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      He’s already rewritten himself once for the sake of a dream.

      It cost him everything — and gave him nothing.

      Now Ryker is back in the spotlight with a new band, a new image, and a carefully curated lie he tells the world: the gay lead singer in an all-gay band, finally palatable, finally marketable. They aren’t asking much from him. Not at first. Nothing that should hurt.

      Until Nikki.

      Nikki — all sharp wit and guitar-curve confidence — understands what it means to bleed for a dream. She’s everything he’s never allowed himself to want, and suddenly she’s the one thing standing between him and every sacrifice he’s already made. Not the band that failed him. Not the friend who didn’t stay. Not the slow erosion of his mother’s memory. Not even the lie he wears like armor.

      Just her.

      But Nikki has plans of her own. And shaping herself around a man who cares too much about optics, labels, and hiding isn’t part of them. She could be his future — his hope — but only if he’s willing to want her out loud.

      Dreams, after all, are funny like that.

      Sometimes they change.

      Sometimes they collide.

      And sometimes they ask you to choose.

      If Ryker finally lets his dreams shift…

      will Nikki’s be waiting — or will he be too late?
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      The Nordic gods had to be missing their king.

      Nikki dropped the whitish bar cloth into the bucket, splashing dirty water over its lip.

      Blond hair, shoulders almost too big for the doorway, tall-tan-glass-of-yummy walked in, backlit with afternoon sunlight.

      Squinting at the bright backdrop since being accustomed to the dim bar, Nikki afforded him a thorough once-over before bending down to retrieve the rag. Nothing wrong with admiring the goods that arrived, even the unavailable items. Who was she kidding? In Sprites, they were all unavailable.

      Standing, Nikki shoved her hair from her face with the back of her wrist – in vain – nothing was fixing how she looked at that point.

      Eyes readjusted, Nikki noticed the bright pink flier emblazed with audition information waving in his hand.

      She slapped her hip and smiled. “Are you here for the tryouts?” The god turned toward her and she swallowed a gasp. What the hell was he doing in her bar? Tossing the towel in the sink and rinsing her fingers, she grimaced. All the hot ones were gay, but not this one. He was infamous and not for kissing boys.

      He approached the bar and motioned toward the stage with a nod. “Yeah, thanks. Is there a lot of competition?” His words had been dragged across velvet, drenched in whiskey, and laid out to dry in the salty air of a sunny beach. Damn, he hadn’t changed.

      “Probably not for you, Ryker.” Nikki tapped her wet finger on the counter.

      Ryker jerked back. He looked behind him. Two men dressed in metro-pizzazz sat at a long table a few feet from the stage. Their heated voices crossed the forty or fifty feet to the bar in palpable, undefined frustration.

      “Don’t worry.” Nikki rubbed a glass with her rag, more irritated than she should be. “Keenan and Billy can’t hear us. I doubt they’d even care.” But that wasn’t true, was it? Those boys wanted nothing more than to be famous and if Ryker was in their band, he’d rocket them into the most outer orbits of fame.

      He ducked his head. “How’d you know it was me?”

      She offered a bitter laugh tied to disillusioned sadness. She was a fan with failed hopes. “You can ditch the black hair and apparently fake tattoos, but your face? Your voice? Ryker, no one sounds like you. Once you spoke… well…”

      “Do you think it’s going to ruin my chances?” His unavoidable magnetism did things to her insides. Grr.

      Billy would freak when he saw that Ryker Steele had come to the auditions.

      Might as well get the introductions over with. Nikki tied on her apron and rounded the end of the bar. He didn’t have to know he’d been her favorite member of Dagger. “I’ll take you over.” Like stalker-favorite.

      Drastically different from the all-black clothing he’d worn in his posters and album covers before, the light blue t-shirt softly molded to the rounded angles of his pecs. Nikki ignored her overly moist mouth.

      Chairs sat on tables lined along the wall. Dark carpet faded to faux-wood linoleum until running into the stage. Nikki glanced over her shoulder. Low lighting glowed on the golden grain and sparkled off snifters and martini glasses. Classy tinged attitude. Her pride and joy. Was he impressed?

      Beside Keenan, Nikki motioned toward the Viking. “You’ve got a hot one here, fellas.” She clenched her jaw from using more angry tones that she couldn’t explain. “Ryker Steele.”

      Billy checked out a list, multi-toned jewelry dangling from his ear with small tinkles riding on the air. “Ryker Steele? You mean, Ryker Steele from Dagger? Singer-slash-songwriter-slash-multi-instrument-talent Ryker Steele? That one? You’re joking, right?” He laughed and nudged Keenan’s shoulder.

      But Billy’s boyfriend didn’t share the joke. Instead, he stared over Billy’s head at the blond giant just feet away.

      Nikki understood the awe. She leaned down to Keenan’s ear and whispered, “I know, right?”

      Following Keenan and Nikki’s gazes, Billy turned as if stuck in tar, slow and painful.

      Ryker’s sideways glance at Nikki and tight eyebrows signaled the staring and gaping had gone on long enough. He cleared his throat, but no one moved.

      Nikki slapped Keenan on the back. “This is Keenan and the red-head next to him is his boyfriend, Billy. Outside of the group, though, no one knows they’re taken. It’s all part of the image, you know.” She winked with exaggerated cheek movement.

      Billy stood, as if still partially frozen. “Are you… Are you auditioning? For my band?” At Keenan’s slight cough, Billy glanced at the ebony-skinned man on his left and then shook his head. “I mean, our band? Are you auditioning for our band?”

