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The deep thrum of the first chord rattled along his nerve endings. Goose bumps rose on his skin as his signature grin tilted his lips. God, he loved this song. 

Smoke curled and floated along the stage, almost obliterating the floor from view. Inky blackness surrounded them, all except for a few lights near the edge of the stage for the effect. Camera flashes flickered in the crowd, exploding in a rapid burst of light so blinding he could barely see anything.

The throng went wild, screaming at the top of their lungs, chanting the title of their first song to hit the charts. Dare to Love. Dare to Love. Dare to Love. Hands in the air, lighters flickering in almost every palm, he’d been born for this.

Noah King watched from the side of the stage for a moment as his bandmates ramped up the crowd into a frenzy of screaming fans.

His heart thumped in his chest, his palms felt clammy, and his tongue was so dry it stuck to the roof of his mouth. Nerves always got him at the first riff of music, but the minute he stepped up to the mic, everything melted away except the music. He lived for it, breathed it, and loved it more than anything in his life.

He tipped the whiskey bottle to his lips for a moment, feeling the burn of the alcohol as it traveled down his throat. His stomach lurched for a second. Damn it. Nausea would play hell with him tonight.

Willing the sensation away, he grabbed the mic from the stagehand lurking in the shadows and made his way out to the front of the stage.

Darkness kept him from being seen until he counted to thirty and the lighting engineer would slowly bring them up and reveal the guys on the stage, outlining each of them until the spotlight hit them. 

They’d done this thousands of times. Every night for so long, he couldn’t remember what his bed at home felt like, much less the pleasure of fixing a meal in his kitchen or being able to wander through the rooms touching pictures of his family. There were times he hated the life he’d put together.

Tonight, he wasn’t so sure.

The second riff of Dare to Love came from his lead guitarist, Alex, bringing the crowd to their feet as the lights slowly came up behind the band, throwing them into shadows.

He could see everything and everyone from his position at the edge of the platform. Women of every shape, size, ethnicity, and varying lack of clothing lined the rail. He let his gaze roam over each one, wondering how many of them would be waiting when they left the venue for the night. They never lacked for female company after a show. Booze, drugs, women, and fun. The life of a rock star.

His gaze rolled to the very edge of the stage on his right, locking on a women standing by herself near one of the security guards. She wasn’t the typical groupie, not this one. Her body screamed something more, something enticing, something intriguing. Her long blonde hair lay in waves around her shoulders, the lights highlighting a shimmer of red. Long lashes framed clear green eyes that tilted at the outer corners and studied him from the top of his head to the tips of his boots. She wore a tight black V-neck t-shirt with Rock Band News written across her chest, emphasizing her gorgeous round breasts pressing against the front. Hip-hugging jeans encased legs that went on forever, a perfect outline to show every curve she owned, and black boots with spike heels wrapped around her ankles giving her that much more height. Red lips parted as she tilted her head a little to the left, a flirty smile on her mouth, making him wonder if she might be up for a little fun. Stunning.

And totally off limits.

Disappointment rushed down his spine even as his cock stood hard and ready. Fucking hell. It had been too damned long since he’d been that attracted to one woman, and he couldn’t have her. He didn’t have time for even a quick fuck, much to his dismay.

His attention shifted back to the fans as he belted out the first few words of the song, clear, deep, and right on target, the rest was a piece of cake. Money wasn’t the reason he’d given up everything to be here. This was. The fans. For them, he’d do anything.

After tonight, it would be over. For a little while, anyway. They were taking a break he needed desperately. 

His family needed him home.

The phone call he’d received two weeks ago had changed the course of the immediate future for the entire band. Their rescheduled shows would begin in a few months. Maybe by then, things would be settled. He wouldn’t know until he had a chance to find out what was wrong at home.

First, he had to get through tonight which meant singing his heart out until he couldn’t talk, doing the interview right after the show, and then hopping on the plane back to Iowa. He’d be home by morning.

