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      Brittany Owens is a young woman on the brink.

      As Brit’s career soars past up-and-coming and hurtles toward the stratosphere, she feels like she doesn’t have any control over its trajectory. Her grandfather is country music royalty. Her momager is determined to get Brit to the top at all costs. And then, there is the man she fell for when she was far too young to know any better.

      Cash Dorsett once had stardom within his grasp.

      But the excesses that come with a life in the spotlight had him landing flat on his face when he reached for the success he craved. Clean and sober now, he doesn’t let himself think about the blue-eyed girl he left in the wreckage of his career. Much.

      A chance encounter leads to an intense collaboration.

      But can Brit and Cash find a way to make beautiful music together without allowing her rising star to burn their love to the ground?
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      Pulse pounding. Feet stamping. Whistles. Howls.

      A tidal wave of applause washed over her as she took one final bow. A sea of glow sticks and cell screens undulated in front of her. The noise was as warm and welcome as a lover’s embrace.

      This was what Brittany Owens was born to do.

      She thrust both hands high in the air. The red-sequined microphone she clutched caught the stage lights as she waved both arms in wide arcs, shooting dazzling sparkles of love right back at the audience. She did love them, nearly as much as she loved being on stage. Every grueling minute of it. The B.S. she had to deal with offstage drove her nuts, but this…this was everything.

      If she didn’t go, they’d keep screaming for more. She didn’t want the set to end, but it wasn’t her show. She was one of a slew of performers slated to play the Pieces for Peace concert. Brit certainly wasn’t the biggest name on the ticket, but the gig marked the last stop on an extensive North American tour. Her latest single had been getting tons of airplay on both the country and pop stations. Her previous release was covered on a national singing competition. Download numbers were through the roof, and judging from the crowd’s reaction, she was gaining momentum. Her public relations and social media teams were running at full tilt. The video they’d uploaded of the entire team breaking down into giddy shenanigans over a minor wardrobe malfunction during one never-ending rehearsal session had gone viral.

      Her momager was ecstatic.

      After another full body wave, she blew kisses to the sold-out crowd then dashed for the wings. Sweat rolled down her face and back. The skintight jumpsuit she wore was spangled and fringed, but had enough stretch to allow her to keep up with her back-up dancers. Unfortunately, it didn’t contain one iota of natural fiber. Thank God she wouldn’t have to wear this particular costume again. The next album would unveil another phase of Brittany Owens’s metamorphosis.

      She was leaving this stage a former child-star-turned-pop-star, but when she came back, she’d be a chart-topping phenomenon.

      Her mother would settle for nothing less. Neither would she.

      Though Brit was completely on board with the whole plan for world domination, at the moment she was tired of touring and anxious to get into the studio. And escape her mother’s micromanaging for a few days.

      Merle Owens’s star power might have skipped a generation, but it had landed squarely on Brit’s shoulders. Her mother, Wydetta, intended to make the most of the family legacy. Being Merle’s only grandchild had given her advantages in terms of money and opportunity. People thought Merle was God’s gift to country music. Brittany yearned for the same kind of adulation, but she wanted to earn every accolade on her own.

      Every bit of her hair, makeup, stage attire, and offstage styling were all a part of the master plan she and her mother had so meticulously dreamed up, but the talent and drive were hers. God’s gift to Brit. And it was one she had no intention of squandering.

      Wydetta appeared at her side as if conjured. “Hydrate.”

      The microphone was plucked from her hand and a bottle of water shoved into her clutching fingers. The roadies were shifting equipment and resetting for the next performer. Brit looked up to find her mother scowling fiercely at one of the backing musicians hustling onto the stage. Teams of veteran studio players had been tapped to back up performers not traveling with their own bands, but the music industry was like a small town. It wouldn’t be a stretch to find a number of people they knew on the stage. Brit followed Wydetta’s gaze and found the object of her mother’s annoyance was busy fiddling with his guitar strap. Her heart did a slow flip.

      She didn’t need to see the man’s face to know who he was. The muscular slope of his shoulders, the line of his back, the tight ass covered in perfectly worn-in blue jeans. Scuffed western-style boots replaced the flashier pairs she remembered him favoring, but stylistic changes didn’t fool her. She’d memorized every bit of him long ago. Been fantasizing about the one single kiss they’d shared since she’d last seen him, five years ago. Dreamed about him falling in love with her for even longer.

      Like a deer scenting danger in the air, he lifted his head, and for Brit, the commotion surrounding them fell away.

      Thankfully, the intensity of Wydetta’s glare hadn’t generated one of those red dots at the center of his forehead, though if looks could kill, her mother would have tagged and bagged Cash Dorsett years ago. But Brit couldn’t help but stare at him, transfixed. This wasn’t the Cash she knew. Back in the day, he’d been all swagger and bravado. Tonight, he simply looked... resigned.

      And possibly regretful.

      Their eyes met and her mouth ran dry.

      As if reading her mind, her mother nudged her. “Drink your water.”

      Like an automaton, Brit uncapped the bottle and raised it to her lips. Holding his gaze, she downed half the contents. He didn’t blink. Nor did he look away when she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, accidentally smearing the thick red gloss she’d worn on stage. She cringed when his mouth twitched into a half-smile. Before she could wipe the streak of gluey gloss from her cheek, he shifted his weight, allowing the spotlight to shine on his instrument and leaving his face in shadow.

