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      Lena

      I’m a jealous bitch.

      God, I wince as I even think that. It’s terrible—both calling myself a bitch and, worse, being jealous. I’m not that person. Or…at least I thought I wasn’t. But as I look at my best friend, Lennon Ward, with King Sullivan, lead singer of Bloody Sunday, one of the most famous and iconic rock bands of our time, I own my shit.

      Lifting my glass to my mouth, I swallow the cranberry and vodka along with a sigh.

      It’s so not becoming to envy my girl. Especially knowing everything she and King went through to get to this place. And I don’t mean in the VIP section of a Seattle club. They’ve been through a decade long separation, secrets, addiction, loved ones in opposition of their relationship… My girl deserves all the happiness and this amazing future with the first and only man she’s loved. They both do.

      Which makes this dirty, oily thing slinking through my veins even more profane.

      Damn.

      I need more alcohol.

      Standing from the leather couch, I keep my gaze focused on the empty glass and not on the black matching leather armchair where Lennon is perched on King’s lap, the both of them oblivious to the partying going on around them.

      I approach the bar on the far end of the VIP suite, order another cranberry and vodka—my third, but who’s counting?—and after receiving it, head over to the smoked window that offers a view of the lower level of the club. It’s packed with people dancing on the huge dance floor in front of the elevated DJ’s booth, sitting at the scattered high tables or bellied up to the two bars that line either side of the club. The spacious VIP rooms sit high above the floor, like royals separating themselves from the masses.

      Under ordinary circumstances, I would never have been granted access to this rarified space. But these circumstances aren’t ordinary, by any means. I mean, just six months ago, my idea of excitement was half off margaritas at The Hammerhead, the local bar—well, only bar—in Pike’s End, my hometown. Now, I’m attending sold out concerts for one of the world’s most popular bands and partying with them in a club. Life is truly unpredictable and funny. Not funny, ha ha either. Just plain…weird.

      Sighing, I blindly stare out the wall of glass and try to analyze the source of this knot of heaviness in my chest. Here I am, surrounded by rock royalty, a foot in a world I could only fantasize about, and I’m…blah.

      “Hey, best friend.” An arm slides around my waist, and a moment later, a body a little shorter than my five feet, six inch frame presses against my side. “Given the amount of alcohol freely flowing around here, you look awfully down.”

      Smiling, I wrap my arm around her shoulders and squeeze.

      “One, I’ve been taking full advantage of the cornucopia of booze.” I hold up my newly refilled glass of cranberry and vodka as Exhibit A. “And I just have to say, rock stars come with the top shelf shit. Which is good given my exceptional and picky palate.” We stare at each other then, a second later, snicker. Picky palate, my ass. I’ve been known to snatch up the remnants of a Long Island Iced Tea and mix it with a rum and Coke on a girls’ night simply because I don’t believe in alcohol going to waste. Why, yes, I’m classy like that. “And two, how can you possibly know what I look like when you’ve been over there playing The Good Doctor with King?”

      Lennon tips her head back on a loud crack of laughter. I grin, adoring this happiness on her. She’s wearing it as well as the black leather pants wrapped around her gorgeous legs and ass.

      What? I can admire.

      “Look, Dr. Shaun Murphy is the shit, not to mention very thorough and dedicated to his work. So I’m taking that as a compliment.” Lennon bumps my hip with hers. “But don’t try and dodge the subject. I know when there’s something wrong with you. That’s what happens when you’ve been best friends since the fifth grade. Now, spill it. What’s going on with you?”

      I lift my drink for a long sip, avoiding immediately answering. Lennon’s not wrong; we’ve been in each other’s lives since Mrs. Gilbert’s class, and I got moved to the front because I couldn’t stop running my mouth. Lennon’s desk had been next to mine, and it’s been history from there.

      But confessing to her that I’m an ugly shade of green over the love, safety and stability she’s found? I can’t bring myself to do it. That’s making my feelings, my—my burden hers, and that’s not fair. Especially since there’s nothing she can do about it. Hell, I don’t even know how to address it or how…ugly it makes me feel.

      “Truthfully?” I mentally wince. “It’s a little surreal. And I’m still trying to convince myself that I’m actually here and this isn’t some fever dream brought on by too much allergy medicine.”

      Not a lie. Exactly.

      I turn slightly and covertly scan the VIP room, trying not to appear like I’m gawking. But let’s be clear—I’m indeed gawking.

