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      Dear Reader,

      

      After the events in Perfect Pitch, a lot of healing for this band and their families and friends was required (and for us too!) Malachi and Elle’s growing love story mostly took place in New York, because as anyone who has read this series knows, life on a bus with everyone else watching makes it difficult to fall in love. Add in guilt, grief, and a whole host of other emotions and they needed that space to find themselves. But they also need time with their band to heal, as does the band itself. Going out on the road again so soon after a major loss just was not feasible, so the music you’ve come to expect and love in our books wasn’t as much a part of this story.

      But it will be in the next book! Yes, Found in Oblivion is getting a 7th and final book, Finding Forever, which will be our happily-ever-after for the band, as well as introduce you more to Brooklyn Dawn, the band who is the focus of our next rockstar series. You’ve already met some of the players (one of them in Raw Rhythm!) but there are more surprises and familiar faces to come. Even a crossover from yet another one of our worlds.

      So stay tuned. Mal and Elle get the emotional start to their happily-ever-after in Raw Rhythm (there is no cliffhanger, and this is a complete story!) but the ride isn’t quite over yet for them—or the rest of the band. We promise all the healing and happiness you’re hoping for in Finding Forever…including lots of time with Jules and Tristan and their adorable baby!

      Thank you so much for all your love, support, and understanding. We couldn’t do this without you.

      
        XOXO,

        Cari & Taryn
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      Rocker Reads – For all your Rockstar needs.

      

      Rock on With Taryn & Cari – For all of our contemporary romance lines, including solo material.

      

      Taryn Quinn – Our short and dirty reads. Anything goes with this pen name—sexy, erotic, sweet, rom com, dark, or paranormal. We like them all!
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      “Daddy, help!”

      “No, help me.”

      Nick Crandall glanced down at the two blonds clutching the legs of his jeans, one on each side. He set down the knife he was using to chop a tomato for salad for dinner—though he hated fucking tomatoes, but beta-somesuch in them was good for the girls—and hoisted up both of his twins until they were one to a hip. “You gonna help me make tomorrow’s lunch?”

      They’d all foraged for themselves for dinner tonight, since their mother, Lila, was at the big Warning Sign show in New York City. Some big event to showcase the new EP and new co-lead singer. Last night, Nick had attended the secret show that coincided with the single dropping. “Headlines” sure as hell fit what was going on in that band. New lead singers to go with the old lead singers, band drama, all kinds of leaks. What the hell, man?

      And he’d thought Oblivion had their share of troubles. At least they only had one lead singer.

      One Simon was enough for every-damn-one.

      But Nick was a good brother, so he’d made sure to attend last night’s secret show to support his sister, Ricki—or Elle, as she preferred to be called now. It was a big night for her, and tonight promised to be even bigger. He’d wished he could be there in New York to see her kill it as she’d killed it last night—damn, his sister was no joke on a guitar, and he didn’t say that lightly—but with Lila traveling with the band as their Ripper Records rep, someone needed to be home with the girls. They always tried to make sure one of them was home with the twins at bare minimum. Neither he nor Lila intended to have their kids raised by nannies.

      Even if they were little hellions most of the time.

      After a long moment of thought, Charlie nodded vigorously, her peanut butter smeared cheeks spreading in a smile. She’d been into the sandwich cookies again. “Matos.” She pointed at the discarded husk of what used to be a tomato. Maybe. Now it was just a pulpy-looking mass. He sucked at cutting the stupid things.

      “Yes, tomatoes,” Nick said, repeating the correct word slowly as Lila had taught him to do. He glanced at his other daughter, currently shoving three fingers in her mouth. “Tomatoes?” he asked her, but she only shook her head, her big honey-brown eyes wide.

      Eyes so like his own they were spooky.

      “Avery, say matos,” Charlie commanded her sister.

      Avery sucked on her fingers, the non-verbal equivalent of telling her twin to fuck off.

      Nick had to grin. So much for kids not having distinct personalities until a certain age. His two had distinguished themselves while they were still in the womb, according to Lila.

      And he couldn’t stop thinking about her, and it was getting ridiculous. She was gone for one night.

      One stupid night, and she’d been gone for plenty before. Tonight, she was even with his sister. He always felt better when Lila was traveling for Warning Sign shows for some reason. They were the next best thing to her coming with them for Oblivion shows.

      So much of their family and extended family was in Warning Sign. Not only his sister, but Lila’s two former stepsons, Malachi and Michael. Jules was Margo’s sister, and since Margo was Lila’s best friend, another connection there. Not to mention the Simon angle, considering Margo was married to that giant dickhead Simon.

      Simon, who hadn’t returned his calls for three days. Off modeling again. Fucker.

      Then there was Molly, who was Jazz’s sister, and Randy, who was part of the lighting crew and was Harper’s younger brother. So many connections.

      So many people to watch out for Lila. Who loved her.

      Nick frowned and juggled his girls on his hips. Whoa, where had that come from? He wasn’t some Nervous Nellie with his wife when she traveled. It was part of her job. This trip was even shorter than most.

      Yet he couldn’t shake the cold fingers of dread wrapping around the back of his neck and squeezing. So much so that he had to set down the twins in case he dropped them.

      His fucking arms were shaking. The nerves inside dancing like they were lined with electricity.

      “Daddy?” Charlie asked, patting his leg as high as she could reach.

      “Go watch TV,” he managed. “Take care of your sister. I’ll be in soon.”

      Charlie normally argued. About everything. She was only two-and-a-half after all. Just a baby.

      But for once, she grabbed hold of her sister’s free hand and dragged her with her down the hall to the living room, already issuing more orders.

      “Paw Patrol. Not Care Bears.”

      Avery mumbled around her fingers.

      If Nick knew his girls, the TV would be on Care Bears in no time. Eventually, Avery would start sobbing and Charlie would give in and change it.

      Softie.

      Nick picked up another tomato and the knife, firming his hold on it when his fingers spasmed. What the hell was going on? Was he sick?

      Again, his thoughts circled around to Lila. Lila at the show. His throat tightened, closing until he couldn’t breathe. His vision narrowed, tunneling until he couldn’t see the tomato he’d massacred.

      Not Lila. It was Ricki.

      Dear God, it was his sister.

      They had this twin thing that kicked in sometimes. When their father died, Nick had known the instant it happened because Ricki had been at their dad’s side. When she was in pain, Nick knew.

      He fucking knew, and it was as if his own guts were being shredded from the pain.

      Doubled over, he struggled to remain standing. The knife bounced out of his hand, hitting the floor with a metallic slap. He gripped the edge of the counter, using it to support his weight as he fumbled his phone out of his pocket. He pressed the speed dial for Donovan, Lila’s boss and the owner of Ripper Records.

      He didn’t wait for Donovan to speak.

      “The show,” Nick forced out. “My sister. Something’s happened at the show.”
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      She was so still. Like a statue or a doll. Her sunshine hair crusted with blood, her sleeve torn. He’d ripped the material to see the extent of the wound that was causing all the blood.

      So much freaking blood, some of it on him. It wasn’t his. At least he didn’t think so. Didn’t matter right now. He was on his feet and moving. Still breathing.

      Still alive.

      Mal didn’t even know what had happened for sure. There had been so much noise and confusion. The screams, the rending metal. Then the sparks as the beam overhead came down…

      He hadn’t thought. Hadn’t processed. There had been no time for choice. She was in the path of that fucking beam.

      Except she wasn’t alone.

      So he had made a choice, but not consciously. It wasn’t a matter of picking her but being incapable of even registering anyone else when she was in danger. From the first goddamned time he laid eyes on her, that had been his reality. Nothing had changed.

      Especially not his single-minded focus on Richelle Crandall.

      Ricki.

      Elle.

      Now she was so quiet, so unnaturally still, her lips motionless, her eyes closed. No color in her cheeks.

      Almost as if she was dead.

      He watched her be wheeled away to the waiting ambulance and pushed aside the restraining arms that tried to keep him back. “She’s my aunt,” he said without thinking. “I have to go with her.”

      The EMT who’d just tried to force him back stopped long enough to raise an eyebrow. “That young girl is your aunt? Oh really.”

      Mal never wavered. “Yes.”

      The saddest thing was it wasn’t exactly untrue. They weren’t related in the strictest sense, but Lila had been his stepmother for years and Lila was Ricki’s sister-in-law. So what if she was a couple years younger than him? If one stretched the boundaries of their fucked-up family relationship, it was sterling truth.

      And made his ridiculous obsession with her even more insane. Not that she would ever know.

      “I’m going,” Mal said.

      The EMT hesitated. He clearly didn’t believe him, but Mal would’ve been willing to lay out his messy as hell family tree for this dude if it allowed him to go with her in that ambulance. She couldn’t be alone. Not now.

      “All right, fine. Whatever.” The guy moved back and Mal jumped in back of the ambulance with Ricki. The others were…fuck, he didn’t know where the others were. If the others needed an ambulance or worse. He hadn’t had time to check on everyone. His brother was okay. That was all he had time to see before Ricki had consumed his attention.

      As freaking usual. At least this time it was for a reason other than simply existing.

      He crouched down beside her in the back and gripped her hand. For this moment, only one EMT was focused on her, the others occupied with the chaos inside. She wasn’t critical. Even without knowing the extent of her injuries, he knew that much. Her wound might be worse than it seemed, but she wasn’t going to die. Her heartbeat under his fingers had been steady and strong, her breathing even.

      She was a fighter, and he’d been there in time. Not fast enough to prevent her from being injured entirely, but it hadn’t been a fatal blow.

      “You’re probably not going to remember this,” he said, speaking close to her ear. He knew the bustling EMT could probably hear him, and he hated that. These words weren’t for anyone but her. Would never even be hers while she was conscious. But now, in this space where she wasn’t fully with him, he could speak freely. It wouldn’t matter later.

      Just as it hadn’t before.

      “But you’re not getting a free pass to sleep. You’re going to be fine. You have to be. Too many people need you.”

      I need you.

      He didn’t say the last bit aloud. At least he hoped he didn’t. Who even knew anymore?

      He shut his eyes to block out the curious stare from the EMT as she worked to check Ricki’s vitals. He hoped like hell she wasn’t a fan. There were professional agreements not to disclose information gleaned in situations like this, but he trusted no one. From his past, he couldn’t. Not even those tasked to help.

      Anyone could be bought and paid for. Even him.

      “You don’t have to worry. You’re going to be okay. You’ll get through this just fine.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. She wore a lot of rings. Cheap ones with gaudy stones and silver that probably rubbed off.

      No one would guess she had money now, a lot of it. She lived as if she was still struggling to get by. She drove a shitbox car, probably lived in a rundown apartment. No one could get her to upgrade her standard of living. The girls tried now and then, making jokes and chiding her to buy a new car in particular after it broke down without warning on the side of the road. She defended her crappy piece of shit and laughed them off. She was fine.

      Just as she was fine with the asshole men who paraded in and out of her life. Staying just long enough to mooch off her and break her heart. It was too goddamned fragile. Too easily wounded.

      She was still bleeding, staining the makeshift bandage the EMT had applied.

      He swallowed. Fuck. He couldn’t do this. She was screwed if he was the guy who was meant to be by her side.

      And he wasn’t. He was just a temporary stand-in because there was no one else. The others all had someone in their lives. Someone to love, and who loved them. His brother’s wife was home in California, but still, Michael would be with his true brother—West, his best friend. Sharing DNA with Mal had just been an accident of birth.

      Ricki wasn’t the same as he was. People loved her. She was so open and honest and caring that she attracted friends easily. And men. They fucking swarmed around her, all wanting to stand in her light for as long as she’d gift them with her glow.

      He was the exact opposite. He was darkness and humor at others’ expense and isolation. By choice. All by choice.

      She was looking for love anywhere she could find it. He didn’t know how to love anymore. But right now, he was the one with her. And that was by choice too.

      “You’re going to wake up and you’re going to feel guilty. But don’t. Don’t.” His voice rasped out of his chest, rough and deep. Jagged at the edges.

      He was amazed words still existed inside him after what he’d seen. There was a black hole in his gut, in his heart, just waiting to suck down everything that had happened tonight and churn it up as another reason to be bitter. To hate and mistrust.

      Until then, he was too raw, and her hand was trembling in his, and he wasn’t strong enough to keep her out.

      “It was me. I only saw you. Maybe if I’d moved faster, if I’d been a little closer to him too…” He trailed off and squeezed his eyes shut at the image of Randy moving forward, his gaze on the lights when the beam was coming down, swinging wildly, manically, its targets so clear.

      Mal had gone for Ricki. She hadn’t seen the beam. But if he’d shifted just a little to the left, perhaps he could’ve brought them both out of the way. An extra second or two, a moment where he wasn’t transfixed by Ricki and keeping her safe—

      “It was me,” he repeated, gripping her hand tighter. “I told you to run before. Tonight I was the one who ran.”

      Straight to her. Incapable of seeing anyone else, though he was the only hope Randy had.

      Mal let out an unsteady laugh. Fuck, he wasn’t meant to be a hero. Hadn’t he proven that tonight? It was his fault someone’s life was ruined.

      His fault he’d made a choice no matter how many times he told himself he hadn’t.

      She was his choice. Always. She was the reason he was even on that stage. Lila believed it was because of her and the strings she’d pulled. But the truest answer was the woman stretched out in front of him, bleeding and still.

      So still. The exact opposite to all the madness just outside the ambulance. Vehicles coming and going, sirens blaring, tires shrieking. Wailing. Not crying. Sobbing.

      He didn’t want to hear any of it. Couldn’t.

      Ricki’s lips parted and for a second, he thought she was waking, but no. That halfhearted moan was from pain. He was harming her even now, squeezing her delicate flesh until she bruised.

      Forcing himself to lessen his grip, he exhaled a ragged breath and lifted her pale hand to his cheek. She was so cold. “She needs a blanket or something,” he barked to the EMT, not looking to see if the order was followed. Because her lashes were fluttering, and her lips were forming something he couldn’t make out.

      Then the words escaped on a huff of breath, and he was sure she was dreaming.

      “Nightmare,” she whispered, and he knew she didn’t just mean tonight. Though it was. It so fucking was. “Nightmare,” she repeated, and he shut his eyes, knowing what would come next.

      “Beautiful nightmare.”
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      She slept.

      Every time she started to open her eyes, she stopped. There was a weight there, holding her lids down. The same weight shrouded her, invisible hands pressing her into the bed. Her bedding was too heavy, her arm encased in something that didn’t give. She was trapped, and fighting required more strength than she had. Exhaustion held her hostage, and she didn’t try to struggle free.

      It was easier, safer, to retreat into sleep.

      Voices tried to intrude. She battled them back. Caring touches that made her shrink away into the starchy sheets. She didn’t want to wake up.

      To know.

      The war between waking and sleep continued for a lifetime. Two. She didn’t have a sense of time. Hell, she didn’t even open her eyes. Because then they’d realize she was awake, and reality would be inescapable. No one was holding her hand anymore, but they had. That rough grip, the harsh puffs of breath against her ear.

      Familiar, but not. Wanted, but feared.

      He was gone now. Had been gone for the century she’d been in this bed. Among the other voices, she’d never heard his again. Most she couldn’t make out. Didn’t try too hard either. She didn’t want to be guilted into waking before she was ready.

      She would never be ready.

      Then came the one voice she’d never ignore.

      “Ricki, if you don’t open your fucking eyes right now, I’m going to kick your ass. And I don’t care if you’re a girl. I know you can take it.”

      She opened her eyes, squinting against the over-bright lights, wheezing out a laugh even as her eyes filmed over. She couldn’t ignore her brother. Her heart answered him even when she didn’t have a voice left.

      “Holy shit, that worked.” Nicky leaned forward and pressed his head to her chest, and she let out another wheezy laugh, ending on a racking sob as she tried to touch his hair. Soft and messy, sticking up in every direction. But her arm was bandaged, and she couldn’t move it right. She tried again, jerking farther up in the bed, panic stabbing through her as she yanked ineffectually at her arm.

      She waited for pain. Wanted it. Instead she felt just the barest hint of awareness, as if her arm had gone to sleep minus the pins and needles.

      “Hey, hey.” Nicky lifted his head, and his golden eyes were wet, the dark lashes starred. “Don’t jerk around like that. Easy does it.”

      “M-my arm.” Speaking took so much effort, and she didn’t recognize her own voice. “I can’t feel it.”

      “You’re going to be just fine.” He eased back and took her hand, the one on her opposite arm. She let out a relieved breath as the sensation of his callused fingers gripping hers registered. One still worked.

      Her left arm was okay. But the right, her playing arm…

      She started to ask. But she shook her head and shut her eyes tight instead, not wanting to form the question or hear the answer. She only had a fuzzy recollection of how she’d ended up there, and she didn’t want it to be more distinct. Knowing meant understanding, and she wasn’t interested in that now.

      Maybe never.

      Biting her lip, she turned her head slowly, not wanting to disrupt her equilibrium more than it already was. She’d heard once that you couldn’t pass out if you were lying down, but she was pretty sure that was BS since she was lightheaded and disoriented as hell. She wanted to shut her eyes against the bright light, but she didn’t until she ascertained that she and her twin were alone.

      None of her band. No Lila. No one but them.

      “Just us,” she whispered.

      He nodded and squeezed what she was already thinking of as her good hand. “Lila stepped out for a minute, but she’s here too. She’s been here the whole time. The others as well.” He cleared his throat, but she still heard the tears he couldn’t quite dispel. “You have a lot of people in your life who love you.”

      “Too many people need you. I need you.”

      Her head jerked back at the hazy memory, the movement tugging on her arm. Finally, pain flashed through her and she cried out in surprise. It wasn’t completely useless. Thank fuck.

      Nicky was on his feet in an instant. “Your arm? What hurts?”

      “Everything.” It wasn’t a lie. Her head was pounding now, the lights throbbing in time. “I can still feel my arm though,” she whispered, and he nodded, understanding in his gaze.

      Their playing arms were the most important part of them.

      “You’re on a lot of medications right now, and it’s only been a few days…” He trailed off, shifting uncomfortably as he rubbed a hand over his face. His beard was half grown in, and he was never anything but clean-shaven. Dark shadows layered under his eyes and his mouth was tight and drawn. He looked like shit, much as she felt.

      Then what he’d said sunk in.

      “A few days? How?”

      “You slept a long time.” He dropped his hand. “The doctors weren’t sure why. We were all so worried.”

      “I didn’t want to come back.” At his sharp glance, she lowered her head though it hurt to move. “I don’t mean like that. Not…not dead. The voices hurt. I hurt, and the sheets were too heavy. It was…safer to stay away.” A tear sneaked out and she rubbed it away with her left hand, hating the weakness. She’d always been one to cry far too easily. Her emotions felt so close to the surface at all times that getting high had been the one way deaden them enough for her to function.

      Then music had become her high. She’d traded one addiction for another. Willingly. Happily.

      Her gaze slid to her wrapped arm. “What…what am I going to do now, Nicky?”

      She waited for the platitudes. The reassuring “there, there” that others would give her. But he only pulled his chair closer and gripped her good hand, telling her more than soft words of comfort ever could have.

      “It’s bad.” She closed her eyes, feeling guilty. Selfish. She should ask about the others first. If they were okay.

      But she couldn’t form the question, because somehow she already knew the answer. Even with the gaps and patches in her memory, she could feel the shroud over the room. It was too cold, and Nicky’s expression was too guarded. Not just for her. She knew him too well, and the haunted look in his eyes wasn’t only for her.

      She wasn’t ready to know for who else. She wasn’t.

      “You’re going to be all right. It’s going to take time,” he hedged, and she nodded, tipping back her head to stare at the lights to stave off the hot rush of tears.

      Time. She had a lot of that. But someone else didn’t. Someone else’s time had run out.

      She had no reason to know. So much of that night was a blur. Both the good, and the bad. But the pit in her stomach was too vast, her intuition too strong. She could see the truth on her brother’s face.

      Someone was dead.

      Someone they loved.

      Someone had died while she had lived, and she was so selfish that all she’d cared about was hiding in sleep and fearing for her precious arm.

      Tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes, slipping down her cheeks to soak the collar of her dreaded hospital gown. Nicky cupped her cheek, rubbing away the tears with his thumb as his own eyes filled again. The bond between them was so intense that if she cried, sometimes he did too, and vice versa.

      Right now, she didn’t want that for him, as much as she normally feared being alone. But he didn’t belong in the dark any longer. He had a beautiful wife and family. He’d earned all the goodness in his life. He didn’t deserve to get mired in her hell.

      You deserve the pain. You lived and he died.

      He?

      The door opened, and she narrowed her gaze on Nicky’s beloved golden eyes. So different from her own blue. “Mal?” she whispered, and she didn’t know why.

      Of all the people she should have asked about, Malachi Shawcross was the absolute last. He was an asshole. A prick. Didn’t care about anyone but himself.

      Yet she couldn’t get his face out of her head.

      Nicky frowned, not answering. The answer came from the doorway.

      “You remember?” Lila asked before shaking her head and rushing to the side of the bed. She looked no better than Nicky, and unless she was mistaken, Lila wore the same suit she had the night of the concert. Parts of it anyway. The same skirt, the same blouse, with a flannel shirt over it that had to be her brother’s. Her hair was swept back in a braid, her makeup scrubbed clean so that her blue eyes were far too naked.

      And as full of pain as Nicky’s.

      “You’re awake,” Lila breathed, moving around to the other side of the bed and cupping her other cheek. She pressed a hard kiss to the top of Elle’s head and Elle reached for her sister-in-law’s hand, needing to hold on to her too. “How do you feel?”

      “Hollow,” Elle whispered, and Lila nodded, darting a quick glance at her husband. Nicky hadn’t moved back a fraction, though he reached across the bed with his other hand to take Lila’s free one.

      For a moment, the three of them held on to each other, heads bowed, breaths held. Or maybe that was just Elle, because she knew she had to ask and she didn’t want to.

      With all her soul, she never wanted to know.

      “Mal?” she asked again, her voice quivering.

      Her brother and Lila exchanged looks again. Their silent communication usually made her smile. They were such a solid unit, so ridiculously in love with each other that they could say volumes with the briefest of glances. Just as they were right now. They were concerned she couldn’t handle whatever they had to say.

      At the moment, Elle wanted to rage at them not to censor things for her. She could take it. She had to take it, didn’t she?

      She couldn’t sleep forever, no matter how much she wished she could. She didn’t mean death. No. She would never long for that. She just wanted peace.

      That was all she’d ever wanted and had so rarely been able to find. The few times she had, it had always been snatched away too soon. Leaving her aching for something she obviously wasn’t meant to have.

      “She keeps asking for Mal,” Nicky said, obviously stalling since Lila had been there both times Elle had mentioned him.

      Lila brushed Elle’s tangled hair away from her face. “What do you remember?” she asked carefully.

      Too carefully.

      “Not enough.” Elle let go of Lila and pushed at the annoying IV cord taped to her opposite hand. “Just tell me about Mal.”

      “Why would you ask about him if you don’t remember?” Lila’s gentle voice didn’t soothe her in the slightest. “It’s not as if you’re friends.”

      “No, he’s a colossal dick, but I need to know he’s okay. And no, I don’t know why, and no, I don’t want to answer any more questions. I’m not the one with the answers, all right? I’ve been in this bed for days, apparently,” she kicked at the sheets, feeling every bit like a petulant child, “and I don’t really even know what happened.”

      Nicky exhaled and moved back to lock his hands behind his neck. “He saved you,” he said finally, not elaborating for so long that Elle glanced between him and Lila for confirmation.

      But Lila, as usual, wasn’t giving a damn thing away.

      “Saved me? How?”

      “There was a falling beam. Part of the cage around his drum kit. Stupid piece of shit. Why bands today insist on fancy crap like that instead of sticking to the music, I’ll never know.”

      “Nicholas,” Lila interjected. “Stay on task.”

      He rolled his eyes at his wife and Elle wanted to smile. It was such a moment of normalcy in the center of insanity that she wished she could hold on to it with both hands.

      But nothing would ever be normal again. Not like it had been before.

      “He pushed you out of the way just in time,” Nicky continued, his voice thin. “If he hadn’t been there, if you hadn’t gotten out of the way…”

      “Why me?”

      Neither answered her, so she pressed on. “Why would he save me? He hates me. I’d almost think he would let me di—”

      “There are things you don’t know,” Lila said sharply. “But that’s untrue.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. I don’t know what happened. I understand even less. But he wouldn’t save me. He thinks I’m beneath his contempt.”

      “Everyone is beneath his contempt. For what it’s worth, I think he feels the same way about himself.” For once, Lila’s dry tone didn’t match the brightness of her eyes. She was about to cry too, and answering tears rose in Elle’s own eyes. “He was there for you, and we can’t thank him enough.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” she whispered, looking around again though it hurt to strain her neck. “He supposedly saved my life, but where is he? He doesn’t even care if I wake up. That’s the Mal I know. Not some misplaced hero.”

      “He can’t come here right now.”

      Elle frowned at her brother. “What does that mean?”

      Lila picked at the sheets, not meeting Elle’s gaze. But there was no missing the dampness on her sister-in-law’s cheeks. “In the…aftermath of what happened, there’s been a fair bit of media attention. Word got out what he did, and he’s in hiding.”

      “What?” Elle laughed, the sound as dry and hacking as if she’d been down for weeks with pneumonia. “He’s Superman now?”

      Nicky shook his head. “Look, this isn’t important right now. You should be resting, not worrying about any of this.”

      “How are you both even here right now?” She glanced between them. “What about the girls? I know you don’t like leaving them at the same time, and you had to come here for this, for me.”

      “Shh, the girls are fine,” Lila said soothingly. “They’re with Jazz and Gray, having a grand time playing with Bri and Dylan.”

      Bri and Dylan, Molly’s niece and nephew.

      Molly.

      “Is Molly okay?” Elle whispered, a metallic flavor blooming on her tongue.

      Fear. She was so fucking afraid that with every question, every answer, she would lose someone she loved.

      Had already lost and just didn’t know it.

      “Molly’s fine.” Nicky’s voice was rough, his jaw tight.

      All the proof she needed that she could go down the list verifying who was okay, but eventually, she would reach someone who wasn’t.

      She gripped a handful of her hair and realized it was matted in that one spot, crusted with a rust-colored substance. Not much, just a little. Enough to make her stomach heave and her heart clench.

      “It’s been days, you said. How many?”

      “Three.” Gently, Lila tugged her hair out of her hand and smoothed it back behind her ear. “You’ve been in and out a lot. The band’s been here. Some of them had to get home, but they all camped out here as long as they could.”

      Home. Back to California. It felt as if her home was on the other side of the world.

      “E-everyone? But Mal?” Even she could hear the hope in her voice.

      Maybe she was reading things wrong. Could be someone had been seriously hurt, not killed. She didn’t even know what had gone wrong. And she’d survived, hadn’t she? She had injuries, but she was alive.

      Because of Mal.

      Nick and Lila exchanged another of those wordless glances. “Yes. Everyone,” Nick replied.

      Elle let out a shuddery breath. “So they’re all okay. No one else got hurt?”

      “No one else in the band was hurt.” Lila was so careful. So precise in how she spoke.

      She frowned, unable to let it go even as relief coursed through her system. Because there was more her sister-in-law wasn’t saying, she could feel it. “Oh God, not Lo.” Her eyes prickled. “She was near the stage.”

      But not near the end. Not then. Was she? It was all so fuzzy in her head.

      “Lo and Ethan and Tristan are fine,” Nicky said, adjusting her sheet. Pulling it up, then shoving it down and doing it again. Yanking at invisible wrinkles until she stilled his hands with her own on top of his. He lifted his head, his gaze unfocused. “You should sleep.”

      “Nicky,” she pleaded, and he cursed a blue streak under his breath, bowing his head as if he couldn’t keep it up anymore. She reached up to brush his hair back, her fingers trembling. “Just tell me. I won’t fall apart. I promise.”

      But he didn’t say it. Lila did, her voice strung so tight that it was amazing the words didn’t vibrate.

      “Randy didn’t make it.”

      Elle stared at her, certain she wasn’t hearing things correctly. Randy? Jules’s Randy? That wasn’t possible. He was the most safety-conscious guy on the crew, the most militant about making sure everything was up to code.

      She glanced to Nicky for confirmation, and he gave a short nod, not meeting her eyes. Looking somewhere over her head she couldn’t see.

      “Oh God.” Elle pressed her fist to her mouth, but it wasn’t enough to stifle the sob bursting from her chest. “Jules is…she’s going to have a baby. At least I think so. She was so happy. How can this be happening?”

      Lila drew her into her arms and she cried into her chest, all too aware of the bone-deep ache in her playing arm every time she tugged too hard. But that pain was welcome. At least she could still feel it. Anything was better than the odd numbness she’d awakened with.

      She had no right to complain ever again. Not when she’d lived and Randy—sweet, caring, far too-good-for-this-world Randy—hadn’t.

      “It’s not fair,” she whispered into Lila’s throat. “It’s so not fair.”

      Lila stroked her hair, letting her cry it out. And Nicky leaned against her from the other side, rubbing her back.

      Her family.

      Finally, she drew back and sucked in a breath that burned. “Thank you for being here. Both of you.”

      “We wouldn’t be anywhere else.” Nicky came around the bed to stand beside Lila. Without a word, he took her hand and rubbed his thumb over the center of her palm in circles, over and over. Silent support that Elle envied with every fiber of her body.

      And she had no right to think about that either. So she had no one to love who loved her back—not family, but someone special. So what? She had her brother and his wife and the cutest nieces in the history of the world. She had her band. She had so much more than she’d ever had before.

      “Why me?” The question popped out before she could stop it. “He had so much more to lose. Two people to love who loved him so much, a baby on the way. Why would he be gone and I’m still here?”

      “Don’t you dare fucking say that.” Nicky gripped her chin and hauled her face up while Lila tugged futilely at his arm. “You aren’t fucking going anywhere, you got it? Do you want to know how I realized you’d been hurt? It wasn’t a goddamned phone call, I’ll tell you that.”

      Elle shut her eyes. “Twin thing.”

      “Yeah, freaking twin thing. I was cutting tomatoes. The girls were hanging off me, and all of a sudden it was as if I was being ripped apart. I thought it was Li at first.” He gave his wife a weighted look as if she were somehow to blame, before returning his gaze to Elle. “After a minute or two of trying to breathe, I figured out it was you. I was in agony because I knew you were.”

      “I don’t remember. I was playing, then I wasn’t. There was a scream. A few of them. Lights flashing, pandemonium on stage and in the audience. People running.” She closed her eyes, struggling to bring it back despite the sickness churning in her belly. “Someone pulled on me. Hard. Then there was pain, just a split second of it before everything went black.” Her eyes opened again. “It was Mal who pulled on me.”

      Lila nodded. “It was Mal,” she confirmed quietly. Still holding Nick’s hand, she stepped back and gestured toward the opposite side of the small private room at the literal wall of flowers and balloons and stuffed animals. “Look at what everyone has sent you.”

      Elle gasped, her eyes filling again for a whole new reason. God, would she ever stop crying? “That’s so sweet. Did Mal…” She trailed off, frowning. What the hell was her fixation on the guy all of a sudden? She waved her hand before Lila could respond, rasping out a little laugh she so didn’t feel. “Never mind. A guy saves your life and I guess all of a sudden you expect him to send you flowers.” She swallowed. “Should I send him flowers? Not that he’d be into them, but how do you thank someone for something like that?”

      “You say thanks and that’s enough.”

      She rolled her eyes at her brother though he didn’t see it. “I owe him my life.”

      “You don’t owe him anything.” Nicky shook his head. “He did the decent thing, and it was good of him and we’re beyond grateful. But you say thank you and that’s plenty. He’d do it for anybody. Or he should.”

      “Yeah, but he didn’t do it for anyone. He did it for me. And no matter how I feel about the guy, I can’t just pretend he didn’t give me everything.”

      “He didn’t do it for thanks. In fact, he’d prefer if no one even knew.” Lila crossed the room to fuss with her flowers, picking up a bouquet of orchids and carting them over to set them on the table beside the bed next to a pitcher of water. “Aren’t these pretty? These are from Lo and West.”

      “They’re beautiful. It’s so nice of everyone to do…this.”

      Lila went through the rest of the gifts and bouquets, detailing who had sent which. They were all so lovely.

      Elle shifted in bed and winced at the arc of pain up her side and into her arm as she pressed her cheek into the pillows. She was so tired.

      “We’ll get the nurse, make sure she doesn’t need to up your meds or whatever, then you can get some more rest,” Nicky said, and she nodded, already drifting.

      “Jules,” she said after a minute, fighting sleep. “She didn’t send anything. She shouldn’t have. She’s got so much to face now. God, she must hate me.”

      “Why would she hate you?” Lila demanded, still on the other side of the room, straightening and arranging. Almost as if she couldn’t be still for a moment.

      “Because he’s gone and I—”

      “Don’t,” Nicky snapped, and she fell silent.

      She didn’t want to cause him or Lila any more pain. They were there because of her. She’d made them so worried. Now she was creating more stress for them.

      At least she’d managed not to ask yet what had happened. How an accident had occurred in the first place when Randy and the rest of the crew were so good at what they did. It just didn’t make any sense.

      Randy. Christ.

      It still didn’t seem real. Maybe it never would.

      “I need to…talk to her,” she said softly, swallowing the lump in her throat.

      To say I’m sorry she lost someone she loved. That I’m sorry he’s gone and I’m still here.

      So fucking sorry.

      “Later. You’ll have plenty of time for that.” Nicky pressed a button beside the bed to summon the nurse. “Your first priority is to get better, not concern yourself with anything else.”

      “When I wake up again, I’ll call her if she’s not here. If she hasn’t gone home yet. I need to be with her.”

      Elle shut her eyes, but not before she glimpsed the look that crossed her brother’s face. She didn’t need to know what he was thinking, because his expression said volumes.

      Whether or not she needed to get home, Jules wasn’t going to want to see her.
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      “I don’t like this.”

      “I think she knows that, Nicholas. You’ve only told her fifteen times.”

      “This place makes walk-ups seem spacious.” Nicky propped his hands on his hips and looked around the small spare bedroom where Elle would be staying with her friend Teagan for a while.

      Maybe forever, but probably just two weeks.

      Normally, Teagan rented it out—or Teagan and her boyfriend did, but the boyfriend was recently gone and Teagan was at loose ends and in need of some quick rent. And Elle needed a place to stay that wasn’t in California. She couldn’t go back. Not yet.

      Not when everything was so different, and she didn’t know what to say. Or how to be. How was she supposed to just blithely live her life while her close friend’s husband was dead?

      When it could have been her.

      Should have been her, if not for—

      Elle snapped her suitcase closed one-handed and pushed it under the full bed that would be hers for the duration. The room wasn’t large, with the bed, a small upright dresser, a nightstand, and a rocking chair in the corner. An equally cramped en suite bathroom held the barest necessities and a shower she might be able to shave in if she wrapped her leg around her neck.

      Luckily, she didn’t have a ton of stuff. She wasn’t a hoarder while on tour. Lila had retrieved her belongings from the bus before it had returned to California, and then she’d offered to spend the next two weeks with Elle in the city. As if she didn’t have two beautiful babies waiting for her at home. And her job. A very demanding one at that. Warning Sign was on the ropes after the show in Queens, and whether or not Elle was back home, Lila had plenty of work to do. Just dealing with the press would be bad enough.

      But Lila hadn’t suggested Nick stay too. She knew damn well Elle would never stay with her brother for two weeks. She loved him dearly, but Nicky’s fussing wasn’t her idea of fun. And he would fuss. A lot.

      Just as he was doing right now.

      “It’s plenty of space for me. Used to living on a stinky bus, remember?”

      The bus wasn’t that small, though it got smaller when they kept adding band members—especially giant ones like Luc—and assorted significant others. Pockets of it could get stinky at times, due to the proliferation of males, but even that wasn’t much of a problem. Her guys were fairly tidy and clean overall. Living on the bus was almost like being in a dorm room on wheels. Friends with you all the time. Lots of laughter and no worries about ever being alone—

      “Hey there. You okay?” Lila rubbed her good arm and Elle glanced at her, suddenly aware her cheeks were wet. Again.

      For fuck’s sake, she couldn’t turn off the waterworks lately. It was all she ever did. Cry, and think, and sleep. Then wake up to do it all again.

      That was part of why she’d opted to stay in New York a bit longer. If she was like this without being around her bandmates day in and day out, how would she be in their presence? The last thing any of them needed was for her to be sobbing her eyes out day and night. And she couldn’t seem to stop.

      Besides, she’d gotten a referral for a physical therapist from her doctor. She could start treatment for her arm in New York, then continue it at home. It was sensible.

      “I’m fine.” She smiled for Lila’s benefit. “Just going to miss you guys.”

      “You’re sure you don’t want to come back with us? You could stay at the house for as long as you wanted. You know the girls would love to spend lots of time with Aunt Belly.”

      Elle had to laugh. “Charlie is never going to drop that one, is she?”

      “Probably not. She’s kind of a pain in the butt, like someone else we know.”

      That someone else wasn’t paying them any mind, because he was inspecting the bedroom door as if he expected it to have a double-bolt lock. Elle sighed. “Teagan’s been a friend of mine since high school. I don’t need a huge lock to keep her out, Nicky. I’m safe here.”

      “What if she has unsavory types over?”

      “She works all the time and she’s fresh out of a relationship. Pretty sure she doesn’t want to have any male types over, unsavory or otherwise.” Shaking her head, she walked over to him and pushed him lightly on the back. One-armed, of course, because her arm was in a sling and still bandaged. A dislocated shoulder and nerve and tendon damage from the falling beam—along with various other contusions and a concussion—meant a bit more healing time before PT could start, but she wasn’t going to wait long.

      She needed to be able to play. Pain or not, numbness or not. She had to find a way to work through her injury or she might as well not have made it.

      You haven’t made it yet. You’re just in phase one.

      Nicky turned around and gripped her good hand, drawing her in for a gentle hug. “I don’t like this, not because I don’t think you can take care of yourself. I know you can. I don’t like it because I want to take care of you.” He exhaled against her hair. “We lost a lot of time over the years. Had way too much distance between us.”

      She didn’t reply. That distance was thanks to her drug and alcohol issues. She’d started in high school and Nick had never had a use for any of that crap. He’d smoked pot now and then, maybe drank a little, but that was the extent of it other than cigarettes. He’d discreetly tucked a crumpled pack of them into his back pocket today before carting her two guitar cases upstairs to her temporary digs. He’d quit a million times, and he’d been smoke-free for a year or more now. But he always went back when he was stressed.

      Your fault for that too.

      She sniffled and patted his chest before easing back. No more tears. Not today. “I appreciate it, but you have two little girls who need you. I’m just going to sit around with Teagan and talk trash about men and eat junk food. Just a little time-out.” It was cowardly, and she still wasn’t sure how she’d tell the band she wasn’t coming back yet.

      If any of them truly cared. Maybe deep down they all hated her for being alive when Randy was dead.

      She knew she was lucky. Blessed. But it was hard to feel that way when all she could think about was the man who was no longer with them. It didn’t seem possible. Randy’s dazzling grin was imprinted on her brain as if it had been burned into it. She couldn’t begin to imagine what Jules and Tristan were going through.

      “Harper,” she said after a moment, swallowing hard. “How is she?” She shook it off before either of them could answer. “I know she has to be a wreck, losing her little brother. I can’t even fathom what she’s going through.”

      Nicky pushed a hand through his already spiky hair and let out another long breath. “It’s a fucking mess. Especially because of why it—” He broke off and Lila cleared her throat.

      “Why it happened? The accident? What do you mean?” Elle’s stare ping-ponged between them, but they weren’t looking at her. “Do they think it wasn’t an accident? But that doesn’t make any sense. Who would do that? Everything was checked and rechecked.”

      “It’s early days,” Lila said. “Too early to know much, and it’s not for you to concern yourself with at any rate.” She smiled, her eyes far too troubled for Elle’s liking. “When we know more, something concrete, we’ll let you know. But rest assured that Donovan will leave no stone unturned. He’s bringing in the best security in the world for the tour, and the rest of the bands that Ripper manages.”

      Just the word tour made Elle’s skin ice over until goosebumps formed. “We’re off for a while, right? Weeks. Plenty of weeks.” She snatched up her phone and scrolled to the calendar app with her thumb. Today’s date was circled in red, as was the date of their next show. “Three weeks away,” she said dully. “How can it be so soon?”

      “I’m doing the show for you.”

      Her head jerked up at her brother’s voice. “What?”

      “I’m filling in for you until you’re better. So, you know, get better fast because you know how I hate sitting in with a bunch of assholes I barely know.” It was Nicky’s typical rude banter, but his eyebrows were pinched tight.

      She could guess why, and it wasn’t because he didn’t want to play with her bandmates, though she knew he truly did hate playing with people he wasn’t used to jamming with.

      “You think it’s going to be a while.” She gazed down at her arm, practically immobilized and hidden away from even her own eyes. Damn thing itched and she hated the feeling of being bound, trapped in her own flesh.

      Useless.

      But you’re lucky. Remember you’re lucky. You don’t have a right to think about anything but how worse it could have been, if not for Mal.

      Mal, whom she’d discovered was still in New York too. He’d chosen to hole up there rather than in California, which was probably about as strange as her decision to stay. Not that his whereabouts had any bearing on her decision. She didn’t even know where he was. But she could find out—and it wouldn’t be through Lila or her brother.

      “No, I don’t. I think you’re going to do exactly what the docs say and get back to it in a hurry so I don’t have to be on two tours at once. Because that will fucking suck.”

      “There are other options,” Lila said, but he shook his head.

      “We made an agreement.”

      “What agreement?” Elle said sharply. “How could you make an agreement to fill in for me? You couldn’t know this was going to happen.” She gripped her phone tighter and held it to her suddenly speeding heart. “Or you made an agreement before. Long before. Maybe as a condition of me getting to join in the first place. Gotta make sure there’s a backup plan for the little addict.”

      Lila pressed her lips together. “That’s not exactly it.”

      “My ass it isn’t.” And worse, she couldn’t even blame Lila for needing that failsafe when the record company took her on. She was a potential liability, a known risk.

      Capable of falling off the wagon at any time.

      “It’s not about me trusting you, or even about Donovan trusting you. Donovan has to answer to people too.”

      Elle nodded. She got it, she really did. That didn’t mean it wasn’t one more hurt layered upon a dozen others. “How else have you two schemed behind my back to protect me?”

      Her brother’s jaw ticked and he moved to the guitar cases stacked on the floor. He picked one up and set it on the bed, popping it open. He skimmed his fingers along the frets of her beloved turquoise guitar, one of his old ones that he’d passed on to her when she was first getting back into playing and hadn’t had a dime to her name. “I used to say you’re all I have left.” He seemed to speak to the guitar, not her. “I’m lucky enough that’s not true anymore. I have Li. The girls. Li’s parents. I have fucking Simon back again, and who knew if that would ever happen. And Gray and Jazz and Deak. Fuck, I have a lot. More than I ever expected or probably deserve.” He turned his head, pinning her with his direct golden gaze. “But I only have one sister, and I’m not going to lose her.”

      “You aren’t going to lose me.” She pocketed her phone, then shifted until she could rub his back with her good hand. “Ever.”

      “Damn straight I’m not.” He reached over his shoulder to take her hand, and she grasped his tightly.

      “I had some problems in the past.” Biggest understatement in the world. “Of my own making, most of them. But I fought my way free. I had help, of course, so much help. I still did the work. I’m still doing it.”

      She didn’t mention the bottles of pain pills she refused to touch. She’d obviously been on plenty of drugs in the hospital, but that hadn’t been under her control and she’d been too out of it in any case to think twice about what was being pumped into her system. That escape had been as welcome as sleep. It always was for her, which was why she couldn’t open those bottles. Advil would have to be enough. No matter how bad the pain got, or how many nights she tossed and turned. If she turned that key in the lock, there was no guarantee she could turn it back.

      That she could stop there. Especially now.

      Nicky squeezed her fingers, saying nothing.

      “But that doesn’t mean it’s up to you and Li to protect me. Or to go to bat for me. I know you love me too,” she said when Lila would’ve spoken. “I never had a sister, but now I have you.”

      Lila’s eyes went bright, and she nodded.

      “I still need to stand on my two feet. I have to figure out how. All this time, I thought I was in the band on my own merits.”

      Lila was quick to answer this time. “You are. You’re an incredible guitarist. No one can dispute that.”

      “You fucking taught me to play. Damn whiz kid,” Nick added. “You’re insanely talented, and I’d be jealous of you if we didn’t share the same DNA.”

      “I’m not standing on my own if he’s behind me,” she said quietly to Lila. “If the only way I can be in the band is if Nick assumes the risk of me being there, maybe I shouldn’t be.”

      Even saying it scalded her throat. The band was her life. But if she couldn’t be trusted, if she had to lean on her baby brother—three minutes younger or not, still counted—then maybe she wasn’t in the right place. She had to earn her spot on her own.

      “Fuck that shit.” Nicky turned to face her. “That agreement was my idea, just like you joining the band. I wanted you to know what it was like to be up there on stage. To get to live your dream every goddamned night. And you know what? You bore the weight of that dream far easier than I ever have. You’re never afraid to play.”

      “But you still are, and it’s not fair to you to have to get up on stage for me,” she whispered.

      “Don’t talk to me about fair when you could’ve been killed.” He kicked at the bed, sending the iron frame into the wall. “I could’ve fucking lost you, but you want me to cry that I’ve gotta do what I love for a few different crowds? Big deal. Michael is family, Jules is family, Molly is family. Even that fuckhole Mal is family. Most of those people on that stage are important to people I love, so they’re important to me. And I can do it.” He faced her, his amber eyes alive with anger. And more. “Let me do this for you. Let me be there for you for all the times I wasn’t. When I turned my back on you and let you figure shit out alone.”

      She wanted to argue. She needed to. But she couldn’t say no to him, not when he saw this as some sort of balancing of the scales. It wasn’t, of course. Except feelings weren’t always based on reality.

      She got that too. There was someone she felt indebted to, and no amount of assurances she wasn’t had changed that one bit. She had no clue how to begin to repay him, but she would try.

      Lila’s phone buzzed on her hip and she glanced at it, her chin wobbling for a second before she lifted her gaze to Elle and Nicky. “The date of the services have been set. For Randy,” she said after a moment.

      Again, the knowledge he was gone slammed into her all over again. She swayed with it, reaching out to steady herself on her brother. “When?”

      “Not for a few weeks. After the first show. Randy has already been cremated.” She cleared her throat, then tipped back her head to stare at the ceiling before she continued. “This will be a celebration of his life.”

      “A celebration.” She moved around Nicky to sag to the mattress, blindly grasping for her guitar still in its case as if the battered wood was her pacifier. In a way, it was. “What is there to celebrate now?” She shut her eyes as more tears filled them.

      So much for not crying today. She was beginning to think there was no end in sight.

      “He was a wonderful man, gave us all a lot to emulate.” Lila brushed a hand over Elle’s hair. “For Jules and Tristan, we have to try to focus on his legacy rather than what happened.”

      Elle said nothing. Though she knew Lila was suffering too, it was much different for her. She didn’t feel as if every heartbeat she took belonged to another. Should have been theirs.

      “He was going to be a daddy.” Elle wiped at her cheeks. “I will never understand this. And if it wasn’t an accident—”

      Lila crouched before her and took her hand between both of hers. “We’ll find out what happened. I promise you.”

      Elle nodded. Sure, they’d find out, but would they ever tell her? Would she ever be considered strong enough to take it?

      Crying every other sentence isn’t exactly proving them of your strength, is it? Fucking woman up, Crandall.

      “Thank you,” she said after a moment when she was sure her voice wouldn’t shake. “Thank you for everything. But you should go. The girls are waiting for you back home.”

      “They’re fine,” Nicky said roughly. “We don’t have to go. Fuck, if you want us to, we’ll bed down in this two-by-four tonight with you.”

      Lila didn’t hesitate. “Yes. We’ll stay. Just say the word.”

      Elle smiled, probably for the first genuine time since the night of the concert. “Three of us in a twin bed would probably break the laws of gravity.” She gave Lila a gentle push. “Go on, both of you. Go kiss Charlie and Avery for me. Tell them I’ll bring them some fun stuff from here. Lots and lots of toys.”

      She might not be trusted to actually handle her life without substances, but at least she had money and could spoil her nieces. She was good enough for that.

      “Just bring them you, okay? Soon. Don’t make us miss you.” Lila leaned forward and cupped her head, kissing the top of her hair. “I love you.”

      “I love you more.”

      When Nicky didn’t so much as glance their way, Elle sighed and rose to go to him. “Don’t I get a goodbye hug, you jerk?”

      He pulled her in for a quick embrace then nudged her back. “You’re going to call me every day. No, twice a day. Actually, maybe after every meal—”

      She had to laugh as she cupped his scruffy jaw. He still hadn’t shaved, and she hadn’t seen him this beardy since…well, ever. “You’re such a good daddy,” she teased. “Who would’ve thunk it?”

      The tops of his cheeks went pink. “It’s just practice.”

      Lila came up behind him and linked her arms around his waist as she rested her chin on his shoulder. “It’s more than practice, but we’ll let him keep a few of his illusions.”

      “Don’t gang up on me. I’m already out-numbered at home.”

      “And you love it.” Lila kissed the side of his neck, but her playfulness didn’t fool Elle for a second. Her forehead was pinched, her cheeks pale. She was as worried as Nicky, and trying like hell not to show it.

      “I’ll call all the time, I swear.” Elle smiled for their benefit and took a deep breath. She tired so easily nowadays, and she’d need a nap before she did any unpacking. “And I’ll be home before you know it. You won’t even have time to miss me.”

      “We miss you already. So do the girls.” Lila’s throat moved. “You know, if you need anything while you’re here, my parents are just a few hours away. They’ll come right away. You just say the word.”

      “I will. But I’ll be fine.” She wiggled the fingers on her healing arm. “I’m on the mend, see? By the time I’m back I’ll be ready to duel with Nicky again.”

      He snorted. “Liar. You would never duel with me.”

      “I wasn’t scared.”

      “No, I figured you were too nice to want to smoke my ass.”

      She laughed. “Get out of here. Seriously. Let me know when you’re home, okay?”

      “We will.” Lila waved and hooked her fingers in the back pocket of Nicky’s jeans, tugging him with her when he appeared rooted to the floor. “Have fun if you can,” she added just as Nick chimed in.

      “Be safe.”

      “Yes, grandma.” Elle laughed and waved to them, her face crumpling the second the door shut.

      She didn’t cry so much as curl into herself, stumbling toward the bed and practically shoving her guitar case to the floor. Not like her. Not at all. But if she didn’t get horizontal soon, it would happen whether or not she wanted it to. She hadn’t gotten a good night’s rest since… Well, since before the last show. She’d been out of it in the hospital, but half the time she’d awakened due to nightmare shapes chasing her in her sleep. Now and then, a phantom hand reached out for her just before the shape got her for good.

      It didn’t take a sleuth to figure out whose hand it was. She just didn’t know what to do with slotting Mal into a whole different spot in her head.

      Before, she’d either worked on ignoring him or dismissed him as her dickhead bandmate. End of story. He’d kicked her cheating ex-boyfriend’s ass on the bus once, but she’d figured that was more to expend energy that out of a desire to defend her. They’d never had so much as a real conversation not peppered with mutual insults and a heavy amount of sarcasm and eye-rolling. Their use for each other had been exactly none.

      Now she was supposed to see him differently. Oh, he probably didn’t want her to. If ever there was a man who’d been slotted into a reluctant hero role, it was Mal. That didn’t mean she could forget what he’d done for her.

      Ever.

      She fumbled for her phone and dragged it up to her face, squinting at the screen and typing one-handed. She texted Michael, offering a quick, pithy explanation of why she was staying in New York a bit longer. Her recovery was a handy excuse, so she used it. He replied in the usual ways.

      We miss you.

      Wish we could have stayed longer.

      Let us know if you need anything.

      She responded in kind, then tried to ask her not-so-casual question about Mal’s location as casually as possible.

      The proof of her strained relationship with her bandmate was that Mal evidently had an AirBnB somewhere in town yet Lila hadn’t seen fit to give her his address. Of course there was another reason for that. Elle was no dummy. Her sister-in-law saw Mal as the wolf and Elle as a little lamb in need of protection. Whether or not Mal had saved her life, it didn’t matter. It also didn’t matter that Lila had a hand in raising Mal, albeit a small one as he’d been a teenager when she married his and Michael’s father.

      Mal was dangerous, and Elle was formerly her own kind of danger, so according to Lila and her brother, she was to avoid Mal at all costs. Different planets would not be asking too much.

      Michael didn’t answer right away. Elle chewed on her thumbnail and shifted on the bed, trying to get comfortable with the stupid sling. The pain was usually manageable even without pain pills, though she still had the tingling and numbness to contend with at times. But it was hard as hell to get situated.

      Several minutes later, Michael sent through an address in Queens. And a comment about Mal not expecting anything from her.

      Sure, he didn’t. Why would he? He hadn’t even expected them to say hello and goodbye though they’d shared a stage for how long now? So that was more of the same.

      She thanked Michael for the help and immediately surfed to the high-end musical shop she bought strings and picks from—and occasionally, a new baby for her collection. Someday she’d have a real house for her prized guitars rather than a spit-shined rack in her one-bedroom apartment in Studio City.

      Someday.

      After putting her selection into the cart, she paid extra for expedited shipping and copied over the address Michael had given her for Mal. Figuring out what to say in the accompanying card was more difficult. In the end, she went with simple and honest.

      

      Thank you so much for what you did. If you ever want to talk, text me. I’ve been thinking about you.

      

      It seemed so inadequate. So pathetic. Then again, she was being nice. Not everything she’d thought about him was kind.

      Hey, even saving someone’s life couldn’t wipe out the years that had come before. It just couldn’t. But it sure as hell went a long way at blurring out some of the lesser offenses.

      She made a face. Like him calling her Little Ricki just to piss her off.

      Fucker.

      She hit the continue button before she added that too just for spite. The fucker part not Little Ricki.

      At the last second, she hit the back button and added his moniker for her to the end of the note. Let the big behemoth wonder if she was seriously referring to herself in his chosen way or if she was flipping him the bird in her own subtle manner.

      She still wasn’t sure herself, but she knew one thing when she finally closed her eyes—she was genuinely smiling for the first time in days.

      He was still a fucker though.

      Always.
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      He had his dick in his hand when the mailman rang the buzzer. For half a minute, Mal debated answering.

      Then his cock pulsed and a trickle of pre-cum slickened his hand.

      Nah. Not wasting this for some flyers and shit when I don’t even live here. Who forgets to turn off their mail when they’re out of the country anyway?

      He kept right on jerking it while the beleaguered middle-aged man he’d seen trudging around the neighborhood in a beige dome rain hat—even when it wasn’t raining—sat on the buzzer. Took some perverse satisfaction in cupping his balls as the guy added extra pressure and made the buzzer last extra-long.

      Mal was adding extra pressure too. Fuck, that felt good. Not half as good as a nice, tight pussy or a warm, willing mouth, but he’d make do.

      That was the story of his life lately.

      The buzzer went silent. Finally. Mal let out a groan and pulled harder on his shaft, working it with his hand and squirting on an extra dollop of baby oil. It was a pathetic substitute for the dampness of a woman. As was his hand. Especially when he’d lost the damn rhythm now, and guess what, Rain Hat was propping his elbow up on the buzzer again.

      Fucking hell.

      Mal jerked up his jeans and wiped his oily hand on his hip. So much for a little tension relief before he went out to grab something to eat and looked for a club he could hole up in for the night. He didn’t mind his own company. Just the opposite. But this week, he wasn’t able to settle. Understandable, considering recent events.

      The looking over his shoulder, however, was not. He hadn’t done that in a while. The kind of attention he was getting was crazy, and all for just being a decent guy. His bandmate had been at risk of further injury, so he’d helped her out of the way.

      Then he’d ridden to the hospital with her, and held her hand, and had to be forcibly drawn away from her by threat of physical violence—by not one but two security guards who’d muscled him out of the ICU when he’d been about to cause a major frigging scene.

      He’d just wanted to ensure she was okay. That was all. But the media was playing their tiny harps, and flashing their photos of him carrying Elle out to the ambulance, pushing his way through the crowd as if the people didn’t exist. And bam, hero.

      What the fuck.

      Rain Hat was getting really creative now, tapping out a melody with the buzzer. Was that an Iron Butterfly classic or was he truly losing his mind?

      He fastened the button on his jeans and took his sweet ass time walking down the hall from the bedroom to the front door. The AirBnb he’d rented in Queens was surprisingly spacious, especially for the sum he was paying for it, but he wasn’t doing much more than crashing there to sleep in between picking up gigs.

      Yes, gigs. The guy who hadn’t wanted to join Warning Sign was now sitting in with bands all over town for a night or two, whomever was short-handed or wanted to change up their sound. He wasn’t choosy. The money didn’t matter. He needed to get out of his own head and apparently, slamming the skins with people he didn’t know was the only way he knew how to do it anymore.

      Even fucking didn’t get the job done. Not that he’d tried to hook up with anyone since the show. His dick had been limper than undercooked lasagna noodles until this morning’s dream.

      The one where he’d awakened with his fist around his cock and the image of Elle’s pretty pink lips about to suck him off seared behind his eyes.

      The buzzer rang once more and Mal tapped out the security code to unman the door before hauling it open. He knew better. His life was all about not assuming who was on the other side, especially now. But Rain Hat had a routine, always delivering to this block between ten-thirty and ten fifty-seven. Never at eleven. Never at ten-twenty.

      Mal smirked. Oh shit, look at that. It was now ten fifty-nine. Schedule change.

      “About time,” Rain Hat growled, thrusting a package at him. “You need to sign for this so I can be on my way.”

      “I don’t live here. Remember? We got into it the first day I was here, when you had a magazine you insisted must be mine. Just a squatter for another week, dude.”

      Maybe two. Depended how long he could go AWOL from the band. They had a show near the end of the month. Which day, he had no idea.

      And the fucking funeral. Correction—celebration of life. Jesus, he wished like hell he could get out of that one. He didn’t even own a suit anymore. He’d burned the last one right about the time he’d broken up with Cassalia.

      “Listen, smart ass, this one’s for you,” Rain Hat insisted. “I remember your name, since you were so quick to inform me of it before. See, it’s right here. Malachi Shawcross.”

      Mal snatched the package before the whole neighborhood heard him and came running. It wasn’t quite that bad, but for all he knew, there could be paps hiding in the bushes with their telescopic lenses trained on the door. “Who the hell would send me something here?”

      He was tearing into it before that long-neglected sense of self-preservation reared its head. Then he saw the sheaf of paper sticking out of the top.

      

      
        Thank you so much for what you did. If you ever want to talk, text me. I’ve been thinking about you.

        Little Dicki

        

      

      He laughed, right out loud. What the hell? Typo of the ages there.

      Almost as swiftly, his laughter was replaced with a scowl. What if it wasn’t a typo? If Richelle had felt it polite to send him a note, but had also wanted to give him the middle finger while doing so for all the times he’d called her Little Ricki.

      But not just a note. There was something wrapped in silk under the letter.

      “Hey there, you need to sign or else you give that back right this instant.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, drop a nut, would you? You gotta be in pain.” Mal took the electronic clipboard and scrawled his signature with his finger before pushing it back at the irritated mailman.

      A second later, he got a view of the guy’s backside as he clomped down the steps in his freaking rain boots. His mother called them galoshes. And where had that come from? Christ, he needed a drink.

      First, he needed to see what Ricki had sent him. In his head, he didn’t put the Little first. Because she wasn’t. She might be willowy, but she wasn’t small. She was built just right. Long legs, tight curves, smart mouth. Her smart mouth also happened to be full and lush, more than capable of provoking the dream he’d had before waking up to jerk off.

      Not the first time either.

      He tugged out the silk bundle and tossed aside the box without a thought. Laying the wrapped package on his palm, he unwrapped the layers, swallowing a breath at the intricately carved black drumsticks nestled within. They weren’t cheap. He didn’t know for sure, but if he’d had to guess, they were made from ebony and some other material in a marble pattern. A thin gold filament wrapped around the grips. At the top of each drumstick was a flat stone inscribed with the letter M.

      Brushing a fingertip down the length of one, he exhaled roughly. What the hell had these cost? She must’ve spent a mint to get them made and rushed to him. Engraved on top of it all.

      He bent to dig out the note again. Text her, sure. He still had her number in his phone. Probably. Ripper had a contact list, and he’d input it from that without ever expecting to use it. But the name in the corner was R. Crandall c/o Teagan Daly. So she wasn’t home? Had she stayed on in the city too?

      His phone was out of his back pocket and in his hand before he could question what he was doing. He texted his brother, half expecting not to get a reply. Anyone who knew him and Ricki knew they were like sandpaper and glass. Abrasions right and fucking left.

      

      Is Ricki in LA?

      

      Michael’s response came quickly.

      

      Must you call her that? Still?

      

      Mal rolled his eyes and tapped out a response.

      

      Still? Has something changed and I missed it?

      

      Uh, yeah, something’s changed & you damn well know it. More than ever, we need to stick together as a band.

      

      A moment later, another text came through from Michael.

      

      As a family too.

      

      Sure, the all for one shit. I’m there for it.

      

      Is that why you’re hiding out in NY?

      

      Mal gripped his phone and sucked in a breath before he replied.

      

      I’m not the only one in NY, now am I?

      

      Christ, first her, now you. I feel like I’m back in grade school passing notes. Does he like me? Check yes or no.

      

      What the fuck are you on about?

      

      She texted me for your addy in NY. Now you’re asking for hers. Ever heard of phones?

      

      I don’t want to text, I want to see her in person. You got a problem with that?

      

      Mal scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck as he waited for a response that was slow in coming. He needed a shower before he went anywhere.

      

      Should I?

      

      “For Christ’s sake.” Mal bent to pick up the discarded box, then carefully set the sticks within before he went inside. He didn’t need to be hanging out on the stoop all day. Especially since a part of him—the part he hated—agreed with Michael.

      Him being around her could come to no good for her. It wasn’t any better for him. She was an unwanted reminder of his past, though she and Cassalia couldn’t have been more different. But the substances they chose to rely on were eerily similar.

      He didn’t need any more users in his life. Even recovering ones, because that was a slope more slippery than solid.

      Mal shot back a quick text.

      

      No, you shouldn’t. We’re in the same damn band. Not any of your business in any case.

      

      Aww, that’s my sweet older bro. So much for tragedy softening u. I thought maybe after u’d be different.

      

      Right, he should be different after, when more than ever he needed to shore up his fucking walls. Fans coming out of the woodwork, wanting a piece of him. Everyone shoving microphones in his face and taking pictures. Last night, he was sure he’d been spotted at the damn Purple Egg, when some reporter from a local paper was in attendance to interview Venus Rising, the band he was sitting in with. They hadn’t told him. Hadn’t said shit about press. But the reporter hadn’t noticed him—thanks to a hoodie pulled low over his brow—and probably didn’t know shit about Warning Sign in any case. There had to be someone left who hadn’t heard about the concert. It sure as hell didn’t seem that way in New York though.

      Which begged the question why he’d stayed. Yes, the argument could be made that the media speculation would be even more intense on their home turf, and that was probably true. But it had happened in New York. The bulk of the glare was there.

      Yet only a week in, and it was starting to lessen. That was a good thing. Still, it showed exactly how fickle the public was and how short the communal attention span was. Squeeze the juice out of a story, then leave the empty carton on the ground.

      Mal’s thumbs raced over the phone. Shit, he hated texting.

      

      Just give me her address and save the sermon for when we’re face to face. Better yet, skip it then too.

      

      It came through a moment later without anything additional from his brother. He’d pissed him off. Shocker there. They’d once been close. More best friends than siblings.

      That was a long frigging time ago, and Mal knew better than anyone that the past wasn’t a door you could open again. Step through, and the floor would drop out from beneath your feet.

      He tossed his phone on a nearby table and grabbed a handful of his shirt from behind his head, pulling it off. His jeans and boxers were next, and he left them where he stood. What did he care about being tidy? Wasn’t like anyone would be seeing this place while he was there but him.

      Not like he had any friends in New York. He didn’t know a blessed soul, which was part of why he’d gravitated there. His grandparents were a few hours upstate, and he’d toyed with going to see them at their orchard. Happy Acres, the family farm run by Lila’s parents, had been a bright spot in his teenage years and beyond, though he was fairly certain no one would believe he still went there. Including Lila.

      Especially Lila.

      More, that he still thought of her parents as his grandparents when she’d never been his stepmother as far as he was concerned. To his mind, he didn’t have parents. His dad was a dick, his mom was shallower than a teacup. Lila was Michael’s stepmother, not his. His real grandparents had died years ago, but Lila’s parents had opened their arms to him as if he was truly family. It hadn’t felt fake or as if they were showing him kindness just as a favor to their daughter. They’d taken the time to learn about him, to ask questions. No matter how much of a jerk he’d been, they hadn’t backed away. Every summer, he and Michael had been invited to the orchard, and he’d continued making trips east long after Lila had separated from his father. Pop and Grams were his family as much as Michael.

      So, yeah, maybe he’d stop in and see them while he was here. He needed some time with them on the farm. Out there, he could think. The fresh air, the cool nights, hell, even the dopey hayrides went a long way to smoothing him out. They didn’t judge him. Whether he was quiet or snarly, they loved him just the fucking same.

      No matter how many issues he’d had with Lila over the years, they were the one reason he would always be in her debt. She’d brought them into his life.

      Just like she brought Ricki.

      Shaking off that errant—and insane—thought, he padded naked down the hall and straight into the shower in the bathroom. The back of his hand brushed his now thoroughly deflated cock, but he couldn’t be bothered. The last vestiges of the dream were gone now, replaced by the drumsticks he could still feel in his hands if he flexed them. They’d be amazing to play with. Already he couldn’t wait to see the kinds of sounds he could produce with them.

      Every set of sticks was different, the ridges, dimension, and weight bringing different sounds to the table. Tonight he was due to sit in Venus Rising again. Possibly tomorrow night too, depending on if their sick drummer ponied up or not. The Craigslist listing had mentioned a portion of the bar tab they netted as pay, but he’d waved off even that, saying he needed the practice.

      Hey, M. Cross—the name he’d given them—sure did. Seeing as he was as fictional as the idea that Mal could just have a conversation with Ricki and walk away.

      She’d bled on him, for fuck’s sake.

      Mal palmed the soap he’d picked up at the drugstore and lathered up. She might not even want to talk to him, despite her note. They’d never had much to say to each other before.

      Before and after, the two most meaningful words in the English language.

      He used the soap on his head and took a blast of ice cold water to the face. It felt good though, so he did it again, turning under the spray. There wasn’t much room in the shower. It definitely hadn’t been built for a guy a few inches over six feet tall and closer to two hundred pounds than one-fifty. But he made do, running the soap over his skin again and again until his lips were numb from the cold.