      She stared at the shadowed silhouette of him. He looked different, but the same. Older, but not worn. More like he’d finally fit into his skin. Confident. Centered. Not words she would have ever ascribed to the man he’d been. No matter how cocky he’d acted in his heyday, Cash Dorsett had chosen flight over fight. Not literally. He’d simply dropped out of the music scene, but Nashville wasn’t New York City. Their paths were bound to cross here and there, but they hadn’t. He hadn’t left town, he’d simply disappeared from her life.

      He’d hidden himself from her, just as he’d stepped out of the spotlight moments before. But she still saw him. She saw him more clearly than he could ever imagine.

      When she caught him looking at her again, she raised one eyebrow in unspoken challenge, beamed a saucy grin at him, then turned away. The frown lines between her mother’s brows cut deeper.

      “You’re showing your elevens, Wydetta,” she said with a pointed nod at her mother’s forehead. “Smooth ’em out and hoist the girls up a couple inches,” she advised, letting her gaze drop. “Here comes Sir James Paulson.”

      Wydetta threw back her shoulders and thrust out her assets. Her mother might not have inherited her father’s musical abilities, but she certainly inherited her mother’s famous figure. It used to make Brit giggle when someone referred to her MeeMaw as the Bayou Bombshell. Of course, she’d seen the old photographs. She knew exactly why PawPaw had picked her out of a crowd. Brit made a point of not thinking about her grandparents’ relationship beyond in anything but a grandparently way.

      “Thanks for riling them up a bit for me, love.”

      As susceptible to a husky British accent as any woman with breath in her body, Brit turned and found herself gazing into the crinkling brown eyes of Sir James Paulson. The man was only a decade younger than her grandfather, but an accumulation of years didn’t dampen the effect he had on females in the vicinity. Sir James was a legend for many, many reasons, and not all of them were musical. Tales of his early romantic conquests were as ubiquitous as his four-decade songbook. The story of his love affair with his late wife, the stuff of romantic legend.

      “My pleasure.” She whipped out the sexy-sassy smirk she’d been perfecting since her days as the feisty songstress on the hit television show, TeenScreen, then she added the word, “Sir,” with a playful wink.

      His mouth curved in appreciation. “Does your mother know about you?”

      She tipped her head toward Wydetta. “Ask her yourself.”

      The older man turned in surprise and gave Wydetta a once-over so thorough, Brit felt the need to avert her eyes. Of course, when she did, they landed smack on Cash. The lighting tech had captured him again, and for a heart-stopping moment, he stood in a pool of blue-white light. She swallowed with a painful gulp when she realized he was subjecting her to the same sort of all-consuming inspection her mother had just undergone. But Cash’s interest in her didn’t feel as playful as Sir James’s inspection of her mother.

      He snatched a black cowboy hat from atop a set of amps and settled it low on his brow. Tearing her gaze from him, she tuned in to hear Sir James was saying to Wydetta, “Meeting your father was one of the most inspirational experiences of my life. I’m a big fan.”

      Her mother poured on the Southern charm like she was drenching a short stack with maple syrup. “I’ll be sure to remember you to him. I’m sure Daddy will be pleased as punch to hear how much you enjoyed shootin’ the breeze with him.”

      Disconcerted by seeing Cash, and too tired to try to keep up with her mother’s verbal volleys, Brit closed her eyes and practiced some meditative breathing. Her stubborn heart refused to slow. Beyond the curtain, pockets of fans continued to chant her name. She let her eyes drift shut as she drank it in, letting their energy feed hers.

      Big things were about to happen for her. Wow things. Huge things. She could feel it. So could the sharks who circled her every day. She needed to stay centered. Focused on the music and what she wanted her career to be. She may have been born a country music princess, then fashioned into a television star, but Brit was determined not to stop until she ruled the pop charts as well.

      There were strategies. Massive campaigns drawn up like battle plans. Some she liked, others she didn’t, but she could sort the details out later. She already had fame and fortune, but this next step would give her something different. Something few people managed to gain, much less sustain.

      Superstardom.

      It would be hers. Not because her record label, publicity team, or her mama wanted it, but because she did. And she’d have it on her own terms.

      An electrifying riff jolted her from her inner thoughts. When she opened her eyes, she found Cash watching her, his hand wrapped tight around the neck of his guitar. The chord hung in the air as he stepped up to the nearest mic and murmured, “Check. Check. Check,” never taking his eyes off her.

      Brit jumped when Sir James stepped up beside her. “Good to go, fellas?” he called to the assembled musicians.

      “We’re ready.”

      The rest of the backstage crew likely assumed Cash was answering the rock legend’s question, but she knew better. He was speaking to her, whether he wanted to admit it or not. And she was ready too. For everything.

      Particularly for him.
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      “I’m heading back to the hotel,” Brit announced. She shot Sir James a pointed glance, then turned to her mother. “Are you coming?”

      Wydetta paused for a moment, then turned back to Brittany. “You run along. I want to stay for this last set, then I’ll meet you back at the hotel. Remember, we’re leaving at the crack of dawn.”

      Brit snorted softly, dividing a look between her mother and the rock legend standing in the wings. “Looks like I’m not the one who needs to be reminded about our early morning. See you on the bus.”

      With a wave, her daughter was gone. Wydetta moved to the side as introductions were made and Sir James took the stage. He raised one arm over his head and waved to the roaring crowd. He took his spot behind the mic stand, but the noise did not abate. Grinning like a boy, he acknowledged the adulation coming at him by making two swooping bows, his hands pressed together at his chest in prayer position.

