t think he even knew he had. I don’t want to give away spoilers, so I’ll just say that I’m not sure any of us were prepared for the challenges they face, and I’m thrilled to give them their happily ever after. I adore their story, and I hope you will fall as desperately in love with them as I have.

For my avid fans who have been asking for more stories featuring more Bads (Bad Boys After Dark), I will answer the burning question. Yes, each of Johnny’s siblings will be getting their own story. At the end of this book you’ll find a preorder for Johnny’s brother, Kane, and Sable Montgomery’s story, FALLING FOR MR. BAD. Aria’s and Harlow’s stories are forthcoming.

If this is your first Love in Bloom book, all my love stories are written to stand alone, so dive in and enjoy the fun, sexy ride. You will find a Braden family tree included in the front matter of this book.

The best way to keep up to date with new releases, sales, and exclusive content is to sign up for my newsletter and join my fan club on Facebook, where I chat with readers daily.

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

www.Facebook.com/groups/MelissaFosterFans
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About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection


The Bradens & Montgomerys is just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Each Love in Bloom book is written to be enjoyed as a stand-alone novel or as part of the larger series, and characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

Download Free First-in-Series eBooks

www.MelissaFoster.com/free-ebooks

See the Entire Love in Bloom Collection

www.MelissaFoster.com/love-bloom-series

Download Series Checklists, Family Trees, and Publication Schedules

www.MelissaFoster.com/reader-goodies

Love Audiobooks? I’ve got you covered

www.MelissaFoster.com/audio-books

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com
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Chapter One


“ARE YOU FREAKING kidding me? He’s canceling our meeting again? It’s literally in twenty minutes. I’ve got a car waiting,” Jillian Braden fumed into her cell phone to her cousin Victoria, aka Victory in the entertainment world. Victoria owned Blank Space Entertainment, and she was the agent who represented rock star Johnny Bad and his band, Bad Intentions. “Does Johnny have any idea how hard it was for me to clear my schedule for two weeks at the last minute and come to New York City? Dick called me three days ago and said this was the only time Johnny could set aside to work with me.” Dick Waller was Johnny’s manager. He’d hired Jillian, a sought-after fashion designer whose designs had graced the covers of the most prominent fashion magazines, been worn on red carpets, and commissioned by the wealthiest of women, to design the band’s tour wardrobe to promote their latest album, Brutally Bad. “Why isn’t Dick dropping this bomb? Why does he always have you do his dirty work? Isn’t there some rule in your industry about not using family in this way? He doesn’t even work for Blank Space.”

“Don’t get me started on Dick,” Victoria said, exasperated. “I’m sorry this happened again, and Johnny is fully aware of how busy you are. Believe me, if there were any way around this, he wouldn’t be canceling the tour or your meeting.”

Jillian scoffed. “Sorry, Vic, but I don’t believe that for a second. Johnny is an arrogant, self-centered ass, and I have no idea why I’ve put up with his bullshit for all this time.” She needed to be jerked around by an arrogant rock star like she needed a hole in her head, but creating a wardrobe for a famed musician and his band would be a huge boon for her business, and working with rock stars had always been a dream of hers. A dream she was now regretting. “You know I put off the launch of my new Wanderlust line for the past year because of this opportunity. He’s canceled the tour and put me off three times. I realize that makes me an idiot for accepting each of the contracts, but I really wanted to believe you every time when you said he had his shit together.” It hadn’t hurt that Dick had come groveling with a new, higher-paying contract and raving about Johnny only wanting her to handle his wardrobe, which made no sense since she was known as a women’s designer, but she’d clung to that brass ring for all she was worth.

“He did have his shit together. It just keeps falling apart.”

Jillian rolled her eyes. “What’s his excuse this time? He’s having too much fun with his Baddies and doesn’t want the fun to end?” Johnny’s female fans called themselves Baddies. She’d heard he’d dumped his long-term model girlfriend last year. He was probably making up for lost time with a handful of groupies.

“You know I can’t divulge his reasons, but he wouldn’t cancel for that.”

“For a man with an entourage, he sure has a lot of issues. I should have walked away the first time he canceled.” She’d heard that Johnny was hard to work with, but she’d grown up with five loud, opinionated brothers, and she’d never met a man she couldn’t handle.

“I know how much this sucks, Jilly, and I’ll make sure you’re compensated.”

“Oh, he’s going to pay, all right. But I want to look him in the eye and tell him exactly what I think of him wasting my time like this, and then I’m going to tell him he can shove his tour wardrobe where the sun doesn’t shine.” She snagged her room key and clutch from the table and stalked toward the door.

“Jillian, I know you’re mad and rightly so. But he’s got a lot going on. At least give him time to fill in his team on the cancelation.”

A grin slid into place as she realized her luck. “I’ll give him the same courtesy he’s given me. Thanks for calling, Vic. I appreciate the heads-up.” She ended the call and stalked out the door. By the time she was done with Johnny Freaking Butthead, he’d think twice about disregarding anyone’s time ever again. She headed out of the hotel and into the waiting car. The sooner she got this over with, the sooner she could get home to Maryland and back to her life.

[image: * * *]

JILLIAN CLIMBED OUT of the car and pushed past a mob of photographers in front of Johnny’s building, hoping Mr. Butthead hadn’t yet told the doorman he was no longer expecting her. “Jillian Braden. I have a meeting with Johnny Bad.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The doorman gave her directions to the elevator that serviced the penthouse.

“Thank you.” She breathed a sigh of relief and made her way to the elevator, knowing there was a good chance the bodyguard Johnny’s manager had mentioned would be manning it had probably been notified of the cancelation.

The mountainous man had cold black eyes and looked like he was chewing on glass, but his emotionless eyes trailed down her sleek, curve-hugging white sleeveless sheath. The dress was part of her Multifarious line and had a black abstract design and a splash of vibrant blue, yellow, and pink just below the hips. It was edgy, classy, and just sexy enough to show that she knew she had magnificent assets but didn’t need to flaunt them. Based on the interest flickering in Mr. Serious’s eyes, she’d chosen perfectly.

“Good morning. I’m Jillian Braden. Mr. Bad is expecting me.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid I need to see some identification.”

“Do I look like a groupie to you?” She fished out her wallet.

“Groupies come in all shapes and sizes.”

She handed him her driver’s license. “I bet they don’t show up in five-hundred-dollar dresses that they designed.”

“You’d be surprised.” He glanced at the license and then at her as he handed it back and stepped aside, allowing her into the elevator.

“Black suits for bodyguards are overdone,” she said with a cutting edge, her annoyance getting the best of her. “Tell your employer he can do better.”

