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  About Ballad



What happens on tour in Europe doesn’t stay on tour in Europe. Especially when you’re a rock star’s fake girlfriend.

Harper Grey

As assistant tour manager for the Tin Gods, I love my job. Especially the delicious eye candy that is their manager, Tyler Worthington. He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner—attractive, polished, and above all, the definition of stable. Too bad he doesn’t see me as anything other than a worker bee. 

Always helpful, the Tin Gods drummer has a brilliant plan: I should fake date guitarist, Xander Lang, to make Tyler finally see me. WHAT?!




Xander Lang

Tyler sold his soul to the devil. It’s the only explanation I have for why he approved my ex-girlfriend as our opening act. Our relationship was the definition of toxic. Cue our drummer’s harebrained scheme. 

And honestly, I’m all in. It’ll keep my ex off my junk and help Harper with drama in her life too. Simple. Only problem is once we start “dating” lines get blurred. Her kisses don’t feel like someone who’s pretending. And when did Harper get so sexy? 

Now I’m tangled in a clusterf*ck of emotions and confusion. So much for simple. 







  Ballad Playlist



Stream it here https://bit.ly/3xKzQuM

Marry Me—Thomas Rhett

Gone—Dierks Bentley

So What—P!nk

We Are Never Getting Back Together (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

Here for a Good Time—George Strait

I Choose—Alessia Cara

Clumsy—Fergie

Enchanted (Taylor’s Version)—Taylor Swift

Without Me—Halsey

Surface Pressure—Jessica Darrow

Bleeding Love— Leona Lewis

Home Alone Tonight—Luke Bryan ft Karen Fairchild

Go Your Own Way—Fleetwood Mac

(Kissed You) Goodnight—Gloriana

Galway Girl—Mundy ft Sharon Shannon

On Top of the World—Imagine Dragons

Turn the Page—Metallica

Wasted Years—Iron Maiden

Famous—Puddle of Mudd

Pour Some Sugar On Me (Live)—Def Leppard

Accidentally in Love—Counting Crows

Can’t Fight This Feeling—REO Speedwagon

Head Over Feet—Alanis Morisette

Treat You Better—Shawn Mendes

Heartbeat—Childish Gambino

Simply the Best (From “Schitt’s Creek”)—Noah Reid

Marry Me—Train
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Xander Lang

Los Angeles, CA

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Tyler?” I shoved my fingers into my long, wavy hair to keep my hands from reaching for the fucker’s throat. “Do you not remember Vegas?”

Tyler, the asshole, waved a hand like he hadn’t just singlehandedly imploded my life. “Vegas is the reason we hired her. It was the only leg of the US tour that wasn’t a clusterfuck.”

“So that twenty-k we had to shell out to the club at the Desert Island was what?” Jesse, our bassist, shook his head. “Just a day in the life?”

“And don’t forget the forty-k we had to give those fuckers who started it all,” Chase, our lead vocalist, grumbled. “Thank fuck they agreed to sign NDAs.”

We were all sitting around in the practice room at Chase’s Beverly Hills home. The room had been like a second home for most of us—it was where we wrote most of our songs, worked out any kinks in our music, and bonded like the dysfunctional family we were. And it worked for us. Unlike a lot of other bands, we’d managed to stick together for over a decade without any major rifts.

Until now.

“They’re just fucking lucky the girls decided not to press charges.” Noah, our drummer, snorted before elbowing Chase. “Not to mention the fact that your sister gave that one douche a bloody nose.”

Jesse grinned. “That’s my girl.”

Noah smirked back at Jesse. “Your girl has a way of extinguishing hotheads. How many times did she pour water on your head while we were touring, Chase?”

Chase scowled. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Yeah.” Noah nodded solemnly. “I wouldn’t either. Not easy to admit that your sister can kick your ass.”

“Guys, guys.” Tyler clapped his hands. “Can we get this meeting back on track? I got shit to do after I rein you toddlers in.”

“Speaking of toddlers, which Montoya sister are you seeing tonight?” Noah blinked exaggeratedly.

Tyler stared at Noah for a long moment then turned back to me. “It’s a done deal. Contracts have been signed. Kelly Evers is the opening act for the European leg of the Corruption Tour. Deal with it.”

“That’s fucked up, and you know it.” I stared back at Tyler, numb from head to toe. Was this what an out-of-body experience felt like? “Kelly and I are toxic. How could you not run it past us? You know the history we have.”

“Yeah,” Noah piped up again. “We all have issues with Kelly. I mean technically she only screwed Xander. But by extension, she’s fucked all of us over. One for all and all for one. Right, guys?”

“Yeah,” the rest of the band chorused.

“I don’t know what to tell you all.” Tyler raised his palms like he was an innocent victim. “You guys didn’t want any part of approving your opening acts. And this is where we are. Kelly has signed the contract. The label and tour production company approved it. Media releases have gone out. This is happening.”

The guys quieted, and I felt their gazes on me like a physical presence.

I was wrong.

Maybe this was what an out-of-body experience felt like. Just all kinds of wrong and surreal.

Tyler talked some more about tour dates and what the Europe leg would look like. But I wasn’t really paying attention. I couldn’t. All I could think was how I was going to have to be around Kelly for the next three months. Hearing her voice. Seeing her prance around backstage with that huge ass rock on her finger. Watching her make out with her asshole manager/fiancé.

