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Chapter One


“SHE’S NOT KEEN on the idea? What kind of musician doesn’t jump at the chance to open a world tour for one of the hottest rock stars of the decade?” Kane Bad said into his rental car’s Bluetooth Friday evening. He should be back in New York City having a stiff drink and deciding which lucky lady would get on her knees for him. Instead, he was in the Podunk town of Oak Falls, Virginia, home to rolling fields, horse farms, and from what he’d heard, the most stubborn small-town musician on the planet—Sable Fucking Montgomery. His younger brother, rock star Johnny Bad, had promised his fiancée that her friend, the guitarist and lead singer for the band Surge, could open for his upcoming tour. As Johnny and his band’s manager, it was up to Kane to make sure Sable was good enough for the gig. If she rocked the stage and if her band wasn’t shit, he’d close the deal with the woman who wasn’t keen on accepting the opportunity of a lifetime. She was obviously either a prima donna or an idiot.

His money was on both.

“The kind that doesn’t want the gig. I don’t know why you bothered going to see her play,” Victoria “Victory” Braden said. Victory owned Blank Space Entertainment, the label that represented Johnny and his band, Bad Intentions. She was also one of Johnny’s fiancée Jillian Braden’s many cousins. “I met Sable at my cousin Nick’s wedding, and trust me, she has zero interest in making it big. If she did, she’d have ridden her brother’s coattails long ago.” Axsel Montgomery was the lead guitarist in the group Inferno, and he was nearly as famous as Johnny.

“I’m here to appease my future sister-in-law, whom I adore and John loves more than life itself. I didn’t think he was serious about this woman opening for the tour until he called me a little while ago to tell me how excited Jilly was.” Kane had been so sure this was a placating trip, he hadn’t even ordered a background check on Sable or her bandmates. He’d gone online to try to find something—anything—about them but found nothing beyond comments in music forums and a few poorly taken cell-phone videos of the band playing at local festivals. None of which were clear enough to get a handle on their sound or their image.

“You should save your time and go back to New York. Let me do my job instead of being hell-bent on micromanaging Johnny’s career.”

“Do I need to remind you how we got here?” Kane owned businesses and properties up and down the East Coast. He’d stepped in to manage his brother’s career, and his band, after it came to light that Johnny’s previous manager had not only spent years paying a groupie hush money to keep quiet about a daughter of Johnny’s that his brother hadn’t known existed, but he’d also embezzled more than a million dollars. Kane didn’t have any experience managing musicians, but for a man who managed billion-dollar businesses for a living, he assumed it couldn’t be nearly that complex. He’d take a boardroom over this nonsense any day, but there was nothing he wouldn’t do for his family.

“I get it, Kane. You’re not leaving anything to chance. But it’s the middle of January, and since the tour’s been moved up to March to accommodate extra shows in two of the larger venues, we don’t have much time. And you know how important pre-event publicity is. I’ll give you twenty-four hours. If you can’t get her to agree to it by then, I’m doing my job and hiring another band to open so Johnny’s tour doesn’t go up in flames.”

Kane scoffed. “If they’re good, I won’t need that long. I can seal a deal with my eyes closed. And for the record, Johnny could have a piss-poor opening act, and fans would still be clamoring for more of him.”

“That’s not the point, and you know it. He doesn’t need more bad press.”

“No shit. That’s why I’m here.” They’d finally gotten past the media nightmare surrounding Johnny’s situation. The embezzling bastard was in prison, Johnny and his fourteen-year-old daughter, Zoey, had settled into a new life in Maryland with Jillian, and they had twins on the way. Kane had never seen his brother happier, and he didn’t want to upset their apple cart. But if this Sable woman and her band weren’t stellar onstage, he’d give Victoria the go-ahead and find some way to make it up to his future sister-in-law.

He ended the call and pushed the pedal to the metal. The sooner he got the job done, the sooner he could return to civilization. But as he passed rural farmhouses and stark fields, his speed dropped. He pumped the gas, but the car sputtered and stalled.

Fuck.

He maneuvered to the side of the road and tried to restart it, but the damn thing was dead. He should have known it was going to be a crappy day when he’d spilled espresso on his Tom Ford suit on the way into his first morning meeting.

He popped the hood and got out to take a look, cursing under his breath as the brisk winter air stung his cheeks. This was what he hated about traveling. Relying on other people’s subpar things—vehicles, hotels, airlines. He had a private jet and a fleet of pristine cars at his disposal and owned several luxurious hotels and properties. Yet here he was, stuck on the side of the road in this godforsaken town. He rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt to check the oil and realized he didn’t have a rag.

Par for the fucking course.

He wasn’t about to ruin a six-thousand-dollar suit for a rental car. He reached for his phone to call for a tow just as an old cherry-red pickup truck pulled up behind him. A tall woman climbed out of the driver’s seat wearing baggy overalls speckled with paint and a bulky blue jacket. Her dark hair was piled on her head in what his younger sisters referred to as a messy bun, with strands sticking out all over. Their eyes connected, causing an arousing thrum of heat and an unfamiliar clench in his chest, overshadowing the irritation that had consumed him. He was used to women stirring awareness below his belt, but this new sensation threw him for a loop. She sauntered toward him, bringing her full lips, high cheekbones, and slightly upturned nose into focus, her mesmerizing sea-green eyes drawing his full attention.

“Need a hand?” she asked in a voice as sweet and rough as whiskey.

Wasn’t she adorable, thinking she could help? She probably saw the Mercedes, got an eyeful of him, and thought it was her lucky day. Maybe it was his lucky day, too. Not that he had time to entertain the attraction, but for her he might find the time. Sure enough, her gaze drifted down the length of him, interest gleaming in her eyes. At six-plus feet, with jet-black hair, perfectly manicured scruff, a body full of tattoos, and expertly tailored clothes, he was used to getting more than his fair share of female attention.

“Thanks, sweetheart, but I’ve got it under control.” He closed the hood.

She stopped a few feet away and planted a hand on her hip, eyes narrowing, a scowl forming on those plump lips. “You sure? I’m pretty handy with cars.”

