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      “You sure you’ve got this handled?” Frankie asks me for the tenth time this afternoon.

      I smirk at her from the leather chair across her giant desk. “Of course I do. Now go home already.”

      She lifts a dark eyebrow and purses her bright red lips. “I think you’ve taken a little too well to running the joint.”

      I shrug, fighting a smile. “Maybe.”

      She nods slowly. “You’re good at it, you know.”

      My eyebrows jump. It’s rare that a compliment falls from those luscious lips of hers. “Thank you,” I reply with quiet surprise.

      “In fact, I was hoping …” She trails off, then shakes her head. “Nah, never mind. You’re probably not up for the challenge.”

      That gets a chuckle out of me. “I’m not your two-year-old, Francesca. Reverse psychology won’t work on me.”

      “Clearly, since you used my full name, you cheeky bastard,” she teases with a wink.

      “What is it you need?” I ask pointedly.

      Frankie taps a red fingernail on the desk. “You know we’re closing on Allure next month.”

      I nod. There’s no way I could forget Frankie and Julian’s third acquisition, a nightclub about a half mile from Frankie’s first club, Baltia — this club — and a bit more than that from her second, Los Jardines. I’ve been wondering when she’d ask me to handle the takeover, just as I did with Los Jardines.

      “And?” I prompt, bemused. I don’t usually have to pull things out of her like this. Frankie never has a problem saying exactly what she wants. One of the many things I admire about her.

      “And … I’d like you to train Emma before the transition.”

      I can’t help the confused look I give her. “Emma? As in, your best friend, Emma?” She nods in confirmation. “To do what?” I ask baldly. Emma is all curves and sass, and usually only around for the free drinks Frankie allows her. I never knew her to have any ambition beyond being a hairdresser.

      “To manage it,” she replies. I open my mouth to protest but Frankie throws up a hand. “I know she won’t be ready to take full responsibility for running a club after a month. But that’s the end goal, down the road.”

      “Far down the road,” I grumble under my breath.

      Frankie smiles tolerantly. “She’s smarter than you think, and she’s used to working her ass off. Give her a shot. Please. If you don’t see potential in her to at least be an assistant manager in three months … well, we’ll go from there. But I promise I won’t stick you with her forever if it’s not working for you.”

      I study Frankie shrewdly for a moment. “Did she ask for this?” I finally respond.

      Frankie examines her fingernails, avoiding eye contact. “No. I asked her.” Her dark eyes flick back up to meet mine and I see anxiety there. “I need more people in this that I trust if we’re going to keep expanding. It hit us hard when Annika left, and Johnny’s got his hands full with Los Jardines, even with your help. I don’t want to bring in someone new right now. Someone I won’t be sure will stick around.”

      I process that for a moment. “Fair enough.” I don’t voice that with two kids, one right after the other, I know how hard this must all be for her to balance. She’s barely taken any steps back, save the occasional night off like tonight so she can be with her husband and children. “I’ll do my best to bring Emma into the fold.”

      Frankie breathes an audible sigh of relief that makes me scrutinize her closer.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she says, turning red.

      “Like what?” I ask, genuinely unsure of what she means. I’ve long stopped giving her puppy-dog eyes. Equal parts because she’s well and truly taken and because of whom she’s taken by. I’d rather not get snapped in half by Julian anytime soon.

      “Like I’m hiding something,” she accuses me.

      I raise an eyebrow at the guilt in her tone. “Are you hiding something?”

      Frankie buries her face in her hands. “I’m pregnant again,” she admits.

      The shock only lasts a moment before I snort a laugh. “Of course you are. I mean, Lucia turns one tomorrow, yes? Considering she was conceived mere months after Nico came along, I’m honestly surprised it took so long.”

      Frankie drops her hands and gives me a mock-sour look. “So I’m fertile, sue me.”

      I try to hold back my amusement, but it’s practically impossible. “And you two fuck like bunnies,” I point out with a smirk.