How was this my life?

We’d finally made it big. Had control of so much of our professional life that every other band wished they could replicate. How had we let this one detail fall through our fingers?

Finally Tyler left, so obvious as he avoided looking directly at me.

“Look at the bright side.” Chase clapped his hands. “At least we know our opening act will only be a shitshow backstage. The one good thing about Kelly Evers is that she’s a total professional onstage.”

“Yeah.” Noah nodded along. “I bet she won’t projectile vomit on the audience like that one act in Tampa. Fuck, that was nasty. We had to pause the show and get ambulances and a hazmat team in because the first three rows started puking on each other. Good times.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to do it,” I muttered numbly. “I spent our entire time in Vegas drunk out of my mind. I can’t do that the whole tour. I’m too old—my liver can’t take it.”

“We can limit the amount of time you’re around her.” Chase ran a hand through his hair. “Kelly won’t be allowed in our private greenroom. We’ll just keep you guys apart. Do our kickoff shot in our greenroom with just the band.”

“We can make sure she has separate accommodations, flights, vehicles. Whatever it takes.” Jesse shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck if it costs us more out of pocket. Your mental health is worth it to me.”

“Me too,” Chase agreed.

“Yeah.” Noah nodded. “I wonder if we can get her downgraded to coach. Fuck, I’d love to see that. Fancy, blinged out princess Kelly Evers sitting back in coach with the plebs.”

“Plebs?” Chase frowned. “Where the hell did you get a word like that?”

“I don’t know.” Noah shrugged. “It’s something your sister said. Did I use it wrong or something?”

“Fuck if I know.” Chase shook his head.

Jesse laughed. “Maybe stay away from words you don’t know the meaning of. We don’t need you accidentally complimenting Kelly. You know how she gets about that shit.”

“Deee-va.” Noah groaned. “Remember that one time she screamed at that waiter in New York because he’d called her ma’am? I thought he was gonna piss himself.”

Honestly, it was tough to recall the specific episode. There’d been so many. I’d paid so many waiters, assistants, drivers, etc. huge tips to make up for Kelly’s Prima donna attitude. Dating Kelly had definitely cost me—in more ways than one.

This tour was going to be a shitshow.

And I’d be damned if she put our people through that bullshit.

I groaned again and scrubbed my hands over my face. “From now on, we get final approval on all acts appearing on tour with us. I don’t care what concessions we have to give up to make it happen. We’ve let this slide long enough. Both the label and our production company has screwed us over one too many times. It was a novelty when it was just about the stupid curse, but this is way over the line. And I want to see a copy of her contract. Anything we can do the make sure she stays in line, I want to know.”

Chase nodded. “And hey, maybe there’s some exit clause we can evoke and get her booted before the end of the tour. It’s worth looking into.”

“I doubt anyone put in a behavior clause in her contract. Her diva-ness is known far and wide.” Jesse rocked back on his heels.

Chase hitched a shoulder. “Still worth looking into, I think.”

Jesse nodded. “And hey, you don’t have to even see her during our downtime.”

“What downtime?” I frowned.

“Yeah, I kinda thought you went all Charlie Brown when Tyler was droning on.” Jesse laughed. “We don’t have any consecutive concerts. We have at least a whole day between shows, sometimes more than one if we’re also traveling. Chase here made it a condition after the shitshow of the US dates. Someone wants quality time in Europe. Pretty sure it’s just his cheap-ass way of saving on a honeymoon with the missus.”

Chase chucked a throw pillow from the sofa he was sitting on at Jesse’s head. “Fuck off.”

“It’s not like Jesse’s really complaining.” Noah grinned. “Anyone want in on the pool of him proposing to Ella while we’re on tour? I’ve got Italy in June.”

“Fuck that. He’s not proposing to my sister.” Chase scowled. “I’ve only just got used to the thought of them being together. They’re not ready for marriage. I’m not ready for them to get married.”

Jesse pulled a sucker out of his pocket, ripped off the wrapper, and shoved the bright red pop into his mouth. “Pretty sure you don’t get a vote on that.”

Chase stared Jesse down. But it didn’t cower Jesse in the least. He just calmly raised an eyebrow in response and continued to slurp on his sucker.

“I’ve got France.”

Everyone swung around to stare at me in confusion.

“In the proposal pool,” I clarified. “I’ve got France.”

Noah ducked his head and read a piece of paper in his hands. “Hey, that’s not bad. We’re probably in France for at least three days. I bet you’re right.”

“Can I see that?” I asked, nodding at the paper.

Noah passed it over, and I skimmed the document. The guys were right. We didn’t have any consecutive shows. If we played a city more than one night, we had a day of relief in between. Damn, what the hell was I going to do with all this downtime?

And the locations! We were playing Ireland for almost two weeks before switching over to the UK for a week, onto the continent for six weeks, then a few Baltic countries before hitting England one more time to close it all out. Three months in Europe and almost half that was downtime? It would’ve been the perfect tour but for the cloud hanging over my head.

Kelly Evers.

Together again.

Fuck my life.

I felt Chase hovering over my shoulder. “I’ve got England at the start of the tour.” After a beat, he looked up and blinked when he found us all staring at him. “What?”