      When the crowd showed no sign of giving up, he laughed, shook his head, and plucked the mic off the stand. “We’re going to have to calm down a little bit otherwise you won’t be able to hear the lads,” he said, hooking a thumb at the band behind him.

      Wydetta’s gaze clicked to the far side of the stage, where Cash Dorsett stood at the ready, his guitar slung low across his hips and his fingers working the fretboard in anticipation. He struck a chord, and Sir James Paulson was off and running.

      As they settled into the short set, Wydetta allowed her mind to run through the vast field of worries she navigated each day. Today, a new one had sprung up. It was inevitable they’d run into Cash at some time. For five years, Wydetta had done her best to keep her daughter’s days and nights so jam-packed Brit had little time to moon over the guitarist, and Cash... Thankfully, the man had sense and scruples enough to stay out of Brittany’s ever-expanding orbit. Wydetta supposed she should feel grateful to him for that, but the naked longing on Brittany’s face when she saw him told her time hadn’t mattered one bit. Even after so long, her daughter’s fascination with the man clearly hadn’t faded to a fond memory.

      Leaning against a stack of unused amplifiers, Wydetta crossed her arms over her chest and surveyed the man who had wreaked so much havoc in her little girl’s life. He looked good,  she could admit as much. He looked a damn sight better than he had the last time she saw him. She’d heard he’d mended his wild ways, and it showed.

      And while getting clean was good for Cash, Wydetta wasn’t entirely sure his rejuvenation was good for her daughter. Biting her lip, she glanced backstage, hoping she wouldn’t catch a glimpse of Brit lurking about. She exhaled when she failed to spot her daughter’s shining platinum mane of hair. Brit tended to stand out wherever she went.

      Puppy love. That’s what Brittany’s feelings for Cash had been. And wasn’t it good that she hadn’t allowed her daughter to wallow in those feelings? Brit had a bright future shining on the horizon, and Wydetta wasn’t about to let the stray her father had adopted all those years ago to distract her.

      She snapped out of her reverie when she heard James introducing the musicians who’d provided him backup for the performance. She braced herself for gasps of recognition and cheers of delight when the rock legend worked his way from one instrument to another. But when he gestured to Cash, the guitarist pivoted in such a way his hat hid his face from the light.

      Wydetta’s brows rose in surprise. Then her whole body jerked with shock when James gestured to the man she and Brittany had once knew so well and introduced him to the crowd as “Johnny Smith.”

      She was still blinking away her shock when the band brought the song to a feverish crescendo. The final crash of the cymbals still rang in the air as Sir James took the microphone in hand and spoke directly to speak to the howling crowd.

      “For our last song tonight…” He paused, waiting for the roar to abate ever so slightly. “For our last song tonight,” he began again, “I’m going to play a little tune I wrote for a girl.”

      He paused, glanced over at the wings where she stood, and Wydetta’s breath caught. She pressed a hand to her chest, confusion chasing all thoughts of her daughter, the man who’d broken her heart, and his fake name from her head. Sir James couldn’t have written a song for her. They had only just met. Why was he looking at her like he was talking about writing a song for her?

      He blew her a cheeky kiss, then turned back to the screaming crowd. “You all knew her too. She was a good girl, that one.” He waited for a beat, then struck the opening chord of one of his most enduring ballads. “I’m of the opinion every guy should fall for a good girl, at least once in their life.” He grabbed the mic stand, adjusted his guitar, and glanced over at Wydetta once more. “But I’m also partial to the bad girls as well.”

      As the band launched into the opening chords, Wydetta leaned against the travel trunks parked in the wings and cocked her head as she listened. Sir James Paulson was one of those men every girl daydreamed about at one time or another. Handsome, charming, wildly successful, and endearingly open about his love for his late wife. He was exactly the kind of man every girl wanted to snag.

      But Wydetta had never been every girl. She’d never had visions of marriage or white picket fences. Sure, she had a child, but Brit had been a teenage accident. A happy one, as it turned out, but an accident. And though she was officially a woman of a certain age, she’d never heard the telltale ticking of a biological clock.

      She’d always had a thing for musicians, though. Particularly the British ones, and there was no reason in the world she couldn’t indulge her weakness, if only for one night. She straightened up as the song ended, and James jogged off the stage to chug a bottle of water. He had mere seconds to catch his breath. The crowd called for an encore, but he spent a few of those seconds smiling at her.

      “Good. You’re still here.” He handed the bottle of water to an assistant, then beamed at her. “Stay put, love. I’ll only be a moment.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but he dashed back onto stage to the roaring approval of his adoring fans. Wydetta found her feet glued to the spot.

      Cash Dorsett glanced over at her, and their eyes held. At last, she tipped her chin up and mouthed the words “Johnny Smith?” with such exaggerated enunciation he couldn’t possibly miss her meaning.

      But Cash’s only response was a shrug before he faded back into the shadows at the edge of the spotlight. Wydetta’s lips thinned into a determined line and her eyes narrowed. Now she remembered why she tempered her taste for musicians. They were a pain in the ass.

      If Cash Dorsett knew what was good for him, he’d stay in those shadows where he belonged.

      Turning on her heel, she shoved all thoughts of washed-up guitarists and flirtatious rock legends aside. She didn’t have time for such complications. Her daughter stood poised on the brink of everything they’d worked for. There was no way she would let a man—any man—push them off course.

      A harried festival coordinator wearing a headset and clutching a tablet ushered people in and out of a seemingly endless stream of shiny black sedans. When Wydetta approached, the young man looked up, his eyes wary. “Yes, Ms. Owens?”