      Stalling, what?

      He finally got out and dried off, then walked into the narrow bedroom to root through his unpacked duffel. He’d taken the bare necessities off the bus. Some T-shirts and jeans, a few pairs of boxers, a strip of condoms he doubted he’d need. But he’d been looking for some normalcy after.

      Back to after again.

      Always back to after.

      Her scream was still in his head. It was a burst of sound, cut off abruptly when he’d touched her, hauling her back. But he heard it again and again on a loop. Could smell the metallic tinge of her blood if he lifted his hand to his face. The sounds and sights of that night were going to be with him forever.

      As much as he was glad she’d been unconscious for most of it, he envied her escape. For him, there was none. Barely even sleep. He never managed more than an hour at best these days, and even that had taken the better part of the week. His brain just wouldn’t turn off.

      He shouldn’t be going to Randy’s celebration of life in a few weeks. There shouldn’t fucking be one, because Randy should still be alive. The guy had been given everything. An amazing girl and a great guy, a growing fucking family. But the one thing he hadn’t had was time.

      Your fault. Choices, man. You made yours.

      He got dressed in whatever came to hand and pulled on his boots. Not having hair made it easy to get ready, though the shit was growing in. Time for a buzz soon.

      Halfway out the door, he remembered he hadn’t brushed his teeth, so took care of that and grabbed his phone on the way back through. He reached the hulking black rented SUV parked up the block and was on the way to Ricki’s in under five minutes.

      In another fifteen, he was cursing Google’s GPS and Ricki’s choice to stay in Brooklyn. She couldn’t have stayed in Queens like he had. Blonds were always trouble.

      It took far too long to find her place. Or Teagan Daly’s place, the woman he assumed she was staying with. His hands clenched around the wheel. Maybe a man. Nowadays just about every name was unisex it seemed, and Ricki never lacked for companionship from the opposite sex.

      If he’d wanted to draw parallels, he might’ve said they were alike that way. Only difference was he wasn’t searching for love, and Ricki’s eyes were full of hearts every damn time he turned around. Her taste just royally sucked. And men as a rule were assholes.

      Him included.

      He parked a ways down the block from her temporary digs and got out, already scoping out the neighborhood. Decent enough area, it seemed. Groups of friends congregated on stoops of brownstones, though it was midday. Kids skateboarded up and down the sidewalks, and people called greetings across the congested street. Busy place, but it didn’t seem dangerous. That was good.

      There was a steady stream of foot traffic in and out of the bodega on the corner, and he debated briefly stopping for something to bring her.  Like maybe those flowers in a can by the door with a big cardboard sale sign propped in front.

      He’d never sent her any in the hospital. He’d thought of it. Too much. But he hadn’t wanted to make things weird. He wasn’t the kind of guy who sent flowers, and she wasn’t the kind of woman who would want him to. Other guys, sure. She was definitely a flowers sort of chick. But she’d never want them from him.

      Couldn’t say he blamed her for that either.

      In the end, he just went to her brownstone and knocked on what he hoped was the right door. No answer. He stepped back and checked out the windows, noting the lacy curtains pulled tight to block any view inside. Another knock got the same results as the first.

      His gaze dropped to the doorknob. Eh, what the hell. If it was locked—

      It wasn’t.

      He stepped into the church-silent building and shut the door behind him. The faded antique rug that ran in front of the stairs looked as if it had been beat into submission by dozens of feet. He crossed it to the narrow flight of stairs and climbed, unsure where the hell he was going. And what he’d do if he figured it out.

      At the top of the stairs, he faced a row of closed doors. He checked them one by one, his body braced for the sounds of someone coming home. Or any sounds at all. He was getting a creepy vibe in this place. His shoulder blades itched, and he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder with every step.

      Then he heard a soft moan.

      He didn’t think. He opened the second to last door in a hurry, her name forming on his lips until he glimpsed her shifting restlessly in a small bed.

      She wasn’t a blond anymore.

      Dark hair spilled over the pillow, slipping and sliding with every movement she made. The sling on her arm made him swallow hard, as did the old sleepshirt pulled tight over her tits. He tried not to look, but it was like trying to drag his gaze away from the sun. Even when he glanced somewhere else, the image of them had been burned into his damn retinas.

      Little Ricki was fucking built.

      She wore tiny panties, and her legs were insanely long. Fuck, they looked soft. He’d seen her rub lotion into them enough times to know he was probably right. That plum shit that was dark and sweet and he’d caught himself sniffing it in the tour bus bathroom like a damn lech when he couldn’t help himself.

      He wanted to do the same fucking thing with her panties. Just ease them off her and take off before she was any the wiser.

      You want to pay me back? Start there.

      And end there, because he wasn’t even going to get that much from her. But it was a nice fantasy. His dick definitely agreed, waking up to stretch against the denim in a way it hadn’t even in the aftermath of the dream.

      No imaginary Ricki could compare with the flesh and blood version. Especially when she’d parted her legs just enough for him to see the tiny little bow not at the top of her mound, but right between her thighs.

      Open this present, why don’t you?

      Christ. He rubbed a hand over his scalp and realized it was damp. He was actually sweating.

      He never should have come here.

      She whimpered and his vision sharpened. He didn’t see the snug shirt or the little bikini panties or her silken skin anymore. All he could see was the panicked shape of her lips, and the dance of electricity under her eyelids. She was having a nightmare.

      Fuck, what should he do?

      Get your ass out of here before she realizes you broke in to watch her sleep, stalker.

      Without warning, she shot straight up in bed, a scream ripping from her throat. Her eyes flashed open and latched on his, terrified blue to probably equally manic brown.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke. Or moved. He watched as her shoulders tensed and relaxed, her lids lowering as she sucked in air. Then she glanced down at herself and back up at him, her lips drawing as tight as the pale brown nipples he could just glimpse through her threadbare nightshirt.

      “You.”

      He swallowed, completely at a loss for words. This was where he was supposed to sit at her side and comfort her. Soothe her with soft platitudes while he rubbed her back and did not wonder if her panties were wet.

      Of course they’re not wet, you asshole. She was terrified, not aroused.

      Thinking about the condition of her underwear was easier than envisioning what she’d been dreaming about. He already knew. Maybe not the particular details, but he was willing to bet there were more similarities between their dreams than either of them would’ve preferred.

      “The door was open,” he said finally, feeling like a royal moron.

      Normally, he didn’t have problems with women. Far from it. With this one, however, he might as well have been back in third grade.

      No, wrong. He’d had more game in third grade than he did with Richelle Crandall.

      She blinked owlishly at the open bedroom door behind him. “The door to my room?”

      “Well, yeah, that too, but the front door.”

      “So you just walked right in?”

      He jerked a shoulder. “It’s not safe to leave doors unlocked. Any jackass can waltz in.”

      Her lips twitched and for a second, he braced for her smile. Her smiles killed him. But she wiped her good hand over her mouth as if she was physically rubbing it away.

      “Teagan must’ve forgot to lock up before work. My friend who lives here,” Ricki explained.

      “Female friend?” Had to go there, didn’t you?

      Her eyes narrowed. “Not sure why it matters, but yes. Though I have friends of both sexes.”

      “Oh, believe me, I know. I’ve seen lots of your friends.”

      And there it was, right on cue—the snark that sprung off his tongue within ninety seconds of him even being in her sphere. He didn’t even have to try.

      “Just like I’ve seen lots of yours,” she said, swinging her legs off the side of the bed and awkwardly easing up into a sitting position. Then her shoulders slumped and she dropped her head, her long dark hair swishing forward to hide her face.

      He took a step toward her before self-preservation kicked in. He shoved his hands into his pockets and swallowed hard, terrified she was about to cry. “You sure pick a lot of assholes, you know that?”

      Okay, that was the last thing he’d intended to say. Her head swung up and her pale blue eyes flashed, and just like that, the emotion swimming in them was gone.

      Replaced with irritation.

      “Did you drive all the way over here to say that? Pretty sure a text would’ve sufficed.”

      “Can’t see you blush and roll your eyes at me through a text.”

      “I’m not blushing. I’m annoyed. Entirely different.”

      “Cheeks are still pink.”

      “Ugh. You’re still exactly the same.” Before Mal could toss back a smart-ass reply to that Michael-esque response, she slid him a sidelong glance. “Thank fucking God.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “Everyone is so strange now. I get it. Nothing’s like it was. It never will be again.”

      “Like your hair.”

      She touched it, running the fingers of her good hand through the tangled strands while she carefully shifted her slinged arm. “I couldn’t stand myself, so I did this. Teagan took me to her hairdresser and she was so patient with me as I tried to figure out how to wiggle down to the bowl so she could wash my hair. You don’t realize how much you use your shoulder until you’re not supposed to move it much.”

      “Dislocated?”

      “Yes.”

      “What else?”

      “Nerve and tendon damage. Concussion. This.” She moved her hair back and he inhaled at the jagged scar that curved around her neck.

      He wasn’t even sure from what. Flying debris, probably. She’d been bleeding enough from her arm that he hadn’t taken time to catalog the rest of her injuries.

      “Your arm will heal. No lasting damage?”

      They both knew what he was asking. Everything came down to if she could still play as she had before.

      She huffed out a breath. “We’ll see. The doctors are hopeful. I’ll be starting PT soon.”

      “As soon as you can.”

      “What are you, my physician now?”

      The crossness in her tone nearly made him sink to his knees in gratitude. He’d wondered if they could get back to the way they’d been before the concert. Not that they were friends. Far from it. But he’d dreaded seeing her again in case what had happened would change their relationship.

      He should’ve known better. This woman was like none other.

      Precisely why she’d embedded herself so deeply into his subconscious he didn’t think there was a way to dig her out.

      “I haven’t played doctor in a while.”

      “How long’s a while? Twenty years or twenty days?”

      He nearly smiled. “I use a different kind of stethoscope when I play now.”

      “I just bet.”

      “I like the blond better.”

      “Jeez, don’t flatter me so.”

      “Just saying. The blond is you. The brown is nice but it’s not you.”

      “Maybe I’d like you better with hair. Just one of those mysteries we’ll never solve, huh?” Slowly, she got to her feet and he almost answered her.

      You’ve already seen me with hair. You just don’t remember.

      She walked over to the tall dresser and tugged open a drawer, removing a pair of yoga pants. She bit her lip as she yanked up one leg, then struggled to twist the other around so she could climb in. He’d stepped forward to help when her head shot up and her gaze pinned him in place.

      “I can do it.”

      He nodded and rubbed his hand over his head. Saying nothing.

      What was there to be said?

      She hadn’t fretted he’d seen her in next to nothing. They lived together after all, at least for a good chunk of the year. She’d seen him naked. He’d seen her the next thing to it. The details he’d missed had been filled in by his imagination quite nicely.

      Once she’d accomplished the feat of drawing up the snug pants, she slumped against the dresser and let out a long breath. “These are the workouts I’m capable of right now. Still don’t quite have my energy back.”

      “It’ll come.”

      “I guess you got them.” She ducked her head and her heavy dark hair fell forward. “The sticks.”

      “Yes. I don’t text.”

      “Lila told you where I was?”

      “No.”

      Her brows lifted. “Michael?”

      Mal shrugged.

      “So you texted him.”

      “You talk a lot.”

      Now she did smile, and leaned back to brace her good arm on the dresser, pulling the nightshirt obscenely tight. He didn’t bother trying not to look this time. Maybe he wanted to see how she’d react to him being…well, him. Time to see if she really meant what she’d said about being glad he was who he was, even if it wasn’t for any reason but that he was familiar.

      Her smile turned sly. “Look your fill now because I’m about to put a bra on.” She disappeared into the en suite bathroom, leaving him staring after her. He wasn’t sure how she’d manage it with the sling, but he didn’t doubt she would.

      So this was his cue to leave. He’d just turned toward the doorway when she called out.

      “You got a car?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m starving.”

      His heart started beating too fast, slamming like a fist against his chest. “I don’t eat fucking sushi.”

      “Good. Me either. I want red meat.” The water turned on in the bathroom.

      She emerged a couple of minutes later wearing a baggy zippered sweatshirt. Sort of. She’d pulled the sleeve on her good arm and had draped the other side over her like a wrap. “So I lied. Kinda suck at the bra thing just yet. So this’ll do.” She pulled the sides as close together as possible and angled her head, as if daring him to question her.

      He didn’t. He just motioned her ahead of him and closed the door behind them.

      As if she knew he intended to watch her ass as she walked down the hall, she yanked the back of her sweatshirt down.

      And he grinned.
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      “So I got a thing tonight.”

      From the other side of a patch of grass in Central Park, Elle cocked a brow. They’d eaten at some purely New York place with incredibly juicy burgers and onion rings, which she’d scarfed down with relish since she didn’t have to worry about kissing him. Lifting the burger wasn’t as easy in her current predicament, but Mal’s crack about offering to cut up her burger in little pieces had given her new resolve.

      After that, they headed to the park and sat around like bums all afternoon, camping out near a trio of guitarists who ran through a repertoire ranging from Creedence Clearwater Revival to the Fugees.

      It was a fairly warm, overcast day in November, and they were blissfully anonymous in the crowd. They didn’t talk, beyond dispensing the snacks they’d bought at a corner bodega. Chips. Soda. Pull apart licorice that stained her fingers—and probably her lips—red.

      She didn’t have to try to impress him, and he definitely didn’t worry about impressing her. Since he didn’t text or do much with social media, he wasn’t on his phone all afternoon. Her one-handed predicament made her leave her phone in her pocket too.

      Besides, her company was interesting. Not what he said, but because he didn’t say much. Didn’t have to. There weren’t any uneasy gaps in the conversation, because silence swelled between them like a song.

      Speaking was so rare between them that even hearing his voice jarred her a little. She imagined he had a lot of “things” from one day to the next. From his behavior on the bus, she doubted a twenty-four hour period passed without one.

      “Is this ‘thing’ blond, brunette or a redhead?”

      When he didn’t respond, she pursed her lips. “Two out of three? Or wait, you don’t know yet. Depends who you choose from your little black book.”

      “Ain’t so little.” His painfully direct stare would’ve made another woman blush, but she was well used to his comments.

      She braced the side of her knee on the pack of licorice to hold it still and yanked off another piece. “Well, you have fun then.”

      He picked up his bottle of soda and popped off the top, taking a long drink. Then he slowly screwed the top back on. “It’s not a woman.”

      “A man?”

      This time, he arched a brow and she hid her smile behind her piece of licorice.

      He didn’t say anything more for so long that she figured the subject was closed. Fine by her. They were just killing some time while they were both in the same place.

      No big.

      “You wanna come?”

      The question was so unexpected, she turned her head to blink at him. “Say what?”

      Again, the silence. Then he cleared his throat. “Never mind.”

      “Now I’m curious.”

      “I’ve got a gig. Club called Purple Egg in the Bronx.”

      “Come again?” When he didn’t reply, she leaned forward and whipped him with the end of her licorice until he reluctantly met her gaze. “You, the guy who doesn’t even like to play with his band? With who?”

      “I never said I didn’t like to play. You assumed.”

      She snorted. “Right. Us judgy meanies, being so harsh.”

      “Band’s called Venus Rising. They put out the call for a replacement drummer on Craigslist. It’s my second night sitting in with them.” He shrugged and flipped off the cap of his soda, tipping back the bottle again.

      “So, what, you’re inviting me to your show?” She bit into her licorice. “I do know how you play. I might’ve heard you a time or two.”

      He shrugged again. “So don’t come.”

      “Can I bring a guest?”

      His gaze went from flat to knife-sharp in an instant. “Hook up somewhere else.”

      “I meant Teagan, asshole.” But she laughed, shaking her head. “For a guy who gets so much play, you sure are cranky about the rest of us getting any.”

      “Just not in the mood to crack open any more skulls because of your bad choices.”

      All at once, she wasn’t so amused. “I didn’t ask you to do a damn thing. Ever,” she added meaningfully.

      “You know what? Forget it.”

      “Already have.”

      He shoved his empty soda bottle into the paper bag that held their wrappers and other discarded bottles and lumbered to his feet. “You ready?”

      She was tempted to sit there and make him wait. Jerk. Worst of all, she wasn’t entirely sure he’d been the asshole this time.

      In fact, she was almost certain it was her, and that was pissing her off.

      “Look, you’re not normally nice to me.”

      He watched the guitarists strum the opening of “Stairway to Heaven” and ignored her.

      “Then you get all self-righteous about me bringing a friend when we both know you’ve had about triple the amount of women on the bus than I’ve had guys.”

      Still nothing.

      “You didn’t even say if you liked the drumsticks. They cost a lot of money, you know.”

      Yep, she was now officially the asshole.

      “I liked them,” he said shortly.

      “Jesus, don’t be so effusive.” She finished off her licorice and closed the package as best she could before tucking it into the pocket of her sweatshirt. Then she shifted onto her knees and was about to struggle to her feet when he simply plucked her up and set her on them.

      Worse, he didn’t even breathe heavy.

      “Ready?” he said again.

      “Impatient much?”

      He obviously was, but he matched his pace to hers as they headed back to the parking garage where they’d paid an exorbitant amount to park for the afternoon. Almost evening now.

      The silence back to Teagan’s place in Brooklyn wasn’t as comfortable as the earlier one had been. He pulled up to the curb down the block and she climbed out, hesitating before she closed the door.

      He never looked her way.

      Yeah, you messed that one up royally, Crandall.

      Teagan wasn’t home yet when she went inside, and she was at loose ends so she struggled through a shower. More like a sponge bath, really. She had no idea why, since she was in for the evening. But she also did her best to wash her hair one-handed too.

      TV held little interest. So did the book she’d bought on Amazon yesterday, a juicy romance novel. Until Mal had shown up, she’d been riveted.

      Now nothing kept her occupied.

      When Teagan texted her she was on her way home with takeout Chinese, Elle was struggling through pulling on a pair of skinny jeans. She happily took a break from that fruitless task to sit on the edge of her bed to text her friend.

      

      You up for a club tonight?

      

      A club? Where?

      

      My bandmate’s playing at a place called the Purple Egg in the Bronx. Know it?

      

      One of your bandmates is still in town? Who?

      

      Malachi.

      

      *Sigh* Mercy, he’s a big, delicious bite, isn’t he?

      

      Elle frowned at the winking and kissing emojis Teagan sent. Lord, did her friend have a crush on Mal?

      Of course she does. Most women with pulses do. And he knows it, the obnoxious oaf.

      

      I think he’s got a girlfriend.

      

      Elle groaned at what she’d replied. Why the hell had she said that? He surely did not have a girlfriend. At least not singular. He was a multiples kind of guy.

      

      Bummer. Still smokin’ hot though. I don’t know the Purple Egg, but we can check it out. What time’s the show?

      

      Elle released a long sigh. She would’ve known, if she hadn’t been such a raging bitch to him when he’d asked.

      

      I don’t know.

      

      Hmm, so maybe I better skip the Chinese, and we’ll grab something there?

      

      Do you mind?

      

      No way. How often do I get to hang out with real live rockstars?

      

      More winking.

      

      Kidding. I have one crashing in my spare bedroom, and it’s wicked cool.

      

      Elle smiled and tapped out a reply.

      

      I’m not a rockstar, and hello, you’re a musician yourself. No stars in your eyes, girl.

      

      Dude, I play sax at weddings and bar mitzvahs. Not exactly the same kind of audience. On my way home. We’ll leave my car then & Uber it to the show so we don’t have to deal with parking. Curl your hair or something.

      

      A minute passed and another text came through.

      

      On second thought, don’t. My naturally curly hair is my only advantage if I’m going clubbing with a hottie like you.

      

      Elle laughed and went back to trying to pull on her jeans. What a pain in the ass. Another text came through when she’d finally accomplished it, this time from Denver.

      

      When you coming home, Crandall? It’s been two days since you’ve been sprung.

      

      Elle had to smile. They’d had the same conversation every day since she’d told Denver that she would be sticking in New York a while longer.

      

      Soon, I promise. Why isn’t that husband of yours keeping you naked and off the phone?

      

      One needs to break for sustenance now and then. Seriously, how are you?

      

      Getting by. How are you? How’s everyone?

      

      Fine. The same.

      

      Biggest lie ever told.

      

      How is Jules? I know she can’t be good, but I’ve texted her and she hasn’t answered.

      

      She’d texted her half a dozen times, truth be told. It wasn’t as if she’d expected Jules to say much. A confirmation she was still alive would’ve been plenty. But she’d said nothing. Almost as if Elle didn’t exist.

      Elle was trying to wait her out. Jules knew what she needed right now. And Elle understood that.

      No one could quite get what it was like to live through something like that if they hadn’t. And Elle hadn’t lost her soulmate.

      Denver finally sent back a text.

      

      She’s still breathing. About all we can ask for right now. She and Tris have been pretty holed up. We’re trying to give them what they’re asking for, and right now it’s space.

      

      The baby’s okay?

      

      She still hasn’t officially admitted she’s pregnant, but we all know it. She’s said she’s all right, so I have to hope the baby is too.

      

      Elle set down her phone and pressed her fingertips to her closed eyes. God, just thinking about Jules being pregnant in the midst of this made her queasy. She missed her friend so much. All she wanted was to wrap her arms around her and hold on until this horrible nightmare ended.

      But it never would. And Jules didn’t need—or want—her hugs right now.

      It was probably just as well she had opted to stay in New York. Mal too. For all Elle knew, maybe Jules would just see them as bad reminders of a night she could never forget.

      Denver texted again.

      

      I don’t like the thought of you alone all day while your friend is at work. I don’t think it’s healthy.

      

      What Denver didn’t say was that she felt it gave Elle too much time to think. She was right—normally. But not today.

      

      Actually, I had company today. I’m okay.

      

      What kind of company? Making friends already?

      

      Nah, I hung out with Mal.

      

      Denver didn’t reply for so long that Elle figured Ryan must’ve come home or something. She stood to root through the few shirts she had with her, finally deciding she’d go with a tank top. More room for the damn sling without causing sleeve friction. Plus, clubs usually got hot.

      But then there was definitely the bra issue. She didn’t normally rue her C-cups, but she was right now.

      “Fuck my life,” she muttered, grabbing a plain cotton bra out of her drawer. Then she went back for a push-up one. Hell, if she was going through that much effort, might as well shove the girls nice and high.

      Denver texted again just as she was closing the front snaps. She sighed and grabbed her phone, narrowing her eyes at Denver’s one-word question.

      

      Why?

      

      Because he’s here? I don’t know. We just chilled. No big deal.

      

      She wanted to say more. Like that they’d had fun. Or at least she had. There had been no stress. No need to think. And she hadn’t felt alone, something she often did even when she was in a group. That pervasive loneliness had dogged her since childhood and the feeling had only grown worse since the night of the concert.

      But not today.

      

      You hate Mal.

      

      I don’t hate anyone.

      

      Pretty sure you hate him. If I polled the band right now, they’d all agree with me.

      

      Fine, have it your way, I hate him. I still had fun today. Okay?

      

      Denver’s pause in texting was even longer this time. Elle took the opportunity to turn off her phone.

      She loved Denver. Out of all the girls, Denver was probably her closest friend. But she didn’t want to justify seeing Mal to her or anyone else. It wasn’t as if they’d made out, for fuck’s sake. They’d just had lunch and watched some guys play guitar. And argued about petty shit.

      What was the big deal?

      Oh, maybe that you’re wearing a push-up bra to watch him play at some club? And skinny jeans, which are basically equivalent to a chastity belt for you now in terms of effort required to put them on.

      She growled under her breath and stalked to the bathroom mirror. She wasn’t wearing the bra and skinny jeans for Mal. That would’ve been ludicrous. She was just going to support the guy because he’d asked her to come see him play.

      Before she’d thrown the invite back in his face.

      She shut her eyes and lightly thunked her forehead against the mirror.

      Smart move, Crandall.

      Recovering from a concussion and she already had a headache building and what did she do? Bang her head some more.

      All because Malachi Shawcross was ridiculously sexy and absolutely no one in the world seemed to want her to go within fifteen feet of him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She was still restless and itchy as she and Teagan waited in line outside the Purple Egg at a quarter to nine. Early by clubbing standards, but they didn’t know when the set was due to start. Her phone pulsed in her hand and she growled at the message before shoving her phone back into her pocket.

      “If I get one more text from Michael about keeping clear of Mal, I’m going to scream.”

      Teagan grinned. “Only makes you want to spend even more time with him.”

      “I’m not being contrary. I just don’t get what the BFD is. I’m a grown woman. Besides, if we were going to do something crazy, we could’ve done it months ago. His bed is like five feet from mine.”

      Teagan pushed her round frame glasses higher on her pert nose. Everything was pert about Teagan, from her bouncy red curls to her stacked ass. And Elle didn’t feel weird for noticing, since Teagan had asked her repeatedly if her butt looked okay in her ripped jeans.

      Answer—yes, it looked fabulous and Elle was jealous as hell.

      “But he hadn’t saved your life then. That’s, like, Titanic-type shit right there.”

      “What is it with Titanic? Everyone uses it as an example of some great love story, and hello, Rose could’ve made room for Jack on the board. She didn’t because she was just using him for some cruise ship booty and planned on landing herself a new rich guy the moment she got back to shore.”

      Teagan’s mouth dropped open. “That is quite possibly the most cynical thing I’ve ever heard you say, Richelle Crandall.”

      Elle shrugged. “Just saying.”

      “Your jaded view of one of the most romantic movies ever aside, what Mal did for you is enough to create some serious vag-clenching moments.”

      “He would’ve done it for anyone. We didn’t even talk about it. It’s not a thing.”

      Except it was, in the back of her head. Especially since she kept having weird flashbacks to the night of the show, both when she was and wasn’t awake.

      The ones she had during sleep were far worse. Knowing Mal had witnessed at least the tail end of one of those nightmares should’ve freaked her out, but it hadn’t. Neither had his checking out her rack. She’d felt at ease with him in a way she couldn’t explain.

      It hadn’t always been that way between them. Maybe it wouldn’t be again since she’d screwed things up so colossally.

      But she was there for his show, wasn’t she? And whether or not he wanted her to stick around, she intended to stay for his entire set.

      That was what a friend would do. Because that was all they were. Barely even that, but still.

      “But he didn’t do it for anyone. He did it for you. Have you seen the pictures?”

      A pang went through Elle’s chest, somehow resonating in the dull ache at the base of her skull. “There’s pictures? God. I don’t want to see.” She glanced over her shoulder at the line already winding down the sidewalk behind them. A burly, stern-looking security guard was checking IDs at the door, and it was taking forever.

      “Yes, there’s pictures. Look.” Teagan scrolled to a webpage and held out her phone to Elle. “He looked so hot carrying you out of there. I mean, of course it was a horrible tragedy, and I know people were hurt—”

      “My bandmate’s husband died. Went far beyond hurt,” Elle said shortly, pushing away the phone. “I don’t want to see them.”

      “If you’d just—”

      “Teagan. I said no.” Her sharp response made the people just ahead of them turn around to stare.

      Elle shook her head and covered her face with her hand. Her head felt as if someone was driving an iron spike through it. And her arm was prickling with pins and needles, a sensation she was becoming all too familiar with.

      Why had she thought coming out tonight was a good idea? She was in pain and uncomfortable and the crush of bodies against her on all sides was making sweat pop out on her brow and between her breasts. A crowd this size was dangerous. If anyone was packing a weapon, or decided to cause some trouble, shit could go south fast.

      You didn’t think of that earlier, with Mal. Think he can protect you from everything? That he’s your own personal savior now?

      “Whoa, sorry, Elle. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Teagan touched Elle’s back lightly, pulling away when Elle braced. “Are you okay? You look sick.”

      “I’m fine.” Just two minutes away from tossing what’s left from my lunch on the nearest pair of shoes. No problem here.

      “If you aren’t feeling well, I’m sure you could text Mal and send him your regrets.”

      Elle barked out a laugh. “Right. I’ll just do that, since he isn’t speaking to me at the moment anyway.”

      Teagan’s perfect auburn brows pinched together. “Then why are we here? I thought you said he invited you?”

      “He did, but I threw it back in his face.” Elle rubbed the knotted muscles at the back of her neck. “We have a complicated relationship.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Actually, we don’t have a relationship at all. We barely speak, just grunt insults at each other most of the time.”

      The line shuffled forward. Finally. “But he saved your life,” Teagan insisted.

      “Do you know I would have died for sure? No. Neither do I. If it’s not your time, you don’t die.”

      “But you can’t know. The article said he shoved a burning beam out of the way, then he carried you through the crowd while you were injured and bleeding all over him.”

      Elle shut her eyes as the smell of smoke infiltrated her nose, making her lightheaded. A cigarette. It had to be someone smoking. She wasn’t back there on that smoky stage, struggling to breathe while consciousness drifted away.

      I’m here. I’m here with you.

      She sucked in a deep breath of air as her heart fluttered. “I don’t know if I can do this,” she muttered, grimacing as someone pushed too close and she drew the sling in too tightly to her body. Pain ricocheted through her shoulder into her neck, and she nearly groaned in agony.

      Christ, she had to get out of there before she passed out. And guess what, there was no Mal to save her so gallantly now. What was he supposed to do? Leap down off the stage mid-set and part the crowd like the Red Sea to find her?

      Behind her, a couple of girls were giggling. “Shh, shh, put those away. Wait until we get inside.”

      “Dude, I need one. I’m totally crashing. We have enough. One now, one later.”

      More giggling. “C’mon, you know I have way more than that. I never leave home without our party favors.”

      “Thank God. My cramps are killing me.”

      The second girl snorted. “Take a few of those and you’ll be feeling no pain.”

      Teagan snapped her fingers in Elle’s face. “Earth to Elle. Though gotta say, I still want to call you Ricki. Hard to change after all these years.”

      “Call me whatever you want. I answer to lots of things. Even Little Ricki now and then.”

      Teagan laughed. “Well, considering you’re taller than me, not sure that fits. Who calls you that?”

      Elle swallowed his name before she said it. She was afraid even saying it aloud again would conjure him in front of her and she wasn’t ready.

      You need one of those pills.

      She didn’t even know what they were, but it hardly mattered. Those two chicks were smaller than she was and they weren’t stumbling around or too messed up. If they could take them and not suffer many ill effects, so could she. It probably couldn’t be much different than her pain pills, and she hadn’t even had one of those yet. She’d been so good.

      So now you can be bad.

      She shook her head. No, that wasn’t why she wanted one. Her head hurt. Her arm hurt more. She was so wobbly and kept looking over her shoulder. She’d never had panic attacks before, but she would’ve sworn she was on the verge of one. Maybe this was what Nicky felt like when he walked on stage.

      Nicky. Dear God, she couldn’t slip. Not when she’d managed to stay strong for so long.

      He’d called when they were on the way out. She’d sent him a quick text, promising to get back to him later.

      He’d know if she was high. She’d know even if he didn’t. And she couldn’t mess with her sobriety. It had been—fuck, how many days had it been? She’d kept a solid count until the day of the accident, scrolling it every morning on the inside of her wrist in pen. When she’d awakened in the hospital, she’d noticed the number the next day and had scrubbed it with soap to make it go away.

      They’d pumped her full of crap. She hadn’t chosen to take it, but it was the same. And if it wasn’t, she’d been too disoriented to find the logic that said otherwise. Standing in front of that sink in the tiny bathroom, she’d felt like a failure.

      She felt like an even bigger one now, because her mouth was watering and her skin was buzzing and she hadn’t even taken a single hit yet.

      Yet.

      Her sponsor. She should call Kristy as soon as they got in the club. She’d talk her down off the ledge. She had before. All she had to do was wait until they were inside and find a quiet corner and make the call. No matter what Kristy was doing, she’d answer if she was able to.

      And if she wasn’t able to, Elle would just take that little pill, whatever it was, and no one would be any the wiser.

      Just one pill. What could it hurt?

      She wouldn’t even have to talk to them. Nicky wasn’t the only one in the family who could pick locks and swipe things out from under people. If she wanted to, she could just slip that little baggie out of the brunette’s back pocket, take what she wanted, and return it without saying so much as thank you.

      “Here we go,” Teagan said enthusiastically as they finally reached the security guard.

      Her friend made small talk with him as they flashed their IDs, and Teagan laughed and flirted as easily as if she’d been born doing it. That was just her personality. She’d recently gone through a rough breakup, so Elle was reasonably sure her friend wasn’t looking to hook up tonight.

      What about you? You looking to score anything besides a high?

      She nearly laughed despite the relentless ache in her head. Score, yeah right. She was trussed up like a Thanksgiving bird. She couldn’t even undress herself without help unless the guy wanted to wait half an hour. He’d probably be snoring by then.

      Besides, she wasn’t ready to be touched. Or looked at intimately. She had so many fresh bruises and wounds now and her body didn’t seem to fit her right anymore. As if she’d woken up in the form of a stranger with her face.

      Teagan walked away from the security guard with his phone number. “Well, look at that.” She grinned up at Elle as they found the last unoccupied table on the raised level to the left of the stage. There was space to stand right in front, flowing to the back. People were already dancing near the front of the club to the canned music coming through the speakers, but glittery purple curtains pulled tight across the stage were fronted with a glowing neon sign that said Venus Rising.

      Glitter and neon, so not Mal’s scene. Yet there they were.

      And Elle couldn’t see those girls who had been behind them anymore. She should’ve watched them more closely. Now she might be shit outta luck.

      Some luck, that an addict can’t find her high.

      A waitress came over with a sticky pair of menus and slapped them down on the table. Teagan popped one open and rubbed her hands together. “God, starving. What do you feel like getting? I’ve been craving onion rings all day.”

      Elle shut her eyes. “Already had onion rings today,” she said faintly, trying to shove the memory of lunch with Mal away. “But I’m always up for more.”

      “Perfect. Did you try that little deli on the corner I told you about?” Teagan asked distractedly, still perusing the menu.

      “No. Not yet.” Shakily, she rose. Time to call Kristy. She was on the ropes, big time. “I’m going to use the bathroom. Be right back.”

      “Okay. Don’t get lost. The set should be starting soon.”

      Elle nodded, backing away from the table. She was sweating again, and this time she wasn’t sure it was from the pain. She needed a hit. It had been a while, but she was craving hardcore.

      How had she ever ignored this feeling? The shakiness, the gnawing hunger in the pit of her belly that no food could fill. Her skin went clammy then hot, and spots danced in front of her vision as she made her way through the people laughing and milling around with drinks in their hands. Everyone was having a good time.

      She could be too. Soon. Very soon.

      Slapping a hand against the wall to stop it from shimmying, she passed through a doorway that could’ve led to the hallway by the bathrooms or another world. Either one seemed plausible. She blinked until the spots receded, walking forward as gingerly as a child on the ice.

      One step in front of the other. One step at a time. That’s it, Ellie. Hang on to Mommy. You don’t want to fall.

      Ahead, the brunette from behind them in line was going into the bathroom.
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      His hands were on fire.

      It wasn’t the new drumsticks. Those were the perfect weight in his hands, curving into his grip as if they’d been made for him. They had been in a way. Not to the shape of his hand, but for him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d received a gift from someone.

      Even if that someone had then tossed his invitation back in his face a few hours after he’d gotten her present.

      Eh, what did he expect? They weren’t friends. She’d gotten him those drumsticks for one reason only—guilt. She felt guilty that he’d saved her. Randy was dead, and she was alive, and he’d bet cash money she felt as if that wasn’t fair.

      No, it wasn’t fucking fair Randy was dead, but that didn’t mean she deserved to be. She hadn’t taken his place. She’d just occupied her own.

      Dobby, the lead singer of Venus Rising, was on his knees, wailing out an Oblivion hit. He probably thought he was doing a good Simon Kagan imitation, but he so wasn’t. The guy had a wicked cold, and he’d been hacking and sucking down lozenges right before coming onstage. He sounded like a dying cat, and his dance moves when he made it up off his knees weren’t much better.

      Mal kept his head down and just kept whaling on the skins. He had a job to do. Get in, get out. No thinking. No concerning himself with anyone but himself. This wasn’t his freaking band. He didn’t have to play politics or wonder if Dobby went down, what that would mean for the rest of them for tomorrow night’s surprise added-on gig.

      Three nights with the same bunch of clowns. He was practically an honorary member by now.

      Fuck, no. One band was enough for him, and he’d have to deal with them again soon enough.

      A movement in the crowd caught Mal’s eye. A woman in a belly shirt held up a giant white sign that said “The Bronx loves you, Dobby!” Dobby flashed the peace sign to the squealing woman, but Mal wasn’t focused on her. At the next table, a very familiar sexy as fuck brunette with a sling was leaning up to speak to a man who had his hand on her good shoulder. At her side, a bouncy redhead pumped her fist in the air to the music and laughed at something the man said, raising her drink high before tossing it back.

      Ricki held a drink too and she was steadily sipping while she listened to whatever the asshole at her side was saying. From this distance and in the darkness of the club, Mal couldn’t tell for sure, but he was willing to bet the dude was about two inches away from copping a feel.

      Jesus, this woman was going to kill him.

      It had been bad enough living on the bus with her and watching the men who came in and out. Not that many, really, all things considered, but even one touching her was too much.

      But she’d come to his set. He didn’t know what to make of that. She hadn’t seemed into it earlier yet she there she was.

      Probably figuring it was as good a meat market as any. Not that she didn’t have every right to pick up dudes. Just as he had the right to pick up women.

      Tough nuts he didn’t want any.

      The band moved from the Oblivion classic into some Stones and a few other derivative pieces before swinging into a song off their upcoming album. From what Mal had heard from the other guys, that album had been in the works for some time.

      It wasn’t as if Mal had room to judge. Warning Sign’s album was still a work-in-progress. They’d dropped a single that had blown up—even more so after the shitstorm of a concert in Queens—and they had a few booked dates for one-offs, but they were firmly in album hell right now. Their hotshot new producer, Nash, was bringing an interesting new sound to the table, as was Luc, Molly’s new dude and recent addition as co-lead singer.

      Luc had texted him twice since the show. He’d answered neither one. He liked the guy well enough, but he didn’t want to talk to anyone. Especially anyone in the band or associated with the band or a fucking reminder of the band.

      Not when all he could focus on was who was still there—and who was gone.

      Now the guy was touching Ricki’s hair. She’d left it long and loose and from this distance, it looked like he was playing with it and making her laugh. But she was still looking at the stage, her attention riveted despite her new pal.

      Mal tried to look away. The vibration through his foot on the pedal and the clang of the hi-hats and drums with every strike should’ve been enough to occupy him. He was learning new material on the fly, and whether this was his place or not, it mattered. A crappy effort would never be adequate. Not for him.

      Their gazes locked, and he kept playing, harder, faster, rising up off his stool for the flourishes he was known for with Warning Sign. He wasn’t supposed to be doing that here. This was strictly a low-key gig. No reason to draw attention to himself. But he flipped the sticks up and back into his hands anyway, crossing his arms and slamming the hi-hats as Dobby glanced back with an arched brow.

      His expression wasn’t admiring. It was more like a silent admonition. “Hey, fill-in guy, remember this isn’t your gig.”

      Oh, he remembered. And when Ricki went back to laughing with her new friend, he’d tone it down. Because he was doing it for her. Putting on a show to make her keep her eyes right where they were—on him.

      Always on him, just as his were on hers.

      The set ran long. At some point, he noticed Ricki and Teagan order another round of drinks. The first guy disappeared, then another couple of them took his place, crowding around the two women as if they were prisoners on a weekend pass. But Ricki was still watching him. Still laughing now and then. Definitely still drinking. But she wasn’t turning her attention elsewhere.

      Eventually, Dobby held up his hands and made the signal for their typical closer. Mal played with about double enthusiasm of any other song thus far, though he skipped the stick tricks. His wrists were singing and his throat was raw from climbing out of his range. He was all too happy to join the others for their bows before running backstage.

      He needed a change of clothes. Sweat was dripping off him, soaking right through his T-shirt. He’d just whipped it off and looped it around his neck when Ricki and her cute-as-a-button redheaded friend talked their way past security.

      Mal saw Ricki giggle and flash her bra to the dude—if not more—and he barely managed to swallow a growl.

      Christ, he needed to get himself in line. How, he had no clue.

      Probably had to fuck it out with some anonymous babe. The kind who would be fun and wouldn’t expect anything after. Just a bounce in the darkness and on to the next.

      Pity he wasn’t entirely sure he’d be able to get it up for anyone but the woman now sashaying her way over to him, her hair tumbling over her shoulders and her sling and her walk way more confident than the trepidation that passed fleetingly over her face.

      Her gaze dropped to his damp chest. Lingered. Then dropped even lower, practically lasering through his skintight leather pants to where his dumbass cock wanted to come out and say hello.

      He cleared his throat. Now he knew what it was like for the other party when he checked out a female. Of course, he’d always known. He spent half his life on a stage and he wasn’t exactly considered ugly. But Ricki’s inspection was far more personal. And unexpected.

      “Decided to show,” he said, bypassing hello.

      Ricki nodded, suddenly gripping her friend’s arm and tugging her forward with enough force that the other woman winced. “Brought Teag. Teagan Daly, this is Malachi Sh—”

      Mal held up a finger to his lips. “M. Cross,” he interjected, glancing at Teagan. “What’d you think?” he asked her friend.

      He didn’t ask Ricki. Didn’t want to know. Not because he was scared. It wasn’t as if her opinion was vital.

      “You were all amazing. You especially. Those flips and switches you were doing. You always kept the beat too. Rare. Lotta guys focus more on the showmanship and lose the rhythm.” Teagan’s gaze shifted to his chest and she licked her lips before looking up at his face again. “Impressive.”

      “Thanks.” Mal wiped his cheek with his shirt. “And you, Crandall?”

      So he was asking. So what?

      Behind them, Dobby and the rest of Venus Rising was involved in a heated debate. From the sounds of things, the band didn’t think Dobby should go on the following night because his coughing and general lack of oh, showmanship wasn’t doing them any favors.

      Dobby wasn’t having any of it.

      Ricki trailed a fingertip along the cleavage revealed by her tank top, a different one than she’d worn earlier. This one had a lacy fringe over her breasts and along the hem. Drawing the eye up then down and over all the curves in between. “You know you’re exceptional.”

      “Exceptional?” He cocked a brow, that brow only climbing higher as she laughed and leaned in closer to motion him down to her level so she could whisper in his ear.

      “In all ways.”

      He drew back, his eyes narrowing. Either she was pulling on his dick or she was flirting with him.

      Then again, she had been drinking. Unless she’d taken something more potent than alcohol as a chaser.

      Fucking A. He was tempted to lock her in a closet so he could keep an eye on her.

      Not your job, asshole. She’s not yours. When are you gonna get that through your head? Also, she’s a grown woman. Makes her own choices.

      You aren’t one of those choices. And never will be.

      “She’s right for sure. Never heard of these guys before, M.” Teagan stressed the M, winking at him as if they were sharing a secret joke. She glanced around before stepping closer and lowering her voice. “Not your usual gig, huh?”

      “A gig’s a gig.”

      “Better not let Lila hear that.” Ricki shook her hair back, smiling at a passing tech carting a couple of guitars. “She owns you.”

      “No one owns me.”

      “Pretty sure that contract says otherwise. But don’t worry.” She flashed a smile at another tech, tilting her head so her hair fell demurely across one eye. “She owns me too. Not like I can do any side gigs either.”

      It was probably the devil on his shoulder encouraging him. Or maybe he wanted to see if she’d ante up.

      There was something else he wanted to see—what they’d be like on a stage together when it was just the two of them and strangers.

      And the music. Always the music.

      “I might have a gig for you actually.” He kept one ear on the loud conversation taking place a few feet away. “One night only,” he added as Dobby’s objections reached a fever pitch.

      Ricki rubbed her fingers over her mouth. Her gaze was darting everywhere and she couldn’t stand still. If she was riding on just alcohol, she’d definitely had more than her share. “Oh yeah? What’s that?” She tapped her sling, laughing a little too loudly. “You know I’m gimp. Know that better than anybody, don’t you?”

      Rather than answer her, he came up behind her and cupped her good shoulder, turning her around to head toward Dobby and his bandmates. They widened the circle to include them, but only by a few inches. Their welcome was narrow at best.

      “Think they’re right, Dobster. Need to take a night off to rest your voice. And I have someone who can fill in for you on vocals.”

      Under his hand, Ricki jerked. “Have you lost your mind? I’m not a singer. I don’t sing.”

      “Liar,” he said easily, wrapping his other hand around the curve of her waist to keep her from bolting. “Who do you think has the bed closest to the shower? I hear you singing every damn day. Time someone else hears you too.”

      She shook her head so vehemently that her big hoop earrings swung. She backed up into him, but he was about as mobile as a brick wall. The soft sound that left her might’ve been distress at what he was proposing. Or it might’ve been the collision between her tight little ass in stretchy pants and his hard dick trapped in unforgiving leather.

      Deliberately, he held his ground. And held her right where she was.

      “Who is this, exactly?” Dobby rasped, eyeing Ricki. “She’s injured.”

      “This is…Ellie.”

      Something about either the nickname or that it was part of constructing a lie—that they were nobodies just trying to snag a gig—made her gasp. Mal smoothed a hand down her good arm, unsurprised her skin was as baby soft as he’d always suspected. Damn plum lotion was already working its magic on his head, making it swim.

      Hell, he could’ve gotten an erection from the scent of her alone. And that wasn’t even saying a thing about her scent, the intimate one he’d never know. The plum was bad enough. Dark and drugging and seductive with an innocence over it.

      Much like the woman herself.

      “Ellie, huh?” Dobby stuck out a hand. “You a friend of M’s? You ever sing before?”

      “Yes,” Mal said, overriding her quick head shake. “She’s shy.”

      “Shy, is it?” Dobby sneered. “You think that’s what our band needs?”

      “A talented, sexy woman with stage presence fronting your shit? Yeah, hmm, that’s a no. Never mind. I can’t imagine how a band with that setup could ever work.” Mal took one step backward, drawing Ricki with him.

      She was all too eager to go.

      “Thank God,” she hissed. “Thought you’d gone nuts.”

      “Hey there, Eddie,” Dobby said, moving forward. His voice sounded worse and worse by the minute. If he didn’t lose it entirely by tomorrow night, Mal would be shocked.

      “Ellie,” she replied primly, sliding Mal a look over her shoulder. For some reason, he was certain she’d been called that before. It wasn’t a leap from Elle, but the look she gave him was weighted with more.

      Maybe a man had called her that once. Could be why she’d chosen Elle as the name to use for her rebirth for the stage.

      But he called her Ricki, because that was the name of her roots. And he wasn’t about playing games or fawning over new facades. Ricki was who she was at the core, not the pretty gloss she shined on top for people who didn’t know her.

      Like you do?

      “Ellie,” Dobby corrected. “What kind of experience do you have?”

      “I’m not really applying for this position. I’m not a singer.”

      Dobby rolled his eyes as if they’d colossally wasted his time. “Just as I suspected.” He blew out a breath. “Damn shame just about everyone thinks they’re a musician these days. Art is totally gone—”

      Ricki straightened her spine and stepped forward, making Mal cough into his hand to hide a grin. “Actually, you know what, I’ll give you my experience. I’ve been in a band for a couple of years now. We have a crazy touring schedule when we’re not in the studio.”

      “Oh, really. Now you’re in a band.”

      “Never said I wasn’t in a band. I said I wasn’t a singer.” Her eyes unfocused a little as she glanced back at Mal, and his grin dimmed.

      Her words were slurred too, just enough for someone to notice who’d made a study of her for the past couple of years. Whether it was alcohol or something else—possibly pain pills—he didn’t know. But there was more swimming in her bloodstream than earlier.

      When she swayed back against him and he locked his hands around her waist, he was certain.

      He was going to find out what she’d taken, and fucking set it on fire. Possibly with a blowtorch. Whether it was legal or not, whomever had prescribed it to her needed their ass handed to them. Recovering addicts couldn’t take just anything. If it was alcohol, he was going to have a stern talk with her bubbly little friend with the nervous tics. She was standing off to the side of the members of Venus Rising, brushing her hair back, shifting from side to side, fiddling with her clothes. And always looking over her shoulder.

      Fuck, maybe Teagan wasn’t legal. Impossible to tell with most chicks these days. Hard to imagine she’d rented the apartment that Ricki was staying in if she wasn’t yet eighteen, but Ricki had mentioned a former boyfriend earlier. Could the age thing be why she was acting so out-of-sorts? She’d been fine at first but with every passing minute, she appeared more anxious.

      If she was that edgy because she was surrounded by so-not-rockstars, he almost felt sorry for her. Talk about a lame first—and probably last—rockstar experience.

      The more tense Teagan became, Ricki became more…loose. Uncoordinated. Flushed.

      High. She was so fucking high, and well enough used to it to be able to function. He’d bet his life on it.

      “So you don’t sing, hmm, but you’re in a band.” Dobby’s voice was almost down to a whisper, but he still managed a cocky grin that he aimed at his bassist. “What exactly is it you do? Stand around and look cute?”

      Mal’s fingers clamped around Ricki’s waist, but she shot him a quelling glance. “I play guitar. Pretty good at it too, I’m told.”

      “Oh, is that so. We’d have you play for us but rough break with the arm.”

      She gave Dobby and the others a thin smile. “It’ll heal. Give me an address and I’ll send you a copy of our next EP. Even signed. Since you’re a purist and all, can’t imagine you’d be into digital.”

      Dobby frowned and gazed past her at Mal. “She your girl?”

      “No,” they both said simultaneously, though if anything, his grip on her increased.

      He wasn’t entirely sure he’d ever be able to let her go. Especially not when it seemed sometimes as if she might buckle without his support.

      “Quick response there.” Dobby’s grin was just as quick. “All right, we’ll see what the doc says tomorrow. What the hell. If you fuck it up, I’ll look even better, right?” He let out a rasping laugh that no else echoed. “Pay is a portion of the night’s bar receipts and a percentage of the take at the door.” He coughed and blew his nose into a wadded-up tissue. “Small percentage. Not gonna get rich off this one, sweetheart, so hope your band is paying you better.”

      The corners of Ricki’s mouth turned up. “I’m getting by.”

      “Yeah, well, good for you. You got a number you can be reached at?”

      “Use mine,” Mal said before Ricki could answer.

      She shot him a glance, but he focused on Dobby. No, he didn’t know what he was doing. Not at all.

      But he was doing it.

      Dobby smiled coyly. “Called that one,” he muttered, tapping out something in his phone.

      Ricki turned around and lifted her brows. “Hello, I have a phone. And I’m at Teagan’s not with you—”

      “You were at Teagan’s,” he agreed. “You’ll be packing up tonight and staying with me for a few days.”

      Bare minimum, until he made sure she wasn’t using. If that meant monitoring her 24/7, well, guess what? He just happened to have some free time just now.

      Instead of raging at him, she let out a bawdy laugh. Oh, so high. He’d use her current state to his advantage if need be, if it meant she’d be safe. “You’re such a dick.”

      “Your point?”

      “This lover’s squabble is adorable. Can’t wait to see how it plays out on stage.” Dobby rolled his eyes then pointed at Mal. “If I can use her tomorrow, I’ll call you. If not, just you. Last night.”

      Mal nodded. “I’m quivering in anticipation.”

      Dobby and the others clomped off, their heavy motorcycle boots sounding as if they were marching in uniform steps. Mal glanced back at Ricki to find her laughing at him again. “I don’t normally find you this funny, do I?” She frowned, her chin wobbling, and it was possibly the cutest thing he’d ever seen.

      Since he never found anything cute, he wondered if he had a contact high just from touching her skin.

      “I can say no, you do not. But you’re out of your comfort zone with me today, aren’t you, Little Ricki?” He finally released her and motioned to Teagan, who was still standing off to the side, now fixated on her phone. She noticed after a moment and hurried over, the pinch to her brow smoothing as she gave them a bright smile. “So Elle is performing tomorrow night? How cool. I can’t wait to watch her sing. You never told me you could, you jerk.” She shoved her friend lightly, and Ricki sharply sucked in a breath. Teagan frowned. “Shit, are you hurting? I didn’t realize. Oh God, I’m sorry I touched you like that.”

      One more strike in Teagan’s column. She was clearly Captain Oblivious. And he thought he was bad.

      “Look, Teagan, I’m sure you’re a good friend and all, but Ricki is coming back with me to the place I’m renting for a few days. We have stuff to work on. Band stuff,” he said at length.

      Teagan’s green eyes lit. “Oh, I just bet.” She nudged Ricki’s foot with her shoe. “Something else you didn’t tell me, you skank. You said he had a girlfriend. Not so much, huh?”

      Mal gave Ricki a sidelong glance. Interesting. She wasn’t paying much attention to the conversation though, just swaying to the canned music pumping through the speakers. Some dance pop beat he wouldn’t listen to voluntarily unless someone paid him. “I wanna dance,” she announced, grabbing Mal’s hand and dragging him behind her.

      So that was a bit of a lie. If he’d planted his feet, she couldn’t have dragged him a millimeter. But her hand wrapped around his was enough to get him to follow her out the door to the short twisty staircase that led to the main floor beneath the stage that was used for dancing. He glanced back to let Teagan know where they’d be but she was gone.

      Where the fuck had she disappeared to?

      “Hey, wait up,” he said to Ricki, pulling her around to face him at the bottom of the stairs. “Your friend just AWOL’d.”

      She waved a hand. “Maybe she’ll get some. I think she needs it. That guy Bobby asked us to have a threesome. I said maybe but she seemed more interested.”

      “You said maybe to a fucking threesome with a stranger?”

      Ricki laughed. “Teag’s not a stranger. We’ve been friends since high school, silly.” She gave him a light push. “Never done it with a girl. I kissed one once. With tongue. It was weird. Still kinda hot though. She was smokin’.”

      Way too much information. Worse, way too much information his cock was enjoying. But he was not. He didn’t give two shits about sharing Ricki with anyone else, even a hot chick who liked to tongue-kiss other chicks.

      “Let’s get you a water.” And a water for him too, to soak his head and his overexcited dick.

      Having her hand curled inside his as if it belonged there was not helping matters.

      “Not thirsty right now. I drank a ton already.” She licked her lips, her big blue eyes glowing up at him. “You look like you need to get drunk too. I needed it bad.” She swayed and he braced an arm against the small of her back. Her eyes unfocused as she stared at the crowd then she looked straight at him, painfully direct. “Jules won’t talk to me. I should’ve died. Not him. Not Randy.”

      “Shut up. Don’t say that. Ever.” He gripped her chin with his other hand. “You listen to me, and you listen good. If I ever hear you say that again—or even think it—I’m going to take you across my lap.”

      “You can hear my thoughts?” She shifted closer and pulled her hand free of his. “What am I thinking right now?” She clutched his shirt before sliding her fingers downward.

      Heading nowhere good.

      “You’re thinking you want trouble. Guess what? You found it. But I’m not going to be your convenient fuck.”

      She angled her head and wet her lips again. “I don’t think I can fuck. I don’t even feel connected to my body anymore.”

      “Goddamn drugs,” he spat out.

      “No. Before. It was before.”

      He didn’t know what to land on first. That she’d basically just admitted she took something, or that she’d been out of sorts before taking whatever it was. Since the night of the show? Or before then?

      She was an addict, genius. Odds are she wasn’t thrilled with her life.

      “Dance with me,” she pleaded. “Let me see if I can still feel something else.” She rose up on her tiptoes and pressed her forehead to his chin. “It hurts. It all hurts so much.”

      His inclination was to demand what she’d taken so he could figure out if she could sleep it off or if he needed to take her to get her stomach pumped. It sure as hell wasn’t to dance to shitty music that was making his head throb. Unless what was really causing it was her tumbled dark hair, so rich and fragrant against his mouth. Her curvy body pressed against his, as close as she could get with her sling.

      He wanted to hold her. Just once, he wanted her in his arms.

      She had her addictions, and he had his. His were no less dangerous, because there was no treatment plan. No hope of ever seeing the other side.

      He’d tried everything. Other women. Music. Drinking on the nights he’d indulged. Just ignoring her to the point that it was almost pathetically obvious he had a problem. Denver knew, he was almost sure. She’d given him looks and made a few snide comments here and there.

      And Michael. Michael absolutely knew, but he wouldn’t voice it aloud. His brother wasn’t one to rub salt in a wound. He was also no dummy.

      The only time Mal had a chance with Ricki was when she was high. When she was sober, she wouldn’t give him the time of day. She was such a good person. Sensitive down to her fucking core, which was why people took advantage of her. Men in particular. He was an asshole. Didn’t care about anyone but himself.

      And her. God, he fucking cared about her, and he didn’t know how to stop.

      It was as if Lila had flipped a switch inside him the day she’d sent him to that stupid party to find Ricki. His mission in life was to keep her safe, and he’d failed. He’d saved her physically the night of the show, but he hadn’t been able to put the rest of her back together. He couldn’t make up for every other hurt she faced.

      At least not when he wouldn’t even acknowledge his own reality. She fucking mattered to him in a way he couldn’t keep denying. She was driving him mad, slowly and completely.

      So he took her hand and led her into the center of writhing bodies and too loud laughter and the people who’d probably given her the crap flowing through her bloodstream. He couldn’t think of any of that right now. He tugged her hard against him, watching as her eyes flared with surprise and something more. They were lined up from thighs to chest, and she cleaved herself against him in a way he’d never forget. Her nails dug into his upper arm, and her lips parted on a sigh or a moan.

      Maybe even his name.

      It didn’t count now. She wasn’t herself. But he’d take the hit however he could get it, because he was no better than she was.

      Only difference was she’d been clean once. And he never would be.
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      She woke on the verge of orgasm in an unfamiliar bed.

      Panic came first. It was so dark, and the bed felt different than hers at home or on the bus. Or Teag’s. This mattress was like a high-end board, and the one stingy pillow smelled of…

      Him.

      Her clit was throbbing and she was wet, so wet. But the pressure between her thighs couldn’t compare with the fire blazing through her shoulder to her neck. She let out a moan, trying to make it stop. To kill the aches, both of them. She shouldn’t have been able to feel the pulse between her legs when she was in so much pain, but both sensations were overwhelming.

      Then the door opened, a light spilling in from behind him and outlining his broad shoulders. He didn’t have a shirt on. Or pants, now that her eyes were adjusting. He’d wrapped a loincloth around his hips—

      Okay, no, that was a towel. His skin was wet.

      Just like she was.

      “What is it?” he snapped.

      “What happened? Where am I?” She tried to sit up and the world tilted precariously. “Did I drink?”

      “Not all you did.” His big hand slapped on the wall and overhead lights came on, their brightness assaulting her. She threw up her other arm to shield her eyes and realized she’d pulled a pillow between her legs as she slept.

      Dear God, had she been humping a pillow on Mal’s bed? How would she ever live down the horror?

      She dropped her arm and stared at him, aghast. Unless there were worse horrors.

      So much worse.

      “Did you—did we—is that why I’m so…”

      “We didn’t do a damn thing except dance. So if you got yourself all worked up,” his pointed gaze dropped to the pillow she’d tried to nudge discreetly away, “don’t blame me.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why did we dance? Why am I here?” She kicked aside the stupid pillow and rubbed her forehead. A headache was brewing, and she was dizzy. Her stomach couldn’t decide if she was hungry or queasy.

      Plus, she was still so horny, and the only man around had a cock the length of a goddamn alligator and almost as wide. And that was its shape through the towel, no less.

      She’d rubbed up against it on the dance floor. Shamelessly, like a cat in heat. His idea of dancing with her had mostly involved letting her gyrate up on him while he appeared stony-faced and unaffected.

      Minus the erection. There was no unaffected there.

      “We danced because you asked. You’re here because you’re staying with me now.”

      “Oh, no, I am not.” She didn’t know why he’d come up with such a preposterous idea, but it still was enough to propel her up into a sitting position. “I’m calling—”

      Who? Teagan? What time was it? Where was Teag anyway?

      Mal waited, cocking his brow. His alligator twitching its tail.

      “I drank,” she said slowly, trying to put the pieces together. They were all so fuzzy and indistinct. “I came to see you play even though you hate me.”

      “Never said I hated you. Seems rather stupid to invite you if I hated you.” He scratched his chin and the rasp of the short hairs there against his palm caught her attention. “And to dump you in my bed.”

      She’d smelled him in her sleep. Leather and the light tang of sweat and some soap that a mountain man would use to scrub his pits in a cold water stream. Even now, her nipples were on high alert every time she sucked in a breath.

      “You’ve got a nasty habit of doing that,” she muttered, grabbing the pillow she’d kicked aside to use it to hide her chest. He’d see. He’d know, and he’d use it against her later.

      She wasn’t even sure she’d blame him.

      “Dumping you in my bed? Nope. Gotta say this is the first time.” He leaned on the sleigh-style footboard, the muscles in his shoulders shifting and bunching. “Can do it again though if it gets you off.”

      She pressed her thighs together. “I definitely didn’t get off.”

      “Yet you think I fucked you until you passed out. You think even less of me than I realized.”

      “I didn’t think that. Exactly. I don’t know what to think. I should be at Teag’s.”

      “That’s the last place you should be.”

      “Why?” she demanded.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Look, obviously, I can’t remember, and that seems to happen a lot around you. I mean, I have pieces of it, but there’s chunks missing—”

      “Stand up.”

      She blinked at him. “What?”

      “You heard me. Stand up.”

      She didn’t know why she listened to him. As a rule, she never did. But she pushed the pillow off her lap and awkwardly stood, reaching out to grab the footboard when she wavered.

      “Now empty your pockets. All of them.”

      “Excuse me?”

      When she didn’t make a move to comply, he stepped forward, dwarfing her with his stupidly enormous size for an instant before he gripped her ass in both hands. She gasped, shocked by the pleasure that speared between her thighs. She rubbed against his hard cock like a damn kitten, helpless against the clenching in her core. But he wasn’t trying to feel her up. His big hands were in her pockets, and when he didn’t find what he wanted in back, he moved to the front, the jab of his fingers skating far too close to her clit.

      And she wasn’t at all sure it wasn’t intentional.

      He came back out with a baggie of tiny colorful pills. She swallowed, confused. They didn’t look like the pain pills the hospital had prescribed her, and she’d never dug into the bottle anyway. “What is that?”

      “You tell me.” He held up the bag closer to the lights. “Little e on them. Hmm, lemme guess what these are. Ecstasy? No wonder you’re a horny little thing. Still riding that high.”

      Shame made sweat pop out on her bra and between her breasts. She stared over his shoulder, sure he had to be wrong. She hadn’t slipped. Okay, yes, she had with the alcohol. She’d drank far too much. But E? She’d never taken that even back when she was using.

      Maybe someone at the club had stashed them in her pocket while she was dancing. Had to make a quick dump and run maybe because of the cops.

      Or…

      “You could’ve planted them on me while I slept. How do I know? It’s not like I can trust you.”

      Something flashed over his face and his lips curled into what passed for a smile. But it wasn’t one, not even close. “You’re right. You can’t trust me. Next?”

      She searched around for her purse. Her phone. Hell, even her shoes. “I’m leaving.”

      “You definitely aren’t.”

      “Oh yeah? Try to stop me.” She moved to push past him to the door and he gripped hold of her good arm, pulling her back against him with just enough force to be on this side of pain. She cried out, but he didn’t let her go.

      “You walk out this door, and I’m calling your brother. You know what I’m going to tell him?” He spoke against her ear, ruffling her hair with his warm breath. “I’m going to tell him I watched you get drunk off your fucking ass and that you came backstage fucking high with goddamn Ecstasy in your pocket. Wanna know how fast he’ll be on a plane here? Can you guess?”

      Tears blinded her. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Test me.”

      She let out a sob.

      “And what about those cute little nieces of yours? I know how much you dote on them. Pretty sure Nick and Lila won’t be letting their druggie aunt come visit.”

      Pain slashed through her, dark and deep, and this time it didn’t have a damn thing to do with coming down off a high or her injuries. She couldn’t lose Charlie and Avery. Those little girls meant everything to her.

      But he was right. So right. If Nicky got even the slightest whiff of what had happened tonight, he’d shut down on her and take away access to the girls. No way in hell would he risk her poison tainting them, not after what she and Nicky had endured with their father.

      And worst of all? He would be right.

      “My next call will be to Lila and Donovan. Who will then consult that handy little morality clause in your contract and drop your ass so fast that you won’t even have time to say ex-member of Warning Sign.”

      The tears were running thick and fast now, smearing all over her face. “It was just one little mistake.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Everyone slips up. I was hurt—”

      “You were. Should I pour you some hot milk and get you a cookie? Is that the going rate for flesh wounds now?”

      “You fucking bastard. I always hated you.”

      “Well, then, don’t stop on my account.” He adjusted his hold on her arm and the pressure eased even if his hold did not. “The choice is yours. Cry and pout and run to Teagan’s and I make those calls. Or stay here and dry the fuck out where I can monitor who you’re hanging out with and what the fuck you’re doing.”

      “It was one slip-up. Just one.” She shook her head and the tears dripped off her chin, soaking the front of her tank top.

      “You drank. You took some stranger’s goddamn pills, and you don’t even know what was in them.” Rage roared through Mal’s voice as he spoke against the back of her neck, branding her skin with his anger. And his disappointment. That came through loud and clear. “I almost took you to the fucking ER to get your stomach pumped, you little idiot.”

      Humiliation drenched her and she lowered her head until her heavy hair fell across her face, hiding it. “Please don’t tell Nicky. He’s all I have. The only one who loves me, and he w-won’t. He won’t anymore.”

      “Don’t make me tell him, and I won’t.”

      “Why do you even care? I’m nothing to you. Less than nothing.”

      Without warning, he turned her around so abruptly that she fell against him. Pain sang through her injured arm, but it was nothing compared to his dark, mad eyes. And beneath the stark fury, something she never expected to see.

      Pure fear.

      “I care,” he gritted out, letting go of her so that she sagged against the footboard. Then he walked out the bedroom door and shut it behind him.
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      Elle stayed up for the rest of the waning hours of the night, alternating between singing along to metal music set on scream to get out some of her aggression and dancing around the room to burn off some energy. When she lost interest in doing that, she dug her worn mini notebook out of her tiny clubbing purse and was about to scribble some random, disjointed lyrics that kept replaying in her head.

      Then she remembered, duh, right-handed. She tried to write a little, and managed it, but the second her nerves started to dance with irritation, she tossed aside the notebook and stubby pencil.

      She’d only managed to decipher two words out of the jumble in her head anyway.

      Beautiful nightmare.

      What did that even mean? Nightmare worked for Mal, but beautiful he was not. His cock kind of was, although not physically—cocks as a rule were fairly ugly, even if they were sizable. His definitely qualified as that. Right now, she could barely remember her own cell number but the imprint of his dick on her ass earlier had made quite the impression.

      Of course, she’d also seen it naked in person. Multiple times. The guy had an exhibitionist side as long as her legs.

      Long, yeah. And wide. Her thoughts were concentrated in one area, and that was nowhere good.