I laughed under my breath as I swapped the itinerary for my beer. “You went from ‘he’s not allowed to propose to my sister’ to ‘I’ve got England’ pretty damn fast.”

Chase hitched a shoulder. “What can I say? I needed a minute to wrap my head around it.”

“Wait, does this mean I have your blessing?” Jesse sat up with a jolt.

Chase shrugged. “Sure. I think you guys make sense. I’ve come around to having you a permanent member of our family. Not like you weren’t before. Just don’t do any of that gross kissing shit or grabbing her ass or any part of her really. Maybe sit on opposite sides of the table. But sure, you got my blessing.”

“Wow. Thanks, bro. That means a lot.” Jesse grinned at him. After a few seconds he got a dazed look in his eyes. “Holy shit, I’ve got to propose to her. What the hell am I supposed to say? I’ve got to buy a ring. I don’t know how to do any of this! Fuck me.”

Chase bounded up from our sofa and flopped down next to Jesse to wrap an arm around him. Soon they were whispering together.

Both Chase and Jesse had found their person. Meanwhile, I was living the plot to some screwed up Rom-Com where the one girlfriend I’d spent almost a decade trying to get over had popped up in my life again. Like Michael Myers. Just when I thought she was finally out of my life, she was fucking back again.

Only this time wearing an engagement ring from someone else.

Noah settled onto the couch on my other side and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Looks like it’s just you and me on the singles team. Again.”

I laughed lightly as I nodded. “You won’t hear me complaining. We’ve had some good times on tour together while these two were all wifed up.”

“You ain’t lying.” Noah leaned forward and grabbed his beer off the coffee table in front of us. “And Europe will be just as awesome. You’ll see.”

I grinned back at Noah and shook my head. He was like a brother to me—even when my actual brother had been my guitar tech years ago. “Too bad Liam can’t be on the road with us. We’d have hella fun with him in Europe.”

“Can you imagine that asshole in Amsterdam?” Noah huffed a laugh.

“We’re not playing Amsterdam this year.”

Noah raised his eyebrows. “And whose fault is that?”

“Hey, I’m not the one who swung on the cop.” I raised my palms in innocence despite the beer in my right hand.

“But you are the one who was making out with the bastard’s girlfriend. Which was why he swung on you. I just jumped in to defend your honor.”

I tipped my head in acknowledgement. “They did have a pretty nice jail though. Felt more like a dorm room than a jail cell.”

“And good food, too.”

I rolled my eyes even as I laughed. Christ, that had been a clusterfuck. And one of the few times I’d been happy to see Tyler when he’d finally showed up to get us out.

“Hey, how’s Liam doing now? He still clean?”

My shoulder twitched, and I had to shake out my arms before I could respond. “Yeah. Yeah, he’s doing okay. He’s got a sponsor, some old dude who was a roadie for Metallica back in the day. I guess they bonded over guitars or something. But yeah. He’s doing good. Better anyhow.”

“That’s good, man. Glad to hear it.”

I sat back and stared at the ceiling. Just the reminder of my brother was enough to make my skin feel itchy. Like I had to do something. Fix something.

But it was too damn late to fix anything. My brother was already broken. And I’d been the one holding the hammer that broke him.

Fuck. I had to think about something else. Anything else.

Noah rolled his head to the side and tipped his chin at me. “Remember that one night I had a blonde, brunette, and a redhead all competing in the blowjob Olympics?”

I snorted. “You’re so fucking lucky I knew the Heimlich.”

Noah had been so panicked; he’d raced up and down the aisle of the bus screaming, ‘she’s choking on her dick!’ Turned out ‘her dick’ was a banana the girls had been deepthroating. Only hers had broken off and lodged in her throat.

“That banana flew across the bus. I wonder if anyone ever found it.” Noah laughed and smacked my shoulder. “Good times, man. Good times. And Europe will be just as fun. You’ll see.”

I didn’t say anything as I tipped my beer back.

Honestly, life on the road was starting to grate on me. Especially as I watched both Chase and Jesse settle down. Chase had given up women and booze, which was saying a lot. And Jesse had also given up smoking for his woman. They’d both grown up seemingly overnight.

Meanwhile, I was exchanging blowjob Olympics stories with Noah.

When had I turned into that guy?

Even my brother had figured his shit out. Mostly.

Fuck me. Something had to change. And fast.
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Harper Grey

Van Nuys Airport

California

I was so freaking nervous. Every other tour, even internationally, I was with the other rank and file on a commercial plane. Even when it was my job to get to locations before the band, I was still on United. I mean I wasn’t going to complain, business class was still nice, but it wasn’t this.

Today I’d been invited to fly with the band and their manager on their private jet. The Tin Gods owned a Dassault Falcon 900 that could seat a dozen in addition to flight crew… I might’ve Googled it.

Which meant in addition to the four band members, their two significant others, their manager, Tyler—sigh—and my boss, Wes, there were still up to four seats up for grabs. And one of them was mine!

As my Uber pulled up to the airport, I tried not to leave a nose print on his window. But we were here! I was really flying on a private jet. Oh my god!

After I grabbed all my bags from my Uber, I made my way to the entrance, prepared for a long wait on an uncomfortable bench. But the sight of my boss, Wes Tippmann, talking on his cell phone nearby had me hesitating. I didn’t want to interrupt, but I wanted to be helpful if he needed something.