As the band went through their entire set, Noah kept up the persona of the brooding rock star. The women threw themselves at them all, him, Alex, Aiden, and Dylan. None of them had a steady woman in their lives, but they didn’t lack for female companionship after each show. It came with the territory. They collected more lingerie during a show than Victoria Secret’s had in their showroom. Bra’s, panties, negligee’s, shirts, skirts, and bikini’s seemed to appear from thin air. Sometimes the owner would find her way into their beds, but most of the time, they had no idea who the shit belonged to.

When the lights went down after the last set, he released a big sigh of relief. Done for now, thank goodness.

The crowd made their way out of the arena in droves, many waiting outside for the band to emerge for autographs. They’d do a few before they got on the plane. They couldn’t disappoint their fans.

As they made their way to the dressing room, several people lined the hallway, slapping them on the back when they passed. Some were sponsors, some were groupies, and some were the guys who took care of their equipment. The concrete walls seemed sterile and uninviting, but it didn’t matter. Backstage didn’t need to be fancy, only the stage did to give the fans the show they paid for.

A large green door with Iron Rogue on it, indicating their private area for the night, stood to the right. Food of every kind lay spread out like a smorgasbord. Every band member could specify his favorite food and drink and it would appear, no questions asked. Several brands of alcohol were at their fingertips, liquor, wine, whiskey, or whatever. As the hottest band on the rock scene, they could have anything they wanted.

Tonight, it all seemed so hollow as Noah faced an impending shit-storm at home. He had no idea what awaited him when they got there, and his gut rolled with the thought.

Alex slapped him on the back as he grabbed a bottle of Grey Goose sitting on the table, sloshing a bit into a glass. “Great show.”

“Yeah.” Noah took a swig from the whiskey bottle sitting on the table. Everyone knew his penchant for Jack Daniel’s and it was always available. I really need to lay off this shit.

Aiden took a seat on the couch, his big clunky black boots making a thud on the coffee table when he propped his feet up and leaned back with his hands across his abdomen. “Damn, I’m glad for this break.”

“You and me both, brother,” Dylan replied, wrapping his arm around a busty brunette who had somehow made it past the security guard at the door.

Noah frowned at the girl, tipping his head to indicate she needed to leave.

“What?” Dylan grabbed her left breast with his palm. “She’s for later.”

Pointing the whiskey bottle at the door, Noah didn’t give Dylan a choice. The girl had to go. “We need to do this interview so I can get the hell out of here to the airport. We don’t have time for chicks tonight unless it’s once we make it home.”

“Fuck. Fine.” Dylan brought her to her feet as escorted her to the door. “I’ll catch you later, sweetheart.”

She glanced over Dylan’s shoulder and caught Noah’s gaze. He knew her type. Lay a rock star and she’d be gone by morning with her story and a pair of torn panties to show to her friends.

Rick came through the door as she was leaving. “Okay. The reporter will be here in a moment. Her name is Victoria Richmond with Rock Band News. You guys be nice. We need this interview so we can keep you in the papers until you are back on the road in a few months.”

A soft knock sounded on the door, giving away her presence. Rick pulled it open, blocking the visitor from their sight for a moment as he spoke softly to her. When he stepped back, Noah’s breath caught. It was the blonde from the side of the stage, every glorious inch of her standing right in front of him.

“Guys, this is Victoria.”

“Tori, please.” She did a little finger wave as she moved a little closer.

Her gaze ricocheted from one guy to the next until it landed on him. His breath left in a soft whoosh as his stomach knotted for a second. He brought the bottle of Jack to his lips and took another long swallow. Heat simmered along his nerves, making him feel hot all over. The need to touch her rushed his system. He wanted to run his hands over her curves, feel her mold to his chest and sigh in delight as he brought their mouths together in a desperate kiss. God, I need to get laid.

“Relax gentleman. I’m not here to grill you. We’ll make this short and sweet so you can get on your way. I know you have a lot to do.” She took a chair in the corner, turning it so she faced them all. “I have a few questions for each of you, so we’ll start with that.”

Noah couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Women weren’t new to him. He’d been with his share that came with their lifestyle, and at thirty plus, he certainly knew his way around a woman’s body. Hers was something he would love to roam with his hands, his mouth, and his tongue.

When her gaze shot to him, he knew it was his turn.

“Noah, right?” she asked, her gorgeous eyes fixed on his face as they narrowed slightly with concentration.