      A crowd of the most gorgeous people I’ve ever seen are packed into the glassed in room, talking, laughing, drinking. They’re sprawled on the three leather couches and chairs, sitting on the table, pressed to the floor-to-ceiling windows. And among them are King Sullivan, Gideon Dunn, Mac Bowman and Kade Gibson, the members of Bloody Sunday.

      Against my will, my gaze lingers on Kade Gibson. The drummer is known for his raw ferocity and creative, unique fills and amazing intros, as well as his versatility—it’s common knowledge he can play three different instruments and has several songwriting credits, including some of their biggest hits. He’s basically a legend in the music world.

      But all that talent and genius isn’t why I’m staring.

      That man is a walking pheromone.

      Big, blond and bearded, he could be a throwback to a time of longships, raids and pagan gods. Hell, he’d even taken to wearing braids in the beard he’d grown out and three or four cornrows in the long, thick hair with its shaved sides. On any other person, it would look pretentious and like a gimmick. But on him, with his broad shoulders, wide chest and thick thighs, and those gorgeous arms that should have their own porn site, he’s just…perfect.

      As if he senses my gaze on him, he lifts his head, looking away from the two women cuddled up against his large frame and fixes those light green eyes on me. A shiver races down my spine, crackling and snapping like fireworks. Thank God he can’t see my reaction to him. I mean, surely the man is used to women throwing themselves at his feet. But for some insane reason, I don’t want to be one of the herd to him. Which in itself is nuts. Though I’m a friend of his best friend’s fiancée, he hasn’t said more than two things to me. “Hi” and “what’s up.”

      Oh no. I lied. There was the time he said, “Get off my foot” when I was indeed standing on his foot at King and Lennon’s engagement party a couple of months ago. So seven words. He hasn’t said more than seven words to me. So I’m not one of anything to the drummer. I might as well be the wall.

      Which I’m good with, especially considering my last relationship went up in smoke—like literally. I threw a bag of flaming dog shit on his porch. Allegedly.

      But that shit show—no pun intended—was with a regular-degular officer-at-a-bank guy. What the hell would I do with a rock star? I’d probably end up committing a felony instead of a misdemeanor. Again…allegedly.

      Not that I would ever be in a relationship with Kade Gibson. Nothing in that beautifully sculpted face of stark angles and lush curves screams commitment. Nope. Instead it yells, Sit on my face, nut, and then get out.

      Just as images of what the drummer’s mouth could probably do with my thighs caging his face, Kade arches a dark blond brow. Holy shit. I jerk my head back around, humiliation scorching a path straight to my face and sorely abused soul. What am I? A damn magnet for embarrassment? Other people attract good vibes and karma. I’m the opposite. Assholes and mortification are more my jam.

      “Hey, you okay?” Lennon tilts her head, frowning at me, and the concern in her eyes is hard to miss. Even with my itchy contacts.

      I shake my head and squeeze her shoulders before dropping my arm.

      “I’m perfectly fine. Stop worrying about me. You should be celebrating your man having an amazing show, nothing else.”

      A smile erases her frown, and the love that brightens her eyes as she glances over her shoulder toward King has that uncomfortable pinch in my chest reappearing with a vengeance. I’m the worst friend. And the shame wading in my belly like an Olympic swimmer has me looking away from her and back out the wall of glass.

      “They were wonderful, weren’t they?” she murmurs. “I’m so thrilled for King. For all of them. King has worked so hard on his sobriety, and he’s been worried that his addiction, rehab and assuming care of Gunner might affect the band, the reception from their fans as well as the patience of the label. But I think tonight proved they’re as great, if not better than before.”

      I nod. “Absolutely. They blew any doubts out of the water tonight.”

      For a time, King Sullivan had become the rock star cliché—a slave to sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll. Bloody Sunday’s lead singer had fallen down that dark, ugly rabbit hole of addiction, and only after almost losing his life and his band did he finally enter rehab. And only days after leaving, he discovered he had a son and became a single dad. Then he returned to his hometown and reunited with his first love. It has been an eventful year, and yes, articles had popped up as well as posts on social media questioning if Bloody Sunday would recover from blow after blow, mainly inflicted by their mercurial lead singer.

      But the last few months had proven that they were back with a vengeance. And I’m so thrilled for them and for my girl.

      “Selling out Climate Pledge Arena out?” I shake my head. “All the haters can suck it.”

      Lennon laughs. “Hell, yeah, they can. And I’m going to let you get away with lying to me—for now. We’ve been friends for years, and if you think I can’t tell when there’s something bothering you, then you’ve probably had too much of that free liquor.”

