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	Love can be a beautiful thing.

	It can fill up your life with the warmth of its embrace and spread to every corner of your mind.

	It can quiet your soul.

	But when that love turns wrong, it twists and warps into something bitter and unrecognizable.

	The pain of it promises unyielding noise in place of that half-remembered silence.

	Lexie has lived with this pain for four years, pouring it into music that transformed Unquiet Mind into the most famous rock band in the world.

	But fame can also turn ugly, curl into that bitter version of love and endanger everything Lexie holds dear.

	The moment Lexie’s life is threatened, he comes back to ensure she stays alive.

	Killian.

	He’s not just back to save her life, he’s back to save her soul and to claim what’s his.

	Problem is, someone else already considers Lexie his, and he’ll kill to make sure she stays that way.

	 


[image: Image]

	To my Dad. 

	I may have lost the gift of your wisdom, but I’ll always feel your support. I miss you every day.  
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	“Hello, Los Angeles,” I murmured into the mic, my voice thankfully not shaking like the hand holding my guitar was.

	The returning roar was deafening. The sound filled up my mind, making my teeth chatter. It wasn’t mere sound; it was physical. The crowd in front of me was a pulse. It was like the sun; I couldn’t look too closely at it or I might be blinded. Or faint. Either way, I couldn’t think too closely on the fact that there were thousands of people in this arena to see us. We weren’t opening for another band or playing for some small gig. This was real. People paid to see Unquiet Mind. Our dream was coming true.

	I glanced to Wyatt who was at my side. He was grinning. Grinning at the crowd in an easy way like they were some cute girl he was trying to get to go home with him. I glanced to Sam, who wasn’t grinning. His usually cheerful face was stoic and he clutched his drumsticks so hard his knuckles were white under the fluorescent lights.

	Noah was regarding me, his beanie pulled low on his head, his eyes lazy. He looked like he always did before a show. Serene. Like he’d just done an hour of yoga or smoked a huge joint. He winked at me.

	I took a deep breath and turned to the screaming mass once more.

	“We’re Unquiet Mind and we’re here to rock your world.” My voice echoed through the arena.

	When my fingers ran along my guitar string and I sang the first word into the mic, the sound disappeared, like a black hole had opened up right there and swallowed it all up. All that was left was the music, flowing through me like a wonderful kind of energy. A temporary cure to an aching soul.

	The entire set was a blur, like some kind of half-imagined dream, or what I thought a drug trip might be like. 

	Then it wasn’t. One pure, lucid moment hurtled into my mind’s eye. My gaze locked with ice blue eyes that assaulted me every time I thought I might be escaping the heartbreak from that dock a year ago. They were there. Right there. In the crowd.

	He was there.

	Killian.

	And then, in the snap of forever, he was gone.

	The last word of the song left my lips and the roar entered my brain once more. I’d wonder for almost three years if that was a side effect of the nirvana of performing or if I’d began hallucinating.

	I never thought he was actually there. 

	Though I wished it. Every show I looked for those ice blue eyes.

	I never saw them again.

	Not until later.

	 


[image: Image]

	THREE YEARS LATER

	“These echoes of silence are a part of me.”

	-Lexie Williams

	You’re not meant to speak ill of the dead. I was pretty sure the same sentiment translated to thinking ill of the dead. But I couldn’t help it.

	“Andrew was the best of us. Selfless as he was kind, the world is a little less bright now that he’s left it for the warm embrace of our Lord.”

	Sam rolled his eyes and made a disbelieving sound from beside me, the very sound I was doing my best to suppress. Wyatt elbowed him subtly, glaring at him the way a parent might try to communicate a scolding in public when they couldn’t spank them. It was the way of those two, though Wyatt definitely shouldn’t be classed as the responsible one. Due to something I’d walked in on two months ago, I knew he was just the person to be spanking someone—just not a male someone.

	But seriously, selfless? Kind? Sam’s gesture was well founded. Andrew Bruntley was a lot of things, a long list of things. No one could ever accuse him of being kind nor selfless, not while he was alive anyway. Now he was dead, everyone seemed to forget that he was, in truth, an asshole. As soon as someone stopped breathing, unless they committed some horrible crimes, they somehow transformed in people’s minds. Every bad thing about them was forgotten, memories of the goodness replacing it. Sometimes qualities, like selflessness and kindness, were plucked from thin air.

	I guessed you couldn’t really say, “He was a narcissistic dick who didn’t care about anyone else but himself” in a eulogy, hence the imaginative euphemisms.

	I only thanked the Lord, who was unlucky enough to have Andrew in His warm embrace, that I didn’t have to go up there and lie through my teeth about my dearly departed boyfriend. That’s what both my publicist and manager had wanted. That’s what everyone at the godforsaken funeral were expecting. Aching for. Half of Hollywood seemed to be here—supermodels in the latest in funeral chic and actresses, who had previously despised him, crying crocodile tears. I’d imagine that less than a quarter of people here were mourners; the rest were spectators. A death, the death of a prominent movie star, and the invitation to the funeral were the hottest ticket around. That was sick, but that was Hollywood. Paparazzi were crowded around the entrance to the cemetery. They had followed the crowds of town cars like vultures. At least I didn’t have to worry about them snapping some photo of me, when my grieving girlfriend mask slipped.

	I was sorry he was dead. I wasn’t emotionless; I may have a huge hole in the place where my heart was meant to be, but I wasn’t cruel. Andrew was a bastard, an arrogant movie star, a chauvinistic prick, and so not my boyfriend, but he didn’t deserve to die. Very few people actually deserved to die. Only truly evil people who tainted the earth with their presence didn’t deserve to take breath in it.

	My heart stuttered.

	Like my father.

	My mind left the crowded cemetery, and the lies of the minister left my ears for a split second.

	“It was his rotten and twisted soul that took Ava and Steve from you.”

	Steg’s words came back to haunt me at times I least expected it. When I was distracted, when my soul was at its most vulnerable. The memories of those words worked like a pinprick on that shattered soul, tearing it just a little bit more, reminding me that I had poison running through my veins. That my father was so truly evil, he took two people away from me. That I was happy he was dead. I questioned if that happiness meant that I possessed some of that. If that twisted, rotten soul somehow passed on to me and it hid in the darkest depths of me, waiting, lurking.

	Someone squeezed my hand and I looked up to Noah’s attractive face, pinched with worry as he gazed down at me.

	“It’s over, Lex,” he murmured. 

	I looked around and people were whispering, their masks of grief still firmly in place. My eyes touched an actress who’d worked with Andrew on his latest movie. She gave me a sad look and wiped a tear from her perfectly made-up face with a silk kerchief. 

	One of her best performances to date, I thought idly.

	People approached the coffin, throwing roses on it. I had to restrain a snort at this. Andrew hated roses; he actually threw a bunch of them back at a fan who had run up to give them to him. Luckily, he had a good publicist who kept that little incident out of the media. 

	I felt eyes on me. There had been sideways glances during the service, people snatching glances covertly as they played their parts. Now, it was acceptable to look at me, to dissect me with their stares.

	It wasn’t a secret that I had been dating Andrew. Our tumultuous relationship had been splashed through the media, much to his delight. “Relationship” was a stretch to describe it. I didn’t do relationships. I would never put any inch of myself in a man’s hands again. That’s why Andrew had been perfect. He could never possibly hurt me because I hadn’t cared about him one bit. I didn’t even like him. 

	That was the beauty of it.

	Then he died. Drug overdose, they said. Certainly not a suicide. Andrew loved himself too much to end his life. I hadn’t even known he’d done any drugs apart from coke at parties. Then again, I didn’t try to know much about him.

	Which was one of the many, many reasons I didn’t speak at the funeral. I wouldn’t go up there and lie about what we had, about what he was. No crocodile tears for me. I may live in a city where you had to play a part to survive, but my band and I never pretended to be anything we weren’t. 

	“Try and make her go and talk at that dick’s funeral one more time, you’ll be looking for new employment,” Sam had snarled at Jenna, my publicist, when she’d been trying to convince me how “vital” my words would be. Vital for our career, for her paycheck, not for Andrew’s memory.

	It was the care for her paycheck that made her immediately back down at Sam’s words. That and surprise. Sam was the most easygoing out of us all. He was almost always smiling or joking. He almost always had a girl on his arm too, but that was a story for another day. He might treat life with a humor that I was envious of, but one thing he took seriously, that all the boys took seriously, was protecting me. 

	Which was why I was flanked by Noah and Wyatt, each holding my hand, their faces covered with dark glasses. 

	Sam stepped forward when a couple of supermodels tried to approach, no doubt to use condolences as an excuse to get the scoop on how Lexie Williams was coping with the tragic death of her famous boyfriend.

	“Yeah, not gonna happen, sweethearts,” he said, his face underneath his own dark aviators expressionless. “How about you go and pretend to eat at some restaurant? You still hungry, you give me a call.” 

	I imagined he would have winked underneath those sunglasses. Only Sam would try to pick up women at a fricking funeral. Except try wasn’t the right word; the supermodels looked offended for a split second, then the constructed, mournful look on their faces was replaced by catlike smiles.

	Sam didn’t give them time to say anything, just turned to me while I shook my head with the smallest twitch at the side of my mouth. It wouldn’t be good to actually smile right now, not with the eager eyes of everyone who was anyone in Hollywood looking for something to gossip about over their martinis later. Not that I cared about what they said, I just didn’t have the energy to battle the flame that would ignite. I was already battling with an army of paparazzi following me everywhere.

	“Let’s blow this popsicle stand,” Sam said, pushing his glasses onto his head and looking from side to side. “Cemeteries give me the fuckin’ creeps.” He leaned forward, whispering on the end. “Think about it, this ground”—he stamped his foot—“full of dead people.” He shivered and his attractive face screwed up.

	Wyatt scowled at him. “Dude.” 

	Sam raised his brows, daring him to say more. 

	Wyatt obviously didn’t think educating Sam on funeral etiquette was the most pressing thing at this juncture because he shook his head much like I did, just without the good humor, and started walking toward our blacked-out SUV. The boys surrounded me like human shields, their large bodies stopping anyone from approaching and also causing a barrier between me and any sneaky paps who might catch a shot from the walls.

	We approached the car and Clyde opened the door for us, his eyes crinkling a little at the corners as they touched on me.

	“Everything okay, Miss Williams?” he asked, his voice professional, yet his weathered face was tinged with concern.

	I smiled at him weakly. “It will be once you get us out of here, Clyde.”

	He nodded curtly. “I can do that, Miss Williams.”

	He closed the door after us and circled to get in the driver’s seat.

	Clyde was our driver and had been since it became apparent we’d actually need a driver two years ago, when we realized our popularity, our fame, wasn’t going anywhere. It wasn’t fifteen minutes for us. Nope. It had been almost four years since we’d moved to our loft in West Hollywood. Our advance from the record company meant we could have gotten a pretty decent apartment in any of the swanky suburbs filled with starlets and heiresses, as did the money from Ava and Steve that Mom had already offered me. But I didn’t want that. No. I didn’t want to be living in some pretentious apartment with the money I got as a result of my father murdering two of the most precious people in my life.

	When I received the rest of that money when I turned twenty-one last year, I’d donated all of it to charity. Every single dollar, to various causes Steve and Ava supported in life. By then I had more than enough money and I didn’t need the considerable amount they left me. More importantly, I didn’t want it.

	But almost four years ago, we weren’t earning millions or playing sold-out stadiums. We were a bunch of teenagers who had a lot of views on YouTube and a handful of fans back home in Amber. Hollywood was a different beast all together. Yeah, we had a record contract and a lot of zeros on our advance check, but that didn’t mean much. We were naïve then, but we knew fame could be fickle. We weren’t going to blow every cent of our earnings on some flashy place in order to construct some kind of image conclusive with rock stars. Flashy wasn’t us anyway. Well, flashy was Sam. Even now at a funeral, he was wearing platinum and diamond rings on every single one of his hands, and his fingernails were painted black. He had an armful of leather and silver bracelets on. His sunglasses, now back on his attractive face, were designer, as was his black shirt and buttery black leather jacket. He had on black leather pants too, which were tucked into biker boots with all sorts of hardware. The quintessential rock star. Or maybe just typical Sam. It was him. In high school, he wore a version of this, or what his budget allowed. Now he had more money, so he put more into his look. Outwardly he may have changed, but fame and fortune had failed to taint his soul. Any of my boys in fact. 

	Though I knew that at the start. 

	FOUR YEARS EARLIER

	Standing outside our new apartment building, I knew no matter what, whether we had success in the future or failure, these boys would always be who I fell in love with in high school.

	Zane and Mom had come to help us move. Well, Mom wasn’t helping us move on account of the fact she was sporting a tiny baby bump and Zane barely let her lift a coffee cup let alone a moving box. Not that she would have helped if she wasn’t carrying my little brother or sister. She “didn’t do” heavy lifting.

	“I’m coming for decorative purposes only,” she had declared. “And for fare welling my baby girl into the world that lies outside of the comfortable reaches of her childhood home. Murderers, thieves, people who drink green juice. A terrible world, but who am I to stop you from leaving the only mother you’ll ever have?” She’d been trying to disguise the emotion in her voice with sarcasm, but I heard it, maybe because I’d been feeling a version of it myself. I was feeling a lot more than that. I’d been dying inside as we put Amber in our rearview mirror and every person inside the town. One in particular.

	Mustn’t think of that, I chided myself. I couldn’t. Even in memories the hurt was so tangible I rubbed my chest absently, feeling the burn, the agony from that one little thought.

	Zane’s reaction the crumbling building in front of us after we’d pulled into the parking lot was not of excitement like Sam and the boys. It wasn’t the most attractive building, and the street it sat on wasn’t going to be winning any awards either. It wasn’t exactly the worst neighborhood, but it wasn’t Bel Air.

	“You’re not living here,” he declared after his eyes had scanned the building for approximately five seconds.

	I grinned at him. It wasn’t a grin, not really. It was stretching my facial muscles to trick the outside world into thinking I was happy or amused and not bleeding from the inside out.

	 “Of course we are, Zane. The lease is already signed.”

	His face hardened. “Don’t care,” he clipped. “No way in hell my girl is living in that”—he nodded to the building—“in this neighborhood. We’ll find something else. Something safer.”

	Before I could say anything, Mom stepped forward, putting her hand in Zane’s.

	“And yes, your version of something safer is most likely something like the White House in Washington, D.C.? Or perhaps some kind of fortress with a moat and armed sentries? This is where the kid’s living and I’m sure the boys will make sure she’s safe,” she said, her eyes on Sam, Wyatt, and Noah who had bags on their shoulders and were watching the exchange uneasily.

	We’d all fallen in love with the loft the moment the realtor had showed it to us. Sam had insisted on the neighborhood because “that’s where Nine Inch Nails had lived” and we needed to “suck up some of the leftover creativity.” It was also the only place we could get this much space for so cheap. We had the entire top floor. The boys had known Zane for years, knew how protective he was over my mom and me and they knew what a badass he was. It wasn’t just the fact he was in a motorcycle club, or the fact he was six foot of pure muscle and covered in tattoos. It was just him. You didn’t mess with him. So if he decided I wasn’t going to live here, I knew the boys weren’t likely to win the argument that would ensue.

	Luckily, my mom and I would. Zane may have been a big hardass to the outside world, one who barely spoke or smiled, but with me and Mom, he was a big softie. He smiled, even laughed on rare occasion.

	Hence Mom being able to convince him by reaching up to whisper something in his ear.

	His jaw went hard, then his eyes softened and lit up as he stared at Mom. He bent down to place a light kiss on her mouth, a large hand going to caress her small baby bump. It stayed there when he turned to the boys.

	“Anything happens to her, I hold the three of you responsible,” he barked.

	The boys nodded rapidly.

	“Already signed myself up to get a shotgun. Got nothin’ to worry about,” Sam told him confidently.

	I restrained a snort at this.

	Zane’s face was blank then he looked to Noah. “Part of protectin’ her means that clown does not go anywhere near a firearm.”

	I couldn’t contain my laughter at Sam’s crestfallen face and Wyatt’s grin. 

	Noah nodded. “You got my word,” he promised.

	But Zane was no longer looking at Noah. His gaze had moved to me the moment I let out the small, genuine giggle. I wasn’t sure, but it might have been the first one since—no, I wasn’t allowed to think of that. Not now. Not in the light, not when I was standing and the memory could bring me to my knees. Not when there were people, my people near, not when my world surrounded me and I couldn’t disguise my agony that came with those memories.

	Zane stepped forward. “Go and check out the space, will you, baby?” he asked Mom.

	She gave him a long look; then her eyes, dulling with sadness touched on me. “Sure, big man.” 

	“You don’t lift a fuckin’ thing,” he added.

	Mom snorted. “As if that would happen, with or without bun.” She rubbed her belly. “Come on, boys, let’s go and see where the pink sofa will go.”

	Sam’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. “Pink?” he repeated in horror, Mom’s teasing having its intended effect.

	Zane and I watched them walk across the parking lot, Mom throwing back her head in laughter and the boys smiling with her. We watched them until they disappeared into the building.

	“Been waitin’ for that,” Zane said roughly.

	I moved my gaze from the empty spot to Zane’s eyes. They were soft at the corner in that half smile that was reserved for Mom and me.

	“For Mom to make Sam’s head explode with the notion of anything pink entering his sacred space?” I teased.

	Zane stepped forward, his face hard. He squeezed my hand while his other hand went up to brush my cheek lightly. “For my girl to smile, to laugh again and actually mean it. Actually feel it.”

	A blade went through my soul at his words, at the meaning behind them.

	He didn’t wait for me to say anything, which was good because I couldn’t. “Ever since I claimed your mom, shit, before then, since I laid my eyes on both of you, I’ve worried about you. Your safety, your happiness. You and your mom, you’re always on my mind. Don’t expect that worry will ever go away, even when you smile and laugh like you used to. When you’re happy.” He paused. “But that worry’s been eating me up inside knowing my girl’s hurting, that she’s bleeding and there’s not a thing I can do but watch and wait for her to heal herself. For her beautiful soul to chase out the dark,” he murmured. “That smile. That laugh, the real one, not the ones you’ve been painting on your face for your mother’s sake, that’s what I’ve been waiting for, Lex. Doesn’t take the worry away, but makes me feel a fuck of a lot better leavin’ you here. Lettin’ you paint the universe with your beauty. A father will always worry about his girl. I know that. That weight on my chest is gonna be a bit lighter knowin’ that you’re laughin’ again.” His eyes never left mine.

	I blinked rapidly, tears forming in my eyes. They could not fall. They would not fall. I hadn’t cried. Not since that terrible night when I’d sobbed into my mom’s arms, exhausting myself with tears. I never would again. I couldn’t. Because if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop. I’d drown in the depth of my sorrow. So it was through sheer force of will and self-preservation that I blinked away an ocean of tears.

	Zane was content in the silence to let me gather myself. He’d lived most of his life in that silence. Well, the four years of his life that he’d trudged through the barren wasteland of his own grief. Now silence was the furthest thing away from what he lived in. Mom and I didn’t do silence. Our life was loud. You’d think someone who seemed to feel most comfortable in quiet wouldn’t fit in our unquiet life. You’d be wrong. Zane fit in like that’s where he’d always belonged.

	With us.

	Even though he didn’t live in silence anymore, he knew when I needed it. Sensed that my unquiet mind craved those moments of stillness that it had been deprived of ever since… then. Since my heart shattered into a thousand pieces. I hadn’t had a snippet of quiet since then. How could I when my soul screamed with the agony of it all? How could I when the only person who gave me that quiet strode out of my life, trampling me with his motorcycle boots as he left? Right here outside my new apartment, outside my new life, I got a snatch of what I’d taken for granted with him. The quiet. I was at the precipice of two different worlds, two different lives. I was really leaving it all behind. Literally. There was one person I could never leave behind, regardless of the fact that’s exactly what he did to me. He’d always lurk at the back of my mind as he had since the moment I’d laid eyes on him. But now his presence was pain, constant and unyielding. A pain I was learning to live with, but a pain that was changing me. 

	I looked up at Zane, finding my smile amidst the pain. “I’m happy,” I lied. “I’m happy that my mom’s got you. That you’ve got her. That I’m going to have a little brother or sister to spoil rotten. That I’ve got you. A father. A real one,” I whispered. “Love you, Zane, to the moon.”

	Zane’s eyes glistened, like there were unshed tears lingering behind that strong façade. Then it was gone, making me think it might have been a trick of the light. I didn’t get time to inspect his face for more signs of emotion and vulnerability on the strong man I considered not my adopted father but my only father, for his huge arms circled me and I was pulled into his chest. I inhaled the scent of leather and smoke, the familiarity giving my soul a fresh lance of pain before I relaxed into it. Zane kissed my head.

	“Love you, girl, to the moon,” his said against my hair.

	Before the moment could become any more heartbreaking, before I had to address the most words Zane had said in a cohesive sentence for a long while, I was saved by the bell. Or saved by the Sam.

	“Lexie!” His voice carried over the parking lot. “You have to come in here right now. We’re having room drama. Wyatt’s claimed the room that I specifically said was mine from the start. You have to fix it. Otherwise, we’re looking for a new bassist because I’ll bludgeon our current one with my drumsticks.”

	I pulled out of Zane’s embrace and shook my head at him the way an exasperated parent might at her squabbling children.

	Zane didn’t return the look with any humor, not even with his version of a grin, the crinkling at the corners of his eyes. He eyed me for a long moment, concern tangible in his gaze before he let me go.

	I turned my back on him to help stop one of my best friends from murdering the other over a bedroom. I turned my back on the life I had before, on the past that held my heart. I turned my back on it all with a promise to myself I’d never open myself up to someone, to something that could come so close to destroying me.

	It was my family, my boys, and my music that would become my soul now. 
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	PRESENT

	“Thank fuck that’s over,” Sam declared, sinking back in his seat. “Seriously, if I heard one more person spouting lies about what a saint Drew was, I was about to go up there and set them all straight on what a complete and utter asshole the guy was.”

	We were back at mine and Noah’s place. We’d sadly left our loft behind almost three years ago, when our self-titled album went platinum, we got the cover of Rolling Stone, and fame seemed to explode into our lives, touching every corner of it. A rustic loft in West Hollywood wasn’t suitable with the fame wave we found ourselves to be riding. It wasn’t that we suddenly became unhappy with our home nor the colorful and gritty neighborhood we’d grown to love; we’d still be there now if we had any say in it. Our building had little-to-no security and anyone could waltz up to our front door. The first couple of times it had been kind of funny when female fans had done it, and Wyatt and Sam had been more than happy to entertain them. It wasn’t funny when one overly enthusiastic male fan had cornered me in the stairway. I didn’t think he actually would have hurt me, or maybe that was just my hopeful mind, but I didn’t get to find out, luckily, since Noah had been there to give the guy a black eye and a concussion and the police had been called. 

	My mother and Zane were not called. I talked to Mom every day and facetimed her and my brand new little brother, Rocko whenever I could. But she had her hands full and I wasn’t keen on topping that little incident onto her pile, especially since I would have most likely been faced with Zane the moment Mom called him. He was overprotective, and he didn’t need to be worrying about me. They didn’t need any more blips on their finally cloudless horizon. That had already happened the day Rocko was born. The day Mom almost died from a complication giving birth to him. The day I saw the demons, new and ferocious ones, behind Zane’s eyes when I arrived at the hospital, when I thought I would be losing my mom and realized if that happened I’d lose my newly official father—the adoption papers had arrived months earlier. So I didn’t want anything such as that incident worrying them.

	Instead, we employed the best publicist in the business to keep the incident out of the tabloids and moved into a gated community in Calabasas. Noah and I decided to get a place together and Sam and Wyatt each got places less than twenty minutes away. We spent pretty much all of our time together, hence being so close. The only reason we hadn’t all lived together again was because Wyatt and Sam lived the rock star lifestyle with parties and girls. Noah and I enjoyed a slightly more low-key existence, as low-key as we could get anyway.

	In addition to this, we all bought a beach house in Malibu where we spent our precious little downtime. Being a famous rock band was busy. Understatement of the century. When we weren’t recording or rehearsing or writing, we were touring. When we weren’t touring, we were doing press. Not that I complained. Busy was good. Busy was great. Constant motion meant my mind was always full of thoughts. It’s when it was empty, when I was stationary, that the danger came. That the memories came. So I was never stationary.

	Apart from now. We hadn’t worked since the news of Drew’s death broke, not that we were overcome with grief. I had been shocked numb for a while, but I wasn’t beside myself with emotion. We hadn’t worked because the press went insane as soon as they got a hold of it. Paps were part of this life, an undesirable part, sure, but a necessary evil. They came with the territory, and they loved Unquiet Mind. Mostly because Sam and Wyatt were always doing something that sold papers. 

	They loved Noah and me too for different reasons. It was because we rarely did anything that sold papers. It was because we were different that they became fascinated, followed us everywhere, waiting to uncover some dark or dirty secret. Luckily, the publicist we hired was the best at her job and our dark and dirty secrets were buried deep.

	No one knew about the Sons of Templar or my connection to them. Partly because I never went home to Amber, only to see Rocko the day he was born, before we started getting followed everywhere we went. Zane visited regularly, but we didn’t get snapped together when he did. And he didn’t wear his cut on the off chance that we did.

	My past, everything with my father, it was sealed tight. I was constantly worried it would come out, but that was a worry for another day. Now I had to think about how to navigate the coming weeks of a press circus. Well, maybe not right now. Right now I was giving myself the luxury of sitting in my living room with my boys, who were bickering the only way they could, like the brothers they were.

	Wyatt and Noah glared at him in a synchronized motion that looked like they’d rehearsed it. I guessed they had; they did it whenever Sam said something inappropriate—every day in other words.

	“Bro,” Wyatt hissed through his teeth, not so subtly nodding his head toward me. “Ever heard of the saying ‘Don’t speak ill of the dead’?” he said, mirroring my earlier thoughts.

	Sam snorted. “So I’m supposed to pretend I liked the guy just because he snorted too much coke and ended up six feet under? Fuck that. I’m sorry he’s dead and all,” he said with a glance to me, “but that’s not going to stop me from speaking my mind.”

	“I think a bullet through the forehead will be the only thing that stops that mouth from spurting out bullshit on a daily basis,” Noah murmured.

	Sam glared at him but didn’t rise to the bait. He leaned forward, grasping the bottle of whisky on the coffee table and unscrewing it. He poured four shot glasses to the brim and then handed them around the group.

	“Now, the guy was a dick, but at least he introduced me to that actress who did yoga, what was her name?” he trailed off, scrunching up his nose.

	“Sam,” Wyatt snapped with impatience.

	Sam jerked out of his trance. “Right, yep, wrong time. I might look her up after this though,” he pondered. “So here’s to one of the worst actors in Hollywood and to the guy who, for better or for worse, was part of our lives. Sorry you’re dead, bro.” He lifted his glass to the ceiling. “To Drew.”

	“To Drew,” I murmured as Wyatt and Noah said it in unison and we all brought our glasses to our lips. I quickly swallowed the bitter liquid, screwing up my face as it burned all the way down to my stomach. 

	I didn’t drink. Hugely strange for anyone in Hollywood, anyone my age, and certainly the lead singer of a rock band. But it wasn’t me. Sure, I’d have a glass of champagne at events, or some red or a beer when Noah and I were curled up on the sofa watching bad TV, but I didn’t drink. Not really. I’d done it once. Once I realized how numb it made me feel. How it made me forget. At the time I thought I’d discovered to cure to my broken heart, my broken soul—a strong martini. Then I learned it only made you forget for a time. The more you drank, the more the feelings became something different, became harder to banish to that dark corner of my mind. Drinking for me didn’t mean escaping my demons; it meant facing them. Something I so didn’t want to do. That’s why I shook my head when Sam motioned to refill my glass.

	He shrugged. “More for me.”

	None of the boys blinked at my distaste for alcohol, nor did they pressure me to partake when we were at one of many industry parties or nightclubs. They accepted it. Accepted me. 

	Wyatt sipped from his glass which Sam had refilled, eyeing me. “How are you really, Lex?” he asked softly. “Now we’re away from the cameras and the bullshit people.”

	I sighed, sinking back on the sofa. “I’m okay. That’s the thing. I’m okay. I’m sad he’s dead, sure, but I’m not about to curl into a ball of despair. Does that make me a horrible person?” 

	Sam snorted, but his face was soft, kind. “Makes you human, babe. I wouldn’t like to live in a world where you were considered a horrible person.” He shivered. “What would that make me?” He did another shot.

	Noah reached over to squeeze my hand. “Babe, it’s no secret to us you didn’t like the guy. Thank fuck. We’d have to stage an intervention if we had an inkling you did.” He paused. “We got why you were with him, though. ‘Cause you didn’t like him. No danger there. You never have to pretend with us. Maybe out there.” He nodded to the floor-to-ceiling windows in our lounge treating us to the twinkling lights of Hollywood in the distance. “But not in here, not with us.”

	I squeezed his hand and my eyes glistened as I regarded my boys. 

	“I love you guys, to the moon,” I whispered.

	Wyatt raised his glass. “Love you right back, baby girl.”

	Noah winked at me and squeezed my hand.

	Sam looked to the sky. “Jesus,” he groaned. “Is this going to turn into a circle jerk? Do I have to tell you all how my teacher spanked me in the second grade and now I’ll never look at a ruler the same again?”

	I snorted out a laugh, which Wyatt and Noah soon followed. 

	“Love you too, Sammy.” I blew him a kiss.

	He rolled his eyes. “Of course you do, you’ve met me.” His tone may have been full of nonchalance, but I knew what lay behind his eyes. He was returning the gesture. But Sam didn’t do touchy feely. His Dad really did a number on him.

	A ringing jerked me out of my thoughts of asshole fathers. I glanced down at my phone and stood when I saw who it was, leaving the boys with a meaningful look.

	“Hey, Mom,” I said as I wandered into my kitchen, perching on a barstool.

	I loved our kitchen. We’d had it totally redone when we’d moved in. Both Noah and I loved to cook, hence the huge industry stove and oven and expanse of white countertop spanning the room. There was a white island covered with marble, which always had fresh flowers on it. Today it was lilies. Everything about our kitchen was white, apart from the pictures perched on the walls, their frames shades of pastel blues and turquoise. Photos of us playing, rehearsing. Photos of us crowed around a hospital bed with Mom cradling a baby Rocko. Steve and Ava smiling at us. Memories.

	Only the good ones saw the light. The other ones, the ugly, painful ones were hidden in the depths of my tortured mind.

	“Hey, dollface.”

	“Before you ask, I’m fine,” I told her, guessing that her call was to gage my state of mind, as had the other four I’d received today. I had only barely managed to stop her and Zane from driving up for the funeral. I did not want them anywhere near the circus, not like it was now.

	I almost heard her disbelieving frown on the phone. “Not according to TMZ. According to them, you’re beside yourself and are refusing to eat or sleep.”

	I rolled my eyes, swiveling on the stool so I faced the floor-to-ceiling glass that overlooked the valley and various trees. From this spot, it looked like my house was in the middle of nowhere, secluded. It was as secluded as you could get in Hollywood, nestled up a hill and disguised by huge trees. My driveway was long and winding, but I still had neighbors at the bottom of it. 

	“Well, if they reported it, it must be true.”

	“Good, because someone else said you’re carrying his lovechild and I’m knitting booties as we speak,” she deadpanned.

	“Come on, Mom… you don’t knit.”

	She sucked in a gasp, and I could just imagine her holding her hand up to her chest dramatically. “I do so. I’m an excellent knittress,” she argued. “I’m getting all my grandmotherly duties underway. I baked cookies not one hour ago.”

	I raised a brow. “You baked cookies,” I repeated, my voice saturated in skepticism. 

	There was a pause. “Okay, I didn’t exactly bake said cookies. Zane baked them.”

	“Zane baked them?” I repeated in disbelief. The image of Zane, my big, bad, tattoo-covered, biker, leather-wearing, all-around-badass father donning an apron and baking cookies was enough for me to let out a snort of laughter. A real one.

	“The word bake may be a slight stretch,” Mom corrected. “He made some cookie dough mixture, threatening some very serious punishments if I told anyone about making said mixture, obviously telling you doesn’t count.” She paused. “Plus, I would like to see what punishment he has in mind—”

	“Mom. Remember you’re talking to your daughter right now,” I reminded her. “I don’t want to have to find one of those memory eraser things like they have in Men in Black.”

	“Whatever. Anyway, he had to answer a call outside, because I’m known to eavesdrop on conversations that are meant to be for ‘club members only.’” I could also imagine her air quoting that to go with her sarcastic phrasing. “Which means it’s his fault really, and he had no reason to be mad at me when he came back in.”

	“What was his fault?”

	Mom sighed dramatically. “I’m pregnant. Obviously, that’s his fault too, but leaving a pregnant woman alone with an entire bowl of cookie dough? What did he come down in the last hot-guy shower?” she asked me seriously. “Of course I was going to eat the entire bowl. I’ve got cravings.”

	I didn’t add in that she would have most likely eaten the entire bowl if she hadn’t been pregnant; this conversation was far too entertaining. 

	“Then he started, like, freaking out about the fact I ate it all, like I endangered our unborn child by eating some raw cookie dough. Seriously, you would have thought I’d just drank an entire bottle of tequila the way he carried on.” She paused. “I miss tequila,” she declared wistfully.

	“Mom, you’ve actually met Zane, right?”

	“Well, I’ve been married to the man for four years and have a terrorsome toddler with him, so we’re aquatinted,” she said dryly.

	“Then you know he’s protective. Beyond protective. They need to invent a word for just how much he worries about you. With good reason.” I remembered the dramas of years ago, of Mom getting kidnapped by my insane father, of him nearly killing her. Then even further back when Zane lost his first girlfriend. When she was murdered. Yeah, he kind of had good reasons to be protective. Life had punched him in the gut so many times, I bet he was walking around bracing himself for the next blow. 

	“And you’re pregnant,” I added. “This is also another reason for him to be a little more high-strung than normal.”

	“High-strung?” she repeated. “Yeah, you can call making me call the fricking doctor’s office in order to make sure the raw eggs in the cookie dough wouldn’t give our kid an extra head or something high-strung. Like I don’t know. This isn’t my first rodeo. You should have seen what I ate with you, look at you now, hardly any brain damage.”

	I smiled again, but this was a sad smile. “Mom, the last time you were pregnant, he almost lost you. We almost lost you. Give him a break, for me, okay?” I requested softly.

	I could almost feel the change in her mood from across the phone. “Yeah, doll, for you,” she replied.

	Mom was pregnant with baby number two. My little brother was almost three and I loved him more than anything on this planet. I didn’t know it was possible to love such a tiny human so much. Watching his little chubby face light up when Zane threw him in the air was pretty much the most beautiful thing I ever witnessed. Watching Zane with him was the most wonderful thing I’d ever witnessed. He loved his son with a ferocity and gentleness that was breathtaking. But he also loved Mom with that same fierceness. So although he’d been happy when she announced baby number two was coming, I knew his mind went back to that dark place it was in the day Rocko was born. 

	“What?” I heard Mom snap, the sadness gone from her voice. “Stop eavesdropping. I’m not allowed to listen to club business, you’re not allowed to listen to Lexie business.”

	I could hear her perfectly, but I knew she wasn’t talking to me.

	“Clue in, babe. Lexie business is my business,” a deep voice replied in the background.

	Mom didn’t respond to this, just sighed, pretending she was some exasperated wife. I knew different. I knew she was most likely glowing with happiness.

	“You’re on speaker,” she declared. “Zane and Rocko have just come in from the garage. I swear Rocko’s going to be affected by bike fumes with the amount of time he spends out there. It’s your fault if he starts huffing glue when he’s older,” she said to Zane.

	I rolled my eyes. As if Zane would do anything that would put a hair on Rocko’s beautiful dark head at risk.

	“Hey, Peanut,” I called, my voice soft.

	“Exie!” I heard his excited little baby voice. “My Exie.”

	I smiled big this time. A real one. My little brother was the only man who would hold all my heart. That cured my broken soul. 

	“Lex, you okay?” Zane asked, concern evident in his tone.

	“Yes, Zane. I’m okay.”

	“You need to come home,” he declared. “Those fuckin’ vultures aren’t leavin’ you alone. I don’t like it.”

	“Zane!” Mom scolded. “Language.”

	“Babe, he’s a boy. He’s gonna swear.”

	“He’s three, Zane. A three-year-old does not swear,” she argued.

	“Fuck,” Rocko’s baby voice chimed in.

	I burst out laughing at this and at the sound that came from Mom.

	“Okay. Let’s go and take you away from your foul-mouthed father and cleanse that brain with some Wiggles. They never swear,” Mom said. “Bye, baby. I’ll text you tonight again. Call me whenever you need me. I’ll get on the road the moment you ask.”

	“I’m fine, Mom. You stay there and make sure my little brother keeps learning all the four letter words,” I teased. “Love you.”

	“Love you,” she replied.

	“Ove oo!” Rocko called.

	“Love you, Peanut, to the moon.”

	There was a rustling as I heard Mom leave.

	“I’m serious, Lex. You need to come home. Or I’m comin’ up. Don’t like you dealin’ with this shit. And I do not fuckin’ like the amount of fuckin’ dregs of society that swarm you ever since this shit broke,” Zane growled.

	“It’ll die down,” I tried to reassure him. 

	“Not fuckin’ likely. It was already out of control before that asshole bit it.”

	“Yes because Drew died in order to make my life more difficult,” I replied dryly. 

	Zane didn’t like Drew. No, that was an understatement. Zane despised him. He’d happened to meet him when he and Mom had surprised me a couple of months ago. I seriously thought he might actually shoot Drew when he first met him.

	“No, you’re better off without him,” he continued.

	“You do realize he’s dead, Zane, and saying stuff like that isn’t exactly kind?”

	“Don’t care. You’re coming home or I’m comin’ down and gettin’ a prospect on you from now on,” he declared.

	My heart dropped at either of these options. I hadn’t been home, not since Rocko was born. Mom and Zane had come up here for one Christmas, then the rest I’d been touring. I would never step foot in Amber again, not until I could breathe easy knowing I might run into… him. Until I thought seeing him might not kill me. In other words, never. And Zane coming here, getting someone from the club to follow me around? I’d feel suffocated. I’d be reminded of… him.

	“That’s unnecessary. I’ve got the boys. I’ve got Clyde. And if it gets out of control, which I’m sure it won’t, I can call Duke,” I lied. I so wasn’t going to call Duke. He worked security for us now and then, only when we thought things might get crazy at concerts and signings. He worked for Keltan, Gwen’s friend. Keltan opened a security business in L.A. a few years ago and had a reputation of employing the best of the best. Their offices were full of muscly and drool-worthy men who could kill a man seventy-two different ways using just their pinky fingers. Okay, I made that up, but that’s how I imagined it.

	There was a pause. Zane knew Keltan and had met Duke on multiple occasions, considering he came to as many of our concerts as he could. He and Mom. Duke, unlike Drew, he liked. Maybe because Duke was a different breed, a true badass, not just a perfumed actor who played one on TV and didn’t know how to cock a gun in real life.

	“You call Duke the minute it gets worse, or stays the same for that matter,” he commanded.