“Yeah.”

“All right, Noah. Tell me about growing up in Iowa. I know a little about your background, but not a lot. Did you live on a farm?”

A small chuckle left his mouth as he tipped the whiskey bottle to his lips again. If you could call the patch of ground his dad worked a farm. “Sure did. Corn and everything.”

The scratching of her pen across the paper came to him over the din of the music being piped into the room. “How did you start the band?”

Noah glanced at all the guys before coming back to her. They meant the world to him even if they were a pain in the ass most of the time. He wouldn’t be where he was without them and he knew it. They had his back just as he had theirs. “All of us knew each other in high school. I sang in the school choir and met Alex there. He already played guitar, so we decided to start up a garage band. He knew Dylan and Aiden from the next town over since Dylan had dated his sister. Once we all got together, it came together pretty easily.”

“You became very popular a few years ago, from what I’ve read.” She jotted something on her notebook before catching his eye again. Curiosity and something intense reflected back, something he felt a huge need to explore. “Dare to Love was your first major hit, right?”

“Yes it was.”

“You wrote it?”

“Yes. Me and Alex.”

She tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear, the strand looking soft and silky to the touch. He itched with the desire to rub it between his fingers. Whiskey burned down his throat as he took another long swallow. 

“Alex, did this song have a specific meaning to it? I mean the lyrics are very potent and have a lot of heart to them.”

“You’ll have to ask Noah that one. He wrote the lyrics. I wrote the music.” Alex leaned back in the chair, resting his hands over his abdomen and lacing his fingers together.

Her gaze moved back to him, and panic set in. His stomach clenched, nausea curling in his gut. His throat went dry as he tried to push the foolish wishes of a teenage boy to the pit of his heart. He didn’t want to talk about it with anyone, much less a reporter. Even the guys didn’t know the depth of those lyrics. “That’s personal.”

Her perfectly arched eyebrows pulled down in the center as a frown settled on her lips. “I’m sorry, but your fans want to know. Lyrics to any song are usually very personal and tell a story of something the artist went through.” 

The tapping of her pen on the notebook pissed him off. Everything about her pissed him off from her kissable mouth to the long hair he wanted to wrap his fist in while he threaded his cock between her pouty lips. Off limits. Off limits. Those perky breasts pushing against her Rock Band News t-shirt had him curling his hands into fists to keep from reaching for her. That curvy waist meant for a man’s hands to hold her steady while he fucked her from behind, and her long legs perfect for wrapping around a man’s hips.

God damn it!

Inhaling sharply, he focused back on something besides fucking her. She didn’t need to know what those lyrics meant, only he did, no one else. He jumped to his feet, grabbed the bottle of Jack and took a long pull before he leveled his gaze on her again. “This interview is over. Rick, get her out of here.”

“But—” 

“But nothing.” He swallowed several gulps of the whiskey, hoping they would numb him. Numb was good. He ran his hand through his hair, restlessness gripped him like a fist. He needed to get out of there. His footsteps took him back and forth across the expanse of the room. “I said, get her out of here! Now!”

After a moment of silence, she picked up her bag from the floor and turned to look at him again. “I’m sorry if I hit a nerve, but I am a reporter and it’s my job to get the story your fans want to read.” She glanced at all of them for a moment. “Thank you, gentlemen, for the interview. I hope the rest of your tour this year is a major success, and I hope to catch you later on.” 

He felt her gaze on him for a moment as he moved toward the adjoining door where their personal items were and stopped with his hand on the doorknob. Interviews sucked, and this one had been no different. It didn’t matter that Tori was gorgeous and had a body he would love to see naked beneath him. Complications like her, he didn’t need.

When the outer door closed, he breathed a sigh of relief before Rick went off.

Rick grabbed his shoulder, spinning him back around to face the group. “What the hell, Noah. I told you what this article meant for you guys while you’re going to be off the tour for a few months so you can deal with whatever personal shit you have going on at home.”

Rage settled in his gut. Rick worked for him, for them. If he didn’t like the way Noah handled himself, then he could go to hell and take everyone else with him. “I don’t give a fuck. I won’t discuss that song with anyone, not her, not you, not anyone, so back the hell off.” He slammed the door in Rick’s face and then proceeded to bang his head against the panel for a moment. She’d hit too close to home with that one and he wasn’t in any mood to deal with a nosy reporter, rosy lips or not.