      I snort, and this time, don’t bother contradicting her. Like she said, we’ve been friends for a long time—since the fifth grade to be exact—and I should’ve known better than to lie to her.

      “Fine. But not tonight.” I lean forward and give her cheek a loud, smacking kiss. “Tonight is about that man of yours and that band of his, and you.”

      “I love you, woman.”

      I roll my eyes. “Duh, of course you do. What’s not to love?”

      Smirking, Lennon looses my waist and grabs my hand, tugging me toward the VIP door.

      “Let’s go.”

      I groan and cast a longing look down at my empty glass then over my shoulder toward the bar. “Where? Why must we leave all the booze?”

      “Girl, it’ll be here when we get back.” Lennon laughs, continuing to drag me out the door. I pass the burly, bald security guard with shoulders that stretch the limits of his black suit jacket and hand him my glass. His expression doesn’t change as he accepts it, but I mouth a, Sorry, to him anyway. “We’re going to shake our asses on that dance floor,” Lennon throws over her shoulder as she descends the stairs. “By the time you sweat the alcohol out of your pores, you’ll be ready to drink some more.”

      “You should’ve led with we’re making room for more vodka,” I mutter.

      She shakes her head, chuckling. A moment later, when she pulls open the door at the bottom of the steps, the deafening music and noise that the lofty—and soundproof—VIP section had muted slams into me like a tidal wave of sound. For a moment, it’s a bit disorienting, and I draw to a halt, feeling the heavy bass throb inside of me.

      I briefly close my eyes and inhale the scent of smoke, sweat and beer, trapping it in my lungs. It’s been forever since I’ve been out in this kind of setting. And The Hammerhead, Pike’s Peak’s only bar, doesn’t count since there’s no other place to go. In the past few months I haven’t felt like…partying. And I hate that for myself. I used to be the one dragging Lennon to the bar for the live band performances or coercing her into accompanying me to the nightclubs in nearby cities. I would be that person who decided on Monday to visit New York City and fly out there days later. That spontaneous, life-embracing woman who laughed loud and long, who anticipated and enjoyed every day with the surprises it would bring has been missing in action. Maybe I should put her face on a milk carton and see if I can track her down. Because who I’ve become—this wary, overly cautious, emotionally defeated woman—has overstayed her welcome.

      And I’m tired of her.

      Tired of myself.

      “Hey.” Lennon squeezes my hand. “You good?” she asked for the second time in minutes.

      “Yes.” I smile, returning what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Now, let’s go before my back and hips remember that I’m too fucking old to be twerking.”

      Laughing, she said, “Bet.”

      With a wide grin, I follow behind her, suddenly eager to get to that dance floor and just let loose. I need the release, the freedom.

      “Damn, it’s thick as hell in—oh, sorry!” The apology spills from my lips when I slam into someone’s back. My palms fly up, bracing myself against their back. At my touch, the person whips around. “My ba—Ben?”

      My voice drops to a barely there whisper as my ex-boyfriend scowls down at me, his dark blue eyes narrowing as recognition and surprise flares in them. My heart swan dives toward my stomach, and my lips part, but no sound emerges. Everything in me freezes, and a sleet of ice skates over my skin. His mouth turns down at the corners, and they move but I can’t hear anything—not him, not the music—over the throbbing sound of my pulse in my ears.

      This isn’t happening.

      This isn’t fucking happening.

      It’s not possible that I’m hours away from home and I run into my asshole of an ex-boyfriend.

      All of the tension I’d just released rushes back in like a flood, dousing me in the insecurity, hurt and anger I’ve hoarded like a jealous dragon. It’s been months since Ben dumped me, and yet the powerlessness and confusion still linger and clings to me like mold.

      A hand squeezes mine, and I glance down at Lennon’s fingers still clasped tightly around mine as if it’s my first time noticing it. Lifting my gaze to hers, I focus on the fierce frown darkening her beautiful face, and I study it, desperately clinging to it. In this moment, it’s my lifeline, the only thing saving me from drowning in the toxic emotions threatening to tug me under.

      Lennon jerks her chin up, silently asking me if I was okay. I force my head to dip in in a nod, and she jerks around to face Ben, not bothering to disguise her disgust with him.

      “Lena?” His gaze scans over me, and his lip curves at the corner as if my gold, off-the-shoulder bandage dress and stiletto heels are obscene and personally offends his sensibilities. Sadly, this expression is nothing new to me—the expression or the derision. “What’re you doing here?” he sneers.