	I sagged, happy I’d won this one. I would have loved to see Zane, but not under these circumstances, and I knew he didn’t like to be away from Mom and Rocko, especially with Mom pregnant. He’d do it for me in a heartbeat.

	“Cross my heart,” I promised.

	“Seriously, Lexie. Your safety is the most important thing to me. Don’t play around with it.”

	I was smiling good-naturedly at his words, letting the warmth of having someone like him caring about me and Mom so much when the smile froze on my face. I’d been regarding the shrubs outside my windows when my eyes touched something that should not have been there.

	“Yep, promise. I’m safe and sound,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “Got to go now, Zane. Kiss Mom and Rocko for me.”

	“Lexie—”   

	I knew he heard it in my voice, but I hung up quickly, my eyes on the window.

	On the shadow of a person lurking in the bushes, watching me.
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	He downed the shot he had just poured for himself. He savored the burn and the slight cloudiness that came moments after the liquid slid down his throat, though it would never actually do more than that. It would never do enough. He’d need a thousand bottles to actually make a difference. The problem with drowning your sorrows was that it was damn near impossible to drown the ocean. That’s what his sorrows were. Oceans.  He went for trying to forget them instead. Albeit temporarily. He had a long way to go and he’d already finished half the bottle.

	Two things took the edge off the pulsing pain that had been constant for almost four years. Booze and fighting. He’d only just had a fight a week ago, so alcohol it was.

	He sighed and poured another.

	“Lexie Williams, lead singer of Unquiet Mind and the rock world’s darling leaving the funeral of her boyfriend, actor Andrew Bruntley. She was flanked by her band members who’ve rarely left her side. It’s said the star is taking his death hard…”

	Killian’s entire body stiffened at the sound of the television that up until now had been background noise. His body moved from the slumped position along the bar to sit up and twist around. Preferably to smash that fuckin’ TV into smithereens. Or shoot it. Anything to shut it up. To stop hearing about her with anyone. He was going to hell because he was fuckin’ glad the fucker who touched his girl was dead. He’d barely been able to contain himself when the first images broke of them leavin’ some club, his hands on her. His girl. Now, he was dead. The respite would be short, he guessed. Lexie, his freckles, had turned into something more beautiful than she’d already been. She was a woman now. Some other Hollywood fuck would have his manicured hands on her in no time. Those thoughts tortured him.

	He squeezed his glass tighter. It was surprising it didn’t shatter. 

	Not only was he glad the fucker was dead, he was fuckin’ jealous, jealous that she was mourning over him. Then he hurt knowing she hurt. That she had to lose another person in her life. She didn’t need that shit. More loss.

	Fuck. 

	The TV needed to be turned off. Or more accurately, shot full of bullets so he didn’t have to hear any more of this shit.

	He had been planning on doing that, until his blurry eyes focused on the images on the screen.

	Lexie, surrounded by cameras, by a huge crowd of them. Swarming her. Sam, Wyatt, and Noah were flanking her, their faces grim and tight with fury as they navigated the crowd.

	“Sam Kennedy was unable to control his temper as they pushed through the cameras,” the voice on the TV continued.

	“Get the fuck out of the way, assholes, before I put a fist through that fucking camera,” Sam growled at the men who were crowding Lexie. Surrounding her.

	She looked small, tiny, amidst the crowd of men. Dark glasses covered most of her face and her head was down, her beautiful golden hair piled on top of her head, wayward curls escaping.

	She was beautiful, as always.

	But Killian couldn’t focus on that. He was focusing on the fact that Sam, Wyatt, and Noah were struggling to get through the crowd of them. They weren’t small, those boys. He guessed they were men now; they looked it. All of them had gained muscle, a shit ton of it. All were covered in tattoos. Noah, the biggest of them all, was pushing them away with ferocity. But still, it wasn’t enough. Those camera-toting bastards outnumbered them, desperate for the story. For a photo.

	It had been bad since Lexie became famous. Really famous. Killian avoided watching her on TV, looking at photos of her, any of it really. But it was hard to avoid someone who had taken over the world. Unquiet Mind dominated news, it seemed. Sam and Wyatt did enough stupid shit to constantly be in the news. But the paps were fascinated with Lexie, with the beautiful, down-to-earth rock star who didn’t party, didn’t do drugs, and whose throaty voice would make any man in a hundred-mile radius hard as a rock.

	So no, he couldn’t watch that shit. But when he couldn’t avoid it, he barely stopped himself from driving out to L.A. and shooting every single paparazzo. They were obsessed with Lexie. Followed her everywhere. To lunch, out shopping, the fuckin’ grocery store. 

	This was somethin’ different. This shit was insane. This could get Lexie hurt. He wouldn’t stand for that. She’d been hurt enough.

	He should know; he was the one who hurt her. Who’d destroyed her. The reason why in all those pictures, in every concert she played, she was beautiful, beyond beautiful, but she was broken.

	He’d done that. He broke her. 

	The pictures on the screen were now moving to various images of Lexie, some with the dead fuck, some stills of her in concert.

	“Bro, you used to tap that, right?” 

	Killian’s head snapped up to the prospect whose eyes were glued to the TV screen. The very dumb fuckin’ prospect. Killian hadn’t liked him since he started prospecting a couple of months ago, but he still had another six months or so before he could vote no on his patch.

	Killian stared at him, his fists clenched. “Say again?” 

	Anyone else, anyone with a fuckin’ brain cell would read Killian’s tone and register the danger lurking beneath it.

	Anyone but this dumb fuck.

	He nodded toward the TV. “Lexie. Bull’s old lady’s daughter.” 

	“Bull’s daughter,” Killian corrected through gritted teeth.

	“Yeah, whatever.” The prospect threw up his hand in a ‘it doesn’t matter’ gesture. “Just between us, what was she like in the sack? She looks like a fuckin’ wild little piece. All innocent on the outside, but I bet that snatch—” 

	The prospect’s words were cutoff when Killian launched across the room to throw him against the wall, his gun out of his jeans in a split second and pointed at the prospect’s temple.

	“You want to die today?” Killian asked, his voice flat. 

	The prospect’s eyes bugged out, but Killian’s hand at his throat meant he couldn’t answer.

	“’Cause that’s what’s gonna happen. I’ll put a bullet in your skull for even thinkin’ bout her. Sayin’ that shit. You do not speak about her, unless you want to die. You ready to meet the reaper?”

	“Shit, the prospect fuck up the taco order again?” an amused voice asked before Killian could make good on his promise.

	Killian’s gaze flickered to the door where Lucky and Cade had just entered, not loosening his grip on the prospect or lowering his piece.

	Lucky was glancing at him amused. “I know it’s annoying when he forgets the hot sauce, but, bro, do you really want to shoot him? If you kill the prospect, who will clean up his blood? Not me.” He bit into an apple with a smile and sank down on the sofa behind them, switching the channel and putting his attention to the TV.

	Cade was a little less blasé about the situation, maybe because he registered the murderous glint in Killian’s eyes. He stepped forward, his face blank as always. 

	“You wanna loosen your grip, brother? Prospect’s turning blue,” Cade remarked casually, crossing his arms as he came to stand beside him.

	“Good,” Killian replied, glaring at the man who he was holding, who was indeed changing color. “Fucker deserves it.”

	His president didn’t betray any emotion. “Let me be the judge of that. We try not to make a habit of killing prospects, fucks with our membership.”

	Killian didn’t move, but he loosened his grip enough so the prospect could suck in a mangled breath. He didn’t lower his gun.

	“I’m assuming there’s a good reason for this.” Cade nodded his head to the gun.

	“We shouldn’t have a prospect who talks shit about the club’s family. Who doesn’t respect that.”

	Cade’s body stiffened a smidgeon at Killian’s words, his jaw stiffening. Family, loyalty, and respect were more than important to the club. It was the foundation of the brotherhood. Cade took that shit seriously.

	“Lexie?” he guessed correctly. Cade was shrewd and didn’t miss a thing.

	Killian nodded sharply.

	Cade sucked in a breath. He eyed the prospect. “You should be glad Bull wasn’t here. We’d be cleaning your brains off the walls right now.”

	“Who says we won’t be?” Killian asked, serious.

	“’Cause we don’t kill prospects for sayin’ stupid shit. If we did, Lucky never would have gotten his patch and we’d have dug his grave the day he first set foot in here,” Cade remarked.

	“Hey!” Lucky called from the sofa. “I resent that.”

	Cade ignored him; his blank eyes were on the prospect. “Though it’s tempting. Let him go, Kill,” he said in a flat voice.

	Killian didn’t miss the command in his president’s tone. He loved the club, lived for it in fact. Breathed it. Respected Cade; hell, he was more of a father to him. But right now, he was ready to disobey him and put a bullet in this fucker’s skull just for saying those words about Lexie.

	After a moment, he did let him go. Not because he was afraid of killing someone, he’d done that, what was another black mark on his soul? No, because he respected the club. Because the club was the only thing he had left to live for.

	That didn’t mean he didn’t switch his grip on his piece so he could coldcock the fucker in front of him, sending him crumpling to the ground, unconscious. 

	Cade clapped him on the shoulder, not blinking at the violence. “He’ll be educated on just how serious we take shit like that.” He glanced down. “If he hasn’t been already.”

	Kill regarded Cade. “Just keep that fucker away from me if you don’t want me murdering a prospect.”

	With that, he turned on his heel and stormed out of the common room. Not before tagging the bottle of whisky on the bar.
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	“And you need a code to get into the property?” the officer asked me, glancing up from his notepad.

	I nodded, hugging my arms around me. “And you have to get through security at the front gate.”

	“But that fuckin’ security guard was too busy stuffing his fat face to check anyone too closely,” Noah clipped from beside me, his arms going around my shoulders, squeezing me into his warm chest. “He’ll be getting fired. Tomorrow.”

	Wyatt and Sam stood on either side of me, their arms crossed and faces tight. I’d called to the three of them as soon as I’d gotten off the phone with Zane, but by the time they’d come into the kitchen, the figure was gone. Sam had immediately gone out to check, despite my protests, while Wyatt called the cops. Sam didn’t find any sign of the lurker, which I was glad of. Not that the boys couldn’t take care of themselves, they’d grown up and turned into men. Like, real, muscly badass, rock star men. They could hold their own. Evidenced by the handful of bar fights they seemed to find themselves in. Brawls I didn’t condone but they’d won.

	“And you’ve not had security breaches such as this in the past?” the officer continued, his eyes flickering back from Noah. 

	I shook my head again. “Not since we moved here.”

	“And you can’t be sure it wasn’t just a paparazzo?”

	“I didn’t see a camera,” I told him, shivering slightly. That’s the thing that freaked me out the most. I was used to people going to great lengths to get a photo, but I hadn’t had my privacy invaded like this before. I’d be feeling a lot less freaked out right now if the person had had a camera, instead of just watching me. I shivered again at the memory of that stare. Even from a distance it had sent an uncomfortable prickle down my spine. Scared me.

	“What do you mean, ‘just a paparazzo’?” Wyatt asked, voice tight. “They fuckin’ trespassed. It’s a goddamn crime. It’s enough those scum follow her around enough as it is. Whoever this was, they invaded her privacy. It’s not fuckin’ acceptable.” He glared at him like this single cop was responsible for making the law. 

	“I agree,” the cop said, surprising all four of us. His expression was hard, betraying distaste that didn’t suit his face. He was older, with salt in his pepper hair and lines around his tanned face. But he didn’t have a gut hanging over his belt like a lot of older police officers. There didn’t seem to be an inch of fat on his body. “But as I can’t change those particular laws, I’ll enforce the ones I can.” He moved his attention to me. “I’ll do everything I can to catch this person. You’ve got cameras?”

	I nodded again. “I handed the tapes over to another officer earlier.”

	“Good. I’ll be honest with you, Ms. Williams. The chances of finding people like this are slim, especially since you didn’t see his face. The fact he was smart enough to get in without raising any alarms makes me suspect he won’t be stupid enough to get caught on camera. I’ll do my best. In the meantime, I’ll have a squad car outside your property tonight. You won’t be staying here alone?” he asked, his eyes touching on the boys.

	“Of course she fuckin’ won’t,” Sam answered for me. Even though the officer was polite and just doing his job, the boys were glaring at him.

	Before they did anything that may or may not get them arrested, again—another story for another day—I ushered the officer outside with a thanks and a promise to call if I had any more problems. It wasn’t his fault, really. I knew that. Celebrities—ugh, I hated calling myself that—got people lurking around and harassing them all the time. It came with the territory. But something about this was different. The gaze, the figure, I couldn’t put my finger on it. It felt… menacing. I had eyes on me all the time; I was used to it. But I could feel the change in that gaze.

	But of course, that was ridiculous. You couldn’t feel something in a gaze. Well, only one person could make me feel something in a gaze.

	Careful, Lexie, mustn’t think of that.

	“I’m calling Duke,” Wyatt declared once I reentered my kitchen where Noah had started preparing food. Eating was the last thing I wanted to do. My stomach was full of ash. The combination of the funeral and the peeping Tom outside my window had me feeling unnerved. But I’d eat. I didn’t want the boys to worry. They did. Like old grandmothers.

	I didn’t want Zane or Mom to worry either, which was why I didn’t tell him what I saw when I was on the phone to him. He couldn’t do anything anyway. He was three hours away. As badass as he was, I doubted even he could teleport. And I’d known I wasn’t in immediate danger. I was in the house with the boys. Whoever that was stayed outside.

	Or maybe I was kidding myself. Maybe I knew I didn’t tell Zane because I didn’t want it getting back to… him. I could take care of myself. I had no choice now.

	“We’re not calling Duke,” I argued as I pushed up onto the barstool, taking the glass of red wine Noah handed me. He knew me too well. My nerves were frazzled.

	Noah glared at me. “Lexie,” he warned.

	“You’re fuckin’ callin’ him,” Sam growled in a voice that surprised all of us.

	My eyes cut to his. They weren’t full of humor or teasing glint like usual. No, they were hard, and for once, he looked dangerous. Not that he didn’t normally to the naked eye. He’d taken off his black shirt and all of his tattoos were visible with the tee he was wearing. He’d started getting them the day we moved to L.A. He and Wyatt both. Whereas Wyatt only had one full sleeve and a bit more scattered ink, Sam was covered. Both of his muscled arms, his chest, and he was considering getting a back piece. He was the most tattooed of all of us. Me being the least. There was a small music note on the finger I held my guitar pick with and the one we got the day we completed our first album. Unquiet Mind was scribbled on my wrist in a sloping script. The boys had it on various spots. Sam’s was on his neck. His black hair was still long, and he mostly wore it in a messy bun, which drove his fans crazy. There was a fan page for ‘Sam Kennedy’s delicious bun’—he loved that. One of his eyebrows was pierced and his face had hardened and lost all the softness of boyhood. He was hot. But right now, he looked more serious than I’d ever seen him.

	“Babe, there is no discussion. We’re gonna look out for you, no question about that. But this world’s full of crazies. Add this into the fuckin’ creepy letters you’ve been getting…” He trailed off.

	Both Noah and Wyatt glared at him.

	I narrowed my eyes. “Letters?” I snapped. “What letters?” 

	Sam’s eyes bugged out. “Fuck,” he muttered.

	“Good one, idiot,” Wyatt shot at him.

	“What letters?” I repeated.

	Wyatt sighed and ran his hand through his shaggy blond hair. It was no longer spiky like he’d had it in high school; it was thick and messy. “It’s nothing.”

	I glared at him. “It’s obviously not nothing considering you have all kept it a secret. Need I remind you all we don’t do that.” I looked at each of the boys who looked slightly sheepish, though their eyes were hard.

	I was right. We had all promised not to keep anything from each other, nor lie to each other. This business was full of lies and secrets. We weren’t going to be like that.

	Or so I’d thought.

	“We get letters every day. Hundreds. Most of them are to worship my godlike talents and hauntingly beautiful good looks of course,” Sam declared, his face and tone not matching the humor of his words.

	I glared at him, which meant I wasn’t amused. 

	“Some of the letters we get are less than desirable, you know that,” Wyatt added.

	I nodded. When we first started out and read every single piece of correspondence sent to us with childlike excitement, we’d laugh over the letters that called us ‘talentless hacks’ or other creative insults. There were some nasty ones that got to us, got to me, more accurately. Why was it that it was the one bad letter that made me feel like shit when I’d just read a hundred good ones?

	When we started getting bigger and busier, we lost the time to read every single letter we got. Our assistants read them now and passed some on that they knew we’d want to read, a lot from sick kids and things like that. We always answered those personally and visited the hospitals if we could.

	Because we didn’t read them, those negative and hateful letters didn’t get near me and I guessed they got thrown out.

	“Hannah noticed that there was a lot of letters that came from the same person,” Wyatt explained. Hannah was my assistant and one of my best friends. She didn’t tell me either? I was so giving her hell the next time I saw her. Not that I could hold a grudge. 

	Except with one person. Grudge wasn’t exactly what I’d call it. 

	“What was in them?” I bit out, chasing those thoughts away. I didn’t want the demons of the past haunting me while I dealt with the demons of the present.

	Wyatt’s eyes went hard. “Just that this person loved you, wanted to meet you. Said you were meant to be together. The usual.”

	This, again, was not uncommon. Wyatt, Sam, and Noah had girls proposing marriage all the time. They got naked pictures continuously. No one actually knew, apart from us, that Noah was not interested in naked girls. He hadn’t come out. Didn’t speak about it. We’d never acknowledged it, but we all knew, the boys too. I think they’d always known but realized it when we moved here. They didn’t treat him any different, didn’t love him any less. Something haunted him about embracing his true identity. Not something. Someone. His father. I hated that he was hurting and troubled and I couldn’t help. I also hated his evil father who wasn’t afraid to put his hands on Noah when we were in school, but didn’t hesitate to put his hand out when we started earning the big bucks.

	“Then they got angry that you weren’t replying. Got creepy,” Wyatt continued.

	“Creepy?” I repeated, getting that uncomfortable prickling feeling again. 

	Wyatt shrugged. “Weird poems. Shit like that.”

	“Let me see them,” I demanded.

	The boys exchanged glances.

	“I know you’re trying to protect me, but you were going about it the wrong way. I’m a big girl. I can handle it. Now let me see them.”

	“Well, we can’t exactly do that,” Sam answered. “We kind of… burned them.”

	I raised my brows and took a long sip on my wine. “Burned them?” I said quietly. “And what in the ever-living hell possessed you to do that?”

	Noah leaned forward to squeeze my hand. “They were ugly and creepy, sure, but they were harmless and not shit you needed on your brain. You’ve got enough going on,” he said softly, his dark eyes seeing too much. The boys knew. They knew what demons I fought. Memories of him. Memories of Steve and Ava. My father’s ghost haunted me. They knew because I poured it out into my songs. Every song that went number one, that earned us the big bucks, was built on my pain. Not that I resented that. I needed it to survive. I needed to play in order for my soul to be quiet. To silence those memories. To numb the pain.

	“Plus, they’re probably not even connected,” Wyatt said, sipping his beer. “But it’s better to be safe. We’re calling Duke.”

	I stared at all three of them. They weren’t going to back down.

	“Fine,” I grumbled.

	Sam grinned, but I didn’t miss the shadow behind it. He was worried. They all were.

	And I couldn’t seem to get rid of that prickle at the back of my neck.
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	He watched her from his place in the bushes. Now that the inept police had left, he had an unobstructed view. Incompetent swine, all of them. He had easily evaded them; they hadn’t even caught a glimpse. That car on the curb was useless. It wouldn’t stop him. Nothing would. They were meant to be together. Nothing could stop that. Stop destiny. He would get her, his golden angel. All he had to do was wait. And maybe get rid of any obstacles, but that wasn’t a problem. He’d done it before.

	He’d do anything to make her realize they were meant to be.

	For you had to show the ones you loved you were willing to overcome any barriers in order be with them.

	And that’s what he’d do.
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	ONE WEEK LATER

	“You really need to work on your right hook,” Duke informed me, his eyes scanning the parking lot of the gym that was somehow blissfully empty.

	I scowled up at him. “No I don’t. You just need to work on your dodging.”

	He raised a brow. “My dodging?”

	I nodded, my sweaty ponytail moving with me. Who said miracles didn’t happen? I was here, looking like a total mess after my workout with Duke and not a pap in sight. “Yes, your dodging. You’re too good at it. If you slow down a little, my right hook would do just fine.”

	Duke chuckled but his face quickly turned serious and he put his full attention on me now that he was convinced there was no immediate threat in an empty parking lot in a gym at dusk. Granted, this gym wasn’t in the best area, but that’s why I liked it. It wasn’t full of barely clad girls and men who wore more makeup than me. It was mostly full of gruff men who knew me and didn’t blink at me working out and training with Duke in the ring. I had been cornered once; I wanted to know how to defend myself. I’d been sparring with Duke ever since we employed him. He was a good teacher, but a hardass. 

	“Babe, you’re cute, but I’m serious. You’re good. Better than most women, ‘specially ones who look like you. But you want to be serious about protectin’ yourself when I fall down on the job, you work on your right hook.”

	I grinned at him and playfully punched his arm. Then I screwed up my nose and rubbed my hand after it protested from hitting pure concrete instead of human muscle that most men were made out of. “You? Fall down on the job? I think I’d be more likely to see Sam become a monk than that. You’re like Captain America, super solider with a dirtier mouth and better outfits,” I informed him, glancing down at his sweats appreciatively. Not his sweats exactly, more accurately the muscles bulging out of them. I appreciated them in a detached, sisterly way like I did the boys’ in the band. Duke was hot, no doubt about that, but I didn’t feel it with him.

	I doubted I’d feel it with anyone. 

	Plus, I actually liked Duke, a lot. So if I felt it with him, it would eventually lead to pain, heartbreak, and Lexie turning into a zombie. So, no it was good the feelings were only platonic. Even so, I’d have to be dead not to appreciate those muscles.

	“And,” I continued, “most likely any rabid fan would be way slower than you, considering your super-solider reflexes, so I’m thinking my right hook is safe.”

	Duke regarded me then shook his head, a shadow of a grin back on his face. 

	“Let’s get a burger,” I suggested as we made it to the car.

	Duke raised his brow. “A burger?” he repeated in disbelief. “I can’t be hearing you correctly. Did you fall too hard on your head in the ring? I’m sure you mean a kale salad and a protein shake.”

	I poked my tongue out at him. Duke wasn’t just my bodyguard; he was my friend. Therefore, he knew, and teased me mercilessly about, my love of healthy foods. Like it was something to be ashamed of.

	“I’m feeling dangerous.” My attention moved to something on the window screen of my cherry red Jeep. 

	Duke’s eyes followed mine and all teasing glint leaving them. His body turned taut and he went into full-bodyguard mode. The transition scared me when I saw it the first time. He went from joking with me about a pop star to a soulless and emotionless machine in a split second. Now, I was used to it, but it did unnerve me.

	“Calm, Rambo, it’s probably just a flyer for a Mexican restaurant,” I said, stepping past him to snatch the paper. “Actually, I could do with some Mexican. How about a burrito? I know this…” I trailed off when my gaze zeroed in on the piece of paper that was not a flyer for a Mexican restaurant.

	No.

	It was a photo of me, tangled in my white sheets, sleeping. A single word was scribbled on top of it.

	Soon.

	My blood turned to ice and that prickling at the back of my neck came back, along with a strong urge to vomit.

	The paper was snatched out of my hand and Duke regarded it for a millisecond before his jaw turned to stone.

	“In the car. Now.” He didn’t even give me time to move before he half carried me to the destination and I, in my fugue state, let him. 

	He had rounded the hood and screeched out of the parking lot before I knew it, phone to his ear. 

	“Keltan? I need LAPD at Lexie’s place now. I also need you to call up every single bit of camera footage from the past…” He trailed off, glancing at me. “Lexie, you have any idea when this was taken?” He passed me the photo.

	I took it reluctantly, like it might explode. It shook in my hands. I glanced down at it. I tried to be detached, looking for details instead of focusing on the fact someone had been in my room, had been watching me sleep. Taking photos. Doing God knows what.

	I swallowed.

	“Yes, um, at least I think so.” My finger touched the photo hesitantly. “These.” I trailed over the pajamas I was wearing. “They’re new. I got them a couple of days ago.” My husky voice was barely above a whisper.

	The photo was snatched out of my hands before I could look at it any more. 

	“The past week. Need to see who entered the premises after dark. Also need to know how the fuck they breached the security system in order to get into Lexie’s room while she was sleeping,” he barked.

	I guessed he was meant to be cool, calm, and collected, but from the way he was gripping the steering wheel and the fury that took up the cab of my Jeep, I knew he was far from calm. 

	I, on the other hand, decided calm was the way to go. The only way to go. Hysterical crying or throwing up would help no one right now, especially not my upholstery. 

	I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath and going to my place. The place in my head that I tried to escape to when everything became too much. When the flashing cameras and pushy fans threatened to suffocate me. When the memories I spent every day beating back were in danger of swallowing me whole. I searched for my sanctuary. I wasn’t likely to find it, but I could at least focus on something that wasn’t the ramifications of the picture in my hands. I spent the rest of the drive home trying to do this, Duke’s angry voice serving as background noise.

	“Lexie?” A hand touched my shoulder.

	I flinched and opened my eyes.

	“It’s just me,” Duke said, eyes soft.

	I took a deep breath and nodded, realizing we were in my driveway. The driveway that was full of police cars, tinted SUVs, and scattered with men in uniforms. One very attractive caramel-skinned man not in a uniform had his arms crossed and his attractive face pinched as he spoke to an officer. I recognized him, Keltan.

	“Whoa, they’ve got the big guns down here,” I commented.

	Duke squeezed my hand. “This is most likely gonna be a lot, Lexie. Lots of questions. A lot of people askin’ you shit that might not even seem relevant. You gonna be okay?”

	No, I was not going to be okay. I was currently fighting back pure fucking panic. But of course I wasn’t going to betray that outwardly. I’d do what I always did, fake it. I smiled. “Sure. Let’s get this done.”

	*****

	Sam paced the living room. “Okay, we’re getting a dog. A big one and we’ll train it to maul any strangers who comes near it.”

	I raised a brow at him from my position on the sofa. I had a huge wine glass cradled in my hand. It was my third. It barely touched the sides, but at least my feelings were fuzzy at the edges and my heart wasn’t beating so fast.

	“A dog that mauls strangers is a lawsuit waiting to happen, Sammy,” I said.

	The hordes of people had just left after asking me question upon question and fingerprinting my bedroom. Strangers tramping through my space. The place where I escaped.

	My sanctuary. The white room was splashed with color from abstract paintings, rugs from my last holiday in Morocco, hand-embroidered throws from India, a beautiful suede sofa at the edge of it, and a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf full of my favorites. It had just been for me, the place where I could shut out the world. Now the world had rushed in. A stranger had been in there, that malicious stare violating my space while I slept.

	Fear would probably be the correct thing to feel right now, but I was pissed off. So very pissed off. Everyone had recommended I go somewhere else, check into a hotel, stay with someone else. I had refused. This was not chasing me out of my home. I would not surrender to fear.

	Mark had even offered to let me stay at his place as soon as he’d gotten here and realized the situation. The worry on my manager’s usually laid-back face was unnerving. As was the offer. He was a reserved man and I knew his home was his sacred space. He’d been managing us from the beginning and I’d only been there a handful of times. 

	He hadn’t been happy when I’d refused, but he’d accepted it. Then he spent the rest of the time on his phone trying to contain the situation and sort out what needed to be taken care of. I was more than grateful I didn’t have to handle the logistics of this situation.

	Noah, Wyatt, and Sam had all disagreed with this choice. But I’d put my foot down. I’d won but Wyatt and Sam were now staying here until further notice. Ditto with Duke. He had been by my side the entire time, his professional mask on, but his presence comforting.

	He was sitting across from me in our huge living room. This was not white like my room. It was an explosion of colors and mismatched sofas were cluttered around our sheepskin rug and giant coffee table littered with books and knickknacks. Paintings and photos littered our walls. Photos from our first tour, of all of us with Rocko the last time he’d been to visit. Memories of the last four years. I was smiling in all of them. But I knew if you compared them to the photos that were hidden in my closet at Mom’s house, you’d see the difference. You’d see the visible light absent from my eyes. But to the naked eye, I looked happy. 

	“Well, we’ve got to fuckin’ do something.” Sam threw his hands up. “He got in here and watched Lexie sleeping. That’s like a thousand on the creep scale. I’m getting a gun,” he declared.

	“No gun,” Wyatt, Noah, and I said in unison. 

	Sam glowered at us.

	“Duke’s got a gun and he actually knows how to use it, right, Duke?” I asked him.

	Duke nodded. “Point and shoot. It’s a complicated process, but I’ve mastered it.”

	I snorted out laughter. It was nice to break this wired atmosphere with humor. We needed something.

	“Okay, but we’re getting out of Hollywood at least,” Sam said.

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not running away.”

	“This isn’t running. This is us going to an island paradise for a holiday we much deserve. It just happens to coincide with you getting a visit from a stalker who is going to be beat to death by me should he come in this house again,” Sam said.

	I opened my mouth to protest, but Wyatt beat me to it.

	“Now that you mention it, Sammy, I’m thinking I look a little pale. A tan is exactly what I need.”

	Noah nodded. “Yep. I think I could definitely spend a week surfing.”

	They all looked at me. I was outvoted. Shit.

	TWO WEEKS LATER

	“You’re doing laundry?” Mom repeated in disbelief. “Don’t you have people that you pay to do such menial tasks?” She paused. “You’re rich anyway, why wash clothes when you can just buy more? It’s not like you can wear them again. I’d have to disown you if you commit the crime of outfit repeating.”

	I chuckled. “Yes, because nothing in this world is more terrible than outfit repeating.”

	“Damn straight, sister. No wait, those shoes with the toes in them. That is much more terrible and haunting. If you ever wear those things, I’m going to tell the world you’re adopted,” Mom declared.

	“Do you think you raised some sort of monster? I’d never do such a thing!”

	“I know I raised a monster. One who eats kale and exercises,” she spat the words like it was akin to kicking puppies for sport.

	“Well, this monster has just been sent the most beautiful designer handbag that is one of only a hundred ever made. I thought it’d be perfect for my mother, but if she doesn’t want it—”

	“I want it,” Mom snapped quickly. “Exercise and sip kale till your heart’s content, dollface. I’ll support you 100 percent, as long as I get that bag.”

	I smiled. “It’s already on its way.”

	There was a pause. “How are you, Lexie? How are you really? It’s been awhile since Drew’s death. It seems like things aren’t dying down. I’m worried about you,” she said seriously.

	I leaned against my washing machine, running my hands through my curls. “Yeah, things aren’t exactly getting back to whatever normal is around here,” I admitted. “Which is why we took that little vacay.”

	We’d only just gotten back from our trip to the Caribbean. One that Mom and Zane thought was purely a holiday away from the paps and to have a break. They would not find out about the photo. Ever. Zane would most likely drag me back to Amber kicking and screaming. And what waited for me there was arguably scarier than a stalker. Okay, it was tied. 

	I couldn’t worry them. I had professionals on the job. 

	Keltan was redoing all of the security, and Duke insisted on coming along with us, for my safety. Since we weren’t bothered the whole time, I teased him it was just because he’d wanted to work on his tan.

	So we’d spent our time on a beach, sipping cocktails and tanning. Well, that’s what I’d done. The boys had roared around on jet skis, surfed, and did what boys do. I’d written a few songs but tried to turn my mind off by reading the stack of books that had been woefully forgotten in my busy lifestyle. Reading for pleasure was a luxury. I still found time to do it, in the wee hours of the morning. I couldn’t live without books just like I couldn’t live without music. But I couldn’t curl up for an entire day, devouring them. So, the beach getaway was bliss.

	Now, it was real life. We got swarmed at the airport, and thankfully Duke was there.

	Duke had officially been my full-time security since the incident of the person in the bushes and the subsequent photo. I felt kind of ridiculous having him hanging around all the time since nothing had happened in almost two weeks, apart from the fact that I got swarmed every time I left the house. The story of Drew’s death hadn’t left the front pages—well, not the story, but how I was tangled up in it. Especially with “sources” saying we were about to get engaged when he died and the story about me carrying his “love child.” Mom hadn’t made that one up. Mark had been urging me to agree to at least one of the interview offers I had spilling in. I thought I’d have to, in some form of attempt to get my life back. We were meant to play a show here in just over a week, which was why we came back. We never missed shows. So yeah, Duke was useful. Not that I minded hanging out with him. I liked him. We were friends. And he wasn’t hard on the eyes. He was big and muscled—surprise, surprise—and Hispanic, sporting a short buzz cut, a throwback from his military days. He had a wicked sense of humor and laughed easily. Not that you’d see that when he was out in public with his blank and scary bodyguard mask on. It was comical, the difference. 

	“I’m glad you got away, Lexie. You needed a holiday. You work too hard,” Mom declared, jerking me back into the present.

	I bent over and put the last of the clothes in the washer, turning it on. “I need to work hard. Rock star isn’t exactly a part-time job. It’s an all-or-nothing kind of gig.”

	“Yeah well, don’t take it too serious. The stress of it will give you wrinkles. You don’t want to have to get Botox at this young age.”

	“You’re saying I need Botox?” I asked, touching my forehead self-consciously.

	“No, not yet. Just don’t furrow your brows too much,” Mom instructed. “You’ll be good for another six years at least.”

	“Mom, I’m twenty-one. I won’t need Botox in six years.” 

	“I’ll quote you on that.”

	I raised my brows then quickly pulled them back down, aware of the wrinkle-causing gesture. “You’re insane.”

	“The most interesting people always are.”

	I rolled my eyes then walked across the room to pull my clothes from the dryer. “How’s the bun in the oven going? You okay?” I asked with concern. I knew Zane was taking good care of my mom, but I still worried.

	“I’m fine. Fat, but fine.”

	“Mom, you’re pregnant. Not fat.”

	“I can’t see my toes. The distinction does not matter. I can’t even pick up Rocko. I can’t get his little body over my giant stomach. I feel like a T-Rex. My arms aren’t long enough,” she complained.

	I laughed. “Only two more months to go.”

	She groaned into the phone. “Why would you say that? Two months is forever. Especially if I have to be on bed rest like the stupid doctor and my stupid husband keep threating.”

	I froze. “Bed rest?” I repeated, worry creeping in. I got that prickle back in my mind. I reasoned it was out of worry for my mom, but I squinted into the darkness beyond the glass door across from me, which lead to a section of my backyard. The laundry was on a lower level than the rest of the house. I found it calming being down here, but I was starting to feel creeped out.

	I didn’t know why. Duke was upstairs watching “the game.” Which game was anyone’s guess, but he was hanging out since Sam and Wyatt were at a party and Noah was at an indeterminate location. He did that sometimes, sneaking off to see people he didn’t tell us about. It irked me, but I had to be patient and trust he’d talk to me when he was ready.

	“Don’t you take that tone with me,” she snapped. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine. I’m the mom. I should be the one worrying about my spawn, not the other way around. Especially since my oldest spawn is a freaking rock star and my youngest one tied up two kids at daycare today while swearing like a trucker.”

	I let out a snort. “Rocko tied kids up?”

	“It’s not funny. He tied the knots so well the teachers actually cut the kids out. A three-year-old that can tie sailor’s knots. I’m going to kill my husband when he gets home. He’s probably hiding at the club after he heard my latest voicemail.”

	I smiled once more, trying to get rid of that prickling feeling. “He knows when to fear a pregnant woman’s wrath, smart,” I muttered. Then my smile left. “Don’t distract me. Bed rest. Elaborate,” I demanded.

	“Oh chutes and ladders,” Mom cursed. “Rocko, how did you get out of bed? Wait, that is not for eating! Got to go, doll. Love you.”

	“Love you,” I called into empty air.

	I frowned down at my phone, making a mental note to call Zane later on tonight to make sure everything was okay. Shoving my phone in my pocket, I was about to bend down to grab my basket of clothes when the room went black.

	“Great,” I muttered into the darkness. Power outages were unusual, but they happened, even to the glitzy neighborhoods. Though they normally didn’t last for long considering powerful people didn’t like to be inconvenienced and they were the most vocal about it. 

	I sighed and fumbled to get my phone from my pocket when I heard it—the unmistakable sound of a door opening and closing.

	I froze.

	“Duke?” I called, though I knew it couldn’t have been him. He was upstairs, eyes glued to the game. It wasn’t the door that opened to the upstairs that I’d heard. It was the one to the outside. No light glinted from it. Somehow my sensor lights, which ran on batteries, not electricity, were out too.

	My blood turned to ice as I felt it, that malevolence from the day of the funeral. Only it wasn’t just a shadow of the feeling, fleeting and easy to shrug off as an overreaction. No, this filled the air, drenched it. My heart was in my throat as I blinked rapidly, trying to make my useless eyes see through the darkness.

	Someone was in here. Someone was right here.

	On that thought, my fight-or-flight response kicked in and I dropped my basket and ran in the direction of the stairs. It was dark, so I couldn’t see a thing, but I knew where they were, and I just hoped and prayed that I’d somehow be able to climb them blind without falling.

	I stumbled on the first step but caught myself before I fell. I scrambled up as fast as I could. A cold hand circled around my ankle when I was halfway up the stairs, and I came down painfully, my head cracking on the corner of the wood.

	I screamed now, realizing that’s what I should have done before. My house was big and the living room was at the other side, but Duke’s ears were sharp. He’d hear me. He had to.

	I kicked out at the body behind the hand as warm blood trickled down my forehead from where I’d landed. There was a grunt as my slipper-clad foot impacted with a solid chest. I didn’t think it would normally be enough, but I’d surprised my attacker and the grip loosened on my ankle.

	I didn’t hesitate. I scrambled up and half crawled, half ran up the stairs.

	My hand clasped around the door handle as I heard him coming up behind me. I was certain I wouldn’t be able to open it, that he’d catch me before I could, just like in some stupid horror movie. But he didn’t. I made it through the door and slammed it behind me, throwing the lock just as it rattled and a body crashed against it.

	I thanked everything that was holy that the previous owner of the house had been paranoid and put a lock on this door.

	I didn’t count on it holding, so I sprinted across the marble hallway.

	“Duke!” I screamed. The entire house was bathed in darkness, with only the dim moonlight creeping in to chase away total darkness. As I passed a window, I noticed the dull light from streetlights far down the driveway. 

	Not a power outage, my terrified mind realized. This person cut the power. They’d planned this.

	I couldn’t think of that; I couldn’t let fear paralyze me.

	“Duke,” I called in a shaking voice as I skidded into the living room. 

	My scream was muffled when my hands instinctively went over my mouth as I spotted his prone body lying by the window, illuminated enough so I could see the pool of red oozing out from underneath.

	I ran to him, sinking painfully to my knees as I reached him. “Duke. Don’t be dead,” I pleaded, touching his body with my shaking hand.

	I jumped as his body jerked. “Lexie, get out of here now,” he commanded. His voice was weak and a bubbling sound came from his chest.

	“No way in hell I’m leaving you,” I declared, trying to find the source of his wounds. “Your gun. Where is it?”

	I didn’t like guns, hated them in fact. That didn’t mean I didn’t know how to use one. When you had a person like Zane demanding you learn before you moved to L.A., you listened.

	“C-coffee table,” Duke coughed out.