      “Has my daughter left?” Wydetta asked without preamble.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He glanced down at the tablet. “Miss Brittany took car number fifty-three to the Fairmont Hotel.”

      Wydetta chanced a glance back at the stage. The crashing of cymbals and a volley of dissonant chords signaled the end of the encore. Soon, Sir James Paulson would come jogging off the stage, his long, lean body drenched in sweat, his smile wide with exultation. He wanted her. She knew that from the moment their eyes met. And Wydetta knew from experience that a man was never more potent than in those moments he felt on top of the world. She needed to get out before she got caught in his gravitational pull.

      But Cash Dorsett, apparently also known as Johnny Smith, would be trailing right behind him. She needed to get to the Fairmont and intercept her daughter before she did something foolish—like chasing after a man who couldn’t come up with a more original stage name than Johnny Smith.

      “I need a car, please,” she said to the young man. “Now.”

      “Yes, Ms. Owens,” he replied, simultaneously toggling the mic on his headset.
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      Brittany somehow escaped the festival with a minimum of fuss and only a couple dozen autographs, but she didn’t hang around the Fairmont for long. Worried she’d be cornered by her mother, she showered and changed as quickly as possible. Her security detail had gone on to their own rooms, assuming she was done for the night. Usually, they’d be right. But she wasn’t done this night.

      She wasn’t even close.

      After slipping out of her room, she holed up in the last place anyone—including her mother—would look for her, a deserted conference room on the first floor. Perched on a straight-backed chair, she scrolled through the browser on her phone, while a tinny musical rendition of Bob Dylan’s “To Make You Feel My Love” playing through the speakers embedded in the ceiling tiles.

      Brit smirked as she hummed along, admiring the symmetry. Her recording of the very same song helped her leap the chasm from teen star to pop sensation. Now, it played while she prepared to go searching for the man who’d dashed the last of her childish daydreams.

      Narrowing her eyes as she scanned the list of local hotels, she winnowed her choices down to a few likely suspects. Cash wasn’t at the Fairmont. She’d asked the moment she’d arrived back at the hotel. No surprise, as he never did like being railroaded into doing what everyone else did. So she browsed through the area’s various hotel options, hoping to narrow them down. Cash wasn’t the chain type, and he certainly didn’t go for modern boutique or made-over mansions. In the end, she forced herself to choose no more than five potentials. If she couldn’t find him in one of those, she wasn’t meant to find him at all.

      The venerable old Driskill was her first choice. Cash always did like places with a good backstory. She dialed, not expecting to strike gold on her first attempt, which was why she had to laugh in surprise when she called, asked for him by name, and was immediately connected to a guest room.

      She hung up the second the call rang through, even though she knew there was no way he as back from the show yet. Clutching her phone, she took a few deep breaths to center herself. So it was true. Cash Dorsett’s days of fake names were well and truly over. She knew he’d stopped recording his own music, but she had no idea he was playing the festival circuit. Catching a quick glimpse of him, holding his gaze for one moment, well, that had been enough to pique her curiosity.

      Tapping into the live stream, she waited until the festival had moved into the final acts to make her move. With a little time to kill, she recorded a couple quick messages to her fans and forwarded them to her social media team. Wydetta didn’t want her posting anything to her accounts without it running the public relations gauntlet. Given how tired and punchy she’d been by the end of the tour, Brit had to admit the edict had merit.

      But she wasn’t tired. Seeing Cash had given her a jolt of energy she hadn’t felt in a long time. And now he was within striking distance.

      Fifteen minutes later, she stood in the Driskill’s marble lobby. Anywhere else in this college town, her ponytail, ball cap, and hooded sweatshirt would have helped her blend in. But she’d miscalculated. The people crowding the cowhide and club seating in the bar were elegantly clad. The opulent lobby was teaming with music fans of all ages heading out or breezing in. Twenty feet from the reception desk, a young man in a slim-cut suit and name tag stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Brittany Owens.”

      He stated her name in the flat tones of one in the first grip of shock. She scanned the tag pinned to his suit coat and resolved to make this guy her new best friend.

      “Hey, Jason,” she said, flashing a megawatt smile. Holding a finger to her lips, she signaled for his silence as his eyes widened with shock and awe. “Hush, don’t give me away.”

      “No. No,” he breathed, waving his hand frantically as if to fend off any doubts she might have had about his discretion. “Of course. Hello. How may I help you?”

      In a move she’d perfected at countless TeenScreen fan appreciation days, she touched his arm briefly, cementing the connection between the two of them. “I need some help locating an old friend. I think he’s staying here. Cash Dorsett?”

      Though she wouldn’t have guessed it was possible, Jason’s eyes grew rounder. “Mr. Dorsett? Uh, yes, he, uh⁠—”

      “He played on my first album. I passed him at the festival tonight and wanted to say hi, but we didn’t get a chance to catch up.” She glanced over her shoulder as if she were worried bad guys were hot on her tail. “I was hoping you could tell me what room he’s in, and I could run up there and say hello.” She nodded to the grand staircase dominating the lobby. “But we have to be quick. I can’t hang around down here, can I? I mean, if you recognized me…”

      She let the thought trail off then dropped a conspiratorial wink on him. Wrinkling her nose, she whispered, “I don’t want to make a fuss. Can you help me?”

      Jason sprang into action. “Give me one moment.”