      Red heat climbed to Ryker’s face. He held up the flier to chest level. “Well, yeah, I was hoping I could try out for drummer.”

      His comment broke up the staring and Nikki, Keenan, and Billy exchanged narrowed looks. Nikki pointed her finger – very unladylike, but there it was – at his broad chest. “Uh, you’re a singer.”

      Ryker tilted his head and threw her a half-smile. “Just teasin’.”

      Billy and Keenan chortled.

      Huh, funny man. Nikki arched her brow and turned away.

      He had to be kidding. No way was he going to win over his old fans with a little bit of Cali charm and cleaned-up all-American looks. How cliché – blonde hair, blue eyes, tan skin – arms that she wanted to rub against. The pacific coast of Washington State didn’t have enough sun in a La Nina year to create a tan that dark.

      Beating a hasty retreat into the storage area, Nikki fell against the boxed syrups stacked by the wall.

      Head leaned back, eyes closed, she pictured the blond dream as if he stood before her. His blue eyes pierced her. And his voice… caressed her. She’d never dreamt she’d actually meet him, in her bar, auditioning for the house band.

      As if on command, suddenly his voice filled the bar as he crooned the words to her favorite song.

      Her eyelids snapped open. His words curled around her. Goosebumps rose all over her body.

      She pivoted to watch him from the doorway. Shivers shifted the nerves under her skin.

      He filled the stage. Regular blue jeans displayed his legs to perfection. The t-shirt which could have been painted across his shoulders, across his chest and down…

      The man sang his heart out – acapella.

      Nikki swallowed. Awestruck. Her throat tightened. Unexplainable sadness overwhelmed her. Success would be difficult with all the rumors surrounding his departure from Dagger still rampant on the gossip vine.

      Even after two years… Nikki sighed and turned her head. The red stamp on the sixty day notice of her mortgage papers caught her attention.

      If Billy were as smart as she knew him to be, he’d sign Ryker. But with all the notoriety, well, who knows.

      Annoyed and more than a little dispirited, Nikki untied her apron, rolled it into a ball and tossed it in her cubby behind the syrups.

      Sick of being alone, sick of men looking for one-night stands with other men at the bar, sick of being nothing more than someone to borrow lipstick from or to give the drink order to and, dang, if she wasn’t tired of the responsibilities associated with running her own business – when she’d started it’d been an adventure… but…

      “Nikki. We’re done. Can we get some drinks before we go?” The long-absent cheer in Billy’s voice was enough to pull her attention from her own woes.

      She left the small pseudo-office.

      Billy glanced at the Viking from under his lashes. Crap, trouble would brew before too long. Keenan’s legendary jealousy would destroy something valuable.

      “Two dirty vodka martinis, boys, and for you, Mr. Steele?” Nikki returned to the serving area and tried not to bite the tip of her tongue off. He watched her. And, not the way a fallen rock star watches a woman, but the way a Viking Lord would – itemizing her with his eyes and planning all kinds of delicious acts – ugh, too many Fabio-covered historical novels. The crazed fan portion of her smoldered only to be stamped out by the possible truths the band and Ryker had never clarified.

      “Sex On the Beach, please.” He held her gaze before she turned away.

      Nikki rolled her eyes. Seriously? A come-on? What the hell… She emptied green olive juice into the shaker. “Funny. I always took you as more of a frothing beer kind of guy.” Was he making fun of her friends? So help him, he’d hurt – bad – if he was.

      “Doll, that’s sort of stereotyping, isn’t it? I like beer sometimes.” Billy draped his stern business persona around himself and scowled at Nikki. A moment passed and he considered Ryker. And nodded. “You know, she has something, though. When you sang for Dagger, you weren’t gay, were you?”

      Keenan rubbed his hands together. “Like maybe you were pretending to be straight, but that’s why you’d left the band?”

      Nibbling on the edge of her lip, Nikki peeked at Ryker from behind a swath of bangs. Keenan had pegged a huge rumor that had run around about him and his previous band.

      Not to be outdone, Billy held up his hand. “Right. America’s ladies’ man isn’t going to go straight for di⁠—”

      Ryker’s low laugh cut off their comments. “No. I wasn’t gay. I’m not gay. But I understand what you guys were saying about finding a niche in this community. At such a great location, it’d be unheard of not to seek that.” He rested his hand on the bar and looked from Billy to Keenan and flicked his eyes over Nikki. “I’m not gay. So if you want me in your band, we need to figure out how to play this. Can I be the straight member? The unknown?”

      Silence fell, spoiled only by the dribbling of the alcohol through the strainer.

      Putting the mixer down, Nikki sighed. “You guys didn’t tell him? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Shamefaced with their eyes downcast, Keenan and Billy shrugged.

      “Oh, come on.” She shoved the dirty drinks across to the two men and eyed Ryker. “The point of this band is to establish a niche in the gay community. Since we’re far enough away from Seattle, locals don’t have a ‘safe’ hangout and that’s what we’ve made Sprites into. The band represents that. Think Village People, Queen, that sort of thing. We’re targeting a specific niche and hoping to harness the loyalty in that department.” Nikki waved at the stage. “If you join the band, the idea is that you’re gay. You can’t exactly pass that one off, though can you?”

      Why ask, they all knew the answer. He was probably judging every last one of them where they stood.