Maybe in the back seat, which doesn’t seem like such a bad idea at the moment. “I’m sure you are. But I’ve got this.”

Her brows lifted, eyes sharpening. “I can see that by how well your fancy car is running. Sure you don’t want a hand?”

He wasn’t much for country girls, but he liked her sass. He raked his gaze down the length of her, imagining what she looked like without those baggy clothes. He’d bet she had smoking curves and long legs that would feel fucking fantastic wrapped around him. He didn’t even have to wonder what she looked like without the usual mask of makeup some women wore. She was makeup free and stunning. If he was stuck in this rinky-dink town overnight, he might as well enjoy himself.

“With the car,” she hissed, bringing his eyes back to hers.

Damn. This one had claws and breathed fire. A definite plus in his book. Holding her gaze, he closed the distance between them. “You sure that’s all you’re offering?”

Her eyes narrowed even more, but there was no hiding the hunger in them. “Keep it in your pants, Casanova. I don’t share space with arrogant city boys.”

“I assure you, I’m no boy, and my arrogance is well earned.”

“Not a boy, huh?” She lifted her chin defiantly. “Ever wrangled a steer? Built a barn? Get those tattooed hands dirty with something other than money?” Before he could respond, she said, “You reek of entitlement, and you’ve already taken up too much of my time. Good luck with your shitmobile.” She turned and stalked away.

“Says the woman driving a twenty-year-old truck,” he called after her, amused.

She looked over her shoulder with a victorious smile. “Forty-plus years, and she still purrs like a kitten.” As she climbed into the driver’s seat, she hollered, “Call Charley’s Auto over in Rockingham. They’ll fix you up.”

He watched her drive away and called roadside assistance. When he mentioned Charley’s, they said Rockingham was two hours away, and they’d send someone from a local repair shop.

Half an hour later he was still thinking about the way the paint-speckled, sass-mouthed beauty had fucked with him when a flatbed tow truck arrived. He went to meet the driver and was surprised to see the snarky brunette climb out.

“Hello again, sweetheart. You drive for the auto shop? Does your old man own it or something?”

“I own it, and if you call me sweetheart again, I’ll hook you up to this flatbed and drag you down the road.” She held out her hand, flecks of gold shimmering in her serious eyes. “Sable Montgomery, and you are?”

Fucked. That’s what he was.

He’d wanted to fly under the radar until he’d heard her perform, but he couldn’t very well do that now. He should have done his homework. Sable owning an auto shop was news to him, and it made her even more intriguing. “Kane Bad. I’m here on behalf of Johnny Bad to listen to your band play.”

He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away, eyes shooting daggers. “I already told Jilly I’m not interested.” She strode away and began lowering the lift.

“How can you turn down an offer that hasn’t been made yet?”

“Pretty freaking easily.”

“And here I thought Southern women were supposed to be hospitable.”

She didn’t bother to respond as she loaded the car onto the lift, tight jawed and furious. She moved with the confidence of an expert and the stealth of a she-panther. Which he found strangely, and insanely, sexy.

On the way back to town, she kept her eyes trained on the road. “The car just sputtered and stopped?” she asked icily.

A safe subject. Smart woman. “That’s right. It’s probably the transmission. Think your mechanic can get it fixed quickly?”

She gripped the steering wheel tighter. “It’s more likely an ECU failure. These cars are known for them.”

“ECU?”

“Engine control unit. The brain of the vehicle. It manages and controls various aspects of the engine’s performance.” She glanced at him, smirking. “Don’t tax your pretty-boy head over it. I’ll get it taken care of, sweetheart.”

He laughed. “So you do have a sense of humor.”

“And a short fuse for bullshit, so how about you ride and not talk?”

“Afraid of a little conversation?”

“Just uninterested.”

“You didn’t look uninterested when you were checking me out back there.”

She scoffed. “Dream on, city boy. Men like you are a dime a dozen.”

“Yeah? Are there many self-made billionaires out here?” Kane disliked people who threw their status around, but the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them, like a young boy trying to impress a girl instead of a man who needed to impress no one.

“Is that how you win women over? You wave money and they come running to stroke your overinflated ego?”

“Do I look like a man who needs to wave money to get women to stroke my ego? Or anything else?” He leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Before you answer that, remember, I was there. I saw the way your eyes traveled over my body.” He sat back. “But if that’s how you want to play it, it’s cool. It’s not like I’d sleep with a woman I’m going to do business with.”

“Stop talking.”

“I’m just saying—”

She glowered at him. “We’re not doing business together, and I’m definitely not fucking you.”

As amused as he was by her adamance, he was a competitive guy, and he wasn’t about to let her have the last word. “Look, I don’t like Johnny’s decision any more than I like small towns, but this is his last tour, and he made a promise that I intend to help him keep, assuming your band is worthy.”

She eyed him again, daggers in full force. “Jilly told me what happened. We both know he made that promise under duress.”

She wasn’t wrong. The deal was made the morning Johnny’s life had imploded. He and his newly discovered disgruntled teenage daughter had both been too freaked out to be left alone, and Zoey had needed a woman she could trust to go with them when they’d been forced to leave town to avoid the media. Johnny would have signed his life away to make that happen for her. Given how things ended up with Johnny and Jillian, he’d made the right decision.

“That doesn’t matter. A Bad’s word is as good as gold.”

“Well, not this time,” Sable said with a huff.

“We’ll see about that.”

“You just can’t stand the idea of losing, can you?” she challenged.

He cocked a grin. “I wouldn’t know how that feels. I’ve never lost.” It wasn’t exactly true. He’d lost once, a long time ago, but he ended up winning in the long run.

“I see my initial arrogant-city-boy assessment was spot-on.”

He enjoyed pushing her buttons too much to let this one go. “Like I said, I earned every inch of my arrogance.”

She rolled her eyes and pulled into Oak Falls Automotive. The two-story, three-bay shop had a balcony on half of the second level, and he could see patio doors up there, too. The entire building was covered in metal signs from GOODYEAR, FIRESTONE, PENNZOIL, and about a dozen other auto-related companies.

“Do you live upstairs?” he asked as he followed her into a tidy office.