      Brit swallowed a triumphant whoop as he scurried toward the front desk. She wasn’t a huge fan of using her fame to get what she wanted, but there were times, and this was a desperate one. Five years. It had been five years since she’d last seen Cash. Since he’d kissed her, then given her the “go away, little girl” brush off. Well, she wasn’t an over-eager teenager anymore, and she didn’t believe Cash Dorsett was immune to her.

      There were some things a woman knew right down to her bones.

      She started when Jason popped up at her elbow once more. “He’s in one of our historic balcony rooms,” he murmured, pressing a slip of paper into her hand. “But, please, you didn’t get the room number from me.”

      Brit looked down at the hastily scrawled numeral, then up into Jason’s eager but anxious face. “Of course not,” she said, widening her eyes as if she was Little Bo Peep looking high and low for her lost sheep. “I was never here, right?”

      “Right.” Jason bobbed his head like a bird pecking for worms. “If I could⁠—”

      He didn’t need to finish the request. She took the notepad and pen from him and murmured along as she wrote in big looping script, “For Jason, You’re the best.” After adding both a winking face and a heart, she scribbled her signature. The guy’s ears turned bright pink the second he glanced at the paper. She didn’t wait around to see if the blush reached his cheeks.

      Ignoring the signs pointing her toward the elevators, she set her sights on the grand staircase. She’d been trapped in elevators often enough to know she couldn’t risk them on this mission. She took the stairs in twos, silently thanking her grandfather for passing on the length of her stride. The hours spent rehearsing intricately choreographed dance sequences paid off. Brit was barely winded when she reached the fourth floor. But her heart was hammering.

      Double-checking the number on the paper, she squinted at the directional signs. Naturally, his was the very last room on the corridor. A corner room. Judging from the faint swatches of music floating up, she guessed it was the side of the hotel overlooking Sixth Street.

      Rolling her shoulders back the way her mama had taught her, Brit took a breath outside the door. The music was slightly louder. She’d bet anything he had the balcony doors open. He might have been a cocky sonofabitch when he was at the top, but Cash was never too cool when it came to indulging his love for music. All types. It didn’t matter to him if it was rock, pop, blues, or bluegrass. If there was a melody nearby, Cash wanted to ride it.

      Brit had never been able to outrun her love for Cash. The two of them were a pair. Should be a pair. They both knew it then. In her gut, she was every bit as sure of it now. It was high time one of them to press the issue.

      Lifting her hand, she gave the door three sharp raps. Once, it had been a joke. An old song her granddad liked to sing to her grandmother. Something about three knocks if she wanted him, but only two if not. Once upon a time, she’d told Cash about the song because he liked hearing stories about Merle Owens. He claimed to know the tune, and three knocks had become a sort of signal between them. She’d also become smitten. The problem was, in all the weeks they’d spent in the studio working on her first album, Cash treated her like she was his little sister. At least, he had until the night he’d kissed her, and all hell broke loose.

      The door swung open, and Cash stood there dressed in nothing but his faded jeans and a snug-fitting T-shirt. The heathered cotton was the exact same shade as his eyes. Storm-cloud gray. His gaze was cool. Appraising. At least it was tonight. The night of her eighteenth birthday, he’d all but smoldered when he stared at her with those gunmetal-gray eyes chock-full of unspoken secrets and deep-seated desires.

      “Hello, Cash.”

      The corner of his mouth kicked up. “Why, hello, Miss Brittany. Fancy seeing you here.”

      It was all she could do not to nip at the bait. “I didn’t expect to see you in Austin this weekend.”

      “Tom Sorra fell and broke his wrist.” He raised one shoulder and let it drop. “I got a call.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about Tom. I’ll make sure we send some flowers.”

      Cash snorted. “Better flowers than Jack Daniels. His old buddy Jack’s the one who tripped him up in the first place.” He stepped back, wordlessly inviting her into the room. “You gonna stand out there until someone happens by and snaps a good picture?”

      Brit bit back the urge to make a smart retort. Instead, she took him up on the offer. It didn’t escape her notice he was making her mission easier than anticipated. Too easy. After the fuss and show he’d put on all those years ago, she expected more resistance. Cash seemed to have been expecting her. So much for the element of surprise.

      “I can offer you water…or water,” he said, nodding to the case of plastic bottles on the counter above the room’s small refrigerator. “There might be a Coke or something in the minibar, but I didn’t let them give me a key.”

      He wasn’t drinking. Good for him. Possibly bad for her. Seducing him would be a helluva lot simpler if at least one of them had a hit of courage in them. “I’m fine with the water.”

      “I notice you didn’t have your boy band backing you up,” Cash said as he moved to the dresser.

      Brittany chose to ignore the jibe and took the bottle of water he extended to her. He’d kept up with who was backing her these days. The admission spoke volumes. “No, we go into the studio in a couple weeks. After recording, we have rehearsals and right out on the European leg of the tour. I needed to make sure everybody had some time off.”

      Cash uncapped his own bottle and took a sip. “Very thoughtful of you.”

      Brit rolled her eyes. “You’d be amazed how much I think.”

      “You’ve got a thing going with one of your boy musketeers, don’t ya?” he asked laconically. “He won’t like that you’re here.”

      Brit would’ve been angry by the jibe had she not caught the tiny jut of his chin. He was uncomfortable. She remembered the little tick. When Cash was uncomfortable, he went on the offensive. Gripping her water bottle between two fingers, she let it dangle as she strolled around the room, trailing her fingers over random surfaces, tilting a lampshade, and repositioning the alarm clock. They both knew the list of people who wouldn’t like that she was there was long and distinguished.