      Keenan rushed in. “Billy has researched demographics and target markets until every niche has been explored. He knows his stuff.” Walnut shaded hands traipsed over Billy’s biceps in a proprietary manner. “And he’s run everything by Nikki and she’s agreed to sponsor us.” He bopped his shoulders, necklaces clinking with the motion and shoved a hip out. “I’m going to be honest, you seem a touch butch for the image we’re striving for. We can play it off by adding a fabulous pair of leather pants to accentuate your legs. Maybe Barbie you a bit.” He raised his eyebrows and looked to Billy then back to Ryker on the idea.

      His partner sliced disgust into the conversation with sharp words. “Are you kidding? He’s perfect the way he is. I wouldn’t change a thing.” Billy waved his hand toward Ryker and looked him up and down. “The butch is perfect. Yummy and marketable. He’s every man’s dream. I’m digging that you ditched the goth-rocker look. Dagger was phenom, but our band is going to be much stronger.”

      Crushed, Keenan glowered at the ground. His lips turned down and his shoulders back. A pink-tinge colored his dark cheeks. “Are we just going to let him be straight? That doesn’t do much for our look.” He looked to Nikki for support.

      She winced. He’d been her favorite, been a lot of women’s – and men’s – favorite. But he’d abandoned that role and no one knew why. Nikki needed money and, let’s face it, her scruples had an expiration date.

      Ryker didn’t respond. Keenan and Billy had certainly given him enough to think about. The band needed a singer, she needed the band, but what did he need? Nikki plopped a straw into the tall drink and stretched it across to the Viking. “What do you think, Mr. Steele?”

      He sliced his gaze to her face. “I’m not comfortable actually saying I’m gay.” He held up a hand. “Nothing is wrong with it, at all. I just don’t feel comfortable lying. I’m straight. I like women.” Ryker’s gaze raked her. “All kinds. And if I do this, I’d have to give up dating, you know?” A wealth of meaning enriched his eyes, like he’d meant to ask her out or something. But he was the famous Ryker Steele and Nikki was just Nikki. Ryker blinked and looked at Billy. “What exactly do you see me doing to keep up the image?”

      There was her wishful thinking again.

      Billy stepped from Keenan’s clinging grip. “We’d need to cultivate the rumor that you left because you’re homosexual. Maybe do a blog post or declare something like dating a man or something.”

      Hand wrapped around the pink and orange drink, Ryker lifted his mouth from the rim. He held the straw in his hand. “I’m not going to actually date any guys, Billy. I’m sorry, but I don’t swing that way.” He grinned. “I am willing to act the part for the chance to sing again.” He paused, the moment ripe with excitement. “Does this mean I’m in?”

      “You don’t have to do this, you know. I’m sure you could find another band in no time. Or…” Each of the men offered her incredulous glances as if she’d just bit the head off a snake and spit it in their drinks. Okay, then, Nikki’d let him be gay. For all his declarations, he was proving himself to be fairly untrustworthy.

      Keenan joined in. “I’d have to say I agree. We have auditions scheduled for another hour or so. Should we at least wait until they’re over before we make any final decisions?”

      Billy grabbed his elbow with his opposite hand. He stared at the ground. “Yeah, we probably should.” He glanced at Ryker who stood a good five or six inches taller. “Do you think we could give you a call and let you know? I’m sure you’re in, we just posted audition times and stuff, so…”

      “Yeah, no. Of course. Let me know. It’s about fair. Plus, you guys need to decide what you want, you know?” He turned and reached for Nikki’s hand, taking her fingers in his warm ones. “Thank you, Nikki, for the drink.” His low voice created doubt where she’d been so certain. He smiled, slow, gripping the glass in his other fingers.

      After a long drawn out moment, Ryker released her from the hold of his gaze. As if an afterthought, he tilted is head toward Billy. “Hey, guys, what’s the name of the band?”

      Keenan and Billy abandoned their drinks, green olives tumbling about the bottoms of the glasses. Avoiding Billy’s eyes, Keenan spoke first, “We’re not sure yet. We’ve had some ideas, but we think waiting might be better until the band has formed, get help from everyone, you know?”

      “Since our future niche is pop fans, with the right music and great looks, we may be able to appeal to a larger audience. Until that point, the gay market is our assigned niche. You’re bringing a whole new aspect of masculinity to the group.” Billy paid Ryker the compliment in a crisp business-like manner, but Keenan’s glare dripped palpable disgust. “Plus, your name will help a lot. I hope you don’t mind my excitement to completely exploit your brand.”

      “If he’s the one we choose.” Keenan added, biting the words off between clenched teeth.

      Ryker shrugged, ignoring the negativity in the black man’s tone. “I don’t mind at all. In fact, I’m looking forward to hearing from you guys, one way or the other.” His barely touched drink sweated onto her polished counter.

      The back and forth between the men irritated Nikki. Ryker would be their best bet and their worst chance. As far as she was concerned, as long as they made money, what did she care who was in the group? Man, maybe she was PMSing. “Billy, name the band after the bar. You’re starting here and I’m your sponsor. Win-win.”

      “Sprites is yours?” Ryker’s astonishment stung with the force of a backhanded slap.

      “Yep.” She arched a brow at Keenan who smirked behind his bejeweled hand.

      “You’re the owner? Of this bar?” His eyebrows pinched together. “Why are you bartending, then?”

      Satisfaction warred with the desire to lie. The reactions never got old. Men and women were always surprised she owned the bar, probably because of her age. But, no one had questioned her choice to bartend, and she’d never been forced to admit the salary of a bartender was significant enough with tips to save her from jumping into the hole head first.