      Frankie rolls her eyes to the ceiling resignedly. “Yes, that we do … but I think Julian plans this shit, honestly.” Her gaze drops back down. “He loves being a dad and he’s so damn happy. Which is great. I just don’t know how we’re going to keep all this —” She gives a sweeping gesture around the room that I take to mean the club and all of her other businesses “— going with three kids. Three fucking kids, Nils.” She sighs and shakes her head.

      I cross one leg over the other and give her a look. “You’re not happy?”

      A small smile tugs at her lips. “No, I’m happy. And Nonna is over the moon. I just … I’m overwhelmed, that’s all.”

      “And worried.”

      She nods. “Is it that obvious?”

      I huff a breath out of my nose. “You’ve only asked about Violent Mood Swings’ private concert tonight … oh, I don’t know … fifteen times today?” I tease.

      She shrugs. “It’s an important event.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. They’re all important events, to the artists anyway. And the fans. And of course, our bottom line. But as I study her, I glean that’s not what she means.

      “You’re sad because you’re going to miss it,” I deduce.

      Her red lips pull into a grimace. “I am. But I’m old enough to know I can’t stay up until three o’clock in the morning anymore and then wake up at six a.m. with my toddlers before a birthday party full of a million other toddlers hopped up on excitement and cake.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out with a heavy sigh.

      “Hey,” I say firmly, concerned at how overwrought she is right now. Frankie looks up at me. “I have it on good authority that West is well and truly back on the wagon this time, and I have a feeling this is the first of many concerts for them. You’ll get to see one of their performances. We’ll make it happen. And in the meantime, I’ll make sure all three clubs are doing well. So don’t you worry about a damn thing, do you hear me?”

      Frankie’s eyes fill with tears, and she jumps out of her chair, rounding the desk to lean over and throw her arms around me. “Thank you,” she whispers in my ear, hugging me tightly. Since she can’t see me, I smile fondly. It’s crazy how close we’ve gotten these last couple of years, especially considering our first year working together was such a rollercoaster.

      “You’re welcome. Now go home, woman. I have to help Ace get things ready.”

      Frankie straightens up, smiling as she wipes away the tears. “Yeah. You’re right. I should go.” She sniffs and wipes away her tears. “Stupid fucking pregnancy hormones.”
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      “I can’t do this.”

      I fight back a sigh and turn around to find Max stopped on the sidewalk. “You can totally do this,” I reassure her. “You’re a fucking badass rock journalist, girl.”

      She looks at me with pleading eyes. “You weren’t there. West has got to be pissed at me, Alexsis. I can’t distract him tonight. You go on, I’ll just —”

      I lean forward and put a hand over her mouth, cupping it carefully so I don’t smudge her lipstick. “I did not just spend two hours doing your hair and makeup — making you look like a goddess — for you to back out now. So his apology tour has been heavy? We all knew it would be. But tonight is big for the band, so you’re going in, you’re going to act like everything is perfectly normal, and it’ll all be just fine,” I insist. “Besides, Jason will have your ass if you don’t go.”

      Max pulls a face. “Yeah, okay, you’re right.”

      I smirk at her. We both know our boss acts the softie when it suits him, but underneath he’s all about the story. Like Max usually is, too, when she’s not forced to follow her childhood rockstar crush around on his bid to redeem himself after ripping his band apart years ago. I keep that thought to myself, though.

      “Damn straight. Now come on. I’ll prove to you that this is going to be no big deal. In fact, you might even have some fun,” I persist airily.

      She leans into me and groans, but allows me to pull her along and through the doors. I push her ahead of me when I hear West’s voice, then another man’s after him.

      “Hey, Maxi,” West greets her, running a hand through his dark hair while doing surprised elevator eyes over her. I smile smugly. He gestures to the guy standing beside him. “This is Nils, Baltia’s manager.”