I lingered on the edge of approaching him, twisting on the balls of my feet, when he spotted me.

“Harper! Over here!”

Wincing, I pivoted again and tried to smile as I waved at Wes. I crossed the short distance just in time to catch the end of his call.

“Of course Harper is here. She’s my right hand.” Pause. Then it was Wes’ turn to pivot as he hunched over his phone. “No, I’m not going to talk to you when you’re being like this. Tell the kids I’ll call them when I land. I don’t care, Vanessa. Call me when you grow the fuck up.”

Awkward.

Should I ask him if he was okay? Pretend like nothing had happened? Usually I was more decisive in my work life, but it was safe to say I’d never been in this situation before. I’d always thought Wes’ relationship was rock solid.

He’d been the talk of a lot of women on the road over the years. Wes had that whole silver fox allure. But I’d never seen him waver in the face of temptation. And to me, Wes had always been a mentor. Never as a sexual anything.

For the past year and a half, those thoughts had been focused on the band’s manager, Tyler Worthington. Gah. Now there was a man who could make me melt.

“Sorry about that, Harper.” Wes finally looked up at me as I hovered in indecision.

I gave him a weak smile in return. “No problem. I’m early. But you know me, annoyingly punctual and always prepared.”

Wes shook his head. “That’s why I hired you after your internship. No one else in music is as reliable as you.”

I dipped my head in acknowledgement. And that was why I’d taken the job. Wes always had something positive to say about me and my work. He was an awesome boss. I just hoped whatever was going on wouldn’t end that.

I cleared my throat. “Any last-minute details we need to nail down? I know we have time before the flight.”

“There’s always last-minute details.” Wes scrubbed a hand over his face. “But nothing we have to worry about now.” He dropped his hand with a sigh. “I feel like I should apologize. I’m going through some things at home, and I know that doesn’t have anything to do with you, but my wife thinks it does. Please let me know if she calls you or tries to get in touch with you in any way.”

My eyes widened, and I nodded mutely. Wes’ wife really worried about me? I looked down at my five foot nothing frame currently clad in yoga pants and a loose tee.

“Or you could just tell her that nothing’s going on between the two of you because Harper is seeing Xander.” Noah’s voice came from behind me, and then he wrapped an arm around my shoulders, slouching next to me.

“What?” The size of Wes’ eyes rivaled mine as he looked from Noah to me. “Since when?”

“The end of the US leg of the tour,” Noah answered for me. “Harper didn’t tell you?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Why would I?”

“Right.” Noah patted my shoulder. “She was worried you’d see it as unprofessional. But I think, given how the tour went, you can see that’s nothing to be concerned about.”

I distinctly remembered Xander doing a body shot off a groupie at the end of the tour to the raucous cheers of Noah and the rest of the crew. Not a scene I’d call professional. Especially since he was apparently my boyfriend at the time.

I knew the same thought was playing in Wes’ mind as he turned to me. “Harper, is this true? You’re seeing Xander Lang?”

“Of course it is.” The words came out of my mouth without a thought. I nodded to really underscore my statement. “Totally true.”

Noah squeezed my shoulders to stabilize me. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. And since we’re going back on the road, they decided not to hide their relationship anymore. Especially since Kelly Evers is opening for us.”

I winced.

I’d been against the decision when it’d been brought up during our last meeting, but everyone else had been adamant that she should open for the band. They all thought she’d done so well in Vegas, completely ignoring how broken Xander had been for days. Obviously, I’d disagreed, but I’d been outvoted.

And apparently now I was going to be Xander’s fake girlfriend since his ex was going on tour with us.

“Right.” Wes nodded. “Gotta say I’m surprised. Never thought I’d see the day that our straightlaced Harper fell under a rocker’s spell. But fuck me if it’s not good timing.” Wes blew out a breath like a load had been taken off his shoulders.

I blinked at the utter relief in Wes’ tone. “What?”

“Vanessa has been grumbling about how you’re always at my side. I don’t know. But uh, she’s been talking about separating. I guess she’s worried something was going on between you and me. Which is insane. I told her I only saw you as a sister.”

“Same.” My nose wrinkled. “One hundred percent friend-zoned and vice versa.” I gestured between me and Wes.

“Exactly.” He grinned. “But I guess after she saw those pictures of you out at a club with the band, she was worried…anyhow, she’ll be relieved to hear this.”

“And you’re okay with me dating someone in the band? It’s not against company policy or whatever?”

Wes hitched a shoulder. “It’s not ideal, I’ll grant you. But it’s rock and roll. It was bound to happen sooner or later. You’re an attractive, hard-working woman. Nice to know Xander’s not as stupid as I thought.”

“Thanks?” It felt like there was a compliment in there somewhere.

“And as long as your work gets done, I’ve got no issues with it.” Wes bent down and grabbed his bags. “You’re only young once, kiddo. And trust me, you’ll regret the opportunities you let slip through your fingers.”

I nodded. He’d said as much more than once. Like he thought I wasn’t living life hard enough or something. He of course didn’t know how hard my life had been before college. Sometimes safe and stable was the only choice to make.

Which was the opposite of what was happening right now.

“I’ll meet you two out there.” Wes held up his cell phone. “I might just give the wifey a little call before takeoff.”