      Nikki considered the task a part-time job. The money stayed with the bar. She didn’t have an answer for Ryker that wasn’t riddled with embarrassment.

      Her silence suggested Ryker’s question was rhetorical. Nikki ran a hand through her hair and looked at the door. The motion not lost on her friends.

      “Where you off to, Nikki?” Keenan pulled her in for a hug. His strong cologne, touched with exotic musk, perfect for him. Alcohol on board and Keenan was all kinds of affectionate. The empty martini glass resting on the bar was his fifth for the afternoon. On number six, he’d grab her butt and kiss her neck. Time to get out of there.

      Laughing, she pushed his shoulder from her face. “I’m going home for a few hours to get some sleep. We have a new waiter starting tonight. I think he’s here for the romantic possibilities rather than the money.” She stole one last look at Ryker. Like a diabetic at a dessert buffet, she longed to reach out and grab a taste, but gave herself a mental shake. He was no longer the lead singer of a huge rock band. He was in her bar. And he was just Ryker now. “Can you guys lock up when you’re all done?”

      “Sure thing, honey. See you tomorrow night, if we find a drummer.”
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      Ryker couldn’t stop thinking about the bartender’s butt…ahhh… he wanted to grab the firm flesh and give a gentle squeeze. He ignored Keenan’s excuses to use the men’s restroom and watched Nikki leave the building.

      “So, just out of curiosity, do you think you can do this? Pretend to be disinterested in women?” Billy pointed to the door closing behind Nikki. “Because I’ve never looked at Nikki like a rack of ribs and I think she’s pretty great. She’s like my kid sister.”

      “I’m not ruled by what’s in my pants, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just have to act neutral, right?” Ryker shifted his feet. “I’m serious about not lying outright about it. If the media or fans want to draw their own conclusions, that’s one thing, but telling them will ruin a lot of what I’ve worked for the last few years. I’m not willing to put that on the line.” Life without music sucked. His mom was running out of time and Ryker had to perform… he had to for his sanity’s sake.

      Billy raised his eyebrows. “Right.” He glanced around the bar. “But do your best, will you, not to declare it one or the other. Nikki’s busted her butt to make this the premier male same-sex club of the region with loyalty to and from the gay community. I don’t know if it would hurt anything, but,” He rubbed his chin, watching the door where Keenan had disappeared. “Maybe if we let the clientele think you’re like us, then maybe we can appeal to that sense of loyalty and help make a difference. For us and the bar.”

      “You’re okay with this? Lying?” Ryker considered Billy. His flushed skin and passionate plea swayed Ryker from his hesitation. What would it hurt? He could flirt with Nikki, gay or straight. Hell, he could flirt with rocks. For some reason his charm worked on anything animate or inanimate. He’d just never tried it on another man. “Eventually someone will ask about Dagger and why I left, Billy. I’m not going to lie about it.”

      Gaze flitting to the bar and back to the restroom doors, Billy shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I just want to make enough of an impact, that when it does happen, people are into us for the music and don’t give a damn one way or the other. There’s a niche in this area that could boost us more than if we were just a mixed band trying to make a go.”

      “I understand that, and trust me, the labeling has worked in the past for other bands. I think it’s a brilliant strategy. I’m worried about how the fans will take being lied to.” Ryker tucked his thumb in his front pocket, tapping his fingers over his hip.

      Billy shrugged. “We already decided you won’t lie about it.”

      But isn’t that what acting was? Lying?

      Keenan emerged from the doorway, flicking something from the waist of his shirt.

      Billy whispered, “I promised the keyboard player the band would be gay, anyway.”

      Ryker cocked his eyebrow, crossing his arms and shifting on his feet. “Why would he care?”

      “You’ll see.” Billy put modest distance between himself and Ryker, not enough judging by the heat in Keenan’s chocolate eyes.

      Putting one and two together came to three and without much effort.

      In California he’d had enough gay friends, it hadn’t been that big a deal, but living once more in rural Washington, he’d been slammed back into the highly conservative lifestyle that only someone from the inland northwest could understand.

      He could pretend to like guys. At least externally.

      How funny that he was interested in the girl bar owner. Ironic twist, really, that he hadn’t met a girl that interested him since he’d abandoned Cali nor had he been involved in music. But the day he decided to attempt a return to music, he’s given a choice of women or singing. Not both.

      Was there really anything to consider? Ryker and Nikki hadn’t really hit it off, anyway.

      “Well, we’ll call you later this evening, but if so,” Billy winked. “Will practice tomorrow at four work? Thursdays are slower here, so if we jive alright in practice, we can do a dry run for the crowd.” Billy sucked his teeth and checked his silver watch. “That’s if we find a drummer. Man, I hope someone shows up soon.”

      “I’m not sure I want him in the band.” Hand raised like in class, Keenan wiggled his fingers and then pointed at Ryker, but spoke to Billy. “Look, I understand he used to be a big name and all that, but that was used to. We don’t know that anyone even remembers him. He wasn’t gay enough then and I doubt he can pull it off. I don’t think he’s the right image for the band.” He dropped his finger and flipped his hair back, eyeing Ryker with suspicion. “Do you even know anyone who’s gay besides us?”

      Ryker glanced at Billy whose face had reddened.