His plane awaited and so did the drama at home. He needed a break.

* * * *
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The arrogant, stubborn, fucking gorgeous lead singer of Iron Rogue had his manager shove her out, slamming the door in her face. Damn him! A crowd of a hundred people or more hung out near the doors, waiting. Tori stood nearby with her bag in hand as she tried to calm her racing pulse by pacing back and forth. It didn’t help one bit. Mostly even-tempered, she didn’t lose her cool often, but Noah had shredded her control and then some.

It had taken six months of finagling to get her boss to let her do the interview of the band and she blew it. She had Noah King right where she wanted him, on the verge of telling her what everyone in the rock world wanted to know. Why were the lyrics for Dare to Love such a secret as to their meaning? Why did it upset him so much too even talk about that song? It seemed even the other guys in the band didn’t know, and that intrigued her even more.

Not that he was a chore to look at. His dark hair hung well past his shoulders in typical rock star fashion, dark eyes that reminded her of melted chocolate with flecks of almonds in them, a closely cropped beard framed his mouth and along his jawline, broad shoulders, sculpted pecs, strong and capable biceps, tapered waist, abs ripped enough to want to lick something off of, and thighs solid enough to bounce quarters from. He was the total package and some change, but he was also moody, arrogant, demanding, and from what everyone knew, had an alcohol problem.

The way he’d looked at her, like he wanted to undress her and devour her, had her thinking he might tell her. In the next second, he’d shut down, totally turned off every emotion gleaming in his eyes, and kicked her out of the room. She’d hit a nerve, that’s for sure. Something wasn’t right and by God, she planned to find out what it was.

The door to the venue banged open, slamming against the wall, and the band strode out in a flurry of screaming fans. Watching for a moment, she could see how the guys worked the crowd, pausing to sign a few autographs and take a picture with a fan. The women drooled and the men hanging around seemed in awe. No wonder they sold millions of albums. Their fans loved them.

The crowd parted slightly outside the ropes and behind the security guards as they made their way toward a long black car waiting to the right, stopping every few feet to greet another fan.

Several roadies rolled out the equipment boxes into the waiting trucks behind them, never even noticing the wild scene going on around them. They had a job to do, and they did it well from what she could see.

Desperate times called for desperate measures. She had to get her story one way or another. One crazy thought raced through her head as she tried to come up with a plan. This is crazy. I can’t do this. Biting her thumbnail, she rolled the idea around in her head over and over until she came to the same conclusion. She wasn’t giving up this chance for anything in the world. Her career depended on it.

Taking a deep breath, she skirted around the back side of the limo, noticing the trunk open but all the guys’ suitcases were already in there. Sending up a little prayer, she jumped inside and pulled it closed behind her. If they found her, they’d kill her probably, and then throw her body somewhere along the road. She had no idea where they were going, but everything in her life rode on this.

Within a few moments, the guy’s voices got louder as they climbed inside the car, the door shut, and they were moving.

Holy crap!

Darkness surrounded her. She couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. Her cell phone dug into her hip where she lay on her side, cramping the muscle into a Charlie horse. Clutching her bag to her chest, she prayed they’d get to their destination quickly. Claustrophobia wasn’t anything to laugh at, and she only had a mild case, enough to make her breathing choppy and her pulse race. I’ll be okay. It’s only for a little bit. We’ll stop and I’ll figure out the next step in this crazy plan.

They continued along for several miles even though she couldn’t tell where they were headed. Cars honked nearby as they raced past them, engines roared, and people screamed out their windows. The tires of the car rode over the rumble strips. God, she hated that. It was one of her biggest pet peeves, annoying her beyond comprehension until it stopped and she could breathe again. Sweat dotted her temples and her upper lip. Nausea gripped her stomach, making that pizza she had before the concert iffy at best. She wished she had some water, although that would probably come back up if she drank any. Breathe, just breathe.

Quiet descended except for distant rumblings, a noise she couldn’t place. She could hear the guys laughing in the car, but the words were incomprehensible. This hell had to be over soon, she hoped.