“I—”

“Of course,” Noah cut me off. “We’ll see you on the plane!”

Noah grabbed my bags and steered me toward an exit.

“What the hell was that?” I hissed at him once we were clear of my boss.

“That was you doing the band a solid. Do you know how torn up Xander has been about this whole Kelly thing? He won’t say it, but he’s freaking the fuck out.”

I groaned. “For the record, I voted against it, but that doesn’t excuse you screwing with my life—with my job—for crying out loud! Do you know Wes could’ve fired me? This is like peak unprofessionalism. You guys are our clients. I can’t date a client. Oh god. This is a nightmare.”

“No, this is an opportunity.” Noah spun me around by my shoulders and made me face him. “You want to get Tyler’s attention? You want him to see you as a woman? Finally?”

“How do you know about that?” I asked numbly.

“Everyone but Tyler knows. You’re obvious as fuck. Fortunately, Tyler is oblivious as fuck, so it’s worked out so far.”

“That’s because he literally doesn’t see me.”

“Which should tell you something about Tyler. You can do way better, honestly. And hey, now you have! ‘Cause you’re with Xander.”

“Yeah, about that—does Xander know about your little scheme? Or are you just railroading everyone into doing what you think is best?”

“Well—”

“No groupies on the flight, Noah.” Tyler interrupted us. “How many times do we have to tell you? The plane is for the band and executives only.”

“She’s not a groupie.” Noah turned to Tyler with his arm comfortably wrapped around my shoulders. “This is Harper Grey. Our assistant tour manager. You’ve literally seen her a thousand times, Tyler. What the hell?”

“Oh sorry.” Tyler looked up from his phone and gave me an apologetic shrug. “I didn’t mean anything by that, Ms. Grey. Just with the way Noah had his arms around you, I assumed…”

I waved a hand between me and Noah. “He’s like my brother. All the guys are.”

“Except for Xander of course!” Noah cut in loudly. “There’s nothing incestuous about your feelings for Xander!”

I winced. Right. Xander. Because my life wasn’t complicated enough.

Tyler frowned. “What the hell are you talking about? Incestuous? Really, Noah? That’s disgusting.”

“I just mean since they’re dating and all.” Noah sent his manager an earnest look. “So she definitely doesn’t see Xander as a brother.”

Just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse.

“Really?” Tyler asked. “Since when?”

This was getting so freaking complicated.

“The end of the US tour,” Noah answered confidently. “Or at least I’ve known that long. I’m sure they were together before I knew about it.”

Tyler’s eyes ran over my body like he was seeing me for the first time.

It was beyond uncomfortable, but I gave him a weak smile.

Tyler Worthington was finally seeing me, but for all the wrong reasons.

This was such a huge mistake.

Only at that same time, Wes came around the end of the building with a huge smile on his face.

I couldn’t let him down.

Wes had given me a chance when no one else had. He really was like a big brother to me. I didn’t want to let him down.

So I smiled weakly at Wes and Tyler.

The luster of flying on a private jet was gone. All I could think was that I’d lost my chance with Tyler. He’d never want to be with me now.

Not that I really ever had a chance to start.

Ugh.

Noah, probably sensing my funk, or worried I might change my mind, guided me to a plush leather seat in the back of the plane. As I sat, I noted numbly how comfortable it was, and with the spacing we’d be able to recline them and actually get some sleep on the plane.

Not that I’d be sleeping.

Noah knelt in front of my seat. “What’s going through that head of yours, Harper? You freaking out? I feel like you’re freaking out.”

“Of course I’m freaking out,” I hissed at him. “You told my boss that I’m sleeping with a client. That’s like peak unprofessionalism. Something, by the way, that used to be really important to me. And now my you-know-what thinks I’m a starfucker slutbag.”

“To be fair, I’m pretty sure he thinks that about most women. Like I said, you could do so much better. But that’s beside the point. You’re on his radar now. I guaran-fucking-tee you he’s interested to know what Xander sees in you and why he’s never noticed you until now. Trust me, this is a good thing.”

“Whatever. It’s not like I can change my mind. With Wes’ situation, we’re locked in now.”

A huge grin stretched across Noah’s face. He hopped up and did a ridiculous little dance that made me smile despite all the insanity going on. Then he clapped his hands and ducked down in front of me like a baseball catcher. “Great! Now all we have to do is convince Xander.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Xander

Usually I looked forward to our international tours. Something about knowing that people—literally all over the world—loved what we did so much they had to see us in person lit me up inside. The power from being onstage and having the audience sing my words back to me was everything. Nothing on earth could compare to the high I got from being onstage. And trust me, I’d tried most of the usual suspects. Coke, heroin, and even molly were all sad substitutes.

But I so didn’t want to get on that fucking plane today.

Kelly Evers was going to haunt my existence for the next three months. Backstage, sound checks, greenrooms—she’d be everywhere. And prancing around with that stupid ring. Rubbing it in my fucking face that she’d moved on, found someone else, was going to get married, have babies, and live happily fucking after.

She won, and I have to watch it all for the next three months.

“Pretty sure sheer will won’t make the plane run over her body.” Jesse’s voice came from somewhere behind me.

“What?” I turned around and watched him walk up to me, bags in hand and his gorgeous, blonde girlfriend at his side.