      How did Ryker answer that? He realized the seconds between the questions and his answers drew out, but what did he do? How did he tell Keenan that he’d been raised in the stereotypical small town frame of mind where anyone or anything different was bullied and abused and that was the norm? How did he tell them he’d run from the mentality of oppression on all accounts? How did he tell them, he hadn’t always looked the way he did? He’d been a gangly, tall band nerd until he’d scored a scholarship to a college in Cali and he hadn’t looked back.

      Ryker wasn’t prepared.

      Before Ryker could form a coherent answer, Billy cleared his throat and draped his arm over Keenan’s shoulder, pulling him close. “Of course he does, doll. Sometimes the butchest men are true queens underneath – gay or straight. Let’s let Ryker go and we need to compare notes on the rest of the auditions from today.” He nodded at Ryker.

      Appeased by the attention Billy dowsed on him, Keenan’s glare softened and he smiled at Billy. “Of course.” He ignored Ryker, and didn’t appear to notice Billy lift his eyebrow at Ryker.

      Abandoning the building, Ryker slid onto the leather seat of his hog. The last thing he owned worth anything. Ryker pressed his hand to the gas tank’s hot black paint.

      He’d almost sold the Big Dog custom-designed 1200 chopper to help pull his mom and him out of further debt. But, thankfully, his Washington healthcare license had arrived in time to acquire a job, allowing him to keep the bike and a small measure of sanity.

      Turning the motor over, he grabbed a handful of throttle. The rubber burned on the black top and he sped from the parking lot. A smile spread across Ryker’s face. Music was so close to returning to his life he could taste it. Things were starting to look up. Even with debt and Alzheimer’s looming on the horizon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His slender mother couldn’t weigh more than ninety-five pounds sopping wet. Her bony hand shook when she lifted it from the arm of her chair. “Ryker, did you get a chance to get some groceries?”

      He dropped the half-helmet to the floor by the door. Ryker pushed her wheelchair over the metal joint between the linoleum and carpet. “Sorry, Mom, I took the bike today. I forgot. How long you been there?” The joiner between the kitchen and living room created a lip and the stupid thing was the only Achilles’ in the entire house to her chair.

      “Not long.” She tsked at him and wagged her shaking finger. “Ryker Steele. You don’t get any more lives than this one. I’d rather you took the Subaru.”

      Ryker rolled his eyes. No way would he drive the station wagon. Forced to sleep in the guest bedroom decorated in print flowers and a twin bed for over a year, he couldn’t possibly let her cut off the rest of his masculinity with the blue and brown granny-mobile?

      He’d been Ryker Steele of Dagger.

      Hotter and hotter and hotter and then bam.

      Mom wanted to kill him with that Subaru, she had to. The only thing worse would’ve been a minivan. The Subaru might have been an option had he not auditioned to join a band he planned on making big. Huge. Bigger than huge – more than a challenge for Dagger.

      Like hell he’d give up his ride. “Mom, the bike is better on gas and every cent counts.” He hung the keys on the hook and bent down to hug her. “How’re you feeling? Looks like today is a good day.”

      “I’ll make it.” She grinned and patted his hand.

      “One more.” Their standing joke. When she remembered, it was a good day.

      “You had a call, Ryker.” His mom extended her index finger into the air and paused, thinking. Could it have been Billy so soon? The moment dragged out. She stared at the ground. “I’m sorry. It’s right on the tip of my… Boston. Boston called again. He said you have his number?” His mother watched him, waiting. So small.

      He offered a half-grin., “I get it, Mom. But I’m not ready. I need time.”

      “I think two years is plenty.” She worked at her bottom lip with her teeth.

      Kneeling, on level with the rolling chair, he tilted his head. “Mom, have I let you down yet?”

      She shook her head, her cheeks pale. “I’m sorry, Ryker, I know you’ve given up a lot for me. I’m so sorry.”

      “No worries, Mom. I love being here to help you. I’m glad I can. But some things you need to leave to me. Okay?” He patted her hand and stood. “Let’s have some lunch and after your afternoon nap we can go to dinner. Your choice.”

      He’d auditioned for a band. Nerves tightened on whether he got in or not filled him with excitement. He hadn’t felt so alive in so long. He still had his voice. If he wanted to stay in the band – if he got in – he’d have to work on maintaining the image for the public and the group.

      The side effects his faux sexuality would have on Dagger’s reputation didn’t escape him. There would be questions about his involvement with the members of the band, who else was gay, etc. etc. etc. Any chance he had to cause the bastards problems, he welcomed with a smirk.

      Thrill of the harmony as he’d been on stage ran over his skin. He’d forgotten the synchronicity, the rhythm, how well the lyrics caressed him. A guitar would’ve been nice – not required, but nice.

      He patted his mom’s shoulder. “I’m gonna run and change. Give me a second.” Jacket in hand, he thudded down the hallway, passing family pictures and candids from his childhood. The bedroom had been designated a guest room when he’d moved to California and used only on the rarest occasions.

      A flash of a green shirt reminded him of Nikki’s green eyes. Her gaze had bit into him with recognition. She’d known. The girl most likely had a big hulking boyfriend just waiting for someone to hit on his girl. A woman like Nikki couldn’t be alone. She had too much to offer.

      Ryker flexed his muscles to make himself feel better. Ryker was bigger – he had to be. Size mattered. Ryker grinned and pulled his shirt over his head. His day job fit the stereotype the band wanted. A long-sleeved shirt replaced the tee.