      My gaze bounces from West’s face at the name and lands on the other man. Nils? No. It can’t possibly be …

      But it’s that tall, lean body I remember. And I’d never forget that messy, sexy dark blond hair and those piercing blue eyes. My hands clap over my mouth.

      “Oh my god, Nils Larssen?!” I flap my hands wildly, trying and failing to contain myself as West and Max both look at me like I’m nuts before exchanging a concerned look.

      For his part, Nils looks at me like he’s never seen me before. But then, I’m not surprised, considering.

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” I ask.

      He studies my face for a moment before his ice-blue eyes meet mine. “I’m sorry, I don’t,” he replies. “You are …?”

      “Alexsis Monaghan,” I respond, then turn to Max since she’s giving me the silent what-the-fuck-is-going-on-here vibe. “Nils was an exchange student who stayed with us … oh my gosh, what was it? Fifteen years ago?” My heart flutters at the memories of following him around for what was probably the best year of my young life.

      “Holy shit.” The words burst from his lips as his own memory clearly clicks into place. “Seventeen years ago,” he corrects me in a hushed tone. “You were a baby. What, five years old? I’m surprised you even remember me. Now look at you.”

      And look at me he does. So intensely that my skin warms under his gaze. I may have been just a child, but he was the man who fueled my childish fantasies of falling in love for years.

      “Are you kidding? You were my first crush,” I reply honestly, batting my eyelashes at him coyly. Finally. Finally, after all these years, I can flirt with him in real life.

      “Is that so?” he murmurs in a tone that sends a fresh wave of heat over my skin.

      I nod, mesmerized, vaguely registering Max and West wordlessly wandering off together, but I’m too focused on Nils to acknowledge it. “I’m surprised you didn’t know. My brothers teased me horribly about it for years,” I admit.

      “How are Asher and Aiden?” he asks, clearly as purposefully oblivious to our friends’ departures.

      “They’re good,” I respond. “Asher is a marketing director for Lexus and Aiden is an archivist at The Getty.”

      Nils takes a step forward. “Impressive. And you? What is it you do, Alexsis?” he purrs, sending shivers down my back.

      God, he’s flirting back. I half want to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.

      “I’m a journalist at Rock Scene with Max,” I respond. “I just finished college at the end of last year, though, so I’m still learning the ropes.”

      “Well, if you’re looking for material, you’re certainly in the right place. Baltia’s seen it all.”

      What a perfect opening. I tip my head. “I bet you have, too, then.”

      He smiles vaguely. “I’ve only been in the industry just over five years. But yes, I suppose I have a few stories.”

      “Well, then I think I need a tour,” I reply, gesturing around the club. I’ve been here dozens of times and I’m pretty familiar with its history, but like hell I’m going to pass up more time with him. Also, I can’t help wondering how I never noticed him here all these years. Then again, I guess on some level I’d assumed the shy, Swedish boy who stole my heart had taken it back to his homeland with him.

      He gives me a cryptic look but extends his arm. “Then come with me,” he offers.

      With a grin, I snake my arm through his and tuck in close against him. He smells like alcohol and leather. Two of my favorite things.

      “Thank you,” I reply. “You know, you don’t even have an accent anymore.”

      Nils grimaces. Maybe a sore subject then. “Well, I have been in the States as long as I lived in Sweden,” he points out.

      I tilt my head as we step down into the stage pit. “You haven’t gone back?”

      “A few times, but never for long. Your family did a good job of helping me love my new home.” He looks down at me and winks. I don’t miss the subtle reminder that he was basically part of my family for a time.

      I try to forget that fact as he politely escorts me around the club like he’s giving a formal tour, sharing with me as much history of the club as he knows. I play the game, asking thoughtful questions and giving him a chance to see that I’m not a little girl anymore. That I’m on his level now. And I am, much more so than I’d ever even dreamed, as we clearly share a love for rock of all forms.