Ignoring his question, she grabbed a clipboard and pen from an ancient metal desk and handed them to him. “Fill this out. I’ve got to change for my gig or I’ll be late.”

“Okay. Where’s the nearest rental car place?”

“Out by the airport.” She headed for a door in the rear of the room.

Great. He pulled out his phone and searched for a ride service. “There’s no Uber or Lyft out here?”

“Sorry, Dorothy, but in case you haven’t noticed, you’re not in the big city anymore.” As she reached for the door, she shot him a warning stare. “Don’t touch anything.”

She shut the door behind her, and he heard her ascending a staircase. He wrote his name and phone number on the form, leaving the rest of it blank. As he set the clipboard on the desk, he looked around the sparse office, wondering what she was worried about him touching. There were photographs of cars and trucks and more of those tacky metal signs on the walls. A water cooler sat in the corner beside a metal file cabinet with parts catalogs stacked on top of it. He scanned the schedules hanging on the wall beside the desk, which had a computer monitor and a plastic in-box piled high with invoices for auto parts, signed by Sable. He studied her wide, sweeping S followed by nearly illegible letters, with the exception of the upright loops from the B and L. Her signature was feminine and strong. Fitting.

He tapped the keyboard, but the monitor didn’t bloom to life. Smart.

His gaze moved over the jar of lollipops on the other side of the desk beside an open notebook and day planner. Was she a sucker for sweets, or was the candy for kids who came in with their parents? He glanced at the notebook and wasn’t surprised to see musical notes and lyrics scribbled on it. Your musical mind never turns off, does it? He scanned the day planner, reading over penciled-in appointments for oil changes and alignments, and skidded to a halt on Wednesday night, where DA was written in black ink. He flipped the pages of the calendar, noticing DA once a week, on different days and times. Why so mysterious, sassy girl?

Why do I fucking care?

Pushing aside his annoyance with himself, he turned away from the desk, catching sight of a framed photograph on the wall. He stepped closer, studying the image of a lanky teenager with thick, wild dark hair and an unmistakable smirk sitting on the back of the roof of an old truck, playing the guitar. Her brows were drawn together. A much younger boy with a shock of dark hair holding a child-sized guitar sat beside her. Sable had one cowgirl-booted foot tucked beneath her other knee. Her other foot hung above the bed of the truck, where two teen girls lay on their backs reading, one with dark hair, the other with a mix of dark and fairer hair. Beside the truck a blonde was twirling in the grass, and another, younger-looking blonde was playing with a puppy. He studied the picture more closely. Through the windshield, he made out part of a giant red bow on the hood of the truck and what looked like Sable’s name painted on the driver’s door beneath the window.

He went to the window of the shop and gazed out at Sable’s truck, seeing her name painted just below the window. I’ll be damned.

“You’re still here?”

What was it about that whiskey voice that had his temperature rising? And why hadn’t he heard the door open? She was snarky and stealthy. “Where did you expect me to—” he said as he turned around, his thoughts stumbling at the sight of her in a clingy black tank top and skintight jeans tucked into worn cowgirl boots, accentuating killer curves that far exceeded his imagination. He caught the tail end of her pulling the clip from her hair and shaking it out, sending a mass of dark waves tumbling over her shoulders and breasts. Her eyes were smoky and seductive, cheekbones accentuated with makeup, fuckable, tempting lips painted dark red. She was like the hottest cowgirl porn come to life, and man, he’d like to make that movie with her.

She cocked a brow, crossing her arms.

Trying to push away the image he’d conjured of those perfect lips wrapped around his cock, her wild waves tangled in his fist, he cleared his throat and said, “Where did you expect me to go? There’s no car service in this town, and I’m here to listen to you play.”

“So you’re expecting me to drive you?”

“More like hoping you wouldn’t mind giving me a lift. I’d offer to pay you, but I know how you feel about that.” Drawn to her even with her claws ready to strike, he couldn’t resist stepping closer, bringing the odd combination of the sweet scent of confidence and youthful recklessness, throwing him back to his college DJ days. Those were good times, but what the hell? He hadn’t thought about them in years.

“As if I have a choice? I don’t have time to argue. I’m already late.” She stalked past him and opened a closet door, pulling out a brown suede jacket.

“I could give you a few grand for your truck, if you prefer, and drive us both.”

She looked at him like he’d lost his mind as she put on her jacket. “Fat chance. Now stop looking at me like I’m starring in your favorite porn movie.”

“Now you’re a mind reader?”

“It’s not exactly a big leap. You’re practically drooling.”

“Because I’m a gentleman, I wasn’t going to mention that spittle dripping from the corner of your mouth, but I believe they call what you’re doing transference.”

She stormed out of the building, and he followed her, enjoying the view of her gorgeous ass.
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SABLE HAD ALREADY had a tough day before Kane Bad had appeared on the scene. She’d spent the morning painting Deloris Aiken’s house. Deloris was in her eighties, and she was like a grandmother to Sable. Sable had worked for her husband, Lloyd, at Oak Falls Automotive from the time she was fourteen years old, when he’d taken her under his wing and into the fold of his family, teaching her nearly everything she knew about mechanics and many other life skills. He’d passed away when she was twenty-four and left her the shop in his will. That was almost six years ago, and Sable had been caring for Deloris ever since. But Deloris’s cognitive abilities were failing fast, and she’d become a danger to herself. Sable had found her wandering in the fields by her house a month ago, and together with Deloris and her sister, Lara, who lived three hours away and didn’t travel, they’d decided it was time for Deloris to move to an assisted-care facility. With the writing on the wall, Deloris had signed power of attorney over to Lara. Sable and her brother-in-law Reed Cross, a historic preservation expert, had offered to fix up Deloris’s house so she could sell it to help pay for her care. It was heartbreaking even if inevitable—and now she was in an even fouler mood thanks to Mr. Bad.