      In the kitchen, his mom sat in the same spot. Ryker leaned toward her. “You sure you’re okay, Mom?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. I’m a little tired.” She raised her face to his. “Boston called and left a message. You should give him a break, honey.”

      Ryker squeezed her wrist, “Thanks, Mom. Maybe I will.” He turned from her to the fridge and the grin slid from his mouth. She needed a nap before she slipped into a “bad day”. Feed her fast and get her to bed before she forgot how to eat. The rare hard moments lasted longer and longer each time. Leftover pizza would have to do. Ryker ripped the baggie from the fridge. Cold lunch – yum.
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        * * *

      

      Mom in bed asleep, Ryker lay on the couch and fiddled with his cell. Boston called at least once a week. Bastard hadn’t stopped in over two years. Betrayal was hard to hold onto under that level of devotion.

      Anger mounting, Ryker sat up and hung his head, cell phone in view. He pushed his contacts button. Boston was on the top, the first in his alphabetical list. Jerk hadn’t taken the hint when Ryker had blocked his calls. Now, he called the house. Ryker couldn’t do anything about that.

      He could return the call, but the last time, he’d hung up. What else should he have done? Cried? Not gonna happen.

      The cell phone vibrated in his hand, startling him. Caller ID declared a California area code. Ignore. And Ryker headed to bed. Sneakiness had never been Boston’s strong suit.
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        * * *

      

      Sliding the kickstand down to the pavement, Ryker rested the bike and dismounted before pulling off his helmet. He’d gotten the call from Billy late the night before. As cocky as it sounded, he doubted they’d turn him down. He had a lot of experience and contacts, if not talent to go along with it. He wasn’t bragging, but lying about his singing was just stupid.

      His boots scuffed on the ground as he approached Sprites.

      “Hey, Ryker. Nice ride.” Billy and Keenan stood outside the doors. Billy pointed at Ryker’s wheels. “Another reason we should call you Butch.”

      Tossing a glance over his shoulder and grinning, Ryker arched his eyebrow. “Because I have a motorcycle?”

      “Because you’re so,” Keenan encompassed Ryker’s form with his hazel-brown gaze. An eyebrow ring glinted in the rare coastal sunshine. “Male.”

      Ryker chuckled. “Aren’t you both ‘male’?”

      “Well, yeah. But you look like the Marlboro man or like a poster boy for a chopper company. Hot with a splash of grr. I like the blond more than the black. It works.” Keenan winked at Billy whose attention had strayed elsewhere. Keenan’s pout replaced his playful expression.

      Ryker coughed into the sudden silence. “Funny. What’s going on, guys? Are we early?”

      Billy shaded the window of the door with his hand and shoved his face against the glass.

      “No. Nikki’s late.” Keenan glanced at his slim silver watch. “Which is weird ‘cause she’s always on time. And Billy left his key at home.”

      How did Ryker ask without sounding interested? He’d tried all night to convince himself that he wasn’t. “What’s the bartender’s story?” He flipped his fingers in the air. Crap, he sucked at the feminine thing. Maybe he’d play the game with the butch card and let it ride.

      Billy murmured to the glass. “She owns the bar. We’ve been friends for almost two years. I got her going on the gay bar scene about then. This place used to be a dump.” He pushed away from the door and leaned on the wall to watch the road. “I used to be a backup bartender as a side job, but only during the last summer. Once in a while I covered for her and let in deliveries or checked on closing staff when she left early. We’re pretty good friends.”

      “Really?” Ryker half-shrugged. “Is she?”

      Keenan tilted his head at Ryker, suspicion rich in his heavy-lidded gaze. “Is she… What? A lesbian? Nah. I tried hooking her up with a cousin a while ago and she laughed. Said she wasn’t in the market for chick, said she preferred —”

      “There she is.” Billy cut Keenan off and grabbed his arm. “Wait until you see what she brought us.”

      Keenan craned his neck.

      Curious, although more for Nikki than what she’d brought, Ryker hooked his hand in his pocket and turned toward the sporty silver F150. His pulse accelerated. Dang, the girl was small, but her legs seemed to go up and up and up and snap into a curvy little rear and a pinched in waist.

      “Nikki, girl, how’re you? Who’s this?” Keenan thrust a hand on his hip and glared between the bald, brown-eyed, muscular man decked out in torn denim and leather boots and Billy who stared at the stranger like a god-send. Keenan pointed at the new guy and whispered to his partner. “Did you know about this? How is he a present for us?”

      Laughing, Nikki hugged Keenan. Her smile flashed brighter than the sun and warmed Ryker’s insides. Her gaze darted his direction before she pulled away from the embrace. “This is Stix. He’s your drummer and can I add? Phenom. A friend of a friend’s told me about him and I gave him a call last night.” She gripped the newcomer’s sleeveless defined arm.

      An odd desire to punch Stix surged in Ryker. Dang if he didn’t want to be the one she clutched while glowing and using slang superlatives all for him.

      “Actually, the name’s Keith. Stix is a stage name.” He giggled like a six-year-old school girl. “I don’t know about being phenom, but I’m interested in trying out, if that’s okay.”

      Billy wrapped his arm around Keenan’s waist. “What do you think, Kee? Can we give him a try?”

      Petulant, Keenan peeked at Stix from under his made-up lashes. “Okay.”

      “Sorry, I’m so late. I couldn’t find his place.” Nikki unlocked the doors, ushering the men inside. Ryker passed last and offered a half-smile. Cinnamon and apples. He closed his eyes. Hell, she smelled like apple pie.