She rode up to the penthouse alone, her heart slamming against her ribs. The doors opened directly into the suite, and there in the massive living room was the famed rock star, with his dark hair messy, wearing low-slung jeans and a tight T-shirt, pacing as he barked into his cell phone.

Buckle up, bad boy. It’s your turn to be barked at. Squaring her shoulders, Jillian stalked toward the man who had already stolen far too much of her time.

[image: * * *]

“KANE’S ON IT, and he’ll be in touch.” Johnny ended the conference call with his bandmates and turned around just as a hot burgundy-haired chick wearing sky-high heels and a deadly scowl nearly barreled into him.

“Who the hell do you think you are, demanding I show up in New York for two weeks to design your wardrobe and then putting me off for a third time?” she seethed. “I have news for you, Mr. Bad Manners: I am done with your arrogant, self-centered business practices. I don’t care how much money your manager waves at me or if working with you would put my name at the top of the music-fashion industry. Nothing is worth the way you have continuously disregarded and devalued my time.”

Johnny’s mind was reeling. He’d fired his thieving, liar of a manager two hours ago, when the onslaught of Dick’s misdoings had upended his life. “Who the fuck are you?”

Her eyes narrowed, shooting daggers. “Did you not hear a word I said about designing your wardrobe? Does Jillian Braden ring a bell?”

“Jesus. Victory was supposed to call you. I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this right now.”

“You don’t have time to explain yourself after you’ve wasted my time for an entire year?”

The bathroom door opened, and his eyes darted to Zoey, the disgruntled teen scowling at him from across the room, clutching her cell phone as she said, “This has been exhausting. Are you at least going to feed me now?”

Jillian’s jaw dropped, and if he thought she was throwing visual daggers before, now she was breathing fire, too. “Are you kidding me? She can’t be more than fourteen. You’re not just an asshole—you’re disgusting.”

Zoey smirked and crossed her arms, amusement dancing in her eyes.

Christ. Could his life get any worse? He pointed at Zoey. “Don’t say another word.” He grabbed the dragon woman’s arm and tugged her to the side of the room, lowering his voice. “You need to sign a new NDA.”

“I will do no such thing,” she snapped. “I’m not hiding your sick proclivity for young girls.”

“I don’t have a fucking proclivity for young girls,” he snarled as the elevator doors opened and his brother, Kane, strode in. “She might be my daughter, and I can’t afford for the media to get wind of this, so you’re not leaving here until you sign a new NDA.”

“Too late for that, little brother. Your hotel is already surrounded by paparazzi.” Kane’s jet-black hair was slicked back, his beard trimmed, and his neck tattoos peeked out above the collar of his dress shirt. A self-made billionaire, he was the first person Johnny had called after firing Dick. Kane owned businesses and properties up and down the East Coast, and he had agreed to step in to save Johnny’s ass and take over as his manager. “TMZ’s headline is JOHNNY BAD’S SECRET LOVE CHILD REVEALED. They’ve got copies of a DNA report that was done when Zoey Elizabeth Conrad was four days old. Mick is verifying that as we speak.” Their cousin Mick Bad was Johnny’s lawyer. They’d been through more than a handful of false paternity claims.

My daughter. Holy fuck. Johnny could barely keep his own life in check. How was he supposed to be a parent? How was he going to break this to his parents? They didn’t need more stress in their lives, and what the hell was he going to do with a teenage girl? He knew nothing about teenage girls, other than they’d been all over him when he was a teenager.

Johnny, and an equally shocked Jillian, looked accusatorily at Zoey.

Zoey rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t even know you were my father until a couple of hours ago. It was probably my mother, and I bet she got paid a lot of money to spill the beans about the daughter she never wanted. But good luck finding her. I’m sure she’s long gone by now. She’s not one to stick around. She spends all her time following bands around the country.”

“I’ve got guys on it. They’ll find her,” Kane said.

“Just give me some cash, and I’ll get out of your hair,” Zoey said sharply.

“Where will you go?” Jillian asked as Johnny’s phone rang.

Zoey shrugged. “Anywhere but here.”

“You’re not leaving.” Johnny pulled out his phone and saw the name of his PR rep, Shea Steele, on the screen. He put the phone to his ear. “Yeah?”

“You’ve got to get out of town. Someone tipped off TMZ. Social media is blowing up.”

“I heard, but what am I going to do with the kid? Where the fuck am I supposed to go?”

As Shea told him to take Zoey with him, Jillian seethed, “Language. There’s a teenage girl in the room.”

“Yeah, watch your fucking language,” Zoey said.

“Hey,” Jillian snapped, glowering at her, earning another eye roll from Zoey.

Shea was going on about making a statement asking the public to respect their privacy, but Johnny had missed whatever else she’d said. “The statement is fine.”

“Johnny, not to add more pressure, but the music awards are only two months away. With Brutally Bad up for Best Album of the Year, this kind of media attention can go either way,” Shea warned.

“Yeah, I’m on it. I’ll be in touch when I figure out where we’re going.” He ended the call, more than a little worried about being in charge of a teenage girl. He needed help, but the likely candidates weren’t options. His sister Harlow, an actress in LA, would only bring more attention to them, his youngest sister, Aria, had social anxiety and didn’t fly, and his parents had enough on their plates with his mother’s most recent battle with cancer. He was screwed.

He turned to Kane, wishing he could get him to go with them, but Kane had to manage the fallout from firing Dick. “I’ve got to get her out of here. Can we use your helicopter and possibly your plane?”

“You bet. The helicopter can land on the roof, and I’ll distract the media while you take off.” Kane pulled out his phone.

“Getting out of here sounds like a stellar idea.” Jillian headed for the door.

“You can’t leave me alone with him,” Zoey whined. She stalked over and linked her arm with Jillian’s. “I’m not going unless she goes.”

“What?” Jillian’s eyes widened, pulling her arm free. “Why? You don’t even know me.”

“I don’t know them, either, and at least you’re a girl,” Zoey insisted.

Jillian’s expression softened. “Don’t you have relatives you can stay with?”

Zoey didn’t answer, but the sadness in her eyes cut Johnny to the core. Fuck it. She’s been hurt enough. The last thing he wanted was to be stuck with two females who would rather be anywhere other than with him, but this wasn’t about him.

He grabbed Jillian’s arm. “You’re coming with us.” Problem solved. He needed a buffer, and she seemed to know how to handle Zoey, which was better than nothing.

“Like hell I am.” Jillian yanked her arm away.

“You have to come,” Zoey pleaded. “How would you like to be left alone with him?”

“I wouldn’t.” Jillian scowled at Johnny.

“Well, neither would I,” Zoey insisted.

“He can bring his bodyguard to keep you safe,” Jillian suggested.

“Another guy?” Zoey snapped. “No fucking way!”