	I scrambled to the coffee table, my hands blindly searching until it found purchase on the weapon. My gaze focused on the dark doorway that I was certain would become even darker with the figure in it.

	It was quiet in here. Too quiet, apart from that horrible sound coming from Duke and the thundering beat of my own heart. Quiet meant bad. I scrambled back to my spot beside Duke. With one hand on the gun, keeping it aimed at the door, the other went to my pocket. My hands were slippery with blood, but I somehow managed to dial the three digits.

	“911, what’s your emergency?”

	“My name is Lexie Williams. There’s an intruder in my house. My friend is badly hurt. He’s bleeding a lot, and I need the police. I need an ambulance,” I said, my voice weirdly even. 

	“Ma’am, are you hurt?” the voice asked.

	“What? No? My friend is bleeding. He needs help.”

	“Is the intruder still in the house?” 

	“Yes,” I said, my eyes on the empty doorway. “Yes, at least I think so.”

	“We’ve got units on the way. They’re three minutes away. I need you to stay on the line. Do you know where your friend’s injuries are?”

	My gaze went from the doorway to Duke. His breath was becoming more labored, but he was still breathing. “No,” I said. “It’s dark. There’s too much blood. His chest doesn’t sound right.” I noted the calm was disappearing from my voice. Hysteria crept in.

	Three minutes. Hold it together for three minutes.

	Funny how three minutes seem so long. Like forever.

	“I need you to put pressure on the wound if you can,” the voice instructed. “Stop the bleeding. And keep on the line with me…”

	I hung up. I had to. She couldn’t do anything, and I’d lose it if I had to listen to that disembodied voice for another two minutes and thirty seconds.

	I put the phone down, my other hand still holding the gun in the direction of the door leading from the hallway. 

	“One-handed shooting is never ideal nor accurate. You need both hands on the gun. You need it steady. You need to be ready to pull the trigger,” Zane’s voice crept into my mind. “But if you’re forced, one-handed shooting is better than nothing.”

	I fumbled with my phone and managed to put it on speaker, the dial tone echoed in the silence of the cavernous room. I moved myself so Duke’s entire upper body was in my lap. He was a dead weight and it was a struggle, but I managed it. He let out a low groan but otherwise didn’t make a sound. My hand searched his blood-drenched chest for the source of the blood, the dim light doing little to help. I managed to find a place where warm blood was flowing from and put my hand on top in some vain attempt to stop the gush. To stop my friend from dying.

	Dying in my arms.

	“Lex, if your mother called you—”

	“Zane,” I interrupted him, my voice broken.

	“Lexie,” he barked, immediately alert. 

	“Th-there’s blood, Zane, so much blood. I think Duke’s dying. I’m trying to put pressure on the wound, but I’ve only got one hand because I need the other to hold the gun. I know you said one-handed shooting isn’t good, but I have to use one hand because the other is putting pressure on the wound,” I said, my voice cracking with hysteria.

	“Tell me where you are right now, Lexie,” he commanded, his voice alert but calm. It was good.

	“I’m home. There’s someone in the house, Zane. And there’s so much blood.”

	“You need to get out of there right now. Are you listening to me, Lexie? You need to get out of there and call the police. I’m coming to get you.”

	“The police will be here in one minute. I think. Or less. I called them. I’m not leaving Duke,” I told him, my voice firm. My hand was starting to burn with the effort of holding it up, but I wouldn’t lower it. Nor would I tear my eyes from the doorway.

	“Fuck!” I heard Zane yell. “Okay, Lexie. It’s okay. Are you hurt?”

	My head was throbbing and I was pretty sure I was still bleeding. I could feel the warmth of the blood trickling down my head, but that was nothing compared to Duke. “No. I’m okay. It’s only a little blood. Nothing like Duke.”

	“A little blood?” Zane repeated, his voice was flat, but I could hear something else behind it. “Where are you bleeding, Lexie?” 

	“My head. It’s nothing. It’s Duke who’s worse,” I stuttered, my voice beginning to break.

	“Where in the house are you?” 

	“Living room. He was in the laundry room with me, but I got away. I kicked him. Now I’m in the living room. I don’t know where he is.” I was aware I was talking too much and I sounded ridiculous, but I had to fill up the silence. 

	There was a small pause, a tiny one. I could almost feel the fury through the phone. “Good girl. Now I need you to put your back against the window and face both the doorways. You’ve got a gun?”

	I nodded, not realizing he couldn’t see me. “I’ve got Duke’s gun. But it’s dark. He turned the lights off, cut the power, I think.”

	Another muttered curse. “You can shoot, baby. I know you can. I need you to shoot the moment someone comes into the room. Don’t hesitate.”

	Flashing lights outside my window made me move my gaze. My entire body sagged in relief. “They’re here,” I whispered. “The police are here, Zane.”

	I heard a similar sigh to my own. “Thank fuck,” he muttered. “I don’t want you to move from where you are. That’s the safest spot. They’ll come in on their own. You stay there and I’m coming to get you. Right now,” he promised. 
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	“Are you sure you’re ready for this fight?”

	Killian didn’t say a word, merely looked at Lucky, his silence answer enough.

	Lucky held up his hands in surrender, throwing his gloves to the side. “Jeez, don’t kill me with the power of the mind, brother. Heard of sarcasm?”

	Killian only glared at him before throwing his own gloves aside and yanking his tee over his head and shrugging on his cut.

	Lucky did the same. “Tough crowd,” he muttered.

	They both started their walk back into the clubhouse. They’d be training for Killian’s next fight. He’d started doing MMA two years ago when his anger got too much that even enforcing for the Sons hadn’t been enough to feed it. He needed something. So MMA it was. He was good at it. More than good. He hadn’t lost a fight. He was becoming a big deal. Not in the mainstream media; this wasn’t that kind of fighting. This was the underground kind. The illegal kind. The Sons may have gone legit, but that didn’t mean they actually lived by the same laws that the other 99 percent of society adhered to.

	“We need to think of a name for you,” Lucky said, keeping pace beside him.

	Killian gave him a sideways look. “Got a name. Had it for about twenty-three years, if you hadn’t noticed.

	Lucky grinned at him. “No, we need a ring name. Like The Destroyer or The Widowmaker, something like that.”

	“The Widowmaker?” Killian repeated as they walked into the clubhouse. He may have had a lot of rage and didn’t shy away from killing if the club needed it, but that didn’t mean he did it for fun.

	“Not literally, figuratively,” Lucky explained. “Beer,” he commanded to the prospect behind the bar. The change in his tone was palpable. He’d heard what the little fuck said about Lexie and had nearly killed him same as Killian. Bull didn’t know. They’d be digging a grave for sure. Which was why, the fucker was still prospecting. 

	He gave them their beers without comment. He wasn’t as mouthy now.

	“Your old lady teaching you big words now?” Brock asked Lucky with a grin. He was leaning against the bar, his arm slung around Amy, his hand resting on the small swell of her stomach. She was glaring at the beer in Killian’s hand.

	Lucky looked offended. “I was able to string a sentence together before I met Becky,” he defended.

	Brock rolled his eyes and took a sip of his own beer. “Yeah, but it was all nonsense. Thank fuck you met her. I’d hate to think where you’d be without her.”

	Lucky’s face went serious. “Yeah, so would I,” he muttered, taking a pull of his beer.

	Lucky had gone through some serious shit with his old lady, the entire club had. The scars were only now just healing, and Lucky was returning to the joker he used to be before that shit turned him into someone different.

	“That’s it!” Amy exclaimed, throwing her hands up and yanking out of her husband’s embrace. She stepped her heeled foot forward and snatched the beer out of Killian’s hands before he even knew what was going on. He had quick reflexes, but shit, she was something else. 

	She had taken about two gulps of the beer before a hard-faced Brock snatched it out of her hands, glaring a Killian for a second, as if this was his fault.

	“What the fuck, Sparky?” he clipped. “You’re pregnant. You can’t drink fuckin’ beer.”

	The small redhead glared up at her husband. “Yes, I know I’m pregnant. I’m very aware of the morning sickness, the swollen ankles, the heartburn,” she said, listing the things off on her fingers. “But it’s hot. Really freaking hot. And I want a fucking beer. It’s not going to kill the little thing. It’s your spawn after all. I bet the fetus would survive a nuclear apocalypse,” she snapped.

	Both Lucky and Killian tried to hide their grins. Well, Killian did, but that was because his version of a grin was a slight upturned mouth. It was the best he could do. Lucky snorted with laughter. Brock’s old lady was something else. She was funny and fierce. A good woman. But not afraid to throw fire. Brock had his hands full with her.

	“You’re not fuckin’ having one mouthful more when you’re pregnant with my baby,” Brock commanded.

	She let out an exasperated noise, glared at him, then stormed out of the room. Lucky grinned at Brock, who was downing his beer in preparation to go after her. 

	Lucky raised his own. “Good luck, brother,” he said with sincerity. His own old lady was a spitfire. The brothers of the Sons of Templar MC needed a certain kind of woman. Once they found her, they’d die for her.

	Brock set his beer down on the table. “I’ll need it,” he muttered before going after his wife.

	Lucky chuckled. “Poor bastard.”

	Killian’s eyes followed Brock and watched as Bull and Cade entered the room. He and Bull were on good terms, considering. Considering he broke his adopted daughter’s heart. Good terms meant Killian was still breathing after committing that particular sin, only because Bull understood why he did it. 

	To free her so she could fly.

	They approached and Cade slapped Killian on the back. “You gonna earn me some money tomorrow night?” he asked, jerking his head at the prospect for a beer. His eyes were cold.

	Killian nodded. “You know it.”

	Killian made his brothers and the club in general some decent coin on these fights. There were still people stupid enough to fight against him.

	Bull looked like he was about to say something when his phone started ringing and he glanced down, smiling slightly. Fucker never smiled, apart from for three people. His wife, his son, or Lexie. 

	He turned his back with a meaningful look to Killian so he knew who was on the other end of the phone.

	He stepped slightly away, for Killian’s benefit, he knew. 

	“Lex, if your mother called you—” Killian heard him start, his voice amused.

	But he didn’t finish his sentence and Killian immediately stiffened at the way his entire body froze.

	“Lexie.” His low boom seemed to take over the room. Every inch of teasing had gone out of his voice. It was the voice Killian heard when they were in situations where Bull had to turn into someone else. The person he was before Mia, Lexie, and Rocko. 

	It was empty.

	That meant danger. Killian set his beer down on the counter with a clatter and both Cade and Lucky registered the atmosphere, their faces grim.

	There was a pause, one that nearly brought Killian to his knees in frustration. Bull had turned around. His face was blank, but his eyes locked with Killian. Killian flinched when he saw what was behind that empty, cold look.

	Fear.

	“Tell me where you are right now, Lexie,” Bull barked into the phone.

	Kill stood close to him, ready to go wherever the fuck she was, to hell and back if he had to. He’d already been there; he knew the way.

	“You need to get out of there right now. Are you listening to me, Lexie? You need to get out of there and call the police. I’m coming to get you.”

	Killian’s blood went cold, and he kept stride with Bull as he started moving out of the clubhouse. He knew Cade and Lucky followed.

	Bull listened to something on the other end of the phone. Killian resisted the urge to snatch it from his hands, barely.

	Bull stopped in the middle of the parking lot, halfway to his bike. “Fuck!” he yelled. 

	It was that one word, the raw emotion behind it, that had Killian’s body turn to granite. A million nightmares flittered through his mind. A million ways for his freckles to be hurt. He wasn’t there. Something was happening, and he wasn’t fucking there.

	“Are you hurt?” He heard the tail end of Bull’s question and his thoughts froze. His heart stopped beating. If the answer was bad, he wasn’t sure it’d beat again.

	Killian clenched his fists when Bull’s face drained of color. “A little blood?” he said quietly.

	Killian couldn’t move. Freckles. Bleeding. No. Fuck.

	“Where are you bleeding, Lexie?”

	Killian should have listened for the answer to that question. He should have, but he got lost in his head. The multitude of images made him taste bile. And when he emerged again, it seemed Bull had said other things, but he missed them. He had no idea where his freckles was bleeding from.

	“You stay there and I’m coming to get you. Right now.”

	Bull pulled the phone from his ear and went to turn, but Killian stepped forward, blocking his way. He had to stop himself from clutching the sides of his cut.

	“What the fuck is going on? Is Lexie okay?” he asked, or more liked pleaded.

	Bull regarded him with that empty stare, the one of a killer. He only had one goal, Killian knew, and he was retreating into the dark place to accomplish it.

	Not good.

	“You need to get out of my way, brother.”

	“You need to tell me what the fuck is going on with my girl!” Killian yelled in his face, no longer being able to tamp down his fury, his panic.

	Bull seemed to blink away some of that coldness. “She’s okay. Mostly. Some fucker broke into her house. Sounds like Duke’s bleedin’ out. Police are there. Need to get to her,” he informed him.

	Killian registered his words like they were slow-working poison, the pain settling in as the meaning did.

	“She’s not your girl,” Bull said, not unkindly. “Not anymore.”

	Killian gave him a look. “Yes, she is. She’s always been. And I’m going to get her.” 
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	I squinted at the bright light thrust into my eyes. 

	“Any nausea? Dizziness?” the doctor asked once I’d blinked away the spots.

	“No. I’m fine. I need to know about my friend.” 

	The woman’s eyes softened just a little, but the rest of her face stayed blank, clinical. It was a mask she wore every day, I guessed. A mask of indifference. You’d need it if you dealt in death. That’s what doctors did. Yeah, they dealt in life too—delivered babies, saved people—but there would always be the ones they couldn’t save. 

	Like Duke.

	My stomach swirled with ash at the thought of him. Of the blood. Of him never smiling again. Being gone. Because of me.

	“Your friend is still in surgery,” she replied. “I’ll let you know what I can as soon as I can. For now, let’s focus on you.”

	“I’m fine,” I repeated. 

	She eyed me shrewdly. “That’s a serious knock on the head. I’d prefer to keep you for observation…” She trailed of, gaging my reaction. “But I’m guessing I couldn’t convince you to do that.”

	I shook my head, wincing at the pain from the motion.

	She pursed her lips, looking unhappy. “Okay, I can’t force you.” Her head turned toward the door. “The police want to talk to you. Are you up to that?”

	I took a deep breath in an attempt to hold myself together. I had no other choice. “Yeah,” I lied.

	She looked at me again, this time her gaze settling on my tee and pants. “I’ll see about getting you some scrubs.”

	I followed her gaze. My white jeans and grey tee were no longer those colors. They were red. Covered in it like some kind of dye. But it wasn’t dye. It was blood. I was covered in Duke’s blood.

	Keep it together, Lexie.

	It was through sheer force of will that I managed to stop my body from shaking and keep my breath from coming in strangled gasps as I registered the fact I was covered in my friend’s blood.

	“Thank you,” I said quietly, meeting the doctor’s eyes. 

	She smiled. “A nurse will be in soon to check your vitals. If you feel any of the things we discussed, I need you to call me straight away.”

	I nodded again, wincing at the movement.

	She gave me a kind look before leaving the room, and shortly after, two police, including the one from a few weeks ago, came in.

	“Are you sure it was the same person that was outside your house two weeks ago?” Felix asked. He was the salt and pepper cop. The name totally didn’t suit him. He needed something like Burt or Sterling. 

	I chewed my lip. “Yes.”

	The other cop, a younger one who had been questioning everything I’d said thus far, regarded me. “But you didn’t actually see him either time, not properly. How can you be sure?”

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m sure. I know. I could feel it.”

	He raised his brows. “You could feel it?”

	I frowned at the skepticism in his tone. “Yes. It felt the same as the time I saw the man outside the window.”

	He glanced to his pad. “But you didn’t actually see the person either time, so you can’t be sure?” he asked. Then he glanced to my head. “And you’ve had a head injury. Those things can mess with your recollection.”

	“What exactly are you trying to say, officer?” I asked coldly. 

	Felix stepped forward, frowning at his partner. “We’re just trying to get all of the information,” he cut in. 

	“Yeah, well, maybe if you’d been focusing on actually catching this person instead of trying to get information, he might not have almost killed my friend,” I replied, venom in my voice. It wasn’t exactly fair to place the blame on the cop who had been kind, but I was angry. I needed to channel it somewhere. More importantly, I was scared. Really fucking terrified.

	Felix seemed to understand this and he nodded. “We’ll do our best to catch him.”

	Their best. I couldn’t help but doubt this. Doubt them. I had a family who held little trust for law enforcement. I found myself yearning for that family. For the protection they offered. The safety. That’s why I’d hung up on the operator and called Zane. It wasn’t the police who’d found and rescued my mom. It wasn’t the police who’d taken a bullet for me.

	I sucked in a breath as soon as my mind wandered to him. To that memory. I ached for Killian. So much I thought I might not survive it. But I had to. I had no choice.

	I didn’t have him to protect me anymore. I had to protect myself.

	*****

	I was finished with the police and it was safe to say they were taking the case seriously. My house was now a crime scene. My mind stuttered over that thought. Was it a crime scene or a murder scene?

	I kept pacing, unable to think clearly. It had been hours which felt like years since I’d heard anything, since they’d rushed Duke behind doors, shouting things like “He’s crashing” and “Blood transfusion.” 

	I should have called someone, I guessed. Called Zane back to tell him I was okay. Called my mom. Called my boys.

	But I couldn’t. I was afraid I’d fall to pieces if I tried to speak to any of those people. Calling them now would make it real, and not some kind of warped nightmare that seemed to be the plot for some terrible movie.

	We were in Hollywood after all.

	I wondered if the press were swarming the hospital already. If the headlines were splashed everywhere. I hadn’t paid attention to who saw me when I ran into the hospital covered in blood. I was focused on Duke. I wondered if I even looked like myself. Whoever that was. Lexie Williams the rock star. 

	I didn’t look much like a rock star. I was still covered in blood. I should have cleaned it off, I knew. The scrubs given to me by the nurse were sitting in the corner of the room I was currently pacing in. 

	I would have put them on, but in truth, I was scared of what would happen if I stopped pacing. Stopped moving. 

	So I kept pacing in the private waiting room I was in. Celebrities got their own private waiting areas so fans or the general public couldn’t snap photos of them covered in blood and with a minor head injury.

	Something moved in the doorway, something black. Something that made my heart stop. That made me freeze. 

	There was silence. Stillness. Like the whole world stopped spinning.

	My eyes met ice blue ones. Ones I hadn’t seen for almost four years. I blinked rapidly. This had to be some kind of hallucination brought on by shock. But the vision of him didn’t flicker.      

	He was frozen too, those ice blue eyes capturing me in his gaze, taking me back in time. Taking me back to when those blue eyes meant something. Safety. Love.

	Now they only meant destruction.

	Problem was, there was precious little left of me to destroy.

	The bigger problem was, I’d give him every last piece of me to destroy if I could seek solace in those familiar yet foreign arms for even a moment. So they could hold me together when I was on the precipice of falling apart.

	My foot actually lifted and my body leaned forward, prepared to run into his arms, to do it without thinking, to forget every minute of the last four years. 

	Then another figure pushed past the statue of the boy I used to—and still—loved more than anything.

	“Lexie,” Noah yelled as his eyes settled on me. On my body. They went hard and his face paled. “Holy fuck.” 

	Then he wasn’t across the room; he was there, right there. And now I had strong arms around me. Ones that were familiar and ones that I loved. But they weren’t the ones I wanted. 

	Noah squeezed me tight, almost crushing my ribs.

	“Need to breathe, Noe,” I choked out.

	The arms automatically loosened and he held me at arm’s length, but still keeping a firm grip on me. His eyes focused on my head.

	“Holy fuck,” he repeated.

	“I’m okay,” I whispered.

	He stared at me. “Babe, you’re covered in blood.”

	I looked down at my body once more. Noah’s horrified gaze was much more different than the clinical, detached one of the doctors and nurses who saw blood every day.

	My hands started shaking.

	“Yeah,” I said, my voice starting to shake to. “I-I need to get them off. They gave me scrubs.” I nodded to the corner in a jerky motion. “I need to get them off. Now.”

	Noah registered the way my body shook under his and I thought the person in the doorway did too because the whole energy of the room changed. I saw the figure step forward.

	“Okay, babe. We’ll get them off,” Noah said calmly. 

	“It’s just, I can’t get my hands to stop shaking,” I whispered. 

	Noah’s face turned to granite. “I got you, babe.” He whipped his head around. “Out. Now.” His voice was as hard as his attractive face. Harder. Full of hate.

	“I’m not goin’ anywhere,” Killian said.

	My knees started to buckle at that, at the voice I hadn’t heard in years. The husky, deep voice that used to send shivers to my spine. That used to make my heart soar. The voice that shattered that same heart. It didn’t sound the same, though. It was different. Wrong. Empty somehow.

	“Get. The. Fuck. Out,” Noah gritted through his teeth. “You care even a fuckin’ inch about the girl in front of you, you leave this room, preferably the country. But for now, I’ll go for her not breathing your air.”

	There was a loaded pause as those icy eyes met mine once more before he turned and left.

	The last thing I saw was the Sons of Templar patch on the back of his cut before he closed the door.

	 


[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	He stepped into the hospital hallway, every nerve ending on his body electrified. His limbs and muscles were about to snap from the pressure they were under. It took all of his strength to walk out of that room. To turn his back on Lexie. On Lexie covered in blood. On her shaking with terror. Of the broken shell of the girl who held every inch of his soul, even after four years.

	He knew she’d hold it until he met the reaper, whether it be another four years from now or fifty. He didn’t think it was fifty. Being in the club didn’t promise old age, a pension, a gold watch and twilight years spent fishing before you died in an old folks’ home shitting yourself and drooling. No, he was going to die before that. Correction, he’d already died four years ago. It was a skeleton with flesh attached to him that was walking around now. One that seemed to come back to life the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

	On his freckles.

	Once his dead heart started beating again at the sight of her, the rest of his body had ignited with fury. So much of it that he was frozen on the spot for what seemed like hours. His limbs wouldn’t work because he’d been consumed with trying to figure out how to swallow the dragon creeping up his throat.

	“Fuck!” he yelled, and without even realizing it, he punched through the wall, crumbling the plaster.

	An orderly jumped at the sight of him and scuttled away to no doubt get the rent-a-cops that patrolled this place. He wished them luck. It’d take the National Guard to get him out of here.

	“What the fuck are you doing here?” A venomous voice punctured his fury.

	Killian shook off his fist and disregarded the blood trickling from his knuckles. He turned to face the owner of the malicious growl and the hateful glare that he was being treated to.

	“I’m here for Lexie,” he told Sam and Wyatt.

	Both of their faces turned stormy. “Like fuck you are,” Wyatt bit out.

	“I seem to remember us having a similar conversation at a hospital in Amber three years ago,” Sam said, his jaw hard. “And my promise still stands. I’ll kill you if you go anywhere near Lexie again.”

	Killian didn’t flinch from his gaze, but he was surprised at the sincerity behind it. He’d seen some bad bastards in his time with the Sons. Some tough ones too. But Sam, the guy with fuckin’ painted fingernails and more jewelry than most of the old ladies, could give them a run for their money. Ditto with Wyatt.

	“You can try,” Killian said. “’Cause that’s the only way you’re gettin’ me out of here, in a body bag.” He wasn’t lying. No way was he leaving that beautiful broken girl. Not now. Not ever. Not until he’d killed the fucker who put that mark on her. That terror in her eyes. But not after that either.

	Sam pushed up his sleeves, the veins in his forearms pulsing as he did so. “So be it,” he declared, stepping forward.

	Killian braced and clenched his jaw. He knew that look. It was the one he’d seen on his opponents every time he got in the ring when they were ready to fight. But this wasn’t empty of emotion and just ready to win. This was full of hate and determination. Sam cared for Lexie. Loved her. Not like Killian did, but enough to do anything to keep her from harm. Much like Killian would. But Sam considered him something that would harm her. 

	That hurt more than any punch he could have landed.

	Killian didn’t want to hurt Sam, but he would if he had to.

	Wyatt grabbed his friend’s arm. “No, bro. Not here. He’s not worth it,” he spat.

	Sam grinned. “Oh yes he is.”

	Wyatt didn’t let him go. “He’s not important right now. Lexie is. We’ve got to go to our girl,” he emphasized the last two words, eyes on Killian.

	Before anyone else could speak, someone else who considered Lexie theirs broke the moment.

	“Where is she?” 

	The boys turned to see Mia storming down the hallway, the sounds of her heels echoing as she did so. Bull was grasping her hand and his face was hard.

	Beyond hard.

	It looked like it was etched out of granite, and Killian knew he was only holding his shit tight on account of Mia.

	Killian had convinced him to go to Mia first instead of riding straight to L.A like he was hell-bent on doing. Bull looked like he was going to be torn in two at the realization he had to be the one to tell his pregnant wife her daughter had been attacked and had to be there with her instead of going to the girl he considered his daughter.

	“I’ve got her,” Killian had promised him.

	Bull had regarded him with that empty, dangerous look. Killian wasn’t fooled; he knew what lay behind that, the fear. He knew it because he was feeling it too at the thought of anything happening to the girl who made the sun shine a little brighter.

	Bull nodded finally and clapped him on the shoulder. “Know you do. Know you still care about her, that that hasn’t changed,” he said gruffly. “But you need to know I’ll kill you, you cause her any more pain.”

	Killian had nodded once at that. He’d hand him the gun himself if he did.

	Then he’d jogged to his bike and road like the Devil himself was on his heels. He was in a sense. Chasing him, promising him what he’d live in if anything had happened to Lexie.

	The drive to L.A. was meant to take four hours. 

	Killian made it in two.

	He’d been held up for too fuckin’ long by the idiots at the front desk who’d tried to stop him from seeing Lexie, but he’d made it to her. He always would. He wasn’t surprised that Bull was hot on his heels, even though he’d had to go and get Mia. Killian bet he broke every traffic law getting here.

	“My daughter. Where is she?” Mia repeated, her voice strong and even. Her gaze settled on the boys in a strange blank, empty way, like she wasn’t really seeing them. She only had eyes for one person. One person who wasn’t in this little group that could turn into a brawl at any second. Though her gaze did stutter on Killian. Unlike Bull, Mia did not forgive him for breaking Lexie. She may have known his reasons, but that didn’t mean she didn’t punish him for hurting her only daughter. Killian respected the hell out of that. Made him happy that Lexie had a mom like that. 

	Killian nodded to the door where he’d come out of.

	Like she’d synchronized it, Lexie emerged from the door, wearing hospital scrubs. Her curls tumbled around her pale face, half hiding the angry cut and bruise that Killian knew was there. That he’d committed to memory. A blemish, a mark on her porcelain skin. He’d committed it to memory because that’s where the bullet would go on the person who did this.

	“Mom?” Her voice was small, barely audible. Childlike.

	The strength of before was waning. He was proud she had made it this far. She had been attacked and sat in her living room while her friend bled out, one hand trying to stop the bleeding, the other holding a gun up waiting for her attacker.

	She spent another two hours covered in her friend’s blood, and she was still standing when Killian made it to her. 

	Fuck, he was proud of his girl.

	He was also angry. Furious. But that could wait.

	Lexie didn’t move, but Mia did, faster than even Bull. She was across the room and Lexie was in her arms in an instant.

	“You’re okay,” Mia mumbled into her golden hair. “You’re okay.” Killian couldn’t quite figure out if she was talking to Lexie or herself.

	Bull joined the fold, placing his hand on that golden head and closing his eyes, to chase away the demons no doubt. As they opened again, they settled on Killian.

	He murmured something in Mia’s ear, kissed Lexie’s head, and then jerked his head at Killian.

	For the first time in years, Killian grinned. Because there was murder in Bull’s eyes.
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	“We need to know everything,” Killian demanded, his icy gaze not moving from mine. He was sitting across from us, leaning forward, his hands clasped together on his knees.

	Bull stood beside me, his hand at my neck. My boys were all on the other side of me, doing their best to smite Killian with a glare.

	Me? I was trying not to hyperventilate. Trying to stop my mangled heart from beating out of my chest. Killian was right there. Across from me. I could smell him. Amidst that disgusting sterile hospital smell, I could smell his musky scent mingled with tobacco.

	I frowned. He gave up smoking when we were together once he realized how much it bothered me. The smoking itself didn’t actually bother me, just the thought of him dying of some horrible cancer and having to watch it happen, having to somehow navigate the barren wasteland of a life without him.

	Turns out I had to navigate that wasteland regardless.

	“We?” Sam repeated. “Who is this we? The band—me, Noah, Wyatt and Lexie—that’s a ‘we.’ Lexie and Bull, also a we—that’s if I was figuratively Bull or Lexie in this situation.” He paused. “But you, there is no we in relation to Lexie. You are not a we.”

	I flinched at this reminder, and Killian didn’t miss it. Neither did Zane. He squeezed my neck.

	He had somehow convinced Mom to leave my side by sending her to go and get me some clothes and then meet us at the Malibu house. Obviously she had Cade and Lucky as bodyguards slash escorts. They had arrived shortly after Mom and Zane.

	She hadn’t been happy about leaving. She looked damn near murderous when Zane suggested it, but he had taken her aside, murmuring in her ear while rubbing her belly, and she’d relented.

	I refused to leave until we got news on Duke. That meant my boys and Zane refused to leave.

	Ditto with Killian. 

	This hurt. Killed. Having him here, right here, opening up old wounds with a mere gaze. It ripped me apart. 

	I couldn’t understand why he was here after four years. Here and burning me with a gaze that made it seem like those years hadn’t passed. Like it had only been a second since we were separated instead of a lifetime. And like heartbreak didn’t hang in the air, making the gap between us far bigger than just a few feet. It was a yawning chasm that I’d do anything to cross.

	But I had other things to focus on, namely not falling apart and praying to every deity I knew of that Duke would make it through this.

	“That is not the conversation we need to be having right now,” Zane said roughly, eyes on Sam. “We need to know what happened tonight. Everything.” His eyes moved to me and his tone softened. 

	I looked at him for a moment then stood, unable to be stationary anymore. “No, we do not need to talk about that. I need to find out how Duke is. Someone in this godforsaken hospital is going to tell me right now or I swear to God I’ll start breaking kneecaps.”

	I resisted the urge to rub my throbbing head; the motion was bound to set the alpha males in the room into overdrive.

	Sam cracked the barest hint of a smile at my threat, but there was no humor behind it. Duke was his friend too.

	I eyed the door, intent on barging through it and finding myself a doctor who would tell me the fate of my friend. I was scared shitless at the thought of them telling me news I couldn’t stomach. But not knowing was worse. Waiting was worse.

	Especially in this stifling room, under his gaze. Being tortured by his presence. 

	He seemed to read my mind, or my goal, because he stood in front of the door, barring my way.

	I froze immediately. My body seemed to have its own survival instinct. Being any closer to him than necessary might kill me, hence my abrupt stop.

	He caught this and his face turned blank, but his eyes shimmered. “Lexie,” he began, his husky voice addressing me for the first time. His eyes, his entire body had greeted me far before that, but hearing him say my name, I almost collapsed.

	Luckily, the door opened and Killian was forced to move. Unluckily, this meant he was forced to move in my direction. I scuttled back the moment I registered his trajectory. His brows narrowed at this and his jaw hardened even more.

	I probably would have considered this had the person entering the room not been a doctor glancing down at a chart. 

	“Who’s here for Richard Duke?” he asked, glancing up. He didn’t even flinch at the amount of badasses in the room, nor did he give any ounce of recognition over me or the boys. I guessed silver-haired ER doctors probably didn’t listen to rock in their spare time. He looked more like a Bach or Beethoven man.

	I rushed forward.

	“Tell me he’s okay,” I pleaded. “He’s okay, right?” I resisted the urge to clutch at his white coat.

	It was a testament to how desperate I was that in my haste I’d also entered his space. He’d stepped even closer to me as I advanced, at the sound of hysteria in my voice. His heat at my back had my body responding immediately, despite the situation.

	Any other moment, this would have gotten to me. Punctured me right to the bone. But not now when I was hoping upon hope that my friend wasn’t dead because of me.

	“Mr. Duke had severe puncture wounds to his chest, and his lung collapsed in surgery. He also suffered substantial blood loss,” the doctor began. 

	And without even noticing it, my body sank back slightly, unable to take my own weight as he spoke. Strong hands came to my hips, steadying me, giving me strength. I was pulled back into a hard chest.

	“But we were able to repair the damage and give him a transfusion. He’ll still be classed as critical and the next twenty-four hours will be crucial, but we’re confident he’ll make a full recovery in time.”

	I blinked rapidly. “Full recovery?” 

	The doctor nodded briskly but kindly. 

	“Can I see him?” I choked out, needing to make sure with my own eyes. Needing to replace the last image I had of a bleeding and pale Duke being rushed into the hospital.

	“Yes. I’ll send a nurse in to take you to him. He’ll only be able to have one visitor though, and not for long,” he said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got other patients.”

	And then, like he hadn’t just stilled my rapidly beating heart and stolen my breath from me in a big whoosh of relief, the doctor left.

	Guess they dealt in death and life and good news. No biggie.

	But it was then I let myself do what I’d been fighting off since the moment the lights turned off in my laundry room. I let go. Physically, mentally, all of it. My knees gave way from under me and I would have fallen to the floor had strong arms not caught me the moment I started to collapse. I didn’t think. Reason—namely my broken heart—didn’t even play a part in me clinging to him, burying my face in his familiar scent and letting those arms circle around me. I just held on for dear life.
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	“What do we know?” Bull barked.

	“At approximately 10:00 p.m., the intruder gained entry through the laundry room. That’s after disabling a complex security system, cutting off the power, and stabbing Duke three times,” Keltan clipped, his face hard, emotionless. Killian knew better than that. One of his own was fighting for his life and someone nearly got killed. It was his security system that got disabled.

	“He must have been watching the place, ‘cause he entered through the front door first, neutralized Duke, and then went back outside to enter through the side door of the laundry room where Lexie was. Tried to grab for her, she ran. There was a struggle. She managed to shake him off, lock him out of the house, and make it to Duke. Called 911 and refused to leave him till he got there.” Keltan paused. “Most likely, she’s the reason why he didn’t bleed out on the scene.” His eyes met Bull’s. “Your girl, she’s something else,” he said, obvious respect in his tone.

	Bull nodded once. “Know that. Know she’s one of a kind. Which means I’m very fuckin’ eager to find out who tried to hurt her. And then once I find that out, I’ll make sure he doesn’t exist on the same planet as her.”

	Keltan nodded his head. “Get that. Also going to pretend I didn’t just hear you planning a murder.”

	Bull’s face didn’t change. “Don’t care what you pretend to hear or not. Just need to find him. I can do it without your help.”

	Keltan regarded him. “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to help you find him,” he said. “I’ll be doing that. I’d just like plausible deniably on what happens to him after I hand him over to you.”

	Bull nodded once.

	Keltan stood. “Guy put one of my men in the hospital. Safe to say he’s going to be more than a little banged up if I’m the one to deliver him to you. That a problem?”

	Bull shook his head.

	Keltan grinned. “Good. Now I’ll get another one of my men on Lexie at all times, won’t leave her side.”

	“That won’t be happening,” Killian cut in, breaking his silence since the three of them had entered the deserted chapel in the hospital.

	Lexie had been allowed to see Duke and that was the only reason they were in here. Killian hadn’t been allowed to go with her, and that made his hands itch. She was safe in the hospital, he knew that, but he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of her body clinging to his. Even in her grief she was beautiful. She was the same. Fit perfectly in his arms. He’d hated that she’d fallen apart there, but he’d been fuckin’ elated that he was there to hold her together. Four fuckin’ years and he had her in his arms again. He wanted her there for a lifetime, but she’d jumped out of them the instant a nurse entered the room. Her eyes had shuttered and she’d regarded him with a pain that still hit him square in his chest. Then she was gone and Keltan had arrived, directing them to the chapel in the hospital in order to brief them on what the fuck was going on. 

	“My guys, they’re good,” Keltan informed him. “The best.”

	Killian eyed him. “That why he almost got killed? Almost got Lexie fuckin’ killed? Why she was the one who had to save the man meant to be protecting her?”

	Keltan stepped forward and had Killian against the wall before he could blink. Keltan was a big guy, ex-army, taller than him. But Killian reckoned the odds were even if it came to a fight. But he didn’t react. They were in a chapel after all. He’d already done enough to get his entry to the pearly gates denied, but he thought violence in a chapel might damn his soul indefinitely.

	Though he’d already damned it the day he’d damaged the most tender heart in the world. One that had been given to him selflessly. One he’d crushed in his hands. No matter what his reasons were, that was a black mark on his soul that would have him descending the seven levels once the reaper took him.

	“I’d advise you to shut your mouth, kid, sayin’ that shit about my men,” Keltan bit out, his accent more pronounced when tingled with fury.

	“I’ll take your advice on board,” Killian replied. “Still not havin’ them on Lexie.”

	“We’re the best in L.A. There’s no one else.”

	“There’s me.”

	Keltan let him go, stepping back. “You? You’re a MC member, not a bodyguard.”

	“I’d die before I let one more centimeter of her body get bruised,” Killian declared. “I’m on her.”

	Keltan gave him a long look, one of understanding at his words, at what they meant, at what Lexie meant to him. There was respect in there too. He nodded once. “Get it. Got one like that too.” He paused and glanced at Bull who had been watching the exchange with an impatience like he was waiting in line at the DMV and they’d been taking too long.

	“Still put one of my guys on her,” he said. 

	“She’s not gonna like it,” Bull said finally.

	“Doubt it,” Killian replied, straightening his cut. 

	“Yeah, well, it’s got to happen. This guy’s getting bold. After the letters, lurking at the house, the photo, then this…” Keltan trailed off.

	Every molecule of air turned to ice as Keltan spoke. 

	“What the fuck are you talking about?” Bull asked, his voice flat.

	Keltan’s eyes flared in surprise. “You don’t know?” 

	Bull shook his head once, the only bit of his body that moved. 

	“Shit,” Keltan muttered under his breath. “Strictly not meant to talk about client’s shit, but I’m guessing I won’t be able to leave this room unless I do?”

	Killian clenched his fists. “Not in one piece.”

	Keltan nodded. “Lexie’s been having problems. Started with letters. First seemed like overzealous fan mail. Then got creepy. Disturbing.”

	“She read these?” Bull bit out.

	Keltan shook his head. “Assistant did. Then the rest of the band decided not to tell her.”

	Fury licked at Killian’s throat.

	“Not until she saw the person watching her from her backyard the day of the funeral,” Keltan continued.

	Bull’s jaw hardened. “The day of the funeral?”

	Keltan nodded. “Yeah, that’s when we got Duke on her. Upped it to around the clock after the photo.”

	Killian’s blood turned to ice. “The photo?”

	Keltan swallowed. “The one someone left on her Jeep. Of her sleeping.”

	There was silence. A long one. Killian worked very fuckin’ hard not to do any damage to the furniture, considering it was God’s house. Though he felt like he could burn this fuckin’ chapel to the ground and not even blink.

	He looked to Bull, whose face was blank. “You know about this?”

	Bull regarded him. “You think she’d be in any fuckin’ situation like this if I’d known this before?” he said quietly, his eyes haunted.

	Killian couldn’t do it. Couldn’t swallow his anger. So he moved, throwing the doors to the chapel open with one destination in mind.