      His cell buzzed in his pocket. Glancing at the screen in the darkness, Ryker grimaced. The area code wasn’t California or Washington. He debated answering.

      “You gonna get that?” The light flashed on and Nikki arched her brow and walked past, tossing a glance at his phone.

      How did he reply?

      He stared after her and pushed call. “Hello?”

      “Ryker. It’s Boston. Long time.”

      Nikki moved around the bar. His new band members headed toward the stage. Ryker stayed beside the door. He turned to the wall. Biting the words off, one by one, he spoke for the first time to Boston in almost twenty-three months. “What. The. Hell. Do. You. Want.”

      “Still mad? I was hoping you’d get over it. Ryker, I’m sorry. How many times do you want me to say it? Dagger wants you back.”

      Stomach churning, Ryker attempted to speak through the amazement choking him. “Are you serious? Dagger doesn’t want me. They want my damn songs. That’s all. Why the hell are you calling?”

      “I noticed you blocked my cell number. Nice. And we don’t only want your songs. You’re an awesome backup singer.”

      “I’m not a backup singer, Boston. I’m the lead. I’m sure as hell not coming back as a backup. And you know it.”

      “We have a new lead, Devon, and he’s good.” Hesitancy in Boston’s voice told the truth.

      Ryker’s laughter soured. “He’s good, bud, but I’m better and you know it. He probably doesn’t put up a fight.” He shook his head at the phone. “Forget it. No worries. We’ll call it ancient history. Don’t call me. How long we were friends… Whatever. I’m in a new band as the lead singer and they wouldn’t screw me the way Dagger did.” His voice hardened. “The way you did.”

      “A new band? Wha⁠—”

      Hanging up in the middle of someone talking felt so damn good, Ryker couldn’t help but smile. He just hoped he wasn’t headed for the same debilitating masquerade game with the new band as he’d been in with Dagger.
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      The bar hadn’t changed from the day before, except the floor was clear of chairs and tables and the bar’s lights were dark. But it seemed lighter.

      Revenge was sweet and getting sweeter.

      Ryker tucked his phone in his pocket. Boston solidified Ryker’s resolve to make his dreams work.

      The door opened beside him, afternoon sun warring with embellished indoor lights.

      “Hey, ladies. The party can start, I’m here.” Sashaying into the room, dark curls half pulled off his face hanging to his shoulders, a man flourished his hand. Posing like a model on the runway, he pushed his hip out and thrust his arms down. Shiny blue pants topped by a sequined red vest showed off muscular arms and large, outlined triceps.

      Dodging around the show, Ryker sauntered to the bar, restraining his urge to flex.

      Nikki studied a sheaf of receipts.

      Ryker leaned on the bar and murmured across to her, while keeping his eyes on the guys in the room. “So, I’m supposed to be attracted to guys, right? Can you tell me what is appealing about men?”

      The shuffling stopped and Ryker turned to find Nikki staring at him, her hands frozen in mid-air. “You’re kidding, right? You want me to help you lie?”

      He met her stare with an arched brow and slanted smile. But, and he’d never admit it to anyone, her disgust hurt his feelings. “Well, if the band succeeds, don’t you?”

      She humphed and the papers crinkled in her fingers. “You’re not the only singer out there, you know.”

      Nothing but silence to offer her. How else did Ryker respond to her antagonism? He maintained his position, too uncomfortable to move. Unsure of his next comment, did he even speak next, break the silence first…

      “I’m sorry, this isn’t easy for me. Your lying could hurt the band more than you think.” She sighed. “Yes, the band’s success directly affects me. And trust me, the money is as welcome as sunshine in this area.” Nikki’s voice trailed off. Ryker worked up the nerve to return the same amount of trust she was laying down, but she cut him off with a soft snort. “Yeah, like you understand what it means to not have money. Anyway, what’s appealing about men? What do you like in women?” She rested her hands on the counter beside him and he adjusted his stance, distinctly aware of the inches between them.

      “Um, I like a woman’s personality.” He shrugged.

      Her laugh sprinkled around the glass bottles and glasses. “I’m a woman. Not stupid. Try again.”

      “Well, you’re a woman. What if we hooked up? I’d hate to have you think I’m shallow and superficial.” He tossed her his best “Ryker Steele” charm.

      Her eyes hardened. “Don’t worry, we won’t. And you are.” She turned and disappeared into the back room before Ryker could articulate a response.

      What the hell? Okay, shake it off. You don’t care. Task at hand. Figure out what makes men hot. Compare them to women? He turned to face the dance floor where the band collected and tried to ignore the irritation Nikki’s words inflamed.

      He had to find something intriguing about the guys in the room – Billy in skin-tight, white-washed blue jeans, Converse hi-tops, and sleeveless button-up shirt. Keenan bedazzling in a unique ensemble of orange overalls, red fringed long sleeve something-or-other and silver boat shoes. They lacked the necessary-something to hold his gaze from seeking out the hour-glass figure in jeans. Nothing about the men did anything for his libido, even with their muscles and glitz. He turned back toward the bar, studying the lines in the wood. He shook his head. I can’t do this.

      The busyness of the band behind him drowned out his pity party attempts. The twang of a guitar string, the thud of the drums being picked up and lowered, the calls between band-mates as they set up, the nerves.