      “We weren’t musketeers, we were ‘sceners,’ remember?” She glanced back over her shoulder. “The teens who made every place they went seem like the scene.” Repeating the now-defunct television show’s cheesy tag line still made her cringe inside, but she’d be damned if she’d let it show. “And contrary to popular belief, Dylan and I are not a thing.” She looked up and met his gaze directly. “At least, not any more than you and I ever were.”

      “Oh, but the rumors⁠—”

      She raised her hand stop him. “There were rumors about me and you too, and those were more… salacious.”

      She enunciated the last word, carefully lingering on every syllable to let him know she knew exactly what she was saying. The days when he could tease her about being a set-tutored showbiz kid were gone. She had a bachelor’s degree in her back pocket—people would be shocked to discover—and had started working on some graduate-level courses when her schedule allowed. Most people didn’t realize the star of the show had a lot of downtime. Brit had decided to put hers to good use. No man, woman, or record executive would ever dare to talk down to her again.

      Cash tipped his head to the side and gave her a long, hard perusal. “Maybe you have grown up.”

      “No maybe about it,” she said saucily. “I’ve had to. Things are moving fast, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that I don’t like being at other people’s mercy.”

      An odd expression flickered over Cash’s face, but he quickly replaced it with a smirk. Crossing his arms over his chest, he rested the bottle of water in the crook of his elbow and leaned back against the bar set-up. “How is Wydetta?”

      The false joviality in his tone made it clear his lack of segue was intentional. In his mind—and in hers, she could admit—the leap from discussions of control to her mother was not a stretch.

      “Mama is fine,” she said, using the title they both knew Wydetta loathed. “Doing well for a woman who’s getting up there in years,” she drawled, casting a sly glance in his direction.

      Right on cue, Cash snorted. “Getting up there in years,” he muttered disparagingly. “There’s not much more of an age difference between me and your mama. Certainly less than the gap between you and me.”

      Brit snorted. “I see your math skills are still sharp.” She raised the bottle of water. “Do you always drink your water at room temperature?”

      Again, he shrugged. “A habit I picked up from some girl I once knew.”

      Her. He’d gotten it from her. She’d never been able to drink refrigerated water. The cold made her pant and gasp, so she’d conjured some cock-and-bull story about it being bad for her vocal cords. He’d teased her about it then. Tonight, he was admitting she’d left a mark on him.

      “I’d ask why you’re here, but I think the answer is obvious.”

      His tone was mild, but the implication stung enough to make her cheeks burn. He wasn’t wrong, and if Cash wasn’t going to beat around the bush, she wouldn’t, either. After all, asking for what she wanted straight out was part of being a grown woman, wasn’t it? Striving for a cool opposite from everything she was feeling inside, she cocked an eyebrow.

      “You game?”

      Apparently, she’d hit the right note. Cash laughed and gave his head a slow shake. “You always did have a pair of big brass ones, kid.”

      “Don’t call me kid. I’m not a child anymore, and I won’t let you treat me like one.”

      His expression shifted, the curve of his lips a tad more bitter than sweet. “No, you’re not.” He gave the scruff covering his cheeks and chin a thoughtful rub. “How old are you these days?”

      “Twenty-three.” She hated the overeager puppy yip in her tone. Vowing to slow things down and take control, she drew a deep breath.

      “Twenty-three.” He gave a low, soft whistle. “I guess that makes me...”

      He paused a beat too long and her resolve crumbled. “Thirty-four,” she volunteered.

      “Thirty-five,” he corrected with a swiftness of someone springing a trap. “I had a birthday last month.”

      Pissed he still had the power to play her so easily, she tapped into her infamous stubborn streak and redoubled her efforts. He wasn’t going to turn her away. As far as she was concerned, he’d surrendered the moment he’d stepped aside and let her into his room. She needed to hold onto the rush of power she’d felt crossing the threshold. Feed off it. Exploit this one moment of weakness to get what she’d wanted since she met him.

      “Happy birthday.”

      Making sure to keep her movements slow and controlled, she removed her ball cap, then pulled the elastic from her hair. She didn’t need a mirror. They’d used the exact move in a music video. Why men found it so enticing, she never understood, but it worked. If the flare of Cash’s nostrils was any indication, it was working on him, too. Pitching her voice low and husky, she finger-combed the ends of her platinum blonde waves. “I should give you a present.”

      “Twelve years.” He hurled the words like they might conjure some kind of force field between them. “I’m twelve years older than you.”

      “I find one doesn’t need math once you master the one-plus-one-equals-two bit.” She closed the remaining distance between them.

      His chest rose and fell. “Brittany⁠—”

      She reached out and placed her hand on his chest. “It’s okay. You do math your way, I’ll do it mine.”

      “Nothing about us adds up, Brit. I’ve told you this. I’m too old for you. Plus, I’m done chasing the spotlight, and you’ve got a thousand of them trained on you.”

      “I’m aiming for ten thousand of them.” She shot him a glare, daring him to tell her she wasn’t going to get exactly what she was planning for.

      Instead, he rubbed the back of his neck, something he used to do when he was feeling pushed or cornered. “One plus one,” he grumbled. “You’re not one woman. You come with hundreds, hell, thousands of people. I can’t deal with your circus. I don’t want to. Not when I’ve finally stopped screwing up everything in my life.”

      “I’m only asking for one night, Cash.”

      She let her hand slide up to the warm skin of his neck, traced his fingers with the tips of hers, then caressed his throat. His singing voice was somehow gravelly and smooth all at once. Catching one of his old songs on the radio was enough to send her pulse into hyperdrive. Her thumb grazed his Adam’s apple, and it bobbed obligingly. The pad of her middle finger pressed against his pulse. His heart rate had hit warp speed, and Brit knew she had him. At last.