      She grabbed the second pillow she’d attempted to do inappropriate things with earlier and shoved it under her head to join the first. They were both lumpy, and she was too wired to sleep. She still didn’t fully remember taking the E earlier. It was as if she’d zoned out for the moments between walking down the hallway to the bathroom and returning to her table in the club. Teagan had been laughing, and she’d bought them a couple of drinks, though she’d been careful to ask, “You sure this is okay?”

      Elle had already been drinking it by then, and hell yes, it had been okay despite her usual disinterest in alcohol. But she’d been floating already, and nothing seemed as hard or scary with that cushion of chemicals between her and the world. She’d grown too used to having it, and then she’d grown almost as used to having nothing between her and life except the cold, rough ground of reality.

      But within a few minutes, all of that had faded away into a blissful fog of nothing. Jules didn’t hate her anymore. Nicky and Li weren’t watching her like hawks.

      Randy wasn’t dead.

      She shut her eyes as her throat grew tight and hot, then struggled up into a sitting position. No. Trying to sleep and failing was the worst thing she could do while she was crashing. Or on her way to crashing. She didn’t even know anymore. She’d had a lot of alcohol. At least it had seemed like a lot. Everything was indistinct, except Teagan asking again and again, “Is this okay?”

      Teagan had been around when Elle had first started to spiral in high school. Back then, her friend was known as squeaky clean. The kind of girl you didn’t party with, because she was too pure to taint. Elle had liked her a lot so she’d hidden some of the harder stuff she’d been doing. Teagan had figured some out as the years passed, and then she had moved away with her family for her senior year in New York and she’d never realized exactly how deep Elle had gotten.

      God willing, she never would—because Elle wasn’t going back to that place. She wasn’t. One fucking slip wasn’t going to define her.

      She climbed off the bed and threw back her head as her stomach pitched. Christ, she already wanted more. Once the taste was in her system, she craved it like she’d never craved anything else.

      Except love.

      Her head was still messed up, and her thoughts were all over the place. She couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t settle.

      So she went back to the one thing that soothed her even in the midst of chaos.

      Music. Always music.

      She scrolled to a different playlist with thick, fumbly fingers. Her anger was gone now, drained into despair. She needed to sing and dance, to make this room disappear.

      To forget that she’d shit where she ate, and now Mal knew she was a fucking junkie. Though he’d seemed as if he’d known before. He’d always acted as if he knew something.

      She tried to line up her memories of Mal. The weird looks, the sly comments that were too knowing. But everything dissolved like sand under the wind. She couldn’t hold on to anything but the R&B music coming through her headphones.

      Thank God she had those with her. She never left home without them. In case.

      None of the songs were just right. They made her edgy too. She tried singing along with a few of them. Probably sounded like a dying cat. Maybe Mal’s neighbors would get mad and kick him out. That made her smile. Almost. This was a rental, right? Had to be. Mal wasn’t a New York sort of guy.

      She wasn’t a New York sort of girl either, but she didn’t know if she could ever go home. If she even had a home left.

      The next song came on and she started to sing without thinking. When the smooth oldies R&B hit ended, she hit replay and sang through it again, stumbling over the words, making up new ones. Laughing a little with every mistake.

      If you were a lifelong screw-up, you should at least laugh, right?

      She’d been singing this one since she was knee-high to a grasshopper. Little Ellie who sang and played guitar like she breathed and was such a good girl until she was the motherless child who needed another fix.

      Still was. Would always be.

      But she kept playing the music. She didn’t know if he was listening. Didn’t care if he was. He could’ve been standing outside the door and she wouldn’t have stopped, flubs and all. Thought she could sing, did he? Well, here he could hear all of her, flaws and all. Nothing censored. Nothing held back.

      When her throat was scratchy and raw, and light was beginning to peek through the slats on the blinds, she crawled into the bed that wasn’t her own. And clutched the pillow to her chest as she prayed for sleep to take her.
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      Outside the door to her bedroom, Mal hesitated with his hand on the knob. In his other hand, he gripped a sack lunch he’d had the guy at the deli on the corner put together for her during the ten minutes he’d been gone from the building. Tuna on rye, crusts cut off. Because she always did that to her sandwiches. Ridiculous. The crusts were the best part, if the bread was worth eating.

      But he wanted her to eat. She was already too skinny, and she’d consumed enough alcohol the night before to sink a buffalo. Never mind those stupid pills he’d taped under the mattress in his room. He’d probably get busted for drugs before he got out of the place. His luck.

      Eh well, he’d rather get his mug shot on a blotter than be at the mercy of any drug. Especially since she wasn’t even happy after taking them. Her high seemed to last a frighteningly short time, and then she was even more morose than she’d started out.

      Why she probably had used in the first place. That few minute respite made her think the crash was worth it.

      He’d heard her crash through the waning hours of the night. Not wanting to miss it if she had a medical issue, he’d placed a kitchen chair outside her bedroom door and listened. Not moving. His only goal to ensure she made it to morning, long enough to sober up and for that shit to get out of her system.

      Listening had almost been worse than lying in bed imagining she needed him.

      Not him. Someone. Anyone else.

      Never him.

      She’d sung most of the time he’d been outside the door. And she’d wondered how he knew she could. She must not realize how often she did it, whether she was in a good mood or bad. Last night, he’d heard every ounce of the pain inside her in her voice, raw and unforgiving—to herself most of all. With every trip up and every hitching giggle, he’d had to brace his fisted hands against his thighs not to go in there.

      Since he didn’t have a clue how to show her she was so wrong about herself—short of fucking her senseless, and then doing it all over again—he’d stayed in his goddamn chair.

      Close to dawn, she’d finally fallen asleep. Four hours had passed. Exactly four. He had watched the minutes tick down on his phone, antsy and restless at not hearing any noises from within the room. Being away from the building for even ten minutes had been hell, and he’d sprinted to the deli and back. She could be fucking dead.

      Or she’s just sleeping, dumbass.

      He wasn’t anyone’s savior. Hadn’t that been proven in sterling clarity years ago? But he could play the part of AA counselor from hell, considering he’d lived that role before.

      When he couldn’t wait a minute longer, he shoved open the bedroom door. She was curled up like a shrimp on the bed, knees up to her chest, still wearing the same clothes from the night before. Her tank had rolled up high enough he could just see the bottom of her bra. Some lacy concoction. Shocker. It matched the panties he could see peeking over the back of her low-rise jeans. A thong.

      Just enough of a glimpse to make him sweat alone in bed tonight.

      Her dark hair was spread over the pillows—except for the clump wrapped around the fist she’d brought to her mouth.

      “No, no, no.” The whispers were barely audible. “Don’t, Daddy. Daddy, don’t.”

      Mal’s stomach clenched so violently he feared he’d lose the breakfast he hadn’t eaten right beside her bed. Fuck, that couldn’t be what it sounded like, could it? He’d never heard anything like that from anyone. But family secrets could be locked in vaults with pretty thick locks. He should know.

      And he couldn’t listen to another second of her whispering. She was starting to thrash now, her long legs kicking out as she pushed her fist against her mouth as if to stifle the words that kept on coming anyway.

      “No, Daddy, please don’t. I love you.”

      “Goddammit, wake up.” Mal tossed the lunch sack at the end of the mattress and hauled her up into his arms, turning with her as her huge, shocked blue eyes flew open. They weren’t even sleepy. She shot from unconsciousness to fully awake in a blink, probably due to the fact that he was carting her straight into the bathroom and it wasn’t an easy ride. She jabbed her knees into his sides and whaled on him with her good arm and made sounds that were generally capable of slicing a man’s eardrums into shreds.

      “I’m putting you into the shower. You stink,” he said evenly, raising his voice over her objections.

      She stared at him then lifted her arm to sniff beneath it. He would’ve laughed if her tight hold on his ribs with her knees wasn’t cutting off his air. She was like a boa constrictor, trying to squeeze the shit out of him.

      A boa constrictor with the sexiest pair of tits he’d ever seen, bouncing indecently up and down while he fought to hold on to both her and his dignity.

      An erection was the last thing he needed right now.

      “I do not,” she said indignantly a second before she started hitting him again. Harder than before.

      Little Ricki was no one’s delicate flower.

      “Your nose must not be working. You sure as hell do.” He set her down and maintained his grip on her waist as he eyed her sling. “How do I get that thing off you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      He was already doing it on his own. She stopped flailing, but he was fairly certain it was from shock now. He wasn’t undressing her yet, but it was a close thing.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I told you, you’re dirty. Besides, we have practice. Bet you don’t want those losers to think you’re a filthy druggie.”

      “Practice,” she sputtered. “I’m not practicing with them.”

      “Yes, you are. Your solo concert was great, but you still need to learn the pieces like the rest of us, Einstein.”

      She gaped at him. “You heard me?”

      “Every word. Now hurry up and help me get this sling off so you can take off your top.”

      “I can’t decide if you’re crazy or a pervert or I’m still asleep,” she muttered, still doing as he’d asked.

      Once the fabric sling was off, he helped her take off her tank, then grabbed a plastic bag off the back of the commode that had held a can of bathroom cleanser—fucking nasty toilet, man—and wrapped it over her arm like a loose plastic tent to protect the bandages beneath. “Cute polka dots.”

      She frowned at him before glancing down at her bra. “Pervert,” she decided.

      “Take off your jeans before I do it for you.” His lips peeled back. “Trust me, you won’t enjoy it.”

      Her grunt was pure disgust. She flicked open the button and started shoving them down one-handed until he raised his brows again. “What now?”

      “You can use your other hand. Do it.”

      “Um, hello, my shoulder—”

      “Yes, and they popped it back into place. You have to start building back your strength.”

      “Oh, you’re a doctor now? Where’s your stethoscope?” She stared right at his crotch, and if anything had ever been less of a come-on, he didn’t remember it.

      Didn’t stop him from popping a boner anyway. Just because she was fucking staring at his dick, even through his jeans.

      He was the biggest moron who’d ever lived.

      “I know they told you that, so don’t play dumb.” He grasped a loose wave between his fingers. “You ditched the hair color, remember?”

      Her eyes flashed, the blue turning fiery. “Did I ask you to touch me?”

      “No, but I didn’t ask you to look at my dick either.”

      Her flush was monumentally satisfying. As was when she turned around and yanked down her jeans, showing him every bit of that skimpy polka-dotted thong.

      And her perfect ass cheeks.

      “You can leave now,” she said in a thin voice tight with pain as she continued to roll the denim down her legs.

      With both hands.

      “You don’t know how to use this shower.” It was a fine excuse, and he leaned past her to twist dials and push buttons. Fancy shower, gross toilet. They didn’t go together, but you never knew what you were going to get in a rental.

      Nor did he know what he was going to get with Ricki, who ducked under his arm and stepped into the shower. He waited for her to tell him to leave again—moment of truth—but she didn’t. Instead she waited until she was in his line of sight and undid the clasp of her bra. She held the sides closed for a moment, tilting her head. “It’s not like you haven’t seen me naked before.”

      No, actually, he was practically certain he had not. Make that certainly certain.

      But he didn’t correct her, because she probably would’ve put a halt to whatever was motivating her to dare him. Probably sheer orneriness.

      Still—naked. And he didn’t care if that made him the pervert she’d accused him of being. It wasn’t as if he was going to get to see her naked any other way. Hell, this shit could fuel his fantasies for the next year.

      His eyebrow climbed, and he continued turning the dials to adjust pressure and temperature. All the while waiting for her to realize no one played chicken better than he did.

      No one.

      She sighed and let the sides of her bra go before she slipped the strap off her good arm. He managed not to look at her tits until he’d helped her with the other strap and dumped the bra outside the stall.

      When he did, he couldn’t stop.

      She was built every bit as well as he’d guessed from the tight mold of her T-shirts. Sheer perfection. Small brown nipples that seemed to tighten under his perusal, full globes that swayed lightly as she shifted to push down her panties and kick them off. She tossed them outside the shower to join her bra then braced her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “Well?”

      Fuck, he loved that she didn’t try to hide herself. No modesty here, false or otherwise. She was just what she was, take it or leave it.

      After the night he’d spent listening to her sing and laugh and cry, he knew that attitude had to be at least half bravado, but right now, he did not care. His admiration of her kicked up another dozen notches.

      And his desire to fucking run tripled.

      “Well, what?” His voice was pure gravel, and he didn’t have the breath left to raise it above the rush of the water. She stood at the back of the stall just outside the spray, the water pelting the peeling polish on her toes.

      “Well, I have seen you naked, numerous times. So there’s no reason you should be embarrassed.”

      Holy shit, she expected him to strip down too?

      He narrowed his eyes. “Are you still high?”

      She tipped back her head and started to laugh, loud and long. He hadn’t heard her laugh like that fully since—since long before this week, that was for sure. She hadn’t even laughed like that last night when she’d been tripping and drunk.

      “No. I wish. You think that shit lasts that long?”

      Just like that, his libido cooled. She wished. So much for her realizing her mistake. He started to turn away.

      “Wait.” Her shaky exhale made him stop. “I don’t really wish. I’m still—” She made a frustrated sound. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “I’ve never slipped in all these months. I barely allow myself Tylenol.” She let out a hitching laugh that sounded more like despair. “I don’t know if I can go back.”

      “Go back to what?” he asked sharply, making the mistake of looking back at her. Those full breasts captivated him, along with that tiny teasing landing strip of downy blond hair on her mound, such a contrast to the tumble of dark hair around her shoulders. Only her trembling voice could drag his attention away.

      “Home. To them. To being the me I was before.” She bowed her head and cupped her elbows in her hands, wincing a little with the movement. “I’m not even sure I can get back on a s-stage.”

      It was her stutter that had him reaching behind his head to grab a fistful of his shirt. He pulled it up and off fast, not bothering with any ceremony. His hand went to his button and zipper, and he hesitated for only a fraction of an instant.

      If this proved to be the moment from which there was no going back, he wasn’t going to deliberate. Wasn’t going to do anything but plunge in headfirst.

      He undid the button and yanked down the zipper, then kicked off his boots and pulled the denim and his boxers down his legs. He didn’t look at her. Couldn’t. Seeing anything on her face at all would be too much. Trusting himself not to push her up against the wall and bury himself inside her was a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep.

      Even if he’d only made it to himself.

      Stepping into the shower, he pulled the shower door closed. He tipped his head back into the water, letting it beat against the tension in his neck and shoulders. He soaked in the hot needles of pressure, using them to distract from the heavy weight of his erection. There had been no hiding that. No wishing it away. She’d given him her honesty, so he’d given a form of his own in return. Not the same. Never the same.

      She wouldn’t ever be ready to hear his honesty when it came to her. Just as he’d never be ready to share it.

      “Will you wash my hair?”

      He was still processing the question—and trying to blink water out of his eyes—when she turned and offered him the equally stunning view of her ass. Inky wet strands hung almost to the top of her cheeks, for fuck’s sake. That shit must weigh a ton.

      His fingers were already itching to touch.

      It was okay if she asked. If she wanted his hands on her, even in that small way.

      He grabbed the bottle of shampoo the tenants had left for him. It was generic store brand and smelled of almonds. The most non-arousing scent in the history of the world. He poured some into his palm and set the bottle aside, ignoring the tremor that went through his hand. Thank fuck she hadn’t seen it.

      Rubbing his hands together, he stepped closer. One step. Two. Three brought him up against her. Close but not too close. He held his hips back. She had to have seen, though he’d been too much of a coward to check. But he didn’t want to intimidate her with what it meant.

      He didn’t expect a goddamn thing. This was already more than he’d ever hoped for.

      “Just do it already,” she mumbled, and he nearly smiled.

      One of them was brave, and it sure as fuck was not him.

      He massaged the shampoo into her hair, not touching her scalp at first. He stuck to the length of it first, watching the way the thick waves soaked up the moisture.

      “Not wet enough,” he muttered.

      “Says you,” she muttered back, and he smothered a laugh as he gripped her waist oh-so-carefully and brought her backward. He stepped backward too, tilting his head as the water spattered over his shoulder and down his chest, splashing his painfully stiff cock. He managed to stifle a groan as he lifted her hair, letting the spray hit it more fully. Watching the suds he’d already added work their way down her long locks before swirling around her feet and disappearing down the drain.

      He went back for the shampoo and added more to his hands. He gripped her hair more firmly, working in the liquid before pulling it down the length. Then he finally rubbed some into her scalp, gritting his teeth at the indecent sound she made.

      It wasn’t a moan. God, so much worse. More like a cross between a whimper, a sigh, and a gasp.

      His already aching dick levered up against his stomach.

      Then she stepped back into him, swaying until he righted her with his arm around her belly. She made that sound again, and he knew it was because she’d felt exactly what she was doing to him.

      “You’ve got good hands.” He barely had time to register the compliment before she flashed him a look over her shoulder with heavy-lidded eyes. “Wash me off now?”

      Even grunting would’ve required more air than he had left in his lungs, so he nodded though she’d already faced forward again. But he wasn’t so gentle as he drew her back into the center of the spray with him.

      And hit the cold water with his elbow, accidentally on purpose.

      She squeaked and flailed away from him, spinning toward him with wild sudsy hair and mischief lighting over her face. Her laughter was like fucking sunshine, warming him despite the ice-cold water drenching him from head to toe.

      “You did that intentionally,” she said over the driving water.

      He jerked a shoulder. “Prove it.”

      Instead she stepped closer again, keeping her gaze strictly on his face as she came as close as she dared. Any closer and his cock would be nestled against her stomach. As it was, he could feel the warmth from her skin as she braved the cold water with chattering teeth and a gleam in her gaze.

      “You’re not finished,” she reminded him, tilting her head forward.

      He grabbed a handful of her hair, dragging her head back until her big blue eyes locked with his. “What kind of game you playing, Crandall?”

      “No game. Not my style.” She blinked and sputtered, spitting out water so it splashed on his chest. He was amazed his flesh didn’t fucking sizzle. “But I’m getting soap in my eyes.”

      He switched their positions until she was directly under the spray and bumped up the temperature until it was lukewarm. No more heat. They didn’t need it. Any more and the damn bathroom was going to combust.

      She kept her focus on his face as he grasped soapy handfuls of her hair and went through the meticulous task of getting her clean. All the way clean. He ignored his cock, figuring he’d use the tactile memory of all this wet silk between his fingers as more fodder for his jerk-off fantasies. She caught her lower lip between her teeth, angling her head to make it easier, watching him all the while.

      Once he’d finished, she glanced up at his head. “Want me to do you now?” Amusement laced the little cocktease’s voice.

      Rather than answer, he leaned around her and grabbed the bottle of peppermint-scented bodywash. He didn’t get why anyone thought that was a good smell, so he’d used it as sparingly as possible.

      He also figured it was the perfect scent for her. So much better than that plum stuff she tortured him with on the regular.

      But before he could dump some onto her, she grabbed the bottle and did the honors herself, quickly scrubbing the soap into her skin. She started with her arms, then swiftly moved to her breasts and lower, covering herself with suds. “This smells so good,” she said, taking a long sniff of her good shoulder.

      “You’d think so.”

      “You don’t?” She tipped the container and squeezed more onto her tits. Watching the liquid drip onto her curves was the sweetest torture, probably exactly why she did it.

      Wench.

      He grabbed the bottle back from her and took care of his own scrub down, directing his attention on being as fast as humanly possible. When he was done, she was still soaping her hips and upper thighs and he was probably going to kill her.

      “You know, in Japan, they think if you save someone’s life, you’re responsible for them.” He waited a beat, hating the brief flash of pain in her expression. “No one would prosecute me for drowning you. Just saying.”

      Her lips twitched and she took back the bottle, turning around to aim it over her shoulder at her back and ass. Bullseye.

      More dripping. More wet. Christ. Maybe he should drown himself.

      Or…

      He took back the bottle and deliberately squeezed some bodywash on his cock. He gripped it and ran his hand up and down, moving slow and hard. Fuck the bubbles. If she was going to torment him, he was going to make her make that little whimper-slash-sigh-slash-gasp sound again, like she was doing right now.

      She’d stopped pretending to wash entirely and was staring at his hand, her rapid exhales causing the shower door to fog up even more. He understood. If he kept doing this, just thirty more seconds—

      But he stopped.

      He turned toward the water, pretending he didn’t hear her deep inhalation. And he washed his dick off as fast as he’d washed the rest of him before wrenching back the shower door and stepping out.

      “Towel’s in the cabinet under the sink,” he said over his shoulder, bypassing one of his own to walk naked into the room she’d stayed in before.

      The second he shut the bathroom door behind him, he gripped his dick again.

      This time, he didn’t stop.
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      When you took a shower with a guy, it tended to make things weird afterward.

      This was not knowledge she’d had previously. Elle had never actually showered with a guy before, though if she had, she would’ve assumed sexual things would be involved.

      Like serious making out. Possibly oral for one or both parties. Penetration. The usual.

      Mal had touched her hair and her scalp and her waist, and his arm had circled her belly. Otherwise, he’d touched no part of her.

      He’d saved his touching for himself.

      Shuddering, she gripped the microphone that felt foreign in her hand and sucked in a strengthening breath.

      She’d taken about four hundred of those so far.

      The only good thing about replaying what had happened earlier in the shower was that it kept her mind off the fact she was singing for other people. Later tonight, people would pay a cover charge to hear Dobby and his band, and instead they’d get her. Shaking and probably flashing back to the last show she’d played.

      She couldn’t even take anything to blunt her nerves. Not that she would. She wouldn’t. Not again. But it wasn’t even an option when she was being watched by Mr. Clean’s angry twin, who would lock her in his dungeon if she so much sucked on a Tic Tac he couldn’t account for.

      She should hate him for his high-handed ways. Locking her in a room. Dumping her in a shower.

      Keeping me alive.

      “We gonna try this again?” Scooby asked.

      He was the lead guitarist for Venus Rising, and he was a bit of a prick. For one, he sneered a lot about his skills. If she’d been able to play, she would’ve happily smoked his ass and taught him some damn manners.

      But she was having enough trouble holding on to the mic even with her good hand, so that was out. She was favoring her other arm too much. Mal was right. She was getting too used to not using her other side at all, because she didn’t want to hurt it further.

      And if Mal was right about anything, she was clearly in an alternate universe and needed to get her head examined.

      It was probably watching him stroke his cock. She’d lost vital brain cells. Or no, she’d probably lost them after last night’s bout of massive stupidity, which she was still feeling the effects from. Her head ached, her eyes were blurry and grainy, and her stomach still wasn’t right. Maybe the crash accounted for her strange behavior that morning. Why else would she have encouraged him to shower with her anyway?

      Because he’s hot, duh.

      Which was not a reason at all. She’d never paid any mind to his purported hotness before.

      And because he keeps acting as if he cares about you, in spite of saying at every turn he doesn’t.

      That was just pathetic. She didn’t even like the guy. She hadn’t from the very first time they’d met. The jerk had picked her up and deposited her beside the bench she’d been sitting on, just so he could sit there instead. Though he’d called her Little Ricki even then, so somehow he’d known her even if the reverse wasn’t true. Probably because of Lila. So wild how she was his stepmother. Well, ex-stepmother. She and Mal were practically related, and that made showering with him epically wrong.

      If only he had a small penis. That would make things much easier. But no. He had to have a motherfucking huge one that he liked to flash all over.

      Hi, good morning, meet my penis. Oh, you already have? I’m not surprised. It fills out a pair of tight jeans quite nicely, doesn’t it?

      Of course, he’d strolled off without allowing her to see the big finish. Not that she cared about that. If showering with him had made things strange, him coming all over her feet probably would’ve been worse.

      Then again, could anything be worse than the uncomfortable car ride she’d endured with Mal to Brooklyn? Unlikely. They’d gone to the shitty converted warehouse Venus Rising used to rehearse in, and Mal had not said a single word to her the entire way. That wasn’t wholly unusual. Even their day in the park—yesterday, only yesterday—he hadn’t said much of anything. But that silence had been comforting somehow. They were used to each other after all. They lived together, for God’s sake. She shared a stage with him—

      Just like she was sharing a stage with him right now. That it wasn’t a real one didn’t seem to matter. Even singing to the exposed rafters was daunting knowing he was behind her on his kit.

      All of this was daunting. She wasn’t a singer. And Scooby, the self-appointed leader of Venus Rising since Dobby was home in his sick bed, wasn’t missing an opportunity to let her know it.

      “Ellen, I hope you’re more prepared this time,” he said, thumping his guitar with the flat of his hand. “I know this material is all new to you, but—”

      “Her name isn’t fucking Ellen.”

      Elle shut her eyes and clenched the mic so hard that pain sung up her arm. “Don’t,” she mouthed, but he couldn’t see her. No one could, since she faced ahead into an audience that didn’t exist.

      “Pardon me,” Scooby said. “Ellie.”

      “Let’s change the song. You said you guys cover different shit from all kinds of eras and genres, right?”

      Elle whirled toward Mal. Had he lost the last of his marbles? Maybe drained them into his hand when he’d gone into the other room to finish what he hadn’t wanted her to see?

      Oh, but she’d heard him. She’d turned off the water just in time to listen to the slick sounds of him working his wet cock, following by the low groan that had made her grip the sink to stay upright.

      “Yeah, sure, but Ellie needs to get this material down.”

      “She will. Later.” Mal nodded at her. “Sing what you kept singing last night.”

      Heat climbed up her neck to blast her cheeks. She hadn’t flushed when she’d stripped in front of him or when he’d done the same. She certainly hadn’t when he’d fisted his dick. But knowing he’d heard her concert for one last night made even her toes hot.

      “I sang a lot of things.” It took effort to add that prim note to her tone. She felt a lot of things at that moment, but prim wasn’t one of them.

      Embarrassed as hell was leading the pack.

      “The one you repeated over and over for a good hour.”

      She glared at Mal and wished one of the drumsticks she’d gotten him would accidentally flip out of his hand and poke out his eye. Or poke out his dick.

      Would serve him right to rev up a girl so much then leave her hanging.

      In all fairness, she’d done the same to him. But she hadn’t masturbated. That was taking things a wee bit far. Besides, they were in a band together. They lived together for half the year. Together was a part of many of their sentences, even if they rarely spoke to each other without a sneer.

      She couldn’t actually have sex with Malachi Shawcross.

      Not in this lifetime or any other. Even if he was hot as fuck and growly in ways that made her tingle though she’d never, ever told a single soul.

      Hell, she’d barely even told herself.

      Now they were all looking at her, waiting for her to answer. She’d have to kick his ass later, since leaping across his kit to do him bodily harm probably wouldn’t help her injured arm.

      “‘If I Was Your Woman’,” she said in a low voice, slitting her eyes until Mal knew exactly her level of displeasure.

      The bastard didn’t so much as blink. “Sorry? Didn’t hear you.”

      “‘If I Was Your Woman’,” she repeated through gritted teeth. “But I don’t really think the guys know that song, or plays seventies’ R&B in their sets—”

      “Gladys Knight and The Pips?” Scooby was the most animated she’d ever seen him. “That song’s a classic. My dad used to play it and my mom would sing it when they had their old soul duo, Brother and Sister Sledge.”

      Elle wrinkled her nose. “Your parents pretended to be brother and sister?”

      She hoped they’d only been pretending.

      “It was a joke.” He seemed affronted. “You know, as a homage to Sister Sledge? ‘We Are Family’? They played that in their sets too, but my Dad would sing lead on that one and she’d back him up on the piano.”

      “Let’s get started,” Mal said.

      “Let’s not,” Elle shot back. “You don’t know that song.”

      “Sure ‘bout that?”

      She had been, but now she wasn’t. He was an excellent bluffer.

      So she turned toward Jase on bass. He was the only one of them with a normal name, though she wondered the name of the guy that Mal was sitting in for. Probably something crazy to match the others.

      “You don’t know it, right?” she asked more than a little hopefully.

      “He was too busy staring at your ass to know much right now.”

      Elle pinned Mal with a flat stare but Jase just jerked a shoulder. “Nice ass. Can’t blame a guy for looking.”

      “Oh really.” She stopped death-beaming Mal to do it to Jase instead. “So I can do the same to you?”

      “Sure, if I wasn’t afraid your boyfriend would try to rip my head off if I turned around to let you look.” His affable grin distracted her from what he’d said long enough for her delayed reaction to seem like…well, like a delayed reaction.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      God, no. That thought was even worse than fucking him. To be honest, the fucking part wasn’t all that abhorrent. Especially today.

      Jesus, his body was ripped. And he was huge all over. And dear Lord, the strength she’d felt in his hands as he massaged her scalp…

      Her panties went damp. Again. It just wasn’t fair.

      “Tell him, M,” she said, emphasizing his shortened name.

      Mal said nothing. Just kept flipping his sticks as if he was a kid passing the time.

      “Now would be good.”

      “You’re wrong,” Mal said finally, and her shoulders sagged with relief. “There is no try. There is only do.”

      “I hate you.” She turned her back on all of them and lifted the hand holding the mic over her head. “You know what, from the top. Let’s sing the song. Then when you hate how it sounds and lose all your fans, you’ll regret listening to that heathen.”

      “From the top,” Scooby echoed eagerly.

      So she sang the words she knew by heart. She’d been listening to sixties and seventies R&B since she was a kid, since her mom had loved it. Her memories of playing her mom’s old, scratchy records and singing along were some of her most treasured ones of all. Then reaching the end of the song and hearing applause, knowing when she opened her eyes, her audience would be beaming.

      “That’s my baby girl. Sings just like an angel.”

      But when she opened her eyes this time, no one was smiling. Silence reigned.

      “Um, Ellen—Ellie,” Scooby corrected with a sharp glance at Mal. “Maybe you could try facing us when you sing? I think you need to face your audience. Your voice is getting lost.” He scratched the back of his neck. “You said you do this, right? Like you’re in a band.”

      “Yes.”

      “You just have, like, zero stage presence. How is that even possible if you’re used to the stage?”

      She wanted to rage at him. But she wasn’t the type to fly off the handle—ever. Some creative type she was.

      Besides, she knew Scooby was right. She sang for herself and no one else since her mother had walked away from her and Nicky and their dad when she and her brother were in second grade. She wasn’t used to having to project her voice beyond what it took to harmonize with her band. And her stage presence was confined to hiding behind her guitar and jamming out while Michael handled most of the flourishes and he and Jules playfully flirted.

      Her band was full of big personalities. She didn’t have to stand out at all, so she didn’t.

      The jerk who’d played his part flawlessly was one of those big personalities. He’d handled this song with aplomb. Never showboating, just offering the steady rhythm the lyrics needed. Stoically perfect.

      Must be nice.

      “Sing to me.”

      She whirled to face Mal, sure she’d misheard. Misunderstood. Mis-everything when it came to that man.

      “Sing to me,” he repeated. “You feel plenty of things toward me. Use them.”

      “I don’t need your help.” Even saying it made her feel small and petty, but then she remembered he’d dragged her into this mess for reasons known only to him.

      Asshole. He deserved small and petty, since he’d saved her life just to threaten to drown her.

      That had probably been his plan. Saving her life meant he could lord it over her for the rest of her existence.

      Not that she’d know him for the rest of her life. Warning Sign wasn’t The Stones. They wouldn’t still be rocking out when they were almost old enough for the senior home.

      He jerked a massive shoulder. She didn’t need for him to say “whatever” for her to hear it.

      She knew him far too well. Just as he knew her.

      You need that connection to get through the song. Normally, your guitar is your conduit.

      Now it would be him.

      “Fine.” She pulled on the mic, looping the cord around her wrist. Her head was pounding and her skin felt too stretchy and hot, but she didn’t know if those were aftereffects of being hungover or sheer nerves.

      Just being on this faux stage in front of three other people had made sweat pop out between her shoulder blades. What would it be like to be on stage at the club tonight? Or to be back with her band on a much bigger one?

      She was already braced and waiting, expecting that crack that had signaled all hell breaking loose around her. And then before she’d gotten her bearings, on top of her.

      The pain and the fear had come just before the dark. But before it had closed in on around her, he’d grabbed her arm, those powerful fingers holding her in a grasp that seemed damn near unbreakable.

      “I’ve got you.”

      Had Mal said that to her before she’d passed out? Or was she filling in the blanks any way she could?

      Wishful remembering.

      “Ellie?”

      Mal again. Christ. She rubbed her forehead. He was becoming far too perceptive when it came to her emotional meltdowns, and she didn’t like it one bit.

      “I’m okay.” She exhaled and opened her eyes to nod to Scooby. “Let’s do this.”

      The music started off slow, Scooby and Jason playing with skill if not style. The melody really ached for a piano, but somehow Mal’s metronome beat on the hi-hats beneath their strumming was all she could hear.

      She didn’t think about what she was saying. The words were just consonants and vowels, strung together to sound pleasing to the ear. That she was staring straight at Mal while she sang about being what he needed though she was too afraid to show it meant nothing. She certainly didn’t feel that way. And if she moved toward his drum kit as he played harder and faster and her heartbeat quickened, it wasn’t because some part of her held a plea that could only be heard through lyrics she wasn’t strong enough to write.

      She wasn’t a singer and this wasn’t her song.

      When she couldn’t look at his face, she watched his hands. The power of them as they held the sticks she’d chosen for him, never believing he’d care for them or even use them. They’d reminded her of him. So dark and unyielding with that brighter hint of gold laced though. Only catching the light now and then if you looked just right.

      That was the last thing she wanted to do. If she looked, she’d see, and she wanted to stay secure in what she’d always believed about him. He didn’t care about anyone but himself, and maybe his brother. In that, they were alike.

      The difference was she loved others too. Mal loved only himself.

      Then he lifted his head and caught her with his stare, and she could barely get out the words she knew by rote. Those dark eyes saw far too much.

      Beautiful nightmare.

      She made it through the end of the song and bowed her head as the music stopped. This was why she didn’t sing anymore. It pulled more out of her than she had left to give. Besides, she was no match for Molly. Warning Side already had an amazing singer—two now with Luc. She was nothing but a harmonizer at best.

      “That’s what you should be doing every fucking day,” Mal rasped. “Not hugging the corners.”

      She didn’t look at him. He didn’t understand anything, least of all what it took to put herself out there. She didn’t suffer from stage fright like her brother, but the emotion of singing took more out of her than it put back.

      Playing the guitar was different. That was sheer joy and expression. Losing herself without thought.

      She flexed the fingers on her injured arm and pins and needles prickled under her skin. Of course. Because she’d forgotten herself and clutched the mic too hard.

      Scooby cleared his throat. “That was amazing. I think even Dobby would agree.”

      Gently, she rolled her neck. She was so tight, so stressed, and surprise, surprise, that morning’s shower hadn’t helped. “What’s next?”

      Scooby shot a glance at Mal. “Maybe we can go back to one of ours? ‘Chasing Shadows’?”

      Mal shrugged. “Whatever.”

      She turned away, a smile twitching on her lips. That was the Mal she knew.

      Somehow it was easier trying to learn the next song, to make the material she didn’t know work for her voice, knowing he was at her back.

      Glowering and steely-eyed, maybe, but he was there.
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      Rehearsal lasted until about two hours before they were due to go onstage at the Purple Egg. After about five takes of “Chasing Shadows” and a few others they intended to play during their set, Scooby seemed to relax. The last couple of songs they worked on only required three run-throughs at most, though Ricki wasn’t familiar with the material. But her confidence grew with every song, and everything else followed.

      They went back to the rental to change and then grabbed a bite to eat on the way. Tonight’s pick was pizza, which he only figured out she wanted because she clasped her hands together as they drove by the joint.

      She was about as talkative as he was by this stage of the game.

      Grabbing a whole pie of pepperoni and sausage, she ate her requisite female two pieces, then surprised him by going back for two more. And eating the sausage off a fifth.

      Catching him staring, she raised her brows. “What?”

      “Nice to see all your appetites are healthy.”

      He regretted the comment once it was out, not knowing how she would take it. They’d finally gotten some of their equilibrium back, if it was shaky. Last thing he wanted was to send it teetering again.

      “Oh, you don’t even know.” She reached over and snagged a pepperoni off his plate, folding it in half before she popped it in her mouth.

      “Something else you hide?” He knew better than to go down that road. But he liked hearing the lilt of her voice, and the easiest way to get her talking was to insult her.

      Basically, he was a twelve-year-old boy. At least he hadn’t resorted to kicking her chair.

      Yet.

      “Not sure what you’re referring to.”

      “You can sing.”

      “So can you,” she retorted. “Don’t see you prancing around as if you’re in the Sound of Music either.”

      His mouth curved before he could stop it. She blinked before cocking her head.

      “Did you just smile? At me? Voluntarily? This is a first.”

      Now his ears were hot. Great. “Technically, that wasn’t a smile.”

      “It sure was. Or as close as you can manage, Grouchy Pants.” She pointed at him and he leaned back, feeling more than a little ridiculous. People were probably staring. “You smiled.”

      “Doubtful.” He picked up his pizza and shoved the rest of his slice into his mouth at once so he couldn’t say anything further. Or smile again, because fuck, she was cute.

      One side of many for her. She could be sexy as shit, or soft and cuddly and warm as she’d been in his arms for that second before she’d awakened this morning. She could also be mouthy, bratty, and combative.

      She also was insanely talented on the guitar, every bit as much as his brother. She could also sing. For real. Not at The Voice-wannabe tryout level, but well enough to warrant a stage of her own.

      “You could challenge Molly.”

      Evidently, he wasn’t finished talking.

      She stopped chasing a sausage around the pizza platter to frown. “Only a moron would challenge Molly for anything. That’s not my scene. She owns that stage.”

      “You could too.”

      “Are you kidding me? I was sweating and on the verge of shaking through half of rehearsal.” She shook her head. “Don’t bring up last night either. It wasn’t that.”

      “I’m not bringing up anything.”

      “Oh, so you’re just going to let it go now? So magnanimous of you.”

      “You warned me about your big appetite, so I’m sure that was nothing for you.”

      She swiped her tongue over her lower lip, blotting up a drop of grease. It was a damn miracle he didn’t have to press his hand down on his cock to keep it from jumping to attention. “Wasn’t talking about that appetite and you know it.”

      He grabbed his soda and washed down the cheese stuck in his throat. “I don’t know much about you. We’re practically strangers.”

      “Strangers who shower together.” She snapped her fingers. “I know, maybe that should be Warning Sign’s next song.”

      “Doubtful,” he said again. “We both know you’d never want any of your little friends to know you got naked with me.”

      “‘My little friends’? You mean like your bandmates and your brother?”

      “Sure. How about your brother?” He toasted her with his half empty soda. “We both know how much Nicky likes me, don’t we?”

      She swept her hair over one shoulder, but he didn’t miss how she grimaced and tried to hide it. She needed to get into PT sooner rather than later.

      Yet another landmine of a subject he wasn’t getting into tonight. Tomorrow, however, was a brand new day.

      “My brother rarely changes his mind about people once he’s made it up.”

      “Sounds like someone else I know.”

      “Oh, that’s rich coming from you.” She let out a brittle laugh and leaned forward, lowering her voice. “By the way, I heard you this morning. Loud and clear.”

      Before he could respond, she got out of the booth and pulled out her phone, texting away as she sashayed her way to the bathroom.

      His balls tightened. Damn that woman.

      He reached for another piece of pizza and had managed to eat half of it when his phone buzzed in his back pocket. He dug it out and swiped at Ricki’s message. The only reason he had her number was because of work. She’d certainly never texted him before.

      She’d sent a screenshot of her phone. On it was a text to his brother.

      

      I took a shower with Mal. Now you know.

      

      Michael’s response?

      

      Yeah, right. Like you’d ever go there. How are you doing?

      

      It was no less than Mal expected, and yet seeing the words in black and white pissed him off even more than he would’ve guessed.

      When she came back out a few minutes later, her hair was up in some kind of loop thing and her phone was nowhere to be seen. That rich, dark plum scent of hers wafted over him as she sat opposite him in the booth, layered over the faintest hint of peppermint.

      That shower was real. It had happened. Whether or not Michael believed it.

      “Doesn’t really count as telling someone if they don’t believe you.”

      She picked up her soda and bit into the tip of her straw. Another of her habits he doubted she was even aware of. “Should I have sent him pictures?”

      “Didn’t take any.” He pulled off the crust on one of the remaining slices of pizza and set it on her plate. It was only when her eyes narrowed that he realized what he’d done.

      Showed your hand there, didn’t you, jackass?

      “But that’s an option for next time, if that’s your kink.” He waggled his brows.

      It took her a minute to recover. Even longer for her to pick at the slice in front of her. She had to be stuffed, but he’d acted without thinking. “Sorry, I prefer guys who interact with me.”

      “Interact. You mean like that loser you picked up who was banging some skank right on our bus while you were waiting for him in your skimpy lingerie at the hotel?”

      Her eyes flashed and she dropped the slice, spraying cheese over the back of his hand. “You know what? Just don’t talk. Ever.”

      “That gets you off too? Strong, silent type who’ll pick you up and fuck you against the wall with his hand over your mouth so you can’t scream.” Reveling in her flush, he licked the cheese off the back of his hand.

      Any other time, she would have rolled her eyes at him and flounced off, hair and tits bouncing.

      Not then.

      “That’s a fun fantasy, but actually, no. I prefer someone who won’t ever keep me from screaming, because he doesn’t care who knows we’re together. I prefer not being the dirty little secret.” She pulled out her phone and turned it toward him, saying nothing. There was still a message on the screen.

      

      Real funny about the shower. Mal asked for your address but he said he hadn’t seen you when I texted him earlier.

      

      And then, another followup message from Michael beneath it.

      

      Better for you. You don’t need his shit right now.

      

      The jab hit Mal square between the shoulder blades, though he handed back her phone without a word. Of course she’d see it as him being ashamed to admit he was spending time with her. Not that he’d known damn well that his brother would think Ricki was slumming it with him out of gratitude.

      But maybe that was another form of his shit too.

      He grabbed the tray and carted it to the garbage, dumping out the last piece of pizza and folding his paper plate before shoving that inside too. He wanted to rip the unused napkins into tiny pieces, then slam his fist on the receptacle until it shook.

      Instead he walked out the car. She’d either come out when she was ready or she wouldn’t.

      She took her sweet time. When she finally deigned to join him, he pulled away from the curb without a word.

      Back to their normal level of conversation. Aka none.

      Once they reached the club, he parked and they used the side entrance for employees. Inside, they split up. Also without a word. He assumed she went off to do her thing in the ladies’ room.

      Unless she’d gone off to find the same fuckers who’d fed her drugs the night before. If she’d even gotten it there. He didn’t know.

      He’d taken three steps after her when he stopped and slicked a hand over his head. Christ, he wasn’t her keeper. He had to trust she’d make the right choices, and if she didn’t, it wasn’t his problem.

      Hell, he was as much a form of poison for her as those substances. Ask anyone.

      So he redirected toward the refreshment table set up backstage and chose a drink of his own.

      Water. Ice fucking cold.

      She reappeared backstage a few minutes later, as bright-eyed as she’d been when she left. His heart stampeded for a full minute before evening out again. The relief was staggering.

      Dangerous.

      In no time, they were due on stage. He dropped down behind the kit and reached for the sticks she’d given him, running the pads of his fingers over the grips.

      At the front of the stage, she greeted the crowd in a voice that quavered.

      No one else would’ve noticed, because they hadn’t shared a stage with her for more nights than he could count. She usually only said hello and maybe a quick line of banter with the crowd when prompted during Warning Sign’s shows, but she was easy, natural. Not so now. Nerves made her posture rigid, and when she moved toward the microphone, her heel caught on the cord and she stumbled.

      Laughter rolled through the audience.

      He didn’t think. He just flipped one of his sticks and it nailed her in the back of the thigh. Okay, ass really. She picked it up and whirled toward him, flinging it back at him with an aim that caught him square in the chest.

      Fitting.

      But when she turned back, she wasn’t shaky. More like annoyed. She spoke to the crowd again, talking about new shoes—and oh hey, look at the sling on her arm, clearly she was clumsy. Titters swept through the audience. She segued into mentioning new gigs and the sick Dobby. Then she motioned to Scooby, who moved toward her for a quick conference.

      “We’re going to start with something different tonight,” she said, and Mal knew he’d miscalculated.

      This woman would never need his help for long. But him? He was fucking sunk.

      Done.

      Gone.

      Even prepared for it, he wasn’t ready for her to turn toward him again as she started “If I Was Your Woman.” Because this time, she wasn’t searching for her strength by channeling the anger she felt for him. Or perhaps she was. Something had to be fueling the passion in her eyes, that trembled in her voice. Not from weakness or fear. From a depth of feeling that made him grasp his drumsticks hard enough to cause a goddamn cramp. But he kept playing, needing to feel the familiar reverberation through the skins and the hi-hats while he fought not to look away from her.

      He couldn’t look anywhere else.

      She should be facing the audience. He knew it. Scooby definitely knew it, because he kept tapping his pedals and jerking on his guitar cord to try to get her attention. She paid him no mind. Her focus was riveted on Mal with a precision that could have flayed the paint off the walls.

      The skin off his body.

      He couldn’t hear beyond the throb of his heartbeat in his head to follow the beat in his earpiece. Didn’t really matter, since she dragged him through the song with her as if he was her captor. The spell she wove was more powerful than even his need to turn away.

      Maybe he just wanted to fucking believe that for one moment, just fucking one, she could be his.

      When she finished, she cupped the microphone in her good hand and shifted to face the eerily silent audience. Slowly, one by one, they started to clap and stomp their feet. Oh, there were a few grumbles—there always were—but overall, the response was overwhelmingly positive.

      Behind the kit, Mal wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. He had to be smiling like an idiot. It was stupid to be proud of her, because she’d done all that without him. She had no clue of her own abilities.

      In any way.

      Her stance relaxed and her smile returned as she glanced toward Scooby to confirm something, and Mal ducked his head before she saw his dumb grin.

      Except he wasn’t quick enough. Never was when it came to her. She shot him a look, her eyebrows pulling tight as she took in his face. He did his best to clear it, but after a second, she flashed him a dazzling smile that told him succinctly the game was over.

      And he’d won, because he’d just been serenaded by the sexiest goddamn woman he’d ever known. Even if she hated him.

      Even if he didn’t blame her.

      Watching her for the rest of the set was torment like he’d never known. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know what it was like to be behind her every night for a couple hours. That was his life, and he derived a sick sort of pleasure from seeing her get really into playing her guitar, bending over it so her hair trailed almost to the floor while her head bobbed to the music. This was something else altogether. She was in a sort of command here, though this band was on loan. He never would’ve guessed it. She might’ve tripped at first, but she found her way.

      By the end of it, he was the one who was lost.

      He made it through the last couple of songs through sheer will. They were new to him too, obviously, since he’d only done a few gigs with Venus Rising. But that wasn’t why he couldn’t keep up.

      He was addicted to watching her.

      She was in her element. Those few moments she disappeared into the music enough to sway while she sang, and the little bits of laughter she gave to the audience—hell, even the irritated glance she flicked him when he fumbled a crossover during the bridge to “Chasing Shadows” and screwed up her entrance—were his undoing.

      If he’d had to see her sing every night, he would’ve quit Warning Sign within the first month. There was only so much one man could take.

      Your fault. This was all your bright idea.

      After they took their bows and ran backstage, Mal headed straight for the men’s room. He needed a piss and to splash his face with enough icy water to get his head straight.

      He wasn’t going to have made it this many months—years now—and reveal everything without even making the choice. It just wasn’t going to happen.

      “What did you think?”

      Her voice stopped him cold. He couldn’t ignore the question.

      Not even if she figured out all he didn’t have a way to hide.

      Swallowing hard, he turned back around. Her cheeks were ruddy with exertion, her huge eyes luminescent in a way he’d never seen.

      More than anything, he wanted to keep that look on her face. And because he was a selfish, needy bastard, he wanted to be the one to put it there.

      “You were magnificent.”

      Her mouth quivered before her expression smoothed out into a smile. “Thank you. You weren’t though. So not like you. Normally, you’re flawless. What happened?”

      For an instant, he was almost bold enough to tell her the truth—if only so he wouldn’t have to carry it around alone anymore.

      I fell in love with a woman I can never have.

      But telling her wouldn’t change shit. Words didn’t mean anything. He’d learned that a long time ago. Actions were what counted, and words were lies.

      So he gave her a pretty one so she wouldn’t look too close.

      “Must be because some hot chick hit me right here.” He rubbed the heel of his hand over his chest, slow and sure. “Some aim she has.”

      Her grin spread and she wiggled her fingers. Not the ones on her injured arm. She still wasn’t using it for much. “Guess you’re not the only one who’s good with his hands.”

      He waited until she went back to talk to Scooby before heading toward the men’s room. Just before he left, he heard Scooby mention wanting to gig with her again the next time she was in town.

      Her laughter made it all worth it. And then some.
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      At three am, Elle toed off her high-heeled shoe and rubbed her heel. “Damn torture devices. I know why Li packed this pair for me, though they came in handy.”

      “Because those torture devices are part of her daily wardrobe?”

      Elle glanced at Mal on the other side of the circular booth they were seated at in Club X. After the success of that night’s show, the band—including the two temporary members—had hit a few bars and clubs. They were actually a fun couple of guys once they loosened up.

      Well, minus the obvious exception of Mr. Grumpy Pants, who’d been in fine form for the last four hours. He’d only danced with her when she’d called him a chicken. Dancing still wasn’t the right word for what he did while music was playing and strobe lights were flashing, but she’d made do by using his giant shoulders as her own kind of stripper pole.

      Pissing him off had almost been worth how much she’d worked herself up. Working him up had been an added bonus. There had been no missing his erection even in the darkened club.

      She also might’ve rubbed against it accidentally on purpose a time or thirty.

      And she didn’t know where she was going with that one. He might be revved, and she might be revved, but it wasn’t going to happen.

      He was an asshole. All right, not always, but most of the time. They had to see each other every day. Eat breakfast across the same table on a tiny bus.

      And they were the only uncoupled ones left in the band.

      That little fact hadn’t escaped her notice. It was probably natural to be jealous of everyone else pairing off—or tripling up—but that didn’t mean she should do something crazy.

      Randy’s grinning face flashed into her head and her stomach roiled, her good humor disappearing as if it had never been.

      “What?” He leaned forward from where he’d been sprawled against the back of the booth like a big lazy lion, his expression instantly alert. “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, smiling slightly. It was the only way she could keep from crying. Just like that. “When did you get so good at reading me?”

      He immediately relaxed, jerking a shoulder as he reclined again. For the first time, she wondered if he was feigning his king of cool act. If maybe he wasn’t nearly as blasé as he seemed.

      His cock definitely wasn’t. Damn alligator. That was the best way for her to think about it—snapping teeth and all. Or else she might just be tempted to climb on and say to hell with tomorrow.

      Tomorrow might never come. They’d learned that well enough. The least she could do was die wearing an O face.

      She swallowed, tracing a fingertip through the condensation on the table from her glass of Coke. He probably would’ve barked if she’d gone for anything stronger, but tonight, she hadn’t needed it.

      Until now.

      “Did you realize we’re the only ones who are still single in the band?”

      He didn’t reply.

      “I had that thought, then I thought of everyone doubling and tripling up, and—”

      “I get it.”

      Her head jerked up and she locked her eyes with his. Of course he got it. That was a terrible thing they’d always have in common, sharing a stage during that final show.

      Living when someone else had died.

      “I didn’t think of it tonight,” she said, shame burning through her as hot as a wildfire. “I’d been sure I would, being on stage again. It’s only been such a short time. I thought of it today at practice. But when I was up there, I guess I was channeling Molly or something, because I forgot.” She sniffled and rubbed her wrist under her nose as it dripped. “How could I forget?”

      Jules sure as hell couldn’t. She didn’t have that luxury.

      “Because you deserved that moment,” Mal said, his voice barely above a whisper. But she felt every word in her soul. “You deserve a hell of a more like that, but that was a start.”

      She couldn’t look at him. Her eyes were full, on the verge of overflowing, and everything felt like a lie.

      Especially this moment, this night. That it was the two of them, survivors of a war they’d never meant to fight, sitting together in a place so far from their home.

      The comfort they sought with each other didn’t have to be anyone else’s business. It could be one more thing they shared.

      He didn’t want anyone to know he was with her. That they’d been together in any capacity, even non-physical. Earlier, his lie to his brother had hurt. Now it made her decision seem more rational.

      If it was a secret, she didn’t have to second-guess herself and her choices. They’d do it, it’d be one night, and they could just throw away the key.

      No one would question her if she’d gone crazy. No one but herself.

      Swallowing deeply, she whisked her fingers under her eyes. “If I asked you how you felt about picking up a girl at a club, what would you say?”

      He ran his thumb around the rim of his glass. It took him so long to respond that she wished she could pull the words back and pound them to dust.

      Stupid. She was so stupid. He didn’t want her like that. Sure, he’d get hard when she practically flung herself at him and had invited him into the shower. He was a dude. That didn’t mean he wanted to do anything about it when his blood wasn’t rerouted south.

      She was a fool. Not the first time. Not the last.

      “Depends who the girl is.” His voice was still so low she could barely hear it. Her nipples, however, seemed to have receptive abilities her ears did not. They were perfectly aware of what he was getting at.

      He wanted her to say it. To come right out and make it clear what she was asking for.

      Who.

      Now would be a really good time for a drink.

      “You don’t need one.”

      Oh God, had she spoken aloud? Jesus, she was going to glue her lips shut. Possibly her legs too. The area between them tended to get her in all kinds of trouble.

      Alligator, remember? Snapping teeth. You aren’t built for Mack truck action anyway.

      “Me. I’m the girl. And if you wanted to pick me up, I’d say yes. Probably.” There. She’d given herself an out if he laughed at her.

      A pretty pathetic one, but still.

      “Probably?”

      She swallowed again and realized she could drink possibly an entire gallon of something. Anything to parch the dryness in her throat.

      What the hell was she doing? She didn’t even like the guy. That didn’t have a whole lot to do with fucking him though.

      “I would say yes.” She met his stare head-on and fisted the hand of her injured arm in her lap. “As long as you didn’t expect anything too athletic, because…broken.”

      “You’re not broken.” His tone was far too sharp for a guy who’d just been propositioned for non-athletic sex.

      Weirdo.

      “So are we leaving or what?”

      He leaned back again and stretched his arm along the booth. “Tell me why.”

      “What?” She let out a baffled laugh, leaning forward so he could hear her over the thumping music and other voices. Not that he’d offered her the same courtesy, but whatever. “Why do people usually have sex?”

      “All sorts of reasons.”

      “Maybe you do. Me? I do it because I’m horny.”

      He tapped his fingers along the top of the leather booth, not looking at her. Making her strain to hear what he said next. “All of a sudden, you’re horny for me. Kinda coincidental, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, it coincided with me seeing the python in your pants and wanting to ride it.”

      For a second, she thought he was going to smile. Rare as a rainbow, those were, and twice in one day seemed nearly unthinkable. But then even the hint was gone from his face. “You’ve seen it plenty. Used to call me an exhibitionist, remember?”

      “Well, you are. And yes, I saw it. But I never rubbed against it.” Dear God, were they really discussing his dick in public? And was it really making her tingle in places that had absolutely no shame whatsoever?

      “So that’s what did it.”

      She huffed out a breath. “I don’t get what you’re getting at.”

      He pinned her with another glance, one far more direct than she was prepared for. She wanted to fall into those deep dark eyes of his and never find her way out. “Give it some thought and get back to me.”

      Yep, that sealed it. The guy was officially a weirdo.

      She shook her head and dug her phone out of her bag as it went off with Teagan’s ringtone. Thank God she hadn’t slept with him.

      Even if she wanted to. Really, really wanted to. She’d heard enough women making noises in his bed over the years that yes, she could admit to some curiosity about his talents in that arena. As far as she was concerned, she’d more than earned some decent sex after the string of duds she’d endured.

      Besides, it could all end tomorrow. There were no guarantees. No promises that mattered. Might as well get a couple of meaningless orgasms while she was still breathing.

      She accepted the call and turned her back on Mal. Asshole. “Teag? What’s up?”

      It was awfully late for her friend to be calling. She’d talked to her that morning after the shower that had sucked, and she’d apologized profusely for leaving Teagan to go off with Mal. They were the most improbable words she’d ever uttered, but they were the truth. Then Teag had apologized to her, because she felt as if she’d gone off with Bobby, that guy they’d met, and left her with Mal.

      A few minutes later, they’d been laughing and everything was fine.

      Teagan wasn’t laughing now.

      “Ricki, please come. Please.”

      Elle gripped the phone tighter. “Teagan, what’s wrong? Where are you?” She shifted toward Mal, grateful in a way she couldn’t fully acknowledge that he’d moved to the edge of the booth and was watching her intently.

      She wasn’t alone to handle this—whatever this was. But it was something.

      “I-I don’t know. I went out tonight with that guy. Bobby. We just went dancing.” Teagan took a shaky breath. “Then I came home and oh God.”

      The back of Elle’s neck grew cold and she threw another look at Mal, this time to center herself. To be enough for Teagan right now she had to hook into his strength. Her own supply was beyond depleted.

      He watched and he waited. Poised and ready.

      “Tell me what happened,” Elle said softly, grasping the phone so tightly that her fingers grew numb. It was only then she realized she was holding it with her injured arm.

      She quickly switched hands.

      “The door was open. I should’ve stayed outside. But Bobby dropped me off and split, said he had—he had somewhere he needed to be. I think he had another girl lined up after me.” She let out a hiccuping laugh edged with despair. “It’s okay. It’s so soon for me, you know? I just needed to feel wanted.”

      “Yes.” Elle shut her eyes. “I know.”

      “I thought I’d left the door unlocked somehow. That maybe I’d just gotten distracted, but I don’t, ever. Then I came inside, and I tripped and fell. There was stuff everywhere. Someone broke in. They trashed the place. Oh, Ricki, do you think this could be—” She stopped. “I hope it was just someone random, but I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

      Her ex. That had to be who Teagan was referring to. Her friend hadn’t said much about the guy, just that they’d dated for a while before living together but that things had gone south fast. He sounded possessive and, well, dangerous. And that was what she’d picked up from Teag soft-pedaling the situation. She never wanted to cause drama or dwell on bad things.

      Now bad things had been brought right to her doorstep.

      “We’ll be right there. Call the police and then lock the door. Don’t open it to anyone but us.”

      “Wait, we who? I don’t want anyone else to see this, to see me right now.” She choked back a sob. “Just you, please.”

      “Honey, Mal’s with me. You remember Mal?”

      “Yes. Okay, yes. Your bandmate.” She blew out a breath. “Can’t he just drop you off—”

      “No, he can’t.”

      Elle’s head snapped back as she realized Mal had slipped out of the booth as silently as a panther and come around behind her to listen to her conversation. His head wasn’t pressed to hers, but Teagan’s voice was loud and shrill with nerves, and Mal was a damn nosy fuck.

      Grateful he’s here, remember?

      Right. She was. She just wished her good feelings toward him could last maybe five seconds before he did something to make them go away. It was like a Pavlovian response. Momentarily nice Mal meant jerk Mal was about to make his presence known.

      Elle turned her phone into her chest to hopefully muffle their conversation. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not dropping you anywhere, especially if it’s some kind of crime scene.”

      On one hand, she understood the logic of what he was saying. On the other, he’d turned her down for sex and was now pulling some kind of overbearing trip she did not appreciate.

      “I don’t think that’s your decision to make.”

      He crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “Try me.”

      She scowled up at him, wishing she had his drumstick again so she could toss it into his smug face. “You can’t just pick me up and put me places. I’m not a doll.”

      “You’ll never convince me to leave you there, so save your breath.”

      “I’m a grown woman.” And this argument was utterly unimportant now, when her friend was scared and alone.

      She lifted her phone back to her ear. “It’s going to be the two of us,” she said through gritted teeth, deliberately avoiding meeting Mal’s gaze. “It’s actually a good thing, because he bench presses cars in his spare time.”

      He might’ve snorted at that, but she couldn’t be sure. Teagan didn’t reply.

      “We’ll be there as soon as we can. Lock the door, call the police, and wait for us. You hear so much as a fly buzzing, grab something you can use as a weapon and don’t hesitate.”

      “Okay. I can do that.” Teagan’s breath rushed over the line. “Please hurry. I mean, be safe, but hurry. Please.”

      “We will. Stay on the line. I will too. It might be quiet here and there, or you might hear…things.”

      Such as her and Mal squabbling like children. Sometimes their fights led to silence. Most times. But sometimes she pushed his buttons, and he snapped back with the lowest of low blows.

      Not this time.

      Together, they walked quietly to the parking lot after finding Scooby and Jason to say their goodbyes and exchange cards. Well, Mal took Scooby’s card. Mal didn’t have one, and she certainly didn’t. And they’d performed under fake names besides.

      The ride there was equally silent and tense. Mal punched the speed and zipped around cars on residential streets and dodged pedestrians—even a little elderly lady with a shopping cart—as if he were playing some kind of X-box game. His focus never left the road, and his big hand gripped the wheel in a ridiculously hot way that only annoyed her more.

      “When did you learn to drive like—watch out!”

      He zoomed around a cluster of teenagers who popped out between two parked cars with a dog on leash leading the way. Though it was close, Mal avoided them without breaking a sweat.

      She rubbed a hand over her damp cleavage. Her, on the other hand…

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Didn’t realize there was one.”

      Story there. Always a story with this dude, and usually one that required forceps to get him to share. “Oh, yeah, there’s one. You rarely drive in California. So what’s all this?”

      “Thought your friend’s in trouble.”

      “She is, but you’re driving like—”

      “Like a capable driver?”

      His coldly acidic tone would’ve dissuaded most other people. But she was well-versed in Mal speak.

      “You used to race cars, didn’t you?”

      Outwardly, he didn’t react. His jaw didn’t even tic, and if anything, he gradually reduced his speed.

      Too little, too late.

      “Nailed it. Let me guess. Illicit teenage hobby? Street bad boy who got into a little trouble, used his skills behind the wheel to get the babes in bed.” She didn’t know why she was goading him, beyond the fact she was still smarting from being turned down. His dismissal had been nice, all in all—and inexplicable—but it still counted as a rejection. “I bet you had a trusty little clutch of fans. Were there any in particular who revved your engine?”

      “Enough.” His voice slashed through the air between them and left it humming.

      It was only the wobbly voice that came through the phone turned against her shoulder that even clued her into Teagan’s continued presence on the line. “Ricki?”

      Elle lifted her cell to her ear. “You okay? You called the cops on your landline?”

      “Not yet.”

      At Elle’s sigh, Teagan let out a soft scoff. “What can they do? I have renter’s insurance and—”

      “And a police report helps your claim. Not to mention, the person who did this needs to be prosecuted.”

      Silence, during which Mal competed for the Indy 500, Growlers’ edition.

      “I know who did it,” Teagan whispered. “He’ll be in the wind.”

      “In the wind?” Elle frowned. “Have you been watching too much Law & Order again?”

      Teagan didn’t laugh. “He’s done it before. He hitchhiked to New York not long before we met. He’s a roamer, a nomad. I thought that was romantic back then.”

      “Some romance if the guy’s tearing your place apart. Can’t accept the word no, huh?”

      When Teagan didn’t reply, Elle tipped her head back against the seat rest and shut her eyes. Her own raw emotions were spilling out all over, and she needed to be more careful. Teagan wasn’t in the place to hear any of that right now.

      “I’m sorry. It’s not any of my business.”

      “It’s complicated. He’s so volatile. Takes things so much more deeply than I do. I wanted it to work, but it didn’t, and I’m trying to move on. I thought he was too.” She swallowed audibly. “I don’t want them to find him, Ricki.”

      Immediately, all kinds of things sprung to her tongue. She wanted Teagan to feel supported, of course, but wanting to protect a guy with clearly violent tendencies was beyond dangerous—it was another form of suicide. She understood loving the wrong people. She so did. But it was a fine line offering support, and another encouraging harmful behavior.

      “We’re almost there,” she said, casting a look at Mal. He was still gripping the wheel and staring straight ahead, no emotion in his face. No emotion anywhere.

      What must it be like to be that cold? To turn off anything uncomfortable and just function as if it didn’t exist?

      The old her, the more innocent one, would’ve said that was no life at all. But the new version of herself, the one who was so tired of thinking and hurting, would’ve welcomed that escape. She didn’t want to be so…consumed any longer. So easily wounded.

      Maybe she was like Teagan’s ex, and one of these days she’d boil over too. Just snap and go crazy.

      Or maybe Mal would.

      “Okay,” Teagan said in a small voice that wasn’t at all like her usual one. “I’m here waiting.”

      “Hanging up now. Be there in under five.”

      “K. Love you.”

      Elle parroted the words back, wondering if she’d ever uttered them to Teagan before. They’d been close for a long time, but there had been gaps in their friendship where they hadn’t spoken in months or seen each other in years. But an event like Teagan had just endured reminded you not to waste time or take things for granted.

      Not just like what Teagan had endured.

      Mal pulled up down the block and turned off the car.

      Elle shifted toward him on her seat. “Look, I’m—”

      “I’m sorry she’s dealing with shit. She can come back with us if she wants. In fact, I’d prefer it. Let that punk ass fuck try something when I’m around.” He clenched his keys in his fist until she imagined they had to be on the verge of opening up welts. “But I’m not leaving you.”

      Her chest tightened. So tight she couldn’t draw a full breath. Then she whispered, “Why?”

      He faced forward again and drummed his fingers on the lower half of the wheel. “Because you matter.”

      She was still trying to figure out if he’d actually spoken or if she’d imagined it when he slammed out of the car and headed up the walk toward Teagan’s place.

      She might matter, but he wasn’t going to open her door or even wait for her to climb out of the car. Reason twenty-five he was a giant dick.

      Who somehow made her smile in the middle of fear and chaos.

      He was already knocking on Teagan’s door, about to muscle it open when Elle met him on the stoop. It swung inward and Teagan appeared, seeming about half her normal size. Normally, she was petite, and now she was a tiny wisp of a girl who’d shrunken into herself. She’d managed to even tame her wild hair.

      Elle pushed past him and wrapped her arms around her friend, stroking her hair and rocking with her for a moment while she scanned the hallway behind her.

      All she could see was destruction.

      “Cops?” Mal asked. “Where are they?”

      Teagan braced in Elle’s arms. Elle shifted, tucking Teagan behind her as she faced Mal and his fury. She was finally beginning to understand him enough to get that he wasn’t pissed at Teagan, but the situation. For someone who didn’t know him and his complete lack of manners, he was intimidating as fuck.

      “Lower your voice. We’re right here. She hasn’t called them yet.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      Elle tightened her hold on Teagan. She was about to respond when Teagan did it herself.

      “This was done by my ex-boyfriend. I knew I should’ve had the locks changed—”

      Elle winced, altering her hold on Teagan so it didn’t pull as much on her injured arm. Stupid sling got in the way all the time. “You didn’t change the locks? Okay,” she said when Teagan flashed her a helpless look.

      “I was going to, I just hadn’t done it yet.”

      “But you said the door was kicked open, so if he had a key, why would he do that?”