She threw open the passenger door of her truck and took out her guitar, feeling Kane’s eyes on her as she stalked to the other side and stowed it behind the driver’s seat. Why was he there, anyway? She’d made it crystal clear to Jillian that she’d never agree to go on tour with Johnny’s band. Jillian had begged her to think about it, and she’d finally given in, just to get her off her back, but Jillian knew where she stood. That should have been the end of it. She’d watched her brother’s life change with his success and had seen the emotional toll the public criticism had taken on him in the early years, when everything he did was dissected. For a guy who had been afraid to come out in his own hometown, it was painful to watch. Sable had no interest in putting herself out there to be scrutinized by strangers.

She climbed into the truck, trying to rein in her frustration as Kane settled his big, athletic body into the passenger seat. His biceps strained against his dress shirt as he put on his seat belt. She was going to murder Jillian for not warning her that he was coming. She never would have stopped to help him if she’d known why he was there.

Even if he was the epitome of her Achilles’ heel.

She was a sucker for men with sharp features, thick black hair, and olive skin, but all that and a true alpha attitude? A man who made no bones about what he wanted? That was her kind of candy, and those piercing dark eyes and thigh-tickling scruff were killing her. Don’t even get her started on the ink covering his muscular forearms and snaking up his neck. God, she loved tattoos.

Now her office and her truck smelled like him: dark, dangerous, and too damn enticing. But she wasn’t a weak-kneed girl who couldn’t control herself. She despised city slickers and all they stood for, with their overinflated egos and money-solves-everything attitudes, and Kane Bad was the very definition of them. As she drove through town, she tried to concentrate on the road and not the heat of his stare.

He reached for her cowgirl hat on the bench seat between them.

“Don’t,” she warned.

His hand stilled. “Special hat?”

“Special hand? Or can you live without it?”

He held his hand up in surrender. “Sorry. Did you get it from your boyfriend?”

“Like an ID bracelet? What am I? Fourteen?”

“My guess is twenty-seven or -eight.”

“Don’t try to flatter me.” She turned down the main drag, heading for JJ’s pub. “I’m sure Jilly told you more than you need to know about me.”

“Actually, she didn’t. She raved about your musical ability and said you weren’t keen on opening for the tour.”

“Then why are you here?”

“We discussed this already, and I don’t enjoy repeating myself.”

“Neither do I, and I already gave you your answer.” She pulled into the pub’s parking lot and drove around back to her usual spot, parking beneath the trees. Without so much as a glance in his direction, she put on her hat, climbed out to grab her guitar, and headed around to the front of the pub.

Kane kept pace beside her, eyeing the building with distaste. “This is where you’re playing?”

“No,” she said sarcastically. “You’re just so irresistible, I thought we’d stop for a drink and piss off my band by not showing up.” She reached for the door, but he snagged it first, holding it open for her. Why that annoyed her, she had no idea, but she hurried inside, hoping to lose him in the crowd as she made a beeline for the bar.

She forced a smile as friends called out greetings, and noticed her youngest sister, Brindle, cutting through the crowd.

“You’re late,” Brindle said.

“I’m aware.” Sable shrugged off her jacket and put a hand on the bar beside her friend Jeb Jericho as she lifted her chin toward Jeb’s brother, the owner of the pub, Justus, aka JJ. She motioned as if she were doing a shot and mouthed, Whiskey. He nodded in acknowledgment and headed her way.

“Who’s that yummy guy you walked in with?” Brindle eyed Kane, who was watching them from a few feet away. She waggled her brows. “Is he the reason you’re late?”

Jeb arched a brow, his interest piqued.

Sable shot them a death glare as JJ set a shot glass in front of her, his deep-set eyes shifting to Kane, then back to her, silently asking the same question. Oak Falls had a close-knit community. Jeb and his brothers, including Brindle’s husband, Trace, were as protective of the Montgomery siblings as Sable was. But Sable could handle her own shit.

She downed the shot, meeting Kane’s curious gaze as she said, “He’s just some jerk who had car trouble.”

“Need me to take care of him?” JJ asked.

“Nope.” Sable handed him her jacket and headed up to the stage, where the rest of her band—lead guitarist Tuck Wilder, drummer Lee Jenkins, and bassist and keyboardist, brothers JP and Chris Dunn—were waiting. She felt a stab of guilt for turning down Kane when it wasn’t solely her decision to make. She and her bandmates had been playing together since high school and had been there for each other through thick and thin. They’d helped Tuck get through the death of his twin sister, had scraped Chris’s heart off the floor after his wife’s miscarriages, and they put up with JP’s and Lee’s incessant need to one-up each other. But she couldn’t allow that guilt to take hold when the whole damn bar was waiting for her to play.

Shoving it down deep, she took her guitar out of its case and put on her best show-stopping smile as she hit the stage. Cheers and applause rang out, giving that guilt the boot the way only being onstage could.

Tuck turned his back to the crowd and flipped his dark hair out of his eyes, watching her closely. “You cool, Bell?”

She was closest to Tuck and had been since they were kids. Now he worked with her at the auto shop, and he was the only person on earth other than her niece she’d allow to call her a nickname.

“Good as gold.” Adrenaline pumping, she addressed the crowd. “Sorry for the holdup. I had to rescue a pretty-boy city slicker from the side of the road. He’s here. You can thank him directly.”

Laughter rolled through the crowd as everyone looked around, easily spotting Kane with his slicked-back hair and crisp white dress shirt, standing out like the interloper he was among the T-shirts, cowboy hats, and flannels. He appeared unbothered by the attention. He cocked a brow, as if to say, Is that all you’ve got?

Not even close.

“This one’s for you, sweetheart,” she said, and began playing “Woman” by Kesha, causing an eruption of squeals and cheers as girls ran to the dance floor, and Kane shook his head, amusement glittering in his eyes.


Chapter Two


KANE WAS CAPTIVATED by Sable as she strutted across the stage like the music lived in her soul and the lyrics were the very air she breathed. She was a natural performer, with an unexpected, and exceptional, stage presence. She moved with intensity, radiating wild-child energy that had been honed and harnessed and the unflappable confidence he’d already experienced, creating an undefinable and seductive aura. With her raspy voice and legs that went on forever, she was impossible to look away from.

This woman didn’t need anyone telling her what to do or how to do it, and he’d bet she was the same way in the bedroom. He lingered on that thought, unable to remember the last time a woman held his rapt attention in that department.