      “One may not be enough.”

      “But it will be something. Something for both of us.” She leaned in, but instead of kissing him on the mouth, she ducked her head. Her lips found the throbbing spot she’d caressed. “Surely you can give me one night.”

      He groaned low and rumbly.

      One night.

      He’d had a moderately successful track by the same title way back when. A song about a man and a woman and a need so inescapable, they plum wore themselves out trying to deny it. Lyrics she’d let herself believe he’d written for her. Until the day he made her stop believing.

      Her smile faded, but she didn’t have the willpower to lift her lips from his skin. His throat was rough and stubbled. He smelled like night air. Cash wasn’t going to push her away, and they both knew it. Like they both knew the bit about needing a single night was complete bull.

      But they could deal with the fallout when they were back in Nashville. She’d pretend what happened in Austin, stayed in Austin. Whatever it took to get herself into his big, fluffy king-size bed.

      “This is a mistake,” he grumbled. But mistake or not, he wrapped her up in his taut, muscular arms and pressed her body flush against his. “A big mistake.”

      Brit kissed her way along his scruffy jaw, savoring the taste of his much-anticipated capitulation. “Good. Let’s make it the best mistake we’ve ever made.”
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      Her mouth was ripe and sweet. And soft. Unspeakably soft. She tasted exactly as he remembered and like every damn thing he’d tried to forget.

      Brittany moved closer, and for once, Cash didn’t inch away. Why bother? This thing between them. All this pent-up want. He’d known all along it had to come to a head sometime. And, apparently, that sometime was now.

      His grandma used to make iced tea so dark it looked like Coca-Cola. Said if you wanted something strong, you had to let it steep. And this kiss, and what they were about to do to each other, had been brewing for longer than he cared to admit.

      Her lips slid against his. Soft. Supple. But there was nothing tentative about it. No, the innocent girl she’d been once upon a time was gone. He’d crushed her teenage crush and nearly destroyed himself in the process. A single kiss stuck through five years of hard living, barely surviving, and not-so-memorable loving. Was it any wonder he’d run from her?

      He’d seen Brittany’s star power the moment he’d clapped eyes on her. Hell, he wouldn’t have been at all surprised to hear she eclipsed the sun one day. He’d known from the start she’d be trouble. A teenager full of sass. A cable-ready television celebrity on the verge of realizing her power as a woman and as a performer. She’d been primed and prepared to put the pedal to the metal.

      He simply wasn’t willing to let her leave tread marks on his hide.

      Cash angled his head and pushed his hand into her hair. Cradling the back of her head, he tipped her chin up and kissed her harder. But instead of retreating, she parted her lips and launched an all-out attack on his senses. Lips. Teeth. Tongue. Those crazy noises she kept making. Like he was the most delicious fucking cupcake she’d ever tasted and she was determined to devour him. In big, sexy bites.

      They’d been on a collision course since the day she walked into Sunshine Studios all those years ago. At twenty-eight, he’d already penned and performed on nearly a dozen chart-toppers. He’d also recorded three albums for three different labels with only middling success. But he’d been a hotshot. Three songs he’d written for other artists were parked firmly at the top of the country charts. Another dominated both country and pop. And he’d had a single of his own chart at last. “One Night.”

      Christ, the song would haunt him forever.

      He didn’t need to chase stardom anymore. Not for the money, anyway. He had enough income from royalties and residuals to keep him comfortable, if not rich, for decades to come. His session work paid his mortgage. He had a knack for spotting talent, too, and usually finagled a piece of the gross profits in exchange for writing guitar tracks for songs. Some went on to become hits, and he was making it just fine.

      But he’d wanted it all back then. The money, the fame, the power that came with them. The next song would be his breakout, he was sure. The career-defining moment when he’d become a household name. All he’d had to do was get some extra exposure on Miss Teen Queen’s country-pop album and he’d be out of there. What a fool he’d been to think he’d been in control of anything then.

      Brit’s hand swept down his back. Her palm came to rest on his ass. He nearly yelped into her mouth when she gave one cheek a hard squeeze. He covered it with a growling snarl sort of thing, then dipped his head to gain better access to her neck and throat. “You manhandling me?”

      “Well, you are a man, aren’t you?”

      “Damn straight I am.” He breathed the boast into her ear, a rush of gratification warming him when she shivered. “And you’re a woman.”

      She slid her hand down so her fingernails trailed along the seam between his legs. “I’m a grown-ass woman.”

      He chuckled, then caught her earlobe between his teeth and gave it a tug. “Grown-ass women don’t call themselves ‘grown-ass women.’”

      Brit plowed both hands into his hair and yanked his head back. “Shut up.”

      He growled. The woman was trying to snatch him bald. Tightening his hold on her, he hauled her up onto her toes. “You wanna play rough?”

      “Dear God, yes,” she answered in a husky rush.

      “Well, then, you got it, Princess.”

      He scooped her up and carried her over to the bed. The covers were rumpled from where he’d stretched out, but he hadn’t pulled them back yet. He didn’t see the need in bothering with such niceties.

      She wanted to finish this? Fine, they’d finish it. And then it would be over and done.

      An itch scratched. At last.