	Lexie.
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	They let me see Duke, only for a short time, and he wasn’t awake or anything. I almost collapsed the moment I stepped into the room. It was deathly silent, apart from the beeping of the various monitors strapped to Duke’s body. Those beeps were so loud in the quiet room, they made my teeth chatter. On autopilot, I stepped toward the edge of the bed, my shaking hand touching his hesitantly.

	His strong body took up the entire hospital bed, and I wondered idly if they had to get a special bed for his hulky form. Many bulky body builders, stuntmen, and action stars had lain in beds such as these after hurting themselves.

	I made sure he was in the best private room they had, and had Mark insist that I cover all of the bills.

	Mark and Jenna had arrived not long after Zane and Mom. Mark had been all over this, making sure the press wasn’t tipped off yet and Jenna was already preparing a statement for the robbery that we were going to say this was.

	A robbery gone wrong. But it wasn’t that. Duke wasn’t here because of a robbery. He was here because of me.

	He wouldn’t be lying in this bed, a breathing tube down his throat, if it wasn’t for me.

	A single tear trailed down my cheek.

	“I’m so sorry, Duke,” I whispered, my voice drowned out by the machines.

	I closed my eyes and found some semblance of strength, enough not to let any more tears fall, enough to stay upright. I squeezed his hand once more and leaned down to place a gentle kiss on his forehead.

	“I’ll be back tomorrow, promise.”

	On wooden legs, I walked out of the room.

	The boys and Mark were waiting in that little room for me so they could smuggle me out of the hospital. No one had leaked anything to the press just yet, and thanks to my scrubs, I had anonymity. It was only a matter of time though before some orderly, some nurse, heck even a doctor decided to get an extra paycheck and call the tabloids.

	Before I knew what was going on, a huge body rounded the corner, advancing on me. I instinctively backed into a wall as Killian stepped into my space, fury pulsing off him.

	“There was a fuckin’ photo?” he hissed, his eyes foreign, dangerous.

	“Wh-what?” I stuttered, my breath leaving me. His anger wasn’t what did it, though that was unnerving because I’d never seen it directed at me. It was the fact he was there, right there. His face was inches away and his bulky body almost brushed against my smaller one. I’d banished the memory of his body against mine in the waiting room. It would drag me into hell if I thought too much on that.

	“The photo!” he roared. I jumped at the increase in his voice; it seemed to shake the walls. “The one that fuckin’ psycho took while you were sleeping. The one we should have known about the moment you saw it.” His chest was moving up and down rapidly and his ice blue eyes were wild.

	I found my breath and anger of my own. “That’s none of your business!” I hissed at him. 

	He went still. “None of my business?”

	I nodded rapidly, ignoring the pain at this, both in my head and my heart. “I don’t even know why you’re here. This has nothing to do with you.”

	There was a pause. A long one.

	“It has everything to do with me!” he roared, his hand impacting on the wall beside me.

	I jumped at the barely restrained violence. I didn’t recognize it. Didn’t recognize the person in front of me. That made my own anger increase tenfold. This wasn’t the Killian I knew and loved. He was gone and this stranger was trying to act like he had some right to be here.

	Before we could yell at each other once more, Killian was ripped away from me.

	“Get away from her.” Sam pushed him, hard, but he hardly moved. Both boys were like bulls, sizing each other up, ready to charge.

	Noah stepped between them while Wyatt brought me into his arms.

	“Not the place,” Noah bit out, his eyes going to the spectators who had already gathered.

	Breathing heavily, Sam looked around. Some fury left his eyes. He pointed to Killian. “Stay the fuck away from her.”

	Killian’s stare was glacial. “Not gonna happen.” With that promise of doom, he gave me one last look and turned on his heel and left.
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	I awoke in darkness. I didn’t remember going to sleep but I could remember the last thing that happened in total darkness, images of wait lurked in darkness hurtled into my groggy mind. I sat up abruptly and barely restrained my scream. My heart beat out of my chest.

	“Lexie?” a deep voice asked from the corner, and all I could see was a shadow.

	This time, I couldn’t restrain my scream. I let it out and then strangled it when reason and light illuminated the owner of the voice. I should have recognized it, considering I’d been living with him for four years, but I thought I deserved a pass given the state of my frayed nerves.

	Noah rushed forward, his arms up, his face a mask of concern. “Whoa, babe. It’s just me. You’re safe. Promise.” He approached the side of the bed and sat down slowly, gaging my panic.

	I blinked at him, trying to let my heart rate return to normal. 

	He reached out and squeezed my hand. “I didn’t want you to wake up alone. Are you okay?”

	Before I could answer and lie and say I was okay, hoping to quell some of that concern on my best friend’s attractive face, the door crashed open.

	Cue another girly and embarrassing scream from me and Noah launched across the bed, putting himself between me and the gun-wielding intruder.

	The gun-wielding intruder being Killian.

	He lowered the gun quickly once his gaze flickered around the room and saw no immediate threat. Ice blue eyes settled on me. Concern, similar to but a lot more intense than Noah’s, blazed in them. And something else. Something else my half-asleep and fully freaked-out body could not handle at this juncture.

	“Lexie screamed,” he said by explanation to Noah’s string of curses. 

	I burst out of bed, feeling strangely vulnerable in that position. 

	“She got a fright. My bad,” Noah bit out, glowering at Killian.

	Killian glowered right back. “Yeah, it is.”

	I blinked away the stars that came with me lurching up so abruptly. My head throbbed and I couldn’t stop myself from swaying, the wooden floor beneath me rushing toward my face.

	Tattooed arms caught me before I hit the ground.

	“Jesus Christ, Lexie. Are you okay?” Noah bit out. He yanked me upright, his face a mask of concern.

	Killian had surged forward at my stumble. His face was not a mask of concern; it was just a mask. A blank sheet settled over a vaguely family face that had sharpened with age and emptied with the harshness of four short years.

	“You’re going back to the hospital. Now,” he declared, his voice vibrating though the room.

	I stepped out of Noah’s arms, partly to assert my independence and not look like a swooning woman in a bad rom-com and partly to distance myself from Killian, who’d rounded the bed.

	Noah frowned at this, but let me do it.

	“I’m okay,” I said, deciding to ignore my throbbing head.

	Killian’s stare darkened. “No you’re fuckin’ not.”

	Noah glared at him, which was good because that meant I didn’t have to do it. The contortion of my facial muscles would be possible, but my head was pounding.

	“She says she’s okay, she’s fuckin’ okay. Not up to you to argue that.”

	Killian turned his glower to Noah. Any sane man would blanch at such a look. I actually flinched at the fury, foreign and unnerving, on his face. Worse, it looked like it belonged there. 

	I tore my gaze from the stare down and regarded my pajama-clad body. Not only did I not remember getting here, falling asleep, or leaving the hospital in general, I did not remember putting my luscious silk pajamas on, which I now hated thanks to the photo of the man who I guessed almost killed Duke. I’d planned on throwing them out, burning them, or use them as a sacrifice in a Wiccan ritual to ward off spirits, but I hadn’t gotten around to it.

	I’d been busy.

	Now they were on me. Someone, not me, put them on me.

	“Who put these on me?” I whispered, my voice shaky.

	Two dark-haired heads cut to me. Both softened from their glares. Though Killian’s gaze was hard, unfamiliar. The entire package of him was unfamiliar. I almost wouldn’t have recognized him if it wasn’t for the eyes. And the way my mangled and broken heart had started beating again the second I’d laid eyes on him, no matter the fact he was the reason for that broken and bleeding heart.

	I couldn’t think of that.

	Noah stepped forward again. “That was me, babe. Didn’t think hospital scrubs would be that comfortable to sleep in.”

	I nodded, relieved. I remembered, with great pain, diving into Killian’s embrace after I’d gotten the news. The memory of his arms, the safety of having them around me after the years of yearning for them, nearly brought me to my knees. Nearly. But he was here. I didn’t know why. I couldn’t think of that right now. I only knew two things: I needed him gone as quickly as possible, and I would never let him know how deeply that cut went. That it never healed. That I always picked at the ugly, long, emotional scar the moment it scabbed over, letting it bleed anew. Like some kind of masochist.

	The air in my room went wired, and Killian’s eyes went murderous. “You what?” 

	The fury in his tone was unbelievable on many levels, but mainly because Noah had seen me in various states of undress on a few occasions. I didn’t make a habit of walking around naked, but I was comfortable with him. We slept in the same bed semi regularly when we both couldn’t stand the echoes of our own loneliness. Noah made me feel safe. I loved him with all my heart. And he was also gay, so no chance of romantic feelings fucking that beautiful love up and turning it into some ugly twisted thing.

	Plus, this was none of Killian’s business. He hadn’t laid eyes on me in years, how was it any of his business who put my PJs on me. I opened my mouth to repeat this sentiment out loud when someone else, someone bigger than Kill but also wielding a gun burst through the door.

	He immediately lowered it.

	“I heard you scream,” Zane said, rushing over to me. Killian stepped back, holding his body tight in order to let Zane through. “You okay, Lex? I would have gotten here sooner, but I had to take measures to make sure your pregnant mother didn’t follow me.”

	His gaze settled on my forehead and his brows knitted together, fury covering his face like a blanket. “Fuck. Is it your head? You in pain?” he bit out.

	“No,” I lied.

	Zane’s eyes flared in disbelief. “You sure?”

	I nodded, but again, before I could open my mouth, someone else rushed into the room. Granted, my room at our beach house wasn’t small, but it was getting crowded considering it was full of three muscly males and one pregnant woman. 

	“How dare you try and lock me inside the room after my daughter screams in the middle of the night,” Mom spat at Zane, only after she ran her gaze over me to make sure I was in one piece.

	Zane’s gaze flickered from me to Mom, his jaw hardening. “It obviously didn’t fuckin’ work,” he growled. “Mia, for fuck’s sake, what if this was a dangerous situation? You waltz in here puttin’ our baby and you in danger, not okay.”

	Mom glared at him, not balking under his considerable anger. She skirted past him to bring me into her arms, albeit awkwardly with the baby bump and all. “I didn’t waltz,” she hissed over my head. “I gracefully crept in and knew the coast was clear considering I didn’t hear any gunshots and saw Killian loitering in the doorway. If Lexie was in any kind of danger, the kid wouldn’t loiter anywhere.” She managed to say that while directing a glare at Killian, contradicting the sentiment that she might harbor any positive feelings for him.

	I succeeded in hiding my flinch at her words, but Killian’s eyes blazed as they seemed to gage my reaction anyway.

	Mom was blissfully oblivious to this exchange. “Plus, Lexie is also my baby. You think I’ll just let you lock me in a bathroom while I go through the various reasons for her emitting such a scream.” She shook her head rapidly. “Not happening.” She glanced down at me. “You okay, dollface?” 

	I nodded, my gaze going around the room. “Noah just gave me a fright. No need for two firearms and one domestic,” I said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

	Mom squeezed me. “Oh, this isn’t a domestic. I’m saving that for later, when the baby’s asleep.” She rubbed her belly while glaring at Zane. “I don’t want pea’s memories from the womb being me stabbing his or her dad with my nail scissors.” Low and behold, she actually waved nail scissors.

	I raised my brows. “Which part of that body are those nail scissors going to pierce?” I asked lightly, nodding to Zane who was wearing only jeans and no shirt, his entire inked and muscled body on display. “I’d wager that they’d bounce off him, or they might just snap on contact.”

	Mom narrowed her eyes. “I’m willing to get creative finding a… soft spot.”

	She actually sounded serious. “Mom, please don’t stab your husband and the father of my brother.”

	She waved the scissors at him. “You don’t try and lock me away from my screaming kid ever again.”

	He crossed his arms, face blank. “Not promisin’ that, Mia,” he growled. “You’re carryin’ our kid. You think I’m lettin’ you risk that? ‘Specially now? In your condition? No. You just gotta trust that I’ll keep Lexie safe. Won’t let anything happen to her.”

	Mom’s eyes softened slightly and she slowly lowered the scissors.

	My eyes narrowed between the both of them. “Mom’s condition?” I repeated.

	Mom raised the scissors again. “What part of, don’t tell Lexie did you not understand?” she hissed at him.

	“Mom,” I warned.

	She sighed dramatically. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

	I glanced at Zane, whose face was blank but a muscle ticked in his jaw. Mom looked to him too, this time pulling the scissors across her throat in a warning gesture. That didn’t work because Zane looked to me. 

	“Your mom has preeclampsia,” he bit out. “Which means she can’t be doing anything that will raise her blood pressure. She shouldn’t even be on her feet for extended periods of time. She sure as shit shouldn’t be going into any fuckin’ high-risk situation.”

	Mom scowled at him. “You’re exaggerating. And I’m basically not on my feet. Hardly ever.”

	I blanched, the blood draining out of my face. Worry washed through me. I knew what preeclampsia was. I knew what the risks were. Unbidden, the memory of that day at the hospital hurtled into my mind. The day when I thought I might lose Mom, my little brother, and Zane too. Because I knew if anything happened to Mom, there would be no coming back for him. 

	“Mom?” I said in a small voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

	Her face softened. “We only just found out. It’s not like things are exactly calm with you right now. You didn’t need to worry about your mom. You’ve gone through enough.”

	I stepped forward, clasping her hands, thrusting the nail scissors away. “I’m okay. Apart from being mad and worried about my mom and my brother or sister. I’m okay. But I’m not happy about you keeping secrets. Listen to your husband,” I instructed.

	She pouted. “Not fair. My firstborn and my hubby are ganging up on me. It’s mutiny. Cruel. I need someone on my side.” She looked to Noah, who was leaning against the wall, watching the scene with a blank face. Though he glared daggers at Killian at regular intervals. I knew Killian’s gaze hadn’t flickered from me the entire time. His eyes were like a physical touch running over my body. I did everything I could to ignore them.

	Noah held up his hands. “Staying far, far away from this one,” he said to Mom. He looked to his watchless hand. “In fact, it’s time for me to head to bed.” His gaze went to me. “You goin’ to be okay, babe?”

	“She’ll be fine,” Killian clipped, his jaw hard.

	Noah’s head snapped to him and he looked like he might try and lunge for the gun he had tucked in the front of his pants.

	“I’ll be fine, Noe,” I interjected quickly before there was any bloodshed. That didn’t mean I wasn’t superbly pissed at Killian answering for me. At him being in my room. Acting like it was where he belonged. As if the past years were some sort of nightmare.

	I wished they had been. But they weren’t. Reality was sometimes worse than most nightmares. More complicated too. 

	Noah gave Killian one more warning look and jerked his head to Zane before exiting.

	“Back to bed. Now,” Zane ordered Mom, stepping forward to put his large tattooed hand on her baby bump.

	“I’ll go to bed when I’m satisfied my child is okay,” she snapped, though her gaze melted slightly with Zane’s touch.

	“Mom, bed,” I told her.

	She blew her hair out of her eyes. “My child telling me to go to bed. Pretty sure it’s meant to be the other way around. Just because you’re some sort of famous rock star you can’t get everything you want.”

	“Mom.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. But I’ll tell you, it doesn’t matter how many Grammy’s you have, I’m still your momma.”

	My eyes watered slightly. “You’ll always be my momma.”

	She leaned forward and kissed my head. “You sure you don’t want me to stay in here with you?”

	I nodded. Zane looked like he might blow a vein in his head. I knew how much he worried for Mom, but I also knew how much he worried for me. I didn’t need him stressing about my state of mind. Therefore, I needed to put on a convincing act that would be worthy of an Oscar.

	“I’m fine. Go to bed.”

	She gave me a searching look. “Fine.” She gave Zane a glare before waltzing out. She pointedly ignored Killian. No love lost there.

	Zane’s shrewd eyes didn’t miss a thing. “You sure you’re okay, Lex?” he asked. “You’re safe here, with us, you know that right? We won’t let anything happen to you.”

	I nodded. I’d been doing it far too much and my head was starting to throb from the motion. “I know.” My body may have been safe, my physical well-being, but my emotional health was another story. The gaze coming from the doorway promised hurt. A lot of it. It promised a bleeding heart that would never heal if he stayed in my presence any longer. I’d be rectifying that situation in the morning. After coffee. And, hopefully, after some kind of sleep.

	Zane nodded. “You need sleep. I got your mom. Don’t worry about her. Tomorrow, we get you sorted.”

	He leaned in and kissed my head before striding out of the room. He paused to lean in and mutter one word to Killian, one I couldn’t hear before he left.

	And then it was just me and Killian. In my room. Alone. I tried to suck in a breath, but it was like when everyone left they took the oxygen with them.

	Killian’s eyes blazed into mine. His face may have been empty, but his eyes weren’t. I couldn’t stand the look in them. 

	He stepped forward.

	“Don’t,” my broken voice pleaded. 

	He froze the moment I spoke.

	“You need to—I can’t do this right now.” Whatever this was. A cruel karmic joke? “I need sleep.”

	There was a long silence after I spoke. A yawning one. As if a chasm had opened up in the room and our electricity and every feeling lurking underneath the surface fed into it, in danger of sucking every broken piece of me into it. 

	He nodded, saving my destruction for the time being. “Tomorrow, freckles,” he promised before leaving the room and closing the door quietly behind him.

	It was the last word that did it, that made my knees buckle and cut that last frayed thread that was holding me together. I collapsed on the floor, leaning against the bed, and tried my best to muffle the tearless sobs that escaped from my broken body.

	 


[image: Image]

	“Are you fricking high?” I all but spat at my stepfather. “I mean, your pupils don’t look dilated and I’m pretty sure that ‘I’m a total badass who must be in control of everything’ mantra you live by might recommend against mind-altering substances, but this is the only reason I can come up with for you suggesting this. You’re as high as kite. Or you’ve got some kind of temporary insanity thing going on.”

	Zane’s face betrayed nothing, apart from, unfortunately, sanity. “I know you don’t like it, Lexie. But it’s your only option.”

	I sucked in a breath. “Agree to disagree there, buddy.” A lance of pain rippled through me as soon as I spoke, remembering who I used to say that with. The boy in the corner who was sitting stoically, eyes on me. Face blank. The boy who broke my heart. Ground it up. The boy who was now a man, one I barely recognized, apart from those eyes. The man who Zane was informing me would serve as my bodyguard. Over my cold, dead body.

	“I have a lot of options,” I continued, standing from the sofa. It was embroidered with patterned vintage fabric, scattered with mismatched cushions and totally went with the rustic boho atheistic we had going with our beach house in Malibu. The one that was big enough to house the entire band, plus guests and have a studio in the pool house. But one that still felt cozy at the same time, giving the most breathtaking view out of the French doors that opened off the living room we were currently sitting in. The tranquility of the ocean was beyond those doors.

	Though not even the ocean could give me tranquility right now. I needed a valium. Or five.

	“If you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of famous,” I informed Zane. I waved my arms around the expertly decorated living room, with jumbled frames scattered everywhere, pictures of the band over the years. A platinum album was mounted in the biggest frame, all the others surrounding it. “I also have enough money to hire the best security team in L.A., in the country, should I decide I need it.”

	“Should you decide?” Killian spoke for the first time since I’d emerged, puffy eyed and zombielike into the living room earlier. 

	Noah had thrust coffee at me when I padded into the room after a sleepless night. “You’re gonna need this,” he muttered, his eyes stormy.

	Sam was behind him, his face even more cloaked in fury. “I took it upon myself to make it Irish.” He noted my brows raising and the way my hand extended to give it to him. He gently pushed the mug back to my chest. “Trust me, caffeine is not enough to get you through this. I’ve already had three.”

	I looked to Noah, who nodded tightly.

	Shit.

	That was when Zane directed me and the boys into the living room, where Mark and Jenna were sitting. Mark’s attire was casual like usual, a white linen shirt, whitewashed jeans, and white chucks. But his tanned and lined face was hard.

	Jenna was as expertly put together as usual, in a blood-red, skintight dress, and Louboutin’s. Her thoroughly made-up face was pinched.

	“This can’t be good,” I muttered, sipping my cup, flinching at the strong whisky aftertaste.

	I was about to set the cup down, despite Sam’s insistence I needed it, that was until I glimpsed Killian standing at the edge of the room, his arms crossed, looking out to the ocean. His jaw was hard and my gaze trailed along those arms, which had grown in size and were now covered in ink. Unfamiliar. Foreign.

	As if he sensed me, I was faced with the only thing that showed me that boy was now the man in front of me. Ice blue eyes.

	They saw into me. Travelled through the managed remains of my soul to cause fresh agony with just the touch of his stare.

	I took another gulp of coffee. Then another.

	That took us to now, after Zane had just announced Killian would be my new security for the foreseeable future. Mom wasn’t here. She was having a checkup that Zane ordered, partly to get her out of the house for this conversation but mostly because he loved her more than life and worried about her. He and I both.

	“Should you decide?” Killian repeated, his body taut. “You were almost fuckin’ killed last night, Lexie. This guy’s been stalkin’ you for fuckin’ months. Watching you sleep. Stabbin’ people to get to you. There’s no fuckin’ ‘should’ about this.”

	My anger ignited like dynamite at his words. “I know!” I screamed. “You don’t need to remind me that it’s all my fault that one of my friends is lying in a hospital bed. But you’ve got nothing to do with my life. You aren’t a part of it any more. That was your choice, remember?” Killian flinched, but I kept speaking. “So you have no fucking right to come into my life after four years, making declarations about what you think I need. Because I only need one thing right now, for you to get out of my house.”

	Sam snapped up. “I’ll see to that,” he volunteered immediately.

	I crossed my arms, mainly to make sure no one saw my hands were shaking.

	“Stop,” Zane commanded when Sam took a step toward Killian, who stiffened even more.

	Reluctantly, Sam did so. He stayed where he was, standing between me and Killian, as if his body could shield me from his presence. Not even twenty feet of titanium could do that.

	Zane stood to come in front of me. He cupped my face. “You can buy the best security money can buy, I’m sure of that, Lex, but you can’t buy loyalty. You can’t buy someone who would protect you with their last breath.”

	My heart stuttered. He couldn’t mean Killian. Someone who protected you with their last breath didn’t break you into a million pieces.

	“I’d stay in a heartbeat. This fucks with me, not being able to be here making sure my girl stays safe.” He took a breath. “But if I do that, your mom will have to know this wasn’t just a botched robbery. She would have to know the truth. Any other day, I’d never lie to Mia. About anything. But this news could mean dangerous things for her. For my kid. So I can’t. Can’t take those kinds of risks with them. And there’s Rocko. We can’t bring him here. Into this.” He jerked his head around. I knew he didn’t mean the luxurious beach house we were currently residing in. He meant the situation where I had a murderous stalker who would apparently hurt anyone to get to me. I tasted bile at the thought of my chubby-cheeked little brother being in any kind of danger.

	Because of me.

	Of having to wait in another hospital while my mom and little brother or sister fought for their lives.

	Because of me.

	Of my mom dying. Losing her baby.

	Because of me.

	“Okay,” I said quietly.

	Zane’s eyes flared in shock and I heard a chorus of curses from each of my boys. Zane nodded and kissed my head. He didn’t say anything. Everything was in the look. He knew what this meant for me, the pain. I could tell he cared, that it messed with him. But I could also tell it didn’t mess with him enough to put my safety in the hands of a stranger. A highly trained stranger no doubt, but a stranger nonetheless. Killian was a brother in arms. A patched member of the club that meant everything to him. Killian had taken bullets for me before, saved my life before. I knew that was why Zane was insisting on this.

	I also knew Zane couldn’t possibly know the amount of agony I was in at having Killian in my presence for a moment longer, let alone as long as it took for the police to catch this… animal.

	I couldn’t show him that. He was already fighting a battle leaving me, keeping all of this a secret from Mom. He was trying his best to protect me. I had to do the same.

	“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Sam shouted.

	 Zane stepped back, jerking his head to Killian, and they left the room together, as if Sam hadn’t spoken.

	Sam advanced on me. “You’re joking, right? You’re letting him”—he pointed his silver-clad hand at Killian’s retreating back—“back into your life. After what he did to you?” 

	I failed to hide my flinch. “I’m not letting him do anything. It’s for security purposes only.”

	Sam snorted and moved his glare to Mark. “You don’t have anything to say about this? You can’t get us someone better than a fucking biker. Got to be a publicity nightmare, right, Jenna?” 

	Jenna glanced up from typing on her phone. “Him? The hot and broody man who Calvin Klein would kill to get to model for them?” She snorted again. “Right, publicity nightmare.” She thought on it. “Though, if he’s going to be following you to any public places, he needs the gang insignia off. We can’t have that popping up. We’ve gone to enough effort to keep your connection with the gang out of the press.”

	“Club,” I corrected automatically. “They’re not a gang. They’re a club.”

	She waved a hand. “Yes, yes. I am a publicist. I know the rebranding strategy. But let’s just make sure we don’t have any affiliations anyway.” She looked back down at her phone. “We’re going to have to make a public statement about last night.” She glanced to Mark, who was looking at me with the same shrewdness Zane had previously. Mark could be a shark when he wanted to, but he was also a good man. Deep down.

	“Robbery gone bad is the public story, right?” she asked him.

	He nodded. “Try to keep the severity of Duke’s condition out of the media. We’ll do our best to hide the injury, or keep Lexie out of the media until the show.”

	Jenna nodded curtly and stood, the phone to her ear. The sounds of her heels echoed as she walked out to the ocean to make calls to various journalists no doubt. 

	News had broken about the “break in” last night. I had yet to turn on my phone. I so wasn’t ready for that.

	Sam was obviously still furious and he turned his attention to Noah, who was leaning forward on the sofa, his fists resting on his knees. 

	“You’ve got nothing to say about this?” Sam asked. “That… fucker completely broke Lexie the last time she saw him. Utterly destroyed her. Now you’re watching placidly while he’s invited back like nothing happened.”

	Noah’s head snapped up. “Oh, I’m aware of what he did to her. But I also know Lexie doesn’t have a choice in this. She’s trying to protect her mom. She’s doing that by putting herself in that destruction. I’m aware, brother,” he clipped. “But she’s made her decision. Us giving her shit isn’t gonna do anything but make it harder for her. How about you shut up about it?”

	Sam’s eyes bulged in fury. It looked like he was going to go nuclear. Wyatt stood in between them. “Down, boys,” he warned. “How about we channel this energy somewhere more useful.” He looked at me. “We’ve got a tour to prepare for. You up to it?”

	I sagged in relief. “Yeah, I’m up to it.” Music was the only thing that had any chance at quieting the voices in my mind. To anesthetize some of the hurt. 

	*****

	The next few days were little more than a blur, everything seeming to move fast and slow at the same time

	Things had been pretty crazy, especially with Mom and Zane being here. Zane glowered at her when she did anything that could be construed as straining herself and she snapped at him about how Viking women gave birth in the midst of battle, which meant she could carry her plate to the kitchen.

	Then there was the constant in and out of Mark and Jenna who were doing damage control after the story of my robbery broke. I’d finally turned on my phone to see thousands of social media notifications, hundreds of texts, and calls from people in the industry voicing their concern but really just wanting the latest scoop. One or two were actually concerned. Like the countless texts I had from all of the women back home in Amber. 

	Gwen: Heard about the break in, honey. Hope you’re okay. Zane will scare most lurkers off with merely his bad-ass presence. Killian will kill the rest. Xxx

	Evie: You got a gun? Get yourself one so you can shoot the motherfucker next time.

	I couldn’t help but smile a little at the text from Evie. It was the hard woman’s way of showing concern, and my eyes prickled reading the message. Killian breaking up with me didn’t just mean I lost him, which was heartbreaking enough. It meant I lost all of them, the family I’d come to love. The only family I had apart from my boys, Mom, and Zane. Yet another reason to be angry at him. To hate him. If only it was as easy as hating him. How could you hate someone when you still loved them so much? You could only hate yourself for still loving them after everything.

	And surprisingly, Gina had texted me too. It wasn’t long after I’d said a slightly tearful farewell to Mom and Zane. Gina and I had kept in touch since high school, not a lot, but some. She even met me for coffee now and then when she was in L.A. for work, only when I didn’t have paps trailing me. She wasn’t one for the spotlight. She was still that shy girl from high school, regardless of the fact she was now a knockout with a great job.

	Gina: Heard about the break in. I’m sure the tabloids are wildly exaggerating, but if there was a machine gun… hope no furniture got damaged.  Seriously though, I hope you’re okay. Text me if you want to talk, or escape to my little cabin in the country.

	I was touched at the offer and the sincerity. It was pretty hard to find since I’d become “famous.” All sorts of people had come out of the woodwork, insisting they were best friends with me, selling whatever they could to the tabloids. A couple of people from Amber high school tried the same thing and to sell the events that went down with Mom. They were either paid a hefty sum by Mark and made to sign non-disclosure agreements or visited by the Sons back home. I didn’t exactly know what Zane had said to some of them. I only knew I didn’t have to pay any hush money to the ones they visited.

	My phone rang after I read the text from Gina. I took a deep breath and put it to my ear. I couldn’t even speak before my best friend beat me to it.

	“I’m not talking to you!” Emma declared.

	“Dude, why did you call then?” I asked, amused.

	“To yell at you then tell you I’m not talking to you!” She snapped back. There was a pause. “As long as you’re not suffering from any critical wounds,” she added in a softer voice.

	“No critical wounds in sight, yell away,” I informed her.

	“Good. I can’t believe someone broke into your fucking house and you didn’t think that garnered a goddamn phone call. Was there really a throwing star involved? Please don’t tell me it hit the Monet in your living room.” Another pause. “Don’t tell me they stole it. You know how much effort I went to get that, right?”

	I chuckled. “Yes, I know. The Monet is safe.”

	“Thank God. Seriously, Lex. What the hell? Are you okay? I can be on the next flight,” she said, her concern seeping in.

	I knew her well. She was worried. Really worried. Humor and anger were her coping mechanisms. “I’m okay, Em. And you don’t need to fly over, promise. You’ve been waiting for this client forever. This is a big deal for you.” Emma was an art dealer. A pretty big deal actually. She’d kind of fallen into the job out of high school, and somehow without a college education, she had quickly climbed up the ranks and was landing some big clients. Not that it surprised me. Emma was smart, really smart, which was why I’d never tell her I may have had a tiny bit to do with her landing this particular client. She had enough self-esteem issues stemming from childhood. She didn’t need that.

	“Good. Thank God. No facial injuries? You don’t need the name of my plastic surgeon?”

	“You don’t have a plastic surgeon, Em.”

	“I do so. I’ve done my research and he’s the best in the business. I’m not getting anything done, but it’s good to have them on call for emergencies,” she said.

	I raised my brows. “Plastic surgery emergencies?”

	“They happen,” she argued.

	“Yeah, sure,” I agreed.

	“I was worried. They said Duke’s in the hospital? Is he okay?” Worry crept back into her tone once more.

	“He’s okay. But it was close, Em. Closer than anyone knows. I thought he was going to die. Right in front of me,” I whispered. The amount of people I could trust with the truth was small. It was sad, but in this industry, everyone wanted your secrets, your trust, so they could use it against you. I was lucky I had Emma, the boys, and my family.

	She sucked in a breath. “Fuck,” she muttered. “I’m so sorry, babe. Have they caught him? The robber?”

	I sucked in my own breath, preparing to lie to my best friend. “No. They’re looking. But no luck yet.”

	“Are you safe though? It’s not going to happen again, right?” she asked, concerned.

	“No. It was random. I’ve got security. We’re at the Malibu house now. No one knows about it and it’s gated. We’re good.” Another lie. But telling Emma that Killian was here would likely cause World War III. She hated Killian with a passion. I was pretty sure she tried to curse him with a voodoo doll, and she regularly wished various STDs on him.

	 There was a pause. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m coming over. Fuck this client. You don’t sound good. You’re shaken up. You need your best friend. And margaritas. Lots of margaritas.”

	“No, Em,” I said quickly. “This is a big deal for you. Plus, we’re touring soon. You’re in Europe for another month, right? One of our first dates is Berlin. Meet you there? We’ll go for beers?”

	I’d find a way to make sure Killian didn’t make it on tour.

	She sighed. “Okay. But as long as you let me pay for beers. I know you’re a little hard up.”

	I laughed. “Sure. Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

	Another thing Emma wasn’t after, my money. She loved my success, supported me every step of the way, but when I started earning the big bucks and started wanting to share it with people I loved, she got defensive. It’d be a battle to get her to accept any gifts and she’d flat out refused any offers of a loan when she was struggling to pay rent. It hurt watching her struggle, but she was strong, independent. She needed to stand on her own two feet.

	“Call me if you need anything, Lee,” she whispered.

	“Will do. Love you.”

	“Love you the most.”

	I’d only just gotten off the phone to Emma when it rang in my hand again, the hospital letting me know Duke was awake. I’d dropped everything to go. And had obviously been accompanied by the ever-present shadow of the man who cut my soul in two.

	Duke had been breathing on his own for two days. I wanted to spend every moment I could at the hospital, but Mark and Jenna had talked me out of it. Press were lurking everywhere. I still went to see him every day, much to Killian’s dismay. His jaw was hard whenever we went. I didn’t know if this was because the press swarmed the car every time we drove in or because I clutched Duke’s hand and whispered to his unconscious body whenever we were there. I could feel the anger pulsing from the outside of the door. He had no right to be angry. If anyone had that right, it was me. But I was too tired for that. It was all I could do to stay standing in his presence, to act detached, like he was some sort of stranger and not the boy I gave everything to. The boy who took everything. 

	It was a herculean task to stay distant from him on the drive to the hospital, but I did it. Mainly because Mark had been there too, thankfully. Mark lingered in the lobby while Killian followed me up to Duke’s room. He stayed at his usual spot outside the door.

	“You’re awake.” I rushed over to Duke’s hospital bed, my eyes running over his pale but smiling face.

	“Yeah, have been for hours. Yet no one seems to be getting me the discharge forms I’ve been asking for,” he replied.

	I stared at him. “Discharge forms?” I repeated. “Dude, you’ve just woken up from a fricking coma. How about you chill for a second?”

	His eyes met mine. “Fuck, Lexie. I’m so sorry,” he rasped.

	I jerked. “Sorry?” I repeated. “You’re the one lying in a hospital bed because of me. I’m the one who’s sorry.” My breath hitched. “This is my fault. You’re here because of me.”

	Duke sat up quickly, wincing as he did so, but he didn’t stop until he could grasp my hand. “Stop that right now,” he commanded roughly. “This is not your fuckin’ fault. If there’s one innocent party in all this, it’s you. Jesus Christ, Lexie. It was my job to protect you. I failed you.” He sank back in the bed, and this time I moved forward to grasp his hand.

	“You didn’t fail me. You almost died trying to protect me,” I choked out.

	He eyed me. “Are you okay?”

	I laughed. “I think that’s my line.”

	His eyes darkened. “Seriously. They haven’t caught him yet, have they?”

	I shook my head. Much to every male in my life’s dismay, he was still wandering around. Lurking. The thought chilled my bones.

	“Fuck,” he muttered. “Keltan’s got a new team on you?”

	I chewed my lip. “Kind of.”

	His eyes sharpened. “Kind of?”

	I stood straighter. “You’re in a hospital bed. Just focus on getting better. Not on me. I’m good.”

	He frowned at me. “Lexie,” he warned. 

	“I’ve got security. Don’t worry.”

	“Who?”

	“Killian,” I said quickly.

	Duke sucked in a breath. “Killian, like the guy who was stupid enough to dump you and break your heart?” he bit out. Duke had been filled in one night over beers.

	 I nodded.

	“Jesus Christ, Lexie,” he muttered. “You guys back together?”

	“God no,” I said quickly, swallowing the hurt and the hope that came with that. “Zane just wanted someone from the club out here, since he couldn’t be here with Mom pregnant and everything.”

	Duke frowned. “You sure you’re good?” 

	I nodded. “I’m fine. Stop worrying about me, big guy. Just get better so you can be back to kicking asses and taking names.”

	He laughed. “I’ll be back in the ring with you in no time.”

	I leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Looking forward to it.” 

	I walked out the door, blinking back my tears.

	*****

	The next morning was the first moment I’d had alone with Killian since that night in my bedroom. Three days since everything had happened. It was time for normalcy. Or whatever passed for normalcy in my crazy world. So I did what I usually did, got up at 6:00 a.m. and did an hour of yoga. I alternated between yoga and running in the mornings, but I had an appointment with my trainer this afternoon, so relaxing yoga it was. Or attempting to relax. It was a struggle at the best of times to empty my mind and follow the poses. But this morning? Impossible.

	I persevered and had a quick shower before throwing on high-waisted black jeans, some Converse, and a cropped tee. I was heading to a photo shoot first thing, which meant there was no need to dress up or put on a lick of makeup. Mario and Shayla would take care of me out.

	I paused, rubbing the foggy mirror to reveal my face. I didn’t think much had changed. My face had gotten less chubby and more angular, thanks to me dropping weight. Constant touring, a busy schedule, and little time to eat were the culprits of that. It wasn’t like I was obsessed with being a size zero like many others in the industry; it just happened to be a side effect. My face was pale and there were dark smudges underneath my eyes betraying how little sleep I’d had the past few days. This made my face seem more pale and the sprinkling of freckles across my nose more prominent.

	Freckles.

	Shit. Don’t do it. Don’t go there. 

	I hadn’t expected anyone to be awake. We’d been up until the early hours playing, writing, and Sam and Wyatt had been drinking.  All of the boys were still staying at the beach house, Sam and Wyatt flat out refusing to go back to their respective houses. I knew part of it had to do with my safety, another part that they wouldn’t leave me alone with Killian. I hadn’t been alone in his presence since that terrible first night. Even those few seconds in each other’s company haunted me. 

	They’d made it more than clear where he stood.

	Sam had made a “bed” for him by dumping blankets outside on one of the sun loungers. When it was pouring down with rain, Hannah, my assistant, moved him to one of the guest rooms as far from mine as possible. She knew the short version of me and Killian. She was polite to him, but the coldness in her voice could not be mistaken. 

	None of them even spoke to him in the entire time he was here, apart from glaring and muttering curses.

	I’d tried my best to follow their lead, but I couldn’t help but get lost in his stares at the moments when those blue eyes paralyzed me. Luckily, before I could do anything that would cost me my pride, we were interrupted.

	*****

	“You’re not having breakfast,” a flat voice observed.

	I didn’t turn. I was actually getting really good at not outwardly showing my bleeding heart when he spoke to me, which was thankfully not often.

	I jumped when he spoke, not expecting him to be awake. I had planned on slipping out to the photo shoot without him. I wasn’t being stupid and messing with my safety, I knew Keltan had assigned someone else to me, someone I was going to meet at the shoot. I thought the chances of something happening to me on the drive were slim to none. Obviously Killian didn’t sleep late.

	My plan was foiled.

	He didn’t bother to apologize for making me jump out of my skin. This was yet another reminder that this wasn’t the Killian I knew.

	I took a deep breath and braced myself before turning. Even though I was prepared, the vision of him hit me like a physical blow. He was dressed in all black, like usual, though his cut was missing, as per Jenna’s request. I’d thought he would have protested about this, considering how much that piece of leather meant to him, but he’d shrugged it off without a word, eyes on me as he did so. I tried to pretend that didn’t hit me somewhere deep down, that the moment wasn’t pivotal, important somehow. That’s all I was doing since he arrived, pretending. Pretending he didn’t hurt me just by being in my presence. That I didn’t hate him with every part of me but love him at the same time. I had a feeling my act wasn’t going to last.