      Teagan shrugged. “Making a statement, maybe? I don’t know. I never expected him to do something like this.”

      “Has he ever done this before?” Mal demanded.

      “This?” Teagan gestured at the wreckage that surrounded them. Broken glassware, knocked over furniture, books ripped off shelves. Even the vintage rug had been pulled up and rolled in on itself as if it too was trying to hide. “No, not like this. Exactly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Mal’s voice hadn’t gentled so much as lowered. It held the same amount of steel, but he’d taken down the volume. He’d also backed up enough so he wasn’t looming over Teagan like the Incredible Hulk.

      Elle swallowed, rubbing Teagan’s upper arm. He was trying. He’d never be the soul of sensitivity, but he did have a decent guy hidden away in there somewhere.

      “He would shake things. Sometimes he’d punch the wall or he’d—” She stopped, glancing quickly at Elle before away.

      “Did he hurt you?” Elle questioned quietly, hating that she had to put the question between them. That they couldn’t go back to when she’d suspected something serious had transpired between Teagan and her ex—far beyond the usual spats between lovers—but didn’t have concrete proof.

      She didn’t want it. She didn’t want to know her sweet, carefree friend had fallen for a guy who would cause her harm.

      Teagan forced a smile though her eyes went bright. “So are you two a thing now?”

      “Did he hurt you?” Mal repeated Elle’s question, but with zero rancor. It was as if he hadn’t even heard Teagan’s question.

      Elle wished she’d hadn’t. That she could ignore it as easily as he could.

      Even while she had her arm around her shaken friend, she couldn’t. And that shamed her too.

      “He made mistakes,” Teagan said quietly, bowing her head. “He always said he was sorry.”

      For a minute or two, no one spoke. Not even Mal.

      Then he took a step forward and cleared his throat. Teagan’s gaze bounced up to meet his and she stiffened in Elle’s hold. Elle flashed Mal a look and he instinctively stepped back, letting out a slow breath. “We need to call the police. Ricki is right. Your claim will go easier if you do the proper reports. And we don’t want him to hurt anyone else.”

      Teagan’s throat rippled as she swallowed. The faint light from the one small table lamp she’d turned on offered just enough light for Ricki to see the dark gulfs under her eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping much.

      Ricki understood all too well.

      “Okay,” Teagan said after a minute. “Okay.”

      “I’ll call for you.” As carefully as if he was reaching for a loaded handgun tucked in his pocket, he pulled out his phone and swiped it to life. “All right?”

      Teagan nodded.

      Elle couldn’t even have managed that. She was too overwhelmed.

      He was being exactly what her friend needed.

      Exactly what she needed.

      She’d always thought the kind of man for her would be full of poetry and sweetness, as likely to read Keats in his leisure time as he was the sports pages. The sort of man who dispensed compliments like candy and always had manners. A true gentleman in all ways.

      Yeah, well, she’d tried being with those men. Ones who pretended to be considerate and courtly and were quick to tell her she was pretty. They were usually the same guys balling a new chick by the end of the month.

      And she’d been bored. There had been no excitement there, no unpredictability except to see how they’d try to pull one over on her next.

      None of them had been like Mal. Not even close.

      His voice was so even and measured as he spoke to 911. He walked into another room, taking the conversation away from them.

      Providing a small shield, though it was temporary.

      “He’s so…” Teagan’s jaw clicked as she swallowed. “Big.”

      Elle snorted and turned toward her friend, smoothing Teagan’s beautiful auburn curls away from her freckled cheek. “Please come home with us.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?” Hearing the snap in her tone, Elle dragged herself back in line. Perhaps she was more like Mal than she gave herself credit for.

      And wasn’t that a kick in the ass.

      “I can’t just run away. That had to be why he did this. To scare me into taking him back.” Teagan took a deep breath. “If I go hide with you, he’s won. He’s driven me from my home.”

      “But what if you’re here next time he comes over to do this?” Elle gestured at the disaster around them then let her arm drop. By this time of day, she ached all over anyway, and she doubted Teagan needed a visual reminder of the hell her ex had wrought. “What if he doesn’t stop with furniture and knick-knacks next time?”

      Teagan took a small but definite step back. “I can take care of myself.”

      “You’re five-feet-nothing and weigh barely one hundred pounds.”

      “So what? I’m taking Krav Maga classes. And I have a gun.”

      “Look, I get that need for protection. Hell, my brother taught me how to shoot when I was barely a teenager for just that reason. But Christ, Teag.” Elle swallowed hard. “How bad did it get between you?”

      Jesus, she had to be an idiot if she was asking that question. The place was trashed and he’d clearly laid hands on Teagan in some capacity. She was taking self-defense classes and had a weapon.

      Teagan, the girl who had once collected butterflies and wouldn’t hurt anyone, ever.

      “Never mind any of that. It’s not my business. Tell the police what they need to know. I won’t pry. All I’m asking is for you to spend the night with us. One night, then we’ll go from there.”

      Not that Elle intended to let Teagan leave. If that meant calling brutish Mal into service as enforcer, she sure as hell would do it. Anything was worth Teagan’s safety.

      He’s the overbearing one, huh? Pot, kettle much?

      Or maybe they’d just seen too much death lately, and wouldn’t risk losing someone else they cared about. Even if that meant they would piss people off.

      So be it. Better mad than hurt—or worse.

      “One night where, in the spare room? On the couch in the living room so I’m far enough away that I can’t hear you fuck?” As Elle reeled back, Teagan held up a hand. “Sorry, out of line. I’m just messed up.”

      “We aren’t fucking.” Not for lack of trying on her part, but still.

      “Okay.”

      “We aren’t,” Elle insisted. “I’m in the spare bedroom, and you could stay with me. There’s enough room for us both. We could have a sleepover, just like the old days. Just like the first days I was here before—”

      Before Mal.

      Teagan smiled faintly. “When you were here, you were like a zombie. You’re already a little better.” She rubbed at her cheek. “I mean, you were crazy last night, but you always liked to party and I figured you needed to.”

      “There’s no partying with him around.”

      Teagan surprised her by laughing. “He’s watching over you. Just like he did that night that—”

      “Don’t.” Elle took a step away from her friend, as if she could force away the memories of the show just by putting distance between her and Teagan. “You have your stuff you need to box up, and so do I.”

      Teagan nodded, quick and hard. “I get it. I’m sorry.” She shut her eyes. “I’m sorry for all of it.”

      Elle rubbed at the sudden chill that prickled over her arm. Only the one though. The other seemed to have gone to sleep. “You mean that you’re sorry you won’t come with us. You’re going to stay here no matter what I say or do.”

      “I’m sorry,” Teagan said again helplessly as Mal came back out, his mouth set in a hard line.

      “They’re on their way. Took some doing to convince them it was an emergency.” He pocketed his phone and glanced between them. “She’s every bit as stubborn as you are, isn’t she?”

      Elle didn’t say anything. Because he was right.

      There was being independent and there was being needlessly reckless. She’d crossed the line from one into the other far too many times. Now she had to stand back and watch Teagan do the same.

      “Okay then.” Mal crossed his arms. “Guess we’re bunking down here.”

      “What?” Teagan and Elle asked simultaneously.

      “You won’t come with us, we’ll stay here.” He scraped a hand over the back of his head. “Since I’ve seen the size of the beds in this joint, I’ll take the floor.”
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      Taking the floor had been the plan.

      By the time the cops had cleared out what felt like a lifetime later, it was daylight and Teagan was nearly translucent with fatigue. Ricki wasn’t much better despite the tough girl act she tried to put on for Teagan. The girl was in a sling with bruised half moons under her eyes and she’d been like a goddamn pitbull with the police, making sure they didn’t push Teagan too hard. Even when Teagan had appeared ready to cheerfully murder her, Ricki hadn’t backed down.

      And neither was he.

      “This is fine.” He punched the pillow Teagan had given him. She’d fluttered about, shoving sheets and a thin blanket at him and fussing that she could get the Airbed set up in a jiffy. Or she could make up the couch, or she could do a million other things to ensure his comfort.

      He’d waved them all off. She didn’t need to be doing anything extra. He wouldn’t have accepted her efforts anyway.

      This room was where he intended to be. Especially after the niggle that had taken root inside his brain during the police interrogation with Teagan. Something wasn’t adding up for him, and it had a little to do with a guy with a key leaving a door kicked in and a lot to do with the shitstorm they’d left behind in California.

      But he’d remained silent, because he didn’t know what the pieces he was looking at added up to. Maybe nothing.

      Probably nothing.

      Still, he intended to wait. And watch her so fucking closely that she’d wonder if her shadow had grown a few inches—and not only to make sure she didn’t harm herself with bad choices.

      Nope, he wasn’t going anywhere. Even if Ricki planned on talking him to death rather than letting him get some sleep.

      “You’re being stupid. There’s plenty of room up here.” She patted the mattress beside her hip.

      “Good. Enjoy it.” He twitched the sheet and blanket up over him.

      In about five seconds, he was going to yank the bedding over his head. Fucking searing fireball burning his retinas.

      “Is this because I came onto you? It probably wasn’t personal.”

      “I assumed not. Why I said no. Goodnight.”

      “For Christ’s sake, I’m not going to jump you. What do you think, that you’re so irresistible that if you’re on the same bed I won’t be able to control myself?”

      “The thought crossed my mind.”

      It had not. Not even close. But pissing Ricki off was the only entertainment he’d had during that shitty morning.

      The true capper had been hearing Teagan crying in her bedroom when he’d gone to get another glass from the kitchen.

      Fucking asshole ex. He’d gleefully teach him some respect if he ever showed up there again.

      But of course, he wouldn’t when he realized Teagan wasn’t alone. That was how cowards like him operated. The bastard would lay in wait, and the second he and Ricki split, he’d be back.

      It pissed him off there was fuck-all he could do about it.

      The police were overworked and there were simply too many cases on their docket. Bottom line, this had been a property damage crime, committed by a disgruntled former tenant who’d still retained access to the property. Fancy words that meant they’d act all surprised when he came back to finish the job, except this time he’d hurt Teagan.

      She was going to file an order of protection. It was something. Not nearly enough. Only the law-abiding types followed the rules. The rest enjoyed flouncing them.

      And he wasn’t ever going to get to sleep, because Ricki was still yammering—from the bathroom this time at least. He didn’t even know what she was saying. The water was on, and she was talking in between spitting and brushing.

      If there had ever been boundaries between them, living together for half the year in a rolling tin can had killed most. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d continued her conversation while she was on the john.

      “By the way, you suck.” Flush. “And you should share the bed with me so you can wake up hard and not have a damn thing you can do about it.” Water turns on.

      The thought made his lips twist as he pushed his face into the pillow. That wasn’t what she’d said—and she definitely hadn’t flushed—but imagining it was pretty funny.

      And true. So pathetically true.

      “Are you actually asleep?”

      Her voice came from near his feet. Her palpable disgust made him cock open one eye. “Isn’t that the point of—”

      Then he stopped talking. His heartbeat thudded into nothing.

      Breathing? Nonexistent.

      She was in her goddamned bra and panties. What. The. Fuck.

      “That,” he finally managed, pointing at her. “That’s why I’m staying right here.”

      Slowly, she lifted her injured arm. She’d removed the sling and some of the bandages beneath, revealing puffy, angry skin. When his gaze went to them, she lowered her arm.

      “I know it looks gross.” She bent to snatch his blanket, wrapping it around herself awkwardly.

      “What?”

      “My arm. It’s all white and misshapen. And the cuts and bruises—”

      “Jesus, you’re an idiot. You think that’s what I meant?”

      She frowned, clutching the blanket at her throat like a nun. “Isn’t it?”

      “No, I meant you’re practically fucking naked.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Right. Except you already saw me naked and functioned just fine enough to reject me not once, but twice. Plus, I saw where you were looking. Nice try though.”

      “Want me to ogle your tits next time? I’d be happy to.”

      Saying nothing, she turned away to crawl onto the bed. Hearing her sharp intake of breath as she must’ve moved wrong and jostled her shoulder was just one more nail in his coffin.

      Sleep? What was that?

      He sat up and scrubbed his grainy eyes with the heels of his hands. “You don’t seriously believe that shit.”

      No response.

      Shaking his head, he glanced toward the bed. A navy-blue lump of Ricki was tucked against the wall, half on her back, half on her side. She was laying on her bad side, which had to hurt. But she’d wanted to get away from him.

      How many times had they run that particular scene? Too many over the past couple of years. He’d done the same with her a few times, usually after one or the other had delivered a well-timed zinger. But he didn’t have the stomach for those games now.

      God, she could make herself so small. Just tucked everything up and in until her long, lean body took up the minimum amount of space.

      Not on his watch.

      He jerked off the sheet and grabbed the pillow, stuffing it under his arm. “Shove over.”

      It was a dumb statement. He’d already been worried about her resting on that side, so now he wanted her to move over more? But he wanted her to know he was coming. If she had decided she truly didn’t want him up there with her, she had time to state it clear.

      “No.”

      He didn’t know whether he should laugh or roll his eyes. If she’d been fully healthy, he would’ve used his pillow on her to vent some of his frustration. Since she wasn’t, he tried again.

      “I would like to lay here with you,” he said through gritted teeth. “May I?”

      She snorted and glanced over her shoulder. Only half her face was visible under her cloud of dark hair. “How much did that hurt?”

      “A lot.”

      “Yeah, being polite is one of those terrible things we all must endure.” She rolled all the way over onto her back, grimacing with the movement. The blanket slipped enough so that he got another glimpse of tonight’s—today’s—bra and panty set. Purple lace.

      Sweet Christ, he was dead.

      “Well?”

      Right. He was supposed to get in bed with her.

      Swallowing hard, he placed a knee on the mattress. “This is only a full bed.”

      “You’re right.”

      “I’m more than a full-bed kind of guy.”

      “You sure are.” She let her gaze drift down his body and hell if he didn’t nearly flush. “But you sleep on the bus all the time, so clearly you can make yourself fit places.”

      “You’re probably going to have to, ah, sort of sleep on top of me. And you can’t do that, because you’re hurt, so um, yeah, the floor works.”

      She leaned up on the elbow of her uninjured arm, a smile playing over her witchy mouth. “Malachi Shawcross, are you scared of me?”

      He scoffed. “Ridiculous.”

      “You’re stumbling over your words and your ears are pink. It’s cute, really.” She angled her head, running her nail over her collarbone. “Why are you scared of me?” The question was soft, and not the least bit teasing.

      So he was honest.

      For once.

      “I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of me.”

      “What? Why?”

      Clutching his pillow, he stared over her head at the baby blue wall. It was meant to be a soothing color, but it didn’t do a damn thing to ease the clamor in his brain—and everywhere else.

      “I don’t trust myself around you. I never have. So if you wonder if I was turned off by your arm, no.” He exhaled. “There’s no part of you that could ever turn me off.”

      He expected questions. She deserved to ask them, but he didn’t intend to answer. He’d already given her so much more of himself than he’d ever intended.

      And he ached to give more.

      She tugged the blanket out from around her and kicked it down the bed. Then she extended her arm to him across her pillow. “There’s room for two.”

      He should say no. This was madness. There was no way it could end well. Playing a game like this was one thing now, but in a few days, they’d head home and they would fall back into their regular roles. She’d go back to searching for love with all the wrong guys and he’d sleep with anyone who caught his eye. They’d snark at each other across the bus. He’d get to see her every night on stage, secretly proud every time she nailed her solos. But they wouldn’t be anything else to each other.

      They couldn’t be.

      If two people had ever been more different, he didn’t know them. No one—absolutely no one—wanted them to even be friends, never mind anything more.

      And you care what anyone thinks exactly why?

      He used the pillow to nudge her arm aside and she smiled, shifting more onto her good side so he had room to lay down. It wasn’t an easy fit. Stupid bed was too short too. But he made do.

      “Extra wide and extra long too, huh?”

      “Shut up.”

      She traced her fingernail around his nipple—not touching it, just circling it like a bullseye. Why had he taken off his shirt again? He knew better.

      Fuck, he might as well get that tattooed on his cock at this point.

      “It was really nice of you to offer to stay here tonight.” She lifted her head toward the window to his left. “Well, today. She won’t admit she doesn’t want to be alone.”

      He grunted.

      “But I’m glad she isn’t. Not just because she has company, but if her ex comes back—God, I don’t even know his name. She never says it.”

      Mal crossed his arms under his head and stared up at the ceiling. Her finger kept circling idly, and he wished he could grab the blanket and toss it over his groin. Then again, a pole salute wasn’t any more discreet.

      He nearly groaned. Since when did he give a shit about being discreet?

      “If he comes back, and you’re here, I know she’s safe. We’re safe. You wouldn’t let anything happen to us, and there’s no way in hell he could be stronger than you.” She swallowed deeply. “You don’t even know her, but you’d protect her too.”

      What the hell was he supposed to say to that?

      She pulled her hand away and he had an instant to regret the loss of her touch before she was curving up against his side, fitting herself to him as if she’d always meant to be there. Like they’d been one piece once upon a time and were finally interlocked again.

      You need sleep. Big time. Possibly a lobotomy.

      “I used to think your silences meant you didn’t care. But I hear your heartbeat.” She darted a glance at him underneath the heavy fringe of her eyelashes—dark, so dark, except at the tips where they were nearly white—before she placed her hand on his chest. It was a sheer miracle he didn’t hiss as if her skin was on fire.

      Because his was. He was burning up.

      “You’re not unaffected. Not even close.” She turned her head and he realized she was using her injured arm to touch him. Did she realize?

      Probably not, since she was now staring at his denim-trapped dick.

      “You need to sleep,” he said hoarsely, but she didn’t seem to hear him. She was sliding her hand lower, studying the muscles that bunched and jumped under her palm. Her nail skimmed his navel, and this time he did hiss.

      She never looked up.

      Her thumb grazed the dark hair that led down his stomach into his jeans. She didn’t stop at the edge of the denim. She followed beneath it, twisting her wrist and wincing with the movement until he caught a handful of her hair and made her look at him.

      “Think about what you’re doing.”

      “Why?” Her teeth flashed before she sank them in her lower lip. “I don’t mind if you pull my hair though.”

      Jesus.

      He kept his hold on her even as she flicked open the top button of his jeans. Just that little bit of relief caused him to let out a breath. When she tugged down the zipper, he tried to remember to tug on her hair. To draw her back.

      But it was like trying to leash the wind. The devil was in her blue eyes, and he wasn’t that strong.

      It was a goddamn miracle he’d withstood her this long.

      She pulled apart the denim slowly, as if she were unwrapping a gift. Her caresses as light as air, her gaze so heavy he couldn’t breathe. Curiosity made the tip of her tongue sneak out between her lips, and as she peeled away his boxers, his fingers twitched in her hair. He wanted to kiss her so fucking bad he could taste the blood in his mouth from where he’d bitten his own lip.

      But he didn’t move. This was her show too, just as last night had been.

      He would always be her captive audience.

      She drew him out carefully, her touch capable and sure. She stroked him once, twice, three times, while he counted back from one hundred in his head and prayed he wouldn’t embarrass himself.

      “You may not be afraid of me,” she murmured, “but I’m afraid of you. Not a single fucking clue how this is going to fit in my mouth.”

      The laugh tore from his chest, so jaggedly that he had to gasp for air. She joined him for a second, her eyes going damp with amusement, but then she found a different use for her mouth just as she’d forewarned.

      His hand fisted reflexively in her hair as her lips covered the tip. They formed a tight seal and she sucked lightly, so goddamn lightly, that his balls clenched and he threw back his head. He was so wound up that if she went farther down, he wasn’t sure he could stand it.

      Then she did, her hand leading the way before her mouth followed. Her arm jerked before she steadied her touch and some part of him rejoiced that the first thing she’d tried to do with her injured arm was this. Her nails dragged over his inner thigh and she squeezed her hand in time with the suction of her mouth. Her hair fell forward, trailing over his stomach, and painstakingly, he brushed every strand back, needing to see every freaking second.

      Her cheeks hollowed and she sucked hard, making those wet, dirty sounds that made him crazy. He tried not to yank on her head, to drive her faster than she wanted to go, but Christ, her lashes were fluttering and her lips were so perfect, spreading wide for his dick. And she was squirming, her beautiful ass rising and falling as she worked him, that pale flesh like a target for his hand. He leaned up and reluctantly released her hair before he cupped one cheek, squeezing hard, savoring the moan that rippled down his shaft. Then he lifted his hand and let it fall, striking her skin with a sharp slap. She let out a strangled noise, her hips flexing hard before falling still.

      Holy fuck, had she just come from blowing him?

      He gripped her hair again, and this time, he wasn’t gentle or careful. He stared into her eyes, sinking into all that dreamy, satisfied blue, and fuck, that was the end of it.

      He needed to put some of himself inside her. On her. Whatever way he could.

      When he would’ve yanked her off him to give her the choice, she dove down farther, taking even more of him than before, her moans spurring him on.

      “Ricki.” Her head shifted so that her gaze was locked with his as he hit the wall of his endurance. Then punched right through it, his hand burrowing into her hair and holding her head as his hips lifted and she swallowed and swallowed. Panting, he drained himself into her, his grip turning gentler as he softened.

      She finally eased back and trailed her warm, wet tongue over his spent length, collecting the drops she’d missed.

      There were damn few.

      Then she straddled him, balancing herself with her good arm on his belly, crawling up to meet his mouth with lips that were flavored with him.

      His hands came up to cradle her face as he turned her where he needed, licking her lips and inside, slicking his tongue over hers until he’d tasted her as thoroughly as she’d done with him.

      Almost.

      She rocked against his bare dick and he was already coming back to life. For her, only for her. That thin lacy panel between her thighs would be so easy to push aside—

      He couldn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      “Not like this,” he breathed between kisses, so starved for her that he couldn’t pull away long enough to even speak. He wasn’t sure she heard him, but he couldn’t stop.

      God, he wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life kissing her, right here on this stupid bed that didn’t even fit him. Except it did when she was on top of him.

      At that moment, the entire world was fucking perfect.

      He thought she’d argue—if she heard him. If not, they’d just keep doing this until they both died of asphyxiation. His head was already swimming, though that could’ve been because she’d frigging slayed him.

      Was slaying him still.

      When she finally slipped back, he leaned forward to follow her mouth before he caught himself. She was laughing at him, her wild dark hair flowing over her shoulders and framing the absolute delight in her eyes.

      “Sure about that?” she asked, tucking her tongue at the corner of her lips.

      He grabbed her by the waist and flipped her over until she was beneath him, gasping and laughing and holding her shoulder. There was no missing the pain that streaked through her expression along with the amusement.

      Caused by him.

      “Fuck. I shouldn’t have—I didn’t think.” He let her go immediately, but she grabbed his hand and brought it right back to her waist. Then she did the same with the other one.

      “I like when you hold onto me.”

      He swallowed hard and she lifted her hand, pressing her finger hard into his forehead. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop thinking. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

      “It’s not that.” At least it wasn’t only that. “You’ve had a difficult time recently.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. You too.” She cupped her hand over his on her waist and leaned up to meet his mouth in a hard, quick kiss. “Why we need as many orgasms as we can get.”

      There were so many things he could—should—say. So many others he couldn’t. The last thing he wanted was to cause her to worry unnecessarily or to remind her again of all they’d gone through.

      What she was still going through.

      What waited for them, no matter how long they stayed away and pretended it wasn’t.

      That wasn’t even considering the crap that was happening right where they were staying. He knew she was concerned about her friend.

      She had reason to be.

      But right now, it wasn’t about pretending everything was okay so much as giving her a few minutes to breathe. And maybe him too.

      “Yeah, about that.” He shifted onto his side and jerked up his boxers and jeans, zipping and buttoning them despite her cute little pout. “How’d you pull that off, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “You really didn’t have to do that. I like the easy access.” She turned toward him and hooked her leg over his thighs, drawing him closer.

      He tipped his forehead against hers and casually—so not casually—draped his arm over her waist. “How’d you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Come without me touching you.”

      “Oh.” Her nose wrinkled and her cheeks went adorably pink. “Too many shitty boyfriends?”

      He waited.

      “Let’s just say I’ve been ready to go since we danced at the club and leave it at that.”

      “When you were high.” His voice was flat, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “Not just then. Last night too. I used to think I enjoyed a guy with moves but gotta say I like being the one who moves against you.” She shrugged. “Guess I got myself good and worked up and then having all that inside my mouth…” She licked the inside of her lower lip.

      He rubbed his thumb over that lush, red, well-used flesh. “You’re trouble, Crandall.”

      For once, her expression didn’t cloud.

      “So are you, Shawcross.” She smiled. “And I like it.”
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      She woke up the first time curled up on him like a kitten. Legs tangled together, face pressed into his chest, shoulder and arm screaming as if she’d taken a mallet to them.

      No, just used them to give a very good blowjob, if she did say so herself.

      She’d shifted on him until the pain had abated enough for her to snuggle in again. He was a giant wall of a man around her, enfolding her in a way she never would’ve guessed she would like. But for someone who liked to protest she could take care of herself, she didn’t mind being sheltered in his embrace right then.

      Not one bit.

      The next time she woke up, he was behind her, his huge body curved in around hers. Arm around her waist, his mouth turned into her hair. Sleeping so soundly she didn’t have the heart to wake him though she really needed to pee.

      She hoped Teag was okay. And that she hadn’t heard them moaning—or laughing, though the laughter had been brief.

      Somehow she didn’t know which seemed more disrespectful.

      After what Teagan had endured the night before, she knew she shouldn’t have touched Mal. The timing had been highly inappropriate. Even if he’d been hard as a rock and right there. She needed to learn some self-control.

      As for remembering she hated him… Yeah, that wasn’t working so well anymore.

      Especially since he gave really good spoon. Like holy crap.

      But she wasn’t stupid. The way they were learning to be together, figuring out some stuff about each other away from the madness that was Warning Sign—that couldn’t last. They’d go home and eventually they’d climb on their bus again and it’d be back to square zero.

      She wasn’t even sure she’d get to fuck him first.

      Maybe it was better if she didn’t. They’d given each other a respite this morning, and perhaps they could learn to be friends.

      It didn’t have to be any big thing.

      Except she was already making it into one.

      Gah, she was such a girl sometimes. He might be into her physically, but that didn’t mean he wanted more from her. The idea was patently ludicrous.

      Malachi Shawcross in a real relationship? Yeah, right.

      So why hadn’t he wanted to have sex with her? Seemed like if he was only looking for a booty call, he would’ve hit it and quit it as fast as possible. Instead he kept putting her off…and it definitely wasn’t from lack of interest.

      He’d come so fucking fast. And she hated that she knew he normally didn’t, thanks to his bus exploits, but there it was.

      Across the room, her phone went off with Lila’s text ringtone.

      Oh Lord, really? Right now?

      Sorry, can’t take your call. I’m in bed with your former stepson.

      Li sent through a couple more texts before her phone went silent. Luckily, Mal was still out. Guess he’d needed the sleep as much as she had.

      Nothing like an orgasm cure to beat insomnia.

      She stifled a yawn and pressed her face deeper into the pillow. Mal’s peppermint bodywash smell was all over the bedding. Not that she liked it because it was his.

      Liar.

      The next time she woke, that comforting weight around her was gone. It was dark, but not deep dark. The kind just after sunset, because she’d slept the whole day away in bed with Mal.

      Mal who was now MIA.

      She sighed and rubbed her eyes, then pushed at the covers. She’d gone to sleep with none, but she’d awakened under the sheet and blanket. All tucked in. He had a hidden sweet side, and she didn’t know what to do with it.

      A soft knock came at the door. “I heard you moving around in there. You up?”

      Teagan.

      “Yes, I’m up. Come in.”

      Teagan pushed open the door and carted in a tray with a fancy tea pot and two cute little cups.

      Two.

      Only two.

      Mal wouldn’t be one for drinking tea, but still.

      “He went out,” Teagan said. “Told me to keep the doors locked and that he wouldn’t be gone long.”

      Elle frowned and tucked her hair behind her ears. She also pulled up the blanket under her arms, though it was probably pretty obvious that she was close to naked. Probably just as obvious Mal hadn’t slept on the floor.

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Not sure. Forty-five minutes? He came tear-assing out of here with his phone in his hand and took off. I could tell he didn’t want to go. Tea?”

      Elle blinked at the cup Teagan was holding out. Right. Tea was for drinking, not admiring. “Thank you.” She took one sip and made a face. “Spicy.”

      “It’s good for you.” Teagan sat on the side of the bed. “You have a sex glow and I’m totally jealous.”

      “Oh, stop it, I do not.”

      “You should’ve seen your face when I said he went out. I’ve never actually seen someone look crestfallen before, but you were like the dictionary definition.” She tipped her cup back and sipped as delicately as a duchess. “Does he fuck like a stallion? He looks like he would.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” She wasn’t dwelling on that fact either.

      Or the one he hadn’t offered to go down on her in reciprocation. Because…Mal. He did what he wanted when he wanted to and not a minute sooner.

      Where the hell had he gone?

      “Come on. You’re so obvious.”

      “I really haven’t. We’re…friendly.” Calling him her friend would be a lie. So friendly worked.

      “The dude is capital P possessive of you. Be careful with that.”

      “Look, he’s not your ex.” As soon as the words were out, Elle wanted to saw off her tongue. “Don’t listen to me. My head’s just full of too much and my mouth can’t keep up.”

      Teagan took another sip of tea and didn’t say anything.

      “How are you?” Elle rubbed Teagan’s shoulder. “Did you manage to get any rest?”

      “Enough.” Teagan smiled wanly. “I don’t think you’re going to be staying here to watch over me another night.”

      Elle took another experimental sip of her tea. She hadn’t known what would happen as far as their bunking arrangements, but Mal had seemed pretty adamant about keeping an eye on Teagan. So what had changed since between when she’d gone to sleep and when she’d awakened? “What do you mean?”

      “He told me to ask you to get packed up when you woke up. You know, all your stuff you brought here.”

      Elle’s teacup rattled in the saucer as she set it carefully back down. “I’m not ready to go back yet.”

      Denver had texted again last night while they were at the club. So had Michael, and Lo, and even Molly and West had sent messages. Luc too. Her entire band was concerned about her—minus one vital component.

      Jules.

      Which, of course, made sense. Jules had plenty to deal with herself, so she couldn’t be checking in with Elle all the time. Even if Elle had texted her daily since she’d awakened in the hospital.

      To her knowledge, Mal hadn’t talked to any of them. Luc had mentioned trying to get through to Mal in passing, but trying and failing to reach him was nothing new. Mal rarely touched his phone.

      “I know it seems soon.”

      “It is soon. Too soon. I’m not going.” Elle set the teacup and saucer down on the mattress and ran a shaky hand through her hair. She was so freaked out about going home she almost didn’t pay attention to the ache in her shoulder. “Jesus, he wants to dump me off on them.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. You don’t even know if—”

      “He’s not one for responsibilities. He must feel like it’s too much, worrying about me. Worrying about you too. Which isn’t your fault,” she added swiftly as Teagan let out a breath. “I’m just saying he’s not the type to deal with real-life stuff like that for long. He likes his freedom.”

      “You seem to know an awful lot about him considering you don’t like him.”

      Elle pressed her lips together and fell silent.

      “Look, you don’t know if he’s taking you home. Where else could he want to go?”

      “There’s nowhere else. My sister-in-law called too. She probably got him to shepherd me back home. Little wayward Elle, who always needs guidance. God.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and let out a long breath. “Okay, enough of that. Tell me what I can do for you?”

      “Do? Like what?”

      “Well, he mostly left this room alone, and some of the others, but the living room was trashed, and the kitchen…” Elle trailed off. “I can help you fix it. Get everything back to rights.”

      “I did some of that earlier. It’s fine.”

      “You can’t have done all of it. There was too much.” Elle swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I’ll take the kitchen, and while I’m at it, I can reorganize your coffee cups. Some of them were cracked and you probably don’t want to keep those.”

      Teagan was staring off into space, not reacting at all.

      “Hey Teag. Earth to Teag?”

      “I keep wondering if this is my fault,” she said slowly, her words halting. “Like if I’d been more careful when I broke up with him, or if I’d picked a different time to tell him. He’d just lost his job.”

      “Oh. That’s rough. But I’m sure you did it when you felt was best. Stringing things along isn’t good for anyone.”

      Exactly why Mal wants you back on a plane to LA. Won’t be grabbing his dick and sucking him off on the band bus, now will you?

      He didn’t do relationships, but they weren’t in a relationship. Was he afraid she’d angle for one if she got in his pants? All the way in anyway.

      Everyone knew she had the track record from hell with dudes. She was the person in the band who’d most wanted to settle down—and the only one who wasn’t, minus Mal.

      Fine irony there.

      “I think I messed things up,” Teagan whispered, setting aside her cup. “If I’d just tried harder to reason with him—”

      “You can’t reason with someone like that. It’s not about you, Teag. It’s about power and control. He wanted more over you than you were willing to give.” She stroked her friend’s hair and tugged her into a careful hug. “You did the right thing, and you’re so much stronger and braver than I could ever be.”

      Teagan sniffled against her shoulder. “You’re kidding me, right? You cheated death, for God’s sake. You survived and you’ve even managed to come here and have a little fun despite everything that happened.”

      Elle shut her eyes. Bravery? Not so much. Abject selfishness, maybe. Chasing orgasms when she should’ve been concentrating more effort on reaching Jules.

      Maybe she should send her and Tris flowers and a card. She’d planned to do so to coincide with the services for Randy, but now would be good too. She was behind. That should’ve been the first thing she’d thought of after getting out of the hospital.

      Not about Mal, or why he’d saved her life, or why he did anything. None of that was as important as making sure Jules knew she loved her and was thinking about her.

      And now she had to do the same for Teagan. Her friends needed her.

      Hos before bros. Totally rude and sexist name for women, but she agreed with the sentiment. No man was more important than treasuring a friendship.

      “I’ve been running away from real life,” Elle said, easing back. “But it’s better if I stay here a little longer. I have to start PT with the guy here.”

      She didn’t, but she was going to. Any handy excuse worked. And if Mal chose to return home without her, well, so be it. She’d stay with Teagan as long as her friend needed her.

      Coward.

      The front door slammed shut, and both women jolted, immediately gripping each other and looking for a weapon. Elle was up first and moved the teapot to grab the wooden tray, prepared to use it as a battering ram. Bum shoulder and all.

      She wasn’t going to sit there and be a victim. Not anymore.

      “Ricki? Teagan?” Mal. Thank fuck.

      “We’re in here.” Elle turned to Teagan, who’d gone stark white and was clutching the bedside lamp. “It’s okay,” she said after a second when Teagan still didn’t move. She placed the tray on the bedside table and set the teapot back on it, along with her abandoned cup of tea and Teagan’s. “It’s just Mal.”

      Mal stepped into the bedroom and exhaled. “Christ, you still haven’t gotten dressed yet?”

      Elle didn’t respond, since she was now too busy trying to pry Teagan’s fingers off the lamp. But she did give him the middle finger in her head.

      Back to normal, right on schedule.

      “And you didn’t pack yet either.” Mal moved closer to the bed. “What the hell are you doing with the lamp?”

      Elle gave him a hard stare, and he must’ve finally bought a clue because he piped down.

      “I’ve got it. I’m okay.” Teagan nudged Elle back and set the lamp back where it belonged. Then she released a shaky breath. “Sorry, just a little on edge still.”

      “Understandable. You will be for a while.” Elle understood that all too well.

      “You won’t have to worry. I’ve got someone coming in.” Mal’s authoritative tone immediately set Elle’s hackles rising.

      “Someone like who?”

      “A bodyguard. She’s from Roth Defense—her name is Sarah.”

      “A what?” Teagan frowned. “Why would I need that?”

      “Just in case. We aren’t going to be here, so I figured—”

      “Um, hello. Not sure if we’ve met.” Elle stepped forward and held out a hand to him. “My name is Richelle Crandall, and you are not the boss of me.”

      His lips did that twitching almost-smile thing before his face turned impassive. “I never said I was.”

      “Yet we’re leaving, are we? That implies you’re indicating ownership of my person.” She crossed her arms and fought mightily to make her face as impassive as his. Harder to do that when her shoulder was on fire and she was beginning to wish she’d put her sling back on, but she needed to try to lessen her dependence on it.

      “Your person needs some clothes.”

      “Why? Is my near-nudity bothering you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I feel I am fine just the way I am.”

      She really didn’t. She was freezing and felt exposed and Teagan was in the room. They were friends, but that didn’t mean she needed to show off her scars and everything else. She was making a point, however.

      He didn’t seem interested in her point, since he was staring over her head. “We’re leaving in twenty minutes, so get packed.”

      “Did you not hear a word I said?”

      Teagan cleared her throat and picked up her tea tray. “I’ll just be in the kitchen. Call if you need me.” Teagan shot her a quick glance before easing past the mammoth being in the doorway and disappearing down the hall.

      Elle sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m not going with you.”

      “Oh yes, you are. I’m not leaving without you.”

      Part of her rejoiced at the sentiment, but the rest did not appreciate his tactics one bit. “I’m not ready to go back. I heard Li’s text ringtone earlier, and maybe she recruited you to convince me it was time, but it’s not. I’m not going.” She let out a long breath. “Not just yet. Okay?”

      “So let’s not go back ever.”

      “What?” She frowned. “Now you’re just talking crazy talk.”

      “If you can, so can I.”

      Of course, he had to be pulling some kind of reverse psychology bullshit on her.  “I’m not being crazy. I know I have to go back. I just need a little more time.” She swallowed hard and fumbled for the blanket, drawing it tightly around herself. “Before the service. I’ll go back then. I know we have shows planned, and someday I’ll be able to play again.”

      “Don’t ‘someday’ that shit. It’ll happen soon.”

      “I want to be there to pay my respects. For Jules and Tris and all the others. I just can’t yet. I can’t.”

      He surprised her by sitting down beside her on the edge of the bed. Close, but not too close. “Then we won’t.”

      “We?”

      She liked the sound of that too much, which proved she was on dangerous ground. It wasn’t just being a we with anyone. It was him. The man she was beginning to realize he was behind the sarcasm and the silences and the myriad attempts to push people away. There was more there, and she liked that he was a puzzle.

      Oh, she hadn’t, say, a week ago. Ten days ago. Back then, she’d had no use for him. She’d never doubted his skills on the skins, and she figured he had to have a good quality or two buried deep, but she’d had no interest in finding out what. He was rude and uncouth and…Mal.

      Just so very Mal.

      He was still rude and uncouth, and very much the kind of guy who would belch and look at you as if you’d done it. But that was surface stuff. Underneath, he was more.

      “Yeah, we.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Not like I’m in a hurry to go back either. Press circling, emotional crap right and left, questions. Fucking questions everywhere.” He let his hands drop into his lap.

      “It’s hard being a hero.” Her tone was teasing, but the look he gave her was not. So she took a risk and leaned in, hooking her hand behind his neck. “Am I allowed to still kiss you or was that only before?”

      “Usually, I prefer to make the moves.”

      “Sorry, but my lifespan is predicted to be eighty years.” She tilted her head and found his lips with her own, savoring the bite of crisp air from outside and the flavor of the gum he’d been chewing. Cinnamon. Red-hot. So fitting.

      But he didn’t let her command things for long. He pushed his hands into her hair, slanting his mouth over hers and taking control in a hard, possessive way that shot thrills straight to her toes.

      Earlier so had not been a one-off. This was a man who could make her come disturbingly easily. Even if he was already moving back again.

      She sighed. “Is your appeal the fact that you play so hard to get? I never got that vibe from you on the bus.”

      “I’m not playing hard to get. I’m very easy to get. You have no fucking clue how much I want to roll you underneath me and fuck you until you beg me to stop.”

      She blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

      That mercurial little half smile came and went so fast she nearly missed it. “We’re still leaving.”

      “But I thought you just said—”

      “Not going home yet.” He rose and pulled her blanket back up on her shoulder. “You’re just gonna have to trust me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m bigger than you and will toss you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes if you don’t come willingly.”

      “Unless there’s actual coming involved, try it and see what part of you survives.”

      “Not everything has to do with sex.”

      It was only because she saw him tuck his tongue in his cheek that she let him get away with it. “It does when you’re getting denied right and left,” she muttered.

      “You barely even need me for that.” At her death glare, he held up his hands, palms out. “I’m jealous. Really.”

      “You are not the slightest bit funny. Tell me where we’re going or I will scream loud enough to pierce your eardrums if you so much as lay one little finger on me.”

      “Let’s just say it’s the happiest place on Earth.”

      She frowned. “We’re going to Disney World? While I’d love to see you in a pair of Mickey ears, I’m not thinking it’s your bag.”

      “Christ, no.” He moved to the door. “Look, I have just a few minutes to convince your friend that she needs a bodyguard.”

      Elle frowned. “Do you honestly think that’s a good idea? I don’t like the idea of leaving her right now.”

      Then again, would she really want to leave her in ten days either? And she would have to. She couldn’t just hide out back East forever.

      No matter how tempting it was.

      “It sucks. All-around sucks. I wish we had more time, but—”

      “Why don’t we?”

      “The woman who’s going to shadow her, she’s good. Donovan recommended. This is the same firm he’s using for the increased security at Ripper.” He gripped the edge of the door. “We’re not leaving her in just anybody’s hands. She’ll be with a woman as well, so it will look like she’s got a friend staying with her.”

      Again with the we stuff. And he was talking more than he ever did, so he had to be worried.

      About her friend that he barely knew.

      Elle swallowed hard, rubbing her arm almost unconsciously. The pins and needles were back again. “I intend to call her often. If anything seems off, I need to be back here.”

      He gave a short nod. “Just pack and get ready, all right?” He waited a beat, then rasped, “Please.”

      “Well, look at that. He knows the magic word.” And there she was, going to the dresser to retrieve her things like a nice little horny, curious girl.

      Far too curious for her own good.

      “If we can come back, we will. I just don’t want to make promises.”

      “Very cryptic. Also, do you ever want to make promises? I can’t see it being a preferred pastime of yours.”

      “Pack.” The barked word only made her smile. “And put some damn clothes on. Maybe two layers.”

      He didn’t slam the door, but the effect was there.

      She unwrapped the blanket and tossed it on the bed, then opened the top dresser drawer and pulled out her underwear.

      Mal was still a grouchy asshole.

      And she was beginning to like him. A lot.
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      He had her hurry up and pack, but then they didn’t leave until late Tuesday afternoon, almost two whole days later.

      Convincing Teagan of the importance of the bodyguard had been about as easy as Elle had believed it would go. Leaving her–even knowing she would be in good hands–had been nearly impossible.

      Teagan had promised to call multiple times a day and to pay attention to the bodyguard’s requests, at least for a few weeks. Then they were going to renegotiate things if all remained quiet on the ex front.

      As far as Elle was concerned, she would prefer if the bodyguard shielded Teagan forever. You never knew when a crazy from your past would decide now was a good time to wreak havoc.

      But the three of them had had fun the last couple of days. Mal didn’t say much, as always, but he stuck close and didn’t make rude remarks about the endless board games Teagan wanted to play since she’d taken a few days off work to “get her chill back” as she’d called it. So they had gone through Scattergories to Scrabble to Cards Against Humanity, and though he’d won far more than his share, he hadn’t gloated.

      Much.

      Now they were on the road, finally, headed to his mystery location. They’d been driving for a good hour already and the fading sunlight only seemed to intensify Mal’s growing discontent. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve guessed he was racing against a clock. One only he could see, since he was so freaking secretive.

      She was starting to feel the same way, since she’d been sparse with her responses to her friends and family the last few days. She’d answered Lila’s texts, and they’d talked about mostly safe topics, other than discussion about the services for Randy probably being moved up since Jules didn’t want it to conflict with holiday travel. Even now, she was thinking of others.

      Then there had been mention of a band meeting right after Thanksgiving, and Elle absolutely did not want to think about it. Just the idea of being around that conference table and looking at the faces of her bandmates, imagining that they might be thinking the wrong person had lived—

      She knew her thoughts were crazy. But she couldn’t stop them. And she also hadn’t been able to help snapping at Denver when she’d mentioned Mal and how Elle must be feeling desperate if she wanted to spend time with the growler.

      Little did they know that Mal was the reason she was getting through this at all.

      “Can you turn off the fucking Christmas music?”

      Naturally, he had to ruin any charitable thoughts she was having about him. He had an uncanny sixth sense like that.

      Elle tapped her fingers against her mouth. “Hmm. I have weighed your request and—no. Denied. Sorry.”

      Mal grunted and changed lanes, applying more speed than was necessary. His idea of a vehicular middle finger.

      Since she rather enjoyed his creative muttered expletives, she had no complaints. At least about that.

      This endless ride to nowhere? That was pissing her off.

      It was so dark and cold outside and every time she tried to turn up the heat, Grumposaurus promptly flicked it back down. So she’d turned to cheerful holiday music to try to distract herself, and now he was even pissing on that?

      That was another point. They hadn’t stopped in forever, and she really needed to pee.

      She also needed a Coke or something. A serious jolt of caffeine. Truth be told, she was craving something much harder. Her arm was achy and stiff and she desperately needed some relief. She also felt more than a little antsy about leaving Teagan with the bodyguard Mal had hired. The guy seemed competent enough, but Teagan had been wholeheartedly against the idea. Not that she’d been given a lot of choice. Mal was pretty hard to dissuade once he’d settled on a course of action.

      So, yeah, Elle was uncomfortable and jittery and needed…something. But she would settle for caffeine.

      Though, God, that little pesky voice in the back of her head was trying to intrude with every silent mile they traveled. Ignoring it was awfully hard without something to take her attention.

      Just take a few pain pills. Grab a bottle of something at the next convenience store you pass. Wait ’til you get to wherever you’re going and see if you can find a hook-up there.

      And that voice was not referring to sex.

      Hell, she’d even debated going through Mal’s duffel to see if he’d stashed the bag of pills in there. She hated those thoughts. Hated that she wasn’t strong enough not to have them.

      But if she had to, she would call her sponsor at the next rest stop. Even if she had to do it from the bathroom stall to get some privacy.

      She couldn’t break again, because she didn’t know if she’d get back up.

      “Stupid Christmas music,” Mal muttered, bringing her back.

      This was what she needed to focus on right now—fighting with him. Being with him. Letting the way he overwhelmed her fill up all the holes created by boredom and fear and cravings.

      Getting addicted to him wasn’t a smart idea either, but at least she couldn’t inject him into her veins. At this rate, even screwing him seemed unlikely.

      “It’s November.” Her voice sounded faint, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “Traditionally, that’s the start of the Christmas season.”

      Another grunt.

      “It’s fun and makes you smile. Okay, correction—it makes me smile. Like this one.” She pointed at the radio. “Alvin and the Chipmunks. Do you remember this from when you were a kid? You were one once, right?”

      “No.”

      “No what? You don’t remember it or no, you were never a child? Both seem equally possible.”

      “No to remembering it. My mother wasn’t exactly one for playing holiday standards.”

      Elle smoothed a hand over the ripped denim leg of her jeans and released a long, slow breath. Okay, this was good. If she kept talking, and he kept talking, she could keep that pushy voice at bay.

      Mal could help her drown it out.

      “Not a music lover?”

      “No.”

      “But your father, he’s in the music business, right? I remember Lila mentioning something about that once. He works with artists too.”

      “Mostly what he does now is count his millions and his mistresses.”

      Elle rubbed her chin. Different tact needed there. “How did you get into music then? If your mother didn’t like it and your father didn’t bring his work home—”

      “Like you give two shits about any of this.”

      “I do. I’m curious.”

      “Why? Because you sucked my dick so now we’re star-crossed lovers?”

      She reeled back as if she’d been struck. In a way, she had been. Not by his words. This was Mal, and he’d said much worse to her over the years they’d known each other. But the venom in the question knocked her off her already very shaky perch.

      “Next rest stop we pass, stop.”

      He didn’t say anything for probably five minutes. Maybe longer. “Look, I’m sorry.”

      She stared straight ahead.

      “I don’t like talking about my past. At all.”

      “No? Well, I’m not loving my present much at the moment either, so I guess we’ve said all we need to.” She pressed her fingers together over the web of skin between her thumb and forefinger, trying pressure points to relieve some of the pain. She’d try anything.

      She had before, and probably would again.

      Soon.

      “What is it?”

      “What’s what? I gotta use the bathroom.”

      “Your knee’s been jittering for five miles. Your pale as goddamn snow. What is it?”

      “I’m an addict who wants a fix.” She said it quietly, hoping he would just let it go.

      He’d said she mattered, but she had her doubts. Caring about keeping someone alive didn’t mean you truly gave a crap about how they felt. That were two very different things.

      “Ahh, Christ.” He beat his fist lightly into the wheel, and she didn’t know whether to be amused or annoyed.

      So she went with both.

      “Sorry to disrupt your day.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just, fuck, I don’t know how to handle this shit. I can’t keep you locked up forever.”

      “You just realize that?” Amusement was definitely winning now, and only because he’d developed the cutest little wrinkle between his eyes.

      She had never thought a single solitary thing on Malachi Shawcross was cute. Maybe she needed meds more than she thought.

      “No. I’m just saying. And I knew this was gonna happen, and fuck. I’m not the guy to be anybody’s nursemaid.”

      “No fooling?” Now the annoyance was winning. “Here I thought you’d be perfect in a little white dress and hat.”

      “Fuck it. You need a distraction.”

      “Yeah. No kidding. I figured on calling my—what the hell are you doing?” she demanded as he veered across three lanes of traffic and sailed down an exit ramp into the parking lot of the rest stop. She hadn’t even realized they’d reached one, but he screeched into a spot at the back of the lot right near a light.

      And now he was whipping off his belt, shifting toward her, leaning across the seat, and—

      “Stop.” She slammed her hand against his chest. “What are you doing?”

      “Distraction, right?” His eyes were already focused on her mouth, and that wasn’t a bad thing. She couldn’t help licking her lips, and his low groan set off something primal inside her. A drumbeat every bit as stirring as the ones he played onstage. “This will do.”

      “What, you’re going to fuck me into forgetting I’m an addict? Your penis is lovely, but I think you’re asking more of it than is fair.” He made a frustrated noise and she placed her finger over his lips. “Not like this.”

      “That’s my line.”

      “You’ll share, right?”

      “Not the best at that.” He flicked his thumb over her damp lower lip, so quickly she barely felt his touch. “I wouldn’t share you.”

      Her cheeks went hot. “Never got the feeling before that you thought about such things.”

      “Sharing you?”

      “Me, period.”

      “Wrong.” His thumb made that same sweep again, except this time he lingered. “So wrong.”

      She didn’t know if this line of conversation still fell under the distraction heading, but she was in too deep now to care. “Ever plan on, I don’t know, telling me?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm.” She nibbled on her lower lip, drawing the flesh between her teeth mainly to torture him a little bit. He made that same sound in his throat that vibrated between her thighs, and she sucked in a breath. “I suppose, if you wanted to, you could reciprocate last night.”

      For the first time ever that she’d seen, an emotion like panic flashed in his eyes. “Not enough room.”

      “Backseat’s plenty roomy, even for a big guy like you.” She trailed her fingertip up the side of his neck and his shoulders tightened. “Unless you’re just not that interested.”

      “Didn’t say that.”

      “Then?”

      He shifted on the seat, looking anywhere but at her. “That’s intimate.”

      She frowned. “Umm, no more intimate than when I had your dick in my mouth.”

      “Untrue.”

      She sighed. “Never mind. Lady boner gone.”

      He yanked the keys out of the ignition and stared at the main building that housed all the different eateries featured at the rest stop. “I’m hungry. You?”

      Some part of her wondered where exactly she’d gone wrong in life to end up in this place with this man. “You’re an odd duck.”

      “Hungry duck.” He got out and slammed the door, then waited for her in front of the hood. Because of course she couldn’t be trusted to sit out there alone. God knows what she could do.

      Worst of all, he was right to be cautious. She’d just told him as much.

      She followed him inside and they squabbled over nuggets and fries and dipping sauces for so long the checkout clerk actually asked them to forfeit their spot in line until they made up their mind. It was late evening, so it wasn’t as if there were tons of people there, but she wasn’t going to cause any more of a disturbance than they had already. So they got two twenty-piece McNuggets with barbecue sauce, two large fries, and two large Cokes.

      “Healthiest meal ever,” she said between shoving her face full and licking salt off her fingers.

      They were eating in the little mini food court, and Mal was too consumed with his meal to even look up. Or else he was pretending to be so she didn’t ask him if he had an aversion to licking all pussies, or just hers.

      Probably better to avoid that line of conversation entirely.

      “I need to call my sponsor,” she said instead. It was almost as hard to get that particular sentence out.

      No, it was actually harder. She would rather talk about sex all day long than this subject. Especially with him.

      She didn’t think he’d heard her at first, since he kept dipping and eating as if she hadn’t spoken at all. Then he lifted his head and stared. “You have a sponsor?”

      “Yes. I don’t call her as much as I should, but yes.” She fumbled with the strap of her tank top before pulling her cardigan in tighter around her body. “I don’t want to screw up again.”

      “You’re not going to.”

      “Why? Because you threatened me twenty ways of Sunday?” The memory—indistinct as it was—still rankled, though she knew he’d done what he had for her own good.

      Somehow he’d probably say he’d withheld giving her an orgasm in the backseat of the SUV for her own good too. It built character or some such. So why had he turned toward her for a kiss in the first place?

      She didn’t have enough mental bandwidth to deal with him right now. Then again, he counted as a serious distraction, didn’t he?

      “No, because you’re strong. I’m not saying it’ll be easy. But I believe in you.”

      She snorted. “You do not. You’ve watched me like a hawk.”

      “You needed it for a few days to get your equilibrium back. You’ll be able to handle it on your own soon enough.” He shrugged and picked up his last nugget. “Until then, I’ll be the asshole in your face every twenty seconds.”

      “Why?”

      “You deserve to get back where you were, with what you loved,” he said simply.

      She set her French fry down as she fought to swallow the emotion lodged in her throat. “Nicky’s gonna play for me until I can,” she whispered, and that too felt like a huge admission.

      One more way of acknowledging how weak she was. So much so that she needed all kinds of backups and fail-safes.

      “Okay.”

      “It was a deal they made. How I got in the band. He did some kind of agreement with Li. How to cover for the potential druggie.” She laughed bitterly and rubbed the side of her hand over her cheek. “And here I am, falling right into line.”

      “Are you on something right now?” His voice whipped out, cold and hard.

      “What? No. Of course not. What could I be on? I don’t have anything on me. You took my pills.”

      “Your system is clean or on its way there. You’re not a druggie, Ricki, any more than I am. So stop fucking calling yourself that.”
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      If only that were true.

      Elle glanced around, afraid someone could overhear. Mal didn’t exactly have an indoor voice when he was worked up. “You don’t understand.”

      “No, you don’t. Every time you call yourself that or think that way, you’re setting yourself up to fail. You’re a recovered addict, and you’re working that recovery every day. So go call your sponsor. I’ll be right here.” He reached across the tray to take her last three nuggets. “Eating what you couldn’t finish. Wimp.”

      She smiled and went to make her call.

      Much as it shamed her, she told the truth to her sponsor, Kristy. All of it. The E she’d taken, the alcohol she’d consumed.

      Her sponsor wasn’t gentle on her. The reason she’d lasted with Kristy as long as she had was because she didn’t pull punches. Kristy laid out for her everything she had to lose just as Mal had, then she added one more possibility—jail or worse.

      She’d been given a gift by living through the concert in Queens. Not only that, Mal had risked himself to make sure she survived. She couldn’t throw his kindness back in his face.

      God knows he didn’t have a ton of it inside him to go around.

      When she returned to the small food court, he was pacing by the window, talking on the phone in a low, indiscernible voice. Hand in his pocket, big body tensed and ready. He was so huge, a warrior in denim and tight cotton.

      What had happened to him to make him so guarded with everyone? It had probably been a series of events, rather than one as it had been with her. She wasn’t guarded, but she should’ve been. Instead she chased new experiences and people, trying desperately to fill the holes created by her mom leaving.

      Everything went back to that one day so many years ago. She’d spiraled from there, and she’d tried so many times to get back on the right path. But maybe her mistake was in thinking she’d ever succeed. She’d probably be fighting this same battle every day for the rest of her life.

      Her victory was being around to fight.

      She walked over to him and he quickly ended the call, pocketing his phone. That gave her pause, but not that much. He was a secretive fucker, but she knew he wasn’t making dates to hook up with some other chick. That wasn’t his MO.

      Though they still hadn’t sealed the deal, she knew she could trust him that way. He would never disrespect her like that.

      He might be gone like a thief in the night when she rolled over, but she’d know it was over before he was on to the next.

      She frowned. Hmm, amazing what she could convince herself was a positive quality.

      “Well?”

      She blinked at him. “Well, what?”

      “Did you talk to her?”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      “I’m pulling a you. Playing it close to the vest.” She glanced back at their now cleaned-off table. “Where’s my Coke? I wasn’t finished with it.”

      He produced it from behind him on the windowsill. “It’s yours. Bitten straw and all.”

      She accepted it and fought down a flush as she took a sip. “You pay far too much attention.”

      So did she, when they were back on the road and yet again he was driving like a lunatic, much as he had the other day on the way to Teagan’s. Except this time they had no reason to be rushing that much. Unless his secretiveness this time had a purpose beyond just his usual desire to share absolutely nothing.

      “So you used to race.”

      He cut her a look. “That again?”

      “It’s fairly obvious. I used to watch NASCAR. It was a thing of mine, actually.”

      “Of course it was,” he muttered.

      “You have that kind of focus they do. Above-average skill. Little regard for your passengers’ lives.”

      “If I wanted you dead, I’d be outside the SUV.”

      “Such a charmer. I bet you have to beat the ladies off with those sticks you carry everywhere.” She sighed. “Since I’ve seen the activity around your bunk, that’s sadly true.”

      “Including yourself?”

      “If you reference my sucking your dick again, it’ll be the last memory you ever have of it being called into service.”

      He choked out a laugh. “Yeah.”

      “Yeah what?”

      “Yeah, I used to race. Long time ago.” He tightened his hand around the wheel until his knuckles whitened.

      “Professionally?” She already knew the answer, but she wanted him to say it.

      “Yeah. Then…not.”

      “Illegal?”

      He jerked a shoulder. “Whatever term you wanna use.”

      “Illegal works. What did you race in?”

      “Had a few different rides. A Chevelle. A GTO. A Stingray. Some others.”

      “What year Stingray?”

      “’66.”

      “Oh man. What color?”

      “Blue.”

      “No way. Not the Lynndale.”

      He wiggled his fingers. “Yeah. You know about Stingrays?”

      “My dad had one. Way back when. Sold it after my mom left. It was his baby.” That coincidence was too large as far as she was concerned. “You still have it?”

      “Of course I have it,” he said, clearly affronted. “What kind of person do you think I am?”

      She changed the station, mainly to keep from giggling. He was so adorable when he was serious.

      And thank God he couldn’t hear her thoughts, because she’d have to kick her own ass.

      “You still drive it?” she asked, sneakily putting it back on the Christmas station he’d switched away from as soon as they got back in the SUV.

      “When I can.”

      “Where’s it stored?”

      “At my garage in Santa Clarita. Why is that on again?”

      “Because I like it.” She placed her hand on his big thigh, absorbing the clench of his muscles. “Are you tense because you’re sharing about yourself, the Christmas music, or because you think I’m gonna do a groin grab? And wait a second, did you say garage? Yours?”

      He rolled right over her last question. “A little from column A and B.”

      “Nothing from, ahem, column C?”

      “We’re almost to my grandmother’s. You probably shouldn’t be jerking me off when we pull in.” It was dark, but she could just make out the heavy-lidded look he gave her. “But later works.”

      She didn’t know which point of what he’d just said to pull apart first. “Your grandmother—wait, wait just a second.” She glanced up, gripping his thigh with her nails as she craned her neck to try to read a passing sign. “Turnbull. We’re going to Turnbull?” She couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. “Oh my God, I love Happy Acres.”

      “This doesn’t surprise me. Gram loves Christmas music as much as you do.”

      “Gram. Lila’s mother. You call her Gram, but you hate Lila. What’s wrong with this picture?”

      “I don’t hate Lila.”

      “You don’t like her.”

      “When she married my dad, I saw her as the reason my parents split up. What do you expect?”

      “That you’re a grown man now and should know that no relationship that’s strong can break up because of a third party.” She pulled her hand off his lap and rested it in her own. Just as well, because even leaning that much had made her injured arm tingle.

      “Goodbye, handjob. Hello, awkward silence.”

      “I wasn’t giving you a handjob anyway. You will be reciprocating before we go down that road again.”

      He cocked a brow. “You’re pretty pushy, Crandall.”

      “Like you aren’t, Mr. We’re-Leaving-Right-Now.” She stared straight ahead. “I love Lila. She’s the closest I’ve ever had to a real sister.” And she owed her a few return texts.

      She’d send them as soon as they were settled in, or else Li would probably be on a plane to New York by morning.

      “Bully for you.”

      “If you have a problem with her, you probably will have a problem with me.”

      He gave her another of those ridiculously sexy heavy-lidded glances. “Haven’t seemed to so far.”

      “Your father did a real number on her.”

      “You think I don’t know that? Not like it’s surprising. He does a number on everyone he knows. Including his sons.” He flicked the station.

      She flicked it back. “So you two have something in common then.”

      “Yeah, we both have the hots for people with the last name Crandall. What is it with you and this stuff?”

      She had to take a breath before she could speak. “You have the hots for me?”

      “I’ve said it about sixteen times.”

      “Not quite so plainly.”

      “Only if you haven’t been listening. Anyway. What’s up with you and this shit?”

      “Last time my mom came to a school event was at Christmas. I was the star, and Nicky was one of the three wise men. She acted as if we were the most amazing kids ever.” She smiled and rubbed her fingers over the hole in the knee of her jeans. “It’s my last good memory of her, so Christmas makes me happy.”

      He was quiet for several minutes. “The star is a role? I thought it was an inanimate object.”

      Somehow the question made her laugh. “I was a special star.”

      He flicked her a sidelong look. “Hmm.” He tapped the wheel with his thumb. “Where’d your mom go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Just bailed on you?”

      “Yes.” She stared unseeingly out the window. “My dad never stopped waiting for her to come home. He died waiting.”

      He cleared his throat. “When I woke you up and carried you in the shower, you were dreaming about him.”

      “I still do it a lot. He died a few years ago.”

      “Did he—fuck, there’s no easy way to ask this, so I’m going to do it straight. Did he abuse you?”

      “What?” She started to laugh until she realized he was deadly serious. “No. God, no. My father never laid a hand on me. Not in anger, and not otherwise either.”

      Mal let out a long breath. “Good.”

      “You thought that—Jesus, what was I saying? Or doing? I’d been high the night before.”

      “Believe me, I remember. You were saying ‘Daddy, don’t’ and I thought—”

      “You thought he hit me. Or molested me,” she said dully. “No. Never. He didn’t pay much attention to me after Mama was gone, but he never hurt me like that. If I was telling him no, it was probably because I was asking him not to drink. Or smoke up. At the beginning, I tried to get him to stop. Then I…” She shut her eyes. “Then I joined him.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Twelve. Maybe thirteen. I don’t really remember.”

      He swore and her eyes opened again. “Yet you still love that guy?”

      “He was my father,” she said simply. “His mistakes didn’t change that. God knows I keep hoping someone can love me even with mine.”

      “Not the fucking same. Never the same. You wouldn’t fucking do that to your own kid. You’d lay down your life for yours.”

      His vehemence made her reach for her Coke and take a deep drink. “He was miserable without her. The man he was after she left was different. My daddy—my real daddy—wouldn’t have done that, but her leaving broke him. Broke all of us.”

      “Giving anyone enough power to break you is dangerous.”

      “Never loving anyone enough for it to matter is so much worse.” She swallowed the last of her drink. “We’re almost there,” she said, noting the familiar exit coming up.

      He didn’t reply right away. “You know Grams.”

      “I do. She’s wonderful. So’s Fred.”

      “Yeah, they are.” He exhaled loudly enough she glanced at him. “They’re going to ask questions about why I brought you. Make assumptions.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah. Because I’ve never brought anyone there before.”

      Her heart started beating faster. “Is it you bringing me so much as we’re going together?”

      “Well, yeah, we know that, but grandparents. They assume stuff.”

      “Like we’re a couple.”

      “Probably, yeah.”

      “So we’ll tell them we aren’t.” She smiled. “But they’re grandparents, so they won’t believe us.”

      “Pretty much. But I’m gonna have to leave you for a bit. I’ll be back as fast as I can,” he said when she started to protest. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

      “Why? Why do I have to trust you when you tell me virtually nothing?”

      “Because I’ve never given you reason not to,” he said, and she couldn’t argue there. Even with his silences and his lack of information, down deep she felt safe with him in a way she felt with very few others.

      “If you’ve got shit to do here that has nothing to do with me, that’s fine. But I don’t get that feeling.” She ran her fingertips up and down her seatbelt, wanting out of the damn restrictive thing. Her shoulder definitely did. “I get the feeling it has something to do with me or the band, and you’re sheltering me again and I don’t know why.”

      “Maybe I want to give you the break no one else ever has,” he said quietly. “Take some of the burdens away instead of piling them up until you buckle.”

      She didn’t know what burdens he could be talking about. Something to do with the band or the accident, certainly, but what? She didn’t have the slightest clue.

      “I’m not weak.”

      “I know you aren’t. You wouldn’t be sitting here right now if you were. You would’ve checked out years ago.”

      “It’s not your responsibility to—”

      “You just told me not caring about someone enough to matter is worse than risking everything. Was that just words?”

      “Loving,” she whispered. “I said not loving.”

      He didn’t say anything, and she clenched her knee to keep her hands from shaking. This was all too much. One minute they were having fun, then they were falling into their familiar routine of sniping over little stuff, and then there was this big thing happening between them.

      Where the hell had it come from? Had it been there all along, like an iceberg she’d deliberately steered around the past couple of years, knowing it would be what took her down? He’d obviously hidden his interest in her or whatever the hell it was, but it wasn’t one-sided.

      And it hadn’t started because he’d saved her life.

      “I’ll be back soon as I can,” he said, signaling for the next exit.

      It was her turn to remain silent.

      “I know you’re pissed. I’ll tell you more before we go back home, all right? Just take these couple days, that’s all.”

      “Not more, everything. Do you expect to stand in front of me every day for the rest of my life?”

      He let out a raw laugh. “As if you’d let me.”

      Not that he wouldn’t.

      That she wouldn’t let him.

      They traveled up and down winding country roads, taking the curves too fast until Mal spotted a family of deer about to cross. He braked just in time, and she pulled out her phone to take a picture through the windshield. Grainy, dark, but she didn’t care. She didn’t often see deer strolling about in downtown LA.