“You just looked like you were personally planning her death.” Jesse shrugged. “I mean, you know I’m down for a good time, but I gotta draw the line at premeditation. It’s best if it looks like an accident. Crime of passion or whatever. Or so I hear.”

A wry grin spread over my face.

“And definitely don’t try to hire someone,” Ella, Chase’s sister and Jesse’s girlfriend, piped up. “They almost always turn out to be undercover cops.”

“Noted.” I shook my head.

“And just so you know, I’m down to hide a body or whatever.” She stared me down with an intensity that gave me chills. “No one screws with my family and gets away with it.”

“Okay, crazy.” Jesse laughed lightly and patted her on the back. “Let’s not discuss actual murder plots out in the open, and especially not where the feds are within eyesight.”

My eyes moved to the custom agents crossing the tarmac a dozen yards away. “Right. Let’s get on the plane.”

Jesse led the way and said over his shoulder, “If it helps, she’s not on our plane. Chase and I made sure that wasn’t fucking happening.”

I tipped my head. “I appreciate it.”

When I stepped onto the plane, it felt like everyone was watching me. I tried to shake off the feeling, but it clung to me as I stepped past Jesse’s usual spot on the plane.

He slapped my back as I walked by. “It’ll be fine, bro. It could be worse. You could be the fucker marrying her.”

I didn’t even try to hide my shudder. “Fuck. Thanks for that.”

“Just trying to keep things in perspective.” Jesse grinned. “Murder plots aside.”

I shook my head as I walked toward the back of the plane.

Only my usual seat was taken up by a tiny blonde cherub who was staring at Noah like he’d stolen her puppy.

I didn’t even want to know what was going on there.

I pivoted to grab a different seat further up when Noah shouted my name.

“Xan! Get over here!”

I turned back with a frown. I didn’t have the mental bandwidth to deal with Noah’s shenanigans today. I just wanted to put my headphones on and pretend to sleep. “What?”

“Come here.” Noah jerked his head toward Harper. “We’ve got a little situation and need your help.”

Of course Noah had a situation. I was surprised to hear that Harper had signed onto whatever insanity he’d fallen into. Harper had always struck me as a classy chick, someone who had their shit together and didn’t have time for Noah’s stupidity. What the hell was she doing sitting next to him?

After I tossed my backpack on an empty seat, I walked down the aisle to Noah. “What?”

“Wow. Nice to see you too, buddy.”

“What do you want, Noah? I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

“Okay. Sheesh. I just wanted to let you know that I solved your little Kelly problem.”

I blinked, jerking my head back. “What the fuck. How could you solve that?”

“Ouch.” Noah clutched his chest. “You could sound a little less skeptical. You’re hurting my feelings here.”

“Noah,” I barked. “Just get on with it already. What the fuck did you do?”

“I got you a beard.”

“Oh my god, Noah,” Harper hissed as she slapped his arm. “Do not call me that. It’s offensive.”

Dread slithered down my spine. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Harper gaped at me, her mouth opening and closing a few times, but no sound actually escaped.

Noah’s eyes bounced from her to me and back then the fucker giggled. “Oh yeah. You guys definitely need to spend some time together if you’re going to make this even a little bit believable.”

“Make. What. Believable?” I said through gritted teeth.

“Noah told Wes that you and I were a couple,” Harper said quickly and almost under her breath—I had to strain to hear her. “That we’ve been seeing each other since the last few stops on the US tour.”

Considering what I’d done—who I’d done—as we wound our way through the Pacific Northwest, that definitely hadn’t been true. Some of it was a blur, but I’d remember doing Harper.

Pretty sure.

I turned to my former friend. “Why the fuck would you say that?”

“Because Wes hit a rough patch in his marriage. Apparently the missus doesn’t like the amount of time he’s spending with our tiny pixie here and thinks something is going on between them.”

Harper shook her head vigorously. “I would never.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Noah waved a hand. “We all know you and Shay could be poster girls for the Good Girls Club. Or at least you could. Since she married Chase, I’m pretty sure Shay had to give up her Good Girl Card. Do you have cards or do you just recognize fellow members by sight?”

“Noah!” I barked. “Focus. Why the fuck did you get me involved in this bullshit? Why didn’t you just say you were dating her?”

“Like anyone would believe that. I spent the last year hitting on Harper, and she won’t even give me the time of day. Well, I mean aside from her work required duties. You know what I mean.” He waved a hand. “And this helps solve your whole Kelly drama.”

“Really?” I blinked. “Sounds to me like you got me tied up in a whole new round of drama.”

“No, think about it.” Noah pushed to the edge of his seat and leaned forward intently. “Kelly is prancing around with that rock on her hand, but we all know what’s going to happen. She’s going to want to hitch her star to your wagon again. Guaran-fucking-teed.”

I nodded slowly. It wouldn’t be the first time it’d happened. Kelly and I had been on and off so often most of the guys needed to check if we were together before they shit talked her.

Noah’s voice ripped me from my retrospective. “Unless that’s something you want to happen…”

“Fuck no. Never again. And please give me a lobotomy if I try.”

Noah smiled smugly. “That’s what I thought.”

“But I don’t think I need a beard to get through the next couple of months. No offense, Harper.”

She looked away and said faintly, “None taken.”