When the car finally stopped and the trunk lid popped open, she scrambled out and slipped under the bottom of the car, hoping no one had seen her. She held her breath, afraid they might be able to hear the rasping sound as it escaped her lips. The long red carpet leading from where the car stopped to the plane gave her some relief for the hot pavement under her while she waited. Her hair stuck to her neck, making it itch with irritation as she debated her sanity. This is nuts. I’m nuts for even trying this.

Peering from under the car, she could see what appeared to be a large private jet sitting not one hundred yards away with the back door open as a catering service loaded it. A plane? They own a fucking plane?

Flying wasn’t one of her favorite things to do. Airsickness usually played hell with her when she did, but come hell or high water, she was going to get the story.

Asphalt dug into her elbows when she scooted toward the side away from the plane, crouched against the passenger door of the car, before moving around the front. Sitting back on haunches, she looked around the front fender. Loud, angry voices reached her on the wind.

Tori could see the four guys and the manager standing near the bottom of the stairs to the plane as they argued. Noah stood with his hands on his hips, his hair blowing around his face in a dark cloud, matching the thundering expression in his eyes. To say he was pissed was the understatement of the century. “I don’t care, Rick. She was digging where she shouldn’t be. It is none of her business where those lyrics came from.”

“It’s only an article, Noah. She didn’t want your personal shit to drag through the mud.” Rick stood toe to toe with Noah, although Noah’s height had him by a good six inches. Their manager wasn’t a big man, other than his paunch hanging over the waistband of his pants. His eyes narrowed as they focused on Noah, and she could see the indignation Noah wore like a shield. Rick was their manager and their friend, she’d thought. He’d been with them a long time, but it sounded as if Noah wasn’t going to give an inch.

“It would have been.”

“I don’t get it. It was your first big hit. People want to know.”

“Too fucking bad.”

Rick waved his hand in front of his face, his large diamond studded ring reflecting the lights from the nearby building. He obviously made good money working for Iron Rogue if she was any judge of flashy jewelry. “It doesn’t matter now anyway, Noah. You’ve ruined the article. She’ll print what she wants and that will be that. Who knows, she may just make something up.”

“The hell she will. I’ll have her and the magazine in court so fast, her head will spin like she’s possessed.”

Their voices faded a bit as Tori scooted around the back of the truck parked near the plane and just as the driver got into the cab, she hurried up the stairs. A door near the back looked like a safe place to hide, something compact and discreet. When she pulled it open, she almost giggled. It was the bathroom, luxury and all with its gold gilded mirror, large marble sink in the corner, and holy hell, it even had a full shower. She’d hide here until she decided the next step in her plan.

Within seconds she heard the guys scramble aboard the plane, the door shut, and the engines start. She hoped this wasn’t a long flight. Flying made her nervous.

Her stomach dropped the moment the wheels came off the ground and she sank to the floor of the compact bathroom as her throat began to burn and her eyes watered. I won’t be sick. I won’t be sick. I won’t be sick.

“Oh shit,” she whispered, breathing through her nose as she tried desperately not to puke.

At least she was in the bathroom.

She rolled to her knees, flipped open the lid on the toilet, and threw up everything in her stomach. Pepperoni doesn’t come back up well.

Several dry heaves later, she laid her head against the cool seat hoping she wouldn’t throw up again.

The door flew open, crashing against the side of the hallway, banging so loud she thought for sure it had left a hole in the very expensive wall.

“What the fuck?”

After a deep breath through her nose, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and slowly turned around, her butt landing on the floor with a thump.

Noah stood in the doorway, his dark hair pushed back off his forehead and his brown eyes narrowed and very, very angry. “How the hell did you get in here?”

Her mouth opened, but nothing came out as her stomach rolled again, and she spun around to throw up in the toilet. The groan that left her lips was desperate and sickly. A soft tug on her hair kept it back off her face, while she braced her palms on the seat. The moment she finished, she laid her cheek against the toilet seat and gulped a few breaths of air, hoping to settle the rolling.

“Shit.” He disappeared a moment before he came back with a wet, cold washcloth in his hand. “Here.”

“I’m
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