“Watch your language—”

“Would you two stop arguing and give me a second to think?” Johnny’s mind spun, and his phone was vibrating nonstop with texts. Another call rang through, and Harlow’s name flashed on the screen. She had no doubt heard the news.

He answered, but before he could speak, Harlow said, “Is it true?”

“Looks like it. I can’t talk right now. I’ll call everyone later. Can you do some damage control with Mom and Dad?”

“I talked to Dad on the way over,” Kane interjected. “I also have a team going over every move Dick has ever made on yours and your band’s behalf.”

“Thanks, man.” To Harlow, Johnny said, “Kane already spoke to Mom and Dad, and I doubt Aria has heard yet, but can you talk to her so she has a heads-up?” Johnny added how this would affect Aria to his growing list of worries.

“Jesus, Johnny,” Harlow said. “Are you okay?”

He eyed Zoey, who’d been abandoned by her mother and left with him, a damn stranger to her, and despite his anger, his chest constricted. “What do you think?”

“Stupid question. Sorry. I’ll call Aria, but you’d better call us later. Love you,” Harlow said.

“You too.” He ended the call, even more stressed than he’d already been. Kane was on the phone, and Jillian was trying to talk Zoey out of needing her to go with them. As messed up as it was, Johnny needed her to go, too. “Neither of you knows what this life is like. The media will slaughter all of us. I’ve got to get Zoey someplace safe, and I have no idea where that is yet, so please stop arguing and let me think.”

“Can’t I just go with her?” Zoey pointed to Jillian.

“Um, no,” Jillian said. “No offense or anything, but I’m not the mothering type.”

“Whatever. My own mother wasn’t the mothering type, and you’re already ten times better than her,” Zoey insisted.

Jillian’s brows knitted. “I’m sorry, but I have a business to get back to.”

“Actually, you have a two-week contract with me,” Johnny reminded her. “As I said, you’re coming with us.”

Jillian glowered at him. “In case you’ve forgotten, you aren’t going on tour, and you canceled my contract.”

“Not in writing. You’re still legally bound to work with me for two weeks.”

“Work, not sit around on my ass while you figure out your personal life,” Jillian retorted.

“Then you’ll design my fu”—he eyed Zoey—“freaking wardrobe.”

Jillian folded her arms over her chest. “If you think I’m going to follow you like one of your groupies, you’re wrong. I will make your life a living hell if you force me to go.”

“And I’ll make your life hell if she doesn’t go.” Zoey’s eyes were locked on him.

Kane stifled a chuckle.

Johnny ground his back teeth, trying not to snap at the teenager who, according to her mother—who Johnny had apparently spent a few forgettable hours with—had no one but him to turn to…and the painfully beautiful dragon lady beside her. It wasn’t their fault his life was suddenly beyond fucked up, so he forced himself to be calm. “I’m used to people making my life hell, so join the club.”

Jillian’s brow furrowed, as if she was coming up with a plan. Probably to slaughter him. She crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “I’ll go under one condition.”

“Are you shitting me? What?”

“If and when you do the Brutally Bad tour, you let Sable Montgomery’s band, Surge, open for your show.”

“Who?” What the fuck?

“Sable Montgomery. The band is great. But if you’d rather not.” She headed for the door.

He didn’t have the time or the energy to argue about this bullshit. He didn’t give a damn if the band sucked. “Fine. She’s got it.”

Her eyes widened, like she couldn’t believe it, but in the next second they narrowed with determination. “I want it in writing.”

Fuming, he went to the armoire and pulled open a drawer, taking out a pad of paper and a pen and scrawled, Surge can open for my next tour. He signed it and tore the page off the pad, shoving it into her hand. Ignoring her smirk, he turned to his brother. “Any ideas where we can go?”

Kane shook his head. “The media knows where all my properties are.”

“Ohmygod.” Jillian looked exasperatedly at Kane. “Aren’t you Big Daddy Kane? Which kind of makes me gag. Some kind of billionaire business mogul with your own groupies at your beck and call?”

Kane cocked the grin that Johnny had seen melt panties across several continents. “Trust me, darlin’. I go down smooth. No gagging involved.”

Are you fucking kidding me?

Jillian rolled her eyes. “Shouldn’t you have hidden properties all over the world for exactly this reason?”

“Shouldn’t you, Ms. Braden?” Kane asked with amusement. “I’d think that’s precisely what the fashion industries’ It Girl of sightly outlandish designs would be into.”

Johnny shot him a dark stare. “Kane, cut the shit.”

“For your information, I don’t need a hidden property.” Jillian’s words dripped with defiance. “I don’t have trouble with paparazzi like Johnny does, but when I want to keep a low profile, I go to my brother and his wife’s inn in the Colorado Mountains. They’ve put up celebrities and know how to keep things on the down-low. They even have a private airstrip.”

“Then that’s where we’re going,” Johnny said. “Call your brother and make arrangements.”

“Excuse me?” Jillian squared her shoulders. “I’m not your employee, and I won’t be ordered around like one.”

Shit. He was used to people asking how high when he said jump, not having his every word challenged. But if he thought his life was suddenly fucked up, that was nothing compared to what the fourteen-year-old girl who had lost her grandmother, been abandoned by her mother, and was now stuck with him was going through.

Forcing his irritation down deep, he kissed Jillian Braden’s gorgeous ass, speaking as calmly as he was able. “Jillian, Zoey’s been through enough for one day. We need a place to lie low while we figure this out. Unless you want the media attacking her and slaying your reputation for being here with us, will you please ask your brother if we can stay at his inn?”

She huffed hard enough to shake the room, but as those keen hazel eyes slid to Zoey, they warmed, and she pulled out her phone.


Chapter Two


JILLIAN STARED OUT the window of Kane’s private plane, wondering how she’d gotten herself into this mess. She couldn’t believe Johnny had agreed to let Sable’s band open for his tour, assuming he was still going to have one at some point. She wasn’t even sure if Sable would agree to do it. Surge played at music festivals and such, but Sable’s brother, Axsel, was a rock star in his own right, and Sable had never tried to follow in his tracks. Jillian had been sure Johnny would refuse, and that would be her out. But would she have walked away if he’d given her the chance? She certainly would have wanted to, but whether he’d agreed to Sable opening or not, she knew in her heart she wouldn’t have walked away. She couldn’t have turned her back on the young girl who was trying so hard to hide her fear behind a surly attitude. Jillian had been trying to figure out what happened that had landed Zoey in Johnny’s care and why neither of them had known he was her father until that morning, but she hadn’t wanted to ask in front of Zoey, who seemed traumatized enough.

She studied the sleeping teen across the aisle.