	“I don’t have time,” I informed him curtly. I was going for cold and distant. The result was bitchy, which I was happy with. 

	“You haven’t eaten breakfast since the day at the hospital. Shit, you’ve barely eaten anything. You’re too fuckin’ skinny. You need to eat,” his voice was hard, but the concern was evident.

	I ignored this.

	“I’ve got a photo shoot.” I hitched my bag up on my shoulder. “So I’ll take the ‘too fucking skinny’ comment as a compliment, considering I’m going to be surrounded by size-zero models.” 

	That was it. The longest sentence I’d said to him since he got here. Yes, I’d been taking note. And it was about me being “too skinny.” It was true, I’d always been petite but not skin and bones. I ate healthy and exercised because it was some of the ways I quieted my mind. But the thought of food had made me sick every time I thought of Duke in that pool of blood. Something hit me about Killian’s comment, about the way his lip curled up slightly at me. He wasn’t attracted to me. It hurt more than it should have. Hurt so much that I was surprised I stayed standing. I was getting good at keeping my feet when my shoulders were weighed down with memories.

	Killian raised a brow and his jaw went hard. “And you were going to go. On your own?” His voice was flat, but there was no missing the anger lurking in his eyes.

	I met his stare, thankful he was across the room. “I’ve been driving myself to and from photo shoots for years, Killian. I don’t see a problem.”

	His façade cracked and his jaw went granite. “You didn’t have a fuckin’ stalker waiting for moments like this, Lexie,” he exploded. “You really stupid enough to fuck with your safety like that, just because you don’t want to be near me?”

	I did my best not to flinch at the anger and, more importantly, the way his tone was cold even in the face of that anger. “I don’t appreciate you questioning my intelligence,” I snapped. 

	“I don’t appreciate you doing stupid shit that could get you killed,” he bit back.

	Another reminder this wasn’t years ago; this wasn’t the boy who loved me. He would never have talked to me the way this stranger was talking to me now.

	I glanced at my phone. I couldn’t be late to this shoot. I was never late. It was rude. No matter how “famous” I was, it didn’t give me the excuse to think my time was more important than anyone else’s. “Fine,” I bit out. “We have to go now.”

	Something changed in his face. I didn’t know what, but the anger drained away as did that horrible blankness. A glimpse of the boy I used to know peeked through.

	“I need you to realize how serious this is,” he said, eyes never leaving mine.

	My heart stuttered. “I held my bleeding friend in my arms while preparing to shoot the person who did it,” I replied coldly. “I’m aware of how serious it is.”

	Killian’s jaw ticked at my words. “Fuck, Lexie. You sound like a goddamn robot. It’s me. Talk to me.”

	I stared at him across the room, hating the distance between us. Hating it because he was too close. I needed oceans between us. Galaxies. Hating it because across the room, five feet, was too damn far.

	“I don’t know you,” I hissed, running my eyes over the man in front of me. 

	Man.

	Before I’d always known he was a man. Even at seventeen he seemed to command more attention, more authority than every teacher at our school.  He easily measured up to the men in the Sons of Templar. It had been apparent he’d grow into it and become more.

	The person in front of me was more.

	And somehow… less.

	The hair. It was the hair that I loved that was what got me. The inky silk I used to run my hands through, that I had clutched on the night I wasn’t allowed to think of, it was gone. His head was shaved to almost a buzz cut, making his features more pronounced, making his beauty that much more exquisite, the pain and harshness of his expression stark and almost uncomfortable. Every part of his face was sharp, as if carved out of marble. His cheekbones. His jaw. His lips even seemed to be hard. It was his eyes. Those ice blue eyes that used to be hard to everyone else and liquid for me. It was like they were sheet rock. Like nothing hid behind them. The person I used to know was gone.

	His body was almost unrecognizable. He’d always had muscles, but lean teenage muscles. These were not lean, and these were the muscles of a man. He seemed to take up half of the open room. Those beautiful arms that I used to run my hands along, that would encircle me in safety, were covered with tattoos. More than Sam and Noah combined.

	At my words, something flickered in those emotionless eyes and his huge body surged forward.

	I ached to run, to flee the room or at least retreat a few paces. That seemed impossible as I stood paralyzed as he came to a stop in front of me. Like right in front of me. His presence enveloped me, and I could smell his scent that I dreamed of every night. That had long left the tee I clutched to when I was sleeping. At least that hadn’t changed.

	He didn’t touch me, by some small miracle. The gods might have been using my heart as a soccer ball right now, but at least they weren’t putting it through the juicer again.

	Ice blue eyes seared into mine. “Don’t,” he rasped, his voice rough and low, that one word full of pain. I almost flinched. “Don’t you say that. Act like I’m some stranger. As much as it hurts me, as much as it sears through every bone in my body to see the hurt in those eyes, I think indifference would kill me, freckles,” he continued, his voice barely above a whisper, yet it seemed to echo in the room.

	It was on the last word that I flinched.

	Freckles.

	I found my feet, my motor skills, and I scuttled back as far as I could, my hand running along the sofa so I could put it between us. A suede shield.

	“You do not call me that,” I commanded in a broken voice. I chose to ignore his visible jerk. “Never. Never will I hear that name come from your mouth again.” I sucked in a strangled breath and somehow found the strength to stand upright instead of crumbling to the ground. My eyes met his. I strove for that indifference. Some evil, sick part of me yearned to cause him as much pain as I could. To do everything in my power to give him a glimpse of my agony. As much as I wanted to, as damaged and broken as I was inside, I couldn’t. I settled for an empty tone. “Your job, as much as I would love for it to be otherwise, is to protect me, is it not?” I asked curtly.

	His eyes flared. “My job always has and always will be to protect you,” he declared, promised.

	Ignore.

	“Since that is your job, I think you should refrain from calling me something that will indeed cause me a great amount of pain and suffering. I am Alexis or Miss Williams to you, since you are here in a business capacity,” I informed him. It didn’t matter that no one called me Miss Williams except Clyde and no one who wanted to live called me Alexis, but I’d take anything that could put distance between us, even a name.

	Killian flinched again, as if I’d struck him.

	Ignore.

	“You are only here because I love my mother and my father and I don’t want to cause them unnecessary worry or hurt,” I continued. “As soon as I find a way to get rid of you without causing that, I hope to never see you again. For now, you’re an employee and I hope to not have any occasion to speak to you unless it’s life or death. Clear?” I asked. I didn’t wait for a reply, just jutted my head up and turned and left the room. I congratulated myself on my measured, unhurried steps, on somehow not collapsing at his feet after seeing what lay behind his eyes.

	I heard the boom of his motorcycle boots against the floor as he followed me. I couldn’t even storm away to lick my wounds. No, not when he was my bodyguard and I had obligations.

	Fuck.

	The only sound in the morning silence was our footfalls as we made it to the attached garage of the house. Killian hadn’t run after me, tried to speak, nothing. He just followed me silently, like he hadn’t just said those things. Like he hadn’t opened up wounds that were barely healed. Like he didn’t care. 

	I swallowed the stab of pain while I was opening the driver’s door to my Jeep. Of course he didn’t care. He’d made that clear four years ago. And every day since. He hadn’t called me to tell me what a big mistake he’d made, or he still loved me and I was his world. That didn’t happen in real life, but only in books that once had been my escape and now taunted me with the fantastical romance between their pages.

	A hand pushed the driver’s door closed and my body erupted in tingles when a huge form took up the space behind me.

	“I’m drivin’,” Killian declared.

	I didn’t glance up. Didn’t argue, though I itched to. Of course he would demand to drive. Stupid, pushy alpha male. It took every part of me not to hiss something at him and refuse to let him drive. Instead, I moved quickly out of his space and stomped to the passenger’s side without a word. The easiest way to protect what was left of my heart was to ignore him, speak to him only when there was no other choice, and most importantly, stay out of touching distance. Because when he got in my space like that, when I could feel his heat, smell his scent, almost taste him, that’s when I was really in danger. Of falling apart. Of begging him to put me back together.

	I slammed the door shut and shoved my headphones in my ears without looking in his direction. Leaning forward, I tapped the location of my photo shoot into the GPS mounted on the dash, thanking the Lord I had a poor sense of direction. That thing was the only reason I didn’t get lost every time I hopped in the car. I was now going to marry the inanimate object, which stopped me from having to speak to Killian. I relaxed only slightly when the music in my ears reached a deafening level. That was the only way I’d survive a car ride with him, if I didn’t focus on the silence between us, the beauty and the pain of it. Instead, I looked down at my phone and tapped away, sending e-mails and basically pretending the person next to me wasn’t the man who still held my heart in his callused hands.
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	Gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white, Killian glanced over at Lexie for the hundredth time. He could hear the low thump of the bass emanating from her headphones from across the cab. She’d shoved them in her ears the moment the doors had enclosed them in this space together.

	“Turn right in one hundred feet. You will shortly be arriving at your destination.”

	The fucking automated GPS meant she hadn’t even had to give him directions. Her blonde head was turned away from him, the mass of curls cascading down her back. They were long, much longer than when he’d last touched them. He ached to run his hands through the golden locks. To taste that rosebud mouth that was currently pursed with what Killian recognized as anger. She was still beautiful. Beyond beautiful. She had more freckles sprinkled across her lightly tanned face and he ached to run his lips across them. Her jawbones were more angular, with age and with her diminishing weight. Her little body in those fuckin’ jeans still got him hard. Shit, the sliver of flat stomach peeking from below her tee had him granite. She’d never be anything but beautiful to him, but her diminishing frame worried him, gnawed at him. 

	But it was her eyes that got to him most. That fueled the burn that had been present in the back of his throat for four years. The hurt behind them. He knew she’d been trying to hide it from everyone. Problem was, she couldn’t hide it from him. Fuck, he almost wished she could. Seeing how deep that shit ran, how raw it was after four years, it almost brought him to his fuckin’ knees.

	It also gave him hope, a glimmer of it in the dark recesses of his mind, but enough to grasp onto. If the hurt was still that fresh, still that real, maybe he could heal it. Maybe he had a chance to get his girl back.

	Maybe that was a fuckin’ pipe dream and he’d be sentenced to being haunted by that look of despair he’d created on the most beautiful girl in the world’s face.

	That would not happen if he had anything to do with it. His girl would be happy again. With him, if something in this world gave him a break. Without him, if that’s what it took. First, he had to make her safe. It wasn’t lost on him that there was someone out there waiting, watching. 

	That had been what his days had been made up of since he’d arrived at the mansion in Malibu. He hadn’t expected anything less from rock stars, but it still jarred him to see how far they’d come in four short years. The place was sprawling, offering million-dollar views of the ocean. It was everything she deserved and far away from what he could have given her.

	That hit him somewhere deep. He didn’t think there would be a new kind of hurt. He’d been living with pain for years. Had sought it out in the ring. But seeing the life she’d built without him was something else. Seeing her turn into a beautiful woman with pain behind her eyes and the world at her feet nearly killed him.

	Staying in the same house as her was torture. He said staying because precious little sleeping was done. He spent most of his time outside, chain smoking and watching the ocean, searching the darkness for shadows.

	In the daylight, the shadows were still there, the shadows of the love they’d had. He saw it behind her eyes, even when she tried her best to ignore him. In a room full of people, it was only still him and her. 

	The men in the band had made it their mission to make sure Killian and Lexie were never within five feet of each other, as had Mia when she was there. She had not forgiven him for hurting her firstborn and only grudgingly accepted his presence, not knowing the seriousness of the situation.

	Wyatt, Sam, and Noah, however, did.

	“The only reason I’m not going and buying myself a gun and getting creative is because you could make yourself useful in making sure that sick fuck doesn’t come near Lexie,” Sam had hissed at him on the first day. “But you go anywhere near her, you try and use this as an opportunity to fuck with her head again, I swear to God I’ll kill you and dump your body in the ocean.” Sam paused, glancing to Lexie, who had been bent over a table with Noah, frowning at a sheet of music. Her hair was tumbling around her face. Killian got lost in that for a second before Sam had spoken again. 

	“Maybe this can be your punishment. Trust me, I’ve thought of plenty over the years, but this, seeing the broken person you created, seeing how you sucked the true joy out of her life, I can’t think of anything better. Other than making you a eunuch.” On that, Sam had walked off.

	Killian’s body had prickled with the impact of Sam’s words. The truth of them. Watching Lexie over these few days had been nothing short of excruciating. Sam was right, she was broken. She smiled, laughed even, but true happiness wasn’t lit up behind her eyes. They had a hardness to them that hadn’t been there until Killian put it there. He’d break his back trying to take that out. Trying to fix his colossal fuckup. But he didn’t have a fuckin’ moment to talk to her, to try and gather the bones of them and bring them to life somehow.

	Not until this morning, and the pain in her voice when she’d finally cracked had almost brought Killian to his knees.

	It scared the shit out of him. 

	“You have arrived at your destination.”

	Killian pulled into the lot of a huge warehouse with multiple cars parked outside it. Mark, Lexie’s manager, was leaning against a Mercedes, sunglasses on his head and a phone to his ear. Hannah, Lexie’s assistant, stood beside him holding a tray of coffees. 

	Lexie lurched out of the car before Killian had even come to a complete stop.

	“Fuck,” he muttered under his breath, quickly parking and doing the same.

	She was actually willing to jump out of a moving vehicle to get away from him.

	Mark and Hannah both regarded him coldly as he approached behind Lexie. He barely gave them a glance. Everyone connected to Lexie had treated him with barely disguised disdain—Sam, Wyatt, and Noah with flat out hostility—apart from the publicist wearin’ the fancy shit, Jenna. Though she treated everyone with the same brisk detachment, her attention always on her phone.

	Killian didn’t give a shit about that. Fuck, he actually liked it. It meant that Lexie had people around her who cared about her enough to hate him. 

	Plus, it didn’t matter what anyone else thought. He was here for Lexie.

	“Coffee,” Lexie all but cried, clutching a cup Hannah offered her. “Hello, my love, it’s been too long,” she declared, sipping and letting out a little moan.

	Killian watched her eyes flutter as the rosebud mouth closed around the coffee lid. He cock stiffened in his jeans. Fuck, even watching her drink a coffee got him hard. Everything about Lexie did, though. 

	“How long’s it been? Half an hour?” Hannah joked, obviously knowing Lexie.

	Lexie frowned back. “I’ll have you know it’s been almost twelve hours. A record.”

	“You’re late,” Mark declared, interrupting Hannah and Lexie. 

	“Sorry. I was held up,” Lexie said, glaring at Killian.

	Mark barely gave him a glance. “We’ve got no time to waste. We’ve got to get this done. Then we’ve got a lunchtime interview. You’ve got an appointment with your trainer. Then straight to sound check.”

	Lexie nodded and moved with Mark. Killian followed behind, listening to all the things Mark was telling her about the interview. About all the things she had to do. Killian couldn’t believe it. Every second of her day was planned. She didn’t even get a fuckin’ break. She needed one. He didn’t miss the dark circles under her eyes, or the fact she hadn’t gone to sleep until well past midnight every night and was up at dawn. She hadn’t stopped since that day at the hospital. Killian was scared shitless she’d fall down. She had to. No human could keep going after what she went through.

	He would just have to make sure he’d be there to catch her when she did.

	And he’d be there to punish the one to make her fall. He’d been punishing himself for years for being that person. It was refreshing to focus revenge outward.

	They entered a huge door that opened to a cavernous room full of people and equipment. The room was buzzing. It actually shocked Killian for a second, and he’d been in some fucked-up situations; he was hard to shock.

	“Lexie, darling! You’re here,” a sharply dressed man exclaimed, kissing both her cheeks.

	She beamed at him. “Sorry I’m late, Jorge.”

	He waved his hand. “No problem at all, my beauty. Let’s get you to hair and makeup.”

	He hustled her away and Killian followed at a distance, his eyes scanning the room. It was humming with activity, people running around everywhere. It didn’t escape his notice that most all of them stopped what they were doing when Lexie walked in. It jarred him seeing that. He knew she was famous. He’d spent four years watching her on TV, standing in the crowds at every concert he could get himself to. Almost every city in the continental US. It almost killed him going to those shows, watching her from a distance, being so close but knowing he’d never touch her again. But he had to keep his promise. The last one he’d keep when he broke every other one.

	“Freckles, I’m never gonna miss a single one of your gigs. Never gonna miss my girl owning the stage, owning my soul.” 

	He’d seen thousands of people screaming her name at those concerts, worshipping her. But it was quite a different thing watching it up close, people stopping in their tracks at the sight of Lexie. She hadn’t changed. She was still that beautiful girl she had been in high school. That’s what got to him the most. There was hurt behind her eyes, an ocean of it, but she hadn’t been warped by this fame, turned into someone different. Someone ugly. She was humble. Fuckin’ kind. She’d left Duke’s hospital room yesterday, tears in her eyes and inches away from breaking. Killian had been certain she’d fall then. She’d collapse. He was ready to catch her. But before he could move, two shy kids approached her, asking for autographs. 

	Fury licked at Killian’s throat. Yeah, they were just fuckin’ kids, they didn’t know any better, but could they not see? Could they not see she was hanging on by a thread? She didn’t have anything left. But he’d watched in amazement as the hurt completely disappeared from her face and she smiled warmly at the kids. Fuckin’ joked with them, as if she was leaving a room after she’d gotten the best news of her life. He’d been awed. 

	The same was happening now. She had that act in place, sitting in a makeup chair, joking with people, like her life was easy, like she wasn’t battling the demons that had blindsided Killian this morning. That’s what worried him the most.

	That and the man out to hurt what was his.
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	“Please tell me the bags under your eyes are Prada?” Mario, my makeup artist, asked me. His perfectly plucked brow was raised as he regarded me sitting in the chair in front of the fluorescent lights. Shayla, my hairstylist was working to tame my locks and she giggled slightly. 

	“Come on,” she protested, locking eyes with me in the mirror. “Even with bags the size of Texas under her eyes, she looks better than half the models here.” Her southern twang was thick and she winked at me. I winked back. 

	Shayla and Mario came with me almost everywhere. Whenever I had press, appearances, or tours. At first, I thought having hair and makeup people was ridiculous. Then I realized how much shit I had to fit into every day and welcomed someone else dealing with making me presentable. 

	They had their work cut out for them today, I knew.

	Mario put his hands on his hips. He was as skinny as a rake, with bright pink hair and covered in tattoos. He also wore makeup that rivaled anything I could do myself. Today, his winged liner was so sharp it could cut a bitch.

	“Yes, yes, we know Lexie is beautiful and amazing, blah, blah. But we have a photo shoot. Under fluorescent lights. Now, I don’t doubt my ability to turn this”—he waved his hands at my face—“into excellence. But why must we test my skills so?” He bent forward. “Do Uncle Mario a favor and get more sleep,” he ordered. There was concern in his eyes and I knew it was his way of telling me he cared.

	“Your wish is my command,” I lied. There was no way I was getting proper sleep until Killian was out of my house and I could try and go back to living without him.

	Oh, and the murderous stalker was caught. You’d think that would be the first thing I worried about. My head was a screwed up place to be right now. Shame I couldn’t escape it.

	Mario’s eyes narrowed at my forehead, which was now on display with Shayla piling my hair into an updo. 

	He reached to squeeze my hand. “Now, I’m not gonna pry because there will be enough people doing that today. Just tell me one thing, sugar. You okay?” he asked, nodding to the healing cut.

	I nodded quickly. That was one thing I couldn’t do, lie to my friends about what happened. Plus, I couldn’t think too much about that night. I was doing my best to escape so many memories, not just the one of how I got that cut, but the ones that had chased me for four years. I knew I couldn’t outrun them forever and was terrified of what would happen when they caught me.

	Mario sensed the fact I couldn’t talk about what happened in my emotional stare. He straightened and looked at Shayla. “No updos today, babe. I’m thinking something sweeping across her face. Let’s get my girl glowing.”

	He clapped his hands together and went to work.

	*****

	“Eddie, I got a bit of feedback on that last one. Can we tweak the sound please?” I spoke into the mic after we’d finished our last song at the rehearsal.

	Eddie, our sound tech, gave me a thumbs up. “Sure thing, Lexie.” He smiled and set to work. He was about our age and had been with us for almost a year. Most of our crew had been with us from the start and were considered friends. 

	I turned to the boys. “What do we think?”

	Sam stood from the drum set, stretching so his tee rode up and the tattoos on his lower stomach showed along with his chiseled abs. “I was awesome, obviously.”

	I rolled my eyes.

	“You guys were okay too, I guess,” he added.

	“Why thank you for showering us with praise, douchebrain,” Wyatt said, leaning his bass on the edge of the stage. His eyes were drawn to the corner and he frowned. I knew exactly who he was looking at. The person lurking in the shadows. I had felt the electric current flicker from him the moment I started singing.

	Although he hadn’t left my side all day, thankfully, he hadn’t spoken to me. I’d noticed the change in him since the photo shoot. His jaw was clenched harder and his icy gaze was emptier than I’d ever seen it. I didn’t focus on that. Luckily, I didn’t have time to focus on that. Today had been my first day back. Really back. After the photo shoot, I was whisked to a hotel and remade up by Shayla and Mario and outfitted in a white cashmere turtleneck dress with a low-slung fringed belt and heeled slouchy boots. I was still boho. I was like Sam, my style hadn’t changed, just the price tags had.  That didn’t mean I didn’t trawl vintage stores when I could, but it was pretty hard going to those stores without being recognized. In reality, it was easier shopping at disgustingly expensive stores where I didn’t get swarmed. Fortunately, I had Hannah, who did the trawling for me and got me great vintage pieces. I also had a stylist, strictly for tours. I was quite capable of dressing myself on a daily basis.

	The interview had gone fine, thankfully. Mark had organized it with my favorite reporter. An oxymoron for most in the industry, but me and Raymond Stix actually got on well, and he was human. He didn’t twist my words and reported mostly truth, if a little embellished.

	I’d recounted the story of the robbery, as rehearsed, my cut expertly disguised by a sweeping braid in my hair.

	“If it was just a robbery, what’s with the new security?” Raymond nodded to a stoic Killian, who had been leaning on the door. He stiffened and looked like he was going to say something. Something that would most likely perk Raymond’s interest and potentially screw up the entire interview.

	“We’re just being cautious,” I jumped in before Killian could. “The press have been… intense since Drew’s death. It’s been hard.”

	My comment had its intended effect. Raymond perked up at the mention of Drew and spent the rest of the interview asking me how I was coping with his death. I did my best to answer these questions tactfully, not missing the fury that seem to engulf the room at the mention of Drew.

	Raymond didn’t notice it, probably because he was too busy trying to get the latest scoop, and because he wasn’t in tune to the man in the corner like I was. I felt the anger at the mention of Drew’s name and it pissed me right off. He was jealous of my dead ex.

	Truth was, as terrible as it was, I hadn’t even thought of Drew since I laid eyes on Killian. Since before that. Apart from when cameras were thrust in my face, I didn’t think about it. Horrible, but that was a testament to how little he meant to me. But I couldn’t give Raymond an inkling of that. My indifference to his death was an even bigger story than my grief, so I focused on my answers instead of Killian’s anger. 

	We had gotten into the car after that, and I could tell Killian was about to explode. He turned to me, but someone was looking out for me because my phone rang. It was my mother checking up on me, as she had been ever since she left. I couldn’t have loved her more in that moment.

	Of course I worried about her, but the pregnancy was going better, she said. Though I didn’t believe her, Zane reassured me. Then, after making sure I was okay and there wasn’t more incidents, he demanded to talk to Killian. I had handed him the phone without a word. He’d known it was Zane. So he’d taken it without a word and spoken in clipped phrases. By this point, we’d made it to the gym. Not the gym I went to with Duke. I wasn’t prepared to go there just yet. So instead, I was at the exact place I despised, all shiny and full of people who were there to see and be seen.

	Luckily, my sometimes trainer had a private room in which he kicked my ass enough to chase the worst of my thoughts away.

	From there, I’d come straight to sound check for the concert we were having in a few days. Killian drove once more and I made sure to keep my headphones in my ears the entire time.

	“How long is he going to be following us around?” Wyatt clipped.

	“How long’s a piece of string?” I replied. 

	“The police seriously don’t have any leads?” Noah asked, moving closer. There were many ears around here and we didn’t need anyone getting the scoop of what exactly was going on. I was having a run of shitty luck lately, but the press being in the dark about my stalker was the one thing that had given me a break.

	I sighed, running my hands through my curls. “No. Dead ends. No prints on anything. No evidence of any kind. And we’ve got radio silence from this guy. Maybe he realized the heat’s on now,” I said hopefully.

	“Not likely,” Sam said, voice tight. “These guys have a one-track mind when it comes to the object of their fasciation. Once they’ve gotten this far, nothing will stop him until he can carry out his delusions.”

	We all looked at him.

	“What? I read.” 

	“More like watch too much TV,” Wyatt muttered.

	I rubbed my arms as Sam’s words caused a prickle to erupt in them.

	Noah moved forward to pull me against his chest. “Hey, don’t let him freak you out. Nothing’s gonna happen to you. We’ll make sure of that. And as much as I hate to admit it”—he looked to the corner—“so will he.”

	I nodded, leaning into his arms.

	“Who needs a beer?” Sam said loudly. “I know I need ten.”

	Wyatt and Noah nodded in agreement.

	“I’ll be just a sec. I need to sort out this sound,” I told them. They gave me worried looks. “Seriously, guys, go, get liquor. Maintain the rumor that you’re all high-functioning alcoholics.” I shooed them with my hands.

	I turned back to the mic. “How are we looking, Eddie?” I said into the mic. 

	He gave me a thumbs up. I nodded and began to strum. I didn’t play one of my songs; I couldn’t do that without the boys. Playing it to Killian with the backup of the boys was one thing. Playing it with just me? No. I had an idea then. A stupid, crazy, reckless idea. Something had to give. All the emotions churning in my stomach were going to do some damage if I didn’t find a way to let them out. If I didn’t find a way to communicate to Killian. I couldn’t talk to him, but couldn’t ignore him no matter how hard I tried. So instead, I played “Snuff” by Slipknot. 

	I got so lost in the music it made me float away, made time an inconsequential thing, and I was back to being in my garage four years ago when my heart was light and my mind bright and untainted. When music could cure everything and say everything a shy teenage girl couldn’t say.

	The impact of hurtling back to reality with the end of the song was jarring. A couple of roadies erupted in applause, but I didn’t note it. All I saw was Killian push off the wall.

	“Out, everyone,” he barked. A few people jumped and gave him sideways looks. “Now!” he yelled. 

	Everyone dispersed pretty quickly at his tone. He wasn’t someone they recognized, but his entire demeanor was dangerous and he leaked authority. And menace. Eddie gave him a long scowl and looked to me with worry. I gave him a weak smile and nodded, trying not to communicate my fury to the poor sound guy who was only looking out for me. His gaze lingered before he left, and then it was just me and Killian in the huge room.

	I didn’t waste time in setting my guitar down and storming down to meet Killian at the bottom of the stage.

	“What the fuck was that?” I hissed. “You do not talk to them like that. You have no fucking right.”

	Killian’s fury flickered in the face of my own, as if he didn’t expect it. Well, he was in for a great surprise if he thought he could push me around like it seemed he had become used to doing with everyone else.

	“Baby, you don’t swear. Jesus, the words sound wrong coming out of that beautiful, innocent mouth,” he said, eyes flickering with shock.

	His words caught me by surprise momentarily, but I recovered quickly.

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “Innocent?” I repeated. Then I laughed that cold, emotionless laugh that was becoming far too familiar. “I’m a lot of things now. I’m also not a lot of things. Four years is a long time, Killian. Innocence is something that is long gone. Another skeleton of my old life, of what I used to be.” I flickered my gaze around the room, if only to escape those ice blue eyes. “Innocence is a dream. A fantasy. See, I lost most of it the day I lost Steve and Ava, the day I realized the world isn’t a fairy tale and happily ever after only exists in books.” I paused, sucking in a breath, battling the pain at saying their names. “But it wasn’t gone. Not completely. Innocence is like hope, like love. Someone has to keep it alive, nurture it, protect it, for it to exist. Like hope, like love, it was something I gave to you willingly. Something that you shattered. So no, I’m not innocent anymore. I’m happy for that. In fact, I should thank you. Because now I’m not some stupid girl wandering around the world with rose-tinted glasses who thought happiness actually existed. I live in the real world now, Killian. So thanks.” My voice dripped with sarcasm and venom I didn’t even know I was capable of. The song I’d sang had opened floodgates I’d been working hard to keep closed. Now was the time to say everything that had been eating me up for the past four years.

	Killian flinched at my words. “Lexie—” he began in a tortured voice, but I was on a roll, every word I’d been itching to say to him for years spilling out. The anger was a welcome friend when hurt was a constant companion. It felt good to let it out.

	“You’re a coward,” I hissed. My words hardly made sense, considering Killian was the bravest person I’d once known. He’d jumped in front of bullets for me. Twice. My mind didn’t think of that. “You were too fucking scared to venture into the real world when it became apparent that’s where I was going. So instead, you took the easy way out. The coward’s way out.”

	Killian pushed off the wall and his face darkened so much it seemed it brought a cloud over the room. “I fuckin’ know!” he roared, losing the control he seemed to have had iron-clad restraint over until now. He paced the room. “You belong up there.” He nodded to the stage. “In the light. You live for that. You wouldn’t have gotten there if I hadn’t let you go.”

	Emotions broke through the dam I had constructed so carefully. They couldn’t stay pent-up any longer, so I exploded.

	“I lived for you,” I screamed. “For us. Every breath I took, every beat of my heart, every fucking word I sang was for you,” I continued on a shrill tone. “You think I care about this compared to that?” I asked, throwing my hands up around the room. I laughed bitterly. “Music is my soul. You’re right. But so were you. You were entwined, coiled up together. There is no one without the other.” I paused. “Or was.”

	Killian froze for a second then stepped forward, not close enough to touch me, thank God. “I saved you from having to choose.”

	I laughed an ugly sound. “Saved me?” I repeated. “Yes, Killian the hero. Killian the noble. Saved me from what? Someone who loved me? Someone who I loved. Who I lived for? You saved me from that. Bravo. Someone get you a purple fucking heart.”

	Killian stepped forward, clutching my hand in his. “I saved you from—”

	I ripped my hand from his grasp. “News flash, Killian. I didn’t need saving. Not then. And I don’t need saving now, thanks to some fucked-up responsibility you feel.”

	His eyes blazed into mine. “Maybe I need saving, freckles.”

	I was hypnotized, captivated by his words as they trickled through my soul. At what they meant. They meant nothing. Words. That’s all they were. I couldn’t let them trick me. Let me fall again. 

	“Don’t look at me for that, Killian. I couldn’t even safe myself. Not from you. Not then. But I can save the both of us right now.” On that, I turned on my heel and stormed out.
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	Killian didn’t know exactly what he expected Lexie’s life to be like, but it sure as fuck wasn’t this. Not a day had gone by in the last four years that he hadn’t thought about her. Wondered what she was doing. Who she was with. Every day was a battle not to get on his bike and ride to her. Find a way back to her. He’d always stopped himself because he knew she was living a life she deserved. That she was destined for.

	But this?

	This was the furthest thing from what she was destined for. The fuckin’ photo shoot where they drenched her in makeup, covered up everything that made her beautiful, and turned her into a plastic version of herself. Where she posed like some kind of doll to sell fuckin’ lipstick. Hours spent in front of a camera, smiling and joking with everyone despite all the shit she’d been through. She didn’t portray an inch of it. She was playing a part. And playing it so well it disturbed him. Because the only reason he knew the truth was because he’d been there and saw what she was dealing with. It made him wonder, made him fuckin’ terrified that the past four years he’d been seeing exactly what he’d seen today. A performance. An act to disguise the shit that life was throwing her.

	Then the reporter. Another show. Dressed up in expensive shit, still Lexie, but a different version, the celebrity version. Again, too much makeup, not as much as before but more than she needed. The moment the reporter brought up the dead fucker, Killian thought he might explode. Or shoot the reporter. He had been leaning toward the latter. Then Lexie took over, expertly leading the reporter, answering questions like a politician. 

	Every word she spoke about how she missed that actor was like a knife to the gut. The world loved Lexie. They mourned with her that she lost this… person she loved.

	He couldn’t even talk to her about him. He didn’t want to. But he had to find out the truth if what she had with him was just a performance. Killian thought it was. Because he knew how fiercely Lexie loved, and if anyone she truly cared about had been taken away from her, she wouldn’t be calmly talking about it with a stranger. No. Even this new version of her wouldn’t be able to do that, he was certain. He didn’t miss how her voice cracked when she talked about the security guard. Her friend. The one she’d visited every single day.

	No. She hadn’t cared about the actor. Not that it mattered. 

	He hadn’t had a moment to talk to her this entire day. Not a second to try and figure out if his freckles was still in there somewhere, and if he could get her back. Her life was too busy, and he was too busy shielding her from cameras and lookin’ out for the person who he’d planned on killing. But he had to find time to dedicate to talking with her, and soon. He couldn’t live like this, with her ignoring him. He needed her to scream, to curse him out. Something. This indifference would kill him. 

	He’d hoped there would be time when they got to the venue for the sound check, but the band had gone straight to rehearsal, and he’d gone to meet with Keltan to make sure the security was tight. Killian hadn’t wanted her to play a fuckin’ show, too many risks. But then Lexie had insisted she wouldn’t hide away. He got it. He didn’t like it, but he got it. It made him proud. She was strong. Brave. That hadn’t changed.

	He’d left the meeting with Keltan in time to catch a couple of their last songs. They hit him like they always did. The words of Lexie’s pain sounded beautiful and ugly at the same time.

	But they weren’t what hit him the hardest. It was the song she sang after the rest of the band left. The song she sang to him. He knew it as soon as her voice caressed the first line. The second the pain, the unfiltered and pure pain, poured out of her.

	He’d been unable to move, to think for the length of that song. Then when she was finished, he had to get all the people out of that fuckin’ room. He had planned on going to her, telling her how fuckin’ sorry he was, how much he still loved her. Then he’d planned on claiming her mouth, on dragging her back to her fancy bedroom and sequestering them in it.

	Then she’d opened her mouth. Her soft voice drenched with anger and she’d cussed at him. It had shocked him. Another reminder that she wasn’t the Lexie he’d known. He’d loved. He still loved this version, he’d love any version, but he’d been unprepared for her anger, for the words she’d screamed at him. Hearing her say them to him, not sing them in a song, had fucked him up. Fucked him up enough to let her walk away and leave him standing there, stewing in their mutual agony.
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	“You’re not going in there,” Killian declared.

	I didn’t look at him. Instead, I moved to open the door. His hand clasped over mine, and I glared down at it. My body responded immediately at the touch, and I tried to still my pounding heart. “Get your hands off me,” I hissed.

	Despite my tone, he didn’t do as I asked. “Look at me, Lexie.”

	With great effort, I tried to ignore this command, but my eyes betrayed me. 

	His eyes blazed. “You can’t seriously think I’ll let you go in there?” He nodded to the building. “With the shit that’s going on? The danger you’re in?”

	I narrowed my eyes. “You can’t seriously think you have any fucking right to let me do anything? You threw that right away years ago. Now get your fucking hands off me,” I replied with venom.

	We had barely spoken since yesterday, since the shouting match at the stadium. I couldn’t look at him without hurting. I knew he wanted to talk. I could feel the energy pulsing off him. Luckily, I had three enthusiastic protectors who made it their mission not to let Killian be in a room alone with me. And I had a schedule that meant I wasn’t stationary practically the whole day. I had meetings to plan the rest of the tour, recording sessions, and various other appointments. Killian followed me the entire time. I had to bite my tongue multiple times, on the edge at screaming at him to leave. I reminded myself of Zane and Mom, at how I was doing this for them.

	Killian let me go, his jaw hardening at my words. I immediately wrenched out of the car, unable to be in there without suffocating. I strode into the gym, trying to pretend Killian wasn’t at my back. Trying to pretend he didn’t exist.

	*****

	“Out,” a hard voice barked from behind me. I whirled around to see Killian standing off with Keltan, who I’d been training with for the past half an hour. Killian’s entire form had stiffened when he’d watched me get into the ring with Keltan and start sparring with him. I’d tried to ignore him, but it was fucking hard when his eyes were glued to my every move. I was never more aware of how tight my leggings were or how my top rode up showing the skin of my belly as I had been for the last thirty minutes.

	Keltan glanced at me, then Killian. Then the crazy idiot smiled. He took off the gloves and threw them at Killian. “Good luck,” he said. It wasn’t apparent who he was speaking to as he left the ring.

	I faced off with Killian, who was putting on gloves. “What are you doing?” I hissed, breathing heavily. Keltan wasn’t really going hard on me. In fact, I knew he was holding back since it hadn’t been nearly as difficult as it was with Duke, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t working up a sweat.

	“I’m giving you the chance,” Killian said, looking up.

	I didn’t let my gaze fall from his. “The chance at what?”

	He stepped forward. “To let it all out. All that anger I see behind your eyes. All that hate. Here you go.” He held his arms away from his body. “Have at it.”

	I froze at his words. He thought I hated him. I saw it in his eyes when he said it. In the tight way he’d held his body when he said it. He actually thought I hated him

	I should. I knew that. But how could I ever hate him?

	I might hate myself for still loving him so goddamn much, but it would be physically impossible for me to hate him.

	“I’m not doing that,” I declared, turning so I could escape the pain on his face. 

	He moved so fast he was almost a blur. He was now in front of me, inches away. “Yes, you are,” he growled, his breath on my face. “Do it, Lexie.”

	“No.” 

	“Yes,” he rasped.

	I stood in front of him, frozen at how close our bodies were, at the pain that came with that proximity. Like a waterfall, the pain overflowed, the anger mingling with it so I almost didn’t recognize my own emotions. My fist went up, aiming for his face. 

	He blocked it easily. “You can do better than that, freckles.” 

	It was the name that did it. “You don’t call me that,” I half screamed. Then I let loose. I worked on autopilot, violence I didn’t even recognize pouring from me as I fought him. Fought him for my life. He dodged for a start, blocking my punches and moving around the ring with me. Then he didn’t. Then he let my hits land on his chest. They were uncontrolled, viscous and full of every ounce of pain and anger I’d been nurturing for the past four years. Before I knew it, I was pounding so hard on his muscled chest, my hands started to ache. Then I couldn’t see him as tears streamed down my face, the first I’d let fall since that day at the dock a thousand years ago. I almost lost my feet from underneath me as I finally surrendered to it, the sorrow, the hurt, the anger, all of it. Before I could, Killian’s arms circled around me, yanking me to his chest. I fought him for a start. Fought him hard. With everything I had. Then I stopped. Then I sank into his chest, trying to bury myself in there. He squeezed me tight, wrapping me in the embrace that I’d craved. That I’d feared.

	His lips pressed into my neck, but I didn’t react to it. I was at the mercy of the tears I had been holding back for years. Tears that drenched the front of Killian’s shirt. That shook my body so hard I thought I might fall apart if Killian’s arms weren’t around me.