      Mentally he slapped himself. Interested in men wasn’t for fun. Man-up, Ryker. You’re doing this for a reason. Now get in there and find something appealing about men. He turned back around and clenched his jaw. He could do it. He could do anything. He was comfortable with who he was…

      Calling across the room from the stage, Billy pointed at a new guy, nodding at Ryker. “Ryker, this is Jim. He’s our keyboardist. Jim, this is Ryker, our new singer, and by the bar is Keith. He’s trying out on drums today.” Billy dropped the bag he carried onto the stage floor and hoisted himself to the ledge. “Let’s gather around. I want to have a quick meeting before we do anything in the music sector.”

      Ryker grabbed a chair and swung it around to form a circle. Keenan followed his lead, but muttered as he passed Ryker, “Who’s Boston?”

      Ryker shook his head.

      “Nikki, would you like a chair?” Ryker’s mouth moistened. He wanted to ask Nikki more, but so much had been compromised already. Her obvious disgust for him stung and he honestly didn’t know what to say.

      She shook her head, the ends of her hair swaying. “Thanks, but I have paperwork to do. Plus, this isn’t my band. I just support it.” A half-smile, salty with her untenable irritation, added to her glimmer.

      Ryker swallowed. “Okay.” Be cool, man. He waited for Billy to conduct. The other men had taken their seats.

      “First off I’d like to go around and share a bit about ourselves. I’ll start. I’m a CPA at a firm in Tacoma. Keenan and I share a loft in south Seattle. We’ve been coming here since Nikki opened about two years ago. I worked here before it was a gay bar. I’ve been in two other bands since I was thirteen, nothing serious. Keenan?”

      Billy’s partner wiggled his fingers at the group. “Hey. I’m a freelance fashion consultant. I’ve never been in a band, just played with myself —” Twelve-year-old snickers resounded across the room “— you know what I mean.” Keenan rolled his dark eyes. “So, that’s me.”

      Jim pulled the rubber band from his hair and shook the curls free. He was a cross between Ricky Martin and Pauly Shore, chiseled flamboyance. “James Rambolt the third. I’m the senior banking consultant in my father’s bank. I’ve looked into bands, but never been in one that met my standards. I’m a titch picky.” He pointed his finger at each member in turn, “I’ve heard Billy play and he assured me this would be different. Consider yourselves lucky.” He eyed Ryker, “I’m assuming we’re on the right track with Mr. Steele on board.” He winked. “Glad to have you swinging on our side, man.”

      Ryker shifted in his seat, heat flooding his face. He was all for recognition, but the last thing he wanted was to be called on the spot in front of everyone.

      “I’m Keith at my day job as a social worker for the State of Washington. By night I go by Stix. I’ve been in multiple competitions on both national and international levels. I have a four year degree in psychology, minor in percussions – I had a scholarship in percussions. Um, I’ve been playing since I was four. And, I think that’s all.”

      The men looked at Ryker and he realized he had to say something. “Ryker here. I’ve been living with my mom. She has early onset Alzheimer’s, so I’m taking care of her. Day job is nursing.” He nodded. “Yep, male nurse. I moved up from Cali two years ago. I used to be a member of Dagger, not too bad in the success department, but – well, things happened and I’ve been out of music ever since. So, yeah.”

      “Can you tell us something new? What happened? Why’d you leave Dagger?” Jim turned to face Ryker and Stix peered over his shoulder.

      Ryker shrugged. “Um, the media has summed it up in a variety of different ways. I’m not quite sure of the exact reason… We worked well together. My ex-best-friend plays keyboard. I wrote songs and sang, sometimes picked up the slack on the guitar. I came up here to check on my mom. When I returned, they’d replaced me, saying I would be backup singer to the producer’s son. I threatened to leave and they reminded me of the contract. They opted all my music for three years from the date of the signed contract. I couldn’t sing any original work or the thirteen songs they had. So, there you go. I left Cali and haven’t been back.” He slapped his hand on his thigh.

      “Yeah, but the news people made it sound bigger. Did you have an affair with the manager? Did your best-friend back you up?” Billy rested his chin on his elbow and ignored the tightening of Keenan’s features. “They had it pegged, didn’t they? You’re gay? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “I’m here to sing.” Sighing, Ryker rubbed his forehead. “No, Boston didn’t back me up. That was him on the phone. They want me back because the three years non-compete clause is almost up. I told them I was in a new band.”

      Billy met his gaze.

      Jim and Keenan tsked.

      “A voice like yours can’t be backup. Unacceptable. So glad you told them no.” Billy laughed, relief evident in his relaxed shoulders and shifting in his seat.

      “Dagger sat on Billyboard’s top one-hundred list for thirteen months…” Stix watched Ryker, disbelief slackening his jaw. “You’re him? The Ryker Steele?”

      Ryker cleared his throat. “Yeah, that was my song – Blue Blade.”

      No one had a reply. Keenan and Stix nodded their heads. But a blanket of shock rested over the group.

      Uncomfortable, Ryker shifted in his seat. Did he tell them he had boxes of songs filling his closet? Better than Blue Blade? Dagger hadn’t gotten the best stuff, and Boston knew it. Playing the role of pseudo-homosexual compared to handing over his work for the position of backup was such a simple choice.

      Embarrassed another band had stolen his music

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Odd Man Out
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Also by Bonnie R. Paulson
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Bonnie R. Paulson


      		Copyright


    


  



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/images/vellum-image.jpg
\ ;
..

% nothing cqri stand between him

% and his dreams, until she becomes
‘: everything he's ever wanted

0 UTPAULSON
>,

N