Zoey hadn’t said two words since they’d left the penthouse and had fallen asleep with her earbuds in an hour into the four-hour flight. She looked so young with her shiny brown hair draped over her shoulders. She hadn’t even outgrown her baby face yet, but she wielded her attitude with the adeptness of an eighteen-year-old and dressed like one of Johnny’s groupies, with too much makeup, a tight black skull-patterned belly-baring top that looked two sizes too small, skintight hip-huggers, a denim jacket, and black Converse. A thin leather choker circled her neck, several cheap plastic bracelets covered her wrists, and fake pearl earrings dangled from her ears. She was a pretty girl beneath all that armor. What had her guarded eyes seen in so few years?

Jillian glanced at Johnny lying on the couch with his jeans-clad legs crossed at the ankles, one hand behind his head, dark eyes staring up at the ceiling, just as they’d been since they’d gotten up in the air. There was no denying that he was infuriatingly gorgeous, with that chiseled jawline, pitch-black scruff, a mouth that she was sure was capable of all sorts of dirty pleasures when it wasn’t spouting arrogance, and a body made for riding. But his attitude was no less abrasive than Zoey’s. He’d barked orders at his assistant and his PR rep for twenty minutes before the helicopter had arrived, and his jaw had been tighter than a vault for the past two hours. How was a guy like him going to raise an ornery teen when they couldn’t even talk to each other? The way he’d spoken at Zoey instead of to her had made Jillian want to slap him. That was one reason she hadn’t put up more of a fight about going with them.

She pushed to her feet, and his dark eyes shifted, watching her approach like a rottweiler deciding if he should bite or bark. Why was that so hot? Annoyed with herself, she swatted his booted feet off the couch, forcing him to sit up.

She sat beside him, speaking quietly. “I went out on a limb for you with my family. You owe me an explanation.”

“About?” he asked gruffly.

She gave him a deadpan look. “Give me the scoop, or I’m taking off the minute we touch down.”

He glanced at Zoey and leaned his elbows on his legs. “You heard Kane. She’s more than likely my kid.”

“Yes, but it sounded like neither of you knew that until today. Were you just bullshitting? Where’s her mother? Where has she been living?”

He shook his head, wringing his hands. “I’m still putting all the pieces together, but obviously I must have hooked up with her mother after a show when I was nineteen or twenty, probably blitzed out of my mind. I don’t even know who her mother is. My manager showed up with Zoey this morning and said she was my kid and her mother wanted nothing to do with her.” His jaw clenched, and his tone turned venomous. “Then he told me he’d been paying her mother off for all these years to keep her quiet, because he thought it would ruin my career if word got out.” He turned his head, eyes full of ire. “I never got a chance to decide how to handle any of it, and I have no idea what I would’ve done, but I sure as hell wouldn’t have taken that route.”

Jesus. No wonder he’d been ready to kill someone. “That’s awful. How does a mother just abandon her child after raising her for fourteen years?”

“She didn’t raise her.” He fisted one hand, rubbing it with the other. “She took the money Dick sent every month and left Zoey with her grandmother. Her grandmother died three weeks ago, and at that point her mother had no choice but to take care of her, which I assume is why she dumped her on me.”

“And it sounds like she went for the payoff with TMZ,” Jillian added. “No wonder Zoey is so angry. That poor girl has gone through so much, and you’re obviously not happy about her being here, either. Talk about getting her legs knocked out from under her.”

“You think I like any of this?” he fumed. “Having my world turned upside down? Letting down my band when we’re supposed to be recording? Being betrayed by the guy I trusted with my entire life since I was fifteen years old?” He bit out a curse. “Do you think I like knowing she’s hurting? I don’t want to snap at her. She’s a kid. But how would you react if someone put her in front of you and said, ‘She’s yours, twenty-four-seven, don’t fuck her up’?”

“I couldn’t do it. I stay up all night working, and I have enough trouble remembering to eat and take care of myself. I’d never cut it as a parent, and I like my life the way it is.”

He splayed his hands, giving her a look that said no shit. “Then you get why I’m just as lost as she is.”

“Yes, but you created her. This is the reason people use condoms.”

“I’ve been using them since I was fifteen,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m not an idiot.”

“It’s hard to get pregnant through latex, but girls who are motivated to rope a rock star into paying them for the rest of their lives are sneaky. If you used their condoms, they can poke holes in them.”

He cursed under his breath.

“Look, the how or why doesn’t matter. The fact is, she’s yours, and I guess she’ll cramp your style. You can’t really entertain groupies with a teenage girl around.”

His eyes narrowed. “Is that what you think this is about? You think I’d put getting off above another person’s life? Especially a kid’s?”

“To be honest, I don’t know what to think. I only know what I’ve experienced, which is your total disregard for my time, and frustration about having to take care of Zoey.”

His jaw tightened, and he stared at her for a minute, as if he were trying to keep from blowing up. “What you’ve experienced isn’t my disregard for your time. Canceling had nothing to do with you. I had more important things, more important people, to tend to than a damn tour for my fans. You just got caught in the crossfire, and I’m sorry for that. I really am. It sucks, and what you’ve seen today is me being too shocked to think straight.” He lowered his voice even more. “I don’t know a damn thing about that girl, much less how to take care of her. Where will she go to school? Does she need therapy? Does she use drugs?”

“She’s fourteen—obviously you’ll need to find a school for her.” She wondered what things and which people were more important than his tour, but she let that go for now and tried to lighten the air. “And she’s definitely going to need therapy. So are you, and if I stick around too long, I probably will, too.” His expression remained serious and angry, reminding her of her older and most ornery brother, Nick. She knew how to diffuse Nick, and damn it to hell, she felt bad for Johnny and tried to help him the same way by softening her tone. “How about if you just try to get to know her and make her feel like she’s not an imposition? It’s understandable that you’re mad about your life being turned upside down, but suck it up. None of this is her fault. She didn’t ask to be born to a mother who didn’t want her, and you said she lost the grandmother who raised her. Is she sad about it? Was her grandmother good to her?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that her grandmother died of an aneurysm while she was at school, and she’d been the one to find her.”

Oh my God. She looked at Zoey, struggling against a lump forming in her throat. She took a deep breath, and as she’d done her whole life, she looked past the heartbreak to find a way to mend it. “Well, now is the time to find out. Whether you like it or not, you hold the power to step up and try to salvage how she feels about you and herself, or you can fuck her up beyond repair by making her feel even more unwanted.”

He sat back and raked a hand through his hair, blowing out a breath like he’d just run a marathon. “I thought you weren’t the mothering type.”

“I’m not. But I was fourteen once, and I know how much my relationship with my father shaped my life. You have two younger sisters, don’t you?”

He nodded.

“If they were in this situation, how would you want the guy who just found out he was their father to treat them?”