Sable segued into another song, breaking through his thoughts. He needed to get that shit under control, but he was as drawn to her as he was to success. Fuck. He needed a drink. Stat.

He stepped up to the bar beside a burly dark-haired guy and motioned to the bartender. He’d seen the guy beside him and the bartender sizing him up earlier, and he wondered if one of them was involved with Sable.

“How’s it going?” the bartender asked, wiping the bar in front of him.

“Pretty well, thanks. Can I get whatever top-shelf whiskey you’ve got? Neat. Actually, make it a double.”

“It’s been a day, huh?” the guy beside him asked as the bartender poured Kane’s drink.

“You could say that.”

The bartender set the glass in front of Kane. “What brings you to town?”

“Just passing through.” He took a drink and nodded toward the stage. “They’re pretty good. Have they been playing here long?”

The guy beside him was watching him closely. Too closely.

“Longer than I’ve owned the place,” the bartender answered. “This was their first paying gig the year Sable and Chris graduated from high school.”

“Chris?”

“Chris Dunn, the keyboardist,” the guy beside him said.

“Sable put the band together when she and Chris were teenagers. The other guys are younger than them,” the bartender explained.

The cute young blonde Kane had seen scoping him out when she was talking with Sable sidled up to the bar beside him, fanning her face. “Whew. Sable is on fire tonight. Hey, Jeb.” She smiled at the guy beside him.

Jeb nodded. “Brindle.”

“JJ, can I get a pineapple martini, please?” she asked.

“Coming right up,” JJ said.

As JJ went to make her drink, she turned to Kane. “Hi, City Slicker. What did you do to piss off my sister?”

Mouthiness must run in the family. “What makes you think I pissed her off?”

Jeb looked amused by the question.

“The song, the callout, the way she’s not looking at you,” Brindle said.

Yeah, he’d noticed that, too. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He took a drink.

“It’s Sable. It could be anything,” she said as the bartender set her drink down.

“Are you harassing the customers, Brin?” the bartender asked.

“Relax. I’m just saying hello to Sable’s new friend.” She turned to Kane. “I’m Brindle, by the way, and these guys are my husband’s brothers, Jeb and Justus Jericho. JJ owns this place.”

“Kane Bad. Nice to meet you all.”

JJ and Jeb nodded.

“As in Johnny Bad’s brother and new manager?” she asked with awe.

“The one and only.” He downed his drink, noticing Jeb’s curiosity was piqued.

“No wonder she’s pissed.” Brindle lowered her voice. “You’re here to get her to open for his tour, right?”

Jeb’s eyes narrowed. “Just passing through, huh?”

“I was hoping to keep a low profile while we work things out.” Kane pushed his empty glass across the bar with a nod.

As JJ refilled Kane’s drink, Jeb said, “You’re barking up the wrong tree with Sable. She’s not interested in horse-and-pony shows.”

“Got that right.” JJ slid the glass across the bar to Kane.

“No, he’s not,” Brindle insisted. “Sable needs to be barked at. She’s too good to be playing here for another decade. No offense, JJ, but look at her up there. She belongs on a bigger stage.”

“She doesn’t want more,” JJ said sternly.

“She just doesn’t know she wants more,” Brindle retorted. “Don’t you have customers to tend to?”

JJ shook his head and went to help another customer.

“You’re playing a dangerous game, Brindle,” Jeb warned, and set a serious stare on Kane. “You’d be smart to take Sable’s word over hers.”

As Jeb walked away, Brindle said, “Don’t listen to them. Her talent is wasted here.”

“There’s no doubt about that.” Kane nodded in Jeb’s direction. “Is he her boyfriend?”

“No. He’s just a friend.”

He cocked a brow. “He seems to want to keep her here pretty badly.”

“He’s just watching out for her. You know how small towns are. We all watch out for each other.”

He knew small towns all right. He’d grown up in one that was driven by gossip and good intentions, both of which often went south.

“You’re smart to try to keep a low profile about who you are. Half the people here would run you out of town if they knew what you were really here for.”

“Why is that?”

“Because they know what she wants, and like Jeb and JJ, they’re protective. You must know our brother, Axsel, is a famous musician.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Who do you think taught him how to play?” She hiked a thumb at Sable, who was belting out a country song he’d never heard before. “For years, people tried to convince her to get out of here and go to Nashville or LA and make it big, like Axsel, but she wouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

Brindle shrugged. “Who knows? Sable isn’t exactly the type to share her inner thoughts, but she must have her reasons.”

“From what I’ve seen, she doesn’t seem to hold much back.”

“That’s surface stuff. She’ll tell you if she thinks you’re a dick, and she’ll tell you if she wants a piece of it.” She giggled and sipped her drink. “But you’ll never know what’s really going on inside her head.”

He had no idea why she was being so open about Sable, but he’d happily arm himself with whatever information she was willing to share. “Has she always been like that?”

“For as long as I can remember. But she’s always been there for everyone else. She pushed me and my sisters and Axsel to do the things that make us happy, and she’s always had our backs. Even when we didn’t deserve it.”

His own siblings would probably say the same thing about him.

“That’s why I’m going to help you. But you can’t let anyone know I’m telling you this.” She leaned closer, as if sharing a secret. “If you want to get Sable to agree to open for the tour, tell her you don’t want her to do it.”

“That won’t work.”

“You don’t know Sable.”

“I know her well enough to realize she wouldn’t believe I found her and the band unworthy of opening. The other flaw in your suggestion is that I’m a businessman, and I don’t make deals built on lies.” He finished his drink and pushed to his feet. “Thanks for your help, sweetheart, but I’ve got this. I never lose.”

She stood, lifting her chin as defiantly as her sister had. “I can see I was wrong about how you pissed off Sable. Good luck getting her to listen to you at all.”
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SABLE REFUSED TO look at Kane while she played, but the heat of his stare was inescapable, bringing the kind of thrill she’d want to chase if he were anyone other than an arrogant, citified prick who wanted to rip her away from the life she loved and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

Applause rang out as they finished the set. She put her guitar on the back of the stage and headed for the bar.