      If he thought she was crazy, he didn’t comment. Nor did he say anything when she let out a gasp of delight as they turned onto the gravel road that led up to Happy Acres. The lane led into a clearing that served as overflow parking before leading up to a regular paved lot that bordered the side of the main house and gift shop. A ways behind it stood the Lodge and beyond that, the pasture. Even farther out was the little rehabbed church where her brother and Li and Simon and Margo had gotten married.

      “You missed the wedding here.”

      “Come again?”

      “My brother’s. I’m sure because he was marrying Li, and she’s the devil.”

      He surprised her by chuckling. “Not the devil, but yeah, I wasn’t exactly top of the guest list. Mike was though.”

      “She loves Michael like her own son. Just like she would’ve loved you if you’d let her.”

      “She’s barely older than I am.”

      “So?”

      “Little creepy.”

      “That’s your father’s doing, not hers.”

      Mal pulled up close to the main building and turned off the SUV. Little twinkle lights were strung from the eaves of the wide front porch, and rocking chairs with thick pillows drifted lightly in the breeze. Bright red ribbons decorated the posts beside the stairs.

      “Already fucking Christmas.”

      She let out a happy sigh. He still hadn’t changed the radio station, and “Little Drummer Boy” was playing. “It’s been too long since I’ve been here. I’ve missed it so much.”

      “How often do you come?”

      Deliberately misunderstanding him, she sent him a sly look he probably couldn’t see in the darkened vehicle. “Not often enough.”

      “Asking for it, Crandall.”

      “I sure am. If I make it any plainer, I may just need a sign.” When he didn’t respond, she sighed again. “I think it was springtime last time I was here. I try to come when Nick and Li do, but only if they’re bringing the girls. Otherwise, they usually leave them with me. They don’t want them left with anyone who’s not family or part of the band family if they can help it.”

      Again, Mal was quiet, staring up at the place his grandparents had built from nothing. “Your brother is a good dad.”

      “The best,” she agreed proudly. “He didn’t think he wanted kids, and now he keeps trying to convince Li to have more.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Li’s a good mother too. The girls matter more to them than anything. The way it should be.”

      Mal toyed with the keys still dangling with the ignition, his gaze never leaving the main house. “He had the same shit environment growing up you did.”

      “Yes.” She figured that was obvious, but Mal so rarely spoke unprompted that she wasn’t about to shut him down.

      “But he’s not doing the same to his own kids.”

      “He would die first.” She swallowed hard and took a leap. “If you use what you learned as an example of what not to do, your toxic environment doesn’t have to mess them up too. You can move on from it, do better. Like your brother’s doing,” she added.

      Wrong move.

      “We better get inside. They’re waiting for us.” He’d slammed out of the truck and was halfway to the porch before she had time to blink.

      She climbed out and went around to the back of the truck to get her bag, only to have him stomp back to her and snatch it out of her hand before she’d even managed to lift it.

      “I was going to get that later.”

      “Yeah, well, one trip.” She started to grab it back when footsteps sounded on the gravel pathway.

      “There they are! Finally.” Mrs. Ronson, Lila’s mom, hurried down the steps ahead of her husband, wearing a long denim apron and with her snowy hair pinned back. “We were starting to get worried, but we knew with my boy here driving, you would be safe.”

      Elle started to speak, then fell into stunned silence as Mrs. Ronson wrapped big, burly Mal in a huge hug—and he let her. Not only that, he returned it, whispering back to her in a hushed conversation that ended with laughter on both sides.

      “Hey there, you. Long time no see.” Mr. Ronson took the opportunity to give Elle a big hug of her own, and she laughed as he lifted her off the ground a little. He immediately set her down and eyed her sling. “Sorry about that. I forgot for a moment that you’d had some trouble.”

      “I’m okay.” She smiled and spread one arm wide, covering her grimace at the pull through her shoulders. “I’ve been hiding out in New York. I should’ve thought to come up here sooner, but I was staying with my friend Teagan—”

      “Oh, posh. Girl time is always more important than hanging out with a couple of old folks. C’mere you.” Mrs. Ronson enfolded her in a gentle embrace. “Let me look at you,” she added, drawing back to frame Elle’s face in her sweetly lemon-scented hands. “You look good. A little tired, a little thin, but good overall. And this arm.” She brushed her fingers over the sling. “You’re in physical therapy?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Soon,” Mal said from a few feet away, crossing his arms in his best version of an enforcer.

      Elle stuck her tongue out at him and Lila’s parents laughed.

      “How was the trip up? Long, I imagine.”

      “Would’ve been longer without Dale Earnhardt behind the wheel.” Elle shot Mal a glance before she stepped toward the open back end of the SUV and grabbed her much smaller satchel. He even stepped forward for that and she shook her head. “Seriously? You haven’t been gallant with me for two years. Don’t think you can start now.”

      “He’s only looking out for his lady,” Mrs. Ronson said, laughing.

      Here we go.

      Elle affixed a bright smile on her face and shifted, still clutching the satchel. “About that. We’re not exactly—”

      “Hope you don’t mind a room in the main house,” Mrs. Ronson continued, rolling over Elle’s halfhearted objection as if she hadn’t even heard it. “We have a bit of a full house this week, thanks to a few big events in town. So we had to hurry up and have Jackie make up a bed. It’s a nice room,” she added hastily as her husband gave her some serious side-eye.

      Why, Elle had no idea.

      “I’m sure it’s fine. It’s just—”

      “We’ll love it.” Mal took Elle’s uninjured arm and towed her along to the decorated steps. “Let’s go in and visit for a few before it’s time for bed.”

      “Oh, stop. We’re not ninety, you know. It’s not nearly our bedtime yet. Besides, I have an idea.” Mrs. Ronson clapped her hands. “You can help us finish decorating the lobby. We want it all nice and sparkly for our new friends staying with us this week.”

      At her side, Mal braced, though he smiled just the same. “Sounds wonderful.”
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      Only for his grandparents would he stay up until nearly two am stringing popcorn balls and hanging vintage ornaments on trees and boughs of greenery.

      And only for Ricki, who seemed captivated by every new thing they took out of their tower of boxes.

      Every ornament came with a story. Every decoration had a past. They were mementoes of a family’s life, and though he wasn’t much for sentiment, he couldn’t help being moved at how excited Ricki was. This wasn’t her blood family—and no, they weren’t his either, but he’d convinced himself they might as well have been years ago. Ricki apparently felt the same, since she behaved as if they were hers too. She absorbed each story with a child-like wonder he would’ve scoffed at with anyone else, but was rapidly becoming addicted to when it came to her.

      An ongoing problem, it seemed.

      “So Lila made this? Really?” Ricki giggled and held up a little reindeer made out of clothespins with a red pom-pom nose and a shiny green pipe cleaner bow. “It’s so cute. Are there more?”

      “Well, of course. Can’t have Rudolph without his reindeer, can you?” His grandmother chuckled and bent to retrieve another bunch of the little clothespin reindeers. They all had different colored pom-poms and different tinsel bows.

      “They all have colored noses? How come?” Ricki added her Rudolph to the big tree directly across from the front door of the main house.

      A small gift shop was off to the left beyond what they called the parlor where bakery items and beverages were served, and there was also another gift shop in the apple barn. Adding on a winery was their next big project. They were forever expanding the business.

      Seemed like a hell of a lot of work to him, but he knew they loved it there. And God knows it was an escape for him, even more so now that he had to deal so much with the public and the press as part of his duties with the band.

      The winery might just come in handy too. Shame it wasn’t open yet.

      Also a shame he rarely drank.

      “Leelee didn’t want any of the reindeer to feel not as special, so she gave them all the little poms. Always had a soft heart, that girl.”

      Mal couldn’t help snorting. Everyone ignored him.

      His grandparents knew quite well that he and Lila had issues, despite his attempts to not be obvious about it in their presence. His grandmother had chided him gently a few times, but she mostly let them do their own thing. He was sure she figured he’d come around someday all on his own.

      The worst part of it was she was probably right.

      Not that he now thought Lila was a saint. But neither was he. And it was easier to see with the passage of time that she hadn’t taken advantage of his father so much as the other way around. His father was a predatory dickhead, and Mal could only imagine how quickly he’d moved on a barely legal Lila when he met her. An innocent farm girl at that. Christ, hard to accuse her of doing much when he understood so much more now than he had as an angry teen who thought he had to defend his mother—then kept right on doing it because it was a habit.

      Lila wasn’t without blame. She’d pulled strings in his life for her own aims a few times now, and one of them had led him to this place with this girl.

      But it was hard to hold that against her either. Not anymore.

      Not when he was right where he wanted to be. Even if it wasn’t going to be for much longer. He was already pushing it since he’d told the investigators he’d be back first thing in the morning.

      Or maybe the next morning. What the hell could they do to him? Arrest him because he hadn’t hurried to answer their questions? He didn’t have any fucking answers for them. He was as much at a loss about what had happened the night of the show as anyone else.

      The only thing he had to fall back on was his gut feeling all wasn’t as it seemed. Added to a few of the weird events he’d heard around Ripper—and even with Ricki herself—and the niggle grew.

      They wanted to interview Ricki too, of course. He wasn’t going to be able to hide her away forever. Hell, he shouldn’t even be trying to shield her now. She was a strong woman, she could handle it, and she had a right to deal with everything as she saw fit. But it was too soon. She was still raw. If he was, she had to be. Ten times worse.

      He could give her these few days here in this sanctuary, so he would.

      “Oh, they’re so sweet. I love them all. The purple one is my favorite.” Ricki stroked its pom-pom nose before moving around the tree to find the right bough. She inched up on her tiptoes, her long dark ponytail swinging, and he moved forward to pluck it out of her fingers.

      “Before you topple the tree.” He hung it on the branch he thought she’d been aiming for. “This right?”

      “I’m considered tall everywhere except next to you, Giant.” She elbowed him in the gut and the noise he made wasn’t faked. She had some power behind the blow.

      “You should’ve seen him at seventeen. Over six feet already by then and not done growing yet. His poor brother hated standing next to him.” His grandmother shook her head, smiling over the memory as she pulled a loop of tinsel out of the box.

      “Mike hated standing next to me back then because he was half my weight too. Skinny fu—” He cleared his throat as his grandmother suppressed a smile. She had quite the vocabulary too—especially when she was riled—but he’d always been careful not to swear too much in his grandparents’ presence.

      Ricki was smiling too, except she wasn’t trying to hide it. “Potty mouth.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re no better.”

      “Why, I’ve never heard our Richelle swear even once.” Grams wrapped her arm around Ricki and tipped her head against hers. “How about some hot cocoa?”

      “With marshmallows?”

      “Is there any other way to drink it?” His grandmother smiled and glanced from Ricki toward Mal. “I know you want some. Marshmallows and a candy cane, just like always.”

      He didn’t flush, but he came close. His grandmother and grandfather went off to the kitchen, holding hands, squabbling about who knows what. Never with much rancor, just with the natural familiarity of spending your life with someone.

      Ricki was staring after them. “I should’ve asked for a candy cane too.” Then she tilted her head and a loose dark wave tumbled over her eyes. “Or maybe I can take a lick of yours.”

      Even knowing she would go there—in some dirty way or another—his body still reacted like a teenager’s on prom night. “I think you’re obsessed with my candy cane.”

      She lifted her good shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      “Okay?” He growled. “Next you’re going to say you’ve—”

      “I’ve had be—” He grabbed her as she started to say it, then turned her around in his arms fast enough that she let out a gasp.

      “You haven’t had anything yet. Just wait.”

      She angled her head and looked up at him. “I am.” She wet her lips. “Fucking impatiently.”

      His grandmother’s footsteps sounded behind them on the rough-hewn floors. “Here we are, hot cocoa for four. Or hmm, maybe not.”

      Mal might’ve moved back from Ricki, if she hadn’t reached back and hooked her fingers in his back pocket. “We’ll take them to go, if you don’t mind.”

      “Her arm is bothering her,” Mal said quickly, ears burning.

      He was as open about sex as anyone, but hello, these were his grandparents. He couldn’t just be like “excuse me, gotta fuck” in front of them.

      Even if it was hot as hell that she could. That she wanted him that bad.

      “Not so much,” Ricki said cheerfully, “but it’s as good an excuse as any.” She slipped out of his embrace to go help his grandmother with the tray. Mal would’ve done the same if he didn’t have another pressing need.

      Mainly to move behind the tree so he had some coverage for the situation the little vixen had caused.

      “These look wonderful. Oh, you gave me a candy cane too. Bless you.” Ricki kissed his grandmother’s cheek and picked up her cocoa, taking a long sip with a moan that didn’t make it any easier for him to move out from behind the damn pine.

      Christ, if she made that same sound while they were in bed, he was going to lose it.

      Might even lose it before they made it up the stairs.

      “Figured you’d want some sweetness too. Though it looks like you’ve got that covered.” Her wink made Mal die a little inside.

      He was so going to spank Ricki’s tight little ass. She’d probably love every second.

      “If it’s all the same to you kids, we’re going to turn in with our cocoas as well.” His grandfather saluted them with his moose mug. “Have fun. Just remember we’re old, but we’re not dead. And we’re sleeping right down the hall.” He turned to head up the wide stairs to the second level.

      Ricki giggled. “Oh, we’ll be quiet. He’s already told me he’s going to cover my mouth.”

      Dear God. Was there a category beyond mortified? Maybe humiliation-induced mortality?

      “Be careful with that asphyxiation stuff, dear. It’s all fun and games until someone passes out.” His grandmother leaned around the tree, her eyebrows raised. “Here’s your cocoa. Drink it while it’s piping hot.”

      He took it and said nothing. All he could hear was his heartbeat and Ricki’s giggles.

      That sound would probably follow him to the other side.

      He mumbled goodnight to his grandmother when she finally went upstairs, then turned to press his flame-hot forehead against the icy windowpane.

      The wench was laughing again. At him. His cock didn’t even have the courtesy to mind. It was getting harder by the second, just from knowing she was behind him and ready to fuck.

      He gripped the handle of his ridiculous Grinch mug—Ricki so didn’t need to know it was his favorite—and turned to face her, registering the sheer joy in her dancing eyes. She might’ve just caused him enough embarrassment to fuel a hundred family jokes for the next decade, but she was happy. She was excited.

      She wasn’t thinking about anything that came in a baggie or a vial.

      What she was thinking about, however, was written all over her face the longer he stared. Some of the amusement fled, replaced by something much darker and hotter. But the mischief was still there, causing her to hitch up the hem of her tank top just enough for him to see the slice of skin above her jeans. That teasing hint of her belly button was enough to make his throat go dry.

      He tried to find enough breath to speak. “All these months and you never once looked at me this way.”

      “I’d say the same, though you say otherwise. But you never let me know. I’m not a mind reader.” She let her shirt drop, hiding her skin from view. “You acted as if you hated me. Worse, as if I was beneath your contempt.”

      “Not you. But the guys you dated definitely were.”

      She took a sip of her hot cocoa, then another. Stalling probably, despite how good it was. “You have a mouth. A voice. You could’ve told me you were, I don’t know, whatever it is you claim you are.”

      He wasn’t sure if she was suddenly going shy on him now that the moment was at hand or if she still doubted what he’d told her.

      Time to make her understand without a doubt.

      Stepping closer, he took the wrist of her injured arm, rubbing his thumb over her skidding pulse. “I want you in my bed. And only mine.”

      Her lashes came down, fluttering against her cheeks. Another part of herself she was stashing away.

      Soon enough, he’d see all of her.

      “Is that a line? Is that how you get all those pretty groupies to come around?”

      Only because he heard the insecurity behind her question did he give her a straight answer. “Sometimes lines are easier.”

      “And now?”

      “Now this is the hardest thing I’ve ever said.”

      She lifted her head and met his gaze, and for a split second, he would’ve sworn the multi-colored lights of the tree behind him glistened off the sheen in her eyes. Then she blinked and that gleam was gone, replaced by a challenge. “Let’s see how hard the rest of you is too.”

      Swallowing hard, he took a long sip from his cocoa—shouldn’t let the whole thing go to waste, right?—and set the mug down on a nearby table as the peppermint and chocolate flavors swirled together on his tongue. Always peppermint lately, so he would never smell that scent again without thinking of Ricki.

      Or this moment when he turned back to her and she was gripping her own half drank mug so tightly while she waited for him to make the next move.

      “Take another drink,” he told her. “Enough to last you.”

      She did as he instructed, watching him all the while. Flicking her tongue out to catch any stray drops as he took the mug from her and set it beside his own.

      Then he moved toward her again and swept her up in his arms before she could do much more than squeak.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Carrying you up the stairs.”

      “Why? I have two working legs.”

      He was already halfway up to the second floor. At least no one was awake to see what he was doing but her. Of course, she could always use this event for blackmail purposes later. “Has anyone carried you anywhere before?”

      “Other than you into the shower, no. And wait. You carried me the night of the accident.” She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and stilled his feet. “You spoke to me when I was out. Or half out. I wasn’t fully either one.”

      He said nothing. Couldn’t say anything.

      “Stuff’s been so jumbled in my head. Fragments of memories from before that night and then of the accident and lyrics too. Words repeat over and over, and I don’t know why. It’s as if there’s something important, and I just forgot.”

      “You were in and out of consciousness the night of the accident.”

      “But before too. Like when I used to get high.” She blew out a breath. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation while you’re holding me. Your arms have to be killing you.”

      “What words repeat?” He didn’t know why he was asking. It couldn’t possibly have a thing to do with—

      “Beautiful nightmare,” she blurted, staring right at him.
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      Mal sucked in a breath. It was a fucking miracle he didn’t drop her.

      If he’d been a better man, he would have set her on her feet right then and told her the truth. How they’d met, and that she didn’t remember because she’d been on something. Probably also because the overall event hadn’t been as huge for her as it had been for him.

      Big deal, he’d helped her climb out a bathroom window to escape from her fuckwad drug dealing ex. She hadn’t understood the full scope of what it meant.

      Definitely didn’t remember turning around to kiss him before she ran to safety.

      Their encounter had last only a few minutes years ago, months before he joined the band. He’d safely retrieved Ricki from her ex that night and made damn sure to cash in on the benefits Lila had offered him. He hadn’t done everything she’d asked him to do, but he’d done enough that Lila had come through on most of her agreement in spite of his originally bailing on joining Warning Sign.

      Michael had approached him later on and asked him to sit in with the band, and he’d had trouble saying no to him. And then when Mal had joined, officially, Lila had finally come through with the money for his garage in Santa Clarita. That extra ongoing little bonus in his contract had meant he didn’t have to touch his dad’s blood money to keep the struggling garage afloat.

      It had also almost led to Molly quitting the band when she’d overheard him and Lila arguing about the money.

      Someday he’d probably have to tell the band about his other life. He owed that to them. After Randy’s death, he’d realized he couldn’t keep them at arm’s length anymore.

      Then why are you hiding out in New York with Ricki?

      At first, he’d been dodging the press that was way more insistent back home. And yeah, okay, fine, maybe he’d stuck around because she was in the city too. He hadn’t expected they would even meet up, never mind spend time together. But now that they had—that they were here in this place, right now—he wasn’t going to do anything to make the moments pass any faster. He cared about his bandmates, true, but he cared more for Ricki. What she needed was what he needed too.

      If that meant staying away forever, well, then he would do it. If he could figure out a way to get around the fucking investigators breathing hot and heavy on his neck. It was a miracle he’d managed to get a few days out of them before he had to sit down for an interview. Only the fact that he was a so-called victim of what had happened rather than a potential perp had bought him some time. Along with the doubtless stringent string pulling of Lila and Donovan.

      He’d been given some time, but it was running out. As it was for Ricki. He had no doubt she could handle talking to the investigators, but he just wanted her to have a couple days of fun away from any reminders of what had happened.

      More than fucking anything, he wanted to give her tonight.

      Give both of them tonight, because he was a greedy bastard and needed her more than he’d ever needed anyone. And he didn’t care if withholding the full truth about the night they’d met made him a bastard.

      This had to happen. He’d never believed it would. That it could. But now it was—fucking finally—and he wasn’t going to let anything interfere.

      Especially their past. Or their present.

      “Mal? Are you all right?”

      He resumed carrying her up the stairs. He’d stopped dead like a damn statue. “I’m fine.”

      If he couldn’t tell her yet with words, he’d find a way to tell her otherwise. He’d make her feel what he did, and maybe, just fucking maybe, she’d remember on her own.

      And when she does, she’s going to kick your ass for never telling her.

      It wasn’t as if he’d ever hidden it, exactly. The subject had never come up. He hadn’t disguised his identity or anything. They just hadn’t exchanged names on the night they met and he’d had actual hair then, his natural brown, and he’d been wearing a ball cap pulled low. In the few moments in the dark they’d spoken, she’d probably barely gotten a good look at him.

      And she’d been high. Couldn’t forget that part.

      “If you’ve changed your mind,” she began as he reached their room at the top of the stairs. The door was still cracked open from earlier when they’d dropped off their bags.

      “I haven’t. No fucking way.” He nudged the door open with his boot and hit the switch for the sconces high on the wall above the bed on his way in.

      He waited for her to say something. I haven’t either would’ve worked well.

      Instead she went for a different approach.

      “Lights?”

      “Lights. I intend to see every bit of you.” He set her down on the edge of the bed before returning to the door and locking it.

      As he turned back, he noticed the small Christmas tree lit up in the corner. Blue lights and garland shimmered and apple ornaments seemed to dangle from every branch. The rich smell of simmering cinnamon filled the room from the basket of fragranced wood near the fireplace.

      Even so, he could still smell her rich, dark plum scent over everything else, including that infernal peppermint bodywash he’d never be able to throw away. Twining through his head, making him dizzy. And hungry.

      “You’re sure?” he rasped.

      He needed her to say it. To be all the way certain, because there would be no coming back from this night.

      For either of them, if he had his way.

      She’d already kicked off her shoes and was working on taking off her sling. “What was the question again?”

      “Smart ass.” He approached the bed before stopping a few feet away and waiting.

      “I’m sure.” She gave him an almost shy smile as she managed to get the sling most of the way off. “Though I do so appreciate your thoroughness.”

      Both his heart and his feet started moving again. “You’ll be saying that again soon.”

      “Oh yeah? Does that mean you’re going to finally eat my pussy?” She tossed the sling aside and leaned back on the bed on her good arm, jutting out her tits and splaying open her legs. “I wouldn’t say no to that either,” she added when he didn’t reply, running her socked foot up his calf.

      Now she was undoing her jeans, flipping the top button open and slowly, so slowly drawing down the zipper. Red satiny material showed through the vee of denim, and he couldn’t swallow, knowing if she drew down her jeans any more, he’d see—

      Then she did, and he glimpsed the faintest blond curls curled against the fabric. And beneath them, a shiny wet spot beckoned him forward.

      He was halfway to his knees before he caught himself—with one hand on the nightstand and the other already reaching for her. He fisted it and let it fall to his lap as he lowered the rest of the way to the floor.

      “You all right?” she asked again, amused now.

      No. He wasn’t all right, and what he was about to admit proved it. But he wanted to give her what she wanted, and he was already half crazed to taste her in his throat.

      “I’ve only done it once.” He was riveted by that wet spot, and if he wasn’t imagining things, it was growing under his perusal. “I want to learn.”

      Her laughter broke the spell. “Yeah, okay, Mr. Stud. I’ve heard you banging the chicks like they were your kick drum.”

      “Not that. Of course I’ve done that. I mean…this.” His thumb dipped into the vee, pressing against the damp material of her underwear, and she gasped. Her clit was swollen, just like her lower lips. So full. He pinched them, reaffirming that she liked a bite of pain.

      She levered halfway off the bed.

      “Christ.” He yanked at her jeans and panties, pulling them down her legs like a man possessed.

      Forget easing in. He’d done it once years ago, and he hadn’t been a natural, but this was a different time. Different place.

      Different sweet-as-fuck pussy.

      “Wait.”

      He groaned against her thigh, his hands surrounded by the denim now pooled around her ankles. He hadn’t even intended to get them the rest of the way off before he dove in.

      Goddamn, he could smell her. All hot and ready for him.

      “I can’t pull your hair, so guess I gotta do this.” She cupped his head in both her hands and his cock jerked so hard he half expected it to rip Hulk-style through his jeans. “What did you mean? You weren’t serious that you haven’t…”

      Her hands were on his head, stroking gently, and she wanted him to talk? He was nearly down to communicating in grunts. Soon, he’d be reduced to mindlessly driving into her like a crazed beast.

      “Woman, talk later.”

      “But how am I supposed to pull you where I want you to go—oh, ahh okay. Guess you know…where you’re going.”

      He pried her legs apart even farther, nudging her backward so he could hook her heels on the edge of the mattress. Thank God there were a million pillows on the bed and more in the closet, because they’d be using every damn one.

      “Grab one of those,” he instructed.

      “Why?”

      She would never do a damn thing he asked without questioning it. Which only made him enjoy her more.

      “So you can bite it when I do this.” He ran the flat of his tongue up her slit, covering the lack of technique with enthusiasm. He definitely had that, since she tasted like she had in every frigging wet dream he’d ever had about her. And there were many.

      Peeling apart her lips, he did it again, slower now, savoring the way she raised her hips and pushed her pussy against his mouth.

      Shy? Nope. Not for more than a second. Then she was all in and going for hers.

      He palmed her lower belly and rubbed his thumb over her proud little clit, so openly begging for attention. The calluses on his fingers had to be providing just enough friction because she was biting that pillow as requested—and still making the sexiest noises around it—while caressing his head with her other hand. She kept her injured arm on the bed, but she didn’t need it to hold on to the pillow since her teeth were doing just fine.

      Her other hand was all over his scalp, nails scraping, fingers wandering. She ran her hand down the base of his head and pulled him against her, figuring out just fine how to direct him even without the option of hair.

      Just as he was starting to figure out what she liked. What made her thighs quiver on either side of his head and what stroke of his tongue against her needy little clit made her swear into the pillow and rock into his licks.

      He drew his thumb from her clit, using it to trace her swollen pink flesh down to where she was already quaking. He sank inside slowly, earning every one of her gasps, then ratcheting them up a notch as he used his other thumb too. Slowly, so slowly he wedged inside, opening her up for his tongue. Short, quick laps made her ass bounce against the mattress and she was stringing together combinations of words he’d never heard used in that way before. Goddamn pillow. He wanted to hear them clearly. Wanted every one of her moans imprinted in his memory for life. But his grandparents were sleeping, and apparently, beginner’s luck was a thing. She was so goddamn close. He could taste it every time he swept his tongue up to circle her clit. Those manic pulses were making him nuts, especially when he started to move his thumbs and even the pillow couldn’t keep her quiet.

      When she was right there, he swapped his thumbs for his first two fingers, thrusting them into her hard and curving upward while he sucked on her clit. He wasn’t sure what kind of pressure she liked there, but he damn well knew what to do inside. That spot swelled under his fingers and she was gasping, scrabbling up the bed, trying to get away, and he wasn’t about to let it happen.

      “Soak my fucking face,” he growled before latching his lips back on her clit and fucking her that much faster with his fingers.

      She was crying out loudly now, the pillow no match for her sounds. Her nails were gonna leave freaking marks on his head, and he’d wear them proudly. Everyone was going to know what they’d been doing.

      “Malachi.”

      It was his full name that made him lift his head. He never stopped stroking into her. Couldn’t. Her walls were so tight and wet around him, and he wanted her to drench the bed.

      Bright, frenzied blue eyes stared into his. “I’m so…”

      “Look at me. Watch me while you come.”

      Her nod was frantic, as was the flex of her pussy against his hand. He lowered to her again, gaze synced with hers, never looking away as he rubbed inside her even harder and covered her throbbing clit with his tongue.

      She threw her head back, her body arching so that her tits strained against her top. Her nipples were poking through the fabric, and he wanted nothing more than to be sucking them at the same time. But his mouth was needed elsewhere.

      “Look at me,” he commanded again, pausing until she complied. Her pupils were dilated, her cheeks dusky pink, her lips red from her teeth.

      One more pump of his fingers and she was done.

      She scored her nails into the back of his neck, holding him in place as she shook, flooding his tongue. Her thighs clamped around his ears and he kept right on driving into her, coaxing the dirtiest sounds from her pussy as he flicked his tongue over her clit. When she shoved his head away, he didn’t stop finger-fucking her. He was on autopilot now, wild to hear and see her come.

      Shaking her head, she tried to move up the bed again, but he stopped her with his arm across her belly. He didn’t let up on the pressure inside her for a minute. His hand was so wet, and he still wanted more.

      “Jesus Christ.” She turned her face into the pillow, her shoulders shaking as her breaths shuddered in and out. “Can’t. Can’t.”

      “Listen to that. So fucking beautiful.” The slickness of his movements might’ve made other women duck their head, but not her. She leaned up on the elbow of her good arm, pushing a hand through her hair, now half out of its ponytail, and arched into his strokes. It had been too much at first, but she was eager for more already.

      She pulled up her tank top and impatiently shoved down the cups of her bra, grasping first one breast then the other. Her touches were rough, unsteady. Capturing a nipple between two fingers, she tugged so that the tight brown tip peeked through. All the while, she watched him working her pussy hard.

      “Getting me ready for your cock?” she asked breathlessly, her pupils so large they were drowning out the blue. “Not sure you can. Fucking monster.”

      “Nothing can get you ready for my cock.” At her muffled laughter, he twisted his fingers and dragged them out over all those sensitive nerve endings. Then he gave her clit one hard rub.

      Her pussy clenched and she gasped, rocketing up to clutch at the pillow with her injured arm. Pain flashed over her face and he backed off, but it didn’t matter. She kept right on coming, her arousal thick and sweet when he had to take another lick.

      She bucked against his face, shameless in riding out every second before she slumped back down and heaved out a breath. “God. God. God.”

      “Malachi. Malachi. Malachi.” He rose and reached behind his head to yank off his shirt. He tossed it on the floor and took a long moment to look at her, all sprawled across the bed and still eyeing him hungrily. Gaze locked on hers, he leaned across her to bite her exposed nipples, following up the sting of his teeth with a slow suck.

      She gripped his head, holding him to her as she tried to undo her bra. He did the honors for her, helping her with her tank and the lacy contraption. The cups flew open, allowing him to cup them. Perfect size. The flesh overflowed his hands as he nipped and licked, edging back every time she started to pant.

      When she was squirming again, he shifted away to head to the closet. Even that much movement nearly killed him.

      “You’re an evil man.”

      He opened the door and grabbed the four pillows he’d seen earlier. Turning around, he had to take a long breath at the sight of Ricki on her belly on the bed, her ass in the air, her chin on her hand as she watched him. “Now I’m curious. Also, I want a striptease.” She pulled up the pillow beside her hip. “Oh, and um…” She trailed off, poking at the hole she’d made in the pillowcase. “Think we’re gonna lose our deposit.”

      Not laughing was impossible. “Especially since this is now mine.” He whipped the pillowcase off the pillow and tossed the pillow at the head of the bed.

      “You’re keeping that?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He folded it up and threw it toward his duffel bag, stashed on a chair in the corner. Then he stepped toward her and undid her messy ponytail, freeing her hair so that it spilled every which way. “When you gonna go back to blond for me?”

      “For you? Hmm, probably never. For me, though? Soon.” She peeked up at him from under the dark fringe hanging half over her face, her expression telling him she was just teasing. She’d be doing it for him too.

      “Probably when you’re getting your striptease.” He dumped the pillows on the bed, giving a quick look at the exposed beams of the four-poster bed that was a new addition to the room. His grandmother had apologized that its curtains weren’t set up yet, but he had no complaints.

      He intended to put it to good use.

      “You play hardball.” She sat up on her knees, her long hair playing peekaboo with her breasts as she stared. “Just hard in general.”

      He undid his belt, taking his time. Pulling the leather free from the loops, winding it around his hand. She studied his every move, including when he dropped it to the nightstand. She was still recovering, so there’d be nothing like that tonight. But maybe someday.

      Maybe.

      Next, he undid the button and zipper of his jeans before pushing them and his boxers off along with his socks and shoes. Straightening, he stopped still at the ravenous expression she wore. She was eating him up—and she didn’t need her hands.

      “Christ. You want this to go as fast as last time? Keep looking at me like that.”

      Wordlessly, she ran her hand up her belly to cup her breast. For the first time, he really looked at her, taking in every detail. Fading cuts and bruises marred the pale flesh of her injured arm, but not unattractively. They were the battle scars of a survivor. She had a few scattered tattoos—a butterfly, music notes wrapped around a guitar on her ribs, a swirl of ink and words in Latin under the curve of one of her tits. More faint wisps of color appeared underneath her upper arm as she thumbed her nipples.

      Nothing like the dense ink that covered his arms, chest, and back. But the delicacy suited her. Just as the carnal need in her eyes did, beckoning him forward to grasp a handful of her dark hair.

      “I’m not an easy man.”

      Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. Her hand never stilled on her breast. “Already know that.”

      “Not out of bed, not in. I don’t know how to be gentle.”

      “You think? I bet you could surprise yourself.” She leaned forward and found his lips with her own, making a soft sound of arousal at the taste of herself. He licked her tongue as she’d licked his, simply to taste her there too.

      A grunt was the only answer he could give.

      Goddamn, he didn’t know if he would survive actually getting inside her. How could he have her and walk away?

      He couldn’t. He fucking could not.

      She touched his scruffy cheek, rubbing her thumb over his wet mouth. “Just like you’re surprising me.”
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      “On your back. Pillows beneath your shoulder.”

      Elle tilted her head. Sure, he couldn’t be gentle. Except he never forgot her injuries for a second. “First time and all, we’ll do it your way.”

      Another grunt. Since she was about to get every inch of that glorious cock inside her—even if she still didn’t quite know the full logistics of that yet—she wasn’t going to ask for more.

      Once she’d obliged him, he grabbed another pillow and shoved it under her ass. Her eyebrow raised at that one. She was pretty much a freak between the sheets, but even she didn’t go for backdoor sex on the first night.

      When one wasn’t enough, he slipped another under her back, so that she was fully propped up against the headboard. This would still hurt her arm. She understood that and accepted it. Still riding high on the endorphins of really good orgasms, she’d take the risk.

      Even if he was standing beside the bed, stroking his length and staring at her as if he intended to eat her whole.

      Whoops, he already had.

      He pulled a condom out of his wallet, rolling it on with the efficiency of someone who’d had plenty of practice. She didn’t like thinking about that, especially now, but she preferred to think he’d had lots of training.

      Except for eating pussy. Which holy shit, if that was him without much repetition…

      “Only one time before,” she said thoughtfully, idly toying with her nipple while she took in his priming routine. Not that he needed any. Good Lord, she was already wincing at the idea of walking tomorrow. “You sure about that?”

      “Very.”

      “So what did you think?”

      “I think I’m going to love making you cream on my dick like you did my mouth. Now quiet.”

      She might not have obeyed if he hadn’t planted a foot on the bed. Oh no, he wasn’t going to roll on and start with some easy missionary.

      He’d warned her.

      She sucked in a breath as he loomed over her, drawing up to his full height. Christ, he was massive in all ways. “You know, maybe we should start slow—”

      He grabbed her hip and flipped her on her belly, managing to do it so she landed mostly on her good side. There was a pinch of pain, but it was swiftly dwarfed by the feel of him squeezing her ass. One cheek then the other, before giving each a sharp slap. She was already hot from before, and the smacks to her skin just revved her engine more. She rose up on her knees, offering him more, tossing him a glance over her shoulder to let him know she was right there with him.

      “Like that, do you?” He did it again, harder this time, using one hand to wrap her hair around his hand as he drew her up.

      It was then that she realized the glass of the framed bucolic winter scene over the bed offered quite the nice reflective surface—just enough for her to see him crouched over her, manhandling her in a way that set her body on fire.

      “Like watching yourself too, huh?” His mouth was at her ear and his other hand was on her ass, sculpting it before giving her a few more taps. Then he delved between her cheeks, slipping down to stroke her soaked pussy, his groan revealing exactly how wet she was.

      As if she couldn’t feel it on her thighs.

      Two fingers pushed inside her. Not carefully this time. It was all rough, hard thrusts, preparation for what she knew was to come. His hand in her hair grew more brutal, tugging her head back as he pushed her down, skimming her diamond-hard nipples over the nubby fabric of the pillowcases.

      “Let’s see how fast you can come now, little Ricki.”

      She didn’t have time to process his usage of that full nickname before he was replacing his fingers with his dick. Not slowly either. The broad head of his cock teased her slippery flesh. Circling once, twice, before he shoved his way in, making her pussy accede to him as if there was simply no other option. She cried out, and when she couldn’t reach the pillow because of his hold on her hair, bit her own arm. The damaged nerves higher up sparked to life, but she could barely feel the pain. There was just him inside her, taking over. Opening her up for him in a way she wasn’t sure she’d ever been fucked before. It wasn’t just the mechanics. She’d been done doggy-style in the past. It was the way he…conquered her. Mastered her.

      Owned her from the first fucking stroke.

      As much as she liked watching their shadowy, dirty figures in the glass, she couldn’t stay upright on her knees. He wanted her down anyway. He was poised behind her, hammering into her like a guy would oh, a few months in. Not the first time. The first night when everything was so new and perilous.

      But Mal didn’t do anything like any other man she’d ever known.

      She pressed her face into the pillows, turning her head to gasp for breath. She might’ve begged for mercy, if she’d truly wanted any. She didn’t. This was exactly what she’d needed. Not to be treated as if she was fragile glass. To be fucked as if she could withstand anything, hell, exalt in it, because she was so unimaginably strong.

      Right here and now with him, she was.

      She could be unbreakable, and he knew it. Was honoring it without giving her pretty words she wouldn’t believe.

      The first climax slammed through her, shaking her to her foundations. Her knees went out from beneath her, but he didn’t stop. He shifted, he changed the angle, but he didn’t pause. He used her for his own pleasure and made it hers. Took hers and made it his.

      When he turned her over and grappled for the pillows, pushing them under her ass again, raising her hips to him, she flailed out her arm, reaching for—

      He grabbed her hand and brought it to his mouth. That abrupt kiss on her knuckles pulled her out of the moment and dropped her back down, leaving her reeling. He let her go and loomed above her again, drawing her legs up as he reached above him for the arched naked canopy of the bed frame. She couldn’t even gasp as he came down again, finding her and sinking inside with a groan that was part torture and part victory. He used the bed frame for leverage, somehow rocking into her again and again from that higher-than-normal angle, making each pass so deliciously long and deep. Her legs coiled around him and he drew her up, up, putting more pressure on her shoulders than she should be. She would be so sore tomorrow. Head to toe.

      But she wasn’t numb. She could feel everything. Every incredible inch as he spread her open and made room for himself as if she’d been empty all this time.

      One of his big hands moved down to cup her breast. He pinched her nipples, shifting between them, before applying that focused attention on her clit. She was so past the point of sensitivity that just a flick made her shudder. She couldn’t come again. It wasn’t physically possible. But his cock was hitting that spot inside her he’d sought with his fingers, and his bulging, tattooed arms were swimming in her vision. She wanted to watch him fuck her, touch her, possess her, but her lids were too heavy and the endless thrusts of his cock inside her too devastating. Holding on was more than she could manage.

      And if she let go, he would catch her. She had no doubt.

      “Eyes on me. Fucking now.”

      She whimpered, half from his onslaught and half because she didn’t think she had the strength to comply. But it was worth it, because that intense darkness enveloped her as their gazes clashed and clung. His head was scraped and raw, and she’d done that to him. This big, powerful man, she’d marked just as he was marking her. Imprinting her from the inside out.

      “Malachi.” His name felt good on her tongue, even if it took her last breath to say it. Watching his pupils flare and his jaw lock as he grew almost imperceptibly inside her, the final warning that he was right there too.

      This time, they’d go over together.

      She waited for his demand, but he didn’t give one. So she did.

      “Come for me,” she whispered, squeezing him so tightly he couldn’t ever leave. A fantasy, for sure, but a beautiful one.

      Beautiful nightmare.

      The recognition slammed into her even as the orgasm did, quaking through her body even as her mind whirled. She couldn’t process, couldn’t even breathe. Because he was right behind her, his big shoulders shuddering as he drew back and sank home one last time, holding, holding, until he exploded inside her and brought her along one more time.

      “Ricki.” Her name was a chant.

      A blessing.

      A memory she’d never lose again.

      In the aftermath, the world seemed to go still. Not her. She was quaking inside and out. Her heart most of all.

      For a second, he didn’t move. He still gripped one of the overhead arches, and she wondered how it hadn’t splintered from the force of his thrusts. His huge arms were visibly tensed as his body trembled. He was trying to hold himself motionless and failing.

      And she couldn’t wait another second.

      “It was you,” she breathed, and his beautiful eyes popped open. “Beautiful nightmare.”

      His jaw, so slack a moment before, clenched again. He didn’t respond.

      “I k-kissed you. Years ago. Before the band, before any of it. It was you.”

      He went down on his knees, and it was like watching a redwood crumple. He just folded in on himself, still partially inside her, and drew her up into his arms. She wanted to be mad. To demand answers.

      But she just wrapped herself around him—damn the pain—and held on.

      After a minute or five, he took care of the condom and disposed of it, then came back to the bed and pulled her close.

      “You remember.” He cupped the back of her head and brought it to his shoulder. “You remember.”

      She nodded, pressing her face into his hot, damp skin. She sucked in a breath of the peppermint body wash from the rental house that he’d claimed to hate yet had brought with him to Teagan’s. Now that smell was on her too. He was all over her, all around her.

      The sob rolled through her and she pushed away from him so she didn’t choke. He held her fast, keeping her close, tipping his head against hers as if he could take some of her pain away.

      He didn’t even understand why she was crying. How could he, when she wasn’t sure herself?

      “You never forgot. All this time, you k-knew.”

      He nodded, his eyes bleaker than she’d ever seen them. “I knew. I never forgot. Not for a second.”

      “I was fucking high.” She pushed away from him, harder now, so ashamed of herself that she didn’t know how he could stand to look at her, never mind touch her. “How much of my life have I lost because I don’t remember? Because I just didn’t know? No wonder you h-hated me.”

      “I never hated you.”

      She let out a laugh that ended in more tears. Of course, she was crying. She might feel strong for a few minutes, but reality always came crashing down.

      “You thought I was hot, I guess? That made up for me needing your rescuing even then. Dumb, high little Ricki, never able to save herself. How did you stumble on me anyway? Coincidence? Bad luck? Our twisted fate?” She laughed and this time it was too bitter to bring on more tears. Her face was a mess of them anyway.

      He turned his head, and her heart squeezed. “How, Malachi?” she asked sharply.

      He didn’t answer for so long she was sure he wouldn’t. Another part of saving her from herself meant keeping the truth from her. All kinds of truths that she wasn’t strong enough to handle.

      No one believed she could be strong. Not even herself.

      Especially herself.

      “Lila sent me to find you,” he said, and his voice was hollow.

      As hollow as her chest.

      “Lila,” she repeated. “Why?”

      “Because you’re Nick’s,” he said simply, and that almost was enough to ease the pain just waiting to hijack her completely. She’d kept it at bay these weeks, but now here was the perfect excuse to break.

      Unless maybe it was just family. Lila had worried about her, and she’d asked Mal to help.

      Except Mal hated her. From the role she’d played in his parents’ breakup, or was there more?

      She gripped his chin and made him look at her. The more was all over his face.

      “She made you do it,” she said quietly. “You didn’t want to. Why would you? You didn’t know me. I was just some anonymous druggie.”

      “You were never that to me. Not for one fucking minute. From the very first, I was—”

      “What?” When that didn’t make him answer, she shook him. Hard. He barely flinched. “What was I to you? A payday? A way to get Lila off your back?”

      “Both of those things. I didn’t know you. You said it yourself. And she’s always known what buttons to push and wheels to turn to get her way. You wanted to know why I had my issues with dear, sweet Lila? Now you have another answer. She’s a game player just like Lewis. Oh, they might have good reasons to do it, but they’re schemers nonetheless.”

      Elle shoved at his massive shoulders, but he didn’t move. “I need space.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not getting it right now. You want me to be honest, you’re going to sit here and listen, not run off half-cocked before I’ve gotten it all out.”

      “Why is everything some big secret? First, I find out Nicky had to make some big agreement with her to take my spot in the band if I fucked up—not if, when. Now this.” Elle wiped at her damp cheeks. “She sent you after me specifically, why? Because she had leverage?”

      “Yes. And because she could trust me, even if she didn’t like me much more than I ever liked her. And because I’m a big motherfucker.”

      She snorted. Since his still half hard dick was wedged against her belly, she had to concur. He was big in all ways.

      “What leverage did she have on you?”

      She expected him to argue. Or just not answer. Not to reply as if he’d been waiting for this day all this time.

      “My garage was in trouble. It needed some money to keep going, and I didn’t want my men to suffer just because my career had hit the skids and I was too stubborn to touch much of my father’s money.”

      “You mentioned a garage in the car. Where you store the Stingray. You own it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So you worked on cars too?”

      “Some.”

      “Your career. Racing, you mean. Why did it end?”

      He rubbed the side of his face, looking anywhere but at her. “I got involved with a fan and she OD’d. The press implicated me, that I had contributed to her decline. Her family was wealthy and powerful.”

      The words spun through her head, turning her stomach and making her dizzy. Overdosed. Of course.

      Another parallel. But she wasn’t going to press that point because it was a miracle he was even answering her questions at all.

      “So’s yours.”

      “I shunned my father’s help. If I didn’t want anything to do with him otherwise, didn’t seem right to have him bury the story, now did it?”

      “And your mother? You’d sided with her once against Lila. For obvious reasons.”

      “Yeah, until she got married three times more and made a mockery of everything I’d ever thought about her. They belonged together.” He shook his head in disgust. “I got lucky in that I found my grandparents when I was a teenager. I have my brother. As for the rest, I didn’t need them then and I don’t need them now.”

      Hearing that made her immeasurably sad. She would’ve given anything to have her family back, and his was alive and he was renouncing them. Not that she didn’t understand, but God, your family was your family.

      And sometimes you had to make your own.

      “Lila held money over your head to help me. What else?” Elle asked after a couple minutes.

      “She made the story go away. Got the press off my back.”

      “How?”

      “How do they do any of the shit they pull off, her and Donovan? Grease the right palms, call in the right favors. It’s still out there if you dig, but it became sixth page news instead of first thanks to her influence.”

      “The girl who overdosed. The fan. You cared for her?”

      He nodded, and she swallowed the rush of envy toward some tragic faceless woman she didn’t even know. Being jealous of someone who had been around long before her made no sense.

      But he’d acknowledged that he’d been involved with her. Elle still didn’t know if their involvement would last beyond this trip.

      Elle brushed her hair out of her face. Now that the adrenaline was backing off, her aches and pains were returning in full force. “That explains why you shun fan contact and can’t stand the press.”

      “I never liked the whole fan culture. Not the fans themselves. Just the environment that’s conducive to making strangers think they own a piece of you. It’s dangerous.”

      “As you found out.”

      “I’m hardly the first. The fanbase was less rabid in racing, but it was a definite factor there too.”

      “So that’s why you didn’t want to join the band.” Elle rubbed her hand under her nose. At least she’d stopped crying. “And because I was there.”

      “Lila wanted me to join, but I didn’t know you were already a contender too. I initially agreed, then I backed out.”

      “She let you?”

      “Yes, because you were safe. For what it’s worth, I think she really just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “At your expense.”

      He didn’t reply.

      “That night at Vinnie’s, I don’t remember much. But you told me to run. You helped me out a window—” She paused, struggling to bring the hazy details in her head into sharper focus. “The bathroom. And you had a hat. Hair.” She touched his head and he shifted toward her, leaning into her palm. “Dark, like Michael’s. It was almost long.”

      “No. It just wasn’t short.”

      The correction was so like Mal she had to laugh. Her eyes grew damp again and he shook his head, reaching down to lace his fingers with hers.

      “Don’t. Just don’t. You’re thinking that I had no choices, that it’s your fault I was there.”

      “It was. You keep having to step between me and whatever the latest threat is, and now I’m here in bed with you and it feels like—”

      He moved away from her before she could finish, climbing off the bed and stalking away. She almost thought he’d walk through the door and keep going, but he didn’t. He gripped the back of his neck before shifting to face her again. “It feels like you’re grateful to me.” His voice was gritty and low. “That this is just some misplaced sense of gratitude.”

      “No. God, no. You think I screw everyone who does something kind for me?” She didn’t expect an answer and she didn’t get one. “If you think I’m crazy for regretting you never really had a choice before getting sucked into my melodrama, I think you’re crazy for believing I’d ever do this just to say thanks for pushing me out of the way. Twice.” She took a breath. “Fucking twice now, Malachi. What’s next?”

      “You might be keeping score, but I’m not.”

      She buried her head in her hands. “You know what I’m feeling right now?”

      “If you say regret—”

      “Christ, no. Who regrets the best sex they’ve ever had? Like times fifty-eight-thousand?” She glanced up as he sat on the edge of the bed.

      The suckiest part of this whole conversation? She hadn’t even been able to properly appreciate his fine specimen of a naked body.

      “The only thing I’m regretting is I didn’t get my afterglow. That’s a requirement. Instead I had to take a stroll down memory lane.”

      “Long overdue one.”

      She couldn’t argue that point.

      He reclined against the pillow, stretching out his big body and giving her basically no choice but to ogle him. She deserved the ogle, dammit. It wasn’t fair she hadn’t gotten her post-sex cuddles either.

      Though with Mal, those seemed highly unlikely.

      “I like being held after being boned brainless.”

      He lifted a brow and held out an arm. “Then why are you so far away?”

      She curled up against his side and pressed her cheek to his chest. His rampaging heartbeat would always be his tell. The one way she knew for certain he wasn’t unaffected, no matter how he might seem.

      His fingers drifted through her hair, untangling the snarled strands. He played with it so long that she almost fell asleep, lulled by his now slowing heartbeat.

      “Best sex ever, huh?”

      She opened an eye. “Took you long enough to preen.”

      “Was still pissed at you gratitude-fucking me.”

      “Which I did not do.” She turned her head and met his gaze. “You know I didn’t. It couldn’t have been like that if I had.”

      His thumb traced her cheekbone. “I’m supposed to drive back and meet some investigators tomorrow in the city.”

      Just like that, her newly attained sense of calm split in two. She knew it had been a false one, since she hadn’t fully unpacked the Lila, Vinnie, and Mal situation. But it had been enough of one to allow her to nearly fall asleep.

      So much for that.

      She sat up and rubbed her shoulder. Hello, pins and needles, right on time. “What?”

      He looked up at the ceiling. “That’s what I wasn’t telling you. That they’re looking into the accident and want to talk to me about it. You too.”

      “Looking into it how? What do you mean?” She bit her lip. “They think it wasn’t an accident?”

      “They’re investigating.”

      “Yeah, I got that part. And what, you were just going to tell them I was too emotionally unstable to talk to them?” She slugged him hard in the gut. “Seriously, dude, you are getting on my last nerve.”

      He caught her fist and held it against his rock-hard stomach. He probably hadn’t even felt her damn punch. “I told you now,” he said evenly.

      “Only because I just melted down.”

      “No, because if I believe you’re strong—and I do, or I wouldn’t be here right now—I need to treat you that way.”

      “Sure about that? Sure you’re not saving me to make up for the one you couldn’t save?”

      She nearly groaned aloud. God, she hadn’t meant to say that. Hell, to even think it. He’d cared about that woman, and losing her had to have been difficult. To throw his kindness back in his face—again—was unconscionable.

      “I didn’t even try,” he said quietly. “I decided she was too much trouble and I cut her loose.”

      “Addicts are trouble. They’re bad bets, and a smart person has to understand that. There are no guarantees.” She swallowed hard, knowing full well that she might end up driving him away.

      But she owed him honesty. Unvarnished and uncensored.

      If she couldn’t give him anything else, she could offer him that.

      “I’m trying, God, I’m trying so fucking hard, but I slipped once already. Twice if you count the alcohol separately, and you should because I never had a problem with drink. But I didn’t care what I got in me. It hasn’t even been two weeks, and I’ve slipped twice. That’s what addicts do. We manage to make it for a while, and then something happens, life happens,” she swiped at the tears that had started again, “and we slip. We fall. And sometimes we don’t get up again.”

      “Tell me someone who doesn’t use something to get through every day and I’ll tell you they’re a liar.” He leaned forward and cupped her jaw. “So-called healthy addictions are addictions too.”

      “What, you think someone who likes to jog too much is the same?” She shook her head, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to move his hand from her face.

      She loved him touching her far too much.

      “In a way, it is. We all need something to make it through the night. Someone.” He dragged in a breath. “It isn’t what the textbooks recommend, but fuck them. Fuck everyone who says they know what’s the right way to handle this shit.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked shakily.

      “Until you can do this all the way on your own, let me help.”

      “How?”

      “Let me be your addiction for a while.” His gaze stayed steady, never wavering. “As long as it takes.”
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      In the night, she turned to him. More than once. Twice, three times, she lost count. Sleep never lasted long, but in the moments between, he was there. Covering her with his body, surrounding her, filling her. Chasing away the darkness with pleasure and need.

      She hadn’t agreed to his idea. It wasn’t safe or sane. She’d worked the program, and she understood all too well how dangerous it was to transfer an addiction.

      But she wasn’t strong enough to say no, especially since she’d already been halfway addicted to begin with. From the first time they’d danced—as weird as it was because the jerk barely moved—something about being against him had felt right. Familiar, but exciting too. She’d never anticipated being with someone before so much in her life. And now that they’d been together, she only wanted more.

      And more.

      Luckily, he was more than happy to oblige. As was his overeager cock. Beast indeed.

      Toward morning, he murmured for her to stay in bed. That he’d be back soon. She’d nodded and fallen back asleep, exhausted and sore and emotionally weary in a way rest couldn’t cure.

      The next time she opened her eyes, the room was full of sunlight. She crawled across the mattress to fumble for her phone on the nightstand, pushing aside the half empty box of condoms.

      They might have taken a while to make it into bed, but once they’d gotten there, there had been no stopping them.

      It was past noon, and more than half a dozen texts waited for her. What the hell? She hadn’t had her phone on silent that long, had she? But she had missed messages from Denver, Michael, and Nicky, along with two missed calls. Lila had texted too.

      And Jules. Finally.

      Thank God.

      Elle swiped the text across the screen and read it with her throat tight.

      

      I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch. Please come home soon.

      

      She lifted the cell to her forehead, her shoulders shaking with the effort not to cry. She couldn’t break down again. Every time she cracked, it became that much harder to shore up her defenses again.

      “Let me be your addiction for a while.”

      She hadn’t agreed, not officially, but that hadn’t stopped her from fucking him senseless all night long. Already, she wanted him again. He was a craving in her blood that she wasn’t sure she could ever sate.

      More texts waited for her, and she had to answer Jules, along with figuring out where Mal had disappeared to.

      First, she had to pee. Really freaking bad. And a shower would be good. She’d probably lost a quart of her fluids from the workout she’d put her body through.

      Despite everything, she smiled. Actually, that he’d put her body through.

      She climbed out of bed and had taken two steps before the ache between her legs kicked in. The one in her shoulder along with the intermittent numbness she was already getting used to. But this? She hadn’t felt that sore since the first time she’d had sex with Andy Carter in the flatbed of his parents’ tricked out Silverado.

      Unsurprising, since Mal was basically the human version of a Silverado himself. V-8 engine and all.

      On her way to the bathroom, she detoured to the window framed by pretty lace curtains tied back with gingham ribbons. The mix of delicate with homespun was as charming as the rest of the rustic room. She peeked out, pulling the curtain aside and gasping at the few meandering flakes coming down from a slate-gray sky. The sun that had been bright just a few moments ago was already gone, but now there was snow.

      She pressed her fist to her mouth. Was it the first snowfall of the season? That was special.

      Just as fast as it had begun, it stopped.

      She frowned and glanced down at the miles of rolling pastures and orchards below. Well, that was lame. None was on the ground, so those few flakes must’ve been it. She shifted her head, checking to make sure, her hand fisting on the curtain as she glimpsed Mr. And Mrs. Ronson and Mal stringing lights along the back fences. She smiled. He’d bitched nonstop about Christmas, but there he was, helping his grandparents just the same.

      Even from this high up, he was freakishly tall and broad. Impossible to ignore. She released the curtain and traced her fingertip over the light sheen of condensation on the glass, grinning as she noticed she’d drawn a heart.

      You’ve got it bad, Crandall.

      She was overdue. Long overdue. She’d had her share of failed romances, but she’d only felt like this about a guy…never.

      Precisely never.

      Not even close.

      She made herself turn away from the window and head into the bathroom. Quickly, she took care of business and stepped into the shower, glad for once she didn’t have to deal with her sling. The water was pleasantly hot, the pressure strong, and as she palmed the evergreen-scented shampoo, she caught herself smiling again.

      There was little reason to. What was waiting for her at home would be emotionally trying, to say the least. As much as she wanted to be there for Jules and Tristan and the rest of the band, she didn’t feel prepared. Who ever could be for something like that?

      Now there were investigators in the mix too. What could they think had happened? She didn’t have any answers for them. She’d barely realized what was happening before Mal had pushed her down, blocking her with his body—

      She gasped as the shower curtain flew across the rod. She stared at Mal as he stepped in, shrinking back against the tile wall to try to make room.

      He cocked a brow as he pulled the curtain closed. “Hi. Remember me?”

      It made her laugh and sputter water as she slicked her hair back. “You were just outside.”

      “Now I’m in.” He gripped her hip and dragged her close. Right up against his cock, which was already happy to see her. “Hoping to be all the way in soon.”

      She groaned softly. “Soreness is a thing here. Ever heard of breaking a girl in gently?”

      “No, because there hasn’t been seconds in years.” His mouth came down on hers, hard and unrelenting. She reciprocated in kind, raising up on her tiptoes to wind her good arm around his neck and press her breasts to his chest. God, that felt good. All that hot, taut, wet skin, rubbing against her nipples—

      She jerked back. “No seconds?”

      “No.” He tugged her up again, taking her mouth with a hunger she’d never get tired of.

      How long had she waited to be wanted even half this much?

      “For years, you said?” she asked between kisses. Not that she had much time to get the words out.

      “No.” He reached down and palmed her ass, slipping his fingers down until they hovered just outside her pussy. “If you want to know how long it’s been since I’ve had an actual girlfriend, just ask.”

      “Okay.” She shook back her soaked hair. “How long has it been since you’ve had an actual girlfriend?”

      “Since Cassalia, months before the night we met.”

      Hearing her name didn’t make Elle’s jealousy abate. She wasn’t proud of it, but she couldn’t help her feelings. Even though his relationship with Cassalia was in the past, it was natural to feel possessive of someone you lo—

      Liked. A lot. Right.

      It was too soon for anything more.

      “Okay.” She arched against him, attacking his mouth to stop her runaway thoughts and because he tasted like spiced apples and sex.

      He knotted his hand in her hair and pulled her back a fraction, already breathing hard. They both were. “I’d ask you, but I know all your fucking boyfriends.” He thumbed her hair aside and bit her earlobe. “I hated every one of them.”

      “Most weren’t boyfriends.”

      “I feel better. Not.” He tipped up her face to his. “Time for number three.”

      “What?”

      He picked her up, hitching her legs over his hips as he turned toward the tiles. She figured he’d just decided to break her in his way—trial by fire—until he hoisted her higher up the wall. Luckily, these ceilings were pretty high, higher than the usual bathroom, but holy shit. Was he going to—

      “Grab that shower rod and hold on tight. Legs too.”

      Her legs were now around his neck. His neck, for God’s sake. Her head was practically bumping the ceiling, so she ducked, leaning over him, fumbling to hold onto the shower rod and not freak the fuck out at being in such a precarious position.

      Then his tongue was there, taking away everything but him. His mouth was everywhere, eating her with a ferociousness that made her gasp and arch and beg. She didn’t even know what she said. The deities she made promises to.

      Water sluiced over them, still warm, adding one more layer of sensation as he lapped at her clit and shifted her until he could slide his tongue all the way inside. Jesus. Her thighs were already shaking, and he still had no fucking hair to grab on to.

      So she grabbed his ear to direct him, making him choke out a laugh. He didn’t stop. Didn’t even slow down. Maybe he’d been reluctant to explore this part of sex—selfish fucker—but he was learning fast. In fact, she’d have to say he was ruining the curve for everyone else.

      Anyone else, ever.

      Her fingers slid off the slick shower rod and she scrabbled to hold on as her back bowed. There wasn’t time to warn him, but he had to know. Her body was at his mercy. His tongue was like a freaking spear, filling her just right while he bounced her up and down just enough to give her the friction she needed.

      Then he sucked on her clit and she jolted upward, hitting her head on the goddamned ceiling as her climax blasted through her. It would’ve buckled her legs if she hadn’t had them wrapped around his head.

      She screamed. That might’ve been from the pain in her head too, but it was mostly from the O spinning through her limbs and sparking stars through her vision.

      He didn’t even give her time to recover before he was dragging her down his body and turning her around, parting her slick thighs and thrusting so deep inside that she came again, just from a single searing stroke.

      “Christ. Fuck. No condom.” He started to pull out, but she dug her nails into his hip, rocking back on him as she turned her head to kiss him frantically.

      “I’m on the Pill,” she panted when she finally needed to take a breath.

      “Thank God.” His lips raced over hers, moving down to the pulse point just below her jaw. “Hang on to me.”

      She already was.

      He was relentless, driving her up again with short, churning strokes. His thumb found her clit and she bucked back against him, turning her head so he could feast on her neck while he ravaged the rest of her. If anything, he was even wilder than he’d been the night before. More desperate. His other hand came up to squeeze her breasts and for a second, she was sure he must have five of them. It seemed as if he was touching her everywhere at once. Enveloping her in the best freaking way.

      “Can’t hold on,” he growled into her ear, trying to pull back again.

      “In me. All in.” No way was he wasting it on her back or her belly or her breasts. She was greedy enough to want every drop inside her.

      “Shit, you feel so—Ricki.” His teeth grazed the side of her neck and that combined with the grind of his thumb right where she needed it sent her over one more time.

      Shuddering, crying out, she dragged him right along with her.

      They crumpled against the wall, his heavy weight pressing her still-tight nipples into the warm tiles.

      When she could breathe again, she turned her head. “Don’t think I’m any cleaner yet.”

      He laughed and the sound made her grin. She could become addicted to that too.

      Every part of him lured her, more and more.

      “No, you’re a fucking dirty girl and I love it.” He smacked her ass and picked her up again, plopping her down in front of the now cool spray before drizzling body wash between her breasts and over her pussy. “Hate cleaning you up before I’ve gotten my mouth on you again.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Speaking of fucking dirty…”

      “Problem?”

      She tipped her head back and grinned at him. “Only that we didn’t do this two years ago.”
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      Mal had never spent half a day decorating and ho-ho-hoing before—well, not since he was a kid. Somehow he had even enjoyed most of it. His grandparents had spent the bulk of their time with them, except when they had chores to do. But his patience was at an end.

      Besides, he had a sneaking suspicion Ricki liked his snark. She always seemed to be ready with some of her own to throw back at him.

      “I think this is probably enough lights now? And decorations?” His voice was heavy with sarcasm as he gestured around them at the assorted blow-up creatures filling the pasture. “And fucking everything?”

      “Almost done.” Ricki reached around a giant inflatable snowman with a jaunty red scarf and flicked some button on his ass that made a tinny rendition of Elvis’s “Blue Christmas” fill the air. She moved back and clapped her gloved hands, wincing a little with the motion.

      She’d only grabbed the gloves off the shelf in the gift shop at his insistence. For an incredible guitarist, she did a shit job of protecting her instrument—aka herself.

      “There. That’s perfect.” She caught her tongue between her teeth and flashed him a teasing look. “Don’t you think so?”

      Lola, the excitable golden retriever that had been there almost as long as Mal had been coming around, raced around the assembly of blow-ups, barking up a storm. Mal sidestepped her and aimed straight for Ricki. “You’ve got the devil in you.”

      “Not right now, but I did a bunch last night. And this morning. And hopefully tonight too.”

      “Uh-huh. C’mere.” He slipped his hand in the back pocket of her jeans to yank her close.

      His mouth was already on hers when Lola’s barks turned sharp and pronounced, signaling someone had arrived. It was late afternoon, which meant the apple barn and shops were still open. There had been a steady stream of foot traffic all day.

      He’d turned off his phone the moment he’d awakened. The investigators might want to talk to him, but the fact was he didn’t know anything they didn’t. And this right here? It was everything.

      Every-fucking-thing.

      The back door off the kitchen opened, and he started to lift his head. Then Ricki grasped a handful of his sweatshirt and curled her tongue around his. Just like that, he forgot the damn door and the inflatable insanity and everything but the feel of her pressed so tightly against him.

      He’d found his own personal heaven, and it was sinking into Richelle Crandall.

      “Ricki.”

      She didn’t move at first. Neither did he. The familiar female voice barely intruded on the buzz in his brain.

      Ricki’s eyes flared wide as understanding dawned and she slipped back, still holding on to the front of his sweatshirt. Even as she turned toward Lila, she didn’t let him go.

      In that moment, he fell in love with her even more—and he was already miles deep.

      “Li. This is a surprise.”

      “I see that.” Lila didn’t come down off the stoop into the yard, just kept her distance and cupped her elbows in her thin jacket. “Explains why your texts have been so sporadic though.”

      “Does it? I figured as long as I checked in daily, that would reassure you both that I hadn’t gone off on a bender.” She dug her fingers even tighter into Mal’s coat. “But since you’re here and honesty is an important part of my sobriety, I should tell you I did go off on a bender. A fairly big one.”

      Lila cupped her hand over her mouth, saying nothing.

      Ricki moved closer to the stoop, dragging him with her. Probably so she didn’t have to talk so loud over the rising wind. The sky had been threatening snow all day, but other than a few flakes, it hadn’t produced.

      She’d been so bummed about that. California girl just wanted to see some snow.

      He wished like hell he could make snow fall for her. That he could pile up enough around them that they could stay here and never have to go back if she didn’t want to. Or deal with any of this, period.

      “You know why I didn’t keep spiraling?”

      “Ricki.” He covered her hand still on his jacket with his own.

      “Well, there were two reasons,” she said as if she hadn’t heard him. “One, I was pretty much under house arrest and threatened with losing the most important things—and people—in my life if I didn’t get my act straight.”

      Lila dropped her hand and stopped staring at Ricki long enough to stare at him. “House arrest?”

      He jerked a shoulder. “Seemed to work well enough at the time.”

      “It was the bucket of cold water I needed. But that wasn’t all. I talked to my sponsor, and I tried to focus on what mattered most. The present moment. Getting through that one and not worrying about the rest.”

      Lila’s exhale plumed out in the cold air. “Did it work?”

      “Ask me tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the next. Every day for the rest of my life, I’m going to be figuring out how to make it through each day on my own steam. Hopefully, I’ll have help. I’ve already had more than I ever expected.” She glanced back at him, and between the warm pink of her cheeks and the fire in her eyes, he couldn’t look away.