“Come on, man.” Noah entreated. “You know it makes sense. And what’s the downside? You have a gorgeous woman on your arm, keep Kelly away, and you help a friend out. Harper here wants to get on T’s radar, and apparently that hasn’t happened.”

“Noah!” Harper hissed. “Why would you tell him that? Why? He didn’t need to know.”

Noah rolled his eyes. “Of course he does. How is he going to help T see you if he doesn’t know what direction to point you when you’re all dolled up on a night out? Xan is a killer wingman. He’ll hook you up. You’re good as golden now.”

I rubbed my temples. “I’m getting a headache. This is so much weird information to take in.”

“I can totally hook you up with that lobotomy if you want.” Noah grinned.

I sighed. “I think I’m good.”

“Feel free to forget everything Noah said about me,” Harper muttered from behind her hands as she hid from us. “Is it possible to actually die from embarrassment? I’m asking for a friend, obviously.”

I couldn’t help the smile curving my lips. She really was fucking cute. Totally not my type. Kelly was a tall, slim brunette with tiny curves that I don’t think could technically be called curves. Harper, on the other hand, was like five foot nothing, blonde, and stacked in a way that was impossible to ignore. Despite not technically being my type, she might’ve starred in one or two of my fantasies while I was in the shower.

But where Kelly had to be the center of attention at all times, Harper was fine blending into the background. When she wasn’t barking orders, of course. And everyone respected her, unlike Kelly. My ex had burned more than her share of bridges within our circle.

I tilted my head as I looked at Noah. His shit-eating grin said he knew exactly what I was thinking. Damn him.

He hopped up with that grin still in place. “I’ll just let you two crazy kids spend some time together. Just remember, there are eyes everywhere.”

Harper’s hands fell back into her lap as she whispered, “Noah! Get back here!”

But he just gave her a chipper little pretend tip of the hat, then slapped my back as he skipped down the aisle to a free seat.

Ass.

I stood in front of Harper and looked down at her, seeing her in a whole new light. “T, huh? I kinda thought you had better taste than that.”

Her eyes bulged. “Oh my god. This is mortifying. Just please, kill me now. Save us all the embarrassment of the next three months because there’s no way anyone’s going to believe I’m with you.”

I dropped down into Noah’s empty seat and turned to face her. “What makes you say that?”

“I mean, come on.” Harper scoffed. “You’re you. You’ve been on magazine covers and in tabloid headlines. You have stan accounts dedicated to your hair. My own dad can’t remember my birthday. He might call a week or two later if I’m lucky. One time he called six months late.”

“That sucks. What about your mom? Does she call on time?”

Harper stared down at her lap and fiddled with her seatbelt. “Nah, she took off when I was in kindergarten. Haven’t heard from her since.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.” She heaved a sigh and sat back in her seat, clearly trying to relax. “What about you? Your parents still in the picture?”

“Oh yeah.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “Ma calls me at least once a week to make sure I’m still eating my vegetables. And my dad is the one always asking when I’m gonna find a nice girl to settle down with. They got married in their twenties and have been together almost forty years.”

“Wow. That’s pretty special.”

“Yeah. Not a lot of people have what they have. It’s probably why I kept trying to make it work with Kelly. I wanted what my parents had—still have.” I tilted my head as I thought over what I’d just said. “I never thought about it like that before. Huh.”

Harper smiled back at me but didn’t say anything.

And honestly? It was nice. She didn’t feel the need to fill every pause or break with endless chatter. Some women either told me way too much about themselves or fawned all over me. Harper did neither.

A voice came over the loudspeaker. “Looks like we have everyone.” The captain waved from the small doorway into the cockpit. “Welcome aboard. Flight time to Belfast is just under ten hours, with our arrival estimated around noon local time. Current weather on the Emerald Isle is rainy with highs in the low sixties. Let’s get rolling. All hail the Tin Gods!”

“Hail!” everyone shouted back before the chatter picked up.

I looked over at Harper, whose eyes were huge as she took in everything.

The plane jostled before rolling forward.

The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker again. “Crew, arm doors and cross check.”

A flight attendant hurried up the aisle, pausing to meet my eyes and giving me an inviting smile.

I wanted to say her name was Sabrina…or was it Savannah? Shit, I should probably remember considering we’d hooked up more than once. I inclined my head in response but didn’t give her my patented come on over look.

She tilted her head, her eyes passing over Harper sitting next to me before her professional veneer returned. Sabrina/Savannah hurried on up the aisle and met the other attendant and they started the preflight safety spiel.

Like everyone else, I’d heard it so many times, I could probably recite it myself. But still, I kept my mouth politely shut even as my eyes roved over the blonde at my side. Unlike me, Harper was transfixed by the lecture. Her eyes followed the flight attendants as they gestured to the doors, and I swore her lips moved as she counted the number of rows between us and the front exit.

“I thought you’ve flown before. Like a lot. Before every new leg, right?” I asked. Harper hadn’t traveled with us on the buses since she’d been promoted to assistant tour manager. Now she flew to the next location ahead of us to troubleshoot the locations in advance of our arrival.

Harper hunched in her seat, her shoulders rising to her ears. “What? I just like to be prepared. You try getting on a plane again after taking a ride down the inflatable slide. It’s only sheer willpower that got me to walk up those stairs. Well, that and knowing how long it’d take a boat to get me to Europe. No, thank you.”