      “Don’t talk to her.” Lennon steps forward, partially blocking his view of me. “Better yet, if you have anything to say why not write it in a letter. I’ve heard you’re really good at that,” she snaps, referring to the Dear John letter he left on my dining room table, informing me that he was through with me and our relationship.

      Fucking coward.

      Ben’s glare shifts from Lennon to me, his anger like a physical touch, and I shudder at the touch of it. Hating it. Part of me can’t believe I ever let this mu’fucka put his hands on me, much less allow him inside my body.

      But then there’s the other part that peruses my boyfriend choices in the past, and well, yeah. That part of me totally accepts that I added Ben to my toxic list. It’s like if there’s an asshole, cheap douche or condescending prick within a five mile radius, I go hunt him down and jump on his cock with destructive and reckless abandon.

      I’m truly my father’s daughter.

      Only he was indiscriminate about pussy, not dick.

      Speaking of dicks…

      “I see you’re still running to your little friend with our business,” Ben says to me, ignoring Lennon. “Nothing’s changed, I see.”

      I stiffen and my own eyes narrow as anger surges inside me, incinerating the other emotions to ash. Hold the fuck up. Denigrating me is one thing. But my girl? Fuck that.

      “Little friend?” I snort and roll my eyes. “Yeah, nothing’s changed, Ben. You’re still the pretentious, patronizing asshole you’ve always been.”

      His nostrils flare, and his lips tighten into a flat, forbidding line. But before he can come back at me—and this is Ben, he will definitely snap back—a pretty woman slides in closer to him, pressing her impressive breasts to his arm.

      “Babe,” she practically coos, her long, dark, bone straight hair, falling over her slim shoulder as she tips her head back and gazes up at him through impossibly long lashes. “Are you going to introduce me?”

      A pang of hurt stabs me in the chest, and goddamn, I want to tear my heart out and fling it across the club. It’s a foolish thing that has brought me nothing but pain, and it can’t fucking read. A. Room.

      This man has discarded and disrespected me. I shouldn’t give a fuck if he’s with Pennywise the Clown much less another woman. But…I do. I care. Because once again, it proves how expendable and unloved I was—I am.

      Tears prick my eyes, and it shouldn’t have been possible to loathe myself more in this moment, but apparently, I’m plumbing new depths.

      “Danielle, this is Lena.” He pauses, and though he’s talking to her, his voice easily carries to me. Because it’s meant for me to hear. “She’s the one I was telling you about.”

      A fist of pure humiliation slams into my chest, and when a smile comprised of both pity and disgust curves Corrine’s mouth, I can barely expel air from my lungs. I knew Ben was a douche, but what did I ever do to him to deserve his…cruelty? Right now, I begrudge my vivid imagination because it immediately provides crystal clear images of just what he’s said about me, how he’s portrayed me as some unstable, obsessed ex.

      Fuck him.

      No, fuck. Him.

      Speak, dammit. Rip him a new hole to shit out of. Do something other than stand here, mute with tears burning your eyes.

      I try to obey that vicious voice in my head that’s demanding Ben’s figurative blood, but I can’t move. Can’t speak. And when I part my lips, it’s only to drag in a trembling breath.

      “The hell you mean the one you told her about?” Lennon snarls, fury quivering in her voice. She takes a step toward Ben and his new girlfriend. “You know what? You can fu⁠—”

      “What’s up, baby? You left the VIP area without me.” The question rumbles in my ear only seconds before a muscled pair of tattooed arms close around me and a hard chest presses to my back.

      I should know that chest and those arms—I’ve stared at them enough over the years and up close and personal in the last few months. But no, it’s the gravel roughened, low voice that sounds as if it’s traveled over miles and miles of pitted road that clues me in to wrap me in a strong, strangely comforting embrace.

      Without my permission, my muscles loosen, and I sink against Kade Gibson, allowing his big body to brace me. But then…hold the fuck up.

      Baby?

      He called me “baby.”

      I frown, shock rippling through me in dissonant waves. Bloody Sunday’s drummer who I haven’t even held a full conversation with suddenly holding me and calling me by an endearment? Nope. The math ain’t mathing.

      “What is—mmph.”

      Oh my God.

      Kade Gibson is kissing me.

      That beautiful, carnal mouth that I’m slightly obsessed with possessed mine like he owned the title to it. And holy hell, I would sign
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