      She was sexiest when she was strong. And she was getting stronger with every minute that passed.

      He didn’t know if he’d had anything to do with that. Maybe he’d acted as a reminder to her of what she could and couldn’t control. All the crap from back home—Jules and Randy, and playing with the band again, and the guilt he knew still ate at her—didn’t make a damn bit of difference if she lost herself.

      But Jesus, watching her find herself again was a beautiful thing.

      “You always have help. Your brother and I would move the world to help you. You know that. You don’t even have to ask. If you want to move in with us for a while, we have plenty of room. The girls would love to have their favorite aunt around.”

      Mal did his best not to tighten his grip on Ricki’s hand. He knew quite well what his stepmother was intimating. He didn’t doubt for a minute that she was genuinely concerned about Ricki—that was what had brought him into her life, after all—but he also recognized a two-stones-one-bush situation when he saw one.

      If Ricki moved in, she’d be under their roof and easier to keep an eye on, both when it came to drugs and when it came to Mal. Hard to say which Lila was more worried about.

      Frankly, he was amazed Lila hadn’t come right out and said it yet.

      Worst of all? If he’d been his brother—before his brother had become a happily married father, that is—Lila would’ve been dancing in the streets. Mike was a good guy. Mal was not. Handy when she needed him, but otherwise? Exit stage left.

      “That’s really sweet of you. You know how much I love those girls, even if I’m their only aunt.” Ricki smiled. “But when I go home, I’m going back where I belong.” She moved not-so-subtly closer to Mal. “Back to my apartment and back to the bus.”

      “I can see why you’d want to.” Lila glanced between them and cleared her throat. “I wondered if you two would see each other while you were both here in New York.”

      Neither of them said anything. What was there to say? It was obvious they’d been doing plenty of seeing.

      This was one of the many reasons he no longer yearned to have a regular family anymore as he had when he was younger. They asked too many questions. Took so much ownership of you that just living your life could seem like a betrayal.

      He was waiting for that sense of betrayal to filter into Ricki’s expression. So far? She was standing firm.

      “I don’t have a problem with it,” Lila said after a long moment passed.

      “Really?” Ricki cocked a brow. “Considering you haven’t even said hello to your own stepson and you’ve been here how long now?”

      Mal slid her a glance. Okay, that he hadn’t expected. He should have. She’d always been like a mother cub about those she cared about. He just hadn’t ever anticipated being in that category. Usually, he was the one getting swiped by her paw, claws out.

      “He’s not my stepson any longer, though that wouldn’t matter to me if he’d ever shown any interest in us being family.” The wind kicked up, sending leaves skittering across the stoop. Lila turned toward the kitchen door. “Let’s have this conversation inside.”

      “Let’s not.” Ricki dropped her hand from his jacket and instead, locked her fingers with his. “You have to understand why it was hard for him, you coming in when his father was divorcing his mother. Being part of the reason for that, even if it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Don’t do this,” he said, voice low, his hand tensing around hers.

      “It needs to be done. We all have too much we don’t talk about, and secrets harm people. They’ve harmed me. The stuff you’ve plotted behind my back, even if it was for my benefit, harmed me, Li.” As Lila turned back, Ricki gentled her voice. “I know how you sent him after me. Long before the band. I wondered why it always seemed like he had insider information on me, but now it’s clear.”

      “I should’ve known.” Lila flashed Mal a hard stare. “Instead of focusing on each other, he chose to take this opportunity to cause issues between you and me.”

      “I never intended to tell her. But she asked me, flat out, because she was starting to remember. You expect me to look into her face and lie? I’ve done shit like that for too long.” He pulled off the glove on his other hand with his teeth. He was burning up in this damn coat and gloves. “No more.”

      Lila swept a hand over her hair, tucking it back under her pale purple scarf. She was rattled, no doubt about it. “Everything I’ve ever done regarding you has been because of love.”

      For the first time, Ricki let him go and walked up the stoop to take both of Lila’s gloved hands in her own. “I know that. You think I don’t know that? You’re my sister. I love you so much.”

      Mal nearly tripped halfway up the second stair as he glimpsed Lila’s eyes filling with tears before she buried her face in Ricki’s shoulder. He frowned and stopped, shoving his hands in his jacket pockets. One gloved and still warm from Ricki’s grip, the other already getting cold.

      Somehow that was a good metaphor for his life.

      Lila eased back and rubbed her gloved fingers under her eyes. “I wanted to tell you, but I was afraid you’d be angry. You have every right to be.”

      “I was, and I am still, a little. Mostly at myself that you’ve felt like you had to save me from myself. Nicky too.”

      “Nick doesn’t know about that.”

      “What?”

      Lila lowered her head. “The thing with Mal… No. He had no idea. Still doesn’t.”

      “I didn’t think you two had any secrets.”

      “We don’t.” Lila tipped back her head. “Except this.”

      “So you should tell him. I don’t want to be standing between you guys in any way. That’s not fair. Even if it was your decision to handle things that way, if I hadn’t been such a colossal screw-up, you wouldn’t have felt you needed to.” She pivoted to encompass Mal in what she was saying. “Like when you had to help me dry out. I pushed you to that point. Did you have to do that? No. But you did because you cared. Because thank fucking God, even with all my fuck-ups, somehow people still care about me.”

      “Don’t cry,” Mal rasped. “Not today.”

      “I’m not going to. It’s been a good day. A very good day, and I need to stack those together.” Ricki reached out toward him, pulling him into the circle, and though his feet did not want to move, the rest of him did.

      For fucking once, he didn’t want to be on the outside looking in.

      “I’m going to go inside now,” Ricki said, “and visit with your parents and see where Lola disappeared to.”

      Lila smiled, still wiping her eyes. “My dad bribed her with sweet potato biscuits so we could have a few minutes. They’re her favorite.”

      “Ah, is that the secret? I’ll remember that.” Ricki glanced at Mal and lifted her eyebrows. “I think you two need to talk privately. Don’t you?” Before Mal could reply, she held up a finger. “I’m trying to scale a hell of a lot of mountains right now. You can try to scale a little eensy teensy fence.”

      Mal heaved out a breath, squeezing her hand before he let go. “Yeah. Okay.”

      Lila had been on the verge of saying something, but she fell silent. And stared at him as if he’d possibly sprouted a thick white beard and renamed himself Santa Claus.

      “Okay. Going in now. No bloodshed, because you’re both very important to me.” She kissed Lila’s forehead and then shifted to kiss him dead on the mouth, for probably a good half a minute. Her eyes held more support than he’d ever received from anyone, ever.

      No matter what happened, she’d respect him for trying and she’d let it alone. He knew that much just from her expression.

      Already he knew so much about her, and he didn’t know if it came from the years spent in the periphery of her company or instinct or both. But he was grateful for it. He didn’t have to doubt her or wonder if she was bullshitting him. Her truth was always right on her face.

      Even so, the second she left them and that kitchen door swung shut, he wanted to bolt from that damn stoop. Going out to make sure all the lights strung up on the fences seemed preferable to emotional shit with a woman he’d never wanted to get close to for a myriad of reasons.

      Top of the list? He’d already been fucked over by people who claimed to care about him. He wasn’t about to believe anyone else he wasn’t sure he could trust. Sure, she loved Mike. She’d proven that over and over again.

      But Mike was easy to love. Him? Not so much. If she’d ever been able to truly look past his issues, that time had come and gone. She was no longer married to his father.

      But if this whatever-the-hell-it-was with Ricki went somewhere, she’d be in his life again beyond her role as his pseudo boss. She’d be in it in a whole new dynamic as well. He damn well wasn’t going to screw up the good thing he had going with Ricki just because he wasn’t in the market for another mommy.

      “What is she to you?” Lila asked. “That’s all I need to know. The rest of it is between you and not my business, unless it affects the band.”

      He was pretty sure he did a slow blink like they did in cartoons. “Did my hearing just fail me or did you just say it isn’t your business?”

      Her lips twitched. “Not everything that happens needs to be in my purview.” She shrugged. “Just most things.”

      Mal cast a quick look at the closed door, then shrugged too. What the fuck. She could hear it too. She would, soon enough. “Other than Mike, she’s the most important person in my life.”

      He wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d questioned the timeframe. It was too soon. Too fast. Tragedy had brought them together, so it probably wasn’t real. Any number of objections in that arena would’ve made sense.

      Lila didn’t know it had been building on his side for a while now. Yes, the accident had sped everything up. It was hard to live through something like that and not swiftly realize the value of not wasting time.

      Still, he’d needed a push. A Ricki-style one.

      “You love her.” Lila’s voice was low, and she didn’t give him time to confirm or deny.

      Not that he would have, because if the time came to say those words, he’d be saying them to Ricki first. She could decide what—if anything—she wanted to do with them.

      “That’s something we share then. I love her, just as I would if she was my own flesh and blood. For all intents and purposes, she is. If anything ever happened to her—” She broke off, staring out into the field of Christmas decorations, gaily waving in the cold breeze.

      “It’s not going to. Not while there’s breath in my body.”

      She nodded. “I know that. I think I knew that the first night, when you got your ass all beat to hell to get her out of there.”

      “Strong words,” he muttered, though not untrue. What had happened after he’d pushed Ricki out that window wasn’t something he relished going over even now. But he’d made it through.

      She’d made it through, and that made it all worth it.

      He hadn’t been sure she wouldn’t return. Why would she listen to a stranger? But to his knowledge, she’d never returned to that apartment—or that man. Or if she had, she hadn’t stayed long. She was stronger than any of them gave her credit for.

      “Then the night of the concert—”

      “Don’t,” he said gruffly as Lila’s eyes dampened once again. “No fucking crying from you today either.”

      “I know you never believed this about me, but loving someone isn’t easy for me. Once I do, I’m all in. I don’t always make the best choices, maybe, but my intentions are good.”

      “I know you called me to see if I could get her out of there because you love her and Nick. I got that.”

      “What you didn’t get was that I love you too.”

      He said nothing. Could say nothing, because he would’ve sworn a pair of fists were twisting his chest, pulling in opposite directions. Wrenching until nothing was left, not even air.

      But she wasn’t waiting for him to speak. That was Lila. She was a bulldozer in a dress, and at that moment, he was grateful to her for that—and for a few other things as well. Like introducing him to Ricki, as fucked up a meeting as it was.

      Story for the grandchildren. Once they’re fifty and members of AARP.

      “You were always loyal. I admired that. You decided when you were young you weren’t going to bend and be on any side but your mother’s. Ricki understands that, and she obviously got there faster than I did because all I could see was that I couldn’t reach you. Not that it surprised me.” She let out a dry laugh. “I was no more than a child myself.”

      “No. You weren’t. What was put on your shoulders was more than you should’ve had to deal with.”

      “My choice,” she said lightly. “I just want you to know I get it. I understand why you always hated me for coming between them. It didn’t matter if that was actually how it was or not. I would’ve hated me too. There were times I did anyway.” She fumbled for the end of her scarf, pulling it tighter. “I didn’t know the situation I was coming into. I should have.”

      “You were no more than a kid yourself and he preyed on you. I didn’t understand that then. I do now.”

      The corners of her mouth lifted. “Is this where this turns into a movie of the week?”

      He didn’t expect to laugh. Not with her, of all people. “Nah. I’m no Cameron whatever-the-hell-his-name-is. That pretty dude who used to be on the soaps.” At her surprised glance, he shrugged. “Live with a bunch of women. You learn shit.”

      They were both quiet for a few moments while the wind whistled through the thicket of trees and nighttime crept closer, making the twinkle lights in the pasture shine that much more brightly.

      “I owe you for being there for her at the apartment and at the show. And this week, when we were back home and you were here. Keeping her safe.” She met his gaze unflinchingly. “You gave her something we couldn’t.”

      As touched as he was, he couldn’t help letting out a snort. Hey, Malachi wasn’t built in a day. “I should say so.”

      “Not that, you jerk.” Lila smacked him. “You didn’t coddle her. You treated her as if she’s strong because she is strong. Maybe I haven’t acknowledged that enough. I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “Love makes us all weak. Why it fundamentally sucks.”

      “Same reason it’s amazing.” She took a shaky breath. “Can I have a hug?”

      That twisting feeling was back in his chest. “You for real right now?”

      “Very much so.”

      Swallowing deeply, he stepped forward and wrapped her in his arms. Didn’t even wait for her to make the first move.

      She was smaller than he’d expected. Her personality was such a force, that it was a shock there could be delicacy under the steel. Even the tears he’d just witnessed didn’t diminish her Dragon Lady persona—and he hadn’t even come up with that name. Her husband had, long before he’d been her husband.

      Which probably said a lot right there.

      “Thank you.” She gave Mal a good, long squeeze then stepped back. “I’m not going to tell Nick about this yet, but I can’t keep the secret for long. I don’t want to cause waves, it’s just—”

      “You’ll be couching it for twenty years if he finds out you knew and didn’t say anything.” Mal rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I get it.”

      “You may get it sooner than any of us realized, even you.” Her smile helped mitigate the buzz of nerves that statement caused. Only slightly.

      She turned to open the door and leaned in. “All clear,” she called. “You can come back now.”

      Ricki appeared in the doorway a moment later and glanced warily between them. “Everything all good?”

      “Yeah. Except for one thing.” Lila motioned for her to step outside, and Ricki did so, bracing against the cold air.

      Or maybe she expected the sharp slap of reprisal Lila gave better than anybody.

      “Donovan knows the investigators who contacted you. They’ll be here by morning.” Lila cleared her throat and gripped Ricki’s bare hand. “We’d prefer if you both weren’t. The jet is fueled and waiting.”

      A wrinkle formed between Ricki’s eyes. “Why don’t you want us talking to the cops? Not that I even understand why we have to. It was an accident.” When Lila didn’t respond, she pressed, “Right?”

      “They have some concerns. When something of that magnitude occurs, especially with loss of life involved,” Lila cleared her throat again, “they want to make sure they dot all the i’s and cross all the t’s. Add in the security breaches we had at Ripper leading up to the event, and it only makes sense they’d want to ensure everything was on the up and up.”

      “So why don’t you want us to speak to them?”

      “It’s not that we don’t want to cooperate with the authorities. Of course we do. Donovan just would like his own team of investigators to question you both first, before you speak to the police. It’s just routine.”

      Mal finally pulled his other glove off. Didn’t sound like he’d need them where they were headed, but he’d liked holding on to the warmth from Ricki’s hand a few minutes longer. “That doesn’t sound routine.”

      He didn’t want to worry Ricki, but he also didn’t intend to shield her any more than necessary going forward. She didn’t want that from him. As much as he wished he could wrap her up and keep her safe, she wanted to know the people she cared about believed she was capable of handling whatever came her way.

      “It’s routine until they—or we—find anything to say otherwise. If it’s there, we will. In the meantime, if you wouldn’t mind speaking to our investigators, that would be a big help. We realize you likely don’t know much, but even the smallest kernel can sometimes produce more than you expect.” Lila smiled thinly. “Once we have your statements, feel free to talk to the officials. We just want to control what’s released to the media and sometimes the information that’s disseminated isn’t helpful.”

      Spin. It always came down to spin.

      “Okay.” Ricki moved closer to Mal and slipped her arm through his. “We’ll come back with you. But I hate leaving so soon.” She glanced out toward the pasture. “Even though it didn’t really snow.”

      “Maybe we can come back for Christmas.” He wasn’t fully aware of the words leaving his mouth, or even thinking them. Once they were out, and delight raced over Ricki’s face, he couldn’t regret them. He wouldn’t have anyway. Being with his grandparents was never a hardship. And hell, if it had to be the holidays, better to spend them with his grandparents than on his own, watching shit TV and brooding.

      Much better all around to spend them with Ricki.

      But that was a bit in the future. Not quite six weeks, which was a lifetime when it came to relationships. She might be all in now, but whether she would be by then was anyone’s guess.

      “Really?” Ricki asked. “You’d be cool with that?”

      “Sure, if you would.” Now he was sounding like an insecure douche. Lovely. Better to get on the plane before he slipped and called her buttercup or something.

      “I know my parents would love to see you both, since it turns out you’ve been a frequent visitor here for years.” Lila tipped her head at him with a brief smile before reaching for the door. “I’ll just be inside getting as many hugs as I can cram into a few minutes. Take your time.”

      As soon as the door shut behind Lila, Ricki wound herself around him, pressing her face into his chest. “I texted a little with Jules earlier. The services are now this upcoming weekend for sure. With the holidays coming up, she doesn’t want it to be hard for anyone.”

      Nodding, he stroked her hair. There wasn’t much to say. There weren’t words to describe how rough this was going to be on all of them. Especially on Jules and Tristan and Randy’s sister Harper and her husband Deacon and Randy’s parents. They had to be wrecked.

      And Mal had been afraid to face all that emotion. After what Jules had said in the hospital, he’d been glad he didn’t have to go back right away. Not that he blamed her for lashing out at him, even a little bit. He just didn’t know what to say or do. Still didn’t, but he needed to be home.

      It was where he belonged.

      Ricki glanced up at him and swallowed hard. “Let’s go home.”
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      Elle awakened against something warm and hard. She breathed in. Her lips parted as peppermint and spice filled her lungs.

      Mal.

      She slowly opened her eyes. A soot-colored blanket of stars came into focus. Home.

      It felt so wrong and right at the same time.

      Their little bubble had popped and part of her wanted to get back on the plane and go right back to New York. The farm or the city, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t possible. She knew it on every level. She wasn’t proud of hiding, but it sure was easier.

      She sighed as the stars faded from sight and they got deeper into the city. The car was far too plush to be an Uber or Lyft, so it had to be one of Donovan’s rides.

      “Back with us, lazy?”

      She smiled against his shoulder and peered up at him. “How long was I out?”

      “Since the flight. You and a plane equals narcolepsy.”

      He wasn’t wrong. There was something about the hum of a plane engine that knocked her out faster than a blanket fresh out of the dryer. Though that worked too. She sat up and rolled her neck. “Did you put me in the car?”

      “More like led you like a cranky baby.”

      She vaguely remembered that. Getting between her and sleep wasn’t the best course of action. Especially since sleep was not her friend lately. Originally, her insomnia had been due to guilt and pain, and now it was due to that and a lot of naked-time with a very hungry man.

      Mal’s sexual appetites actually matched hers once she finally got him on board with the idea. It had been like moving an iceberg in the dead of winter, but once he’d been unleashed…

      Her cheeks and chest flushed.

      Mal’s eyes glittered in the dark. “Put those thoughts away, little Ricki.”

      She slid her hand between his thighs. When he clamped them shut, she laughed. “What?”

      His jaw did that click-muscle-jump thingie and she tried to move higher. Too bad it was her right hand. Considering her muscles were about as strong as overcooked spaghetti, she didn’t get far.

      “You know what.” His voice was a rumble.

      She took a moment to take in her surroundings. The dark, plush seats and luxe scent of leather and filtered air. Definitely a Donovan setup. He loved those black Cadillacs. No limo for the uber-rich mogul, but he did like to drive in style.

      And he had a fleet of them at his disposal—at least it felt like he did. But it wasn’t like Lila was in the backseat with them. They were alone. “I’m sure the driver has seen much worse in the back of this car.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not seeing you.”

      The growl should have made her sparring instinct kick in. It was always close to the surface when she was with him, but just then… Well, she shouldn’t enjoy the proprietary edge to his tone, and yet hello.

      She so did.

      Before she could push the subject, she recognized the dented dumpster hanging off the sidewalk. Her street. Said dumpster had been hauled out of the alleyway by a few neighborhood kids as a prank. Too bad no one actually cared about this end of South Los Angeles. Her place was close enough to the college that rent was cheap, but that was about the only redeeming quality.

      Ah, home sweet hell.

      She slid her hand away as Mal’s already pronounced brow furrowed deeper.

      As the driver slowed, Mal gave her an incredulous look. “Seriously?”

      She shrugged and slid across the seat to get out.

      “Hold up.”

      She ignored him and climbed out of the car onto the cracked sidewalk. She met the driver at the back of the car. “You better head out before you lose a hubcap.”

      The driver’s lips twitched a little, but he simply pulled their two bags out of the trunk. “Shall I bring them up?”

      Mal took them both. “I got it.”

      She patted Mal’s arm. “He means thank you.”

      “No, I don’t. In fact, we should get back in the fucking car and go to my place.”

      “Nope.” She shoved Mal toward her apartment building.

      “Have a great night,” she said and waved at the driver, who was already headed back to the driver’s seat.

      She glanced at Mal. He hadn’t spoken or moved any further. Shocker.

      “Do you have to be rude twenty-four-seven?”

      “Yes.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just go.”

      He scanned the street and transferred the bags to one hand as he palmed her lower back. He growled something unintelligible as they got to the front door. The crack in the window was now more of a spider web.

      Hmm. Jose must have been here again. He was never gentle on the door when coming home after his late shift at the club. Then again, the hydraulic on the door had been busted since she moved in. She swung it open before Mal could step in front of her. She didn’t hold it open for him.

      Most of the time, where she lived didn’t bother her. She didn’t spend any real time there. Either they were on tour or she was in the studio. Sometimes she was at Nick’s and then the rest of the time, she usually visited with the girls.

      Her apartment was literally a place to hold her crap.

      She headed for the elevator, but a large out-of-order sign was taped across the doors. Wonderful. She headed for the stairs with a huff. Mal stomped up behind her, mumbling the whole time.

      Okay, so it wasn’t the best apartment building, but it was her place. She was going to upgrade eventually, but it seemed stupid to waste money when she barely stayed there to begin with. Besides, she’d rather spend her money on a guitar or her nieces.

      “Fuck, Ricki.”

      She folded her arm against her chest as she strode down the hall. “You’re not required to stick around,” she called over her shoulder.

      “Dammit.” He caught up with her and gripped her good arm. “Where you go, I go.”

      She stopped in the middle of the hall, two doors away from her own. A screaming kid echoed down the hallway and a half-dozen televisions screeched out a series of canned laughter, game show voices, and apartment 323’s endless loop of The Golden Girls episodes.

      “Why?”

      His eyebrows snapped down. “What the hell kind of question is that?”

      “A valid one.” She lifted her chin. Pride, dammit. She knew her building was a shitbox, but she didn’t need him judging her about it. And being back in Los Angeles had her all jangly. Her shoulder throbbed from sleeping weird on the plane and he still overwhelmed her sometimes.

      What were they to one another?

      Did she even want to put a name to it?

      He crowded her into the wall. Rose’s voice came in clearer as Betty White started telling one of her stories about St. Olaf. “You’re mine.”

      “I’m no one’s.”

      He propped his forearm over her head and stared down at her. Only Mal could make her feel small. And most of the time she loved that. Right now, she just wanted to punch him and she wasn’t even entirely sure why.

      Emotions swirled up and filled her chest. Lust, hate, fear—more? Dear God. It was so much easier to be numb.

      She shut her eyes against the heaviness brimming in his gaze. So many things unsaid. She was okay with that most of the time. All right, sometimes. But right now? She needed some reassurance.

      “Look at me.”

      She shook her head.

      “Richelle Crandall, don’t be a fucking pussy.”

      Her eyes snapped open. “Fuck you.”

      He lowered his forehead to hers, his lips a few inches away. “You’re mine. For as long as you’ll have me, you’re mine. You have to know that.”

      She hooked her good arm around his shoulders and lifted her mouth to his. The kiss was hard. There was no softness here in this dingy hallway. His mouth was possessive and unflinchingly honest even in a kiss. No sweet, soft tastes from this man. No placating, no cajoling.

      He took.

      And she gave.

      She never realized just how much she’d wanted to give. It didn’t make sense that it would be this rough, unromantic, snapping junkyard dog of a man whom she would have feelings for—and yet here she was.

      He wrapped his other arm around her waist and dragged her into his body until they lined up from thigh to belly to chest. She winced a little as he jostled her shoulder, but it didn’t matter.

      The pain felt good.

      It meant she was alive. It meant she was healing. It was so much better than the numbness that had followed her out of the hospital.

      Finally, he tore his mouth away from hers. His chest was heaving as if he’d played a ten-minute drum solo. His heart thundered through his skin and echoed into hers. “Can we finish this inside? I can’t fuck you with bickering old ladies as my soundtrack.”

      She laughed.

      The ridiculousness of everything about today hit her and she thunked her head against his chest until tears filled her eyes. What they were for this time, she wasn’t even certain. Just being home meant so much. “Yes. Let’s go inside.”

      He stepped back. “Which one?”

      “Down two more.”

      He nodded and slid his hand down to link their fingers. She couldn’t even roll her eyes when he dragged her down the hall. Not much anyway.

      “Key.”

      She sighed and dug it out of her bag. Instead of handing it to him, she nudged him aside. He peered up and down the hall, his brow furrowed again. “What?”

      “Not a damn camera anywhere. Not at the front of the building, across the street, or in here.” He shook his head.

      “Yeah, no kidding. The only reason my door has a decent lock is because I put it on there.”

      He peered over her shoulder. “I could pick that with a freaking pin.”

      “Shut up.” She jiggled the key and twisted the knob, thankful that he couldn’t see her face. Even doing this much had her wincing. Inside the door, she reached for the lamp that was usually within reach. She frowned. That was weird. She opened the door wider to let some light in and noticed the floor lamp was now on the other side of the door.

      Which didn’t make sense at all. She’d never purposely place it so she had to go behind the door to turn it on. Maybe she’d forgotten to move it back after vacuuming before she left for the last leg of the tour. Didn’t seem right, but then again, things had been a bit of a blur since their show a couple of weeks ago.

      Man, weeks. It didn’t seem possible.

      It felt like a lifetime ago, and yet just yesterday.

      Mal dropped their bags just inside the door and kicked it shut. He crossed to the fridge in her small kitchenette.

      “You won’t find much in there.”

      “So I see.” He reached in and snagged two bottles of water, cracking the seal before he handed one to her.

      “Thanks.” She took a sip and looked around. Things felt…different. Was it because she was different? A lot had happened in the handful of weeks she’d been away from this place. It had always been sparse. Well, except for her guitar trunk.

      She frowned and moved to the large unit.

      “You keep your gear here? There’s no security.”

      “Yes, I know. I think we covered that. But then again, no one would think to come to the third floor to find nearly a dozen guitars.” Except that someone had touched the unit, she was almost sure.

      She smoothed her hand over the lock and tapped in the three-digit combination. All the guitars were in there, but…

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “No, it’s something. Either that or you’re tensing up for a whole different reason.”

      She sighed. She really didn’t want to hear him bitching about her place one more time, but she knew her shit. And she didn’t mix her Strats with her acoustics. She had a freaking system.

      “What is it?”

      “Someone’s been in my stuff.” She set the bottle down on her coffee table.

      “Stolen? Are you surprised?”

      “No. Everything’s here, just wrong.” She pulled out her teal and neon pink guitar she’d bought on her last shopping trip with Jules. Her eyes burned at the memory of her friend’s laugh as they had each picked out the wildest color in the staid little store in Arizona. Jules had a bass in lime green and purple. God, they’d played them all night while the bus had been in for repairs.

      Her fingers shook as she slotted it back into her trunk where it belonged—with her Gibsons.

      “Maybe Nick brought your stuff back.”

      “Maybe.” She couldn’t imagine he’d have the time to do that. Then again, Nick was almost as insane about his equipment as she was. It didn’t stop the uneasy feeling settling in her chest.

      Mal came up behind her and settled his big hand on her hip. “Come back to my place with me.” He turned her gently. “I can’t imagine your little one-bedroom has a big enough bed for me.”

      “I do have a queen-sized bed.”

      “Do I look like I fit in a queen-sized bed?”

      “You fit in a full just a few days ago.”

      “Not well.”

      “We did all right.”

      His jaw flexed. “We did.” His thumb made little circles along the little bit of skin showing between her T-shirt and jeans. He pushed the material up, the calluses on his fingertips abrading her skin. He groaned when he got to the lace of her bra. She’d been wearing layers for the cold in New York, and hadn’t bothered with one of her push-up bras. Instead she’d gone for one of the simple bralettes that weren’t created for women with boobs like hers. But it was comfortable.

      He cupped her breast before tugging the material up farther to tweak her nipples.

      Her head fell back as he used two knuckle joints to pinch the rapidly tightening tips. He lowered his mouth to her neck. “Then maybe you should show me this bed of yours.”

      The groan rumbled out of her throat. One second it was with pleasure, the next was full of tension. “I’m sorry.”

      He pulled back. “Fuck. I didn’t—” He huffed out a breath as he pulled the lace back down over her breast. “It’s been a long fucking day.”

      “I just need some ibuprofen.” Just the bare minimum to get her by after the long flight and her brewing tension headache. “I want to pick up right from where your hand was.” She caught his fingers and brought them back to her chest. His huge hand looked like a damn paw compared to the lightweight red shirt she was wearing.

      His eyes searched hers before he nodded once. “If you’re sure.”

      “I am.” She went up on her toes and brushed a kiss over his stubbled jaw. “So very sure.” She turned away to head to the bathroom when he caught her hand. His eyes were serious and so very dark. “I wouldn’t even take ibuprofen if I wasn’t aching so badly. And it’s the only thing you’ll find in my medicine cabinet.” She lifted her chin. “Do you want to check?”

      “No.” He dragged his thumb over her lower lip. “No, I trust you.”

      She nodded. “Good.” She didn’t realize just how much she needed him to say that until he did. She blinked away the sudden sting of tears and rushed down the hall to her little bathroom. She went right for the medicine cabinet and the small bottle she kept. She didn’t really trust herself to take anything, but she also knew there were some nights that at least Advil would keep her from going completely insane.

      She let herself into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. When she flicked the light on, she winced at the dark circles under her eyes. “God, girl. You look like you’ve been on a bender without the fun.” She leaned over the sink and ran hot water to wash the grit off her face, then icy cold to push the fatigue to the back of her mind.

      As she patted her skin dry, she cursed the unforgiving overhead light. Hard to believe Mal would be all into her right now when she looked like hammered shit. She opened the medicine cabinet and snagged the white bottle she was used to seeing. She had the smallest bottle available. Travel size. Not like she could do any damage with Advil, but she didn’t like relying on anything at all.

      But right beside it was an amber bottle.

      A prescription bottle.

      The plastic bottle in her hand rattled into the sink as her fingers shook.

      Why was it there?

      She didn’t have any bottles from the hospital. And even if she did, they would have been in New York. Not here. Not here in her home. She would never.

      There was no name on the bottle, but she recognized the pills. Every fucking addict recognized those.

      Percs. The holy grail of hospital meds. She’d known people who literally had been stabbed for them.

      Hydrocodone. Percocet. Fucking flying high on those fuckers had been one of her very favorite highs. Everything felt floaty and perfect. Nothing ever hurt.

      God, just an hour of no pain was so tempting. Even half a pill and she’d feel so much better.

      No.

      She curled her fingers into her palms and dropped her arms to her sides.

      No.

      No, there was no half pill.

      There was no almost. No hour of bliss.

      No one would know.

      She slammed her eyes shut.

      Elle reached out blindly and everything on that shelf scattered across the floor. She fisted her hand around the bottle and stumbled out of the room. She hit her shoulder on the way out and swore.

      “Ricki?”

      “Take this. Take this, please.” There were spots in front of her eyes where Mal should have been, but she recognized his voice. He’d help her. He’d make it right before she did something stupid.

      “What?” He was just a mountain of shoulders and shadow in the small hallway outside her bathroom. She thrust the bottle into his belly and his hand covered hers.

      “Not mine. Not supposed to be there. Not mine. I swear it. I didn’t—I just. You. Please.” She was babbling and none of the words made sense. But he’d know. She knew he’d know.

      “Fuck.” His voice was cold and raw. His fingers curled around the back of her neck and he forced her to look up at him. “Ricki. You did good.”

      “I swear, I didn’t take one. I don’t know why it was in there.” Her eyes filled. “I swear, I don’t.”

      He hauled her in and she cried out because of her shoulder, but she didn’t stop holding on to him. He pressed her face into his chest and shoulder. “All right, babe. Just a second. I’ll be back in a second, all right?”

      “No,” she whispered.

      “I’m just going to get rid of them for you, all right?”

      “Yes. Yes, please. I can’t have them near me. Not yet.” Her mind swirled with panic. “Maybe not ever.”

      “It’s all right.” He pushed her hair out of her face and set her away from him. “You did this. All on your own you said no. You’re strong and amazing. I’ll be right back.”

      She closed her eyes. No, she wasn’t. She was none of those things. She heard the flush of the toilet and swayed. If she was, she would have been able to flush them herself.

      Then he was there again. In front of her, holding her, kissing her.

      She leaned into the kiss and took every bit of strength he had. She wasn’t proud—not right now. Right now, she’d take it all. Maybe then she’d shore it up and be okay for another day.

      “Take me home,” she said against his mouth. “Your home. Not here. I can’t be here now. I don’t know what’s wrong here, but it’s wrong. And I can’t.”

      He hushed her. “Thank fuck,” he muttered. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Yes, please.”

      He grabbed both their bags again and hustled her out the door. She glanced over her shoulder one last time as he closed the door.

      How the hell had those pills gotten there?
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      Mal was tired of dealing with fucking Uber drivers. His girl was shivering next to him like it was minus forty instead of the balmy seventy-something it was. He ached to take her into his arms, but he was so fucking angry right now he was afraid he would hurt her.

      For fuck’s sake, he’d already hurt her. He could tell by how she was holding herself.

      But that pill bottle she’d shoved into his hand—he’d nearly popped a blood vessel. In fact, he’d actually seen blood-red in his vision. She’d been so afraid, so white with shock.

      He never wanted to see her like that again.

      Ever.

      She slipped her hand over his tightly fisted fingers. “I’m sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I overreacted.”

      “How else were you supposed to react? Christ,” he growled.

      “Something felt off in my apartment, but I can’t explain why. Things in the wrong spot…” She trailed off with a shrug. “I guess Nick could have been there, but why would he move things?”

      He unfurled his hand and laced their fingers before bringing their joined hands to his lips. Kissing them felt stupid. Romantic in a way he just wouldn’t ever be. He dragged his teeth over the fragile flesh of her wrist. And for the first time, he felt like he’d made the right move.

      The stricken look faded from her face. Her lips parted and her tongue darted out to wet them. There. He wanted her like that. Not afraid. Not shocky and panicked. Wanting him, reacting to him—not that fucking room and those pills.

      Fuck.

      The anger tried to crawl back up his neck, but he knew she needed him to calm down. He didn’t know how to do that, but he was going to fucking try.

      She tipped her head against his shoulder. “How could today be so wonderful and awful at the same time?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know.” He rubbed his thumb along her hand.

      They were quiet as the driver hit the highway and headed out to his place. He’d upgraded his apartment after the last leg of the tour. Tired of living like a Ramen-slurping college student, he’d finally found a loft that suited him.

      Maybe he’d been working toward being worthy of her all along.

      He honestly wondered if he would have ever gotten to the point where he would be ready for her if the accident and Randy hadn’t happened. He wasn’t good enough for her—he never would be—but it didn’t stop him from wanting her. And Jesus, he was keeping her.

      At least until she got wise to what a shitty idea it was to take him on.

      When the driver pulled up to his building, she gave him a look. “You gave me crap about my apartment and we’re in the warehouse district?”

      “Always bitching,” he muttered as he hustled her out of the car. One thing he did like about the driver apps was he didn’t have to make nice with anyone.

      Ricki rolled her eyes as he slammed the door. “Dude, not even a thank you?”

      “My thanks was in tip form.” He thumped his hand once on the trunk and the guy popped it so Mal could remove their bags. A minute later, the car was heading out and he was leading her into his building.

      He scrubbed his palm along his thigh before swiping his key fob over the sensor beside the door. It beeped once and the locks snicked open. He held the door for her.

      She peeked inside the door before she sailed over the threshold. “Well, I wasn’t expecting this.” A trio of club chairs lined the wall in front of the stairs.

      Normally, he took the stairs. He was on the top floor. He didn’t want to listen to anyone above him or next to him, so he’d settled for the loft.

      She gave him a look.

      “What?”

      “It’s so…not you.”

      He slapped the button for the elevator. “How would you know?”

      She tilted her head. “That’s true actually.” She stepped into the car when the doors opened. “Now I want to see just what makes Malachi Shawcross scream this is home.”

      Maybe taking her to his place wasn’t a good idea. He hadn’t really let anyone into his space since he’d moved. It was the one bit of sanctuary he’d allowed himself. And now she was here. He pulled at his fingers until the joints popped.

      If he was going to bring anyone here, it would be her. He just didn’t know how to make her see that without sounding like some sort of lame asshole.

      When the door opened, he hustled her down the hall to his door.

      “Are you the only one on this floor?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Huh. Well, that’s surprising.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and up to his head. He needed to shave it down again. “The album is doing well. And the last tour blast gave us a nice cushion. Until…”

      “Until…” She lifted her arm. “Yeah, I remember.”

      He unlocked the door and flipped on the lights. “Don’t expect much.”

      “Don’t…are you kidding?” Her soft-soled shoes didn’t make a sound on the hardwood, but it didn’t stop her from doing a twirl as she took in the industrial and brick loft he called home. She dragged her fingers over the jet-colored granite countertop of his island. A huge cement sink kept with the dark flavor of the kitchen. The rest was stainless steel appliances and pewter tile.

      It wasn’t a huge space, but she took the time to walk around it. She checked out the large scale paintings he had on the walls. And the huge windows looking out on the city. When she spotted the ladder, she gave him a raised brow. “This is way cooler than I expected.”

      “And they call you the charming one.”

      Ricki let out a sexy little laugh. “Sorry, can’t help it. I was expecting white walls and knockoff IKEA furniture.”

      He shrugged. His last apartment had been exactly that. Then again, his last place was only half a step up from her shitbox.

      She went for the stairs and he followed up to the small loft that looked over the space. A California King bed took up most of the square footage with a matching dresser and armoire. She disappeared into his en suite bath and came back, her eyes huge. “We’ll be trying that out later.”

      “I like a good steam.”

      “That kind of steam shower you’ll need a gallon of electrolytes to recover.”

      “Worth it.”

      She grinned and unzipped the fitted hoodie she was wearing. The spit dried in his mouth as she revealed the lacy contraption under it. He was expecting a damn sports bra from the rest of the comfort going on in her outfit. Hell, the whole day had been full of twists and turns. Christmas decorating, impromptu gate crashing by his step-mommy, then ending in a panic attack.

      Now…cotton over lace.

      Whiplash much?

      Fuck.

      “I think I need a little something to make me forget tonight.”

      “Whatever you need.”

      Her long fingers slid up her smooth belly to cup her tit. “You. I just need you.” She released her breast and took his hand to replace hers. “Soft. I know we don’t really know how to do soft, but I just need…” Her eyes glittered bright in the shadows of his room. The only light came from the living space below.

      He flicked his thumb over her tight nipple pushing through the lace. It wasn’t one of her push-up contraptions. No, this was just sheer black lace over creamy skin. He lowered his mouth to take her nipple, the scratchy lace abrading his tongue as he wet the whole area.

      She slid her fingers up along the regrowth along his neck and up to the top of his head. He lifted her up and wound her legs around him. When she winced, he slowed down even more. It was hard to keep his shit in check around her. She made him want to take and take—but to give as well. And he needed to remember the giving part. Especially tonight.

      He sat on the edge of the mattress and let her straddle him.

      She reached between them with her left hand. “So hard for me.” She caught his mouth in a slow, wet kiss. “Always so hard.”

      He grunted into her mouth, letting a low moan connect through their tongues as she undulated against his denim-clad cock.

      “I want to ride this.” She pushed him back on the bed. “Will you let me?” She shoved at his shirt until he lifted it off and tossed it on the floor. She crawled up and laved her tongue over his nipple. She traced the intricate tattoos that decorated his chest.

      She didn’t ask a zillion questions about the meaning behind them. She just used him as her own personal coloring book with her tongue as the ink.

      Christ, she made him insane.

      The entire time she slithered over his chest, her lace and silky skin alternating and crazy-making. He wanted to grip her hips and roll her over. He wanted to take control and push himself so far into her that there was no doubt of what he felt for her. What he needed from her. But it wasn’t about him tonight. As much as it pained him to hold back, he allowed her to pin him to bed.

      The familiar crisp cotton of his sheets and comforter burned into his back and his forearms as she lifted his arms over his head with her left hand. Her right was sore, he could tell, but she used it to smooth her hands over his ribs and pecs before she scraped his skin with teeth and nails.

      He could break her hold at any time. But he wanted to see what his little Ricki would do to him.

      Just how far she’d take it.

      She rolled up to straddle him before standing on his bed over him. “Stay right there.”

      He folded his arms behind his neck. “All right.”

      She stared down at him as she rolled her skinny jeans down her endless legs and tossed them over the edge before kneeling over him again. “You must have been freaked out tonight if you’re allowing me to do this.”

      He lifted one hand to cup her breast, sliding his fingers between her breasts to lightly circle her throat. “I’d do anything for you.” He traced his thumb up her chin to drag it across her bottom lip. “Be anything for you.”

      She bit the pad of his thumb. “I just want you.” She tugged at his belt and dragged his jeans down his thighs. He toed off his boots and flicked off his jeans.

      He gripped her hips to settle her back against his dick. “You fucking have me.”

      “Show me.”

      He ripped the little string at her hip. The scrap of lace fell away and he lifted her up enough to slide her over his aching shaft. Her head tipped back as he lowered her slowly. Fuck, so goddamn slowly he was afraid he was going to lose it.

      Heat engulfed him followed by the scent of plums. Her unique scent and his darker, earthy one mixed together to make his head spin. But he wanted those wild blue eyes—needed to see her take him this slow.

      He grasped the back of her head, twining his fingers through her hair until she had no choice but to look at him.

      “Malachi.”

      Fuck. The way she said his name never ceased to ruin him.

      Her hips snapped forward as she sunk the final few inches and took all of him.

      His eyeballs threatened to reel back in his freaking head. So soft and perfect. He’d never gone bare with a woman before Ricki. And he never wanted a barrier between them ever again. Even something so inconsequential as latex.

      He rolled up inside her again and gritted his teeth against each ripple of her pleasure squeezing around his cock. Sweat slicked between his shoulder blades as he slowly moved under her. As he let her take the lead and use him as she saw fit.

      She wrapped her left arm around his neck. He gathered her other arm and hand, lacing their fingers together between their bodies. He pressed his forehead to hers and ached with each whimper she let free. She was so close. He knew what he needed to do to push her over, to let her fly.

      But he also didn’t want to let her go yet.

      He wanted to lengthen this moment until there was nothing but sweat and sighs.

      His body had other plans. As usual, he had little control when it came to this woman. His head, his heart, his body—she owned all the pieces of him. She just didn’t realize it yet. And he was so fucking afraid to let her know.

      She could break him.

      Far beyond anyone in his life, she could shatter him.

      He locked his fingers behind her head and dragged her mouth to his as he pumped inside of her. She sighed out his name again as her right hand twisted and flattened against his chest. Could she feel the way his heart raced and tripped for her?

      He swallowed each sigh, each flutter of response from inside her, and finally, the sob that broke against his lips.

      He held on tighter. Lost himself to the rushing blackness of release as he came inside her. He banded his arms around her waist until there was no air between them, nothing but skin and heat.

      Her head fell to his shoulder and her limbs practically melted around him, but he didn’t let go.

      Would never let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday morning came with a rare show of rain against the windows. Ricki was stretched out diagonally across the bed. For someone who gave him shit about needing a king-sized bed, she sure took advantage of the space.

      Then again, he didn’t mind waking to her wound around him. He’d gotten up to take a piss and a shower before she took over his bathroom. Instead of noticing he’d left her, she did a sprawl. The fact that she rested a little more easily with her shoulder gave him hope.

      He’d push for physical therapy after they got through the service for Randy. It was going to be a long emotional day. Hell, the last few days had been a maelstrom of shit. From the meeting with Donovan and his new security detail headed by Aidan Roth, to the equally frustrating meeting with the police, they’d both been wrung out.

      The fact that Donovan didn’t want them to give many details to the cops left him restless and pissy. He didn’t trust a cop as far as he could throw one, but Donovan was playing things close to the vest as usual. The fucker was more secretive than a damn spy in a Bond movie.

      All of it left him twitchy as hell.

      He knew Ricki had picked up on it too, but she chose to go into her positive, chipper mode instead of his default—asshole. The girls were all over her via text and phone calls, but she’d proposed a night in, just the two of them. So they’d binge watched the Die Hard movies while eating Chinese food and some weird concoction called White Trash. Normally, he wasn’t much into sweets, but he’d helped her eat the whole fucking bowl of it.

      The fact that he’d used her chest as a plate for the white chocolate and salty treat had made it a little extra palatable. Which was why he needed an extra long shower that morning. Once he started macking on her exceptional breasts, he’d ended up fucking her into the damn headboard.

      Both of them had wanted to extend the night as long as possible. Anything so they didn’t have to deal with the emotional showdown that would be Randy’s service. He only hoped they could keep the press away from the small get-together. It had been a couple weeks, so the vultures had moved onto the next entertainment carcass. It was Los Angeles, so there was a never-ending supply.

      He perched on the edge of the bed then followed a rich, chocolate-colored curl down between her shoulder blades to where the gray sheets pooled at the curve of her delectable ass and lower back. He was getting used to the dark hair, but he secretly hoped she’d go back to blond sometime soon. He leaned down and kissed her exposed skin. “Up and at ‘em, lazy.”

      She moaned, pressing her face between two of the pillows at the head of the bed.

      Mal tugged the sheet down and smacked one naked cheek. “Into the shower with you.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He leaned down and bit the same cheek and she squealed. He was tempted to peel her open and fuck her awake, but they didn’t have enough time.

      She kicked out with a frustrated grunt, then dragged the sheet over her head. “No.”

      “Yes.” He stood and whipped off the sheet.

      She dragged a pillow up and over her chest. “Hey!”

      “Nothing I haven’t seen, Ricki. Get your ass in the shower. We have to leave in an hour.”

      “Hour?” She pushed her hair out of her face. “Do I look like I take an hour to get ready?”

      “Today you will. Go on.” He nodded to the dry cleaning bag hanging off his armoire.

      Her grouchy snarl dissolved as her big blue eyes grew damp.

      “Hey.” He crawled across the bed, his towel falling away as he climbed behind her. He sucked at the tears thing, but they were probably going to be in abundance today—evidently, he’d be getting a crack at them early. Instead of trying to hide it, she turned and wrapped herself around him. She buried her face in his neck and the tears multiplied.

      Helpless to the tornado of emotions, he just held on to her. By the time she was done, she’d gone from hiccuping sobs to soft sighs. She pulled back with a sniff. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      She cupped his face. “I know you hate this stuff, but thanks for letting me get it out before the memorial. I’m sure there will be more, but at least I got most of it out now. I just know as soon as I see Jules, I’m going to fucking lose it.”

      “I’m pretty sure there won’t be a dry eye in there once people see Juliet.”

      She used the backs of her hands to dash away a few more rolling tears. “Yeah. I just wish she hadn’t completely shut me out. I mean, I get it, but God, I hate that we’re so divided. That I allowed us to stay so divided. We started texting again a little, but it’s still so awkward.”

      “You needed to figure your shit out too. Don’t forget that.”

      “Not like her.”

      He slid his fingers into her hair. “Yes, you did. You got hurt and you still have to work on that. I know you’re going to play again. You’re not a quitter. In fact, you’ve worked harder than any of us in some respects. You had to start over twice.”

      She frowned at him. “No, I didn’t.”

      “You had to get clean to join the band. And now you have to begin again.”

      “It was just one slip,” she whispered.

      “Not that.” He rested his hand on her right shoulder. “Here. You have been babying this—I get it,” he said before she could interrupt. “It’s only been a few weeks, but you’ve been letting that fear hold you back. I know you’re going to be back to playing on that stage in no time because I believe in you.”

      Tears spilled out of her eyes again.

      “Shit. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      She threw her arms around his shoulders. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      “You keep this up, I’ll have to rethink that Oscar the Grouch tattoo I was going to buy for you for Christmas.”

      “Fuck off.”

      A giggle filled the loft area of his apartment. “Only you would get offended by me calling you sweet.”

      He lifted her off his lap and set her on the bed. “Up. Crying time is over.”

      She rolled off the bed. “All right. You’re still sweet though.”

      “Take it back.”

      “Nope. Sorry, the secret is out.”

      “You tell anyone and I’ll take you over my knee.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Promise?”

      “Go get in the goddamn shower.”

      “I’m going.” Ricki hurried to the bathroom. Before she disappeared, she peeked her head out. “Mal?”

      He turned to her.

      “Thanks.”

      A lump grew in his throat. Instead of answering, he just nodded and took her tremulous smile like a punch. He strode over to his dry cleaning bag. He hadn’t worn a suit since his mother’s last wedding, but today called for it. There was rejecting societal norms and there was respect. Today was for respect.

      By the time he slid his suit jacket on, Ricki was blow-drying her hair.

      They’d picked up all her girl shit on one of their trips out for meetings and food and now his damn bathroom smelled of her lush plum bodywash. He wasn’t sure how and when he’d started missing it combined with the peppermint scent, but he did.

      Getting fucking soft on a woman. Jesus.

      She came out in her towel, fluffing her hair in some chick fashion. Her face was nearly makeup free, just a bit of lipstick and something that made her huge eyes seem even larger and more fragile.

      Fuck.

      He knew she wasn’t fragile—these past weeks had proven it over and over again even if she didn’t think so. It didn’t stop him from wanting to shield her from the pain that would be coming at her today.

      She did some head bow and twist with her left arm and flipped her hair back. Then stopped. “Whoa.”

      He stepped toward her. “What?”

      “You own a suit?” She hiked her towel up and tightened the tuck between her breasts before walking a circle around him. “I’m not sure what to say.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, then winced and dropped his arms to his sides. He’d been hitting the weight bench and his kit too much lately. The shoulders barely fit him.

      She walked her fingers up his arm. “You look like one of those hot bodyguards who got stuffed in a suit. Kinda hot.”

      He felt the heat crawl up his neck enough that he had to fight the urge to tug his collar away.

      She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for wearing a suit today.”

      He slid his arm around her waist. It was getting more and more natural to do it. He lowered his mouth to hers and gave her a brief kiss. “I didn’t wear it for you.”

      “I know. I’ll take the benefits though.” She grabbed his butt before sliding away to pull on her underthings.

      He paced the length of his bedroom, but when she bent over to pull on her stockings, he knew he needed to get out of there. He couldn’t watch her girl-up. He already had to stuff down a truckload of guilt with the semi popping up with all those long limbs on display.

      “Five minutes,” he said on a growl.

      She threw a look over her shoulder. “You said I had an hour.”

      “That was forty minutes ago.”

      “Creative math?”

      He headed for the stairs. More like he was going to toss her over his shoulder and take her out of the city if he had to keep thinking about where they were going. “Five minutes.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      He grabbed his wallet and jangled his keys in his hand as he paced in front of the window. The rain had let up already. Shocker. California didn’t get much rain to speak of, but it seemed even the heavens were shedding a few tears for Randy.

      After shoving his keys and his wallet in his pocket, Mal laced his fingers behind his head and arched his back to throw off some of the tension sitting on his shoulders. Facing these people would be rough for her, but he couldn’t say he was excited at the prospect. He wasn’t a religious man, but he had to hope Randy went to a better place. And that he was watching out for Tristan and Jules. Not to mention the little one on the way.

      Juliet hadn’t owned up to her pregnancy yet, even if the whole band knew it. But that kid was going to be loved.

      And he’d make sure to watch out for him or her, like he hadn’t been able to for the baby’s old man. He still wouldn’t have done things differently, just wished it hadn’t come to that. There had been no one except Ricki in his mind when the world had literally started falling around their ears.

      The heat and sparks of electricity had showered them like some insane light show, but it had been smoke and death waiting for them instead of applause.

      “Malachi?”

      He jerked at his name.

      “I’ve been calling your name.”

      He wiped his hand down his face. “Sorry.” He shoved his hand into his pocket and came out with his keys fisted between his fingers.

      She crossed to him and closed her cool hands over his. “There was nothing you could have done.”

      His nostrils flared. “You don’t know that.”

      He tried to step away from her, but she strengthened her hold. “We haven’t been to see anyone yet. We both have been avoiding the pain of today. Of seeing everyone.” Tears starred her lashes.

      He hooked his other arm around her neck and dragged her into his chest. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She nodded into his chest. “I know.” She slid her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek into his shoulder. “I know.”

      He held her like that for another minute before he hustled her outside. The drive was a quiet one. Both of them were too keyed-up for conversation, thank fuck. He concentrated on the winding roads that led to the pretty clearing. The sun broke out over the lush greenery and flowers bursting around the large patio.

      A line of cars was already there. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t this. There was sun and light and open spaces. Nothing dark and somber beyond the crowd of people wearing dark colors.

      He braced himself for the paparazzi sure to be there, but found no one save for two people hanging on the outskirts. And each of the reporters had a Roth Defense security buddy beside them.

      Mal had to hand it to Donovan, the man knew how to control an event.

      Ricki reached back for his hand as they came up to the arbor leading to the main congregation of people. He recognized a few people from the crew and who had to be their families, other musicians they’d toured with over the years, as well as family members.

      A few were dressed like restaurant staff. Some seemed to be taking care of the people mogging around, and others seemed to be there for Tristan Eves. Being a chef for one of the premier hotels in Los Angeles, he had a lot of people in his life as well.

      Amazingly, it was mostly contained without a lot of fanfare.

      As they moved deeper into the crowd of people, he finally heard familiar voices. Children played out on the grass. He recognized Jazz and Margo from Oblivion. Jazz had her head tipped against Margo’s shoulder as she clutched her hand.

      Margo belonged to Juliet. The ripples from Randy’s death were far and wide and this gathering was an in-your-face reminder of that. He’d touched so many, belonged to so many.

      “You’re here.” Lauren and West rushed forward. “I swear, you guys are trying to give us heart palpitations.” Lauren glanced down at their linked hands and Ricki dropped his hand.

      Mal shoved it into his pocket as if he had been burned. Were they supposed to be hiding shit?

      Lauren curled her arms around Ricki, then pulled back. “Oh, your shoulder. Sorry.”

      Ricki waved it off. “I’m fine. Just sore.” She wouldn’t meet Lo’s eyes. She turned to West and hugged him. “We’re on time, aren’t we?”

      West patted her back. “People started arriving almost two hours early. Luckily, Donovan seemed to be ready for that turn of events. He had people here and ready for it. Did you see the two Rottweilers on the door?”

      Ricki frowned. “No.”

      Mal nodded. “Yeah. Good way to keep the press at bay. I recognized one of the reporters.”

      “You did?” Ricki looked up at him.

      He shrugged. “Watch enough television on the bus, you start knowing faces whether you want to or not.”

      She gave a small, “huh,” but then was enveloped in the chaos that was their band. Ricki became Elle in a moment’s switch. She was handed off to each person in the band. Luc and Molly enveloped her in a warm hug, while Ethan leaned down for a more sedate kiss on the cheek.

      Ryan and Denver crowded in and there was nothing but voices and tears as each of the women seemed to explode into waterworks when they got a look at the other.

      Mal stepped back with each successive intrusion until he was on the outskirts as usual. It was where he liked to be—at least he used to.

      A hand came down on his shoulder. “Hey, brother.”

      Mal turned to Mike and grunted when he was dragged in for a hug. He gave his brother an awkward pat. “Where’s Chloe and the monkeys?”

      Michael nodded toward the clearing. “We left Hope with a sitter. Axl is out with the other kids. Jazz seems to be the ringleader for all the children today so Chloe went to see if she could help.”

      They stood shoulder to shoulder, both of them watching the kids outside.

      “Elle, huh?”

      Mal swallowed down the boulder in his throat and clenched his fist. She’d dropped his damn hand like a hot rock, but yeah, she was his. He didn’t care who knew. “She’s mine.”

      “Yours?” Mike’s eyebrows shot up.

      He nodded. “I know it’s not ideal and people might give her shit about it, but she’s mine.”

      “Why would they?” Mike turned to him.

      Mal lifted his chin and stared his brother right in the eye. “Why wouldn’t they?”

      “You know you’re part of us—part of this—whether you want it or not, right?” Michael swirled his fingers to encompass the space. “You might try to keep us at arm’s length, but you’re part of this band. Part of our unit. Fucking family.” His voice was low and gritty so it didn’t carry.

      Mal swallowed, but nodded. “I want that. I do. Fucking snuck up on me, but I do.”

      “Finally.” Mike nudged his arm. “Always takes a girl.” He nodded to Ricki who stood with Denver, Lo, and Molly in a familiar cluster. “They make us better, and Elle is one of the good ones. I’m glad you let her in.”

      “I didn’t let her do anything.”

      Mike laughed. “Yeah, they have a habit of taking over. You get used to it.”

      “Not likely.”

      The tone of the room changed and a hum went through the people gathered around. A male voice lifted over the din. “If you could please convene outside, we’d appreciate it.”

      Donovan Lewis. His voice conveyed power and culture with that faint hint of a British accent running through it. And people fucking moved when he spoke. A lot of power in those three-piece suits.

      Ricki hugged the girls and squeezed hands before coming back to him. “Hey.” She linked her arm through his. “Sorry about that, I needed to answer a few questions.”

      Mal nodded to Mike as he moved off to find Chloe and the older kids. “It’s fine.”

      She tugged his hand out of his pocket. “I’m sorry I left you alone.” She laced her fingers with his. And the rock that had been sitting on his chest lessened a little. Her eyes were shining and her pulse was fluttering at her neck. “So many people, I can’t quit it with the waterworks.” She dashed at her eyes with her other hand.

      He reached into the small inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out a black bandana. “I brought this.”

      Her eyes filled again. “Oh, you did not.” She took it from him and threw her arms around his waist.

      Mal went stone still as she buried her face in his chest. “It’s just a bandana.”

      “You thought to bring it. For me.”

      “It’s not a damn diamond,” he muttered.

      She peered up at him. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing.” He huffed out a breath. “Let’s get out there before we’re standing in the back.”

      “Right. I want to be with the band. Is that okay?”

      “More than okay.” He slid his hand down her back to urge her forward. He reached in his pocket for his sunglasses as they moved onto the patio. Huge baskets of flowers overwhelmed the corners. Not funeral flowers though. Somehow that fit. Tristan and Juliet wanted a celebration, not a heavy and somber affair.

      He and Ricki moved through the crowd to stand beside Mike and Chloe. Molly and the girls clustered around Ricki as West and Ryan flanked the end with Luc and Ethan. A huge fucking family in the midst of all the chaos and sadness. Mike was right, they were more of a unit here than they’d ever been.

      He fucking hated that it was because Randy was gone.

      Hated that it took this to get him to see that. To even want to see that.

      There was a large picture of Randy, Tristan, and Jules next to a small podium. Their commitment ceremony photo with smiles and sunshine around them. Then there were a bunch of photos tacked on a huge board. Backstage photos, laughter, other weddings and band moments. All of them focused on Randy and his quiet happiness.

      Music floated out from the side of the patio. Nick, Deacon, Gray, and Simon sat in a half circle of chairs, playing an instrumental song on acoustic guitars. One Mal had never heard before.

      Ricki swayed against him and pressed her face into his chest for a moment. He curled his arm around her shoulder and dragged her in tighter.

      Juliet and Tristan went up to the podium as a unit. Juliet’s gaze crashed with Mal’s. She looked between him and Ricki and gave him a soft smile. Not the full wattage he was used to from the crazy Jules, but a quiet one that made him swallow hard.

      Tristan came forward as the music stopped. “Thank you all for coming.” He nodded toward the guys from Oblivion. “That was beautiful. Thank you so much for doing that for Randy.” His eyes brimmed with tears, and one tracked down his face. “He’d have been honored. I know we are.”

      Juliet nodded and swiped at her nose. “I told myself I wasn’t going to bawl through this. Randy wouldn’t want that.” She pressed her hand to Tristan’s chest as she leaned on him.

      Tristan smiled down at her. “No, Randy didn’t like tears. He’d actually do just about anything to make sure Jules didn’t cry. That’s why we wanted today to be more about celebrating him and his legacy.”

      Juliet smoothed a hand down her still flat belly. “He does have a legacy. One that we’ll be sharing with you in about six months.” Her eyes filled. “I did get the chance to tell him he was going to be a dad. They were going to be dads.” She tipped her head back. “The one time he was good with the tears. And he was so happy. I know he would have made the very best co-dad with this guy.” She hugged Tristan. “And while I hate—so much hate—that he’s not going to be here to see our little girl or little boy grow up, I know this kid is going to be amazing because he or she is part Randy. All the people in this pretty place are proof that he was so very loved.”

      She sniffed and fanned her face. “And so we decided to do this outside so he can hear us. Hear the music and the laughter of the kids. Because there’s no one else on this planet who deserved heaven more than Randy Pruitt.”

      There was laughter and a few sobs in the crowd around them. Mal swiped away a tear that escaped as Ricki soaked his good white dress shirt.

      Deacon caught Harper against his chest as she cried. He led her up to stand with Jules and Tristan. A moment later, Simon and Margo went up to flank Jules.

      Mike had informed him the families had done their own funeral already, so this was mostly for friends and the close-knit group of people behind the scenes who made the tours work. The people that were part of Randy’s extended family especially since he’d been a roadie since his teen years.

      Juliet held out her hand to Harper and drew her close. “We wanted to make sure today was full of happy memories and a few laughs in with the tears. I miss that man—we miss that man—more than words could ever express. Thank you for coming to be with us.” She stepped back into the crowd of people on the podium.

      As quickly as it had begun, this portion of the service was over. But the talking with people was not.

      The problem with having so many people in the fucking band was this chaos was part of his life now. And while every part of him wanted to escape to the edges, he held fast as the voices and conversation grew. As people banded around Ricki.

      Her laughter and her tears made him want to fold her up and take her away from all this, but he knew she needed it. Needed her people. Needed to know she was still loved and part of them.

      The next hour was brutal. Ricki was in her element with people coming to talk to her, though she kept watching the other side of the room where Jules was. She hadn’t been over to see them, but then again, she couldn’t get two steps away with all the people who wanted to talk to her.

      Finally, as he and Ricki were sipping on bottled waters at the edge of the crazy crush of people, Juliet came around behind them.

      “Hey.”

      Ricki’s hand trembled in his.

      Jules looked down at their linked hands. Mal braced for Ricki to release him, but she didn’t. Her eyes went back to the waterworks treatment though.

      “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.” Ricki looked down at her feet. “I know you didn’t want me to be, but I’m still sorry.”

      “It’s been hard.” Juliet glanced up at him. “Really hard to face this. And I’m still not all the way there. I wish I could say I was.”

      Ricki nodded. “I understand.”

      “But I want you better. We need you. The band needs you.” Jules patted her middle. “This little one will need everyone.”

      Ricki swallowed and dashed away her tears. “Of course.”

      “So you get better, okay?” Juliet reached for Ricki’s hand and squeezed. There was no hug though. He knew Ricki needed it, but knew just as well that Jules wasn’t ready.

      And he didn’t blame her.

      Jules glanced up at him. “I’m glad she has you.” She sniffed and backed up. “I have to…”

      “It’s fine. Go. I understand.” Ricki’s grip made him bite back a smile. Her right hand was squeezing the circulation out of his hand. He’d take it. Because it was the first time she’d actually used it without favoring it or pulling it away.

      Juliet turned away, but then stopped. “I’m happy for you guys. Everyone deserves someone.” Then she was gone, swallowed into the crowd of people there for her and Tristan, the baby, and the man whose presence was so quietly huge that a shit-ton of people were here to prove it to her.

      He turned to Ricki. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m gonna be.”

      That was all he could ask.

      All any of them could ask. “Wanna get out of here?”

      She nodded. Mal gestured to Mike that they were leaving and he followed her along the sidewalk to the arbor at the front of the outdoor venue. She curled her fingers around his. “If it’s okay…I need to go do something.”

      “Alone?”

      She nodded. “If that’s okay.”

      “You do what you need to do.”

      “I won’t be too long, I promise.”

      “Do you want to take my car?” He swallowed, then held up the keys.

      “Did that hurt to ask?”

      “A little.”

      She laughed. “No, Donovan said he had a few cars here to take people home. I’ll use one.”

      “You sure you’re all right to go out alone?”

      She hooked her fingers into the belt loop at the front of his pants. “I’m not going to go on a bender.”

      “I didn’t mean that.”

      Her hand cupped his jaw. “But I love that you worry about me. I just need to do something for me. To put a little of this behind me.” She went onto her toes. “Behind us.”

      He dragged in a quick breath as she kissed him. People were all around, and she’d touched him voluntarily. Kissed him as if it didn’t matter if anyone saw. He closed his eyes and lengthened the kiss a little before stepping away.

      She smiled up at him then lifted her hand to his mouth and rubbed at his lower lip. “You’re wearing me.”

      “Proudly.”

      Her eyes brightened and another sheen of tears welled up. “Sweet talker.”

      He only grunted and she laughed. “I’ll see you at home.” She stepped back and hurried down the walkway. He hated watching her walk away from him, but he didn’t follow.

      He needed a little less people himself. And without Ricki in the car, he could open it up and drive for awhile.

      Just what he needed.
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      It had been a long, rough day. One of the worst he’d dealt with in some time, and he’d had his share lately. But at least now Mal would find his bright spot. One of them anyway, and this one wasn’t a killer blond—err, currently brunette—who could take him out at the knees with a flutter of her eyelashes.

      A killer brunette who had left him after the service to take off for parts unknown. But he was cool with that. It wasn’t as if he’d anticipated them spending the rest of the day together.

      Nah. He’d barely even thought about it. Besides, now he could talk to his niece.

      Hope Shawcross had some attributes of her own, that was for certain. Like being ridiculously cute, though he hated that word. Also, she liked her uncle, which was a positive in Mal’s book.

      “Say hi to Uncle Mal, Hopie.”

      The little blond girl’s face filled the screen on Mal’s MacBook. Her hair was spiky and wet and sticking out in all directions and her lashes were starred with water. She wore a duck towel robe thingy that Mal had gotten her, and the hood was cock-eyed so the duck bill sat on her shoulder. “Hi, Unca Ma.”

      Not exactly his name, but she was getting closer. Since she was still in diapers, he couldn’t fault her much.

      “Hiya kiddo. Were you good for your mom for your bath?” He wasn’t the best at baby talk, mainly because he felt like a dumbass while trying to speak at a level she could understand. Hope was a fairly genius kid, though, so he was sure she got the gist of most of what he was saying without adding in goo-goo gaa-gaa.

      Hope’s response was just this side of intelligible, so Chloe stepped in to translate. “She did great. Loves her bath time, though she likes it better when Daddy’s here because he throws around the bubbles.”

      Hope stuck her hand in her mouth, gnawing on her knuckles while she gazed up at her mom. Mal knew what was coming even before she voiced the question.

      “Da?”

      “He’ll be home soon.” Chloe’s throat moved as she glanced at the screen. “He went out with Ry and West after the service. Think they needed some time to relive their crazy college days or something.”