      But instead of staying put, Brit rolled up onto her knees and began to unzip her sweatshirt, her face alight with arousal and an eagerness so earnest it hit him like a punch to the throat. Five years gone or not, she was still so damn young. And he was nothing more than a guy with a hot hand on the fret, a fickle way with words, and a handful of fake poker chips proclaiming him clean and sober.

      “Cash.”

      He jumped. The command in her voice cut through the mental confetti he’d manufactured with his pity party. Her pointed stare and sharp tone made it clear this wasn’t the first time she’d called to him. Her tank top was bunched halfway up her torso. His inattention had been noted and not appreciated.

      “Sorry.”

      She lowered her hands, and he wanted to kick himself for losing those precious few inches of taut, creamy skin.

      He turned away. “I just...”

      He trailed off, and damn if her perfect nose didn’t wrinkle like it had in the days when she was charming America’s adolescents. “It’s a lot, isn’t it?” she asked, guileless. She tilted her head, and her wattage seemed to increase. “I about fell over when I saw you on stage.”

      “I’m surprised your mother didn’t come after me with a mic stand.”

      The smile morphed into a sort of grimace. “Yeah, well, Wydetta was distracted tonight.” She lifted a bare wrist and mimicked her mother’s habit of checking her diamond-studded watch. “If I’m not mistaken, she’s likely blowing the rust off some rock-and-roll royalty.”

      He didn’t bother trying to hide his surprise. “Sir James?”

      Her expression turned wicked. “She’s always had a weakness for the Brits…” She whipped off the tank top and tossed it at him. “Like I’ve always had one for you.”

      Of course she wasn’t wearing a stitch underneath. He froze, but Brit was completely unabashed. She’d been stripping down for costume changes since her pre-teen days. She’d never had the chance to become a normal, self-conscious kid.

      “Com’ere.”

      She didn’t have to say anything more. His gaze locked on the peachy-pink tips of her upturned breasts, he planted a knee on the bed and lunged, catching the finger she crooked at him between his teeth and holding it there for a protracted moment. Then he sucked the digit deep into his mouth. Brit threw her head back and unleashed a throaty moan. The husky timbre of it sent a zing straight to his dick.

      He released her finger with a loud pop. “Please tell me you’re not a virgin anymore,” he said gruffly.

      She laughed at him. Looked him dead in the eye and laughed. “Cash, I wasn’t a virgin when you kissed me.”

      He blinked, taken aback by the cavalier way she tossed such personal information out there. “You weren’t?”

      Her laughter softened to a fond chuckle as she reached for the hem of his T-shirt. “I lost it when I was sixteen, like any normal teenager. You were the only one who thought I was some kind of vestal.”

      Stymied, he lifted his arms when commanded. He had nothing better to do while he waited for his brain to catch up and start processing again. Sixteen. She had a point, but he still wanted to shove a boot up the ass of the guy who’d been lucky enough to pop her cherry. He’d been fifteen when he’d lost his. One of his mama’s bridge ladies offered to pay him double if he trimmed her hedges as well as mowed the lawn, and he had his eye on the red Fender Stratocaster on display at Mercer’s Music.

      Brit smoothed her hands up his chest with a low purr. Before he could zero in on the task at hand, she leaned in and buried her nose in the hair between his pecs. “Okay there, old man?”

      Old man. What was once a jibe stuck as a nickname, and he never tried to shake it off. Compared to her, he was an old man. At least, too old for her. He’d clung to the idea of Brit the Virgin. It was safer to control himself with the misconception firmly in place. Without the barrier, real or imagined, in place, he was as susceptible as any other guy. “Who was he?”

      The question slipped out of its own volition. But Brit didn’t seem to mind. Actually, she looked downright amused. “Who’d I lose my virginity to?”

      “Yes.”

      He nearly missed the slight upturn of her lips. “Who’d you lose yours to?”

      “Mrs. Parker,” he answered immediately.

      “Ooh! A wicked older woman. A wicked, older, married woman.” She stared at him, goggle-eyed. “You didn’t even call her by her first name? Even after she seduced you?”

      He shook his head. “Never. Unlike some people, I don’t disrespect my elders.”

      “Justin didn’t seem to mind me calling him by his name.” She wrinkled his nose. “Would have been weird, calling him Mr. Timberlake.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She somehow kept a straight face, though she was clearly delighted to get a rise out of him. “Okay, his name was Justin, but it wasn’t that Justin.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not gonna bite on Bieber, either.”

      Her brow puckered, and for a moment, she actually looked wounded. “You don’t think I can get the Biebs?”

      “I have no doubt you could. I have every doubt about him, though. You would have scared the crap out of him. Even at sixteen.”

      The frown cleared and her face brightened. “I was pretty fierce.”

      Not willing to be diverted, he pushed the conversation back up onto the tracks. “Just a regular Justin?”

      “A regular Justin,” she confirmed. “He was older than me, but not at risk of jail time.”

      “Unlike me.”

      “Unlike you.”

      “No reason for me to hunt him down and hurt him?”

      She shook her head. “He wasn’t a very good kisser, but at the time I didn’t have much to compare him to, so I couldn’t complain.”

      He was a fool for asking, but he did it anyway. “And these days? You leavin’ them strewn all over the place?”

      Her warm, soft hand slid down his belly. Limber fingers curled around the buckle on his belt and she pulled him closer. “These days, I know better than to answer loaded questions. Why don’t you shut up and kiss me again?”

      So he did. He kissed her the way he’d wanted to back in the days when she’d been forbidden fruit. He swept his tongue over hers, around it, demanding she follow his lead on this long-awaited descent into madness. She moaned into his mouth. Each
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