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Chapter One

 


Liam made his way to Claude’s office,
whistling a tune he’d been working on for the next album. His band,
Reaper’s Reward, was about to start the last leg of a tour. That
meant it would be a while before they actually got back into the
studio, but Liam didn’t mind as much as he would’ve a year ago.
Touring always took a lot out of him, but it actually meant he got
to spend more time with their manager, Claude, who had been his
boyfriend for six months now.

Finding the office door open, Liam leaned
against the jamb and waited for Claude to look up. And when Claude
finally did, his cheeks flushed a little as he rose and pushed his
long blond hair back over his shoulders.

“How is it someone who gets off on tying
other men down and spanking them can blush the way you do?” Liam
asked as he strode in and met his boyfriend halfway.

Claude sighed and drew Liam into his arms.
“I don’t know. How can you say things like that so loud on a day
when you know there are lots of people running around here?”

Liam ignored that question and let a smile
slowly spread across his lips. “Makes me wonder what pops into your
head when you look at me. Must be pretty damned dirty.”

“I’ll tell you later,” Claude said before
biting Liam’s lower lip and briefly toying with the piercing there.
“If you can be more discreet.”

They kissed hungrily, and Liam wrapped his
arms around Claude’s neck. It had taken Liam a long time to get
Claude to go out with him—with some meddling help from fellow band
members—and even then, it had taken months to get more from the
other man than a few heated kisses. But once Claude had truly let
him in, Liam had been introduced to a whole other world. He’d done
a few things some might consider kinky before being with Claude,
but he’d never imagined himself exploring the world of domination
and submission the way he was now.

When they parted, Liam said, “Maybe I’m
trying to misbehave so you’ll punish me after this meeting.”

“It’s not true misbehavior if you’re trying
to get in trouble. I refuse to reward bratty behavior.”

Liam frowned. “I am not a brat.”

Claude grabbed his ass with both hands.
“Then quit acting like one.” He swatted Liam’s right cheek and then
walked around him. “Come on. Let’s find out what the powers that be
want.”

“I think they’ve found a replacement for
Will,” Liam said. “I saw the vampire and some other guys here
yesterday. They were hanging around the rehearsal room.”

“The vampire?” Claude asked as they exited
his office.

“Yeah, you know. The thin little goth guy
from Slave of My Thirst.” Liam searched his memory. “Vein. That’s
it. Can’t remember his real—”

“Danny,” Claude said, halting so suddenly
that Liam ran into him.

“Yeah, sounds right,” Liam said, puzzled by
the look of concern on Claude’s face. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” Claude shook his head, his brow
furrowed. “I thought they were about to go into the studio again.
Could’ve sworn I saw it on the scheduling board. Surely he wouldn’t
have time to come on tour with us.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he was here for
something else. There were a couple of session musicians I
recognized. Some other guys, too. Maybe he stopped to chat with
them. Just thought he might be interested since he plays bass.”

Claude began walking again. “A session
musician is a better idea.”

“Why? Seems like some of his fans might come
see us. I mean, they’re not as heavy as us. They’ve got that more
melodic, kind of slower goth sound, but we’re similar enough. Plus,
he’s pretty hot. He gets as much fan mail as I do. Maybe more.”

“Yeah, the ladies love him,” Claude said
absently.

“The guys, too,” Liam said.

Claude’s gaze cut over sharply, but he
didn’t comment.

Liam stopped Claude from opening the
conference room door. “You okay? You don’t like him or
something?”

“You’re our front man. I just don’t want him
to detract from you.”

Liam grinned. “Like he could.” But his grin
faded when Claude’s expression remained gloomy. “Hey, what is
it?”

****

Danny and I spent a year fucking. He’s
the one who made me see I like to dominate others. But in the end,
he couldn’t even admit he’s gay. “He and I have a little … bad
blood. Can I explain later? If he’s willing to take the job, then
fine. I can deal with it.”

“Bad blood? How bad?” Liam asked, reaching
over to touch Claude’s arm.

Voices caught their attention, and they both
turned. Aaron, one of the tour coordinators, came walking down the
hall with Danny at his side, which seemed to indicate Liam’s guess
was correct.

Danny’s long black hair had been cut several
inches since Claude had last seen him, and now it barely brushed
his collar. A layer at the nape of his neck was bleached and had
been dyed silver. His hazel eyes stood out against his pale skin,
and he smiled as they met outside the door.

“Hey, Liam. Claude. How are you?” Danny
asked.

“Great,” Liam said with a glance at Danny,
though Claude felt Liam’s gaze move right back to his face.