	He stroked my hair, murmured in my ears through it all.

	I finally found some kind of sanity after an indeterminate amount of time. Somewhere, I found enough strength to pull myself from his arms. I glanced around, the gym was empty. That was lucky. Killian’s hand went to my chin, directing my gaze back to him.

	I blinked through my blurry eyes. “Why?” I choked out, my voice husky. 

	I wasn’t prepared for the answer to this, the question that had plagued me for years, but I had to know. I couldn’t go on like this, with him in my life, without knowing.

	He knew exactly what I was asking. He stepped back, as if he needed distance to answer it. The gesture hurt, but I didn’t let it show. I hurriedly tried to build my shield of indifference back up.

	 “You remember that day at the movie theatre? The one where I told you that sometimes freedom meant breaking chains described as laws?” he asked.

	I wanted to shake my head, to deny that I remembered every single second with him, that my traitorous mind travelled to those moments in my dreams. I wanted to deny all of that and somehow construct the illusion that I threw away all of those moments the second he threw away my heart.

	Instead, I nodded.

	“Well, that’s what I did. Broke something in order to give you the freedom you deserved. That was your destiny.” His voice was gravelly.

	The anger that I thought I’d drained from my body returned in an instant. 

	“I’m not aware you broke any laws when you dumped me the day after I gave you my virginity. Apart from the laws of decency,” I snapped.

	Killian flinched. “Not talkin’ bout laws,” he murmured. “Talkin’ ‘bout my heart. My soul.”

	I froze at the pain in his words and on his face. It seeped into my bones. “What are you talking about?” I whispered.

	He stepped forward. “We were at the precipice of two worlds, Lexie. At a crossroads. You knew it, not that you would have admitted it. You were heading for the stars, with record contracts and a light that shone so bright it couldn’t be tucked away in Amber. It needed freedom, freedom I couldn’t give you. My world was the club. Was Amber. I didn’t know anything else. I couldn’t be anything else. And I knew you’d realize that. And because you’re so fuckin’ selfless, you’d extinguish that light. For me. I couldn’t let you do that. I had to let you go, so you could fly and so I could stay in the life that was the only one I could live in without you,” he said, voice rough.

	I stared at him. Understanding his words but not the meaning behind them. Not the reasons that worked as some sort of justification that I couldn’t accept. I thought I’d unleashed all my fury with my fists. I discovered I had more to release with my words.

	“Since we’re taking a trip down memory lane, do you remember the day I sang you that song and you asked me if I thought you were lost?”

	Killian’s eyes went liquid. “I remember every fucking second of my life with you, Lexie.” I could see him calling up the memory of that day, his face contorting in pain. “You said you were lost until you met me,” he choked out.

	I ignored the emotion in his voice. I had to. “Well, I was wrong then. You are lost. You’re fucking Peter Pan,” I hissed, anger making my voice unrecognizable. “A fucking lost boy who lives in Amber instead of Neverland, who clutches a cut instead of… gasp, growing up. Your club is not an excuse not to live, Kill. To stay. To never grow up. That’s not what it is, but you’re treating it like that. Hiding behind it so you don’t have to grow up. God forbid life gets harder than a gun, a cut, and a bike.”

	Killian surged forward. One moment he was against the ropes, the next he was in my space. Right in it. Four years. Four years I had dreamed of being this close to him again. Smelling the scent that enveloped me, made me feel safe. Only it didn’t make me feel safe anymore. It shattered me. I scuttled back until I hit ropes. Killian held his arms up on either side of me, boxing me in.

	“I’m no boy,” he whispered, eyes blazing. “Four years ago, maybe. A stupid fuckin’ kid. But now, freckles, I’m a man. And a man claims what’s his.” He leaned forward so our mouths almost brushed. I held my breath, my entire form shaking.

	All I wanted was him to kiss me. All I prayed for was for him not to.

	“I may not be a boy any longer, but you’ll always be my girl,” he murmured. “Always.”

	The words hung between us, like something tangible, something physical. The power they had certainly felt physical, like someone had punched me in the stomach.

	“Never,” I whispered in a voice so broken I barely recognized it. Killian flinched and I used this reaction to place both my hands on his hard chest and push. Hard.

	“Never again will I be yours,” I shouted once I was a safe distance away. “You took away every single chance of that the moment you ripped my heart from my chest and trampled on it four years ago,” I screeched, breathing rapidly. “Now there’s nothing. None of me left for you to own because you took it all away. There’s just an empty body. A skeleton. That’s all we are now, a skeleton of a relationship that’s dead. That you killed.”

	Killian’s body was taut as he regarded me, his eyes softening as my voice broke at the end. “Freckles, it haunts me every day that I inflicted so much pain on you,” he whispered. “I’d fight the devil himself to keep any part of you from harm’s way. But the fact I took that from you, maybe means I can bring it back. Bring you back.”

	I stared at him. “Bring what back, Killian? There’s nothing left to bring back. We can’t go back to how we were four years ago. You made sure of that.”

	Killian’s eyes blazed. “I’ll take that. I’ll take every inch of blame and live with it,” he clipped, “but don’t pretend you didn’t have a part in it too.”

	My eyes went wide. “I had a part in you dumping me the day after I gave you every last piece of me?”

	He flinched but didn’t waver. “I told you how much you meant to me for two years, spent every day showing you that. Seven hundred and sixty-eight days I showed you that you were my fuckin’ everything. You let three words convince you of something different. You believed five minutes of lies over two years of truths.”

	I blinked rapidly. “What did you want me to do, Killian? Fall to my knees and beg you to love me, right after you told me you didn’t?” I didn’t think about the truth in his words. I couldn’t right now. It was just so much easier to lay all the blame at Killian’s feet. To think I was responsible for the pain that lingered between us was not something I could do right now.

	Maybe I was the coward.

	He ran his hands through his hair. “I want you to think back and believe in us, Lexie. Fuckin’ remember.”

	I did. I remembered every second between us. Every memory I hadn’t allowed myself to think of rushed through me.

	“Nothing. Nothing would make me forget about you, Freckles.”

	“What I’m holding in my hands. Hearing those words, it’s worth the five years of shit. Hell, it’d be worth fifty.”

	“I’d promise you anything in the world, but not that. As long as my heart’s beating, I’ll be doing anything and everything humanly possible to keep you from harm.”

	“Promise me you’ll remember that. No matter what. How much you mean to me. How you mean everything.”

	I wavered and my anger dampened.

	Killian stepped forward. “Yeah, I see you’re gettin’ it, babe. You knew then, some part of you knew that I would love you to the day I die. But that same part knew there was no space in your life for me. Not then.”

	“That’s a lie,” I hissed. “There was always a space in my life for you. My fucking life was built around you.”

	Blue eyes regarded me, swimming the depths of my soul. “Look at what you are, Lexie. Jesus, look at how fuckin’ magnificent you are,” he said, his voice husky. “You had the world at your feet. I wasn’t stopping you from conquering it,” he murmured, eyes looking past me.

	I lifted my hand, clutching his chin and turning it, making his icy eyes have contact with mine. “The world at my feet meant nothing without you by my side,” I whispered, tears clogging my throat.

	His eyes flickered and I didn’t wait for more words. I couldn’t. Instead, I ducked down and quickly climbed out of the ring, not stopping until I reached the changing rooms. I locked myself in, breathing rapidly. My shaking hands rifled through my bag with urgent desperation.

	I jumped as the door I’d just locked rattled.

	“Fuck, Lexie. Let me in.”

	I ignored this and hoped the lock was strong. My hands found purchase on my phone and I found the name I needed with blurry eyes.

	“I need you to come and get me,” I whispered as soon as the person at the other end of the phone answered.

	I only prayed he wouldn’t take as long as Killian took to break down that door.
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	He pounded his fist against the door with frustration. “Lexie, let me in,” he growled for the hundredth time.

	There was nothing from the other side of the door. No words or screams that had come out of her like a volcano in the ring. The words that had worked him worse than any opponent had in any ring around the country. They impacted more effectively than any left hook by any angry fighter. 

	They also gave him hope. Anger and hurt drenched her tiny frame, but something else did too. He didn’t miss the way her small hand had cupped his jaw so tenderly and the last words she’d said to him before she’d run.

	“The world at my feet meant nothing without you by my side.”

	Those words were the knockout. They had frozen him in place long enough for Lexie to lock herself in the changing rooms of the gym. And because he’d banished everyone from the premises, he couldn’t even find a fucking key.

	He rested his head against the steel door. “Baby, please,” he called through the metal.

	He would have shot the fucking thing open if he thought there was any danger of her running outside. This gym was in a fucking dodgy neighborhood. It had shocked the shit out of him when they’d pulled up. It pissed him the fuck off, too. The fact that Lexie frequented neighborhoods like this when a murderous stalker was after her?

	It might have also had a lot to do with the fact he’d watched her tight body encased in spandex running around the ring with Keltan. Her face was flushed with concentration and Killian couldn’t take his eyes off her.

	His dick had been as hard as a rock the moment she’d stepped in the ring.

	He didn’t think there was anything sexier than Lexie on stage, singing from her soul straight to his cock. Seeing her in the ring and actually knowing what the fuck she was doing was a close rival.

	But it also pissed him off. The fact she knew what she was doing meant she had someone to train her. Maybe had a reason to need to know this shit. If he hadn’t fucked up four years ago, his girl wouldn’t be going to a dive gym in the middle of this neighborhood to learn how to protect herself. He’d be doing that. His job. She sure as shit wouldn’t be training with the man she’d visited in hospital every single day. He’d gleaned from Keltan that Duke and Lexie were friends and training partners.

	It drove Killian crazy thinking of what else they were. Duke almost fuckin’ died for her. Killian’s fists had clenched as all those thoughts churned in his brain while he’d watched Lexie and Keltan.

	Hence him losing his battle with restraint and banishing everyone from the gym and getting into the ring that had become his sanctuary for the past four years. The place he could unleash his anger and succumb to his demons.

	He hadn’t expected Lexie’s demons to win over his own. KO them.

	“What the fuck did you do to her?” an angry voice hissed from behind him.

	Killian turned, cursing himself for not noting someone that close to him. To Lexie. If it had been anyone but an angry-faced Noah, he’d be fucked. He didn’t even have his piece. He’d stowed it away when he got in the ring with Lexie. Not that he needed it to protect her. But this fucker after her was a coward. Killian didn’t doubt that he’d slit his throat from behind.

	He needed to get his shit together.

	“What are you doing here?”

	Noah glowered at him. “Lexie called me beside herself. You better pray to whatever devil you worship that she’s okay or I’ll make it my mission to end you,” he hissed.

	Killian jolted. Not from fear, but from what was in Noah’s voice. Devotion. Different than Sam’s and Wyatt’s. He’d never been threatened by the boys in high school. That was because he’d been so fuckin’ sure of what he and Lexie had and because he knew they respected him enough not to go near Lexie. Plus, they knew he’d kill them if their feelings were anything but fraternal.

	Now he’d lost that respect. Years had passed and who knew what feelings had changed. Evolved. It was impossible to spend time with Lexie and not fall in love with her. And Noah fucking lived with her.

	Killian clenched his fists.

	Noah ignored this. “She in there?” He nodded his head to the door.

	He didn’t wait for Killian to answer. “Lex, I’m here,” he called through the door softly.

	Almost immediately, the door was wrenched open. Noah yanked Lexie to his shoulder, giving Killian one last glare before directing them out of the gym.

	Lexie didn’t look back.

	Yeah. She’d knocked him the fuck out. The first person to do that without even landing a punch.
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	“You want to talk about it, babe?” Noah asked softly once we’d gotten into his SUV and screeched out of the lot.

	I chose to ignore the Jeep that followed us.

	My mind was whirling. Killian’s words and everything that happened in the ring making everything louder than usual. I needed quiet. Otherwise I might go insane.

	Or lose all my dignity and go running back to Killian, broken heart and all.

	“No, I don’t think so,” I said. “I’d like to get drunk.” I glanced over at Noah. His jaw was hard and his grip on the wheel was tight with anger. 

	His eyes flared in surprise. “Drunk?” he repeated. 

	I nodded. “First, I feel like going to that bar and playing something,” I added. I needed to play. Then I needed alcohol. “There’s some party or club opening that Wyatt and Sam are going to tonight, right?”

	Noah snorted. “There’s always something for those boys to go to.”

	It would be the first time they’d ventured out since everything went down. They’d been hovering over me like hens, and I had to convince them to leave me in Noah and Killian’s capable hands.

	Now it looked like I’d be going with them.

	“We can keep driving you know,” Noah said. “Not stop till we get to Mexico. You can get away from all this. Escape him.” His eyes flickered to the Jeep trailing behind us.

	“I can never escape him, Noe. I’ve always known that.” I sighed.

	“This shit is fucking unfair, Lexie,” Noah spat. “You shouldn’t have to face him. Have him in your life on top of dealing with this stalker shit. It’s too much for one person.” The interior of the car radiated with Noah’s anger. His attractive face contorted in fury.

	“What’s too much is all this attention on me,” I argued. “I’m sick of it. Let’s escape my worries for the length of this car ride and talk about you.” I narrowed my eyes at Noah.

	He stiffened slightly. “What about me?”

	“Well, how about you distract me from my steaming pile of crap, otherwise known as a love life, and talk about yours,” I urged.

	Noah’s jaw hardened and his eyes went blank. “Nothing to talk about.” I could almost feel him close up on me. We were so close in some ways and in others the yawning distance between me and my best friend was incomprehensible. I couldn’t even begin to understand the crisis of identity he was struggling with. Shit that was planted by his asshole father, then having to deal with what came with being a rock star. Having women throwing themselves at him.

	I reached over to squeeze his hand. “You know I love you, right, Noe?”

	His eyes softened. “Love you too, Lex.”

	“No. I love you, Noe,” I corrected. “You. The real you. The one that you beat yourself up for being. The beautiful one. There’s nothing wrong with that, Noah, you know that right? That you can be who you are without an ounce of judgment from me, from the boys. We love you for exactly who you are.”

	I let my words sink in. I didn’t expect Noah to answer. I knew him. He needed time to digest, like I did. He didn’t speak much at the best of times, especially about himself.

	For the millionth time, I cursed his dad for creating the demons Noah battled. 

	“You don’t have to say anything now,” I whispered. “Just know, whenever you’re ready, we’re here.”

	I squeezed his hand and let the silence descend once more, both of us contemplating our demons.
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	“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but are you sure you want to go in there?” Sam asked, nodding to the nondescript club in front of us.

	I gave him a weak smile. I was getting better at them after the events of this afternoon. This was mostly because Noah had poured me a red wine as soon as we got home and I’d had three more since then.

	They were totally working their magic.

	Wyatt and Sam had been surprised when I’d announced we were going out to our old bar then to a club opening. I went to small bars around grittier neighborhoods with them whenever we didn’t have paps trailing us. But I’d mostly just hung out and been the designated driver. I’d never willingly gone to a club opening unless Mark explicitly made me, which was hardly ever.

	But their eyes had hardened in understanding when Killian had stormed into the house just after I’d had my second sip.

	He didn’t notice anyone else as he strode toward me, but Noah stepped in front of me. God, I loved that boy.

	“Lexie, we need to talk,” Killian gritted out, his jaw hard.

	 I regarded him evenly. “No we don’t. I’ve said everything I needed to say.” I took another sip of my wine.

	“Jesus, Lexie,” Killian said, running his hands through his hair in frustration.

	Sam stepped forward. “You heard her, bro. She doesn’t have anything to say to you. How about you go and do a perimeter check or whatever you’re here to do.”

	Killian’s jaw was hard and he regarded Sam before he turned on his boot and left.

	I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

	“Hope you don’t get stabbed by a bloodthirsty stalker,” Sam called after him.

	We all scowled at him when he turned.

	“Too soon?” he asked.

	Wyatt answered by punching him in the arm.

	After that, we’d all gotten ready to go out. Me without my glam squad. I was able to dress myself, but I’d become used to Mario and Shayla working their magic. It was totally ridiculous, but I wanted to look good, or as good as I could look on what little sleep I’d gotten. Killian was as beautiful as he had been when we were together, if not more so, in a dangerous and eerie type of way.

	The petty, immature girly part of me wanted to show him that I was beautiful too.

	Hence me slathering on red lipstick and teasing my curls atop my head while rogue tendrils escaped. I did my best with winged liner that was nothing like Mario’s, but I thought it might just be passable.

	I went with clothes the color of my mood. Black. I rarely wore a color that so easily identified with the color of my insides. I strove to create an illusion of brightness on the outside, even to try and trick myself into thinking I was happy. Not tonight. I slipped on skintight high-waisted black jeans and a teeny tiny top that tied at the back and draped at the front. It wasn’t one I thought I’d ever wear, but there was a first time for everything. I topped it off with my highest and spikiest heels. I rationalized they could be used as a weapon if need be.

	I hadn’t forgotten about the pesky notion of my stalker in all my emotional turmoil. 

	I meet Sam on the landing and looked him up and down. He did the same, whistling low. “Look at you. All sexy and shit. Stop. That’s my job. You must change now,” he commanded.

	I grinned at him. “Sexy is your job?” I repeated.

	He nodded. “With great looks comes great responsibility. It’s a heavy burden. Good thing I’ve got strong shoulders.”

	I focused my gaze on his chest. “And you think that shirt is the best to communicate your sexy?” 

	Sam looked down. “Of course.”

	I laughed. This time it was genuine. He was wearing a black, tight tee that showcased all of his muscles. The color went with his usual look and he had enough silver on him to sink a ship. But the slogan on his tee read, “I taught Christian Grey all that shit.”

	Classic Sam.

	He linked arms with me. “Let’s go have a great night and pretend biker exes turned bodyguards and stalkers don’t exist,” he proposed.

	“Best offer I’ve had all night.”

	Now that we were outside the club in our old neighborhood, Sam wasn’t as confident.

	“I know you’ve got the baddest of all badasses protecting you, AKA, me,” Sam said from the seat beside me, “and that scrawny biker, but are we sure this is safe?”

	I grinned. Of course Sam would call Killian “scrawny.” He went out of his way to insult him. He introduced him to everyone who asked as “Dick, not short for Richard.”

	“It’ll be fine. Keltan has a guy riding with Killian.” I squeezed his hand.

	I hadn’t been happy with this turn of events, but Killian had flat out threatened to restrain me bodily if I didn’t permit him and Keltan’s guy to trail us. That was after he swore at my outfit then drank me in with a gaze that made my stomach swirl.

	Sam grinded his teeth. “Well, okay then. Time to drink, fuck, and rock. Not necessarily in that order.”

	He got out of the SUV and I leaned through the seats. “Thanks, Clyde. You sure you don’t want to come in for a drink?” I asked.

	He chuckled. “No, Miss Williams, I’m good out here.”

	I gave him a look. “Okay, well, try not to get up to too much mischief.”

	Then I took Noah’s extended hand and climbed out of the SUV. I had given up on arguing with Clyde about him waiting outside places where he drove us to. I’d felt completely terrible about it at the start, but now I understood it was just what he did. 

	I ignored Killian and another broadly built and disgustingly attractive man walking in front of us. 

	The club we entered was bigger than it appeared on the outside and was already half packed. We entered without fanfare, and luckily, we didn’t have any paps trailing us and only a few people noticed us. None made a big deal as we waded through the crowds. I wasn’t sure if it was because people were generally more laidback here as we came here often or because it looked like Killian would shoot anyone who approached. Either way, we made it to the bar without incident. 

	I took the shot that magically appeared in my hand and clinked my glasses with the boys. I hoped to welcome oblivion, or at least numbness.

	*****

	“Hey everyone. We’re feeling like a little karaoke tonight. Anyone object?” I murmured into the microphone, not quite slurring my words, but getting close. 

	The crowd screamed in response. It wasn’t the pulsating mass I’d become used to, just a more low-key group of people we’d spent the night mingling with. I thought Killian might have a heart attack half the night if the look on his face was anything to go by.

	A little evil part of me liked this.

	Then, we’d decided to climb on the stage. “We used to play here, before Sam got all pretty,” I continued into the mic. “People change and this song is for someone I knew a long time ago.” My eyes sought out ice blue ones that had been watching me the entire time. 

	I turned to grin at Sam who was beside me. Noah and Wyatt had opted out of the karaoke session.

	“Hit it, Eddie.” I nodded to where Eddie switched on the music with a grin. A heap of our tour crew had turned up tonight, as this was a bar where mostly musicians and roadies hung out. Starlets didn’t frequent it because it was out of the way of the glitzier clubs and where the “common people” hung out. Which is why we loved it. Only a few people knew about it, so we weren’t mobbed with crazy fans.

	On cue, Gotye’s “Somebody I used to know” started playing and I didn’t hesitate. Everything was numb around the edges I didn’t feel the pain of the words I sang. But I sang them. Right to those ice blue eyes that were frozen in place throughout the entire number. Even when Sam’s voice mingled with mine and he danced with me like an idiot, my eyes only left Killian’s for moments before they crept back like magnets.

	The end of the song was welcomed with whoops and cheers. No one took stock of how much I had been singing that song. Really singing it. Apart from the person I was singing it to.

	*****

	“I need to go to the bathroom and fix my…”—my hand gestured to my hair—“lipstick,” I said to our group.

	The boys nodded. Sam was transfixed with a woman with impressive boobs and Wyatt was leaning back with a glass in his hand and chatting to Eddie. He didn’t have a girl with him and seemed to be content just hanging out tonight. We were in a separated VIP area, which meant we weren’t swarmed with people, though we could hear them screaming our names every now and then. Other musicians and actors were peppered in the VIP area, some came for a quick hello and a drink while most left us alone. Maybe that was because we’d dragged half of our roadies from the club with us into the VIP area.

	I stood on shaky feet, regretting the last vodka, guessing it was the culprit that made my head spin. I successfully weaved through the tables of A-listers without falling on my face and I turned in a corridor, which I hoped lead to the bathrooms. 

	“You know, stalking is rude,” I informed Killian, whirling around. I’d sensed him following me the moment I stood up. His gaze had been electric ever since I’d sang that song. It permeated my alcohol haze. The motion of me turning so quickly made me stumble forward and his hands settled on my hips to steady me.

	I should have been mad at him touching me like this, but I was happy. Happy because it meant I didn’t take a header on the carpet and also because it felt nice.

	It was that simple.

	Simple was good.

	“You’re drunk,” he observed, his face and voice hard.

	I screwed my nose up at him. “No, you’re drunk,” I hissed. I frowned. “Wait, that wasn’t a good comeback. Give me a second.” I held up a finger. Killian didn’t say a thing and his hands stayed at my hips. I tilted my head down, thinking of something. My head snapped up. “No, you’re drunk,” I shot triumphantly. My face fell as I realized what I said. “Shit, I already said that,” I muttered. Note to self, brain doesn’t work when mixed with shots.

	“Fuck,” Killian bit out, his voice a low growl. Then he moved us so I tottered back and hit a wall. Killian’s hands came up on either side of me, boxing me in. His scent overwhelmed me and I sucked it in greedily. “You’re fuckin’ cute when you’re drunk,” he murmured against my mouth. 

	I shivered at the proximity of his lips to mine. All I could think of was closing the tiny distance between us and pressing my lips to his. I’m sure there was a reason why I shouldn’t, but it was hard to remember exactly what. Those lips were like a cupcake in front of diabetic. Tempting as all hell, but the consequence of giving in to temptation was not worth it.

	Or maybe it was.

	“It’s hard to be mad at you when you’re this cute,” Killian growled.

	I blinked up at him. “You’re mad at me?”

	Killian’s eyes glowed. “Fuckin’ furious.”

	 “Why?” I was pretty sure I was the one who should have been mad, considering he’d glared at every man who spoke to me the entire night. My boys and Eddie were the only ones brave enough to face his wrath and keep talking to me. 

	His hand trailed up the bare skin of my back. “We’ll start with this outfit,” he rasped. I sucked in a breath as his hand drew circles on my lower back. “Too fuckin’ sexy for your own good and makes me want to do things to the men lookin’ at you that will land me in a state penitentiary’s for the rest of my life.” His mouth was still inches away from me and his eyes never left mine. “Then we’ll go to you drinkin’ in a fuckin’ club with crowds of people when you’ve got a crazy person after you.” He paused. “We’ll finish with you playing the part of someone you’re not.”

	I scowled at him as the word penetrated. “You can’t talk about that. You have no idea who I am now. I could be this girl,” I argued. My argument wasn’t strong considering my words were slurred.

	Killian’s hand moved to brush hair from my face. “Guess you could be, but you’re not. I know exactly who you are. Always have and always will.”

	I had to ignore those words and the intensity behind his eyes. Luckily, alcohol worked perfectly in letting me pick and choose what emotions to focus on.

	“Fuck it,” I whispered. “I’m going to have the cupcake.”

	Killian’s face screwed up in confusion, before I closed the distance and pressed my lips to his. I guessed his expression changed then, but I was too busy kissing the shit out of him to notice.

	Go big or go home, I say.

	I liked drunk Lexie.

	The feeling of his lips against mine after all of these years was something. Something I couldn’t describe. I wasn’t an astronaut, but I imagined this was what it was like when they left Earth’s atmosphere. 

	Killian made a sound at the back of his throat as he plastered his body to mine and pressed me into the wall. His hands ran up my hips, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Then they moved to either side of my neck and he pulled himself from my lips.

	I groaned in frustration.

	Killian’s eyes burned into mine. I could see them even in the dim light of the corridor. “Fuck, Lexie,” he ground out, voice thick. “I can’t fuckin’ kiss you when you’re drunk. I won’t take advantage of you like that.”

	I struggled against his hands. They were firm. “You can so. I give you full permission to take advantage of me.”

	A muscle in his jaw ticked. “I won’t. Next time I taste the sweetness of your lips is going to be when you’re sober. When you can appreciate the fact that once my lips touch yours again, they’re not gonna stop until I taste every inch of you.”

	He let go of me and stepped back, as if he needed to physically distance himself. His fists were clenched at his sides and he didn’t move his gaze from mine.

	I frowned at him, and at the same time, I was set alight with desire. Too many emotions. 

	“You need to get out of here, now, freckles,” Killian growled, “before I forget every sane reason for why I shouldn’t fuck you against that wall and make you scream my name for this whole fuckin’ club to hear.”

	My lady parts jumped at his voice. It was pure sex. And something else, something wild that both excited and scared the shit out of me.

	I stood straighter and pointed to the ladies’ room with my thumb. “I’ll just…” I trailed off and skittered to the door, flattening myself against it once I got inside the bathroom.

	I swore I could still feel the intensity pulsing off Killian through the door. I jerked forward and frowned at the offensive object. Solid wood should have worked to keep out sexual hormones and intensity from badass ex-boyfriends who didn’t feel very ex.

	I walked on wooden legs to the mirror, squinting at my reflection.  I never realized how hard it was to see yourself properly under fluorescent lights after a million shots and a soul-destroying kiss from the hottest guy on the planet.

	It took me a while to see a version of myself that wasn’t blurry. I had a huge urge to splash water on my face to try and cool down my flaming skin, but I didn’t think my makeup would like that. Somehow my red lipstick wasn’t smeared all over my face after Killian’s lips had been all over it. Thank the gods for everlasting, kiss-proof lipstick.

	I touched my scarlet lips, watching myself in the mirror. My face was flushed underneath my makeup and my eyes were wild. My hair was tumbling around my face, the pins holding it together failing at their job.

	I just hoped the stitches inside my body holding me together didn’t fail like those pins.

	The moment my lips had crashed against Killian, something unraveled and jolted inside me. Something that had already been rattled the second I’d laid eyes on him that day in the hospital. 

	Something that signaled disaster.

	The buzzing of my phone was a blessed escape from feelings that were far too profound to have in the bathroom of club when I was drunk. Maybe that’s when the most profound thoughts were thought? Who knew.

	I expected a text from one of the boys, making sure I hadn’t fallen in or something.

	I had fallen.

	Hard.

	Who knew you could fall for someone twice? Once when you were young and naïve and love was a beautiful thing and falling was glorious. And a second time when you were older and knew better and the fall was full of pain and suffering and the result was still the same.

	All thoughts of what this meant drained from my murky brain the moment I opened the text message. Terror replaced them.

	It was a photo of Killian and me. One of us in my Jeep outside the gym yesterday. It was so clear I could see the pain and anger on my face and the love on Killian’s.

	Get rid of him. Or I will.

	That was the text accompanying the picture. It was from a blocked number.

	It was from him.

	Sobriety chased away the blanket of drunkenness, with terror being a good motivation to get my head on straight.

	Problem was, I couldn’t move and my hand starting shaking. I was trapped in my own body, in this fricking bathroom. 

	“Breathe,” I told myself. A photo was not going to hurt me. And this reaction was exactly what he wanted.

	Logic told me that. But fear didn’t know logic. And it wasn’t myself that I was afraid for. 

	It was Killian.

	Images of him in a pool of blood like Duke assaulted me, and I did my best to chase them away. They left the forefront of my mind, but they were still there, lurking.

	And so was the man intent on ruining my life, it seemed. I had a chilling realization that this would only end one way. In death.
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	He paced the carpet outside the door Lexie had just disappeared behind, every muscle in his body screaming from how tight he was holding himself. All of his instincts urged him to storm into that bathroom and take what was his right there and then. Logic swayed him away from that action.

	He wouldn’t do that. Their first time in four years wasn’t going to be in some club with Lexie drunk off her beautiful ass.

	He needed her to be stone-cold sober when he took her. Needed those eyes to be clear when he looked into them while he pumped into her.

	His dick pulsed in protest. It had been rock-hard the second Lexie had pressed her lips to his.

	“Fuck,” he half yelled, running his hand through his hair.

	He turned when he saw a figure watching him. It was the kid who’d been talking to Lexie all night, despite his glares. Little fucker actually had some glares of his own to direct at Killian.

	He respected that. He was obviously a friend to Lexie and a part of her crew. Didn’t mean he liked how easy her smile was with him, how it lacked the pain it was etched in when she looked at Killian.

	“Can I help you?” Killian asked the kid when he didn’t say anything.

	Killian guessed he wasn’t much younger than him, twenty maybe. He seemed younger because of the fact he was small and lean. His face was free of the demons that came with real age, not the one that came with numbers, but the one that came with pain.

	The kid’s face hardened. “Just making sure Lexie’s okay,” he replied.

	Killian glared at him. “Wasn’t aware that was your job. You’re a sound guy or some shit. Stick to that. Let me worry about Lexie.”

	The kid stepped forward. “I’m Lexie’s friend. So it is actually my job to make sure she’s okay, especially when she hasn’t said a word about you in the year I’ve known her.”

	A muscle in Killian’s jaw ticked. He itched to plow his fist through this fucker’s face. But he had only just made some progress with Lexie, albeit when she was wasted, but it was something. He wasn’t going to ruin it.

	Killian’s head snapped around as the door he’d been focusing on prior to the kid’s arrival opened. Everything in him went wired as he noted Lexie’s face. 

	He surged forward. “Freckles?” He tilted her head up to meet his eyes.

	Unshed tears flickered in her eyes. “What is it?” he growled.

	She looked back down, Killian followed her gaze to the screen she was staring at.

	He froze when he took in the image and her shaking hands. “Fuck,” he exploded.

	He caught himself when Lexie jumped at his tone. Struggling, he took a deep breath and carefully pulled the phone from her. His other hand cradled her head so her gaze met his once more. “He’s not gonna touch you, Freckles. I promise,” he said softly.

	She blinked rapidly. Then she broke his fucking heart. “I can live with him getting to me, but not if he got to you.”

	Killian couldn’t say a word. Every one of them was lost when she voiced concern for him, for fucking him, the man who broke her heart. He yanked her to his body, laying his lips on her head.

	For once, he actually feared the prospect of his own demise. Not because he was scared of death, because he couldn’t fucking stand the terror in Lexie’s eyes at the prospect becoming permanent.
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	“Thanks officer,” I said, leaning against the door. I was dangerously close to being dead on my feet, but the heat at my back kept me upright.

	Felix gave me a kind look. “I’m sorry we couldn’t be of more assistance, Miss Williams. There’s little we can do with a blocked number, but I’ve got a uniform outside the property tonight and we’re working hard on finding the man who did this.”

	I nodded and smiled at him. “I know you are. Have a good night.”

	He nodded back. “Be safe, Miss Williams.”

	I closed the door and rested my forehead against it for a second.

	“Freckles.” The voice was so close, his breath sent tingles down my spine as it caressed the back of my neck.

	Images of Killian’s mouth against mine and the taste of him hurtled into my exhausted mind.

	I turned, the movement an exertion. “You need to leave,” I whispered.

	Killian’s body was granite. “I’m not going anywhere.”

	I wanted to scream in frustration. “He threatened you. He could hurt you. I’m not having that on my conscience. You need to go.”

	Killian’s eyes blazed. He surged forward, his presence imprinting itself on me. “I’m not going anywhere,” he repeated fiercely. “The only thing that could hurt me right now is leaving you with that fear in your eyes. I’m gonna take it away, I promise.” He lifted his hand to touch my cheek. “The only way that fucker can hurt me is if he hurts you, which I’ll spent every second making sure he doesn’t. Give my life gladly.” He paused. “But it won’t come to that. I’ve got too much to live for.” His eyes seared into mine, the meaning settling into my soul.

	I flinched away from his body, needing the distance, even it was just physical. His words had already entered my bloodstream.

	“I can’t, Killian,” I choked out, meeting his eyes. “Thanks to having to sober up quicker than is humane, I’m welcoming a headache that’s threatening to explode my skull. I’m tired. Exhausted. You know, there’s two kinds of tired. One where your body needs sleep and one when your soul needs peace.” I paused. “I need both, Kill. I can’t do…”—I gestured between us—“whatever this is right now. I just can’t.” My voice ended on a tortured whisper and Killian’s eyes, which had been hard with fury since he’d seen the picture, softened. We stood in silence, and I was afraid he wouldn’t move, that he’d torture me with his proximity.

	I sucked in a breath of relief as he stepped back. “I won’t rest, Lexie, till you get that peace. Till that fuckin’ fear leaves your eyes.” His hand moved to touch my face; then it fell to his side as if he thought better of it. He turned on his heel and walked away.

	I waited for his footsteps to disappear before I followed him, but I turned to the stairs instead of going in the direction of the living room, where he went. I was sure it was to fill Zane in. I knew I’d be getting a call from him in the morning, when my new phone arrived. Luckily, it wouldn’t shock Mom to have to change my number. I went through new phones continuously. The life of a rock star.

	Wyatt leaned against the stairs, his face hard. He and all of the boys had come home when they’d been alerted of the photo. Sam was in the living room with a bottle of Jack muttering about contacting the White House to “hook us up with the Secret Service.” Noah was there too, sitting in the corner, reading. That’s where I’d left him anyway. He wasn’t actually reading, more like trying to control the fury that lurked inside him.

	Wyatt looked like he was having a hard time doing that. “Cops are fucking useless,” he muttered when I reached him. Then he yanked me to his large body, kissing my head. “You okay, Lexie?” 

	I leaned back and met his concerned eyes. “Yeah. It’s just a photo. I’ll get some sleep and get over it,” I lied. I wouldn’t tell him how violated I felt at having someone watching me. How it brought back that horrible feeling of filth that came with the knowledge that the man who had almost killed my friend had watched me sleep.

	Wyatt didn’t buy my act. “Not talkin’ bout the photo. Though I’m fucking proud of you for not turning into a blubbering mess when you got it.” He paused. “We both know Sam would have.”

	I smiled at him weakly.

	He squeezed my neck. “I’m talkin’ bout with him.”

	I didn’t need to ask who “him” was; the way he spat the word said it all.

	“I’m fine,” I lied again.

	Wyatt frowned. “You’re a shitty liar, babe. But you need some sleep, and I need to self-medicate.” He kissed my head. “Get some sleep. You’re safe here.”

	Wyatt was wrong. I may have been safe here in the physical sense, but with Killian under the same roof, after the kiss that still burned on my lips, I was in a shit-ton of trouble.
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	“Remember, we’ve got a senator and his daughter here tonight. Keep it PG,” Mark ordered, eyes landing on Sam.

	Sam scowled at him. “I’m not runnin’ for president. Why should I censor myself for some stuck-up politician? Freedom of speech! This is America, land of the free, no one shall silence me,” he proclaimed, putting his hand on his chest.

	Wyatt rolled his eyes, and Noah looked up from the set list, shaking his head. I smiled. The first one I’d had all day.

	“How stuck up can he be if he’s at our show?” Wyatt asked, eyes touching me; they lightened at my smile.

	Sam pointed to Wyatt triumphantly. “Exactly. He knows our music. He paid for the tickets. He gets what he paid for. We do not do made-to-order music,” he spat in disgust.

	Mark gritted his teeth. “Just tone it down,” he ordered, before turning on his sneaker-clad heel and leaving.

	Sam flipped the bird to his retreating back.  

	I frowned as Mark slammed the door to my dressing room harder than necessary. He was laid back. As laid back as any band manager could be, at least. He always dressed like he was on holiday on some tropical island, loose shirts, jeans, and converse. I’d only seen him in a suit a handful of times, and he flatly refused to wear a bow tie even to the Grammys. Then again, he was famous, legendary in Hollywood. He’d managed some great bands, ones that were superstars in the rock world. I imagined he could turn up to the Grammys in flip-flops and still get in. He was a shark when dealing with our business deals and the record company. He always had our best interests at heart and knew our sound, our core values, and the fact we’d never ‘brand’ ourselves. That meant he missed out on hefty commissions on sponsorships we refused, but he knew we were in it for the integrity of the sound. He wasn’t exactly making peanuts. Our upcoming tour was looking to be our biggest yet.

	Maybe that’s why he was walking around like a lion with a sore foot. Or maybe it was the murderous stalker who may or may not screw up everything by killing the lead singer of the band he managed.

	Too soon? Yeah.

	Sam rolled the sleeves of his Henley up, exposing the tattoos covering his arms. “I need to get laid,” he declared. “Calm down before the show. Catch you on the wings.” He made to leave, but I clutched his arm.

	“You volunteering, Lex?” he teased with a raised brow.

	I made a show of dropping his arm like it was scalding hot. “I could think of many more pleasurable ways to contract syphilis,” I deadpanned.

	Sam held his heart, pulling an imaginary dagger from it. “You wound me so. You know it’s just a matter of time before you give into this chemistry.” He waggled his eyebrows.

	I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure it’ll be the best fifteen seconds of my life if that moment ever comes—you know, when hell freezes over or Ozzy Osborne starts singing pop, Sammy.” 

	Wyatt snorted with amusement.

	I went serious and looked to the rest of my boys. “I just wanted to run something by you. I thought we could close out tonight’s set with ‘Skeletons of Us.’”

	The atmosphere in the room, which had been light and teasing, turned wired. 

	Sam’s grin disappeared. “Seriously?”

	I nodded.

	“Shit, okay.” 

	“You sure, babe?” Noah asked, concerned. 

	“I’m sure,” I replied.

	We’d never played “Skeletons of Us” live. Never. It was easily one of our most popular songs. It went to number one immediately after the album dropped last year and had tens of millions of plays on Spotify.