      Mal didn’t know what to say to that. There were times—few, granted—that he wished he and his brother were closer. That if Mike went out with his friends, he might ask him to join them. Of course that went both ways, and it wasn’t as if Mal had extended many invitations or even acted as if he wanted to receive any. So he couldn’t fault his brother, since their lack of a relationship in recent years beyond basic communication had basically been Mal’s doing.

      Lately, he was feeling the distance and regretting it. Randy’s death was definitely part of why. Mal hadn’t been tight with Randy, but there was no denying he’d been a good guy. The kind who had no enemies and always did the right thing. He would’ve been a great father. Like Mike was. And it wasn’t as if Mike had grown up with any better role models than Mal had. Well, he’d had Lila, who apparently far excelled in the parenting realm compared to their biological parents. But still. They were teens when they met Lila, and Mike seemed to have a handle on the whole gig.

      He also had a lot of friends, ones who were like brothers. Closer than his own.

      “Mal?” Chloe asked. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Mal cleared his throat. “Maybe I’ll come over tomorrow. If that’s okay.”

      Chloe’s eyebrows lifted. He was pretty good about FaceTiming with the kids a few times a month, especially as Hope became more sentient. He also made sure to come by on major holidays for an hour or two, but he wasn’t really one to stop by just to hang with the fam. So not his scene.

      At least it didn’t used to be. Maybe his scene was changing.

      “Sure. Of course. We’re not doing anything special. Might do some Christmas shopping in the afternoon, but then we’ll be home. You’re welcome to come over whenever you’d like. You know Axl’s dying to spend more time with you too.” Chloe grinned. “He’s sure you’re really secretly Bruce Willis from Die Hard. He caught part of that on cable the other night.”

      Of course, since he and Ricki had watched that too.

      “You kidding me? I work out all the time and get pegged as Willis? C’mon now.” Mal balanced his MacBook on his thighs and kicked out his legs on the coffee table. Every time he did so gave him a feeling of sick satisfaction thanks to the days growing up in his parents’ house. His mom had a coronary every time his Adidas sneakers touched her precious furniture. “I might bring someone with me tomorrow. Maybe. I dunno for sure. Might.”

      Jesus, now he was sounding all wussy. Forget having more of a relationship with his brother. He couldn’t even figure out how to have a girl—

      “Elle.” Chloe smiled. “About time you did something about that.”

      Mal cocked his head. “Come again?”

      “You’ve been eyeing her for years. It was totally obvious. Ask Michael. I called that one a long time ago. He said I was nuts, that you don’t pine for anybody without doing something about it. If you want someone, you go out and bag ‘em.”

      “Like a buck?”

      Chloe shrugged. “Didn’t say it was the most elegant way of saying it.”

      Mal frowned as Hope picked up the mouse and started chewing on it. “She probably shouldn’t be doing that.”

      “Spare one. I keep one up here she can chomp on when the urge strikes.” Chloe lifted another mouse from the mouse pad. “It’s completely fine if you bring Elle. Or not. Maybe. Might.”

      Her teasing smile didn’t get on his nerves like it would’ve a few years ago. He had to be mellowing in his old age or something. “Yeah, well, we’ll see. She split after the service. Maybe went off with the girls.”

      She had friends too. Definitely had family she cherished. Meanwhile, he’d pushed everyone away. In retrospect, he wasn’t even sure why. Not like he’d ever analyzed it. He wasn’t that dude to sit there and question his motives. He liked being alone, so he told people to fuck off.

      Except he didn’t much feel like having all that time alone anymore. And now he had to eat crow and come crawling back.

      “Maybe she’s with Lo and Denver. Jules was with Tris, understandably.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You could always text her to let her know you’re thinking about her. Chicks like that.” Mal stared at the screen until Chloe laughed. “Okay, okay, not your style. It was just a suggestion.”

      “She knows I’m not one of those types.”

      “What type is that? One who is kind and romantic and courteous?” Chloe asked sweetly.

      “I’m courteous. I held a door for her today.”

      Chloe fanned herself. “Oh Lordy, I’m gonna swoon.”

      “Soon?” Hope repeated in her own fashion, craning her neck to look up at her mother. Then she threw the spare mouse at the monitor, somehow ending their connection.

      Mal had to laugh. This FaceTime session was like his whole life. Awkward, off-track, then abruptly over before he knew what happened.

      The sound of the door opening made him look up from his computer. A blond head poked in, and his heart stopped and restarted about three times in the space of a minute as Ricki peered toward the couch and gave him a tentative smile. “Hey.”

      “Hey yourself.”

      She stepped inside and stood in the doorway, back to her glorious cornsilk blond. “I followed someone into the building.”

      “Nice.”

      She made a frustrated noise and he almost grinned. “Can I come in?”

      “You’re staying with me. The place is yours while you are.”

      “Didn’t see you give me a key,” she muttered, shutting the door behind her.

      He frowned. “You didn’t say you wanted one.” He was about to say more when he got another FaceTime call from Chloe and Hope. He held up a finger to Ricki, who was already headed toward the couch. She sat beside him, then pulled her legs up and waited.

      “Hey,” he said to Chloe, clearing his throat. “Technical difficulties?”

      “You could say that.” Chloe laughed as Hope pinwheeled her arms and made a screeching noise before sitting still again and staring at the computer.

      “Unca Ma?”

      “Hey there kiddo. I’m back. What did you do?”

      At his side, Ricki made some unknown sound. He couldn’t tell if it was a sigh or huff of breath or what, but he wasn’t going to look at her to find out.

      He was already embarrassed enough.

      Hope gave an exaggerated shrug. “No-thing.”

      “Didn’t seem like nothing.”

      “Not so much. Think it’s time I get this one to bed. Or try anyway. Still hoping one day she becomes a good sleeper like her brother.” Chloe shook her head. “But anyway, like I said before, feel free to bring Elle tomorrow. I think it’s so awesome that you—”

      Mal cleared his throat loudly and shifted the screen. “Look who’s here.” Great, now he was talking one step up from that goo-goo gaa-gaa stuff.

      “Hey Elle. Whoa, hair change. Loved the brown but the blond is so much more you.”

      Ricki smiled and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Thanks. It’s fun to change things up but some people definitely seem to prefer the blond.” She slid Mal a quick look before flashing another smile at Chloe.

      “Some people, hmm? Wonder who those people are.” Chloe pursed her lips and made a face that caused Hope to start giggling madly and pulling on her mother’s chin.

      “Oh my gosh, look at her. She’s so beautiful. Missed seeing her at the service today. Though, obviously, I see why you didn’t bring her. Not really the place for a baby.” Ricki crowded closer to the screen. “She’s so precious. Her hair has little bits of red, just like yours.”

      “Yeah, a bit here and there. I’m sure it’ll darken up like mine did.” Chloe stroked Hope’s head. “So he probably hasn’t had a chance to tell you yet, but you and Mal are invited over here tomorrow.”

      “Oh really? How sweet of you, thank you. Is there a special occasion?”

      Chloe frowned. “Um, that it’s Sunday?”

      “Works for me.” Ricki smiled. “I’d be happy to come. Assuming I’m also invited by someone other than you.” She slid Mal another look.

      “Oh yes, it was his idea. He mentioned bringing you first thing. Except I think he thought you may not be interested. You know how boys are. Never get our signals, do they?” She winked and held up her daughter. “Say bye-bye to Uncle Mal and his girlfriend, Elle, Hopie.”

      “Ricki,” Mal corrected before falling silent.

      Dumbass, that was not the part of that sentence you should have been correcting. She may not want to be your girlfriend.

      Then again, if Chloe was right about missing signals…

      “Ricki, huh?” Chloe shifted toward Elle’s side of the screen. “What do you prefer to be called?”

      Ricki exhaled. “Well, I was always Ricki until I tried to change my image a bit, get away from the old crowd. You probably remember that, right? I mean, we didn’t get to spend much time together as kids, unfortunately, but you knew my brother.”

      “Yeah. Nicky was and is a good friend.” Chloe continued on, recounting some of her old exploits with Ricki’s brother, and Ricki smiled in a way he hadn’t seen all day.

      It made sense, of course. Today—and the past few weeks—had been rough on all of them. But listening to them talk reminded Mal exactly how many connections Ricki had with the important people in his life. Some, like Lila, he’d routinely disavowed, though he was starting to have a different view there.

      Starting, mind you. Mountains might move, but only in their own time.

      But Ricki also had a past with his brother’s wife. Ricki had been a part of his life for a while even beyond the band, just outside the periphery. Waiting for the time when they were both ready.

      Holy fuck, he hoped she was ready.

      “So yeah, please do come over tomorrow. We’d love to have you. And yay, now we can do couples’ double date things,” Chloe said, raising her eyebrows at the strangled noise Mal made. “You okay there, Malachi?”

      Ricki reached out to rub his shoulder. “Being introduced back into civilized society is going to be a process for him. Give him time. He’ll get there.” She moved closer and he draped his arm around her, pulling her closer.

      It was Chloe’s turn to sound as if she was having an attack.

      “Wait, wait, you talk back to him and he likes it? I must have the wrong number. This cannot be my brother-in-law. Hopie, are we sure that’s Uncle Mal?”

      Hope clapped her hands and laughed maniacally. “Unca Mal!”

      “Sure looks like him, all right.” Chloe smiled. “Bruce’s double.”

      “Say goodbye, Chloe.”

      “Goodbye, Chloe,” she repeated, grinning as she held up Hope’s little hand. “Wave bye-bye to Uncle Mal and Ricki, sweetie. You’ll get to see them both tomorrow.”

      “Bye-bye! Bye-bye! Bye-bye!” Hope immediately began to try to scramble off Chloe’s lap, only to be caught and righted once again.

      “Goodnight, trouble. Sleep well for your mom and dad.” Before he could catch himself, he gave Hope a little wave. A tiny one. Barely noticeable.

      God, he was officially dickless.

      “Have a good one, you two.” Chloe’s eyes were sparkling far too much. “Nice chatting with you again, Ricki.”

      He closed out the FaceTime call, well aware Ricki had gone quiet beside him. He wasn’t sure which part had spooked her. Maybe all of it. Chloe wasn’t exactly subtle. Then again, neither was Ricki, and except for a few notable moments, she seemed as if she was coming to terms with the idea of them as a thing. A couple.

      Lord help him.

      “Look, if you’re not happy with her calling you my girlfriend, I can make it clear you’re not.”

      Ricki looped an arm around her knees. “Am I not? You mentioned the whole mine thing before, which was lovely, but a woman needs more. At least this one does.”

      Slowly, he closed the lid on his MacBook. It was far better than throwing it across the room to release his tension, which was another option.

      This whole talking about feelings thing? Royally sucked.

      “Okay,” he said.

      “Okay. So now this is where you tell me what you want from me.”

      He let his gaze drift over her, from the tips of her blond silky hair to her feet and over every curve in between. “How much detail you looking for? Because I can get real specific.”

      “Much as I love dirty talk, not exactly what I mean in this case. Though please save it for later.” She sighed. “Are we just messing around? Because messing around is great. I like messing around. Just helps me to know if there’s more gonna come of it, maybe, before I get too involved.”

      He nearly laughed. Christ, if she only knew how involved he was. How much he’d been for so damn long now.

      “No.”

      She tilted her head. “No what?”

      “No, we’re not just messing around. At least I’m not. If you are—”

      “I’ve never just messed around. I was the girl who wanted commitment and a family. I always wanted that, so maybe I got some stars in my eyes and made some shitty people into more than they actually were to try to make them fit the pictures in my head.”

      “Perhaps that’s what you’re doing with me.”

      Her laughter somehow soothed him. “Are you kidding me? You’re anti-everything how I thought my future would look. How I hoped it would anyway.” She let out a long, slow breath as she met his gaze. “That’s how I know this is real. You’re real. We’re real. Because I never gave you any credit, never put any romantic notions on you. You just stormed into my life and now I don’t want to live it without you glaring in the middle of it.”

      Throat tight, he grabbed her hip to haul her closer. Onto his lap, to be precise. The only place that was nearly close enough, and even that wouldn’t do.

      Inside her was where he needed to be.

      “I don’t glare,” he said, hovering his lips over hers. “I intimidate in a silent manner.”

      Her giggle was sweeter than any music he’d ever heard, more erotic than the finest aphrodisiac. And the blue of her eyes was like the center of a fire, one he couldn’t dive into fast enough.

      He’d lied when he had told her he would be her addiction. She had been his from the very start.

      “Wait,” she murmured as he tried to take the kiss deeper, harder. She sighed and gripped his shirt. “Talking to Chloe was really good and really not.”

      Mal tried to get his vocal cords working again. “You don’t like her? You seemed okay.”

      “Oh no, she’s a sweetheart. She had a little thing for my brother a million years ago, and they had a super brief hookup before she moved on to Snake. At least that’s how the story goes. I didn’t pay as much attention as I should have to any of it.” She stared off over his shoulder, fingering her newly blond hair. Hair he needed to show his appreciation for properly.

      Like by fisting both hands in it as he fucked her from behind. With lots of pillows beneath her.

      Eh, maybe better to save that for when her shoulder was better. He was just fine with her riding him again, nice and slow.

      “I think I saw him today,” she whispered. “It wasn’t even the first time. And it doesn’t make sense.” Her gaze sharpened on his. “Tell me it doesn’t make sense. Men don’t just come back from the dead.”

      Mal shook his head, still caught up in fantasies of debauching Ricki. What the hell had he missed?

      “People in general don’t come back from the dead. Women either.”

      She released a frustrated sigh and shoved at his shoulder for good measure before climbing off him and pacing across the room and back. “You didn’t know Snake, so I know this is all going to seem like crazy talk to you. But you gotta know he was Chloe’s guy, right?”

      Mal nodded. He still felt five steps behind. “Axl’s bio father.”

      “Yeah. He was a jerk.” Ricki’s expression tightened. “I used to like him once upon a time, back when he was in a band with Nicky and Simon and Deak. Real early days. Like Oblivion before Oblivion was actually them, if that makes sense. No Gray and Jazz. They actually replaced Snake when he was tossed out for his addiction to horse.”

      Mal frowned. He fucking hated when she used drug terms. That was a common one, but still. He couldn’t help wishing she didn’t know about any of that stuff. That she hadn’t had to struggle so hard, even if those struggles had been part of what had shaped her into the person he loved.

      “Yeah. I know some of that. Most of it.”

      “You also know Snake was suing Oblivion when he died? Saying my brother and the rest stole his shit and recycled it into some of their biggest hits?” She rubbed her face. “All crap, by the way. Nicky and Simon and Deak were writing longer than Snake was, and they were the ones who put together Oblivion’s hits. Then Gray and Jazz came in and made the band complete. Snake was always a glory hound. Looking out for a payday that he wouldn’t have to work for and using loyalty as a smokescreen.”

      “He was also an addict. So some additional considerations there as well.” Mal kept his voice quiet and even. He wasn’t trying to twist any knives, just make sure she was considering all angles. Why, he didn’t even know yet.

      She nodded brusquely. “Oh yeah, impossible to forget, especially with him. He was the meanest fuck when he was using. Sometimes when he wasn’t too.” She bit her lower lip. “He was Nicky’s best friend, along with Simon. Maybe even before him. They went way back. As far back as blood brothers could go, and Nicky never forgot that. Neither did Snake.”

      “Wait a second, didn’t you just say Snake was suing Nick’s band? Seems like a weird way to repay loyalty.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s just it. Even though Nicky didn’t want to toss Snake out—in fact, he was the lone holdout for the longest time—eventually, he did for the good of the band. Snake just couldn’t get and stay clean.” She sat on the edge of the coffee table. “And he was bitter. Oblivion was on the way up with his replacements and he was working crap jobs, hustling to pay for him and Chloe with a kid on the way. She was working too, but I’m sure he had dollar signs in his eyes. If he’d won that lawsuit, they would’ve been set. The ironic part? After Snake died, Chloe came to Nicky for money and he helped her. I don’t think huge amounts. Just enough to fill the gaps.”

      “She was in a tough spot. Dead fiancè, pregnant.” Mal leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. Something was niggling the back of his neck. “Wait, you did say dead? All the way dead. But you started this off saying you saw him?”

      She nodded, shutting her eyes. “On the monitor during our big secret show. It didn’t make sense so I was sure I was imagining things. But he was a unique guy. Big.” She cleared her throat. “Bald.”

      Mal lifted a brow. “You think not having hair makes all dudes look alike?”

      “No. I just said he was unique.”

      “But then you looked at me as if we were twins.”

      “No. Not even close. His eyes—something was always off there. I wondered how Chloe didn’t see it. Maybe didn’t want to. She was so young.” Ricki shuddered. “The guy I saw on the monitor that night and the guy at the salon today, both had those dead eyes.”

      “Wait a second. The salon? You better back up and tell me everything. Step by step.”

      “There isn’t much. It all happened too fast. I was in the chair, foils in, dye on, and I glanced toward the picture windows. There was a big guy in a hoodie. He wasn’t standing close to the salon, but by the curb. He was staring right at me, but the minute he saw me watching, he took off.” Ricki gripped a strand of her hair, twisting it around her fingers. “I chased him out of the salon.”

      “You did what?” Mal was halfway to his feet before he realized. “You think you spotted a dude who’s supposed to be dead—which we’ll be getting back to—and you took after him without a weapon?”

      “Hardly.” She sniffed. “I grabbed the hair dye bowl that had the rest of my color. That shit could burn his eyes and disarm him in seconds flat.”

      It definitely was the most creative weapon he’d ever heard of, he had to give her that. He wasn’t sure if it really would cause even temporary blindness, but the smell alone of some of that stuff could probably drop a dude.

      “You don’t do that again, you understand me?”

      “What was I supposed to do? Sit there and watch him walk away? I grew up with this guy. He was in and out of my house, my bedroom.”

      “Did he ever spend time there?” For once, he wasn’t asking out of possessiveness. At least not entirely.

      She wrinkled her nose. “God, no. So not my type.”

      “Yeah, you definitely hate bald guys. I’ve noticed that.”

      “You don’t all look alike, remember? Besides, if you think it was your stunning physical gifts that got me in your bed, wrong avenue to drive up, bud.” She rose and he tugged on her hand, bringing her back beside him on the couch.

      “I don’t know what it was and I don’t care. I’m just glad it did.”

      She was quiet for a full minute. “Wow, that was almost a voluntary declaration. I’m impressed. Next week we can work on harder stuff. Like ‘hi Ricki, I missed you. What did you do today?’”

      He didn’t blink as he repeated what she’d said. “Hi, Ricki, I missed you. What did you do today?”

      Her lips curved. “Tried to track down a dead guy and stun him with hair dye. Oh, and I dyed my hair because I want to get back to me and also because my very hot, very alpha lover apparently likes it.” Though she was still smiling as she laid her head on his shoulder, he felt the tremor that went through her and drew her into his side.

      “If anything happened to you, I couldn’t stand it,” he said against her hair. Just the smell of her settled him in ways he didn’t have words for. “Do you understand?”

      She tilted her head, peering up at him under the fringe of her long bangs. “I think I’m beginning to. But feel free to elaborate.”

      “I will. After we talk about a few things.” He blew out a breath. “Teagan knows how to use a gun. Do you?”

      She didn’t hesitate. “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Would you consider carrying one?” He almost couldn’t believe what he was suggesting. He didn’t normally advocate for people to carry pieces. But if she knew how and having one would mean she could better protect herself…

      “You think he’s alive, don’t you?” Her throat moved. “You don’t think it was a lookalike.”

      “I don’t know what to think yet, except a lot of fucking weird shit is going on. And much as I hate it, I can’t be with you all day and night.” He stroked her cheekbone with his thumb. “How did it happen? His death?” He almost tacked on the word supposed. That was how much he was sure she was on the right track.

      Something was very off at Ripper Records right now, and he had a feeling Snake played a role. Somehow. In some way.

      “Washed up at sea.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Body badly decayed. I think there was an issue with the ID. I don’t know for sure. I heard a few different stories.”

      Mal just bet.

      “He was always on the beach too, wasn’t he?” It was a leap, but not all that much of one. “Born near it like you guys were.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Strong swimmer.”

      “Yes.”

      “Deceitful, duplicitous guy who very well could’ve walked away from child support by pretending he was fucking dead.”

      She didn’t reply, but she didn’t have to. Her expression said volumes.

      “How comfortable are you with a gun? Knowing how to shoot isn’t enough.”

      “Nicky taught me years ago so I could protect myself. Comfortable enough. Do you really think that’s necessary?” She didn’t even give him time to answer before nodding. “Obviously, Donovan thinks it’s necessary we have security out the wazoo, and we already lost Randy.” Her eyes grew shiny before she cleared her throat and continued. “We can’t take any chances with anyone else.”

      “Especially not you.” Mal gripped her chin. “You hear me? If anyone does anything you don’t feel comfortable with, you do what you need to do and ask questions later. If this Snake asshole is involved somehow, he helped take away one of the fathers of Jules’s baby. It wasn’t enough for him to desert his own, he also harmed another child for life. Never mind Randy himself, and Jules, and Tristan. Never mind what he did to you. What he’s still doing.”

      Her lips trembled as she nodded. “You’re right. Clearly, I’m not in the best shape right now to protect myself. But not a gun. Not yet. There has to be another option.”

      “I can meet with Donovan and see about providing you with some personal protection.”

      “Me and Teagan with our matching bodyguards.” Ricki shut her eyes then opened them again. “I don’t love it, but I’m not going to be a jerk about it. My pride isn’t as important as being safe.”

      “Damn straight it isn’t. So I’ll talk to—”

      She covered his lips with her fingers. “We’ll talk to Donovan.”

      He removed her hand from his mouth. “Yes. Didn’t I say that?”

      “Sure you did. Not.”

      He buried his face in her hair, nearly shaking with the need to burrow inside her and never let go. To shield her from the goddamned world if he had to. “If I don’t get inside you soon, I’m gonna fucking lose my mind.”

      “Yes.” She quivered too as she climbed on top of him again. “God, yes.”
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      Clothes disappeared quickly. What Elle couldn’t shed with ease herself, Mal helped her with. But even that small measure of patience disappeared as he glimpsed her push-up bra and the tiny scrap of panties she’d worn in the hopes of getting to see this very look in his eyes as he peeled them off later.

      Feeling guilty all the while, because she’d found happiness in the center of tragedy. A victory for her, absolutely, but what about Jules and Tris? They were grieving so much, and here she was, about to lose herself in Mal. Again.

      “Don’t.”

      The soft word shook her out of her trance. She blinked down at him, shaking forward her hair so it draped over them both. Cocooning them. He gripped her jaw and brought her mouth to his, kissing her gently. More gently than she’d known he was capable of, though he had a way of surprising her.

      “Stay with me,” he said against her lips, and she knew he didn’t just mean in the apartment. He meant in the moment.

      This beautiful, perfect moment that she wouldn’t have guessed in a million years could be theirs.

      “Not going anywhere.” She dug her knees into his hips and rubbed the heel of her hand over his belly, inching low enough to tease the waistband of his boxers. The outline of his big, hard cock was making her crazy, but she wanted to take her time. To not rush through every second as if they wouldn’t get another.

      “No, you are not.”

      He rubbed his lips over hers as he teased her nipples through the cups of her bra. His calloused thumbs stroked the tight tips, making her breath catch. She tipped back her head, offering him everything.

      Even the parts of herself she’d never given away to anyone. They were his for the taking.

      He kissed his way down her throat as he filled his hands with her breasts. The hot sweep of his mouth just above the delicate fabric that held her in made her shudder. God, she was soaked already. She squirmed against him, positioning herself so she had his thick cock between her legs, just separated by a few layers of fabric.

      “Fuck, you feel good. So wet for me already.” He cupped her between her thighs and she let out a moan, closing her eyes.

      As much as she wanted this to last, she ached. So much. She rocked to get more friction on her clit as he closed his mouth around her nipple, helpless to stop clenching around nothing. Him inside her was what she needed. Maybe they could go fast first, and slow things down later—

      The door slammed against the wall. Elle jumped and would’ve fallen off Mal’s lap entirely if he hadn’t grabbed her waist, halfway righting her as two people stormed into the apartment.

      Oh dear God, there were people in the apartment, and she was naked.

      And she was related to one of them. Had shared a womb with him, in fact.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she yelled.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Nick shouted back at precisely the same time.

      Mal stared at them for a second before shaking his head and grabbing a throw off the back of the couch. “That was the weirdest, sorta cool thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” He drew the fabric around Elle, who was still glaring at her insane brother.

      She got that Nicky was overprotective. Most of the time, she even loved him for it. But keeping her from getting her horny on was the lowest of the low.

      “Twins,” Lila explained with a sigh. “And they’re fraternal. You should see my set. It’s even worse.”

      “Way too many of them around.”

      “It’s hereditary sometimes. Just so you know.”

      Since Nick was still staring at Elle, who was still staring back, Mal must’ve felt the weight of keeping this strange-as-fuck conversation going. “Um, thanks for the warning.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep the secret any longer, Ricki. I tried to call you to warn you he’d pulled the whole thing out of me and was on a tear,” Lila said. “But your phone was off.”

      Elle didn’t respond. She had other truth bombs to worry about just then.

      “Having twins is not hereditary. At least not the way Nick told you. He just wants to pretend he has super sperm.” Elle propped her fist on her hip, nearly displacing the throw.

      So what if they saw something? They were the ones who had so rudely stormed into her private sex act.

      “What are you going on about? And I want to know what you’re doing.” Nick jutted his chin at Mal. “With him, no less.”

      Lila held up a hand. “Now I want to know what you’re talking about. Twins aren’t hereditary?”

      “They are, but only in the case of fraternal ones and the genes only affect the female. So, me, yes, I could have fraternal twins. That jackass who just ruined my evening? Not so much. The reason you have twins wasn’t because of his genetic code, sorry to say. Your girls could both have fraternal twins though, because he would’ve passed on his genes to them.” Elle jerked her good shoulder. “Identical is just an egg splitting. You got lucky, Li. Or unlucky, depending how you view it. But he didn’t have a damn thing to do with it. So there.”

      Lila frowned and glanced at Nick. “Hmm.”

      Nicky, however, wasn’t paying attention. He stomped forward and stuck his finger in Elle’s face. “We are not discussing your high school biology class recollections right now. We are discussing why you are on his lap, and why apparently you have been on his lap ever since you left California.”

      “Wow, and I missed that? Damn, guess I better start paying more attention.” Mal curled his arm around her lazily and Elle smothered a smirk.

      Until Nicky turned his ire on Mal.

      “I didn’t ask you to speak. Did I? No.”

      “No, but then again, I didn’t invite you into my apartment either. How did you get in anyway?”

      “We followed someone in,” Lila explained before Nick could.

      “Seems to be the explanation of the day,” Mal said, glancing at Elle.

      She tugged the throw tighter and went back to glaring at her jerk of a twin.

      “Lila told me what was going on. She didn’t want to,” Nick added as Elle started to interrupt. “She’d been sworn to secrecy or some such shit. But I knew something was up with you, Ricki. Barely answering my texts, evasive when I call. Hardly ever initiating your own. Today at the service, all cuddled close to Mal until someone saw you. I can’t believe you. Are you really that keen on self-destruction?”

      “Watch it,” Mal growled. “You’re about to cross the line.”

      “Am I?” Nick demanded. “Or am I just telling the truth? Why else would my sister get involved with a guy who not only helped cause his fiancée’s death, but also then did favors for his ex-stepmother to make sure the story got covered up?”

      Elle jolted, either from what Nick had said or from the way Mal’s body braced as if he’d just taken a punch. “Favors? Is that what you call it when Lila pulls in her markers and insists he do her bidding?”

      “She did it to help you, for God’s sake.”

      “I know that. I know that,” Elle repeated, glancing at Lila again to soften her words. “Something else I know is all about that story. He told me already.” She shrugged again, ignoring the pain in her shoulder.

      Okay, so Mal had left out the part about the woman being his fiancée, but he’d mentioned the rest. For him, he’d practically been verbose.

      “This is a new relationship for us,” she said into the silence. “We’re not going to know every detail about each other from day one. But we’ve been in a band and lived on the same bus for the last few years, and you know, we have some people in common.” She lifted her eyebrows at Lila.

      “So that means you don’t care he apparently has a thing for people with drug issues?”

      Because she knew Nicky was upset, she gave him a pass. A hard one, and if he kept it up, his next comment was going to lead him to getting his butt thrown into the hall.

      “He told me she was an addict. There are a few of us in the world, just FYI. But you know what else? If he hadn’t told me all that yet, it would’ve been okay too.” Elle flashed her brother a saccharine-sweet smile. “Though I do have a magic vagina, I don’t consider it truth serum. If there’s stuff in his past he hasn’t told me yet, I’m going to give him the time to do so. Just as he’s giving me that time.”

      With that said, she finally climbed off Mal’s lap and plopped down beside him on the couch. She wasn’t even sure he was still breathing. And Nicky’s face was beet-red.

      “Was magic vagina going too far?” She pretended to examine her nails. “Oh well.”

      “No, I think it was the perfect touch actually.” Lila stepped forward and gripped Nick’s arm. “We’re leaving now.”

      “No. Not yet.” Nick’s shoulders were brutally tense as he gazed at Mal. “You’ve already dealt with one dude who turned his back on you when you needed help, Ricki. You don’t need another one. Especially since he has a history of it.”

      Mal didn’t try to defend himself. He just sat there silently, as remote as a statue. Gone somewhere else in his head.

      “Yeah, Mal definitely is the sort of guy to turn his back on me. You have that exactly right.” Elle forged on even as Mal stiffened even more beside her, if that was even possible. “That’s why he was the one who kept an eye on me all night when I got drunk and took Molly in NY.”

      The expression of pure pain that crossed her brother’s face triggered an answering one inside her, and she cupped her good arm over her belly to stave it off. She had to say the rest. To get it all out.

      “I nearly went off the rails. I slipped and I fell. And if he hadn’t been there, reminding me of all I had to lose—meaning you and Li, and the girls, and my career—I probably would’ve kept falling. He didn’t have to do that. It wasn’t like I made it easy on him. But he didn’t make it easy on me either. He didn’t coddle me, because he understood the absolute last thing an addict needs is someone already believing they’re doomed to fail.”

      She stood and went to Nicky, wrapping her arms around him. He didn’t move, and he definitely didn’t return the hug.

      But she didn’t stop.

      “He helped me to see how much I have. How much I’m worth. I’m not there yet. I may never be there,” she whispered against Nick’s leather jacket. “You may hate me now, and I wouldn’t blame you. But the one thing you don’t have to doubt is that I’m still trying. I’m trying with everything I am.”

      “I couldn’t fucking hate you. I never did.” Nicky curled his arms around her and she let out a sob as she buried her face in his chest. “You’re my heart. You always were, even when you were besting me at my own damn instrument.”

      Sniffling, she eased back and smiled as he knuckled away one of her tears. “Don’t have to worry about that now, huh?”

      “She’s starting PT soon.” Mal spoke before anyone else could. “So she’ll get it back.”

      Elle laughed weakly, shaking her head. “See? If this is what not caring looks like, then somehow I’ve never found it before in my entire life. That isn’t even why I’m falling for him. It’s because he makes me feel alive in a way I never have before. Like myself, but better.” She glanced over her shoulder at Mal and rubbed at the tear dripping off her chin. “I hope I’m doing the same for him, since, you know, he could smile more. Just for a change of pace.”

      Mal held her gaze for a long, humming moment before he cleared his throat. “Nick, can I talk to you alone for a minute?”

      Elle glanced between them. “Sure, I make a lovely speech then I’m shuffled out of the room.”

      “No,” Nicky said finally, shifting her in his arms until she faced the sofa where Mal sat, his expression as hard and impassive. But his eyes were not. They were hot and filled with so much emotion that she couldn’t be afraid of what he’d tell her brother.

      Already, she trusted him. That bond had been forged through fire, and nothing and no one could break it now.

      The short time they’d been together didn’t matter. The years of jabbing at each other and being general pains in each other’s asses didn’t count either, except to give them a foundation. Even when she would’ve sworn the guy hated her, he’d kicked the ass of her ex-boyfriend when he’d dared to cheat on her.

      He’d always had her back, from day one. And now she would do the same for him.

      “If you want privacy, I’ll give it to you,” she said quietly. “Nicky may not like it, but he’ll deal. Lila and I will go in the other room and discuss why becoming a lesbian is still a viable choice.”

      No one laughed.

      Mal scraped a hand over his head, then clenched the back of his neck. “No. Stay. I was taking the coward’s way out, but you didn’t let me.”

      She waited.

      “Cassalia was a fan back when I raced. She came to every one of them, and she asked for autographs and all that. She wasn’t the only one. There were other women, and some men too. We liked the support, but it always made me nervous. The line between polite professionalism and going too far is narrow. And I crossed it.”

      She wanted to make some off-the-cuff joke. Nearly did until she caught herself. She was a good listener when it came to being there for a friend, but God, knowing he was in pain was almost too much for her. She wanted to erase it. End this conversation and kick out Li and her brother, even though they were her heart as much as she was Nicky’s. But right now, Mal was her priority.

      He also wasn’t done talking.

      “At first, it was just the usual thing. Same story we see all the time at the shows. Guy likes having a chick fawning all over him, so he enjoys the perks that come with it. She was beautiful and I was young and stupid. For a long time, I didn’t see what she was into. That she was getting into it deeper all the time.” He hissed out a breath. “Hell, I can’t even claim she was the only one I was with. She wasn’t. She knew it, but doesn’t make it right.”

      Nicky’s arms tightened around her and he tipped his head against hers, but he didn’t interrupt. Neither did she.

      “Months passed and she seemed to be doing better. We were spending more time together, and the other women were out of the picture. I figured the same for her, that I was the only man in her life. Somehow we ended up engaged. I don’t even really know how. I hadn’t even thought about it, then there was a ring in my hand and we were going to get married. But one night I came over and she was in bed with her ex. There was drug stuff on the dresser. I barely even noticed it. To say I dumped her because she relapsed would probably be giving me more credit than I deserve. I dumped her because she wasn’t faithful. Period.”

      “You don’t have to tell us all of this,” Elle whispered. “Not now, and not ever if you don’t want to. I won’t force it out of you.”

      “That’s exactly why I can tell you. Because you just sat here and gave me the benefit of the doubt. You trusted me, and do you have reason to? No. I fucking treated you like crap for years, because I wasn’t going to fall for another woman who would never see me the same way.”

      Heart racing, she bit her lip and waited.

      “The drugs were an issue, yes. Of course they were. But I wanted to believe she was doing better. That I could love her enough to fix her. It just doesn’t work like that. She wasn’t betraying me by relapsing. Even what she did while she was high wasn’t totally her fault. I still needed a break. Some space.” He leaned forward and locked his hands over his knees. “She killed herself next to the track where I had a race one night. Just shot herself up with whatever it was she was on and it must’ve been a bad batch because she died. Or she took too much. Did she intend to die? I don’t know for sure. Didn’t matter. Word on the street was she killed herself because I used her and broke her heart, and that was that.”

      “So you walked away from all of it,” Elle murmured, grateful she had Nicky to lean against. Though she wanted very much for it to be Mal right now.

      And for him to be able to lean on her too.

      “The joy was gone. I loved her and whatever mistakes we’d both made, there weren’t any do-overs. Time’s so fucking short. I wasted so much of it pretending these past couple of years. I don’t want to anymore.”

      “Me either,” she said. “Well, not that I was pretending not to like you. I really didn’t.”

      His smile was probably the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen in her life, outside the excitement on her nieces’ adorable faces on Christmas morning.

      “But then you didn’t really let me see you. You gave me glimpses and they always disappeared so fast I thought I imagined them. But I didn’t.” She squeezed her brother’s hand before walking away from him to curl into Mal’s side.

      He looped his arm around her and held on as she rested her forehead against his.

      “We both know all too well that no one is promised tomorrow. Even good, decent people don’t always get what they deserve.” Her throat clogged as she gripped his hand. “But I don’t want to be anywhere else than where I am right now, here with you.”

      He smiled again, and for the briefest second, her tears were reflected in his eyes. The alternative was more than she could comprehend.

      “Me too,” he murmured. “Me fucking too.”

      “Okay, now we’re leaving,” Lila said from behind them. If Elle wasn’t mistaken, she heard a sniffle. “C’mon, Nicholas. We have some high school biology to research.”

      Elle couldn’t help snorting as she shifted to give them a quick wave. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “Dinner this week,” Lila said as she tugged Nick with her. “Both of you are invited.”

      Only Elle heard Mal’s groan. She hoped.

      “Sounds great. We’ll figure it out.”

      At the doorway, Nicky stopped and turned, pointing at Mal. “I’ve still got my eye on you. Hurt her and you’ll be singing falsetto without the benefit of lessons.”

      “I’d expect nothing less.” The second Nicky shut the door behind them, Mal added, “Not sure you could pull it off, but I’m sure you’d try.”

      Elle giggled and snuggled up against his chest. “So where were we?”

      He stroked her hair. “I was about to take you into the bedroom and make love to you the right way.”

      She grinned. “Dear God, if this has been the wrong way thus far, not sure I can survive right.”
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      Monday always came faster when you had shit to take care of. In this case, making sure Ricki would have her own security.

      The casual, dare he say fun day they’d spent with Mike, Chloe, and the kids already seemed very far away.

      Mal sat on the edge of the couch, his head down as he tried to focus on the words coming through the phone. “I know I don’t have an appointment, but this is an important matter.” Christ, he sounded as if he was calling an insurance company.

      “I knew we should have gone through Lila.” Ricki paced the living room, twisting her fingers nervously.

      He reached out and snagged the tail of his shirt that she’d stolen the night before. It was distracting enough knowing she had nothing on beneath his shirt, let alone the flash of her thigh every three seconds as she flew around the room at mach one.

      He tugged her down next to him. When she tried to bounce up again, he clamped a hand on her thigh and gave her a look.

      She stuck out her tongue and collapsed against the mountain of cushions she’d created last time they were downstairs.

      Mal pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look, I know he’s a busy man.”

      “Mr. Lewis is in a meeting right now and cannot be disturbed. Perhaps you should contact Lila Crandall. I see here that she’s your contact through Ripper Records.”

      Mal really hated Donovan’s admin. He didn’t know the chick at all, but she was a master at stonewalling. Donovan had his hand in way too many pies if the record company was just one of his many businesses. And no shit, Mal knew Lila was his go-between. Jesus. “Why don’t you put me on hold and see if he’ll take my call?”

      Donovan’s admin waited a beat. He was pretty sure she was legit grinding her teeth. “Please hold.”

      “We should have called Lila.”

      He sighed. “If we called Lila, then she’d have to tell Nick.”

      Ricki picked at one of the buttons on her shirttail. “And if we told Nick, he’s likely to go out looking for him alone.”

      Mal stroked a hand down her hair. “Let’s be smart for once, huh?”

      “It’s overrated.”

      A minute later, the chick came back on the line. “I’m transferring you now.”

      Mal resisted the urge to say, “I thought so.” But it was a close thing.

      “Mr. Shawcross, what can I do for you?”

      “We have a slight—okay, no. I suck at sugar-coating shit.”

      “One of the things I like best about you, Malachi. Please be frank. It’s refreshing.”

      “Ricki—I mean, Elle—had something happen yesterday. We’re not quite sure how to handle it.”

      “All right. Is this a personal thing?”

      Ricki twisted on the couch, dragging her feet under her so she could face him. Mal played with the ends of her hair. “Depends on how you look at it. Look, something happened that you’re probably not going to believe. We don’t even believe it.”

      “Go on.”

      “She saw Snake yesterday. On the street outside of a salon. Watching her.”

      Silence.

      Mal waited another beat, then gave it another few seconds. He pulled his phone away from his ear to make sure the call didn’t drop. “Donovan?”

      “Is she certain?”

      Cool as a fucking cucumber, that was Lewis. “Very. This is the second time she’s seen him.”

      “And you’re just coming forward now?” Donovan’s voice was a little more strained.

      Ricki plucked the phone out of his hand.

      “We know it sounds crazy, but I swear I’m not seeing things. I thought maybe I was at first, but now I really know I’m not.”

      Mal took the phone back from her and put it on speaker. “We’re both here.”

      “Start at the beginning, Miss Crandall.”

      She blew out a breath and reached for his hand. Mal laced his fingers with hers and nodded. “Go ahead. You can do this.”

      “Right. Okay, so the night before…” She swallowed. “The night of the secret show. I had a bad feeling, there was a guy hanging around. We’re used to that. There’s always some creepers in with the fans.”

      “All right,” Donovan said calmly. “Go on.”

      “So the night of the big show I was watching some of the footage from the desert show. Some YouTubes and stuff our camera guys got. I thought I saw someone in the crowd. Someone who didn’t make sense. At all. I thought I was going crazy, but then…well.” Her gaze locked with Mal’s. “Everything happened at the show. We lost Randy and I got hurt. I didn’t think about it again. He was dead. It had to be just someone who looked like Snake.”

      She dragged in another breath. “Yesterday, I went to this little salon out near my old neighborhood.” She tucked her blond hair over her ear. “I needed to fix the brown hair thing. I was just hiding and I’m tired of it. I wanted my life back. And I know it’s just hair.” She glanced up at Mal. “I’m sorry, I’m babbling.”

      Donovan’s voice went soft. “We’re very glad you’re back, Elle.”

      She let out a nervous laugh. “Thanks. Well, there I was under the cape and with dye on my head when I saw someone through the window. That same face. There was no mistake.”

      “And someone had been in her apartment while we were in New York.” Mal blew out a breath before he popped a damn blood vessel. “It doesn’t make sense and yet makes all the sense in the world. What if he’s been here the whole time?”

      “I need to make a few calls. I’d like both of you to come to the tower. Today.”

      “The tower?” Mal sat up straighter. Donovan didn’t usually mix his music business with his venture capital dealings though both offices were on the same lot. The way Donovan ran it, they could be in two separate countries. “Not your office at Ripper?”

      “No. Things have gotten more precarious it would seem. I’d feel better if you came to the main office. I was already in a meeting with Aidan. This is new information. Important information, I believe.”

      “So you believe me?”

      “It’s a reach, I’ll admit that much.”

      Ricki’s shoulders sagged.

      “But there are far too many instances to not look into it. You were right to call me. And where the police would probably discount this, my gut sides with you. I’ve made my entire career on trusting those feelings.”

      Ricki’s posture rebounded and she dove at Mal, her good arm circling his neck.

      Mal caught her and rescued the phone from getting flung onto the floor. “We can be there in an hour.”

      “Good.”

      “Should we call in Lila? I…” Ricki trailed off, staring at him. “I don’t know how to tell her. And God, my brother. This is all such a fucked up—sorry!” Her voice came out in a squeak.

      “It’s quite all right, Miss Crandall. I’m well used to it. We’ll discuss everything when you’re here.”

      “All right. Thank you.”

      “We’ll see you in an hour.” Mal reached over and hung up.

      “I still think we should call Li. Maybe even Nicky.”

      “Babe.”

      Ricki laughed. “Did you just call me babe?”

      Mal winced. “Sorry.”

      She swung her legs over his thighs. “I sort of like it.”

      “Sort of?”

      She nodded. “Come to think of it, you may have used it once before.”

      “Counting, are we?”

      “It’s rather nice, especially when it doesn’t have your usual surly connotations attached to it.”

      He stood up with her in his arms. “You get off on the weirdest shit.”

      She laughed, then cupped his cheek. “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Oh, yeah? I think it’s called carrying you.” He headed for the stairs. A little tricky with an extra hundred pounds in his arms, but the glint in her eyes made him want to keep up the chivalry act. Of course that also made him an idiot, but her smile was worth it.

      “No, you’re distracting me.”

      “Evidently, you’re easily distractible if this is all it takes.”

      She shook her head. “Can’t even pay you a compliment.”

      “Oh, is that what you were doing?”

      Ricki slumped in his arms. “You’re impossible.”

      He didn’t have an answer for the Nick thing. Should they call him? Hell, yes. The actual question was more if it was smart to tell him. He and Nick might have their differences, but one thing was crystal clear to both of them. Protecting Ricki trumped nearly everything.

      Once upstairs, he tossed her on the bed. “Get ready.”

      “Ahh, the romance portion of the day is already done.”

      He leaned over her on the bed and caught her mouth in a hot, hungry kiss. “We get through this meeting, and there’s more where that came from.” He tried to stand up, but she hooked her ridiculously long legs around his hips.

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      “Quicker you get in that shower, the quicker we get this over with.”

      She dropped onto her back on the mattress and folded her legs to the side. Of course that pushed up her borrowed shirt until there was nothing but smooth leg and hip on display. He backed up and turned away from her before he did something stupid.

      His mouth was already watering at the thought of getting between her perfect thighs. And that was where he would be the one who was distracted. He would much rather lose himself between Ricki’s thighs than go deal with that fucking mess.

      The burn of anger he’d been stuffing down surged up. Mal didn’t want to believe one man could cause so much trouble, but the proof was damning. But how did you prove a dead man was doing all of this? Hell, they couldn’t prove any of it, but his gut was about as loud as Donovan’s in this regard.

      Ricki rolled off the bed and hugged him from behind. “We’re going to figure it out.” Then she was gone into the shower.

      He threw on a black thermal shirt with a Slipknot T-shirt over it. By the time he was attaching his wallet chain to his belt, Ricki came out with her cornsilk hair tied up and her skin dewy.

      “Give me five minutes.”

      Shockingly, she was true to her word and they were on the road a few minutes later. Ricki wore one of her colorful tops, a trio of gold necklaces, and her skinny jeans. Obviously, neither of them wanted to get dressed up again after the service yesterday.

      Thirty-five minutes of Los Angeles traffic didn’t help his already burning anger. By the time they got up to the fucking tower, he’d been frisked three goddamn times.

      “Mal, calm down.”

      “If one more person swipes my balls without giving me a happy fucking ending, I’m going to cut someone.” He stared down the security guy outside of Donovan’s main office. The familiar navy shirt with Roth Defense on the left side of his chest made Mal’s hackles rise even more.

      “Well, if you didn’t wear the biggest and baddest chain wallet in the history of man, you wouldn’t keep setting off the metal detectors. And voila, no frisking.”

      “What, you would prefer a velcro one?”

      She rolled her eyes as they moved through the next checkpoint to the Lewis inner sanctum. Donovan’s version of Miss Moneypenny stood up. “Mr. Lewis and Mrs. Crandall are waiting for you.”

      “Fucking awesome.”

      Ricki pushed him forward. “Don’t mind him. We didn’t have time for coffee.”

      Donovan’s assistant gave her a tight smile. “Right this way.” She led them down a hallway.

      He’d only been in this part of Donovan’s lair a few times. They passed a glassed-in area with a desk that world domination was probably planned on, but they didn’t stop there. Nope, the snooty little chick kept on walking until they got to a large room at the end of the hall.

      As usual, the view was stunning, but he didn’t really give two shits about the man’s billion dollar view. No, he was more worried about the lineup waiting for them.

      Lila, he expected. The dark-haired dude he’d met before. Aidan Roth was the owner of the new security detail who had been crawling around every corner of Ripper. There was another soldier-looking motherfucker standing by the door, his back to the wall, his hands clasped behind him.

      Lila crossed to them as they came in. “Do you have any idea what this is about?” She leaned in and hugged Ricki. Surprisingly, she slid her hand down Mal’s forearm with a quick squeeze before herding them both over to the table.

      Dex Munroe was sitting at the wide, round conference table. The polished Brit was suited up and sitting straight enough that Mal wondered if he had a pole up his ass.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Mal asked.

      Lila frowned. “I’m as in the dark as you are.”

      “I know many of you are confused about why I called you into this meeting.” Donovan opened his arm to the seats around the conference table. “Please sit.”

      Too keyed up to sit, Mal pulled the chair out for Ricki. She sat down in front of him. Mal curled his fingers around the leather cushion headrest.

      Ricki clenched her hands together in her lap.

      “I don’t want to have a formal meeting until we clear up a few details. I figured this would be the most expeditious way to do it.”

      Lila twirled a gold pen. “Formal meeting about what?”

      “As you know, we’ve had a lot of issues with security at Ripper Records lately. We’d hoped to fix a lot of that with the new key cards and new monitoring systems we’ve put in place.”

      “Cameras?” Dex’s eyebrows rose. “Since when?”

      “I’ve been working with Aidan and his brother Marcus at Roth Defense. They have been testing some prototypes here at the offices and in some of the studios.”

      Dex drummed his fingers on the table. “I see.”

      “Then there was some new information brought to my attention by Miss Crandall and Mr. Shawcross. It makes some of our issues at Ripper sound less like a few individuals selling information, and more like a specific act of sabotage.”

      “Sabotage?” Lila stood. “Why would you say that?”

      “You won’t believe it,” Ricki said quickly.

      Donovan held up a hand.

      Mal bit back a growl.

      “Some evidence came to light today and I’m in the process of proving it. I’m confident we’ll get to the bottom of things with the help of people in this room.”

      “I swear I’m not lying.”

      Lila turned to her. “Lying about what, Ricki?” she asked gently. “We’ll believe you.”

      “You won’t. But I swear I’m not lying.”

      Mal squeezed her hand. “She saw Snake.”

      Lila’s cornflower blue eyes went huge and the natural rose color in her cheeks vanished. “What?”

      “William Scotsm—” Mal began, saying the name he’d looked up online. To familiarize himself a bit more, he’d read about Snake’s supposedly deadly accident and the Oblivion lawsuit he’d instigated just before his “death”.

      “I know who Snake is, Malachi,” Lila snapped.

      “Yeah, well, he’s supposed to be fucking dead. So tell me how that happens?” Mal exploded.

      “I’d like the answer to that myself.” Lila crossed her arms.

      Donovan cleared his throat. “Well, it would explain a few things.”

      Dex smoothed his large palm over the top of his head to his neck and shifted in his chair as if he was uncomfortable.

      Mal frowned. Before he could figure what that was about, the soldier lookalike stepped forward.

      “This is Noah Jordan. He’s one of Roth’s specialists. Some of you might know his brother.”

      Lila’s arms dropped to her sides. “Hunter’s brother?”

      “Yes, ma’am. As you might imagine, I have a vested interest in this situation.” He circled the desk until he was across from Dex.

      Mal’s gaze darted from Jordan to Dex again. Dex’s hands were shaking as he clutched them together. “What the fuck is up with you?”

      “Malachi,” Lila said sternly.

      “Well, look at him.” Mal gripped the back of Ricki’s chair so he didn’t cross the room and get the answers himself through any means necessary.

      “I normally work cases that require a little less finesse than this, so we’ll keep this short and sweet. I have records in my archives of you and an unknown man after hours in the studio on four separate occasions. All of them line up to a few hours before or after recording times for Warning Sign’s latest album.”

      “So? I have plenty of clients who use the studio.” Dex arrowed his gaze at Donovan. “What’s the meaning of all this?”

      “I was hoping that would be the explanation. Then again, there’s been a rash of leaked information about Warning Sign lately.”

      “Anyone could have done that. You said yourself the security was lax.”

      “And now it’s not.” Donovan’s jaw tensed.

      Noah flicked on the overhead screen with a remote. “After Donovan called us with the new information about William Scotsman, we scrubbed the footage with our facial recognition technology. Took some doing, but we were able to line up a few things thanks to some old photos of our dead friend.”

      Another photo came up—grainy to be sure, but even Mal had to swallow against the shadowed eyes.

      “That’s him,” Ricki whispered.

      Donovan moved to stand beside Dex’s chair. “Is there something you want to tell us?”

      Dex shook his head.

      Donovan gripped the edge of the table. “We’ve been friends for a lot of years, Dex. Please make this right.”

      Dex tugged at his bottom lip. “Van, I can explain.”

      Van? Mal frowned.

      Donovan shut his eyes, a growl rumbling in his chest. He rose and stalked across the room, then picked up a folder and slapped it onto the desk in front of him. “Yes, you damn well will.”

      The whole room went silent at Donovan’s booming tone. He spun the folder around. “Photo upon photo with you and Snake.”

      Dex picked up a glossy photo with a shaking hand. “It wasn’t supposed to go this far.”

      “Go how far?” Donovan thundered.

      “It was just supposed to be a way to get ahead. To show that Lila the perfect wasn’t so perfect.” Dex’s normally cultured voice was suddenly heavy with a thick British accent. “That you’d see I was the better choice to represent the bigger bands.”

      “I’ve been handing you more artists to work with by the mile, Dex. Why would you do this?” Lila’s voice was icy and made the hairs on the back of Mal’s neck stand up.

      “You gave me all the no name people and you kept the glory. You’ve got everything here and I just have these shitty little bands.”

      “There are no lacking assignments at Ripper Records, but that’s besides the point.” Donovan loomed over Dex. “Why are you sweating? Tell me now before I have you thrown in a hole so deep and dark you never hear another person’s voice, let alone work in this town again.”

      Mal moved closer to Ricki. He’d never heard something so threatening come out of Donovan’s mouth before.

      Dex backed up his chair and stood. Jordan came up behind Dex, blocking the space between him and the door.

      “You have to know I didn’t want this. I caught the man in Ripper. He was taking pictures and had stashed a recording device outside the studio—in the hallway. He said he was a reporter looking for a juicy story.”

      Donovan’s voice was deep and barely restrained. “And instead of reporting him, you let him go?”

      Dex swallowed. “I thought I could use him to make a little trouble.” His eyes darted to Lila then back to Donovan. “To show that she couldn’t control things like she usually could. Then when we started talking things got more and more complicated.” He cleared his voice. “Then Will had me by the…” He cleared his voice again.

      “The short and curlies.” Mal spit out the words.

      “For lack of a better term, yeah.” Dex shoved his hands into his pants pockets. “Then he started asking for more details about the band. By the time I figured out who he really was, I was in too deep. Then he went off the rails and started tracking Elle more closely. I think he tampered with her car.” He swallowed deeply. “Even stalked her and her friend in New York and possibly followed her here as well.” He held up his hands as Mal lurched toward him. “I’m not sure. He didn’t give details and I had to put a lot together myself.”

      “If he had hurt her…” Mal broke off. He couldn’t finish the thought.

      Because Snake had hurt her, and he’d killed Randy, that fucking bastard.

      Dex shook his head. “You have to know I didn’t want any of this. Just a few things going wrong at a show was all it was supposed to be. Not what happened. This guy isn’t right in the head. You have to know that.”

      Ricki exploded from her seat. “You have no idea what this guy is like. He hates us. He’s been trying to get back at Nick and the guys from Oblivion for years.” She punched Dex in the chest. “Because of you, he fucking killed Randy.”

      “I didn’t. I swear.” Dex stumbled back.

      People started talking all at once.

      Aidan slammed a baton against the table. “All right, everyone. That’s enough.”

      The room went silent. Aidan focused on Dex. “Are there any other listening devices still in the building?”

      “Yes,” Donovan said.

      Lila spun around. “What? You knew about this?”

      Donovan sighed. “I’ve been monitoring the situation. I thought it was just a mole in my company. Nothing like this. But I left one in the smaller studio just in case. Aidan has cleared out the rest and reset the buildings with the most up-to-date security.”

      Aidan cracked his knuckles. “You may not like this idea, but I’ve got one. It’s going to take some cooperation from everyone involved.”

      Mal stood beside Ricki’s chair. His shoulders bunched with tension. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      Ricki stood. “I don’t care. What is it?”

      “Right now, we don’t have a lot of proof to go on. My software is top of the line, but is it enough to prove to the cops that a man came back from the dead? Doubtful.”

      “You’re not inspiring a lot of faith right now, buddy.” Ricki clenched her fists at her sides.

      “I’m getting to it, Miss. Hang on.” Aidan zeroed in on Donovan. “I think we need to set a trap. See if we can get this Snake character to come to us. It’s a long shot, but if we give him exactly what he wants, he might not be able to resist.”

      “Me.” Ricki moved forward. “Me and Nick need to be the bait.”

      “Fuck, no.” Mal jerked her back against him. “No fucking way.”

      “Mal, you know it needs to be us. Who else would get him to come out of hiding? He’s chased me all over the city.” She let out a soft pained noise. “Even to New York. He knows harming me is one of the easiest ways to make my brother hurt.”

      “Exactly why this shouldn’t happen,” Mal growled.

      “But it’s the only way it will work.” She turned to Lila. “I know Nick is going to be angry, but he’d be more pissed off if we didn’t include him.”

      Lila shut her eyes. “Don’t ask me to do this.”

      Ricki crossed to her and gripped her hands. “You think Snake really just wanted to cause a little harm? He wanted to hurt us. He’s been trying to hurt my family for a long time. It needs to end. Now.”

      Lila’s usual cool demeanor shattered as her eyes filled. “I can’t lose either one of you.”

      “I won’t let that happen, ma’am.” Noah stood beside Dex and clamped a hand onto his shoulder, slamming him into the seat. “And he’s going to help us.”

      Dex clenched his teeth.

      “Whatever you do to rectify this situation will go a long way in how much I help you when the police get involved.” Donovan’s voice was pure ice.

      “We speak a few times a week.” Dex pulled his phone out of his pocket and set it on the table. “I can’t guarantee he’ll answer. Not if Elle got a look at him.”

      “He’ll come.” Ricki lifted her chin. Her hands were shaking, but the resolve in her eyes scared the holy fuck out of Mal. “I know he will. There’s no way he’d resist.”

      Mal dragged her against him. “No. You can’t.”

      She curled her arms around his waist and locked them at his lower back. “They’ll keep me safe.”

      No one would keep her safe like he could.

      Mal met Donovan’s gaze then swung around to look at Noah. “There won’t be a corner of the earth safe enough for any of you if something happens to her.”

      He’d make sure of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing like having to pretend to practice to lure out a killer.

      Just a few short weeks ago, playing the guitar had been her happy place. Back then, if she’d had to draw out a maniac, doing it while holding a guitar would’ve been one of the best possible scenarios. Having a more viable weapon couldn’t hurt, true, but at least she could take solace from her instrument.

      Alas, that was then, this was now, and even her beloved guitar couldn’t soothe her.

      The first night of their rehearsing was long and tense. She didn’t want to touch her guitar because she was afraid what she would find if she tried to play. It wasn’t time for her to even attempt it. She needed to start physical therapy first. But with the damn thing in her hand, it was so hard not to make the attempt. Just to see if any of her ability remained, or if it was one more thing she’d lost.

      Her brother was with her, and that helped. The stuff that had gone down at Mal’s apartment was forgotten. It simply didn’t matter. They’d fought and made up and that was all in the past.

      Their current reality was that this jam session could end up putting a madman behind bars. Or else he might get a chance to finish what he’d started that night on stage.

      He would try at least, but he would not succeed.

      “Just a few notes to start.”

      She nodded at Nicky, loosely grasping the guitar. She could play leftie too, but not well. It felt weird not to have her sling on.

      And to play up her injury so if they were being overheard, Snake would think she was easy prey.

      “I’m in a lot of pain,” she said in a halting voice.

      Even admitting something that was partially a lie was hard. She had been in pain. She still didn’t know how much nerve and tendon damage she might have. Another reason she needed to begin physical therapy as soon as possible.

      No more delays.

      No more putting off tomorrow.

      Not with her recovery, and not with Mal. Sometimes tomorrow didn’t come, and she didn’t want any regrets.

      “I know. You still have to try.”

      “I feel so weak.” Another lie that wasn’t. Her strength was growing a little every day, both physically and emotionally. But to be tested this way when she still felt so unsure…

      “It’ll take time until you’re all the way back on your feet.” Nicky’s amber eyes met hers and she glimpsed a wealth of understanding there. As if he knew she was both exaggerating for Snake’s benefit and telling the truth. A buried one that wasn’t fully dependent on her injury.

      She nodded and pushed her hair behind her ear. Knowing Noah and Mal were in the next room and the team had the building covered helped ease some of her nerves. Some, but not all. The more she emphasized how fragile she was, the more her mind whispered it was the truth.

      You can’t handle this. You should’ve said no. This is for Nicky to finish. He’s the strong one.

      But she had to be here. She’d been one of the ones who was hurt. One of the ones Snake wanted to hurt, for fuck’s sake, and poor Randy had been caught in the crossfire. There was no way she would stand by and let others be risked when this was her situation to deal with.

      Hers and her brother’s. Back to their roots.

      “It’s so unbelievable.” She ran her fingertips over the strings, absorbing their feel. “That we’re here in this place.”

      She was saying so much more to Nicky than it appeared on the surface. She knew he understood her meaning.

      Hard to believe Snake was still a factor. Hard to understand how he could hate them that much.

      “Always gonna be you and me.” His voice and his gaze hardened in tandem. “No matter what.”

      She nodded, firming her jaw. “Let’s start with some Beatles for Mama.”

      “Lucy?”

      Elle smiled. “What else?”

      Her mother had sang that one to her as a baby. Elle’s middle name was Lucille, so “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” had always been her special song.

      It felt a little like the musicians on the Titanic playing while they waited for the ship to sink, except she wasn’t nearly as skilled. Nicky went slow, repeating parts with her, taking over when she fumbled and cursed and nearly dropped the guitar.

      Some was for show. Some wasn’t.

      Hours passed. By midnight, they knew it wasn’t happening that night.

      Might never happen.

      She gave Nicky a long hug before they parted, then she went home with Mal, unable to stop touching him when they were in the bed she already thought of as theirs. And in the darkest part of the night, when she was sure he’d whispered “I love you” into the silence, she said the same thing back to him, her lips tattooing the words into his chest.

      Now she had more than ever to lose, so she wouldn’t. She just wouldn’t.

      The next day passed slowly. She was on edge, snapping at everyone. This had to end now. She couldn’t live this way.

      Then it was finally time to join Nicky in the studio again.

      She reached for her guitar, clutching it in fingers that were cold and boneless.

      “Do you ever think about Mama? Beyond playing the music she liked.”

      She hadn’t planned on the question, but Nicky nodded as if he’d been expecting it all along.

      “Yeah.” He rubbed his thumb over the well-worn dents and dings in his guitar. “I wonder if she’s okay. If she knows anything about us.” He smiled faintly. “If she would be surprised I had the girls.”

      “I’d say everyone was surprised about that.”

      His smile deepened for a moment before disappearing. “It changes everything. You’re not just looking out for you anymore. You have to be their guardian, their protector.” He stared hard at her. “Like I always tried to protect you. Until I failed you.”

      She shook her head. “No. You never failed me. I failed myself.”

      “This is because of me.”

      “No. It’s not. It’s absolutely not.”

      “You aren’t the only one I turned my back on at the wrong time. Maybe if I’d seen something, done something—”

      “We all make our choices. I made mine. I’m still making them.” She flexed her fingers and closed her eyes. “I’m afraid PT won’t be enough. That some of the player I was before is gone. You know how tenuous it all is.”

      “I have faith in you. I know you’ll come back from this.”

      The absolute certainty in his voice had her opening her eyes. Somehow she managed to smile. “You and me, we’re going to be practicing side by side when we’re eighty and gray.”

      He smiled back, but she didn’t miss the deep grooves of tension that bracketed his eyes. “Just like we were when we were too small to hold the damn guitars.”

      She played a few notes, registering the echoing ache in her arm. She could play through it. It wasn’t going to kill her.

      Just keep going.

      “Wonder if someday the girls will do this too. Be like us.”

      “Bite your tongue.”

      She laughed weakly. “Don’t want any more guitarists in the family?”

      “I don’t want them in this business. They can play folk guitar on the weekends and do something nice and normal during the week. Working as accountants would be good. Or in medicine. Maybe law.”

      She snorted. “Folk guitar? Okay, sure.”

      “Wait until it’s your turn. You’ll see.”

      “I can’t wait,” she said softly, suddenly unbearably sad.

      What if she never got that chance? What if her turn to have a family never came?

      “Don’t suppose you’ve had that conversation yet?” he asked idly while he strummed.

      “Which one?”

      “The one where your dude better be ready to be a father or you’ll show him the door.”

      Her lips twitched, which was a kind of miracle considering. “Kinda soon, don’t you think?”

      “Better to be on the same page.”

      “You just want him off my page entirely.”

      “No,” he said after a moment. “No, I don’t. I think he’s good for you. You deserve someone who loves you, and I believe he does. Besides, he knows I’ll kick his ass if he does you wrong.”

      She hid her smile behind her hair. “Yeah, even if he thinks you can’t deliver. He’s a big guy, you know.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “Hmm?” she asked innocently.

      Nicky started to reply when the lights in the main studio went out. “Fuck.” He grabbed for her, jerking on her bad arm and sending her guitar clattering. He gripped his in his other hand, brandishing it like a weapon as the door creaked open as slowly as if they were in a horror movie.

      The moment hung suspended until the figure in a dark hoodie and jeans stepped into the room.

      She nearly stumbled backward, but not from the sight of the gun Snake held. It was his smile. So infinitely patient, as if he’d been waiting for this night and now it was here.

      His perfect opportunity, handed to him on a platter.

      “My two favorite Crandalls. Long time, no see.” He kicked the door shut behind him.

      Her brother’s hand clamped hard on her hip. He was like a human shield, blocking as much of her from Snake’s view as possible.

      God, she loved him, even if she wished so damn much he didn’t have to worry about protecting her all the time.

      “Wish I could say the same, Snake, but you aren’t my favorite anything. Not anymore.”

      “Not even surprised to see me?” Snake sighed. “I figured that worm Dex had turned. So difficult to find people committed to the cause these days. No matter. He helped when I needed him to.” His smile thinned. “Came in mighty useful when I coaxed out of him which parts of the set would be easiest to fuck with. Not that I didn’t have some clue all on my own, since I’ve been in bands since I was a kid. No one remembers that though. I’m the forgotten one, right?”

      Nicky didn’t answer.

      Snake moved forward and grabbed one of the folding chairs, jamming it under the doorknob nice and tight. “Don’t want us to be disturbed. Not while I’m catching up with my good friends.”

      “You don’t know what it is to have a friend,” she said, her voice clear and strong. “Nicky loved you. He defended you when no one else cared. He gave money for your child—”

      “Don’t.” Snake held up a hand. “Don’t even open your whore mouth to me about what I should be grateful for. That was my band, and I was tossed out just when they made it. When there was no fucking money, I was just fine.” He kicked out at the small leather settee, sending it skidding over the polished floor.

      “Watch how you talk to my sister, you fucking asshole. You think having a gun makes you big and tough? Face me like a goddamn man. One on one, just us. This has nothing to do with her.”

      “Shut up,” she hissed. “I’m not leaving.”

      “Damn right she isn’t leaving. She’s the reason that poor, tragic crew dude died. What was his name? Ranger?”

      Nicky reared forward, and it was only her fierce grip on the back of his shirt that stopped him. She pulled with everything she had and he halted, heaving out a breath. “You’re a sick bastard. Sicker than I ever gave you credit for. For fuck’s sake, you faked your own death.”