“Good. How are you?” Claude said as he moved
aside for Aaron, who opened the door then stood holding it for all
of them.

“Great. Excited for Paul and his wife. And
for this chance,” Danny said with a smile to both of them.

“Paul?” Claude asked as he shuffled in
behind Liam, reaching out to lightly grasp his elbow. What he
really wanted to do was grab his boyfriend’s hand and squeeze it,
hard, but the last thing he needed was for everyone else to notice
something was bothering him.

Danny’s gaze flicked down to Claude’s hand a
moment, but his expression didn’t change. “Yeah, they had a little
girl. She came six weeks early, so we’re postponing our studio
sessions. Gives me the chance to fill in for you guys.” Danny
stayed close, pulling out a chair right beside the one Claude had
stopped behind. He held Claude’s gaze as he sat, then looked down
at his hands.

The room went silent, and Claude realized he
was the only one still standing. He glanced down at Liam on his
other side and then took his chair. He tried to keep his gaze on
the table. Sitting in between Liam and Danny was something he’d
never imagined doing. The other members of Reaper’s Reward—Killian,
Malcolm, and Frank—sat on the other side of the conference table.
Claude felt as if everyone was looking at him, but when he looked
up, they were all focused on Aaron.

Everyone except Danny, who gave him a brief
smile before turning his body slightly in Claude’s direction and
looking over his head as Aaron stood up.

“Okay, we can make this quick,” Aaron said.
“Yesterday, Danny and a few other guys came in to play with Killian
and Malcolm for a bit in the afternoon, and overall Danny was the
best fit. He’s free until after you guys finish this tour, so
unless anyone has an issue with it, he’s going to be taking Will’s
place as bass player. The label will pay him, so there’ll be
nothing off your bottom lines. The contract and financials are all
set, and he can sign this afternoon if we’re all good with that.”
Aaron looked around. “Any questions?”

The three men on the other side of the table
all shook their heads.

“Cool with me,” Liam said, looking to Claude
tentatively.

“Yeah, sure, sounds great,” Claude said,
glancing up at Aaron. “Wish I’d known you guys were already working
on it. I could’ve sat in.”

Aaron nodded. “You’re right. We should’ve
told you, but we were able to get folks here so much more quickly
than we’d guessed, and we thought it best to just move ahead. Since
we got Danny secured so soon, you guys are all set for the show in
three days. No cancellations or scrambling was our goal, and with
Danny on board, we achieved that quickly and easily.”

“Of course,” Claude said. “If I hadn’t taken
the day off yesterday, I’d have been here. That’s on me.” He stood
up, ready to be somewhere with fewer people watching him. “Guess
you guys need to rehearse then.”

Danny stood as well and met his gaze. “It’ll
help, but I’ve always been a fan. I play these songs a good bit. We
even do a cover of ‘Second Chance’ during our encores
sometimes.”

Killian nodded. “Saw part of that on YouTube
once. It’s pretty good.”

Danny smiled at him. “Thanks.” He began to
back toward the door. “We good, Aaron? I can sign now and
everything?”

“Yes, that’s all. Everything’s in my office.
Eugene should be waiting for us.” Aaron rose and looked at Claude
and then Liam. “Rehearsal space is free the rest of the day. I’ll
get Danny’s signatures and then leave you guys to it.” He nodded at
the three men across the table and then clapped Claude on the
shoulder as he walked past. “Sorry we left you out of the loop.
I’ll touch base tomorrow morning once I’ve confirm all the hotel
details for the next few weeks.”

“Thanks. No problem, man,” Claude said.

Aaron left the room first, but Danny turned
back and said, “I’m ready whenever you guys are. They got me a
setlist already, and I know all of them pretty well.”

“Great,” Killian said. “No rush. We’ll be
set up shortly. Meet you in there.”

Danny nodded, throwing one last glance at
Claude before leaving.

Liam stood and said, “You guys go ahead.
Just need to talk to Claude a minute and then I’ll join you.”

Claude didn’t even hear what the other guys
said as Liam guided him from the room and back to his office, where
he closed the door and stared down at the floor. “He’s been with
the label for years, Claude. I know we don’t interact much, but I
wish you’d told me about him once you and I got together,” Liam
said softly.

“It ended badly, and I didn’t want to talk
about it with anyone. Plus, he’s completely closeted. Even though I
was hurt, I felt I had to respect that. It’s his right to tell
people first, if he can ever admit it to himself.”