	But as a band, we’d only played it once. Insane, I know. Usually, in the recording studio, you did multiple takes. Spent hours, days sometimes on one song. Not this one. We got it in one take. We had to. Because that song was my soul. It was the broken, ugly spirit that I had left. It was all of my pain and suffering stuffed into three minutes of music. I could only play it that once. Singing that was facing the raw, horrible part of me that I spent every moment of my waking hours trying to escape from. That’s why I’d only done it once. It was all my heart could take.

	“It’s ’cause of him?” Wyatt nodded to the closed door that I was sure Killian was standing guard against.

	I had done my best to ignore Killian all day, as if that was even possible. But my pounding head had been a welcome distraction from my bleeding heart. And luckily, by the time I’d stumbled downstairs after a night of restless sleep, my kitchen had been full. No alone time for Killian and me. The whole day was planned out with organization for our tour, and the rest was spent recording.  The police had been in contact, letting us know there was no new leads. I wasn’t surprised. It didn’t scare me as much as it should, maybe because there wasn’t room for any more emotions in my pulsating head. I didn’t spend a second of the day not being aware of Killian’s presence, the shadow of the kiss hanging between us.

	“No, it’s not because of him,” I lied to the boys back in the present.

	They all looked at me with various expressions of disbelief. 

	I threw my hands up. “Okay, it’s a little bit because of him.” I held my thumb and forefinger together. “But mostly it’s because of me. I need to do this.”

	I did. Something had to give. However long this thing with this… stalker was going to last, Killian was going to be here. Instead of being freaked the fuck out at the thought of some psycho watching me and waiting for me, I was too focused on him. I had to try something.

	Noah nodded. “Proud of you.”

	I smiled at him.

	“Crowd’s gonna go fuckin’ wild,” Wyatt added.

	I nodded again. They would indeed. We had awesome fans, crazy stalkers aside. They were dedicated. There were online clubs, pages, and twitter posts. All talked about “Skeletons” being their all-time favorite song of ours, all speculating the reasons we didn’t play it. Not that there was any hiding in the lyrics.

	Sam crossed his arms. “Are we really sure we should be playing this show? I mean, there’s a fuckin’ crazy person out there after Lexie.” 

	We had talked about this. Multiple times. 

	“We’re not going through this again,” I said. “I’m not cancelling a show because of this asshole. I’m not crawling away into a corner, scared. We’re playing this show. We’re touring. Keltan’s got security sorted, and I highly doubt this guy is going to follow us around Europe. Touring is probably the best thing we could do right now.”

	Sam was grim-faced but nodded. “Okay, but we get any inkling that you’re in danger, the tour’s off. I don’t give a shit about anything else but your safety.”

	Wyatt and Noah nodded their heads.

	“I’m going to be fine, guys. Now go and sow your oats with some unlucky girl, Sam,” I commanded.

	He gave me another look. “Okay, but I’m serious. Anything happens, it’s off.” He shook his finger.

	I rolled my eyes.

	“Use protection!” I shouted as he opened and closed the door.

	Noah and Wyatt chuckled. They left soon after, as was our ritual. We all needed some alone time before we played. I needed to strive for some kind of silence. But I found it hard to concentrate, knowing Killian was right outside the door. So instead, I abandoned silence. Picking up my guitar, I started strumming the guitar version of Christina Perri’s “Jar of Hearts.” I didn’t play my own stuff on my own. I couldn’t. It was too confronting. Then I’d have to think too hard about the words I wrote. What they meant. I needed the boys there with me to focus on the music instead of the emotions it was built on.
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	“We still don’t have a trace on that number?” 

	“No. Even Wire couldn’t get it and the fucker hacked into the FBI database when he was twelve.” Killian could feel Bull’s frustration from the other end of the phone.

	“Fuck,” he bit out.

	“She good? Lexie’s covered?” Bull continued, concern seeping into his tone. Killian knew it was killing his brother not being able to be there to make sure of it himself, having to trust someone else with Lexie’s well-being.

	“You know she’s covered.”

	There was a pause. “This fucker needs to die. And soon. I ain’t gonna be able to keep this shit from Mia much longer, and I don’t like my rate of survival if I keep doing so.”

	Killian ground his teeth. “I’m on it.”

	“Know you are.”

	Killian put his phone in his pocket after Bull’s version of good-bye.

	The entire day he’d been wound tighter than he was before a fight. Before he got into the ring, he was pulsing with adrenaline, anger, and expectation at the prospect of silencing his demons for the length of time it took him to pummel his opponent.

	Now, all he could think about was the way every single one of his demons had disappeared the moment he’d laid his lips on Lexie’s.

	He hadn’t slept a wink that night because he was consumed with the need to taste every inch of her body once more. He’d planned on getting a taste at some point today, regardless of the shit going down, but she was never fuckin’ alone. Not for two fuckin’ seconds. Despite the fact she’d gone through hell, she still worked all through the day. Meetings, recording, coasting on something Killian couldn’t understand. He had no fuckin’ clue how she could keep going.

	Play a fuckin’ concert tonight.

	He was not happy about this. Not in any sense of the word. Lexie on a stage, vulnerable, in front of thousands of people? The thought filled his blood with acid. But it was not his choice. Unless he wanted to kidnap Lexie, there was no way to stop the show. She had made sure everyone knew she was doing it, despite all protests. Even her fuckin’ manager didn’t seem happy about it. And it was the guy’s paycheck that would hurt if she didn’t play that show.

	He was concerned enough to forfeit money in order to keep Lexie safe. 

	Thing was, she wasn’t willing to forfeit her pride to do the same.

	It made Killian proud as shit and furious at the same time.

	After being satisfied that the venue was covered, he’d returned to stand outside her door. Sam had threatened to disembowel him if he entered. Not that he’d listen to him, but this wasn’t the time. Lexie was about to play. He couldn’t do this now. He had to be patient. He’d waited four years, what was another couple of hours?

	Just watching the chaos backstage made him nervous. So many fuckin’ people ran around, any of them could be a threat. They’d have to go through him first. Plus, Keltan had vetted all the people backstage. As had the cops, who visited regularly but still had nothing.

	Idiots.

	Standing outside Lexie’s door, he’d been approached by a handful of girls who he’d immediately recognized as groupies. They had the same look to them as club girls. Too much makeup, too few clothes, and not enough self-respect. He’d shrugged them off like flies.

	He listened to the muffled voices in Lexie’s dressing room. The band plus her manager were in there. The manager who had blatantly ignored him all day. The one who was definitely pushy but still cared about Lexie. 

	The door opened and that very manager emerged. His scowl settled on Killian and he slammed the door behind him. He stepped forward so he was toe to toe with Killian.

	“You hurt her, I’ll slit your throat in your sleep,” Mark promised before stepping back and striding off.

	Killian watched him leave with a grin. Yeah, he cared about her.

	The band left soon after Mark, each of them pointedly ignoring Killian. 

	Except Wyatt. “You go in there”—he nodded to the door—“we got problems. Lexie needs quiet before shows. She’s got enough swirling in her head. She’s fuckin’ brave even playing this show. You don’t do anything more to mess with her head,” he ordered, face hard.

	Killian nodded.

	When Wyatt seemed satisfied, he walked off, tagging one of the girls who had hit on Killian earlier and dragging her off. She was more than willing to be pulled away.

	The quiet that Wyatt said Lexie needed didn’t last long. The sounds of her guitar filtered through the door along with her voice. Every single part of Killian froze the moment he heard it. He stopped breathing. He’d heard her before. Gone to every show he could, but she’d never been this close, and the words to the song hit him. It took every inch of self-control not to burst into that room. But Wyatt’s words echoed in his head.

	“She’s got enough swirling in her head.”

	So with great effort, Killian stayed put. Until after the show. Then, all bets were off.
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	“Are you ready to fucking rock, L.A.?” Sam screamed into his mic the moment he sat at his kit.

	The roar that had only just died down exploded again. I grinned at Wyatt, who was shaking his head. I caught a glimpse of Mark in the wings, his hands going to his temples when Sam spoke. What did he expect? He’d told Sam to be PG; he should have known Sam would do the exact opposite. He was like a twelve-year-old.

	My gaze darted to the form half hiding in the shadows. The one that had been there since I emerged from the dressing room. The heat of his gaze hadn’t left me since he’d taken in my outfit. I’d gone overboard tonight. I usually went for classic boho with a rock edge for shows, but this was straight rock. I was wearing a skintight black dress with flecks of silver in the knit. It was sleeveless and high necked, but the back dipped right down to the top of my butt. The hem finished just below my ass. 

	The boots I was wearing nearly reached to the top of my thighs, laces snaking up the backs of them. I had huge amounts of silver bracelets on and my hair was tumbling down my back, a crown of braids expertly disguising my fading cut. Mario had gone for smoky eyes and sultry lips.

	The look did its job if the way Killian froze and his jaw went granite was anything to go by.

	I jerked back into the present with the strum of Wyatt’s bass. Only Killian could make me forget I was standing in front of thousands of people. Only he could make them disappear. 

	I turned away from him and faced the pulsing mass in front of me, leaning in to sing the first verse. I sank into the moment and let the music take me over.

	*****

	“For our last song tonight, we’re doing something a little different,” I murmured into the mic, my voice husky.

	The crowd screamed in response.

	I gave Wyatt a sideways look. He grinned and nodded. “Here’s a little song called “Skeletons of Us,” I hope you enjoy.”

	The crowd went wild, completely insane. Then something settled over them the moment I sang my first word, something tamed them. Maybe it was because this was the only time I’d sung this so they were listening. Or maybe they melted away because the song took me over.

	Breeze blows sand off a long forgotten bone

	Winds uncover what’s buried beneath the stone

	A little piece of my soul that no longer lives in me

	Because this skeleton I am no longer feels free

	Skeletons of us, the sweet remains

	How can a dead thing still feel this pain

	In this wasteland I’m free

	But freedom means nothing when you’re not with me

	I used to dream of the sanctuary of forever

	Now it’s a life sentence that nothing will sever

	Forever is the blink of an eye

	Forever is an eternity haunted with a love that never dies

	Skeletons of us the sweet remains

	How can a dead thing still feel this pain

	In this wasteland I’m free

	But freedom means nothing when you’re not with me

	My violent soul craves the same tragic end

	As the skeletons of us that lie at the end of the earth 

	where my heart cannot pretend

	My heart lingers in the bones ground to dust

	In the skeletons of us

	My voice trailed off and there was a split second of silence. I mean complete silence. The entire crowd paused collectively, my notes flying into empty air. Then it was gone, that absolute, blessed silence. The roar replaced it. And energy fueled it, one I’d never encountered before, not in any other show I’d ever played. The whole stage seemed to shake under the weight of it. I knew the boys felt it too. My heart was thundering out of my chest and every part of me was shaking. It was the song, sure, but it was mostly that intense energy coming from the side of the stage. The stare that had intensified with every word I sang. Every piece of my soul I exposed. 

	“Thank you, L.A.,” I screamed into the mic.

	Then I was gone. I couldn’t physically face it anymore. The energy of my own soul reflected in me by thousands of people. In a trance, I all but ran off stage, the opposite side to him. I had to escape him. That energy. I thought I could handle it. I was wrong. I thrust my guitar at the first person at the side of the stage, my ears ringing. People smiled at me, said things, but I couldn’t say what. My destination was fixed. By the time I got to my dressing room, I was breathing heavily, my heart in my throat. I stood in the middle of the room, my hands trembling.

	That song had stripped me right to the bone. I hadn’t realized until now how much I’d been hiding from myself. Not from the pain, it was impossible to hide from that, but from just how much I loved Killian. How much I still loved him. I’d numbed myself from most of it; my body had done it out of survival instinct from the moment I saw him in the hospital room. My subconscious had shielded me from just how deep that love still went after all these years. How it was coiled around my bones. And now I’d exposed it. I knew why I had numbed myself from the majority of it. Because it threatened to kill me.

	To destroy me.

	The door burst open and I jumped. My eyes crept to the figure at the door, knowing who it was before they even reached his hulking form. The person who melted me with his gaze. The person who lurked behind every single note, every single word in the song I had just sang. Who created the broken, crumpled girl who exposed her equally broken, crumpled soul to him and thousands of people.

	We stood there like that, staring at each other, the energy in the room building to a crescendo that dwarfed the one created by thousands of people. Everything else melted away. It was just us. The energy from the stadium couldn’t complete with this. Every nerve ending in my body crackled with awareness. The hairs on my arms stood up and my breathing came in pants.

	Everything was still, silent.

	Then there was movement. The door slammed shut behind him and he stormed forward, advancing on me. This time I didn’t retreat, didn’t try to escape. I ran into his arms, colliding with him as he effortlessly caught me and lifted me against him. My legs automatically fastened around his hips and his lips descended on mine.

	I thought of nothing but the brutal way his tongue thrust into my mouth and the need to be closer as the blood sang through my veins. I couldn’t even focus on the departure of that exquisite pain I’d been living with.

	His hand squeezed my ass while he held me up, kneading it and pressing my entire body to him. Another hand thrust through my hair, not gently. The pain that came from him gripping a handful of my curls only made me burn hotter, only made my need greater.

	He slammed me against the wall, never detaching his lips from mine, never stopping the brutal assault. I made a sound in the back of my throat as I opened my eyes for a split second. Ice blue eyes fastened on mine. In that millisecond, there was a moment of clarity, of sense of reality rushing back in. It didn’t settle, didn’t stop me. Maybe that’s because, in that same moment, my panties were thrust aside and he plunged into me without warning, without any priming. Not that I needed any, I’d been ready for him since the second we’d locked eyes.

	I screamed into his mouth at the feeling of him inside me. He growled and his forehead pressed against mine as he slammed into me with that same brutal intensity that he kissed me. My hands crept up the back of his tee, and I ran my nails along the sinewy cords of his muscles, feeling them tighten under the strain. He bit my neck as I sank my nails into his back.

	I was quite sure I would go insane with need, with the brutal coupling that Killian was subjecting me to. I loved every second of it. If this was insanity, I hoped clarity never returned.

	“Look at me,” he rasped, his voice so rough it was almost physical.

	I instantly obeyed his command. My breathing rapid, I focused on him. Through the frenzied, crazy thrusts, there was sanity. Through the sounds of our heavy breathing, of our coupling, of my body banging against the wall, there was serenity. 

	He didn’t stop, and he didn’t kiss me again. His mouth just hovered inches from mine, eyes possessing every inch of my soul as his body possessed every inch of me. 

	It was then that the explosion happened, so brutal, so life-shattering I had to close my eyes and scream out, though it was muffled when he captured my mouth once more. It settled over me and I seemed to ride the wave for an eternity, only vaguely hearing and feeling myself milk him of his release.

	Years later, decades, I floated down to earth, registering Killian’s forehead was still pressed against mine. I blinked to see his clear blue eyes hadn’t left mine the entire time. They stayed there, and from this close, I could see they weren’t blank like I assumed they would be. Like they had been for days. No, they were full to the brim and so fucking deep I thought I might drown in them if I didn’t find a way to swim.

	He was breathing heavily, his hands at my neck and my legs around his waist. 

	A knock on the door made me jerk and the movement had Killian sucking in a harsh breath.

	“Lexie!” Sam boomed. “Are you alive? Or naked? If you’re naked, take a picture, send it to me, and then come out here and fuckin’ party! Our fans are waiting to worship us!”

	Sam’s words worked as a tool to wrench me out of this slip in time and sanity and yank me into the cold embrace of reality.

	I’d just fucked Killian. Against a wall in my dressing room.

	And yes, fucked. Not made love, not had a beautiful, life-shattering moment that I had four years ago during my first time.

	Although this was life-shattering all right.

	Killian’s arms tightened around me, as if registering the fact I’d gotten my mind back and was battling against the animal he’d unleashed inside me.

	“Freckles,” he murmured, his voice so soft it cut through me worse than any hard, cold tone could have.

	“Put me down,” I ordered, my voice hoarse.

	His eyes blazed and his hands flexed. “Lexie.”

	I stared at him, hoping for some kind of shutter to fasten over my eyes and not let the tears escape. “Put. Me. Down.”

	Something in my tone must have got to him because, after a long pause, he slowly and gently pulled out of me and set me on unsteady feet. With heartbreaking tenderness, Killian pulled my dress back down from where it had ridden up my waist.

	My body still crackled with electricity and that touch. His callused hands running down my hips and snagging on the delicate material did things to my fragile body. That touch seemed to set me on fire almost more than the rough and frenzied one of before.

	One of his hands rested lightly on my hip to steady me, the other grasped my neck, trapping my head to look at him.

	Something trickled down my leg.

	Fuck. No condom.

	This happened. This actually happened. I didn’t think. I didn’t look up, didn’t give into every single urge I had to run back into those arms that were so foreign yet familiar. I ran the other way. Out of the room. Away from harm and to whatever safety I could find.
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	I don’t know how I did it, honestly, but I made it all the way out to the back entrance of the stadium without running into the boys, Mark, Jenna, fans, or more importantly, Killian catching up with me. I heard him bellow my name, heard the emotion in it. My step hadn’t even faltered. I was on autopilot. Fight or flight. My life wasn’t in danger, but my sanity sure as shit was. I got lost in him when he was inside me, his mouth on mine. Lost. Sucked into the black hole that was Killian. I couldn’t get lost again.

	Maybe the universe was looking out for me by taking out obstacles that were normally there after every show and giving me a straight shot to the SUV Clyde was leaning against.

	He jerked up and threw the paper he was reading in the open window. His eyes ran over me.

	“Miss Williams? Are you okay?” he asked in concern. His hand went to the inside of his suit jacket to where I knew his gun lived. Clyde was ex-special forces. He didn’t want the bodyguard position; he’d seen enough things in his life. The demons lurking beneath his kind eyes weren’t hard to miss. Yet he still wore a weapon when driving for me, even before the whole stalker thing.

	“I’m fine, Clyde,” I reassured him. “I just need to get out of here. Now.”

	He paused for a split second. Then he saw something in my eyes and nodded curtly, opening the door for me.

	I sagged at the lack of argument then climbed in, hurriedly. My eyes were on the exit, sure that Killian would burst through.

	He didn’t.

	I was both relieved and disappointed at this.

	I didn’t want to inspect the latter feeling that I didn’t understand.

	Clyde screeched out of the parking lot.

	“Where to, Miss Williams?” 

	I chewed my lip. “You don’t happen to know of a bar where no one would recognize me, do you?”

	His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “I know just the place.”

	I sagged against the seat.

	*****

	“Miss Williams, it’s not my place to say, but after the events of the past few weeks, I feel compelled,” Clyde said, pulling up to a nondescript and slightly weathered-looking bar out in Silver Lake.

	“I think you should call Mr. Decesare or one of Keltan’s men to inform them of your location so they can join you here.”

	I sighed. “I just need a break from them. From all that. Do you understand that, Clyde?”

	His eyes met mine. “Yes, Miss Williams, I understand that, but you’re also under threat—” 

	“I’m safe with you, aren’t I?” I interrupted him, which was something I never usually did. It was rude, but I was tired. Exhausted.

	“Of course, Miss Williams. I’ll keep you safe,” he responded immediately.

	I nodded. “Okay then, let’s get ourselves a drink.”

	I didn’t wait for Clyde to open my door and I got a hard look at this. I smiled in response. He shook his head and led us into the bar.

	It wasn’t busy even though it was a Friday night. A few people were scattered amongst the tables in the small room, most glued to some sports game. A man was sipping a drink at the end of the bar, staring into it as if it might answer the questions of the universe.

	If only it was that easy, buddy.

	Despite the slightly shabby exterior, the bar wasn’t in as much disrepair as I’d expected. Most of the furniture was dated but still tidy, and the walls were scattered with frames of smiling patrons. The lighting was dim, which I appreciated. I glanced down at my attire. It was totally appropriate for a rock star on stage performing to thousands of people, but not so much for a girl looking to blend in.

	Clyde put his hand on the small of my back and directed us to the bar.

	“Clyde!” a man boomed at us the moment the light illuminated Clyde’s tanned and weathered face. The corner of his mouth turned up slightly at the grinning man’s greeting.

	“Artie.” He nodded to him, taking the large, tattooed hand that was extended to him.

	The man on the other side of the bar laughed. “Still as fuckin’ jolly as always.” His eyes fluttered to me. They didn’t betray any recognition that I came to expect, only amused interest. His gaze flickered over my attire, but not in a leering way. He met my eyes and his friendly ones put me at ease.

	“What’s a pretty girl like you doing with an old grump like him?” He nodded to Clyde.

	I smiled at him. The man had long hair, a full beard, a Harley tee that stretched over his huge belly and faded tattoos down his arms. He looked like he should own a biker bar, not a dive bar in Silver Lake. He looked the furthest from someone strait-laced Clyde would be hanging out with. But he also looked kind.

	“Lexie,” I said, holding out my hand. “Clyde’s not so bad.” I winked at Clyde who shook his head.

	The man took my hand. “Arthur Smith, but everybody calls me Artie. Pleased to meet you, Lexie. Beautiful girl like you classes up the joint.”

	I sat down, glad that we had gotten only a couple of disinterested looks from the patrons who went back to their business.

	“Let me guess, club soda?” Artie asked Clyde, who nodded. “Predictable as always,” Artie muttered. His eyes went to mine. “Something stronger for you, I’m guessin’, pretty lady?” His voice was understanding and those kind eyes seemed to see more than I wanted to betray.

	“Yeah. Something much stronger,” I agreed.

	*****

	“So, Lexie, what do you do for a livin’?” Artie asked me, handing me my—fourth?—drink.

	I exchanged a quick look with Clyde, whose face was blank. He contemplated his first soda. 

	“I’m a singer,” I replied, grinning slightly. Artie made a good drink, which was doing its job at chasing away the memories of tonight. 

	He leaned on the bar. “Yeah, you any good?” 

	I grinned again. “Um, I don’t go hungry, so I guess so.” Artie didn’t seem to recognize me, and I was happy to play along and pretend I wasn’t famous and I hadn’t just come from an iconic venue my band had sold out.

	Artie eyed me. “I reckon you’re good. Humble ones always are.” His eyes flickered to the corner. “You think you might treat an old man to a song?”

	I followed his eyes and landed on a small stage in the corner of the room. Nothing fancy, just a mic and some speakers.

	I froze slightly. 

	“I don’t want to disturb the people and their… football game,” I said, squinting at the screen.

	Artie leaned down, grabbing something from the bar. All of a sudden, the sound disappeared, bathing the bar in silence.

	I expected groans from the people peppered around the table. They glanced over at Artie, shrugged, and went back to watching the muted game.

	“Problem solved,” he said.

	I chewed my lip. “I’ve had too much to drink. I would most likely butcher any song I attempted.”

	Artie’s eyes turned serious. “I’m not gonna try and press why someone like you is in a place like this, looking for answers in the bottom of a glass.” He paused. “I will tell you, from fifteen years pouring those glasses, not one person has found any answers in them. Myself included.” He nodded to the corner. “I do know a great number of people who’ve found the answers in music.”

	I regarded him. “You know who I am, don’t you?”

	His face didn’t change. “’Course I do. You’re Lexie. A kind young woman who’s lookin’ for answers in all the wrong places.”

	He gave me a long look. He knew who I was.

	I looked to Clyde. His face didn’t betray anything.

	I stared back down at the liquid in my half-full glass. Artie was right. No answers lay here. Maybe a temporary vacation from the feelings that chewed the inside of my spine. Maybe a different kind of oblivion than I was looking to escape. But nothing good. 

	I pushed the glass away.

	Artie grinned and reached under the bar once more, this time he unearthed a guitar.

	I took it, out of surprise more than anything else. It was an old Gibson, a good one at that. Not one that should be lying behind a bar.

	“I dabble, when it’s quiet,” he said when I raised a brow at him. “It’s tuned,” he added.

	The feeling of it in my hands wasn’t the same as my own, but it was more comfortable than that cold glass. 

	Clyde nodded to me, his gaze betraying a hint of approval at my choice.

	“Any requests?” I asked.

	Artie shook his head. “You know what you want to play.”

	“Are you a bartender or a therapist?” 

	He grinned. “Same thing, darlin’.”

	My feet found themselves navigating the slightly sticky floor and rounding the tables. A couple of people lifted their heads at me, but no one seemed perturbed.

	I climbed on stage and switched on the mic. There was a slight hum as it came to life, but thankfully it didn’t shriek in the quiet room. Slinging the guitar over my shoulder, I positioned it so it was the right height and sat in the stool that was off to the side. 

	There were a couple of curious eyes on me, but other than Artie and Clyde, no one was actively watching me. It felt weird, being behind a mic in a room of people and not having them screaming, not having all the attention on me. 

	It was nice.

	Again, I closed my eyes and started to strum, singing the first words of “Fickle Heart” by Ira Wolf. My voice took up the quiet room, but I didn’t notice that. I was focusing inward, singing those lyrics from that broken place in my heart.

	So because I was focusing inward, I didn’t notice the door to the bar rip open. Nor did I notice the figure who had stormed into it freeze. Deep down, I might have felt the stare of ice blue eyes in my soul, but I was too busy being lost in lyrics, in the music to stop.

	[image: Image]

	He wasn’t prepared for it, that’s how she got away. He was too busy fuckin’ basking in the moment. Replaying it in his head. Rapidly blinking to make sure this wasn’t some fucked-up dream. He had her. Tasted her sweetness again. Felt her velvet wrapped around him and finally managed to find sanctuary within her after four fuckin’ years. 

	Four fuckin’ years.

	He was happy. It caught him off guard. The emotion was so foreign it shocked him immobile for a second. Long enough for her small body to wrench out of his arms and run out the room.

	“Lexie!” he bellowed after her, throwing the door open. The exact one she’d just slammed shut.

	Her blonde hair flew and the heels of those fuckin’ boots echoed down the concrete hallway teaming with people. People staring at Lexie then at Killian.

	He jogged after her, not bothering to give a fuck that people would stare, that all eyes on Lexie meant all eyes on him.

	His only focus was getting to her. She was fast and it fucked with him that she was so desperate to get away from him that she was running through the bowels of a stadium, even with the knowledge she had a crazy person after her. The sound of her heels on the concrete silenced as he reached the door to the underground parking lot. The silence scared the shit out of him. 

	“Fuck!” he all but roared as he saw the taillights of the SUV exit the lot. The one he was almost certain Lexie was in. He couldn’t even fuckin’ follow them because Lexie’s Jeep was parked on another level. His bike was in fuckin’ Malibu.

	He had a strong urge to put his fist through the concrete wall at his side. Instead, he took a deep breath, swallowed the dragon climbing up his throat and reentered the building.

	Once he found his way back into the hallway that was busy with people, he zeroed in on Mark, who had a phone to his ear.

	He didn’t hesitate. He walked up to him, ripping the phone from his ear and hanging it up.

	The man’s face went stormy. “Were you born in a barn?” 

	“Lexie’s gone,” Killian clipped, cutting him off.

	The fury on his face flickered. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean she fuckin’ ran off and I need to know where she’d go.”

	Mark’s jaw went hard. “Isn’t the entire reason you’re here to make sure she doesn’t go running off alone while a psycho is after her?” he said, his voice not raising, but the fury was there.

	“She left in an SUV parked downstairs. Someone was driving it,” Killian replied, ignoring the accusation. He was already giving himself enough shit.

	Mark’s form relaxed slightly. “She’s with Clyde. She’s good.” He scowled at Killian’s hand. “My phone.”

	Killian glared at him. “She’s not good. Like you fuckin’ said, she’s got a psycho after her.”

	“And Clyde is a highly trained ex-special forces member. She’s safe with him.”

	“She’s not safe with anyone but me.”

	Mark raised a brow. “She doesn’t seem to think so, which I’m guessing is why she left with Clyde. Phone,” he demanded.

	Killian thrust the thing back in his hands. “I don’t give a shit what you think about me. But I know you care about Lexie and you know she almost fuckin’ died with a highly trained professional lookin’ out for her. What do you think her risk level is with a retired special forces officer turned chauffer?”

	Mark glared at him. His phone went to his ear. “Clyde, this is Mark. We need to know where Lexie is. Get in touch as soon as you get this message.” He hung up.

	“That’s it?” Killian gritted out.

	“What, would you like me to swear like some uncouth animal and reach down the phone to grab Lexie?” he asked flatly. 

	“Okay, so we’ve been bogged down with interview requests and press after that last song,” Jenna informed them, her face focused at her phone. “I’ve already okayed most of them, and we’ll have them waiting at the after party—” she looked up. “Jeez. Whose cat died?”

	“Cancel the press,” Mark ordered.

	Her arched brow rose. “Cancel the press,” she repeated. “Are you insane? This was one of the best shows the band’s ever played. They need—”

	“Cancel the press,” Mark said, his eyes hard.

	Jenna pursed her lips. “Fine. What do I know? I’m only a publicist.” She turned on her heel and stormed off, the sounds of her heels on the concrete lessening as she left.

	“We need to find Clyde,” Killian clipped.

	Mark scowled at him. “No shit.”

	Without another word, Mark turned on his heel and Killian had no choice but to follow him.

	“Yes, I know. We were brilliant. Transcendent. The word godlike has already been mentioned to label my performance,” Sam said as they entered a dressing room much more chaotic than Lexie’s had been.

	Hers had a rack of clothes, a sofa, a table with all sorts of girlie shit on it, and an assortment of healthy shit and teas. Sam’s had the same rack of clothes, with different clothes of course, and a lot more people. And a lot more booze. He had two scantily clad women on his knee and was sipping clear liquid from a crystal tumbler.

	Wyatt had his arm slung around the woman who had sidled up to Killian before the show, a beer in his hand and a scowl on his face once his eyes met Killian’s.

	Noah leaned forward, a blonde trailing a hand through his hair. He shrugged her off.

	“Need to talk to you three,” Mark said. His eyes flickered around the crowded room. “Alone,” he added.

	“Can we save the shop talk for when I’ve had about ten more of these?” Sam held up his tumbler. “Or better yet, when I’ve had these.” He squeezed the women in his arms and they giggled.

	Mark didn’t respond.

	Sam rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically. He slapped the bare thighs exposed in a dress that left little to the imagination. “Daddy’s got to scold us for not cleaning our rooms, ladies. I’ll be just a moment. Don’t forget me.”

	The room started to empty, but not as quickly as Killian would have liked. He clenched his fists at his sides.

	“There better be a good reason for that.” Sam nodded his head at the door that had closed with the last of stragglers leaving. “They were twins. Twins, Basil,” he added, using an Austin Powers reference seriously, like only Sam could.

	“Lexie’s gone,” Mark said.

	All easiness left Sam’s face and the air turned wired.

	“What?” Noah bit out, standing.

	“She’s with Clyde,” Mark said. “But we need to know where she’d go.”

	Sam clenched his fists. “Isn’t this the reason we put up with that douche’s presence? To keep her fuckin’ safe?”

	Killian stiffened.

	“We’re not focusing on that right now. We’re focusing on finding Lexie,” Wyatt cut in.

	Killian glanced at him, surprised. Wyatt didn’t look at him. 

	Mark nodded, putting his phone down from his ear. “She’s not answering her cell.”

	Sam’s fury-drenched eyes focused on Killian. “What did you do? She ran because of you. If she’s hurt, I swear to God…” he trailed off and stepped forward. Wyatt grabbed his shoulder.

	Killian didn’t flinch. “If she’s hurt, you’ve got free rein. For now, rein your shit in,” he commanded.

	“Anyone know where she’d go?” Mark asked.

	Sam shrugged. “Mexico?” 

	“Helpful suggestions, Sam,” Mark told him.

	“She’d want quiet,” Killian cut in.

	They all looked to him. 

	Noah nodded. “Yeah. Peace. Somewhere where no one knew her.” 

	“I’ll work on finding out. Get Keltan’s guys out looking,” Mark said, tapping his phone. “You all need to go to the after party.”

	Noah stiffened. “You’re fuckin’ kidding, right?” he bit out. “We need to find Lexie.”

	Mark regarded him. “No, you need to do your job. She’s not in any immediate danger with Clyde, and we don’t actually know where she is. There’s nothing you can do for now. We don’t need more shit with the band going MIA.”

	Noah clenched his jaw.

	Wyatt clapped him on the shoulder. “As much as I hate to admit it, Mark’s right. We can’t do anything here.”

	Sam downed his drink. “Fuck, I need twelve more of these,” he muttered. “You’ll tell us the moment you’ve got her?”

	Mark nodded once.

	The men all scowled at Killian as they left the room. He could taste their blame.

	He didn’t need it. He already blamed himself enough.

	*****

	“Okay, great. Thanks, Clyde.” Mark hung up the phone and Killian had to stop himself from clutching the sides of his shirt.

	“Where is she?” he barked.

	Mark regarded him. “Bar in Silver Lake, called Artie’s. I’ll go and get her. You’ve done enough.”

	Killian stepped forward. “I’m goin’ to her. You want to try and stop me, go ahead. Though only a bullet will do the job.”

	Mark’s face was blank. He didn’t blink at the threat in Killian’s tone. “You love her,” he surmised. “Still.”

	Killian didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

	“You love her, really love her, do her a favor and leave. Get out of her life. Let her live it.”

	Killian gritted his teeth. “Already did that once. Won’t do it again. I’m here for good. I’ll let her live. Only kind of life she’s gonna have is one with me in it. You better get used to that.”

	He didn’t wait for a response, he turned on his heel and went to his girl. 

	He was pretty sure he broke every speed limit known to man on the drive and he still didn’t get there quickly enough. A million things could have happened between the time Clyde called Mark and the time he pulled up to a nondescript bar on a sleepy street.

	Killian had tortured himself with what he’d find when he walked in that door, but nothing would have prepared him for what he was presented with. With the song that Lexie had just started singing. Her eyes were closed so she didn’t see his entrance. But nonetheless, she was singing to him. Every word of that song hit him like a lead bullet. Shot him through the heart with the helplessness and the emotion that Lexie gave willingly to the open air.
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	 I sang the last words of the song that spoke to my soul. They seemed heavy coming out of my mouth, the weight of my emotions turning them to lead. My fingers moved deftly over the foreign guitar, the sounds of my strumming the only thing remaining after all the words were left at my feet. I didn’t open my eyes. Not the whole time. I had sung the song from my soul. I didn’t need to open my eyes, because I wasn’t playing for the room around me. 

	I was playing for me.

	And, unable to lie to myself when I was stripped so raw and residing in my now quiet mind, I was playing for Killian.

	The last of my strums ended and I blinked my eyes open, a single tear running down my cheek.

	Smithy was right. I was humble. I never liked to talk about my music, or how “good” it was. Music was like art. Good was relative. But I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that performance, spoken from my soul to a handful of drunks at a dive bar, was the best one I’d ever given. 

	And no one was there to see it. 

	Though, that wasn’t entirely true. The truth was revealed when I opened my eyes and the dull roar of reality came back in. I didn’t listen to the muffled applause, nor glance anywhere around the room. A stare drew my gaze like a magnet, settling on the dark figure in the doorway. On those ice blue eyes that seemed to glow with the sheer amount of intensity contained within them.

	He had heard the entire song. I could tell. Even from across the dimly lit room, I could see the words’ impact. It had frozen him on the spot, at least for the duration. Now, like a person jerking out of a trance, he moved. This was without hesitation and with purpose. 

	Toward me.

	I stood on shaky feet with a dim goal of running once more. But that was squashed because he was there, right there, up on stage within seconds. 

	This was probably a good time to shout, to scream, to try and run, I thought. But instead of those things, I stayed rooted in the spot. I could lie and say it was because of those four drinks on a nearly empty stomach coupled with adrenaline from the show and exhaustion from the past few days. But honestly, it wasn’t any of that.

	It was Killian. Plain and simple. And to run from him or even say anything when the look in his eyes showed me the depth of his pain, presenting me with a mirror of my own fractured soul, would be cruel. Maybe the kind of cruelness he deserved, but not something I could bring myself to do to the man I still loved, despite everything.

	His hands were at my neck and his mouth was on mine as soon as he got within reaching distance. The song had battered away every single one of my defenses, and I sank into his arms and his kiss, finding sanctuary. Maybe it lasted for a few seconds, or a chunk of forever. I couldn’t know, because that void, that tear in reality opened, and I was sucked in while all unimportant facets of reality dissipated.

	By the time he lifted his lips from mine, I was firmly in a universe where only Killian and Lexie existed. Where the past didn’t matter and the future ramifications were inconsequential. Because I was in this state, I didn’t protest and let Killian gently pull the guitar off me and set it down on the stool. He took my hand in his, gripping it firmly. Ice blue eyes drank me in. His face was a mask of pleasure and pain. Leaning forward, he captured my lips once more, though more chastely and it was over far too soon.

	Then he gently pulled me off the stage and purposefully directed us toward the exit. As if I was floating on a dream, I let him. Killian nodded his head to the bar. I looked to see Clyde’s expressionless face return the nod though his eyes were smiling. Smithy had his arms crossed and was grinning from ear to ear. I gave them a lame little wave. Then I was out in the night air, the change from the bar palpable. It was open. Real. Traffic whizzed by and lights twinkled all around. The reality that seemed like it didn’t matter was once more important.

	Killian seemed to sense the change in my state of mind because he yanked my body flush with his. He stroked my hair. “Got a lot of things to say to you right now, freckles,” he murmured, his voice rough. “Not gonna say them outside a bar in the street. Not gonna pollute what just happened with words. Do me a favor? Do the same. Let’s just bathe in this silence until we get back to your place. Then the words will need to be said. But for now, we don’t need that shit. We just need us.”

	I gazed at him long and hard. He seemed content to wait. I forgot about that, about the fact he understood my mind worked differently than most people, the cogs sometimes moved slower when my mind was bursting. And that he was content to let me come to whatever conclusion, like he was quite happy to wait forever if that’s what it took.

	Very slowly, I nodded.

	He squeezed me tighter. Then his lips went to my hair. “Let’s get you home.”

	He directed me to my Jeep, opening the door for me and closing it once I’d gotten in. I waited for him to round the Jeep, and at the same time, I waited for them to come back. The thoughts. The doubts. The anger. The emotions that had almost become separate entities inside my mind, they had that much control over me. But Killian climbed in, slammed the door, started the Jeep and pulled onto the road without them returning. He reached over to grasp my hand, lifting it to his lips before settling our intertwined hands on his thigh.

	They still didn’t return, not until we finished our long and blissful drive back to Malibu. 

	Then, like a switch had been flipped, they came.
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	I had been dreading pulling into our garage. I wished that drive could take forever. That we could just live in that blessed silence, away from the complications that came with the noise. That it could be just me and Killian in that car without the demons of the past between us. 

	But wishes were for fairy tales and dreamers.

	I had been a dreamer once. Not anymore.

	Hence me pulling my hand out of Killian’s grasp the moment he turned the Jeep off. The loss of his warmth was a blow to every inch of me. But it was necessary, like pulling off a Band-Aid. Better one big block of sharp pain than the long draining one that might just kill me.

	He turned to me, eyes so full the emotion in them took up the car. “Lexie—” 

	My phone rang from the depths of my bag, saving me from having to face reality, from having to deal with his emotions and my own.

	“I’ve got to get this,” I said, my voice flat.

	I didn’t wait for his answer, didn’t look at him at all. Instead, I focused my attention on unearthing my phone while climbing out of the Jeep. 