      “I didn’t fake it. Not exactly. Just arranged things so it seemed as if I was the one who’d died. It was easier.” Snake jerked a shoulder. “Tommy and I looked alike. Similar builds. Enough time in the sea and every carcass is the same.”

      Nick blew out a breath. “Was it the drugs? Is that what turned you? Or were you fucked in the head long before you ever touched them?”

      Snake tipped the gun against his chin. “Hmm, chicken or the egg. Can’t really say. But sick is a relative term. Know what I think is sick?” He took a step forward, then another. “I think it’s sick to pretend someone matters to you, that you’re as close as brothers, only to toss them aside when it becomes more convenient to ditch them. It was always you and me, making the plans. Even before that bastard Simon pulled his head out of some girl’s twat long enough to realize he wanted the music, it was you and me. First, you took my girl away, then you took my band.”

      Nicky stiffened and Elle tightened her hold on him. “I never took Chloe from you.”

      “Oh no? You didn’t sleep with her when you knew full well I loved her? Best think back. I think you’ve forgotten a few things.” Snake took another step, waving the gun wildly. “She wasn’t into you like she was into me, so of course you barely got a taste. But you took it. And then you took my band. Ripped it away from me and gave it to those two posers who don’t even fucking care about the music half as much as breeding.”

      “We told you to stay clean. You didn’t do it.”

      “Oh, right. Except one of your fucking replacements for me wasn’t clean either. Probably still isn’t. And your goddamn whore sister definitely isn’t. Hell, she used to give it to anyone who asked if they offered her a baggie of blow.” He flashed a feral smile. “Maybe she even gave it to me.”

      Elle shrieked as Nick levered forward, his shirt tearing as she tried desperately to hold him back. The sound he made wasn’t human. It was so much worse.

      It all happened so fast. Nick driving himself into Snake and Snake lifting the gun. Nick plowed his fist into Snake’s gut and his gun hand jerked, giving Nicky enough time to kick it out of his hand. The weapon skittered across the floor and she scrambled for it, nearly gagging as she picked it up.

      It was still warm from his grip.

      Dear God, she didn’t want to use it. Didn’t want to have to pull the trigger, even if it was Snake on the other end.

      But she would do it. She would do whatever it took to protect herself and her brother.

      They were rolling across the floor now, raining punches. Grunts and groans sliced through the air and she crept sideways toward the door. She could hear Noah and the others on the opposite side, trying to get in. Snake must’ve fucked with the locks too. The chair wouldn’t be enough to hold Mal out.

      Nothing was. He loved her.

      A sob left her throat. Almost as much as she loved him.

      But God, if she could just get the chair out from under the knob and get that door open, Noah and Mal and the others could come in. They would be safe.

      Then Snake rolled Nicky underneath him and started driving his big fist into her brother’s face. Snake was such a huge motherfucker, and he had crazy on his side. For all they knew, he could be on something that gave him extra strength and endurance too.

      “Snake, goddammit, stop. Stop it now. This ends here,” she shouted.

      He flashed her a smile, his teeth streaked with blood and his eyes gleaming with madness. “It ends with all three of us dying in this room. The way it was always meant to be.”

      “Don’t make me do this,” she whispered.

      Nick reared up and slammed his fist into Snake’s jaw, forcing his head back. But it was only a momentary break. They grappled, exchanging blows. Hammering into each other while Elle watched with her finger poised on the trigger. She was shaking all over. Then Snake was on top again, and this time his hands were around her brother’s throat.

      Hands that were stained with Nicky’s blood.

      “Fucking let him go now,” she said in a low voice. “Last warning.”

      Snake laughed and applied that much more pressure. Nicky’s face was red and he was gasping even as he struggled to fight. He would never stop. “You don’t scare me, little girl.”

      “Snake, don’t make me do this.”

      “Do it.” He taunted, squeezing harder as Nicky wheezed and halfheartedly trying to buck the asshole off him. He was running out of oxygen. “Or else I’m going to take your brother to hell and you with us.”

      She steadied her gun hand, took a deep breath, aimed, and pulled the trigger. The kick of the gun was more shocking than anything.

      The pressure around Nicky’s throat eased immediately. Snake slumped on his side, blood gushing from the mortal wound on the side of his head.

      She sagged to the ground, still clutching the weapon.

      Nicky struggled to sit up, gripping his throat. He was still wheezing. “You—you fucking saved my life.”

      “You taught me to…shoot.”

      He nodded, kicking at Snake’s battered body as he fought to speak. “And here you ended up protecting…me.”

      Dimly, she was aware of the commotion at the door. They were trying to get in.

      She drew herself up and staggered to the doorway. She pried the chair away from the door and stepped aside as Noah and his team rushed through to attend to Nicky.

      Mal’s eyes swept over her as he picked her up, cradling her cheek. “Are you okay?”

      Nodding, she buried her face against his shoulder. “I’m okay now.”

      Lila hurried into the room with Donovan right behind her. Li let out a sound of distress as she glimpsed Nick still on the floor, then she shifted toward Ricki. Lila’s lashes were wet. “You’re amazing.”

      Elle gave Li a tremulous smile and held out her arm to give her a quick, hard hug before Li moved on to kneel at Nicky’s side. He was already giving Noah and his team hell, not to mention loudly refusing medical treatment.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I grew up in the slums. I got my ass kicked worse in kindergarten. Get off me.”

      Elle had to laugh. “He’s going to be just fine.”

      “Because of you. We heard all of it,” Mal said hoarsely. “You finished this. You did. My strong, perfect Ricki.”

      She stared down at Mal, her eyes totally dry. “I finished it,” she agreed. “It’s all over now.”

      Everything but the healing, and that would take a long time. They might never fully get there, but at least now they could begin to try to find their way back.

      There were so many questions left. So many answers they might never receive.

      But she and Nicky had made it through, and Snake and Dex would never hurt anyone again.

      She tipped her head against Mal’s. “Let’s go home.”
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      “I’ve got you.”

      “Yeah, no kidding. But I think I can manage a couple steps from the car on my own.”

      “You’re the one who didn’t want me to carry you.”

      “Save those theatrics for when I’m naked,” Ricki called back over her shoulder. “We can play Tarzan and Jane then.”

      Shaking his head, Mal gripped the soft material of her jacket to help guide her from behind. It had been weeks since the night he’d almost lost her, and he still found himself reaching for her half a dozen times a day.

      She was adamant the danger had been less with him and Noah right next door, along with the capable team monitoring their every move. But words weren’t reality, and that bastard had come in there armed. If she hadn’t been so strong and brave, things might’ve turned out very differently for her or Nick.

      As it was, she was in the midst of dealing with more legal crap than he’d ever wanted her to have to handle. Donovan had hired her the best lawyers, and with everything on tape and the fact it was clearly self-defense, it would all be over soon. But even this amount of time being taken was too much. She’d already had to endure a lot.

      Now his sister-in-law was enduring her own share of shit too, considering what had gone down. Someday Axl would as well. Michael definitely understood Mal’s frustration at having to watch the person he loved deal with pain he couldn’t alleviate.

      But at least now it was finally all over. They all could begin to put the pieces back together without the looming specter of some anonymous threat out to get them. Even Jules and Tris could start to heal, as awful a process as that would be.

      One minute, one hour, one day at a time.

      And in this case, one step.

      Mal cleared his throat. “Three more steps forward. Big steps. Upward.”

      “Forward or upward?”

      “Both.”

      Ricki growled and Mal had to laugh behind her. This blindfold idea had been an inspired choice. He was still getting the hang of directing her around, since he’d never blindfolded someone and hauled her cross-country before. Well, Donovan’s jet had done the hauling. Still, this was all new for him.

      On about fifty-seven levels.

      “Ouch,” Ricki mumbled as she stubbed her toe on the second step leading up to the front porch of Happy Acres’s main building. “I thought I knew where we were going, though it’s too early but then it took way too long and now it’s warm here. Even you can’t make cold areas warm.”

      He smiled. No, the weather had not cooperated with him at all. Normally, by this time of year in Turnbull, they were buried under six feet of snow. Not this year. Since he was waiting for the first snowfall to propose, he hadn’t appreciated the current heat wave—and yes, heat was relative in December in New York—that was the biggest topic of conversation in the area. It was as if even Mother Nature didn’t want to cooperate.

      Maybe he was rushing things. His brother had certainly given him a look or two before they’d tromped through the local jewelry store on a mission to find the right ring. Michael hadn’t come right out and said he was nuts and moving too fast, but it had been heavily implied.

      Not that Michael had room to talk. He’d tried to get married on his first night with Chloe, for fuck’s sake. Just because it hadn’t taken didn’t mean the intent hadn’t been there.

      But Mal wasn’t Michael, and they both knew it.

      His brother had been somewhat mollified by Mal’s assertion they would have a very long engagement if Ricki said yes—to the tune of several years. He figured five was probably pushing it, but maybe three.

      It wasn’t as if he didn’t want to be married to her before then. He wouldn’t ask if he wasn’t prepared to do it that day, if necessary. But planning far out would allow them to settle into the idea. It would give them a chance to spend more time living together, though they were already pretty well-used to that. An opportunity to explore the daily ins and outs of being a couple for a while, all committed and shit.

      Because once she said yes, it was on. They might as well be married.

      “Ow,” Ricki said as she bumped her foot again. She’d made it up another couple steps. “You know, you could try giving me a hint.”

      “No. Okay, you’re on flat land now. Back to normal steps.” He led her to the door and the welcoming gold warmth within, then reached for the doorknob. “Let me just open the—”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed the second the door opened. “I smell apples. We’re back. Yay, oh my God, we’re back early.”

      She reached up and wrenched off the blindfold with hardly any effort, proving her physical therapy was going quite well indeed. And flashed him a quick, blinding smile before rushing inside and right into his grandmother’s arms.

      “We’re back,” she said happily while his grandmother hugged her and met his gaze over Ricki’s shoulder. If he wasn’t mistaken, that twinkle in her eye was the precursor to tears.

      Lord, save him from weeping women, at least until he’d managed to declare all the stuff he needed to declare to get Ricki to agree to marry him. Feeling it should be enough. Saying it seemed like overkill.

      But…women. They liked the words. And flowers and candy and all that crap.

      They definitely enjoyed oral sex, he’d discovered. Which made sense, since he did too. He’d been rather stingy not offering it all these years. Ricki had assured him he could make it up to the universe by practicing religiously on her, and he was going with that.

      “You’re here, and you’re okay.” His grandmother cupped Ricki’s cheeks and sniffed as she checked her over from head to toe. “You look wonderful. You weren’t further harmed?”

      “No, no, I’m fine.” Ricki glanced back at Mal. ”We’re fine.”

      “And you.” His grandmother came over to sweep him into a huge hug. “You’re all right too?”

      He nodded against her shoulder and hung on tighter.

      “It’s been a difficult few weeks since the last time we saw you. Yet here you are, safe and whole. Such a sight for sore eyes, I tell you.” His grandmother smiled and released him before moving back to Ricki to hug her one more time.

      “We’re okay. Now it’s finally over and we can begin to rebuild.” Ricki sighed. “Well, as much as we can. Nothing will ever be the same again for any of us.”

      “No.” His grandmother swallowed hard. “That poor boy…”

      “Yes.”

      For a moment, none of them said anything. Then his grandmother forced a smile.

      “How was your trip, baby girl?” His grandmother smoothed Ricki’s flyaway hair down her back. “Look at you, back to blond. You look happy.” She turned Ricki to face him so they could stare him down as a united front. “Is my boy treating you well?”

      Ricki bit her lip to hold back a smile. She didn’t succeed. “Yes, he’s very good in bed.”

      He tipped back his head and stared at the ceiling. She knew exactly how to push all of his buttons, and she did so gleefully.

      “Well, now, that’s a relief. How about outside of bed? Is he doing okay there too?”

      “Mostly. Except he doesn’t always leave the toilet seat down. I almost fall in at least once a week in the middle of the night.”

      “Oh, that’s all of them, dear. If you find one that doesn’t do that, he likely doesn’t have a unit.”

      A unit? Mal’s brain shouted. The rest of him had gone numb. It was the only way to survive a dual Ricki-and-Laverne onslaught.

      “Huh. You learn something new every day. Though God knows the guys on the bus are no better. They’re lucky women put up with them. What’s to eat?” Ricki rubbed her hands together. “Everything I smell is making me ravenous.”

      “Oh, is it now?” The look that his grandmother sent him curdled his blood. “How long has that been going on?”

      “She’s not pregnant,” he said through gritted teeth, because he knew just where his grandmother’s thoughts were leading.

      “Why, I never said she was.” His grandmother tilted her head and nodded up the stairs. “We’ll have a whole feast set out for you soon, but first, why don’t you go get settled in your room? We made sure to give you the same room as you had last time.”

      “Why?”

      His grandmother ignored his question. She was too busy flittering around Ricki. “We made your favorites. Apple stuffing, apple vinaigrette for your salad, and apple dumplings drizzled with that caramel sauce you like—with an extra bottle for your room too.” His grandmother nodded and Ricki smiled broadly. “With one of those easy-open tops. Who wants to fuss at a time like that?”

      “You’re so right.” Ricki shot him her version of an innocent look. “Isn’t she right, honey?”

      Was he still alive? Maybe this was the afterlife. Since he’d started eating pussy without being asked, his hell just happened to be apple-scented.

      It seemed as if it would be apple-flavored as well. No, caramel-flavored.

      Whatever.

      Nonplussed at his lack of response, Ricki launched herself at his grandmother. “Oh, Mrs. Ronson, you think of absolutely everything. Thank you.”

      “We try, sweetheart. Fred wanted to be here to greet you too but he’s in town getting some extra salt for the walkways just in case.”

      Mal’s heart surged. “So that planned cold front is still coming?”

      It better be. If they’d come all this way and he had to imagine his grandmother preparing caramel sauce for his next sex-a-thon, it needed to get fucking cold as soon as possible.

      “It sure is. Actually, they’re predicting some crazy weather tomorrow afternoon. Hot on the heels of that front, we’re going to get us some thunder and lighting and high winds. Maybe even enough to un-tether some of our inflatables.”

      Ricki appeared appropriately shocked, but it took everything he possessed not to smirk. “Oh, no.”

      “Uh-huh. In December, no less. Can you even imagine? Then after that goes through, the snow’s coming in behind it. First true snowfall of the season and we’re expecting half a foot. Why, it’s as if Mother Nature doesn’t want you two to ever leave.” His grandmother tossed him a wink before bustling down the hall toward the large kitchen. “Go on up now, get settled in,” she added over her shoulder. “We’ll be ready for you in a bit.”

      Ricki turned to him and threw her arms around his waist. “This was the best surprise ever.” She nipped his chin. “Thank you.”

      He grunted. Six inches of snow was more than he’d counted on, since he didn’t love the white stuff himself. But she did, so it was worth it.

      And if he invested in a pair of high-quality ear warmers, maybe he could tune out half of her conversations with his grandmother and protect his remaining sanity.

      “You’re welcome. But the surprise isn’t over yet.”

      “No? Did she get you another flavor of sauce with an easy-open top?” He pinched her side and she giggled, burying her face between his neck and shoulder. “Mmm, you bought more of that peppermint shower gel. I can tell this is a fresh bottle.”

      He had, and his ears were on their way to burning. “How so?”

      “Because there were just a few drops left the other day and we used them, remember?” She rubbed her cold nose against the side of his neck. That shouldn’t have aroused him.

      He was probably a deviant.

      “Something about that does seem familiar.” He didn’t add that he’d purchased a six-pack of that very peppermint shower gel and stashed them in the back of the bathroom cabinet.

      She didn’t need to know just how much of a sap he truly was. It was bad enough he did.

      “Showers will always be our special place. In fact,” she nibbled his ear, “I could use one now to wash off some of this travel grime.”

      He nearly replied what travel grime, you traveled in a swanky private jet before his brain kicked in. That kind of argument didn’t serve his larger cause.

      Namely, the one in his jeans.

      “You know, you’ve got a point. I could use one too.” He shifted her toward the stairs and swatted her ass to get her moving.

      Fifteen minutes later, they were naked and soapy under the hot water.

      “What do you think is so special about this particular room?” Ricki wondered, shifting so he could rub his hands over her belly with the supposed purpose of getting her clean. “I mean, it’s very nice. I do love these high ceilings in particular.” She waggled her brows at him over her shoulder.

      He didn’t miss her point.

      “If you eat dessert five times a day, it loses its specialness,” he said over the running water.

      “Only if the dessert sucks. If it’s the good stuff, I can eat it hourly and be just fine.” She smacked her lips.

      “Uh-huh.” His hand drifted south to slip between her legs. “I hoped you packed warm clothes.”

      She tipped her head back against his chest and smiled up at him in that way that made anything seem possible. Any wish in reach. “I’m feeling pretty warm already actually.”

      Thanks to a hardy hot water tank, their shower lasted a good half hour—and he couldn’t claim to be a whole lot cleaner afterward, but his mood was definitely improved.

      He went to get their bags from the SUV, then stretched out on the bed and watched Ricki get dressed. It was a process. She still wasn’t moving quickly due to her shoulder, though progress had been made there. She was in physical therapy, stretching and doing the exercises they gave her. Someday soon she’d be most of the way back to full strength.

      But the scars would remain, and not just the physical. For him too. The ones on her body seemed imprinted on his mind. Add in the shit that had gone down with Dex and then Snake, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever fully stop looking around every corner for a boogeyman that would try to take her away from him.

      He shoved the jagged emotions down. None of that was for today. Or this weekend.

      Now was a time to celebrate. Maybe. And grind his fucking jaw down to nothing as he waited for the freaking snow.

      Finally dressed in boots, jeans and a soft, fuzzy sweater, she walked to the big windows and pressed her hand to the glass as she surveyed the sprawling property. “It’s so weird, because I’ve only been here a few times. But this is my favorite place on earth.” She shifted toward him, smiling almost shyly. “Probably partly because this is our place now. Well, at least it feels that way to me.”

      Throat tight, he nodded.

      She traced her fingertips over the glass. “The sky looks like snow. I think it’s really coming this time. When we were here in November, it was just a tease.”

      He damn well hoped so.

      “You really hate Christmas?”

      “Not hate, per se.”

      “Right.” She grinned at him and crawled across the bed to settle on his lap. Even when there was ample seating, she always seemed to prefer to be in his arms—and as that was his preferred spot for her as well, he had no complaints.

      A sharp knock on the door made him jostle her and nearly lose his grip. His grandmother poked her head in, eyes still closed. “Everyone decent?”

      “Yes. Multiple layers on.” Ricki laughed. “Is dinner ready? Starving.” She flushed. “I mean, I could eat. Yes, that sounds more polite.”

      His grandmother opened her eyes and smiled. “Long trip, dear. The room is to your satisfaction?”

      Mal glanced up at the now covered canopy. Gauzy sheer curtain-type things draped down around the bed. He’d shoved that stuff out of the way right quick.

      “Yeah,” he said, deliberately catching Ricki’s eye. He intended to make good use of that frame again tonight. “Everything’s great.”

      “We swapped in a bigger tree for you too,” she said, inclining her chin at the festively decorated and lit tree revolving on its stand in the corner.

      “Yay,” Mal muttered.

      Ricki poked him. “It’s gorgeous, thank you. The room is just perfect.”

      “So glad to hear it. Oh, and we provided extra pillowcases for you this time. They’re in the top drawer.” His grandmother winked before stepping back into the hall. “Come down whenever you’re ready. Food’s hot.”

      Ricki shook her head. “We’re never going to live that down, are we?”

      “At least we didn’t break the bed.” He eyed the frame again. “Might happen tonight though.”

      “Don’t get a girl excited.” She climbed off him and stood, rubbing her hands. “I hope they have ham again.”

      Shaking his head, he rose. “From my dick to ham.”

      “What can I say? I like my meat. All kinds. Now let’s go.”

      Dinner went by in a blur of family, friends, and neighbors stopping by. Ricki got her beloved honey-and-apple-glazed ham, and an assortment of other apple-accented food that Mal mostly ignored in favor for the meat, potatoes, and a dumpling. His grandmother’s knowing look as he bypassed the caramel drizzle just added an extra layer of discomfort. Especially since Ricki seemed amused by it all.

      Later, when she was tucked in bed, he was still at the window, studying the sky. His app said tomorrow was the day. Damn thing was dinging all over the place with weather warnings. Wind gusts. Dangerous lightning. Lake effect snow watch.

      What the fuck was lake effect snow? Wasn’t snow just snow, period? A bunch of white crap that would soak through his boots and make life generally miserable until it melted—or until the wise people got their asses on a plane back to civilization.

      “Come back to bed.”

      That soft, sleepy voice would be his undoing. Turning to see her bathed in moonlight with all that gorgeous blond hair draped over his pillow as she smiled up at him—yeah, he was gone.

      “You know I love you, right?” he asked hoarsely.

      And cursed himself. Christ, he was supposed to say that when he proposed. Without the question around it.

      Good goddamn, he sucked at this shit.

      Her smile faltered for a second before growing bigger and brighter. “Yes, but hearing it is always nice. Better than nice.” She propped her head on her hand. “I love you too. Even if you hate Christmas and seem preoccupied with looking for UFOs. We all have our quirks.”

      He had to laugh as he tossed his phone on the nightstand and settled back into bed with her in his arms, as she belonged. Sleep wouldn’t come tonight, he was sure. There was too much on the line.

      Tomorrow, he’d know one way or another if they would have forever.

      As expected, he tossed and turned. Ricki, however, slept like the proverbial baby, her cheek smushed into his shoulder and a smile on her face even as she slept.

      She’d say yes, right?

      She had to say yes.

      Morning dawned overcast and cool. Not cold yet, but definitely closer to it than the day before. Ricki had made plans to go shopping with his grandmother at some big sale at the mall in Syracuse,  so Mal took the opportunity to unpack stuff in the gift shop with his grandfather.

      Oh, and watch his app some more. The radar was making him cross-eyed.

      “Where you plan on living?” His grandfather used his box cutter to open a box of fancy soaps. Many of them apple-shaped, of course.

      Mal frowned. “My apartment?”

      “Even after the wedding? A woman likes to have a hand in creating her own space.”

      “I didn’t think of that. Besides, we’re going to be engaged for a while.”

      “How long is a while?”

      “I don’t know. Three, four, maybe five years.”

      His grandfather coughed. “So you’re proposing to get her off the market then just what, keep her in a holding pattern?”

      “It’s a new relationship.”

      “Then what the hell you proposing for? When you propose, you better be ready to get married that day.”

      “I am,” Mal muttered, clutching his phone. “It’s just if we have time—”

      Even as he said it, he knew it was bullshit. Ricki wouldn’t want to wait that long if she said yes. He wasn’t even sure what he was waiting for. He wanted to make that commitment to her or he wouldn’t be proposing.

      His grandfather leaned up to pat his arm. “You know, son, just because your mother has been married, what, six times now, doesn’t mean you need to have a twenty-year engagement to make sure it’s gonna stick.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Mal didn’t reply. Maybe that was part of it. Even though he knew he and Ricki were nothing like his mom and Tom, Dick, and whatever the last one’s name was, his parents’ fucked-up situation had done a number on his head. His dad was just as bad or worse. He just didn’t bother to marry all the women in his life.

      “Then there’s the babies.”

      “Come again?”

      His grandfather stood and dusted off his hands. “You know that girl wants a family. Sooner rather than later if I have a good read on her.”

      Mal swallowed deeply. Yes, he knew that. Yes, he was okay with it.

      Five years was plenty of time for them to get to that, right?

      “Five years ain’t gonna cut it,” his grandfather added as if he’d read Mal’s mind. “So you might want to set your mind on the idea of that before you ask. Better to be prepared. Also better not to set that sweet girl up to expect something you’re not prepared to handle.”

      “I can handle it,” Mal said under his breath. “Of course I can.”

      His grandfather clapped his shoulder. “Good. Glad to hear it. Just think of it this way—compared to facing what you have recently, marriage and babies is the easy stuff.”

      “I think I’m better with hand-to-hand combat.”

      His grandfather laughed.

      Less than three hours later, the promised thunderstorm swept through and sent the temperatures plummeting. The sky was a steel gray, and the snow was now coming down. Not delicately, as Mal had hoped. Something romantic.

      Oh no, naturally, it had to be like nature’s angry deluge of snow, coming down so fast he could barely see out the frigging window.

      And Ricki and his grandmother still weren’t home.

      He didn’t want to call her and ask if they were okay. His grandmother was well-versed in driving in this weather. Better in it than he would be, that was for certain, even with his background. He’d rarely driven in snow.

      Yet by the time the lights from his grandmother’s four-wheel drive vehicle swung across the driveway, he was standing outside with the ring box in his pocket.

      His chill was nonexistent. Except the one turning the tips of his ears and his nose to icicles.

      They were laughing as they got out of the SUV, chattering gaily. They definitely didn’t seem the least bit worried about the inclement weather. He was beside them helping to unload packages and bags before they seemed to even notice his presence.

      “Hi.” Ricki grinned up at him. “Where did you come from? Look at all this snow!” She kicked at a drift already growing beside the tire. “It’s so beautiful and powdery.”

      “Isn’t it just?” His grandmother beamed at him, then frowned. “Oh, oh, it’s that time, isn’t it? And we were late. Oh my gosh. Let me just take this bags and scurry in.”

      “Time for what?” Ricki asked, sticking her tongue out to collect snowflakes just as he’d done as a kid.

      “Never you mind. Just go with Mal.”

      “We’ll get these in first.” He took the bags out of his grandmother’s hands. “Did you two clean out every store?”

      “Only half.” Ricki propped her hands on her hips. “First? What’s going on?”

      “Never you mind,” he echoed his grandmother, making her laugh.

      Once they’d offloaded all the packages in the front hall, he gripped Ricki’s hand and trudged into the back with her, aiming straight for the pasture with all its assorted inflatable creatures and  Christmas lights. Her favorite place. The closer they got, the broader she smiled. She clutched his hand that much tighter, skipping a little in the snow.

      God, she was amazing. Somehow still so childlike and innocent, even after all she’d dealt with.

      She was his blessing. His gift.

      His life.

      Once they were beside the giant Snoopy, he dropped to both knees. Her mouth rounded as she stared down at him, and then she covered her face with both hands, her mittens completely obscuring everything but her golden hair.

      Halfway with the ring out of his pocket, he stopped. “You okay?”

      She shook her head.

      He reached up for one of her hands, prying it away from her face. “If you’re trying to avoid this, you can let me down gently.”

      Eyes already brimming, she shook her head again. And said nothing. But she didn’t pull her hand away, so he took that as a good sign.

      He tugged her mitten off with his teeth and tossed it aside before popping open the ring box. The diamond in the simple, elegant antique setting sparkled in the light from the blow-up decorations, and he angled the box toward her for her inspection. She wasn’t looking at the box though. Her eyes were only for him.

      “You planned all this?” she whispered, her question barely carrying over the wind.

      He nodded awkwardly. “Uh, I don’t have a speech. I forgot that part. So uh—”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      She nodded and wiggled her hand in his. “Yes. Let’s do it. Get it on me already.”

      He laughed. Here he’d worried so much about making the moment just perfect, about if she’d say yes, if she’d think he was crazy for moving so fast—and she’d said yes before he’d even asked.

      “I have to do it the right way.”

      “Hurry up then.”

      He pried the ring out of its box and stuffed the box back in his pocket. “Will you marry me?” His heart stampeded in his ears. He wasn’t sure his lungs were still functioning. “Be mine forever?”

      “I already am the second part, but yes. Oh yes.”

      His momentary joy was short-lived.

      She plastered herself against him, kissing him with every ounce of the passion between them—and bounced the ring out of his hand.

      Into the snow. In the dark.

      “Fucking hell.”

      “What’s wrong?” She kept right on kissing him, her mouth hungry on his. “We don’t have to have babies just yet. Practice is good for now.”

      She definitely wasn’t hiding her interest in procreation. But he’d cross the bridge to Toys ‘R Us another day.

      “The ring. The damn ring fell.” He drew back and scanned the thick snow already on the ground. The Christmas lights and glow from the inflatables helped, but dusk had already fallen. He was never going to see it out here now.

      “Oh whoops. Sorry. Overexcited. Don’t worry, we’ll find it.” She dove to the ground, searching on her hands and knees while he shifted to do the same. “It couldn’t have fallen far, and oh my God, it’s so sparkly. We can’t miss it.”

      Fifteen minutes later, there was more snow on the ground and no ring. He was becoming more frantic, and she was behaving like Lola prancing through the snow.

      “Seriously, we’ll find it.” She patted his arm. “Don’t stress.”

      He truly didn’t want to have his first fight as a committed couple this soon, but her relentless cheer in the face of the biggest fail of a proposal ever was…well, he loved her even more for it. Other women would be pitching a fit.

      Instead he was.

      “Wait a second. Is that…” She trailed off as she rolled on her back on a pile of snow, waving her arms in the classic shape of a snow angel. He might’ve growled if she hadn’t dug for something among the thick flakes and held it up victoriously. “Score!”

      He grinned. “You drive me crazy, woman.”

      “You must like it.” She was about to put the ring on herself when he seized hold of her hand and pulled her up into a sitting position before kneeling beside her to do the honors himself.

      “Oh,” she breathed once he’d slipped it on. “Oh, it fits.”

      “Of course. I checked with Lila and Nick about your size.”

      Her eyes popped wide. “You told my brother you were going to propose?”

      “I asked his permission.”

      Yeah, that wouldn’t be a moment he wanted to relive either. But he’d been committed to doing this the proper way.

      There would be no do-overs.

      “And he gave it? Oh my God. Miracles never ceased.”

      “Not until I promised to always be faithful, no matter who propositioned me backstage.”

      “Oh Lord.” She covered her face with her hand.

      “And to always remember birthdays, anniversaries, and holidays.”

      “He does have a point there. But I don’t like white chocolate.”

      “Noted.” Mal cleared his throat. “He also warned me you would want children, so if I couldn’t man up, step off.”

      She gave him a cautious look, her eyes glowing from the sparkling lights all around them. “And?”

      “I’m not letting anyone else plant a baby in you but me,” he growled.

      As for that three, four, or five year engagement? Fuck that. He’d marry her tomorrow. Everything else was just details.

      She laughed and rose on her knees to hug him. And kiss him. And generally demonstrate that hey, life as an engaged man was pretty damn awesome.

      “I love you,” she said between kisses.

      “I love you too. Now let’s go inside before my balls freeze off.”

      “Can’t have that.” Rising, she winked. “I have plans for them.”

      Then she glanced up at the snowy sky as she squeezed his hand, her ring a solid, comforting weight between their fingers. “Merry Christmas to me.”
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      In the darkness, all the women looked the same.

      Wavy hair, big eyes made up with too much eyeliner and shadow, slinky dresses intended to reveal more than conceal. Pouty lips that begged for something, whether it was alcohol, or pills, or a cock.

      Another night, another party. He’d been to so many of them that they blurred. But not here, not this area. His own playground was farther north, away from the glitz of LA and the seedy underbelly that crept in around the edges of Carson. This was a different dynamic altogether. The danger was hidden under booming music and fake smiles. And the weapons of choice were the kind that you armed yourself, intended for your own destruction.

      He moved to the closest corner and slouched against the wall as he scanned the crowd. His expression made it clear he wasn’t looking for conversation—or more. But only an idiot would turn his back on these people.

      Without looking at his phone, he hit the speed dial he’d set up just yesterday when she’d first called him. It wasn’t as if they were close. In fact, it had been a long time since he’d spoken with Lila Shawcross—now Ronson, since she’d recently shed herself of her marital entanglements to his father. Then she’d broken that lovely streak by calling him out of the blue, and not for a social call. That was one of the things he’d always disliked most about her. She was always searching for angles, always on the hunt to play the game.

      He didn’t fucking play. Money meant little to him, and fame and attention even less.

      But there were always other ways to barter. Other kinds of currency to trade.

      Lila was a button-pusher from way back, and she’d known what screws to turn with him before she even picked up the phone.

      “I’m here,” he said without preamble. “Now what?”

      “You know what. I laid it all out for you yesterday. Richelle used to date Vinnie Santorini, the guy who owns that building. My sources say he remains her main supplier.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “I want you to scare him into dumping her. He’s in deep, and she needs to make a clean break.”

      “And I give a fuck why? If she needs to make a clean break, that’s on her. I have my own shit to handle.”

      “Yes, you do, and I promised to help you make that problem go away. Cassalia’s parents want to sue you for negligence and civil responsibility in her death, Malachi. If you keep hiding your head in the sand, they’re going to go to the media and you’re going to be hit with a huge—”

      “Because I’m guilty,” he said flatly. “Of course I’m guilty.”

      “You were her fiancé.”

      “We broke up. She wouldn’t quit that shit, so I ended things.” He lowered his voice when the guy in front of him shot a glance over his shoulder, his joint hanging out of the corner of his mouth.

      There was no need to advertise his business here, even if half these people were too stoned to remember it tomorrow.

      “Still, she was a small-town girl before she met you,” Lila went on. “Your lifestyle helped introduce her to the drugs that ended her life. You were the one who broke her heart and sent her into a spiral.”

      “What about my goddamn spiral? Does that matter? Christ.” He stabbed his fingers into his eyes, the questions and comments he’d received over the last few weeks after every freaking race pelting his skull.

      It must be difficult, losing the woman you love in such a public way.

      Had Cassalia always been suicidal? Was she dealing with depression, or was it your breakup that sent her over the edge?

      And his favorite:

      How can you continue to race after such a heartbreaking event?

      How could he was a good question. And it was why he’d stopped doing the legit races that ended with questions and flashbulbs popping and turned to the underground ones where no one gave a crap why he did anything and just cared if he made them money. They were dirty, and dangerous, and just this side of legal.

      He couldn’t have cared less, if it meant he got to do what he loved outside the glare of the goddamn public eye.

      Now more conditions were being put upon that love. More threats levied his way couched under concern.

      “There’s all kinds of ways to balance scales, Mal,” Lila said softly, and for a second, he thought he heard genuine compassion in her tone. Then she cleared her throat and her voice hardened. “Since you’re there now, that must mean you agree to my terms.”

      He said nothing. Just gripped his phone and wished he’d never picked it up yesterday. He might not be any further ahead, but he wouldn’t be in this frigging untenable position of playing nurse-slash-bodyguard-slash-protector for a woman he didn’t even know.

      Didn’t want to know, if she was a fucking user like Cassalia had been.

      “If you convince Vinnie that it’s in his best interest not to sell to Richelle anymore, certain stipulations of our agreement will come into play. If you bump it up a notch and join Warning Sign as well, your garage will be funded, your issues with the Franklins will go away, and the story will be buried, deep enough that you’ll probably never hear the words Cassalia Franklin spoken aloud in your presence ever again.”

      Mal cupped the back of his neck and squeezed. The pressure reminded him that this was a means to an end. The garage would be back in the black. His men wouldn’t have to worry about their jobs—not that he ever would’ve let it get that bad, even if he had to break his own moral code. Again.

      Amazing how flexible that damn thing could be when you were desperate enough.

      And he was.

      He was fucking desperate to make all of this go away. To stop looking back at the waste before he drowned in it.

      “This Richelle, why does she matter so much to you?” he asked, his voice close to a growl.

      His ex-stepmother didn’t step out the door without a payday waiting on the other side, usually in the form of an artist she could mold for the benefit of her bank account. So there must be a damn good reason she was sullying herself with concerns about some druggie chick.

      Just another one in a sea of them. Faceless, nameless, unrecognizable.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes, it fucking damn well matters. You’re asking me to walk into a goddamn nest of drug dealers and who knows what else, and you won’t even tell me why. Who is this girl to you, Lila? Some new commodity that went off the rails? Some investment that went bad?”

      Her pause was so lengthy that Mal cursed, about to end the call.

      “She’s the twin sister of the man I love. The only family he has left in this world. She’s everything to him. Okay?”

      Mal narrowed his eyes, squinting into the smoky, shifting near darkness, lit only by the flickering Christmas lights strung along the eaves. The room throbbed with the bass from the music, something he’d never heard but would never forget.

      He wanted to argue. So what? What the fuck does the man you love matter to me? Lila wasn’t married to his dad anymore, and he wouldn’t have felt more kindly toward her had she been. To his way of thinking, anyone who married his fuckwit of a father deserved whatever shit flowed their way.

      But somehow her impassioned response stilled his tongue. He didn’t know why. He didn’t believe in love any more than he believed in anything else.

      But Christ, he was jealous as fuck that she still did. That she could.

      “Third floor,” he said flatly, repeating the info she’d given him during their last phone call. “That’s his apartment.”

      Lila let out a long breath. She’d been holding it, he realized, waiting for him to say no. Expecting him to.

      Because Malachi Shawcross never did a damn thing for anyone unless there was something in it for himself. Just like good ol’ Dad.

      “Yes,” Lila said. “Vinnie lives upstairs with his brother Don.”

      Mal was already on the move, pushing his way through the dancing, laughing crowd and scanning the endless faces in the darkness. Lila had said yesterday that Vinnie and Richelle sometimes came down to the parties on the first floor when they weren’t “holed up.”

      Lila had refused to elaborate on exactly what that meant.

      “Family affair,” he said into the phone as he stalked through the writhing mass of people. His head was already a little buzzy from the scent of weed floating through the air. Just what he needed—a contact high.

      Luckily, it took a hell of a lot more than their low-grade shit to get him lit.

      “Yes. Though the woman they work with isn’t family. She doesn’t have any, from what I could find. Former foster child. She had previous dealings with someone else who is important to me.”

      Mal didn’t know why Lila was playing share-and-tell hour, but that wasn’t unusual with her. She’d fill his head with useless crap so that he’d miss the salient points buried beneath her bullshit.

      He wasn’t falling for it this time.

      A woman toting beer in plastic red cups held high over her head bumped his shoulder and giggled as the liquid sloshed over his arm. “Oops, sorry.” She stared at his chest then apparently realized his head was a few feet up. Tilting her own back, she frowned. “You’re a big one.”

      “You don’t know the half.” He wiped off his wet arm and smeared it on her jacket sleeve, making her giggle again.

      She was still laughing when he moved past her. Damn stoners.

      “She’s not here,” Mal told Lila a few minutes later after making a full sweep of the first level. “Unless she doesn’t look like that picture you sent me. Was that recent?”

      Blond hair, blue eyes, sweet smile. She looked more like a preschool teacher than a fairly hardcore user. Hardcore in frequency if not in selection, though as soon as someone messed with blow, he figured they were headed nowhere good. But his ex-stepmommy had been adamant that Richelle could be “saved.”

      Sure, she could. Just like the rest of them could be too.

      “Yes, just a few weeks ago. She changes her hair color now and then. Sometimes she’s brunette too. Hang on.”

      He swallowed another curse as bubbles showed up on his screen, indicating another message was being sent. A moment later, he was staring at the same preschool teacher lookalike, except now she was vamped up. Hair so dark it was the richest color of oak, wet red lips, and still, those same innocent blue eyes. But they had a hint of something else in them now. Mischief. Seduction.

      A sort of knowing that seared him right to the marrow.

      “Got it,” he told Lila, making his way to the door to the central front hallway where you could choose which apartment to visit. “I’m headed up. I’ll get back to you.”

      He was about to click off when her words cut through the din around him. “Mal, be careful.”

      Saying nothing, he waited.

      “She’s…fragile,” Lila said. “Women like her tend to bring out the desire to protect.”

      Mal barked out a laugh. “What, you think I’ll fall under her spell or something?” He braced a fist on the inside door and shoved it open, stepping into the only somewhat quieter hall. A narrow stairway to his right led upstairs. “Not gonna happen.”

      “Not you.” Lila dismissed the possibility so succinctly that he imagined he could see her waving her pale hand in his face. “The man she’s with. He might not want to let her go so easily.”

      “So I’m to fight to the death, is that it? I’m supposed to save someone who has two working legs and probably doesn’t want to be fucking saved?”

      Just as Cassalia hadn’t wanted to be saved. Oh, she’d talked a good game. One he’d even believed for a while. But she’d loved her addiction a hell of a lot more than she’d ever cared for him.

      She’d proved that in the end.

      “Be smart. And watch your back.” Lila clicked off before he could respond with a sarcastic remark. Probably why she’d hung up so fast.

      They’d danced the same steps more than a few times, which was exactly why he didn’t know why she’d called him. No matter her reasons—that he operated in the same sort of circles and had the muscle to take care of business—she was trusting him with something very important to her. Someone very important.

      He climbed the first step and gripped the banister when the stair sagged under his weight. Awesome. He chanced the next one, and the next, finally releasing the rail to bound up the stairs two at a time. Then he did the same on the next flight, stopping at the top to stare at the single door at the end of a dank hallway. The carpet was peeling up, revealing the stained floor beneath. Water spots—some small and some not—dotted the ceiling.

      Welcome to the jungle.

      The closer he walked to the lone door, the louder the music became. It was different than the kind downstairs. This was club music, the kind meant to screw with your mind as much as the cutesy mixed drinks served by the gallon. But there wouldn’t be any of those drinks up on this level, he was sure. The party atmosphere downstairs hadn’t reached this far.

      This was all business.

      Mal stopped outside the door and pulled at the brim of the ridiculous baseball cap he’d pulled on over his shaggy hair. He was going to shave that shit off one of these days. He’d alternated between shaving his head and growing out his hair for a while now, but the time had come to make a choice.

      This was another of those choices. Tonight, he was finally going to leave the past behind him.

      He shifted so that he could feel the reassuring weight of the gun tucked against his back. He didn’t intend to use it, but he knew how if he needed to. Walking into a situation like this unarmed could be a death sentence. He was a lot of things, but stupid enough to take that chance wasn’t one of them.

      Just as he lifted his hand to rap on the wood, the door swung inward. A tall, leanly muscular guy in jeans and a Raiders jersey cocked his head, his shrewd eyes narrowing on Mal. “You must be Sampson.” He glanced at his watch. “You’re late. I don’t like to be kept waiting.”

      Considering the story Mal had concocted thoroughly sucked—that he’d heard from a friend of a friend that Vinnie was the guy to see for some primo dope—he’d have to run with this one and see where it took him.

      “Sorry.” Mal gave a noncommittal shrug. “Ran into some trouble.”

      “Some trouble getting the money? I told you I don’t do no holds on merchandise.” He glanced over his shoulder and said something in Italian to the guy behind him, then looked back at Mal with a smirk. “Even if that merch is hot little blonds.”

      Mal’s fingers twitched and it took everything he possessed not to plow his fist into this guy’s cocky face. But he had another problem now. He’d brought enough money for a run-of-the-mill transaction. He hadn’t brought enough cash to fucking buy Richelle—whatever that might cost. Unless this fuck was “selling” her cheap.

      Somehow that was even worse.

      Assuming that the blond for sale was even Richelle. He wouldn’t know that until he got in the damn apartment.

      “Look, I’ll be straight with you. I didn’t bring all the cash with me. This place looked sketchy and no way was I walking in here with a ton of money on me and no guarantee you’ve got the girl.”

      “Oh, I’ve got her.” Vinnie gripped the door and licked his lips. “We’ve both got her, right, Don?”

      Mal gave Vinnie a grim smile and wished he didn’t have to play this the right way. This guy deserved a bullet between the eyes for even half of what he was insinuating. “Let me see her first, then I’ll give you a deposit and go to the ATM down the block. Pretty sure you don’t take personal checks.”

      “You’d be right there, son.” Vinnie moved farther into the doorway and braced his arms on the frame. “Didja miss the part where I told you no holds? Only reason I’m doing this is because Crowley said you were in a fix and good for the cash. She’s untested, you feel me? Untrained. I know that goes for more, and I’m cutting you a deal because me and Crowley go way back.”

      Mal shoved all of it into the back of his head. He couldn’t really think about the words, couldn’t absorb them, or he’d be pounding this guy and his fucking creep brother into the ground before either of them had a chance to draw a breath. And that wouldn’t be good, even if it would be immensely satisfying.

      This was supposed to be easy. Clean. In and out. These types of fucks never operated alone. If he got into it with them, guaranteed there would be more assholes where they came from, and they’d probably be eager to gun for him—and possibly Richelle too. He had too much on the line with Lila to let this get out of hand.

      The goal was to get Richelle out the door, nice and simple. Then he’d figure out what the hell to do with her. But she’d be safe, and this would be over.

      If she was smart enough not to go back to the same bastards who’d nearly sold her. Sold her, for fuck’s sake.

      Every time he thought he’d seen the worst humanity had to offer, he hadn’t.

      “I’m good for it,” Mal said, voice low. “I’ll leave you what I have and be back in under fifteen.” Less if he could help it, because he needed to get this done and Richelle and him gone before the real Sampson showed up. “First I need to see with my own eyes that she’s in good condition.”

      The words stung his throat, but all he was thinking about now was getting in, getting the girl, and getting the fuck out.

      Vinnie glared at him for long enough that Mal braced, already judging height and weight. He could take out the wiry dude with no trouble. He just had no idea what was waiting behind him.

      “Don, we’re gonna let him see her, all right? Just a second. He wants some proof that she’s ready to go.”

      An unintelligible grunt came from inside. Vinnie stepped back, swinging the door wide as he made a c’mere gesture with his fingers.

      Mal stepped into their apartment and barely resisted doing a double take. He’d expected the place to be just this side of habitable, and instead everything was black and chrome and modern. The shades were pulled and tall thin candles were burning in a row in front of the TV where a movie Mal knew all too well was playing, set on mute.

      The Godfather. Figured.

      The guy stretched out on the long black leather couch never sat up. He just lifted his fingers as if he was cocking a gun and pointed to a hallway off the living room. “End of the hall.”

      Vinnie jerked his chin at Mal. “Go on. But be quick about it. You don’t get gone and get me that money and I’ll lower the price for the next guy who comes in here.”

      Mal nodded and was about to move past Vinnie when the other man held out a hand studded with gold rings. “About time for that down payment, don’t you think?”

      Mal fought not to smack the dude’s hand away. Instead he pried out his wallet and withdrew the sheaf of bills. He’d been running low before this, and he’d refused his ex-stepmommy’s offer to fund his excursion tonight. He was Martin Shawcross’s firstborn son, so of course he had money to burn. If he could spend it on racing and other unworthy pursuits, surely he could spare some for the philanthropic cause of rescuing a woman on the verge of being sold.

      Holy fuck, how was this his life?

      Mal slapped the money in Vinnie’s hand and lifted his brows. If he didn’t brazen his way through this, the gig would be up. “Remind me again how much we’re talking?”

      Vinnie was too occupied counting his current pile of green to answer at first. The figure he named would’ve made Mal rock back on his feet if he hadn’t already been reeling from this whole damn situation.

      So he nodded and sidestepped the guy to head down the narrow hall.

      “Five minutes,” Vinnie said distractedly, still flipping through bills. “Long enough to check her over and no more. No funny stuff.”

      Check her over? Christ.

      Mal nodded, but Vinnie wasn’t looking at him. He also didn’t follow him down the hall. He might have, if a knock hadn’t sounded at the door.

      “Bitch, you better have my money,” a man shouted.

      Mal rubbed the heel of his hand over his stampeding heart. Not Sampson then. Fuck, that’d been close. Was still close if he didn’t get his ass—and Richelle’s—out of there.

      The question was how.

      As quietly as possible, he opened doors on the way down the hall. The bathroom had telltale steps outside, and Mal swallowed hard, leaving the door cracked as he turned to check out the other rooms. He needed to know the lay of the land if they were to have any chance to make it out of there.

      The fire escape might be his only option. Possibly just for her, if he could shove her out and down the stairs before the assholes caught on.

      Once he reached the last door, Mal gripped the knob. The yelling in the living room was escalating, and now came the unmistakable crack of a fist hitting an object. From the sounds of things, flesh would be next.

      He wanted them both out of there before that happened.

      Turning the knob, he pushed open the door and squinted into the near darkness. A lava lamp in the corner offered the only light, and tinny music came out of unseen speakers. It was so low it had to be headphones maybe, or a phone. No, headphones definitely. Crashing drums, screaming guitars. The air reeked of pot and sickeningly sweet incense. Some fruity scent—plums maybe—and the smells of smoke and weed swam in his head.

      He pushed inside, his eyes finally adjusting to the low light.  Disappointment surged through him. She wasn’t here.

      Then he shifted his head and nearly staggered as a pale figure shifted in front of the window. Her long blond hair spun out as the woman danced. Moonlight caressed her almost translucent skin. She had long legs, capped by tiny shorts. A thin tank clung to her curves and magnified them as she moved just right, throwing back her head. She was lost to the music playing in her headphones, dancing in a way that leaned more on intrinsic rhythm than skill. Her arms rose above her head and her hips circled in figure-eights. And her breasts bounced, causing him to stiffen no matter how he hated himself for it.

      There was no time for looking and even less for touching.

      He moved toward her, his footsteps hushed by the plush carpeting. Just as he reached out to touch her, her eyes blazed open and he steeled himself for her to scream.

      But she just smiled at him, her big eyes hazy and unfocused. She kept dancing, her tongue tracing her lips.

      Though the gesture felt ridiculous, Mal lifted a finger to his mouth in the universal sign for silence. She nodded and kept moving, tilting her head so all that glorious blond hair spilled in every direction. She held out a hand to him, and he stared, on the verge of clasping it.

      “Mal, be careful. She’s…fragile. Women like her tend to bring out the desire to protect.”

      He shook off the stupor that had infected him since he’d walked into this room. This wasn’t happening now. Not with her.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Her smile fled. Her expression turned quizzical and she angled her head, waiting for an explanation he didn’t have words to give.

      Pointing at the wall, he lifted his brows. “Are you okay?” he repeated, keeping his voice as low as possible. “They didn’t touch you?”

      She ducked her head, and he decided that was probably a dumb question. Lila had said Vinnie was Richelle’s boyfriend at one time.

      He cocked a finger under her chin and lifted it. “Did he hurt you? Did he allow anyone else to hurt you?”

      Confusion blossomed across her face. It wasn’t conventionally beautiful. Her features were somehow at odds with each other. Her nose was upturned and dotted with freckles he could see even in this light. Her mouth was too wide, her brows too dark in contrast with her white-blond hair. Her scant curves and angular body and pale skin definitely weren’t the standard California chic.

      But she was arresting in a way he couldn’t forget.

      “No.” Her voice was a rasp. “Just…no. No one hurt me.” That little half smile reappeared. “Except me.”

      “Come on then.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her forward, stopping at the soft giggle that tumbled from her. It wasn’t brittle and broken, a hysterical sound caused by the traumas she’d suffered. Nor was it hysterical and unknowing, more from whatever she’d taken than from her.

      No, this sound was pure joy.

      “Where are we—”

      He shook his head and slammed his finger against his lips again. Her hand curled into his in a gesture of trust as she nodded. A smile still danced in her eyes. It was too dark to see their color or their expression, but he knew they’d be blue and mischievous behind the veil of whatever she’d shot into her system.

      Even beyond the pull still humming in his blood, he hated her for doing that to herself. For bringing them both to that point. At least she’d made the choice.

      Hell, she’d fucking chosen for them both. She was the reason he was in that apartment, wasn’t she?

      He dragged her to the door and pressed his ear to it, listening to the raised voices down the hall. There were no more sounds of fists plowing into walls, but the volume of their discussion hadn’t lowered. If anything, the men were even louder since there were now three voices involved.

      Behind Mal, the tinny music in Richelle’s headphones taunted him. That was normal life. Music, freedom, going fast. Pushing the limits—for himself, always. Because he couldn’t fucking trust anyone else.

      She leaned her forehead against his back, and fuck, she was singing softly to whatever was blaring into her head. So soft it was almost a whisper. Her fingers were twined with his like warm silk over steel. That grip was so much stronger than her ethereal appearance.

      Delicate outside, solid core. She won’t be broken by this. But you’re already broke, aren’t you?

      He pulled open the door—carefully, so fucking carefully—and shifted to push her into the hall, caging her within the circle of his arms as if he could shield her from any possible threat. She giggled and gripped his biceps, looking up at him, eyes so vast and deep it was as if he was falling. Too far, too fast.

      Deliberately, he turned his face away. It was too dark for her to make out much. Not that it mattered. He never intended to see this woman again.

      He nudged her forward, more roughly than was necessary. He didn’t want to hurt her, but she was too close. Too soft and needy, and shit, he didn’t mess around with any of that anymore.

      “Be careful, Mal.”

      He’d learned his lesson there. Never again.

      Something crashed in the living room. Fuck, it was time to go.

      Mal used his boot to push the bathroom door open wider. He drew her inside and into the tub, hauling up the cracked window in one smooth move. It groaned but not enough to make him pause. He followed up with the screen before taking a quick look at the fire escape. It appeared rickety, but it should get the job done.

      He flipped the brim of his hat around to the back, then pulled her in front of him and lowered his face to her plums-and-smoke-scented hair. Now the incense didn’t smell sickeningly sweet. On her, it was like fucking candy.

      Everything was.

      Or maybe that was her shampoo or lotion he was smelling. He didn’t know. All he knew was that he’d never erase the scent from his mind.

      Without searching for the source of the music, he hauled the headphones off her head. “Can you fly, little Ricki?” he murmured against her ear.

      If she’d giggled again, he might have happily wrapped his hand around her throat and squeezed. Not because she was happy, whether that was from the chemicals or just complete naïveté about her situation. But because she could be.

      He would’ve taken any fucking pill or powder that gave him that option, no matter the consequences. But those highs were brief. Fake. And he’d had enough plastic to last a lifetime.

      She turned her head and pinned him with desolate eyes, her laughter gone. It had vanished from her face as if it had never been there at all. “I keep trying.”

      On her hip, his hand clenched. Leaving bruises on fragile flesh. Purposely, so if she didn’t have any other reminders of this moment, she’d have that for as long as the marks lasted.

      He’d mattered.

      He pressed his mouth to the top of her head and sucked in a greedy breath. “You’re going down those stairs and you’re going to run. Understand me?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t look back, don’t wait for me. Don’t stop for anyone. Get help and don’t ever fucking come back here, no matter what.” This time her nod wasn’t enough. He shifted to grip her chin, drawing her up on her tiptoes until her eyes met his. “Promise me, Ricki.”

      He didn’t know why he was calling her Ricki. Lila had slipped and called her it once yesterday, but until two minutes ago, labeling her as Richelle in his head had been plenty. But now the name tripped off his tongue.

      She didn’t reply right away, just stared up at him. “I promise,” she whispered, her chin trembling. “I won’t come back here.”

      Satisfied, he shoved the headphones into her hands and gave her a boost out the window. Once her feet landed on the iron platform, his heart started beating again.

      She was going to be okay.

      But she didn’t run. Unsteadily, she crouched down and grabbed a hank of the hair poking out beneath his cap. Too damn long. “What’s your name?” she mouthed, as silent as the moon bathing her in an unearthly glow.

      “Your worst nightmare. Now go.”

      The corner of her lips lifted as she tugged on his hair. “Beautiful nightmare,” she breathed, leaning forward. He figured she was balancing herself on the sill, so he wasn’t prepared for her to dip down precariously to crash her mouth onto his.

      The kiss lasted ten seconds. Less. Her lips were rough, not soft. But the sweetness lingered even as she drew back and lifted her shaking hand to her mouth. To seal in his taste or to wipe it away, he didn’t know.

      Then she was gone.
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      Fucking blizzard.

      Again.

      Why was I even surprised?

      I was the jackass who had grown up on the outskirts of Turnbull, New York, snow capital of the northeast, and had escaped to sunny LA only to return.

      Voluntarily.

      No one had held a gun to my head or shackled my wrists. Nope, I’d strapped my surfboard to the roof of my SUV and made the trek home to buy property on the very edge of town. Outside of town, truth be told. Because the icy tundra in the city proper—ha ha—wasn’t enough for me. Might as well build a damn shack with my own two hands and surround it with pine trees and solitude.

      So much freaking solitude.

      True, it was just my vacation home. Cue more laughter. My place to escape from the rigors of being a famous rockstar.

      At least the rockstar part was right. In my head if nowhere else. The famous? Working on that. Wilder Mind’s first single was due to drop just after the holidays, and our manager, Lila Crandall, was prepping us for the big time. A lot of that was smoke and mirrors designed to build us up into being the showmen we weren’t quite yet, but under her bluster, there was a kernel of truth.

      Wilder Mind was poised to take on the world.

      Me? I was poised to chop some wood so I could hole up in my cabin and spend New Year’s Eve soaking up the silence.

      No other company. No other voices. Especially no incessant interview questions or even the shrill scream of fans. Not that we’d dealt with much of that yet. Only a taste. A hint of things to come if we were lucky enough to make it big.

      In the meantime, it would be just me and my old Taylor acoustic, a roaring fire, and a case of Coors.

      Hey, I never said I had highbrow tastes. So sue me.

      Blowing out a breath, I heaved the ax through the chilly air, savoring the pleasant burn in my muscles. I was chopping way more wood than I’d need for a weekend at the cabin. If I was lucky, I’d make it back to Turnbull a few times over the winter. With the single dropping, we’d be branching out. Spreading out to do shows some distance from LA, which meant all the press that went with that. I’d be talking myself hoarse before I was expected to go up and bleed out onstage for the price of a ticket.

      That was my role. My new role. The one I’d craved since I was a kid with a cheap thrift store guitar, a joint in my back pocket, and the requisite amount of teenage angst that made me think I could be a great songwriter.

      Now I was getting my shot, and the battered composition notebook I’d been lugging around for years—first in backpacks, then in briefcases during my brief stint working at Ripper Records—was definitely getting a workout.

      Just like my arms. I slammed the axe into the snowpack and threw back my head. Shit. The chill seared my lungs, yanking out my breath in icy puffs. And I still wasn’t smart enough to go inside.

      Nope, I kept splitting logs, continuing until the overcast afternoon turned into dusk. The foggy dark hung in ribbons of mist around my forest, and I didn’t stop until the distant cry of a lonely coyote made me think maybe it was time for that fire.

      We didn’t get a lot of coyotes out this way, but we had some. In this much dense forestation, you got quite the range of creatures. Even the occasional black bear. My mom had told stories about one coming up to the back door and rattling the knob of her folks’ old ramshackle place, but I had to think that was bullshit.

      Maybe I just hoped it. If a frigging bear couldn’t just break down a door, fuck the rest of us who rued being so goddamn polite all the time.

      Still, much as I lobbied for the rights of bears and coyotes, I wasn’t stupid enough to be whaling on logs after dark. Not when I had a twelve-pack and a hot shower waiting for my sore ass.

      “Getting soft,” I muttered after stowing the axe and piling up the wood to haul inside.

      I grunted as I made my way around the side of the cabin in the knee-deep snow, part of a cord of wood in my arms. Obviously, I needed to hit the gym harder before Wilder Mind went out on tour. My body freaking hurt. I was covered in sweat. Probably looked like a frigging maniac with snow sticking to my beardy face.

      I jumped around night after night onstage in closet-sized clubs and bars, but I wasn’t as hardy as when I’d lived in good old Turnbull full-time. Back when I’d worked on cars and picked up odd construction jobs to get by.

      It had been blind luck and a dose of small town friendliness that had even gotten my ass out to LA. Lila’s mom and pop ran the local orchard, and my mom had gotten to talking to Lila’s mother one day about how I didn’t want to be stuck working construction for the rest of my life. One thing led to another and under six months later, I’d been on a place out to LA to meet with Donovan Lewis, the head of the record label Lila worked for. We hit it off and though I didn’t know shit about selling anything that didn’t come in a bucket or wrapped in cellophane, I’d ended up as an account rep.

      Representing artists. Me. The guy who’d barely graduated high school but could schmooze a quart a milk out of a cow. Or so my mom had claimed to Lila’s mother.

      Because a way with cows surely meant a way with egotistical, often drugged out musicians. Right.

      Somehow it had worked though. Lila said I had a knack. Donovan had given me raises. A bunch of them, in short succession. The mogul some jokingly referred to as Lord Lewis didn’t shortchange his talent, and he’d seen something in me. I owed him and Lila a shit-ton of gratitude. First, for hiring me to represent some of their musical acts, and then for trusting me to front a band.

      The band part I had more familiarity with. I’d been stroking an acoustic long before I’d stroked my first girl. Let’s just say I’d done my share of touching both, and leave it at that.

      One more thing about Turnbull? They had some damn fine women, but it was hard to see them clearly under all the layers of outerwear when it snowed for what felt like half the freaking year. I preferred California women anyway. They seemed more good-natured as a rule. Maybe all the sunshine and hot temperatures put them in a better mood.

      And goddammit, I loved me a woman in a bikini.

      When I reached the front of my property and heard the squeal of tires, I didn’t react fast enough. Put the image of a half-naked, tanned woman in the mind of a man who’d nearly frozen his nuts off and who wouldn’t miss a car fishtailing off the road?

      Right into my ditch.

      Tires spun, spewing up snow and dirt and tiny rocks, and a horn went off about sixteen times. And I stared, my wood in my arms. Shocked as hell that anyone had even come down this practically deserted road in the first place, never mind took the curve way too fast and gone ass up in the ditch.

      The chick was now attempting to shimmy her way out of the driver’s side window. Painfully. With no shortage of groans and screeches and noises no adult female should ever make.

      Since she was moving—and frantically at that—I had to figure she couldn’t be too badly injured. Still, she could have done harm to herself she’d yet to realize.

      With more than a small sigh, I set down the wood on the short set of steps to the cabin, brushed off my hands on the thighs of my jeans, and trudged down the snowy hill to where the squealing damsel’s car was lodged.

      She turned her neck and gave me the biggest, brightest smile I’d ever seen. I was a little taken aback, since she was half in and half out of a window and her car was fucked up, if not totaled. It appeared to be an older model under the snow and grime, and an accident like hers could screw up the frame. If that happened, the vehicle was shot.

      Not that she seemed worried overmuch.

      “Hi!” she called over the rushing wind, her voice as cheerful as her expression. “Thank God for you.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I came around the ditch and eyed her lopsided car. “Yep, well and truly stuck.”

      She blinked at me from under the pink fringe of a stocking cap. “It’s just a little fender bender.”

      “Oh yeah? Then why are you climbing out of the window?”

      She wiggled. “Because the door won’t open.”

      “Seems a bit worse than a fender bender to me.” I came around the driver’s side, hooked my hands under her armpits in her heavy down coat, and simply plucked her out of the car.

      Only afterward did I think of possible internal injuries. Though what possible injury could’ve allowed her to jump and dance around now that she’d been freed, I did not know.

      The other thing I noticed about her right away? She was dressed as if she was in competition with the Michelin man, except her bulk was made out of layers. Many layers. She had earmuffs under her hat to go with her bulky scarf, huge coat, ski pants—likely layered over thermals—and some serious freaking boots with enough snaps and ties to secure a horse.

      And yet she was still jumping around, blowing on her gloved fingers, and laughing like a crazy person.

      “Whoa, that was nuts. I seriously feared for my life. I saw Jesus and heard angels and all that stuff.” She frowned at her car with its likely bent axel. “I paid extra for the best snow tires. I still skidded. That seems like a warranty violation. Don’t you think?”

      What I thought was this chick was going to talk my head off.

      “The forecast predicted two feet today. Typical lake effect. Are you not from around here?” Though it was hard to believe someone from a warmer climate would’ve been that well-prepared, but maybe. They did tend to have thinner blood than us hardy northern types.

      Though what the hell was I saying? I was a California boy now too.

      Happily.

      I’d never actually heard someone roll their eyes at me before, but her disgust was palpable. “Hello, look at me. Do I seem unprepared for this weather? If anything, I overprepared. In my trunk, I have a spare battery kit, a First-Aid kit, a tire repair kit and—”

      “Lady, I got it. You’re prepared. You just spun out. It happens.”

      She propped her hands on her hips. Or at least where I figured her hips would be. Hard to tell with her coat.

      “Very pragmatic of you, buddy, but now what? I’m stuck and I need to get to Mrs. Pringles’ before she goes to New Year’s Eve mass. This is her first year without her husband, and she puts on a brave face, but she and Joe were so in love. It was sweet to see, really. And if I can’t get there before mass, then I’ll have to wait until she gets back, or worse yet, go join her in the church, which would be okay except I kind of got ex-communicated last year.”

      I wiped away the flakes collecting on my face. I would’ve hoped my expression coupled with how I looked might’ve intimidated her—big, burly, bearded—but if anything fazed this one, it wasn’t me glaring at her during her endless monologue.

      “I’m sure I’ll regret asking this, but why, exactly, do you need to go to grandmother’s house?”

      She brushed snow off the arms of her coat. It was coming down faster than she could efficiently whisk it away. “Oh, she’s not my grandmother—”

      “That was a joke, Red.” I gestured toward her attire. Red and pink everything, which didn’t go together but somehow seemed to suit her. “You also have a car instead of a basket, but let me mix a metaphor or two.”

      “Ah. Big bad wolf, is it then? Sorry, you don’t seem to fit.” She marched toward me and grasped the side of my pants. “Wile E. Coyote sweats aren’t exactly scary, tough guy.”

      “Don’t touch,” I growled and that made her step back and cock her head, much like a puppy. Instead of a floppy ear, she had the bouncy pouf on top of her hat. “I can’t just touch you.”

      She seemed to think about that. It was getting darker, and the snowflakes falling between us were coming faster and harder. But if I wasn’t mistaken, she was pondering that comment as if I’d just said the most important thing she’d ever heard.

      “No,” she said after a moment. “I guess you can’t. You shouldn’t. Just because Derek ran off with Trini isn’t a reason for me to let strange men touch me. Especially ones wearing sweatpants.”

      “What’s wrong with sweatpants?”

      The most ridiculous thing about this whole conversation? I didn’t want to touch her. I was almost sure. So what if it had been a while for me? That was by choice. God knows I had women throwing themselves at me front, back and center, and it only promised to get worse as things took off with the single. I’d backed off the fuck-and-duck game simply because I’d gotten bored.

      I was tired of fake women cloaked in pretenses who just wanted me for my fame. As much as I exploited my growing fame to get any damn thing I wanted.

      Never said I wasn’t a fucked-up bastard, now did I?

      “There’s nothing wrong with them, per se. They’re just not fashionable.”

      Although my face felt as if it was freezing into place, I cocked a brow. “Oh, and that eye-searing combo you have on is? You practically have on a snowsuit. Like a child.”

      Her cheeks reddened. I don’t know how I could tell the difference considering she’d been awful damn pink from the wind to start with, but somehow, I knew I’d gotten to her. “I’m not a child. I’m a grown woman who likes to be prepared.”

      “Huh.” I crossed my arms and jutted my chin toward her car. “So how’s that working out for you?”

      She stepped forward, kicking up snow with her gigantic boots. Then she let her gaze wander down the front of me and let out a little harrumph. “And you know what else? Statistics say that eighty-eight-point-six of grown men who wear sweatpants are either still living in their mother’s basements or they’re serial killers.”

      Deliberately, I moved into her space, dwarfing her with my size. And yet again, she did not back down. “Those are some odds, Red. Are you feeling lucky?”
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