Liam raised his head to look into Claude’s
eyes. “That’s sweet, but I still wish you’d told me. I could’ve
kept it to myself.” He searched Claude’s face before he said, “I
know I haven’t said it, but I love you. I’m in love with
you. You don’t share much about your past, and it bothers me.”

“I’m sorry,” Claude said. “I love that you
share so much about yourself, but I’ve never been that person. I’m
trying, but it’s hard for me.” He went to his lover and took both
of his hands. “And I love you, too. Should’ve said it long ago.”
Especially since I’ve already bought a ring for you. Planned on
saying all these kinds of things soon. His chest felt hollow as
he realized he should’ve told Liam he loved him months ago.

“You don’t have feelings for him anymore?”
Liam asked.

“Our breakup … thinking about it definitely
still hurts. He’s the first guy I did, well, certain things with,
but in the end, it drove him away.”

“When were you together?”

“Started two years ago. We’ve been over
almost a year now.”

“Six months between him and me then.”

“That matter?” Claude asked, squeezing
Liam’s hands.

Liam sighed. “No, but…” He shook his head.
“I need to think. We can talk later.”

“I’m sorry. If I’d had any idea this could
happen, I’d have told you so you could be prepared.”

Liam nodded. “I’m not mad, baby. Just kinda,
I don’t know, thrown, I guess.” He kissed Claude’s cheek. “I love
you, and it’ll be fine. I’ll get through some practice, and then
tonight we’ll talk.”

Claude nodded as Liam drew his hands away.
“Okay.” He took Liam by the chin and brushed their lips together.
“Love you, too. And from now on, I’m gonna say it.”

Liam gave him a halfhearted smile as he left
the office.

Claude sat on the edge of his desk and
slumped forward. “Why the fuck did it have to be Danny?” he said to
himself.

****

Liam washed his face and stared at himself
in the bathroom mirror. He took a deep breath and then headed out
into the hallway. He paused and looked around when he entered the
rehearsal room. Danny was going over something with Killian and
Malcolm, and after a moment, Frank came over to lean on the table
beside Liam.

“Everything cool?” Frank asked in a low
voice.

“Yeah, sure,” Liam said.

Frank looked over at the other guys.
“Killian and Mal are so excited about planning their wedding, they
aren’t really paying attention to much else. Like how Claude was
acting earlier.”

Liam crossed his arms as he met his friend’s
gaze. “It’s fine.”

“Fine? He seemed ready to bolt from the
room.”

“It’s nothing.”

Frank hesitated, glancing over at the
others. “When we got the news Will had broken his arm, Claude
specifically said we needed someone ASAP to meet our schedule and
asked us to call anyone we could think of. Didn’t say anything
about wanting to be part of the selection. I called Danny first
thing because I’d heard about the baby and them putting off
recording a few months. I didn’t know Claude had anything against
him.”

Liam fidgeted with the hem of his jeans, not
liking that Frank had noticed Claude’s discomfort so readily. “He
doesn’t.”

Frank eyed him a moment before giving a half
shrug. “Okay. If you say so.”

Lowering his voice even more, Liam said,
“Not here. Later, okay?”

Frank nodded, though he looked a bit
worried. “Okay.” He pushed away from the table and went over to the
keyboard setup, where he opened his laptop and began typing.

Liam had no idea what he would say later,
but he’d worry about that when the time came. His gaze moved to
Danny again. They had similar builds, though Liam was about a foot
taller. Danny’s thick black hair shone under the overhead lights.
He didn’t have any piercings—in stark contrast to Liam’s numerous
ear and facial piercings—and was definitely more of a pretty boy
kind of goth. The silver patch at the nape of his neck seemed
freshly dyed, catching the light in an almost otherworldly way
under the harsh lighting.

He’ll fit in, I guess. We can put him in
a leather jacket or something. Tailor his look more to our
style. He frowned because he knew he’d never have questioned
whether Danny would fit in with them if it weren’t for finding out
about Danny’s involvement with Claude. They would make a beautiful
couple, actually, with Danny’s dark hair contrasting to the golden
blond of Claude’s. And Claude was taller and far more muscular. He
could see how the smaller man might’ve drawn Claude’s dominance
out. Danny being the first Claude had done those things with didn’t
help how Liam was feeling.

“You okay, Liam?” Malcolm said.

Liam blinked and looked up to see everyone,
except Frank, staring at him. “Huh?”

“You were just staring off into space over
our heads. You okay?” Malcolm asked.

Liam nodded. “Oh yeah, I’m fine.”

“Things cool with Claude?” Killian asked as
he strapped his guitar on.