He swallowed hard, his gaze moving to Zoey again before returning to Jillian with a hint of a plea. “You’re going to help me with this, right?”

“Sorry, but I’ll be busy working on your wardrobe.” She rose to her feet, and he caught her hand, their eyes connecting with an unexpected jolt. It wasn’t heat or hate but some kind of strange in-between, like two people hanging on to the same lifeboat.

“Thank you.” He squeezed her hand, holding it for so long her pulse quickened.

She slipped her hand from his and made her way back to her seat, wondering what the hell had just happened.


Chapter Three


JILLIAN GATHERED HER things and glanced out the window, the tension in her neck and shoulders easing. There was something about the Colorado Mountains that had always calmed her. She spotted her oldest brother, Beau, with his short brown hair and serious dark eyes, and his wife, Charlotte, a warm, quirky brunette, and felt more of that tension ease. Before leaving New York, Jillian had given Beau and Char the rundown about Johnny and Zoey. If anyone could understand what Zoey was going through, it was them. Beau had lost a big piece of himself when his first love had died more than a decade ago, but he’d found an even better piece of himself with Charlotte, who had suffered the loss of both her parents and the grandfather who had raised her.

“Where are we?” Zoey asked, holding her cell phone like a security blanket. “I thought we were going to an inn.”

“We are. This is just the landing strip. The inn has been in my sister-in-law’s family forever. Wait until you see it. It’s gorgeous, and it’s surrounded by wildflowers, my favorites. There’s a heart-shaped lake, and the inn and everything around it has a magical quality.”

Zoey rolled her eyes.

Johnny shook his head.

“I’m not kidding,” Jillian said. “Legend has it that once you’re touched by the magic of the inn, nothing can break the spell. If you two are lucky, maybe you’ll catch a little of that magic and get to a better place.” That earned another eye roll, but it didn’t dissuade Jillian. She believed in the magic of the inn and hoped it would help them. She pointed out the window. “See that guy? He’s my brother Beau. He renovated the inn and all the other structures on the property for his wife, Char. That’s her in the pink cowgirl boots, petting their dog, Bandit. You have to watch Bandit. He’s a thief, and nothing is off-limits, so be careful where you put your things.”

“I don’t like dogs,” Zoey said. “Is there anything to do here?”

“There’s plenty to do, and there’s a cute town not too far away.”

“We’re here to lie low,” Johnny reminded them. “If the media gets wind of where we are, our lives will be a shit show.”

Jillian glowered at him.

“I mean chaotic,” he corrected himself. “Sorry.”

“So? Isn’t it better to get it over with than to hide like criminals?” Zoey asked.

“No.” Johnny’s jaw tightened again. “The media is probably already slandering the hell out of me.”

“Then why do you care if they know where you are?” Zoey challenged. “Do you have other kids you’re hiding?”

“Look,” Johnny snapped. “I don’t—”

“He doesn’t want to fuel the fire,” Jillian interrupted, taking Zoey’s hand and dragging her toward the exit to diffuse the mounting tension. “He’s right that something like this can make your life even harder if it’s not handled properly.”

“Why would I care?” Zoey grumbled. “My life is already a nightmare.”

Jillian’s heart ached for her. “I know it feels that way, and I’m sorry. Let’s just get settled in so Johnny and his team can figure out the next step. I promise I’ll do everything I can to make sure you won’t be bored while you’re here.”

They descended the steps, and Jillian ran to Beau, slowing only long enough to pet Bandit. “Hey, Bandit. You’re too cute with your yellow bandanna.”

“That’s so we can see where he’s sneaking off to at night.” Beau hauled her into a strong embrace, speaking quietly. “What have you gotten yourself mixed up in?”

“I don’t know, Boo.” He held her tighter at the childhood nickname. “But I couldn’t just leave her alone with him.”

“That’s the big Braden heart that gets us all in trouble.”

She smiled as she stepped out of his arms. “How were Jax and Jordan before they left? How is Sully?” Jillian’s twin brother Jax’s fiancée, Jordan, had recently reunited with her long-lost sister, Casey, who now went by the name Sully. Sully was staying at Redemption Ranch, not far from the inn, where she was getting therapeutic help while she put the pieces of her life back together, and Jax and Jordan had spent the last couple of weeks there with her.

“They’re all doing okay, making progress,” Beau said. “Jax and Jordan are planning another trip here soon.”

“Good. Thanks for letting us come,” she said.

“Are you kidding? We’ll do everything we can to help.” Charlotte, cute as ever in shorts and a sweater, pulled her into her arms and lowered her voice to a whisper. “What a mess, but Johnny is hot. I’m totally using him for hero inspiration. Are you two…?”

“No. He’s a hot jerk whose life is a mess,” Jillian whispered. “I’m here for Zoey.”

She glanced at Zoey, doing something on her phone as the steward brought out their luggage and Johnny’s guitar. Johnny, at six-plus feet, stood eye-to-eye with Beau as they shook hands, and her brother visually sized him up.

“Thank you for letting us hide out here.” Johnny reached down to pet Bandit. “You’ll be fairly compensated.”

“No need for that,” Beau assured him. “Given the circumstances, we thought it best to let you stay at our place. We’ve moved into the inn, so you’ll have more privacy. You can use Char’s SUV.”

Johnny nodded, his expression serious. “I hate putting you out like that, but I appreciate the extra privacy.”

“No problem.” Beau said. “Should we expect an assistant, bodyguards, or anyone else to show up looking for you?”

“No. My assistant Jerry’s wife just had a baby, and the fewer people with us, the better. I don’t want to call attention to the inn.”

“We appreciate that,” Beau reassured him.

“Johnny, this is Char, Beau’s wife,” Jillian said. “She’s a bestselling romance author, and I can’t believe I’m only just realizing this, but your sister Harlow played the main character in the adaptation of Char’s book Anything for Love on the Me Time channel.”

A smile brightened Johnny’s eyes, softening his sharp edges. Jillian didn’t think he could get any hotter, but Wow. Tingles spread through her chest. No, no, no. No tingles. She didn’t need to get caught up in a jerk.

“It’s nice to meet you, Char.” He shook her hand. “Harlow really enjoyed working on that project with Duncan Raz. Our family got together at my parents’ place to watch it the night it was released. It was a great story.”

“I’m so glad you enjoyed it. Harlow nailed the part. I’m glad Beau and I had a chance to meet her. She’s super sweet,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah, she’s pretty great,” he said. “I’m sorry for putting you and Beau out of your home, and I really appreciate you letting us camp out here for a while.”

“You brought my favorite sister-in-law, so I should be thanking you.” Charlotte lowered her voice as if she were sharing a secret. “Fair warning, though. Anything said or done around me might end up in one of my books. But don’t worry. I won’t use your real name.”