      After the tour, we get drinks and watch Violent Mood Swings’ private concert together from the VIP balcony. They’re good. Really good. Maybe even better than they were before. Still, having Nils by my side in the dark, high-energy club is distracting, and I can’t help sneaking glances at his tall, intimidating self. He always had presence, and it seems its lure has only grown with time. I also have to fight the grin that comes to my face every time I catch him staring at me out of the corner of my eye.

      Who would ever have thought that a few side glances could be so damn hot? All new fantasies bloom in my mind that I’d never had the maturity to even consider back then. And despite his trying to reel things back to a respectfully polite distance, clearly I affect him. The thought makes me a little dizzy with glee.

      After it’s over, though, we head downstairs so I can meet up with Max.

      “Where did you two sneak off to?” she whispers in my ear as Nils leads us backstage.

      I elbow her and grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know? But hey, good show, right?”

      Max nods, her grin sliding up to megawatt status. “So good.”

      “Great show, West,” I hear Nils say. I look up to find him patting West on the back. “Can’t wait for the tour.”

      “You and me both, dude,” West replies, looking well-pleased with himself.

      Max joins the conversation, and the heated looks she and West are giving each other is all the cue I need to leave. I catch Nils’s eye, and he tips his head back toward the club proper. I nod subtly and he splits off from the pair, who are now talking only to each other, so I follow.

      “It was great running into you,” I say as we emerge back into the now-bright club.

      “You, too,” he replies.

      Butterflies from both happiness and nerves tumble inside me.

      “We should get lunch or something sometime,” I offer.

      I can see the hesitation in his eyes. Even though I have a few guesses as to what’s causing it, it makes me want to ask why. To hear it from his lips.

      But I hold back for once.

      “Yes. We should. I’ll give you a call sometime,” he finally says.

      I deflate a little. Because everyone knows the phrase “I’ll give you a call sometime” is the polite way to say, “you’ll never see me naked.” But I give him my phone number anyway. After all, as Aristotle said, hope is a waking dream.

      Lord knows I’ve dreamed of this man many times. And now, here he is. Our chance meeting can’t be for nothing. In fact, I refuse to believe it is. So, I dare to hope.
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        FOUR MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Just when I thought Violent Mood Swings was over after yet another embarrassingly messy public breakup, they pull an amazing new album out of their bag of tricks. I stand between the stairs to the stage and the entrance, listening to West and his band put it all on the line. They’ve got some big ones to try to win people back with a surprise album and concert, I’ll give them that.

      As I catalog the crowd, I don’t miss that Max Marshall hangs in the back … but it takes me a moment to see that she’s not alone. My chest tightens with anticipation as I catch a glimpse of Alexsis on Max’s far side as she leans forward to talk to Max. I skirt forward, unconsciously trying to get a better look at her.

      I can’t help it. Even though I know I shouldn’t, I feel myself pulled toward her. I stand at the railing to the side of the stairs and get my first full look at her in months as she sways to the music.

      God, she’s even more beautiful than I remembered. She’s mesmerizing. Despite myself, I imagine where we’d be if I’d called her. Friends? Or maybe more … and since it’s all in my head, maybe more that involves touching her soft, supple skin, running my fingers through her cornsilk blond hair …

      I’m so taken with my fantasy that I miss what’s happening at the door until I hear shouting behind me. My skin prickles as I turn back just in time to see a swell of bodies push into the bouncers who usually keep things in check. But it quickly becomes obvious that there aren’t enough to stem the tide.

      And I know in an instant that all hell is about to break loose.

      

      An hour later, the club has been cleared of the massive crowd that broke through the door, and West has gone off to find Max and win her heart back after winning the fans’ back.

      I drop into the chair across from Frankie’s desk tiredly. She taps her bright red fingernails on the desk, clearly disconcerted.

      “Well, that fucking sucked. What promised to be one of the most iconic nights in the history of owning this club has turned into an epic financial failure courtesy of a bunch of dickwads and the overzealous LAPD.”