“Another kick-ass performance,” Chris said as he and her other bandmates fell into step with her. He and JP had the same dirty-blond hair, but that was as far as their similarities went. Chris was a thick-bodied math teacher, as methodical and detail oriented as JP, a lanky ranch hand, was impetuous and scatterbrained.

Lee raked a hand through his shaggy brown hair. “Too bad JP fucked up that last song.”

Sable rolled her eyes at the troublemaking construction worker.

“Fuck off, Jenkins,” JP said.

She stepped up to the opposite end of the bar from where Kane stood as JJ set three beers on the bar for JP, Lee, and Chris.

“You guys were awesome.” JJ held up a glass of water in one hand and a shot glass of whiskey in the other for Sable. “What’ll it be?”

He tipped his head to the right, and Sable looked in that direction. Kane was walking toward them, eyes trained on her. That unwanted thrill vibrated through her again, stronger and hotter with his every step. She grabbed the shot and tossed it back, but she had a feeling she could be drowning in the amber liquid and it wouldn’t quell the burn of desire Kane caused.

Kane put a hand on the bar beside her, his proximity making her temperature rise.

How could a man who embodied all the things she despised turn her on like that? She looked away, intentionally breaking their connection, and said, “You haven’t bought your way out of town yet?”

“We still have a matter to settle. Care to talk privately?”

“No.”

He leaned around her, speaking to her bandmates. “You all sounded great up there.”

Bastard.

“Thanks, man,” JP said.

“We always do,” Lee added.

“Have you ever considered taking your music on the road?” Kane asked.

Chris looked up from the text he was thumbing out. Tuck’s gaze moved between Kane and Sable, conveying more scrutiny in that one glance than most people could get across in a diatribe.

“That’s the dream, man,” JP said.

“Excuse us.” Sable grabbed Kane by the arm, dragging him through the crowd, into JJ’s office. She closed the door behind them, seething, “Who do you think you are, trying to circumvent me with my own band?”

“I know exactly who I am, and I’m doing what I came here to do.”

His frustratingly calm tone further irritated her. “You already got your answer,” she snapped.

“From you, but the offer is for you and your band.” He stepped closer, eyes never wavering from hers, like a lion stalking his prey. “How do you think they’ll feel when they find out you turned down their chance at opening the biggest tour of the decade?”

She swallowed hard, guilt and anger tightening like a noose.

“Are you really that selfish?” His voice was low and seductive, the air between them sparking as hot and precarious as clashing metal.

“Keep your judgments to yourself,” she fumed.

“It’s an observation, not a judgment.” His lips quirked. “Save your selfishness for the bedroom. This is business. This opportunity would change your bandmates’ lives.”

“And you think watching us play for one night qualifies you to decide what’s best for any of us? Your arrogance is infuriating.” She stormed away, but he moved with her, standing so close his body heat seeped through her clothing, his rugged scent assaulting, taunting her senses. She was livid at him for pushing her, at herself for being turned on by him, and at Jillian for putting her in this position.

“Do you have any idea the kind of notoriety and money we’re talking about?”

“I don’t give a damn about either of those things.”

“I bet your bandmates do. We’re talking about roughly fifty grand per show,” he said vehemently. “Split between the five of you, that’s not piss-away money. You can’t tell me it wouldn’t change your life.”

No amount of money was worth giving up her life or her privacy. “I like my life as it is.”

His eyes narrowed. “You sure about that? A woman like you could go far. This would get you the attention you deserve.”

He said attention invitingly, like a double entendre. Silence descended like darkness upon them, broken only by the heat thrumming between them. “Let them open the tour and leave me out of it.”

“They’re good, Sable, but you’re phenomenal.” He leaned closer, bringing his body and those tempting lips a mere inch from hers, dark eyes boring into her. “But you already know that,” he said just above a whisper. “So what are you afraid of?”

“Nothing scares me.” The lie shot out like a bullet.

His lips quirked. “Lying is unbecoming of a woman as beautiful and strong as you.” He leaned in, his chest brushing hers as he rasped in her ear, “Tell me what you’re really afraid of.”

His hot breath coasted over her skin, and her mouth went dry.

“Let Big Daddy Kane ease your worries,” he whispered gruffly as the door opened behind him.

Neither of them moved. She’d never wanted to hit—and fuck—anyone so badly.

Tuck’s voice cut through the tension. “Sable. We’re up.”

“We’ll see what the band says,” Kane said for her ears only. He leaned back, eyes trained on hers. “Tell them tonight, or I will.”

As he strode toward the door, the air rushed from Sable’s lungs.

Tuck eyed Kane as he walked past, then turned to Sable. “Did I interrupt a moment?”

“Hell no.” She stalked past him.

Tuck chuckled. “If you say so.”


Chapter Three


“WHAT’S UP WITH you and Mr. Mafia?” JP asked as they put away their equipment later that night.

“He hasn’t taken his eyes off you all night,” Lee said.

Tuck arched a brow at Sable.

“It’s not what you think.” Sable closed her guitar case and glanced over her shoulder at Mr. Tall, Dark, and Arrogant, with his perfectly tailored suit that probably cost more than her entire wardrobe. He was watching her from a high-top table where he’d been all night. She’d seen Brindle drag Trace over to talk with him. She could only imagine the trouble, or rather, the gossip Brindle was stirring up.

“Meaning…?” Chris asked.

Her chest tightened as she looked at the guys she’d grown up with, fought with, laughed with, and on rare occasions, shed tears with, and knew that what she said next would forever change their relationships. This wasn’t a conversation for the back of a bar. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have at all. But even if Kane hadn’t called her out on it, she’d have told them what was up, because while she might not want anything to change, the fact that she knew there was an offer on the table meant it already had.

“He’s not watching me. He’s watching us. That’s Kane Bad. He took over managing his brother Johnny’s career last year after all that shit went down. He wants us to open for Johnny’s tour.”

Chris barked out a laugh. “Sure he does.”

Tuck’s brows knitted, as if he was trying to figure out if she was serious, but before she could confirm, JP said, “Are you serious? Is that why he asked about taking our band on the road?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

The guys exchanged incredulous glances.