“Great,” he said a little sarcastically.

Jillian waited a few seconds for Johnny to introduce Zoey, and when he didn’t, she said, “Okay, I guess I’m doing the introductions. Zoey, come meet Beau and Char.”

Bandit trotted over to Zoey, walking beside her and pushing his nose into her hand. Zoey’s expression remained sullen, her eyes trained on the ground. Johnny watched with a furrowed brow, tension rolling off him like the wind. Did it bother him that she was ignoring the dog and not looking at Beau and Char, or was he actually worried about Zoey?

Maybe Jillian had it all wrong, and he was trying to figure out an escape from the turn his life had taken only hours before. There’s no lifeboat, buddy. Please do the right thing by her.

Pushing those thoughts away, she said, “Zoey, this is my brother Beau and his wife, Char. Guys, this is Zoey, who I’m looking forward to getting to know.” Johnny’s eyes flicked to her, as if he were shocked she’d said it. Someone has to make her feel welcome.

“Hi, honey,” Charlotte said warmly. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Hi,” Zoey said, quiet and clipped.

“We’re glad you’re here, and we look forward to getting to know you, too,” Beau said.

Jillian could have hugged Char and Beau for their warmth. She elbowed Johnny, giving him a you-could-learn-from-that look that made his expression grow even tighter.

[image: * * *]

AS JOHNNY AND Beau loaded the luggage and his guitar into the back of Beau’s truck, Johnny was struck again by Zoey’s lone suitcase. He was pissed that his manager had duped him, but it made him sick to think his own kid had paid the price. How could a fourteen-year-old have only one suitcase to her name? Especially when he’d been unknowingly paying ten grand a month to her mother. He couldn’t even think about Dick’s betrayal without wanting to punch something.

“Hey, man, from what Jilly said, you’ve had a hell of a morning. Are you okay?” Beau asked.

“About as okay as can be expected, I guess.” Johnny looked at Zoey kicking at the grass a few feet away from where Jillian and Charlotte were talking. Jillian glanced at her with concern in her eyes, and when Zoey looked over, Jillian smiled. Zoey looked as though she was thinking about smiling, but she averted her eyes. “I’m glad your sister agreed to stick around.”

“Jilly said she’s working on designing your tour wardrobe while you’re here.”

Shit. He’d forgotten about that. “That’s right.”

Beau looked at him skeptically. “She’s a hell of a designer, but she also mentioned that you canceled your tour.”

Fuck. “I did,” he admitted.

“Then what’s my sister really doing with you?”

Johnny met his gaze. As an older brother, he knew exactly what Beau was worried about. “It’s not what you think. Do you have kids?”

“Not yet, but I hope to soon.”

“Well, I wasn’t hoping to, and now I’m supposed to be insta-dad, only I don’t know the first thing about being a father. I needed help, and Jillian seemed to have a way with Zoey. Zoey begged her to come with us because she didn’t want to be alone with me, so I used my contract with Jillian as leverage to get her to come with us. She will be designing the wardrobe, but with all that’s going on, I have no idea when I’ll be touring again.”

“I get it, but you obviously don’t know Jilly. She doesn’t have a lot of experience with kids. She and my wife have a lot in common in the realm of focusing more on work than the world around them. So if you think Jilly’s going to step in as some sort of mother figure to your daughter, you’d better think again. She’s got a big heart, but she’s also got a big mouth, a massive career, and a will of steel.”

“I’ve witnessed that big mouth and her will of steel firsthand. I don’t need her to be a mother, Beau. I just need a buffer so Zoey and I don’t kill each other.”

Beau chuckled. “In that case, you chose well. Jilly’s been dealing with five bullheaded brothers her whole life. I think she can handle you and Zoey. It’s too bad you didn’t get here yesterday. You could’ve met Jilly’s twin, Jax. He and his fiancée, Jordan, headed back to Maryland this morning.”

“I don’t think I could handle two of them.”

Beau chuckled. “Jax and Jilly are nothing alike, except in their careers. Jax is very low-key. He’s a wedding gown designer. Come on, let’s get you and Zoey over to the cottage so you can get settled in.”

A little while later Beau drove down a tree-lined road, and when they emerged from beneath the umbrella of branches, a gorgeous three-story glass, stone, and cedar inn came into view with grand terraces overlooking a lake, sprawling meadows, and a damn fine view of picturesque mountains in the distance.

“Wow,” Zoey said with awe. “That’s the inn?”

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Jillian said as Beau drove past it and headed down a dirt road.

“Where are you going?” Zoey looked over her shoulder at the inn. “Aren’t we staying there?”

“We’re staying at Beau and Char’s place, for privacy,” Johnny said.

Zoey sank down in her seat, pouting.

“I think you’ll like our cottage,” Charlotte said.

Johnny didn’t know what he was expecting, but as they pulled up to a rustic cottage with two brown A-line roofs that dipped in ways no roof ever should and sloped nearly to the ground, as if they’d melted from the sun, he was sure it was some kind of joke. Nothing was square or even. The edges of the cottage and roof were rounded and cockeyed, and the roof tiles were oddly shaped and misaligned. Between two tall roof peaks were a pair of dormers, also with drippy, uneven roofs, and just below, another sloping roof sheltered a bay window beside an arched barnwood front door. Johnny half expected the seven dwarfs to come out whistling.

Beau parked, and Bandit bolted out of the truck and around the side of the cottage. They climbed out of the truck, and Johnny looked down at the walkway made of oddly shaped maroon, green, and peach slabs of rock and cobblestones bound together with thick white concrete that led to the front door.

“What the hell is this place?” Zoey asked.

“Hey,” Johnny snapped. “Show some respect.”

“This is our home,” Charlotte said excitedly. “It’s an exact replica of Snow White’s cottage. My great-grandmother loved fairy tales, so my great-grandfather renovated the cabin that was on the property to create it for her, and then Beau fixed it up so we could live here. Do you like fairy tales?”

“They suck,” Zoey said.

“Zoey,” Jillian chided her. “That’s not nice.”

“Would you rather I lied to her?” Zoey asked.

Jesus. This kid has no manners. “Sorry, Charlotte. It’s been a rough day.” Johnny looked at Zoey and said, “If you don’t have anything nice to say, please keep it to yourself.”

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

“Including that.” If he never saw another eye roll or heard the word whatever again, it would be too soon.

Zoey turned her back to him.

Johnny was in way over his head. He didn’t believe in miracles, but he sure as hell hoped for one, or they were both in trouble.

“It’s okay,” Beau reassured him. “We know our home is different, but the good news is that nobody comes back here. You’ll have all the privacy you need.”