“Seriously? You’ve been in a plane crash? When?”

Harper gave a quick shake of her head. “It was a few years back. Our landing gear didn’t deploy correctly. I guess when you fly as much as I do, it’s bound to happen sooner or later. And trust me, you wanna know exactly how far you are from the exits when that happens.”

“Fuck yeah. That’s intense. Sorry for teasing you.”

“You weren’t the first, you probably won’t be the last.”

I inclined my head. Harper was an interesting woman. Amazing tits aside, the fact that she’d kept doing this job despite her obvious fear of flying was impressive as fuck. I had mad respect for her.

The plane picked up speed. Noting the way her hands griped the armrests—and now knowing her flight history—I tried to distract her. “So Tyler, huh? You know you can do way better than that douche, right?”








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Harper

Oh god. Mortification swept over me. Why did Noah have to tell him that?

I wanted to pretend that I hadn’t heard him, but the tilt of Xander’s head told me he wasn’t likely to let this one go. I shrugged, uncomfortably. “You can’t help who you fall for. And it’s not like anything’s going to happen. He doesn’t see me that way. He’s never seen me that way.”

“It doesn’t help that he’s still being photographed with the Montoya twins.” Xander stroked his beard. “I haven’t figured out what that’s about. Is he representing them? Dating one or both of them? To be honest, I haven’t really paid much attention, but I can find out for you.”

“Oh, you don’t have to—”

“Isn’t that what this whole thing is about? You scratch my back, I scratch yours?”

My teeth shut with a snap that only I heard, and some of the pleasure of having all of Xander’s focus slowly leaked out of me. Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t some rando fangirl. I’d worked with these guys for years.

But Xander was different.

He had this quiet intensity that was magnetic in a totally different way from Chase. Chase had a bit of Noah’s crazy energy that made you feel like the sun was shining down on you when he paid you the smallest amount of attention. I might’ve been slightly attracted to Chase when I first started working with the band. But that’d fallen by the wayside way before he’d met his wife, Shay.

Xander was the one guy in the group I hadn’t spent much time with. Probably because I didn’t have to chase him down like I did the other three.

Sure, Xander was a fuckboy, but could you blame him? Women literally threw themselves at him on a regular basis. Because in addition to that whole rock star thing, he was crazy hot. Six foot three and muscular with longish wavy hair sometimes up in a manbun and always rocking a mad case of stubble. Combine all that with his quiet intensity, and he got more than his share of panties wet.

I cleared my throat. “Right. Back scratching. Totally.”

“You seem less sure of yourself than normal. Gotta say it’s kinda weird.” Xander wet his lower lip. “I’m used to ball-busting Harper Grey. The woman who made that promoter in Tucson cry. What happened to her?”

“If memory serves, that was a man. And he totally deserved it. The asshole had cornered one of our sound techs and was inches away from shoving his tongue down her throat. Also, is it technically a tongue lashing when I used my knee?”

Xander laughed. “I meant what happened to ball-busting Harper Grey, but it looks like she’s found her way to the surface again. And I know Gabby was glad you were there. I’m just pissed I wasn’t. Would’ve loved to have watched you take him down. Heard he fell over just like a redwood.”

“I notice you don’t mention actually helping out in that scenario.”

“You had it under control.” Xander shrugged. “And I can guarantee, no one has underestimated you since.”

I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say to that.

Xander sat back and gave me a sidelong stare that made me uncomfortable. Like he could see everything I’d spent so long hiding from everyone. “So I guess we need to do the whole get-to-know-you thing if we want to sell this, right?”

“Okay. I guess.” Honestly I was still in shock that we were in this mess. “What do you want to know?”

“Is this what you want to do for the rest of your life?”

“Wow.” I laughed uncomfortably. “No soft rolling the getting-to-know-you phase, huh? You just dive straight into what’s the meaning of life kinda questions. Sheesh.”

“Well I kinda know the basic shit.”

“You do not. We’ve had maybe a dozen conversations in the eight years I’ve been with Black Hat Productions. And most of those were generic how’s the weather b.s.”

Xander raised his eyebrows. “You’re an only child. Your dad still lives alone in Las Vegas, gambling his life away. You went to college at Loyola Marymount University in LA, so I’m guessing you’re Catholic, but maybe not deeply religious considering the crowd you keep now. You love Tom Hanks movies and chocolate. I didn’t know about your mom, but in my defense, you never talk about her.” Xander paused and tilted his head. “How am I doing so far?”

“I’m kinda creeped out to be honest. How do you know all that? I didn’t tell you any of it.”

“What can I say? I’m a lurker.”

I laughed. It was hard to imagine Xander taking in all that information about me. “Okay, touché. And as for your original question, I don’t know. I went to school for marketing and kinda fell into this life. I did an internship for Wes back in college and we got along like peas and carrots. He’s the brother I never had. I’m detail oriented and not afraid to make waves to get shit done. I don’t have anything tying me down, so life on the road made sense at first. So yeah. I guess. I’m happy with what I’ve built so far. What about you?”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Is this all you thought it would be? Do you have any regrets getting into the rock lifestyle?”

“Only every fucking day.”

All the levity of my teasing fell away. “What? Why?”

“If I wasn’t me, doing what I do, my brother, Liam, never would’ve ended up an addict.”

I closed my eyes and mentally cursed
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