“Seriously?” Chris asked.

“Yes, and keep your voices down. We don’t need the whole town weighing in on this.”

“What is there to weigh in on?” JP asked. “This is huge. It’s a no-brainer.”

“For you,” Chris said. “I’ve got a wife and kids and a job that I actually like.”

JP stepped closer to his brother. “Are you kidding, bro? This is what we always dreamed about as kids.”

“We’re not kids anymore,” Chris snapped. “I’ve got a life. I can’t just pick up and travel around the country.”

“Are you crazy? This is our chance to be something,” JP seethed.

Chris gritted his teeth. “What part of ‘I can’t just pick up and leave’ don’t you understand?”

“Fuck that,” JP said. “You’re not going to screw this up for us because you’re pussy whipped.”

Chris got in JP’s face. “That’s my wife you’re talking about.”

Sable pushed between them. “Stop it. Nothing is going to be decided tonight, and fighting isn’t going to solve anything. You don’t even know the details or what we’ll be paid.”

“For once I agree with JP,” Lee said. “I don’t care if they don’t pay us a cent. This is too big to pass up.”

Chris glowered at him, then turned to Tuck. “What about you?”

Tuck shrugged. “Seems too good to be true.”

All eyes turned to Sable.

“Are you in?” JP asked.

No was on the tip of her tongue. Especially after seeing how just the idea of going on tour was coming between them. But there were bigger things at play than friendship or what she wanted. The money could go a long way for Chris’s kids’ college funds, and Tuck was too talented to stick around the town where ghosts of his sister lurked around every corner. Lee and JP were solid musicians, but they’d both dabbled in drugs when they were younger, and she worried about what stardom would do to them. Money and a fast-paced lifestyle could lure them back in. But again, this wasn’t about her worries.

“We should all hear what he has to say before making any decisions.” She eyed JP and Chris. “Think you can hold your shit together long enough to sit down with him and listen?”

Half an hour later they were sitting at a table with Kane as he gave them an overview of what would be involved in opening for the tour. He was the picture of professionalism, briefly covering schedules—three months with US shows three to four times a week, starting the third week of March, and another two months overseas in the fall.

“Are those dates set in stone?” Sable asked, despite knowing the answer. The Bad Intentions tour was the biggest industry news in years, but her thirtieth birthday was at the end of June. She and her twin, Pepper, always celebrated together. This tour would prohibit that.

She added that to the long list of reasons she couldn’t agree to it.

“The concerts are sold-out. This is an all-or-nothing offer,” Kane said. “Why? What’s the problem?”

“No problem. Just curious.”

With a nod, Kane went over transportation, finances, promotional efforts, and other details, patiently answering their questions and reassuring them that every detail would be outlined in contracts they could have reviewed by their attorneys.

As if they had attorneys.

“Chris, you mentioned your family. How many children do you have?” Kane asked.

“Two, and I’ve got to be honest, I don’t think my wife will like the idea of me taking off and leaving her to handle everything.”

“That’s understandable. Kids can be a handful.” Kane flashed a knowing smile.

“You have kids?” Chris asked.

“No, but I have sisters who are eleven and twelve years younger than me, and I’m sure you’ve heard about my teenage niece. How old are your kids?”

“My son is nine months, and my daughter is two and a half.”

“Little ones,” Kane said affectionately. “Your family is welcome to come with us. We’ll make sure they have proper accommodations…”

Sable noted how smooth he was, gaining Chris’s trust and gathering information as if he really cared. The trouble was, it seemed like he did care. He could have gone straight to the band, but he’d been respectful enough to come to her first. It was easy to imagine him schmoozing business associates at fancy dinner parties or commanding a boardroom in a big-city skyscraper, and just as easy to envision him demanding a private performance in a luxurious bedroom. His gruff voice whispered through her mind. Let Big Daddy Kane ease your worries. She still couldn’t believe he was arrogant enough to call himself that, but there was no denying the way even the thought of that low demand had lust simmering inside her.

“I think we’ve covered just about everything,” Kane said, drawing her from her runaway thoughts. “I assume you’ll want to sleep on it and discuss this as a group and with your families. I’ll be in touch with Sable tomorrow, and I’m happy to answer any questions that come up.”

He stood, and they all followed suit. Sable was relieved the night was finally over. If she had to be near Kane for another minute, she’d lose her mind. JP and Lee shook his hand, thanking him profusely, while Chris and Tuck were cordial but less enthusiastic. She had a feeling Tuck still didn’t believe the offer was real.

As the guys walked away, she moved to follow them, but Kane stepped into her path, his dark eyes turning up the heat again. His lips curved into a grin, and he bent his neck forward, rubbing the back of it, his eyes angling up to see her.

Why was that so sexy?

“I just realized I left my things in the trunk of the rental car. Mind if I catch a ride with you to pick it up, and then maybe you can give me a lift to the B and B where I’m staying? The Bramble Inn?”

What had she done to deserve this torture?
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“I THINK THAT went well,” Kane said as they drove to Sable’s shop. She hadn’t said two words, much less looked at him, since they left the pub.

“Of course you do.”

“I can read a room, Sable. I know Chris and Tuck are on the fence, but they’re leaning my way. The question is, why aren’t you?”

She shot him a narrow-eyed glance but didn’t respond.

“There’s clearly something, or someone, holding you back. You might as well get it out in the open.”

She didn’t spare him another glance and drove the rest of the way in silence, tension thickening with every passing mile.

When they arrived, she threw open her door, hissing, “Stay here.”

He watched her strut into the building. Jesus, she was sexy. All legs and attitude, just begging to be taken down a notch. He was itching to get his hands on her and be the one to bring her to her knees, but that could fuck up Johnny’s chances at keeping his promise, and Kane had already crossed lines he shouldn’t. He wasn’t proud of that. He’d never acted inappropriately with a woman he was doing business with. But he’d never felt anything like the chemistry burning between them, drawing them closer with every cutting remark. Sable got under his skin like no one ever had, pissing him off and turning him on in equal measure, igniting something hot and sharp and primal. It made him crave the forbidden fruit and took everything he had to hold back. It was a good thing Tuck had interrupted them in the bar office, because he’d been seconds from kissing her, and he knew they wouldn’t have stopped there. Images of Sable bent over that desk, bare-assed and begging for his cock, had been assaulting him ever since.