“Can’t we just stay in the inn?” Zoey pleaded. “I promise I won’t leave my room.”

“We’re staying here,” Johnny said. “I’m not taking any chances with media hounds tracking you down.”

“Why don’t we go inside and check it out?” Jillian suggested. “It’s actually really cool. One of a kind.”

Charlotte pulled a blue and yellow polka-dot key from her pocket and handed it to Zoey. “Do you want to do the honors?”

Zoey couldn’t look less enthusiastic as she trudged up the walk and unlocked the door.

“This place looks great,” Johnny said. “I’m really sorry about Zoey’s attitude.”

“Don’t be,” Beau said.

“He’s used to moody girls,” Jillian said as she strutted past, following Zoey and Charlotte into the cottage.

Beau chuckled, and they headed inside.

The cottage smelled like warm cedar and happy family. The familiar scent nearly stopped Johnny in his tracks, reminding him of his childhood home on Cape Cod. He took in the dips and swells of the uneven frosting-like ceilings and crooked exposed beams, the stucco and stone walls, and what had to be a hand-carved wooden cap on the half wall separating the living room from a cozy eating area. They walked through an archway carved into a massive tree trunk to a good-size kitchen, which also had crooked, frosting-like walls. He admired the varying-sized pine cabinets with elaborately carved arched doors, three small arched openings between the countertop and the cabinets above, and the old-fashioned iron stove, with a flue that wound up behind it and disappeared into a stone wall that housed a rounded brick oven.

“This is incredible,” Johnny said. “It’s just like the pictures in the story.”

“You know the story of Snow White?” Jillian asked with surprise.

“Yeah. Harlow and my other sister, Aria, are six and seven years younger than me. I read it to them a million times when they were young. They loved it.” He looked at Zoey, staring at the floor, and was hit with a wave of sadness. Did she hate fairy tales because her life was hell or because it wasn’t cool to like them? He hoped it was the latter, but his gut told him otherwise.

“Want to check out the upstairs?” Beau motioned to a set of steps tucked off to the side of the tree-trunk archway. Every step was a different size and shape. “The steps were made from trees on the property.”

“The details in this place are unbelievable,” Johnny said as they all made their way upstairs.

“Every piece of wood is hand carved,” Beau said as he walked them through the unique bedrooms and bathrooms. The master suite had a stone fireplace that looked as though it had settled into place from a landslide. Two uneven hand-carved mantels made it appear even more off-balance. The walls were angled in like an A-frame, but they didn’t meet at a peak. The ceiling was flat, and two large picture windows offered gorgeous views of the property.

When they headed back downstairs, Jillian said, “Isn’t it wonderful?”

“It really is. A lot of hard work must’ve gone into it,” Johnny said, heading for the door to get their luggage.

“A lot of love,” Charlotte corrected him as everyone followed him out.

“Yeah, that, too.” Johnny grabbed Jillian’s and Zoey’s luggage.

“You can leave mine in the truck,” Jillian said. “I’m staying at the inn.”

“What?” Zoey’s head snapped up like her life was in danger. “Why do you get to stay at the inn?”

“Because I’m not as famous as your father, so I blend in,” Jillian answered.

“Then why can’t I stay with you?” Zoey asked. “People will think I’m your daughter.”

“But you’re not,” Jillian said.

“You can’t leave me alone with him. I don’t know him. He could be a murderer,” Zoey said angrily.

“That’s a little dramatic,” Jillian said flatly. “He’s a lot of things, Zoey, but I don’t think he’s a murderer. And it’s important for you two to spend time together so you can get to know each other.”

“Why do we have to do that alone? Please stay with us,” Zoey pleaded. “Please?”

The way she was begging made Johnny worry that some asshole might have hurt her in the past. He’d spoken to his cousins, Mick’s brothers, Brett and Carson earlier. They owned Elite Security and were digging up everything they could on Zoey’s life. But he also knew that Jillian was right. He had the power to royally fuck up Zoey, and that was the last thing he wanted to do. He needed to figure out how to talk to her, how to find common ground and build trust between them. It seemed impossible, but he’d find a way or die trying. But for now he kept his mouth shut and hoped for the best, because he wasn’t keen on the idea of being alone with her, either, and he had a feeling Zoey’s pleas would have a hell of a lot more pull with Jillian than his demands.

Jillian’s shoulders dropped just a little, and he knew Zoey had won before Jillian even said, “Fine, but I get the master bedroom.”


Chapter Four


JOHNNY HATED GOSSIP, and he’d long ago stopped reading online gossip about himself. But this wasn’t about him. It was about the young girl who had locked herself in her room hours ago and hadn’t come out. It was about his daughter, a fact that Mick had confirmed. That was why Johnny had forced himself to read the lies the media hounds were publishing, which ran the gamut from Zoey being his love child to his dirty little secret. They made her out to be a girl looking for trouble in all the wrong places, and for all he knew, they might not be far off. He read about her mother’s fast lifestyle, the grandmother who had raised her, and dozens of theories about why he’d fired Dick. By the time he put his phone away, he was furious, and so fucking sad for Zoey, he’d had to go for a run to calm down before finally calling his family to discuss all that had transpired.

He looked at his parents’ faces on his laptop screen as they waited for his siblings to join them on the video call. His father had worn his silver hair even shorter since his mother had lost hers from chemotherapy. Her hair had started growing back, and she had a soft sheen of blondish-gray waves, not much longer than his father’s hair. They looked good, all things considered. Then again, even in the worst of times, they clung to any sliver of light in the darkness, and that light shined through them with vigor. Johnny wondered how they managed to exude positivity no matter what the situation. His mother had suffered from two types of cancers in the last year. She’d gotten through the first and was currently undergoing chemotherapy treatments for the second. Things looked good, but Johnny lived every day in fear of the disease rearing its ugly head again and stealing her from them.

A surprise disgruntled teenage granddaughter would only add to his parents’ stress, and yet here they were, sitting nearly cheek to cheek, without a hint of judgment or unhappiness in their expressions. Their worry, however, was evident in the shadows in their eyes.

“How are you feeling, Mom?”

“I’m fine, honey. Don’t worry about me. My tumor is shrinking, and I’m resting. All is well over here. We’re just worried about you.”

“I’m really sorry about all this.”

“There’s no reason to be sorry,” his mother said. “We love you, and we’ll love your daughter.”

His throat felt like it was closing. He’d give anything for Zoey to have had that type of love from her damn mother so she’d never have to feel like she was now.

“How are you holding up, son?” his father asked. He was their family’s rock, steady and stable in the worst of times, much like Kane.

“Ask me that in about a week,” Johnny said. “I’m still in shock.”