Danny looked down at the floor, but he
seemed to be paying very close attention to the conversation.

“We’re good,” Liam said. “He’s tired, that’s
all. Think he, uh,” Liam scrambled for a lie and finally said, “had
to have an antibiotic shot yesterday for an, uh, ear infection.” It
wasn’t a big lie—Claude had gone to the doctor the day before,
though it had only been for a check-up.

“I hate those,” Danny said. “Make the whole
side of my head feel heavy and weird. Don’t want to do anything but
sleep. I can see why he’s feeling out of it.”

Liam nodded, wanting to move on and
definitely not wanting to meet Danny’s intense gaze. “He’s fine.
Probably gonna head home while we practice. I’ll take care of him
once we get done here.”

“You guys live together?” Danny asked,
fiddling with the strap of his bass but keeping his gaze locked on
Liam.

“Not yet, but probably soon,” Liam said.
“Been together about six months now.” There hadn’t been any reason
to add that, yet he’d felt the need to.

“Aaron mentioned that,” Danny said, finally
looking down. “Seems love is in the air around here.”

“It’s our fault,” Malcolm said, heaving a
dramatic sigh. “Killian’s just so happy to have me back. He wanted
everyone else to be just as happy and couldn’t stand to see those
two pining for each other.” He winked at Killian.

“Pining?” Liam said.

“Ignore him,” Killian said, giving his lover
a pointed yet affectionate look. “His vocabulary is
antiquated.”

“That’s a pretty big word, man, and you even
used it right,” Frank said. “I think Mal’s good for you.”

“Okay, jokers, we ready to get going here?”
Killian asked, adjusting his guitar and raising one eyebrow at
Frank.

Danny strapped his bass on and looked to the
others. “Ready when you are.”

Malcolm nodded and moved to the drums. “Just
say when.”

Liam grabbed a bottle of water from the mini
fridge in the corner and glanced at the setlist. “Now’s good.”

Killian counted down with his drumsticks,
and then Frank hit a few keys on his laptop before moving his
fingers over the electric keyboard for the intro to their first
song.

Liam purposely looked at the wall instead of
the plexiglass barrier between them and the engineering room. It
would be empty now since they were just rehearsing, but he had a
feeling he’d end up staring at Danny in the reflective surface and
wondering how he and Claude had been together.

 



Chapter Two

 


Danny shoved his hands into his pockets to
still his fidgety fingers as he waited for the apartment door to
open. Liam had said he was going to run to the store before heading
to Claude’s, but Danny had no way of knowing where Liam was going
or how long that would take. He had texted Claude first, unsure if
Liam had been telling the truth about Claude being sick. The way
Liam had acted in the brief meeting and during their rehearsal told
Danny that Claude had told his new boyfriend at least a little
about what had happened between them.

At least Claude said it was okay for me to
come over. Is he still upset? He has every right to be. He’s
obviously moved on, but…

The door swung open, and Danny’s stomach
clenched. “Hi,” he said.

“Hey, come on in,” Claude said, his body
stiff and his voice clipped and brisk.

“I won’t take much of your time,” Danny said
as he went inside. “And I should be able to get out of here before
Liam gets here.”

Claude led him into the living room. “I
don’t hide things from him, so I’ll tell him about you coming by
anyway.”

Danny turned and looked up into Claude’s
green eyes. “And you already told him something, right? He was
quiet in the meeting. And kind of distracted in practice. Wouldn’t
look at me much.”

“I told him what happened. The basics
anyway. That we spent a year having sex. And that it’s over.”

“I’m here to apologize. For lots of things.
I should have told you I was going to try out for the spot. Or at
least texted you when it was offered to me. Frank called me and
said you needed someone, and I didn’t want to ask if you were okay
with it because I didn’t want to explain why that mattered.”

“I didn’t know Frank did that. Didn’t even
think any of them would get in touch with you because you were
supposed to be going back into the studio.”

Danny took his hands out of his pockets, but
he almost immediately crossed his arms over his chest because he
still didn’t know what to do with his hands. “Frank and Paul are
pretty good friends, so he got a text about the baby the day it was
born probably.”

“It’s gonna be awkward, but we can make it
work. But yes, I really wish I’d known you were being considered.
To hear about you being a possibility thirty seconds before you
walked around the corner … that floored me. Would’ve been even
worse if Liam hadn’t happened to mention seeing you with the guys
trying out. At least he was the only person to see my initial
reaction.”

“I’m sorry. For everything. Making you sneak
around. Breaking things off the way
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