She stalked out of the building, snapping him from his fantasy. He needed to shut that shit down fast. She didn’t look at him as she piled his overnight bag and briefcase on the seat between them like the Great Wall of China.

“Thanks,” he said as she climbed behind the wheel. He didn’t like being shut out and moved his things to the floor. “You’d think after all these years, the people in your town would be sick of seeing the same band play every week.”

“You’d think,” she said flatly, eyes trained on the road.

He allowed her a few minutes of peace as they drove to the other side of town. When the Bramble Inn came into view, he said, “It’s easy to see why they’re not tired of your band.”

She glanced at him curiously.

“For a woman who doesn’t want to be in the spotlight, you sure owned that stage. I bet you give a hell of a good performance every time you play.”

“You’re not going to get what you want by blowing smoke up my ass.”

“I don’t waste my time blowing smoke up anyone’s ass. I’m trying to figure out what your problem is. Are you afraid of success? Afraid you might not measure up? Because you obviously do, or I wouldn’t be trying to get you to take the gig.”

She didn’t respond as she turned into the parking lot.

“If it’s not that, is it because you’re attracted to me, and you’re afraid you won’t be able to keep your hands to yourself? Because it’s not like I’m not used to that. I mean…” He motioned to his body and splayed his hands.

She pulled up in front of the entrance and threw the truck into park, glowering at him. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

“Do you think I can’t read you, just like I read your buddies? While we were discussing the contract, you were replaying what I’d said to you in the office. Wondering what it would be like to hear me tell you exactly what to do and when to do it in a more intimate scenario.”

Her eyes narrowed, the desire in them betraying her.

“What’s the matter, Sable? Don’t like feeling quite so seen?”

“You’re wrong,” she said coyly. “You’re easier to take when you don’t speak. I was wondering what it would be like to gag you.”

“Then I wasn’t very far off the mark, was I?” He leaned closer, enjoying the flames burning up her cheeks. This, he could work with. “If the situation were different, I wouldn’t mind a little silk-tie play with you.” He sat back, letting that sink in and reminding himself the situation wasn’t different. “But you might want to work on your game face. You suck at being an ice queen.”

“If I wanted to freeze you out, you’d be a tundra by now,” she said coolly.

He knew he should stop walking such a dangerous line, but he couldn’t remember the last time a woman gave as good as she got, and he was fucking enjoying it. “So, you’re a tease?”

“No, City Boy. I take what I want.” A sly grin curved her lips. “I just don’t want you.”

“Your eyes tell me otherwise. But that’s okay, sweetheart. I’m not on the auction block.”

She clamped her mouth shut, annoyance overtaking the desire he’d seen.

“How about telling me what else is holding you back from taking the offer? Is it your business? Your family? A boyfriend? All of the above?”

“Have you considered it might be something simpler? Like I can’t stand the messenger?”

“I’ll add lying to the list of things you suck at.”

“While you’re at it, you can add smarmy ass to your résumé.” She lifted her chin. “Now, if you’ll kindly get out of my truck, I have things to do.”

“Of course, but we’re not done with this conversation.” He stepped out of the truck and leaned in to grab his things, holding her gaze. “For the record, if we’d met under different circumstances, those silk ties would be put to much better use while I gave you what your farm boys can’t. Sweet dreams, cowgirl.”

If looks could kill, he’d be bleeding out on the sidewalk instead of heading into the bed-and-breakfast with a chuckle in his throat and a hard-on for a certain witchy brunette.


Chapter Four


SABLE AWOKE TO continuous knocking on the side entrance to her apartment. She rolled over and put the pillow over her head, sure it was Brindle, since she’d dodged her texts last night and had turned off her phone. She’d been too sexually and emotionally frustrated to think straight and had been up half the night trying to figure out what to do about the offer. She’d tried to work through it by checking out Kane’s rental car, but that made her think of him. She’d started writing a new song, but it was filled with so much vitriol, it had made her even angrier. She’d finally given in to the sexual frustration, conjuring images of the annoying city slicker as she gave her battery-operated boyfriend a workout. But orgasming to the image of Kane Bad had pissed her off all over again.

“Sable! Open the fucking door. We need to talk.”

Damn it, JP.

She threw off the pillow and covers, knocking two notebooks off the nightstand, and cursed as she climbed out of bed in her nightshirt and underwear. His incessant knocking echoed in her head as she strode out of her bedroom, through the open living room/kitchen, and pulled the door open, glaring at him. “What the hell is wrong with you, coming here at the ass-crack of dawn?” She walked away without waiting for an answer.

“It’s seven o’clock,” JP said. “We’ve been texting you, and we brought you coffee.”

“We?” She turned around as Lee and Chris came through the door with a tray of coffee and a bag of doughnuts. Great. “Where’s Tuck?”

“On his way,” Chris said, following JP into the living room while she went into her bedroom.

She pulled on the jeans she’d worn last night and grabbed her phone from the charger, turning it on as she went into the bathroom. She brushed her teeth, scanning two missed calls from Tuck and one from her father and several missed texts from Brindle, Chris, JP, Lee, and Tuck, one from her sister Pepper, and one from a number she didn’t recognize, but the preview read, Sable, it’s Kane. How the hell did he get her number?

Bypassing all the other messages, she opened Pepper’s. Her brilliant twin was in most ways her total opposite. While Sable was a night owl, Pepper was an early riser, had no musical ability, and preferred research to anything else, including men. She didn’t curse, barely drank, and would sooner walk away from an argument than raise her voice. But they agreed on one thing: Sable belonged in Oak Falls, and Pepper didn’t.

Pepper: I heard you had an unwanted visitor last night.

Sable: Brindle has a big mouth.

Pepper: She said he was gorgeous and sparks were flying between you two.

Sable: They were more like knives. He’s an arrogant ass.

Pepper: You like arrogant men. Did
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