      I smile tiredly in her direction. “It’ll still be iconic.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Then she looks at me in that way she does. The look I call the Frankie Detector. Not that I’d ever speak those words aloud. “Where were you when that shit was going down at the door?”

      I raise a brow back. “What makes you think I wasn’t at the door?”

      The slant of her eyebrow steepens with disbelief, and it makes me chuckle.

      “I was watching the crowd,” I offer. And it’s true. Even if it was just one member of the crowd.

      “I have a feeling you’re leaving something out,” she presses.

      There’s The Detector. I suppress a sigh. “I was watching a woman, if you must know. I’m sorry, I should’ve been there to put a stop to it.”

      She waves a hand dismissively and leans back in her chair with a sigh. “If five bouncers and Julian couldn’t, I doubt there would’ve been much you could’ve done to stop it.” She examines me for a moment. “So, a woman, huh? This wouldn’t be West’s girl’s blonde friend, would it?”

      I shake my head and laugh. Francesca Greco doesn’t miss a goddamn thing. I pity her children growing up with a mother that knows their every move before they even make it.

      “Yes,” I reply simply.

      She nods slowly. “You like her.”

      I cut a sharp gaze at her. “Your point?”

      “I think you know my point,” she replies, her lips parting in a grin. “Not still carrying a torch for me, are you?” She winks at me.

      I narrow my eyes, and my mouth tightens into a thin line. She knows I’ll always want her on some level. But I’ve resigned myself to looking but never touching. Unfortunately, once you’ve fallen for someone like Frankie, it’s hard to find other women as exciting.

      And yet, I haven’t stopped thinking about Alexsis since she popped back into my life. I know I shouldn’t. It’s why I haven’t contacted her. She’s young. Far too young. And it feels like an insult to the family who gave me footing here to turn around and lust after their baby girl. Even if our reunion left me with nightly dreams about her. I know I probably just need to get laid, but nobody else has been able to take my mind off of her. Not since she popped back into my life, then left an Alexsis-shaped hole in it.

      That right there should’ve gotten my attention. There’s something special about Alexsis that makes me want to set aside our twelve-year age difference and all the other reasons for not pursuing her.

      “No,” I murmur eventually. “No, I’m not. And I do know your point, but I can’t have her. Same as I can’t have you.” I let the seriousness of my words hang in the air, but I don’t look at her.

      “Nils.”

      I sigh and raise my gaze to Frankie’s.

      “Quit being such a martyr and go get the goddamn girl.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “What, does she bat for the other team or something?”

      “No, she doesn’t,” I respond with a small smile. At least I know that much from the looks and touches she’d given me. Ones that didn’t make my decision any easier.

      “Is she into you?”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling. “I think so, yes.” At least, she was months ago.

      “Then I seriously don’t know why we’re having this conversation. Get off your reserved Swedish ass and do something about it.”

      I open my mouth to protest. To explain. But then … I realize maybe she’s right. So Alexsis is young. So I stayed with her family ages ago. We’re both adults now. And if her reappearance reminded me of anything, it’s that I haven’t stopped thinking about her. Why am I torturing myself like this?

      There’s something there. And if just the sight of her does things to me … well, I owe it to both of us to see why that is, don’t I? I’ve certainly been with people, men and women, that I was less attracted to than Alexsis. And I’m rarely drawn to anyone the way I’m drawn to her.

      Frankie is right. I was martyring myself over this. But maybe I don’t need to. Maybe it would be okay to at least see if there might really be something between us before I go off the deep end.

      I rise, giving a small shrug. “All right, if you insist.” I turn and slide a hand into my pocket, strolling out the door casually to Frankie’s laughter behind me.

      “Atta boy. And don’t come back until you’ve had a piece of that ass!” she calls after me.

      I let the smile pull at my lips this time. Because as much as I’d enjoy doing exactly that, I have a feeling there’s so much more to this thing between Alexsis and me.
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