“That’s understandable, honey,” his mother said as his siblings’ faces appeared on-screen. “How’s Zoey doing? She must be so frightened. If she has a phone, I hope you took it away. The news reports have not been kind to her or her mother.”

Damn it. He hadn’t considered Zoey’s phone. She’d probably seen all there was to see by now. “She’s not doing great, but hopefully things will settle down now that we’re someplace safe.”

“Does that mean she’s going to be staying with you?” his father asked.

“She’s my kid. Of course she is.”

Kane gave Johnny a supportive nod. As biological siblings, they shared their father’s dark hair of his younger years and dark eyes, while Harlow and Aria were adopted and fairer haired.

“I knew you’d do the right thing,” Harlow said with her typical enthusiasm. Her black knit turtleneck set off her side-parted blond hair, which hung just past her shoulders. “You two are all over the news, and there’s a lot of speculation about why you fired Dick.”

“I know. I read it.” Dick had discovered Johnny when he was a fifteen-year-old YouTube sensation and had represented him for the past nineteen years. The betrayal cut so deep, if he let himself think too much about it, it would obliterate his ability to deal with Zoey.

“Johnny, are you okay? A teenage girl can be a lot to handle.” Aria pushed her long dirty-blond hair over her shoulder, her short sleeves revealing the colorful tattoos on her arms. “Do you need help? Do you want me to come to wherever you are?”

He knew how big an offer that was coming from Aria, who was not a fan of traveling or being around people she didn’t know, but before he could respond, Harlow said, “I can help, too, but only for a couple of days until I have to be back on set.”

“Girls, that’s sweet, but you know you can’t do that without the media catching on,” their mother said.

“She’s right,” Johnny said. “You have to stay put and act like you have no idea where we are. I’m really sorry this came out the way it did. I wish I could have brought Zoey home to Mom and Dad’s so she could be around family, but that’s not an option yet. For now, since everyone’s looking for us, they’ll probably have eyes on all of you.” That was the reason his mother’s illnesses had been kept under wraps. To keep the vultures from swarming and publishing horrific shit that no one needed to read. “I’ve spoken to Brett and Carson. They’re arranging a security detail for each of you until this blows over.”

“Mine’s already shown up, and he’s hot,” Harlow said.

“Ugh. Do you have to send someone here? You know I hate having people watching me,” Aria complained. “I’m safe. Zeke is parked outside my cottage right now. He and Tank won’t let photographers get anywhere near me.”

Aria was a tattooist at Wicked Ink on Cape Cod, which was owned by Tank Wicked. His cousin Zeke had tutored her when she was younger and had been watching out for her ever since. At six four, tatted and pierced, Tank was one of the most intimidating men Johnny knew, and Zeke was just as tough, although he was like a venomous animal, easy on the eyes but lethal. Their fathers had founded the Bayside chapter of the Dark Knights motorcycle club, and they and their brothers were all members. Johnny knew one call to Zeke or Tank would keep Aria surrounded by a number of badass bikers twenty-four-seven. But his sister wouldn’t like that any more than what he’d arranged.

Johnny hated that his life impacted his family in this way, but that was the price of fame. “I know they’ll keep you safe, but I’d feel better having a professional watching over you, too.”

“Fine,” Aria relented. “But where are you?”

“In Colorado. Harlow, guess whose place we’re staying in? Beau and Char Braden’s. Their place is an exact replica of Snow White’s cottage just like in the movie. It’s a trip.”

“Really?” Harlow said excitedly. “I love them. Charlotte told me about their house and the inn. She’s a riot. I swear she lives on Twix and energy bars. Beau is the kindest man alive, and he’s madly in love with her. How did you end up there?”

“I pissed off his sister, Jillian, by canceling our meeting this morning. She was supposed to design my wardrobe for the tour, and she came up to chew me out when all of this was going down. Zoey said she wouldn’t go anywhere without her, so I had no choice but to convince Jillian to come with us.”

“I’m not surprised she called you out on canceling again,” Harlow said. “You already put her off twice.”

“That was nice of her to help, though,” Aria added.

“It sure was,” his father said. “John, what’s the real story with you and Zoey’s mother?”

“There is no story. She’s just someone I must’ve hooked up with after a show. She left Zoey with Dick this morning and took off. Kane found out she was the one who tipped off TMZ. It sounds to me like she’s all about the payoff.”

“We need to talk about that,” Kane said. “According to Dick, she wants nothing to do with Zoey, and if that’s what you want, then we need to have legal documents drawn up and signed so she can’t come back and use her as a weapon again. And while we’re on the subject of legalities, the team has already uncovered major misappropriations of funds by Dick and several burned bridges with business associates that I’ll need to fill you and your bandmates in on at some point. I have a feeling we’ll be digging out of this for months, but we can take action now.”

“I can’t think about Dick right now—I need to focus on Zoey—but I want to hold his feet to the fire, so please talk to the guys and do whatever it takes to nail him. As far as Zoey’s mother goes, I need to talk to Zoey and find out what she wants. But let’s be honest. I don’t know the first thing about parenting. Mom, Dad, I need some advice, but just so you know where we’re starting from, as far as I can tell, her mother took all the money Dick gave her, and Zoey and her grandmother never saw a cent. Her mother is a snake, but will I do more harm than good if I close that door for Zoey?”

“Honey, there are lots of parents who can’t raise their kids and have relatives do it for them,” his mother said. “But any mother who would let her daughter go without and would drop her off with a stranger and then immediately seek money at her daughter’s expense is doing her harm. I don’t think that woman should be allowed anywhere near her ever again.”





























































































































































OEBPS/i/i1.png





OEBPS/i/i3.png





OEBPS/i/i4.png
e
it || ory Corer

Mies & Michelle

Cole braden H somraden secy braden H Nick braden ‘

Graham
e Nate Braden H Ty Braden Grabiam H ZevBraden ‘c.oy braden
yesne || sontan :

!
M Tempest [{ - spanon JaxBroden Hnmnu«mcn ‘ -

Seth Braden

Buddy Waish
y Catherine
Holpraden | B e Catwrne &

percesaden s wocn [ ot e

T — T T

—
ot 55 oo ]| | [ oy o e

Victoria

et raen | oanesen | o

ﬂgﬁlfellt @[(1{./’!
BRADEN FAMILY TREE








Copyright (c) 2012, TypeSETit, LLC (typesetit@att.net), 
with Reserved Font Name &quot;Great Vibes&quot;

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Copyright (c) 2012 Natanael Gama (info@ndiscovered.com), with Reserved Font Name 'Cinzel'

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/cover.jpg
THE BRADENS
& MONTGOMERYS

A BAD BOYS AFTER DARK
CROSSOVER NOVEL

N\
New York Times Bes‘t/s Iling Author

MELISSA FOSTER