	“Mark,” I greeted, my voice full of relief at him yanking me away from that emotion-drenched Jeep.

	“Jesus Christ, Lexie,” he said back.

	“I’m sorry,” I began.

	“Sorry?” he repeated. “Sorry for playing the best concert you’ve played in your life? Or sorry for disappearing after that concert, leaving the three idiots to do interviews while the press were all over the fact you weren’t there.” He paused. “Not to mention the fact you disappeared while you’ve got a murderous stalker after you.”

	I flinched slightly, walking into the house, ignoring Killian’s gaze. “Um… all of the above?”

	My stomach dropped at the mention of the stalker. Not that I forgot, exactly. You couldn’t forget a person who had tried to kill your friend and took photos of you while you were sleeping. I was freaked out. Freaked the fuck out, in fact. But Killian was here. And no matter what his presence meant for my heart, physically I was safe. 

	There was a long sigh at the end of the phone. I could tell he was exasperated. “Are you okay?” he asked finally.

	I sank into my sofa, my gaze focusing on the ocean beyond the French doors. Not that I could see it, but I knew it was there. I needed something else to look at, other than the man who was standing beside my sofa, his muscled arms crossed. His eyes were on me.

	“Yeah, I’m okay,” I lied. “I just needed to get away for a second. I was fine. I was with Clyde. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

	“You sure as shit will. Interviews and press tomorrow. First thing. I’ll be at your place at seven. Then we’re recording all afternoon.”

	I massaged my temple where a tension headache was blooming. “Okay, sure.” 

	“And you’ll most likely be dealing with three very pissed-off band members. They weren’t pleased at your exit, especially since they had to do press without you, despite the fact Jenna tried to cancel it all. This was another level, after you playing Skeletons,” Mark added.

	Shit. Each of the boys hated press. Well, Sam loved it, but mostly he said stupid shit that made Jenna’s head explode. And he didn’t like it when it interrupted his post show schedule, which was drinking too much and sleeping his way through L.A.

	I took care of most of the press, the designated mouthpiece of Unquiet Mind. The boys were always there, mostly to add in comments every now and then, but mostly to look pretty while I did most of the work. It wasn’t usually a big deal. Apart from the cover of a couple of big-deal publications like Rolling Stone a few years ago, we had a reputation of not doing too much press, which of course meant we got interview requests all the fricking time.

	“Sam said, and I quote, ‘There better be fucking muffins in this for me. Baskets of them,’” Mark said dryly.

	“Okay, muffins, got it,” I replied, getting up to start on said muffins this instant. I skirted around the sofa, on the opposite side to where Killian was standing, to head to the kitchen. 

	The boom of his motorcycle boots thundered on the wooden floors as he followed me.

	I ignored this.

	“And you’ve got a music video to film before the end of the week. I’ve got multiple producers interested and possible studios on hold.”

	I set a mixing bowl on the counter and paused. “No producers. No studios,” I said firmly.

	Of their own volition, my eyes crept up to meet Killian’s from where he stood across the breakfast bar. I knew he’d been watching me this entire time. Now I was trapped in his gaze, frozen by it, my phone at my ear.

	Images of earlier tonight surged into my mind. His mouth on mine. The way he slammed me into the wall with barely controlled ferocity. Him inside me, thrusting mercilessly like his survival depended on being wrapped around me.

	I swallowed and heat erupted between my legs.

	“Lexie—” Mark began.

	“No, Mark. We don’t do commercial shit with our videos. You know this. You’ve always known it. We’ll do them our way and the way our fans like. We do them the way we do our music. No bells or whistles. Just us, a camera, and whatever we feel suits the song,” I said, my eyes still locked on Killian’s. His face changed at my words.

	We’d always done our videos ourselves. At first we’d done it because we had immediately hated the label’s suggestions and the thought of it being commercialized and stripped of our identity. So we’d gotten out Sam’s phone, decided on a road trip, and filmed it while singing and goofing around on a three-day trip down the coast.

	We’d gotten a music video award for that one. And the next one, filmed on tour. It was what we were known for. It was authentic. Real.

	Another sigh on the other side of the phone. “I’m going to send you the bill for my blood pressure medication,” Mark said.

	I smiled. “Love you too, Mark. Got to go. Muffins to make and all that.”

	“Seven, Lexie,” Mark instructed.

	“Ten four, rubber ducky.”

	I hung up on him and quickly looked down at my phone to see the multiple missed calls, text messages, and voicemails.

	Sam: Dude, where are you? Are you okay?

	Noah: Lexie, call me. Let us know you’re okay.

	Wyatt: What Sam & Noe said. Also, you fuckin’ rocked that show.

	Sam: If you’re okay, you should be feeling very bad about the fact my worry for you has me unable to completely appreciate the company of Tatiana and Lucinda. Twins, Lexie. Twins.

	And so on. I quickly typed, not looking up but feeling Killian move to my side.

	Me: I’m okay. Sorry, I just wigged out a bit. Forgive me? Sam, muffins are in progress. Give Tatiana and Lucinda a kiss from me. xxx

	I barely had the message sent before the phone was out of my hands and set on the counter and my body was turned to face Killian’s. His hand went to my chin to tilt my head up.

	“We got to talk, freckles,” he murmured

	I sucked in a breath at having him so close, at him using that name. At the memories of earlier tonight. His mouth on me. Being inside me.

	I stiffened. “Yeah, we do,” I agreed. “Tell me you don’t have anything,” I said, my voice flat.

	Shutters went down on the eyes that had been bursting with emotion seconds before. “What?”

	I forced myself to keep his gaze. I itched to yank out of his grasp, but his grip was tight and I didn’t like my chances. Instead, I did my best to keep my stare cold and my voice the same. “We didn’t use a condom earlier. I need to know whether I need to get to the doctors tomorrow.”

	The hands around me flexed. “Lexie—”

	“I know it’s probably too much to ask, considering your lifestyle,” I interrupted him. I couldn’t be in his arms anymore, so I stepped back, way back. By some miracle, he let me. I backed away. “But tell me you use protection with the… other girls,” I barely choked the words out, the thought of him with anyone else causing me physical pain.

	Killian flinched. He stepped forward, as if to come to me, but I scuttled back. I prayed he didn’t force it. If he chose to, he could come at me, use his strength against me. I had no chance to fight against him. But he sensed it. My desperation. So he stopped.

	He ran his hand through his close-cropped hair, his jaw granite. “Jesus Christ,” he murmured looking up. His eyes were glassy. Tortured. “Lexie—”

	I held my hand up. “Answer the question. Do I need to get tested?”

	Killian’s face went blank. “Fuck. Baby, no.”

	I nodded. “Good. And I’m….” I trailed off, looking sideways. “Me too. And I’m on birth control. You’ve got nothing to worry about in that department.” 

	At this, he surged forward, despite my obvious distress. His hands went to my neck. “You think I’m worried about that? About putting a baby in you? You think that would ever be somethin’ I considered bad?” he asked, his eyes blazing.

	I flinched at the emotion in his eyes, in his voice, at the meaning behind the words.

	Unbidden, the image of a dark-haired baby with ice blue eyes assaulted my mind. I chased it away before I latched onto a fairy tale.

	I struggled out of his grasp. “Let me go, Killian.”

	Ice blue eyes held me captive. “Never.”

	Before I could think too hard, get held hostage by hope, I tried to struggle out of his grasp. His hands tightened, hampering any effort I made.

	“Freckles, we’re gonna talk about what happened tonight with you and me.” His eyes flared. “We’re going to do more than talk about it. We’re going to recreate it. Repeatedly.”

	My stomach cartwheeled at the erotic promise of his words and my traitorous body reacted. 

	“But first, we’re going to address you leavin’ and putting yourself in danger. Then we’re going to talk about that song.” He rested his forehead on mine. “Fuck, baby. That song.”

	I couldn’t do it. No. I couldn’t do this, be in his arms after he’d seen me lay my soul bare. After everything, I couldn’t stand this tenderness and promises of things that I’d abandoned for the sake of my soul.

	I stepped back. This time he let me.

	My eyes met his. “Tonight was a mistake.” Lies. Lies. 

	“I’ve made a fuck of a lot of mistakes when it comes to you, Lexie. Ones that will haunt me till the day I die.” He paused. “Tonight was not one of those mistakes.”

	I sucked in a painful breath. “You need to leave.”

	He regarded me. “Can’t do that.”

	I resisted the urge to stomp my foot or squeal. I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was a strong, independent woman. I went for sarcasm instead. “Why? Do you enjoy this?” I pointed to myself. “Have you turned into some emotional sadist over the years? You like causing me pain?”

	He flinched. I should have liked that. Felt better knowing my words had stung. Affected him. But I didn’t. I felt worse. The thought of him being in pain, of me causing it, hurt me. What the heck? The boy, no wait, man in front of me had broken my heart, and I was worried about his feelings? I should have been hoping he fell over and cut his dick on a pair of rusty gardening shears.

	I glanced around hopefully. “Dammit, no shears,” I whispered to myself.

	Killian frowned. “What?”

	My head snapped up. “What?”

	He regarded me, maybe gaging my sanity. Whatever. Me and my voices were none of his concern.

	“This hurts you?” He gestured between us.

	I resisted the urge to snort or shoot some sarcastic remark. I also stayed standing at his question, the fact that he obviously didn’t feel that same pain from being in the same room as his soul mate nearly ripped me apart. Who was I kidding? He probably wasn’t feeling anything under that cold façade. Who knew if he ever felt anything.

	That’s a lie. You know he felt something. That’s what makes all of this that much worse.

	“Yes,” I said simply, my voice and heart not allowing me to say more, to tell him that his mere presence was tearing me to pieces inside. Shredding me. But the thought of any distance between us made that pain increase tenfold. Catch 22. Something had to give. This had to end.

	He didn’t flinch this time, but I saw something behind his eyes, something that wasn’t dark pits of nothingness.

	“I’m sorry,” he rasped. Those two words were so full of pain I had to restrain my flinch.

	I gave myself a second then met his eyes. “You’re sorry?” I repeated, my voice even.

	He stepped forward. “So fuckin’ sorry, freckles. Every inch of me. Every cell in my body hurts with the knowledge of how much damage I did. Hurts with the bitter agony of regret.” 

	I stared at him, then nodded. “Okay.” 

	I didn’t waste time on his surprised look, just turned on my heel and walked calmly around the breakfast bar. I could hear his motorcycle boots echoing on the floor, so I knew he was following me.

	“Lexie—”

	I held my hand up to silence him, reaching to grab the bowl I had laid out for Sam’s muffins. I turned around slowly, meeting his ice blue eyes, which flickered to the bowl.

	“What…?” he started to say, but he silenced the moment I threw the bowl at the floor, where it shattered around us.

	He watched the pieces scatter around the floor in shock. I kept my blank face on his. He finally brought his tortured gaze back up to mine.

	I looked to the ground, to the shards. “I’m sorry,” I addressed them. I looked back up to Killian. “Look, I apologized. Just like you did.” 

	“Lexie,” he ground out, understanding and pain mixing on his beautiful face.

	“I apologized,” I continued, ignoring him. “It’s still shattered. Nothing’s changed. It’s still broken. It’ll never be repaired.” I blinked away the tears that came with the broken edge to my voice. “So thank you for your apology, Killian. But it doesn’t mean a fucking thing after you’ve shattered me into a million pieces. It’s sure as shit not going to change anything. Words can’t act like glue to perform some kind of reverse lobotomy. So don’t waste your breath,” I instructed. Then I didn’t wait. Didn’t let the utter agony on his face penetrate as I turned on my heel and walked out of the room, the broken china crunching underneath my boots as I did so.

	I wished I could rise above, and let the mantras of my morning yoga become a true part of me, practice love and light and forgiveness as I thought was the best thing a human could do.

	Forgive.

	I wished I could do that. Forgive him for everything he did to make me the person I was, maybe even take some of the responsibility of the hurt for myself. I wanted to do that, to let go of this anger that was slowly consuming me. But I couldn’t. Because if I let go of that anger that spilled over in his presence, only sorrow remained, the broken skeleton that remained of my soul. Without anger to hide behind, that’s what he’d see. I’d most likely collapse under the weight of that sorrow. 
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	He watched her tiny form retreat and every nerve ending in his body screamed in protest as he held himself stock-still. He wanted to go after her, chase her down, and bring her into his arms and never fucking let her go.

	It was a physical hurt not doing that.

	But he couldn’t. He saw it in her eyes, in the words drenched in pain that she’d yanked out of her soul. If he didn’t give her space now, he’d have no chance at all.

	So he didn’t move. Though the stillness was torture, he stayed like that long after her door slammed and the huge house settled into silence.

	The house settled into silence, his mind didn’t. Her words reverberated through his skull and rattled it so pain erupted at the edges of his temples. The melody of that song was on replay in his mind. He imagined it might be there for the rest of his life.

	That and the sounds of her hitched breath as she clenched around him when he’d fucked her against that wall. As he’d come home. That’s what she was. She was home. But she was damaged, that was fucking clear. Not just from him, though that was a huge chunk of it. Events from the past still haunted her. The ghosts of Steve and Ava lingered, as did the demon of her father. Add onto that all the shit she was going through with her stalker and you got this beautiful, broken girl who had laid that beautiful, broken soul bare to thousands of people earlier tonight. Who had laid it at his feet. 

	He planned to repair it. He’d make sure of that.

	But for that he needed patience. And as much as it caused him physical pain to leave her to her own despair, especially after he’d finally tasted the sweetness of coming home in her, he did it. 

	He spent the rest of the never-ending night chain smoking and staring out at the waves.

	Sometime in the early hours of the morning, a presence joined him. He prayed it was Lexie coming to him, but he knew it wasn’t. He could sense her presence, as fucked up as it was. When the other half of you was around, you knew it.

	Noah stood beside him, staring at the waves.

	“You gonna give me one of those?” He nodded to the smoke in Killian’s hands.

	Surprised, Killian reached to his pocket to hand him one and the lighter. Noah lit it wordlessly.

	This was the first time Noah was in his presence voluntarily and hadn’t threatened murder. 

	They both stared at the sea for an indeterminate amount of time. Noah finally broke the silence.

	“You see now, after that song, how deep her hurt goes?”

	Killian flinched and nodded.

	Noah took another drag. “Know why you did it. Why you created that being that you saw tonight. Know that you did it ’cause you thought you were doing what was best for her.”

	Killian glanced at him. “It was what was best.”

	Noah met his eyes. “What you saw tonight, you think that’s best? You think that’s better than what you could have given her?” his voice rattled with fury.

	Killian’s jaw hardened. “She’s born to do this, you know that.”

	“Girl like that, she’s born to have a beautiful life full of happiness and laughter, not what she’s had. Not have to breathe and not actually live. Smile but not actually be happy. Not to live broken.”

	Killian ground his teeth. “Yeah. I fuckin’ know that.”

	Silence descended once more. This time Killian broke it. “You fuckin’ her?” he asked, the words physically painful for him to say, but he had to know. He’d hopefully find a way not to kill Noah if the answer was what he feared. Of all the responses he expected, laughter was not one of them.

	That was what he got.

	When he was finished laughing, Noah’s face turned stoic. “You’re actually serious?”

	Killian nodded once, taking another drag to calm himself.

	Noah shook his head. “Lexie’s not my type.”

	“Lexie’s everyone’s fuckin’ type,” Killian growled, offended that Noah was implying she was less than perfect, as fucked up as that was.

	“Guess you could say that,” Noah agreed. “Not mine.” He paused. “I’m fuckin’ gay, bro.”

	Killian was a hard person to shock, but that’s what Noah just did. Shocked the utter shit out of him. Yeah, even in high school he didn’t jump from girl to girl like Sam and Wyatt, but Killian just thought it was ‘cause most of the girls in their school were empty headed and superficial and Noah was like Killian, he wanted substance. He never once thought it was because he didn’t like girls, period. 

	“Okay,” Killian said finally.

	Noah turned to him. “Okay?”

	Killian shrugged. “Means I don’t have to worry about killing you for putting your hands on Lexie.”

	Noah choked out another laugh and threw his smoke into the sand. “Just because I don’t wanna fuck her doesn’t mean I don’t love her. That I wouldn’t do everything in my power to stop her from getting hurt. Any more than she already is.” He eyed Killian with a hard gaze. “Despite your intentions, I think that’s gonna be the result of you being here, so you better watch your fuckin’ back if you hurt her again. You won’t be walking out of here.”

	Killian held his gaze. “Not gonna hurt her. Never again.”

	Noah let those words float out into the ocean air. “That remains to be seen.” He walked back into the house without another word.
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	“You do realize that’s your fifth coffee for today?” Noah asked, nodding to my cup as we got out of the car.

	I tightened my grip on it, just in case he had any ideas about stealing it. I needed it. I had no sleep last night. None. How could you get sleep after fucking the man you’ve been in love with for six years against a wall after singing a song to thousands of people about how much he broke your heart?

	Seriously how? I was looking for suggestions because I was no closer to being over it than I was before. I’d managed to write three songs in that sleepless night. I’d half expected Killian to come through the door I had slammed shut right after our argument. I half hoped for it and half dreaded it. 

	It didn’t happen.

	I’d gotten up to Mark and Hannah in my kitchen, as well as Killian smoking outside the French doors.

	I wondered if he ever slept. I made it a point not to go anywhere near the room that he’d been given since his arrival a week ago. Fortunately, I hadn’t been home enough to go near it. We had been cleared by the police to go back to the Calabasas house, but I couldn’t do it. Not yet. Maybe not ever. The blood might have been scrubbed off the floor, but I’d always know it was there. 

	I had frowned at Killian’s profile for a second. I’d known he was smoking again since I’d been close enough to smell it on him, but seeing it was a different story. Inexplicitly, it hurt. Seeing the smoke spiral out of his mouth signaled something that cemented the distant between us, despite last night. Despite all of his words and promises. He’d given up smoking for me. And now he was doing it again. It had to mean something.

	Mark hadn’t given me much time to contemplate this, luckily. He’d looked me up and down, frowned for a second, then handed me my first coffee of the day, barking orders at someone on the phone to get Mario here stat. I guessed the lack of sleep was easy to see. I inspected the floor of the kitchen while sipping my coffee cup. All evidence of the night before was gone. Someone had swept up the shards.

	Hannah probably.

	“At one fifteen, you’ve got a prerecorded satellite slot on the Today Show,” Mark began to run through my schedule while I sat at the breakfast bar, trying to wake myself up.

	“You’re awake,” a gruff voice interrupted Mark, who scowled over my shoulder.

	I didn’t twirl around. “Either that or there’s a zombie situation in this place,” I said into my coffee. “If I start trying to eat any brains, someone shoot me in the head.” Sarcasm was the best way to shield myself against reality. Against the truth that something had changed last night. There wasn’t any hiding from it now, but I was going to try my hardest to until I was properly caffeinated.

	The chair whirled around thanks to a huge man behind me. I was faced with an ice blue gaze. “You didn’t sleep last night,” Killian continued, jaw hard.

	I jerked at the observation. For him to know that, he must have been somewhere near my bedroom and awake the entire night himself. I decided not to grill him on how he knew, not in front of grim-faced Mark and wide-eyed Hannah.

	I held my coffee cup up. “That’s why nectar of the gods was invented. Not that it’s any of your concern.”

	He bent close to my face. “It’s my concern, freckles,” he murmured. Then he pushed off the chair and disappeared around the corner.

	I blinked after him then twisted myself back around. Mark glowered and Hannah was grinning.

	“What was that?” she asked.

	“What was what?”

	She nodded to the corner where Killian had disappeared. “That.”

	I sipped my coffee. “What?”

	She scowled at me. “Lexie,” she warned.

	“Hannah,” I replied in the same tone.

	She sighed, obviously not impressed with the game I was playing. “That.” She pointed. “With you and Killian. That was something.”

	“That was nothing,” I lied.

	She opened her mouth.

	“Hannah, don’t you have to organize the schedule for today?” Mark snapped with impatience.

	Hannah didn’t move her gaze from me. “It can wait.”

	“It cannot. Do it. Now,” Mark said, his voice hard.

	She rolled her eyes. “It was something,” she called over her shoulder as she walked out to the living room.

	“No, it wasn’t,” I yelled after her.

	Mark’s shrewd gaze was focused on me.

	“What?” I asked defensively.

	He shook his head, looking like he was going to say something. Instead, he continued to go over what I should and shouldn’t tell the various reporters today. Like I didn’t already know.

	My day had been so full of interviews and press that, luckily, I didn’t get a second alone with Killian. We didn’t even take my Jeep. Thank Buddha. Clyde was waiting outside my place when we exited at eight. I had my second coffee in my hand. Noah had rolled out of bed five minutes earlier, hair mussed, clothes wrinkled and eyes red but still looking like he could grace the cover of GQ. He had declared that he would attend all press with me. I thought it was because he was acting as a bodyguard against my bodyguard. I hadn’t told him of the night’s events, I hadn’t told anyone, but Noah knew something went down. He had freaky-deaky super senses.

	I’d walked up to Clyde and kissed his cheek. His expression didn’t change, but his wrinkled eyes softened slightly. A stab in my stomach made my breath catch slightly at this; it reminded me of Steve.

	“That wasn’t just any old dive bar last night, was it, Clyde?” I asked him softly.

	He looked down at me, the corner of his lips turned up. “I may have taken a singer or two there in my time,” he replied. “Good place to be anonymous in a world where such a thing is almost impossible.”

	I grinned at him, my eyes twinkling. “Thank you. And thank Artie.”

	He nodded. “Was his and my pleasure watching you play and enjoying your company, Miss Williams.”

	So the day had been full and my mind had been running on autopilot. Not exactly autopilot. A lot of the questions I was faced with after the show were jarring.

	“You’ve never played “Skeletons of Us” live,” a reporter pointed out. “Why last night?”

	“I felt like it was time to play it. Our fans deserved it,” I replied simply, doing everything in my power not to look at Killian, whose gaze was burning into me from the corner of the room.

	“Is it to do with your heartbreak over Andrew Bruntley’s recent death?” 

	The energy in the room changed. It was pulsing with Killian’s fury over the mention of Drew. He looked as if he was going to step in and stop the interview, which would have made things a thousand times worse.

	Jenna took that moment to step in, like an Armani-clad angel. “We were clear Lexie wouldn’t answer any questions relating to Mr. Bruntley. I’ll have to end this interview if you do so again.”

	I’d given her a weak smile and waded through the rest of the morning. Now we were picking up Sam so we could head to the studio and record some of our latest songs. Plus, I planned on showing them the songs I’d written last night.

	“What are you, my mother?” I asked, walking beside him to Sam’s front door.

	He put the key in the lock and stared at me. “Just a concerned party who is worried about the fact you may have a heart attack from caffeine overdose.”

	“Have you met me? There’s no such thing as a caffeine overdose. The only thing I’m in danger of is a caffeine underdose.”

	We walked through the living room, my step faltered and my eyes widened slightly at what assaulted my vision when I first entered the room, but only momentarily. Noah and I exchanged knowing grins and looked forward. Killian, however, stopped entirely.

	“What the…?” he bit out, eyes on the center of the room.

	When it was apparent we weren’t sharing in his astonishment and disgust, I heard his motorcycle boots fall into step with us. I could feel the heat at my back and already heard the words he was conjuring. Thankfully, we entered the kitchen where Sam was closing the fridge door, a beer in his hand, clad only in boxers.

	“Dude,” he greeted Noah with a chin lift, throwing him the beer he was obviously intending for himself while opening the fridge once more. Noah caught it expertly.

	Sam closed the door, one beer and a soda in his hands. “Dudette,” he grinned at me, walking to pointedly hand me my drink on account of his knowledge of my poor hand-eye coordination skills. He pointedly ignored Killian, acting like the menacing presence in the room didn’t exist. Like two hundred pounds of biker, of pure delicious Killian, wasn’t standing at my back glaring at him. He’d perfected it over the past week.

	“Sammy,” I greeted, lifting my cheek up for him to kiss. After he did so, he winked at me and padded over to sit next to Noah, who was gulping his beer at the breakfast bar.

	I took a sip of my soda, leaning beside the sink across from them. “So, do I even want to know?” I asked, nodding into the living room.

	Sam grinned even wider. “What?” he asked, feigning innocence. “They wanted to recreate a certain movie. I was more than happy to oblige.” 

	“I’m not even going to ask which movie.”

	“Did the pointy hats not even give you an inkling?” he asked mischievously.

	The two women perched naked in Sam’s living room had been wearing nothing but wizard hats and things I didn’t look too closely at that I guessed were meant to be used as ‘wands’. 

	I screwed up my nose at the memory. Seeing it once was enough. “Let me guess, Tatiana and Lucinda?”

	He nodded. “Dynamos, both of them.”

	I held my hand up. “And that’s where we stop this conversation and you put on some pants so we can go and record.”

	“Just pants?”

	I winked at him. “Well, I need some eye candy for the recording session.”

	Killian’s form stiffened beside me. I ignored this.

	Sam shook his head. “Tatiana and Lucinda will be very upset at this turn of events.”

	“My heart bleeds for them.”

	Noah chuckled. 

	Sam leaned in to kiss my cheek. “You okay after last night?” he murmured in my ear, staying close.

	I nodded. “I’m fine, Sammy.”

	He pulled back, frowning, but he finished his beer and wandered out of the room.

	“I’m actually genuinely surprised he hasn’t had a baby momma come out of the woodwork,” Noah commented. 

	I nodded. “He’s still young. Give him time.”

	Noah chuckled.

	A buzzing went through the large kitchen. Noah glanced down at his phone, his jaw went hard and his eyes went strange. “Got to take this, babe. Be five,” he said to me before strolling quickly out of the room. I frowned after him. 

	Because of my thoughts being on Noah, I didn’t notice Killian advance until it was too late, until he was there, right there. 

	“What the fuck was that?” he growled. Yes, growled.

	I glanced up at him, trying to make it seem casual, even irritated. “What?”

	“You walkin’ into a fuckin’ porno and not flutterin’ an eyelid and Sam not even fuckin’ apologizing.”

	I leaned back, actually shocked by the anger in his tone. “This is his house. He’s allowed to do as he wishes in it, no matter how… icky,” I said, screwing up my nose. “Plus, I lived with the guy. That”—I nodded to the living room—“is not the worst thing I’ve walked in on.”

	“Fuckin’ hell,” Killian bit out.

	“In case you haven’t noticed, Killian, I’m not an innocent teenager anymore,” I snapped.

	His eyes flared. “Trust me, baby, I’ve noticed.” He paused, letting those words simmer between us. 

	Then, without warning, he snatched the soda from my hands and it clattered on the table. I didn’t even get the time to protest because his mouth was on mine and his hand dove into my hair, yanking me flush against his body.

	The moment his mouth settled on mine, every single plan I had to protect my heart shattered into a thousand pieces. Every idea I had to stay away from him, to make sure this exact thing never happened again, went to dust.

	I not only surrendered to him, but I kissed him back with the ferocity that mimicked that of last night, with that desperation that caused every cell in my body to sing his name while quieting every sound in my mind.

	“What. The. Fuck?” an angry voice jerked me out of my trance and I immediately pulled back, my head turning.

	Sam stood in the doorway, a shirt in his hands, jeans on, and a face like thunder.

	“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he roared, dropping the shirt.

	“Sammy,” I began, trying to find a way to explain this.

	He didn’t give me a chance because his fist plowed through Killian’s face before I got another word out.

	Killian fell back a few paces but stayed upright. 

	“You fucker!” Sam yelled, advancing on him. “You really think you can wiggle your way back in there, so you can fuck her up again? Not on my watch.”

	He looked like he was going to hit him again, but Killian recovered and beat him to it, landing his own punch. Sam half fell onto the breakfast bar.

	“Stop!” I screamed, scrambling to get between them.

	Noah pushed past me and stood in the middle of the men, his jaw hard. “Are you two out of your fuckin’ minds?” he yelled.

	Both Sam and Killian glowered at each other. Sam struggled against Noah’s hand on his chest, blood trickling from his nose. “He was fuckin’ kissing her,” he bit out, breathing heavily.

	Noah’s eyes flickered to me. “Yeah? Well, last time I checked, who Lexie kisses is her business.”

	Sam’s eyes bugged out. “You’re fuckin’ kidding, right? You know what he did to her. You’re gonna stand here and let it happen?”

	Noah stared at him. “It’s not up to me to let anything happen. Or you. You’re certainly not helpin’ anyone throwing punches. Ice your hand,” he declared. “Unless you’ve forgotten, you’re a drummer. We need the hands to record. Though the thing between your ears is optional, so do what I say before I decide to hit you too.”

	Sam looked like he might challenge him, but he shook his head and muttered curses under his breath before pushing up and stomping off to the freezer.

	Noah stood in front of Killian, who was still, despite the fact his eye was swelling. Something passed between the two of them; I wasn’t sure what.

	“Noe,” I said, trying to find the words.

	His blank stare cut me off. “We’ve got to record.” And with that, he turned on his heel and left.

	*****

	“Okay, so is anyone going to tell me why Sam looks like he’s had a botched nose job, is icing his hand between takes, Killian has a black eye, and I feel like I need mittens to field the icy looks everyone is trading in this room?” Wyatt asked, taking a sip from a water bottle.

	Sam glowered at me. “Ask Lexie.” 

	Wyatt raised his brow and looked to me. His shock was evident, as was mine. Sam never spoke in that tone, and he’d never directed such a cold look at me before. 

	“Sam—”

	“No, Lexie. How could you be so fuckin’ stupid? Kissing him? Really? We’ve spent the past four years picking up the pieces from what he did, and he’s back for what? Less than a week and we’re back to this?” Sam clipped. 

	“You kissed him? That’s why we’re in danger of going in the direction of The Clash?” Wyatt didn’t betray too much disbelief. More like he expected that very thing.

	Sam’s eyes bulged. “Is that not enough? Did you need Lexie to burn your signed Van Morrison record to ignite some significant fuckin’ outrage?”

	Wyatt raised a brow. “Dude, seriously? Killian rides here the moment shit goes down with Lexie, puts his entire life on hold without blinking, stations himself as a sentry, all the while eating whatever shit we throw at him without comment? What do you think that is?”

	Wyatt’s words struck me.

	“Plus, the dude’s gained like twenty pounds of pure muscle, is covered in ink, and has some serious Riddick vibes about him. Only thing I’m surprised about is that it took this long for anything to happen. Though I’m guessing last night pushed things along.”

	I blinked at him. “How did you know that?” I whispered.

	Wyatt looked at me. “Babe, that song lays out your fuckin’ soul. Couple that with the way he looks at you, you’ve got a collision course.”

	I chewed my lip. “And you’re not angry? I mean, you don’t think—”

	Sam threw up his hands. “What is this, Oprah? Have we forgotten what Killian did?”

	I stood up, my own anger flickering. “You think I could forget that?” I screamed at Sam. “You think a day doesn’t go by when I don’t remember it. I’ll tell you what, Sammy, it’s fucking exhausting. So I don’t need you telling me what I should and should not think.” I paused, breathing heavily. “Now, are we going to record?”

	Sam blinked at me, his face blank. 

	Wyatt elbowed him. “I’d agree or you’re dead, bro.”

	Sam didn’t grin but nodded stiffly instead.

	We spent the rest of the day getting lost in the music and wading through our first argument as a band.

	I spent the rest of the day trying to find silence and wade through Wyatt’s words and the memory of Killian inside me.

	*****

	“Thank you for choosing to fly with us today. We hope you have a beautiful day in our nation’s capital.”

	I yanked my baseball cap lower down on my head as I got off the plane.

	Someone was looking out for me, because I had yet to be recognized by anyone since I’d crept from the house. Maybe that was because it was a 5:00 a.m. flight and everyone was still shaking off sleep or catching snatches of it for the majority of the flight.

	Not me. I was wide awake, like I had been for most of the night. I couldn’t stay in that house for one second longer. I couldn’t hear my own thoughts with the echoes of Killian and me. With the voice in my head whispering, urging me to forget everything, surrender my heart and soul to him and stop the struggle of trying to fight what was between us.

	Everything.

	Every part of me that I thought had died was brought back to life when I’d thought the bones would be littered in the darkest parts of me forever.

	That’s why I left. Okay, that’s why I ran.

	I wasn’t ashamed to admit I gave in to my fear and escaped the bones that were coming back to life.

	It was funny, the stalker that lurked in the corner of my mind wasn’t the reason I was running. It was the man who owned that mind. My unquiet mind.

	Switching on my phone, I ignored the countless texts and missed calls. I had ten from an unknown number, which I guessed was Killian’s.

	A heap more from the boys. I swallowed the discomfort that crept up my throat at ignoring them. At causing them to worry.

	It was selfish. I was aware of that, but I had to be selfish or I feared there would be nothing left of me for them to worry about.

	Hannah: Hey, babe, got you a car sorted. You’ll just need to pick it up from the rental desk when you land. For the record, I’m totally not on board with keeping this secret. You know how bad I am at that. It gives me heartburn. Plus, that hot biker that I, of course, hate may burn this entire place down with his fury, and I really like the furniture here.

	I tried not to let the thought of Killian’s fury hit me, but of course it did. Everything to do with him hit me. 

	Instead of dwelling on that, I sent a quick reply back to Hannah and set off to get my car and search for some quiet and some counsel from two people who were guaranteed to give it to me, had they been alive.
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	“We need to call the police,” Sam declared, pacing the room. 

	“We do not need to call the police,” Wyatt argued. “You got the same text as me. Lexie’s fine. She just needed a minute alone.” 

	Sam stopped, glaring at him. “Yeah, I got the text. But do you know how easily that could have been sent by the motherfucker after her? Fuck, we should have had a code word that she sends us so we know when she’s in trouble or some shit. Soon as she gets back, we’re getting a fucking code word.” He started pacing again. “Now, we’re calling the police. She said a minute. It’s been five fucking hours.”

	Hannah, Lexie’s assistant, stepped in front of Sam as he snatched his phone off the coffee table.

	“You don’t need to call the police,” she said quickly. “She’s fine.” Her eyes bugged out once she realized what she said. “I mean, she’ll most likely phone. I don’t know anything.”

	Sam frowned at her, his mind working slowly.

	Killian’s mind was not working slowly. It had been buzzing with activity since he’d woken up to discover Lexie had disappeared, slipping away in the two fuckin’ hours he’d been asleep. Since then, every part of him had been wired, electrified, running on fear. He had yet to call Bull, probably not the best decision, but the rational part of him admitted Lexie left on her own account, which made his blood boil even more.

	He simmered with anger—yeah, there was a lot of that—but with something else as well. Dread at the fact she was actually willing to risk her life, her safety, in order to escape him. The fact was, if this fucker actually got to her, it would be because Killian created the best environment for him to do so. All he wanted in this life was Lexie safe, that urge might be the very thing to kill her. To end him.

	He couldn’t think of that.

	Instead, he unstuck himself from where he’d been frozen against a wall and advanced on Hannah. Her eyes widened in fear, but he ignored that. He didn’t give a shit if he scared her. Lexie should be here.

	“Where the fuck is she?” he bit out, crowding her.

	She tried to step back, but he grabbed her arm, not hard enough to inflict pain but enough to show her she wasn’t going anywhere.

	She glanced down and then met his eyes. “I don’t know. She—”

	“Don’t even bother tryin’ to fuckin’ lie,” he commanded, voice hard. “You realize the danger she’s in? How fuckin’ stupid you’re being, lying about where she is? How you’re responsible if anything happens to her?” That was a lie. Killian was ultimately responsible, but he needed to scare her into telling him. He knew how much she cared about Lexie, her worry for her would trump the loyalty.

	“She went to Washington,” she said immediately. “She’ll be safe there. No one’s even spotted her.”

	Of course she went there. Killian should have realized that sooner. Lexie was searching for sanctuary in this fuckin’ shitstorm. She wouldn’t worry her Mom or Bull. She’d go to the one other place that she felt safe. To the only other people who offered that to her, despite being six feet under.

	Wyatt bit out a curse. “Jesus Christ, Hannah. You’ve known all this time and lied to us? Not fuckin’ cool.”

	Killian didn’t wait for the rest of the band to berate Hannah. He let her go with a force that caused her to stumble slightly. He ignored this, turning on his heel with one destination in mind.

	Washington.

	[image: Image]

	“Hey guys,” I whispered. My voice disappeared on the gentle breeze fluttering through the empty cemetery.

	I trailed my hand against the cool stone of the twin headstones in front of me.

	Steve Thordon & Ava Thorndon

	Beloved parents and grandparents. Will live forever in the hearts of those they touched with their beauty.

	Ash coiled in my throat at the first visit to their gravesite since I’d buried them here what felt like forever ago. 

	“I miss you both so much,” I said, my voice breaking. “I’m so lost and all I wish, more than anything, is that you were here to help me find my way.”

	The breeze picked up again, this time not carrying my words in the air, but the voice of memories. Steve’s scratchy voice. The smell of his study, residual tobacco from the cigars he occasionally smoked, notes of Ava’s perfume. The smell of home. Of sanctuary.

	“The lessons of life can be learned in these pages.” Steve gestured to the wall of books that took up half of his study. The things he loved. That we loved and we shared.

	He stepped forward, his eyes crinkling at the sides. “We may be able to learn lessons in these pages, but we can’t experience them. We can’t truly understand until we’ve lived outside those pages. Written our own stories.”

	I smiled at him, deciding he was the most knowledgeable person I’d ever met. “Like you and Ava? Your story. Your happily ever after?” 

	He smiled and cupped my cheek. “Me and Ava,” he agreed. “Also you and your mom.” He paused before letting me go and turning back to his books. “Happily ever after is a tricky concept, chickee,” he said. “Happily is a relative concept and it’s more complicated than that. Life is full of joy.” He turned back around, and I watched him raptly. “Life is also full of pain.” His eyes twinkled. “I hope and pray you have the least amount of pain in your long life, chickee. I want you to live the most vibrant and beautiful life there could be. But I fear my wishes have created an oxymoron. A truly joyful life isn’t full of pure joy. A joyful life can only be achieved with the knowledge of pain, because only when we know how much we can hurt can we realize how happy we can be.”

	I let his words sink over my seven-year-old mind, trying to grasp the concept. I wandered to a shelf of books, running my fingers along them. “But your life with Ava, it’s so happy. She’s your true love.” I glanced at him. “Like the people in these.” I nodded to the books. “And you two aren’t in pain.”

	Steve smiled and came to stand beside me. “Not now. Not most of the time, but we have been. Because true, profound love isn’t full of joy. You can’t love someone with your whole soul without feeling the pain of it. It’s impossible. But it’s bearable, when you know you’ve got forever with someone.”

	I reached out and squeezed Steve’s hand. “I want that, one day. I want that for Mom, too.”

	Steve’s eyes twinkled. “I want that for you and your mom. Because I know my girls are strong enough to withstand the pain necessary to taste joy.”

	I journeyed back to the present, Steve’s words echoing through my mind, jumbling it up but clearing it at the same time.

	Maybe it was that memory and the full day of sleep I’d had. Without being strangled under the weight of memories, I’d gotten almost six hours at the hotel I’d immediately checked into. I wasn’t strong enough to go back to Steve and Ava’s house, which was a time capsule Mom and I had left because it was too painful to pack up. I’d woken up in the late afternoon and found the strength to go and seek advice from the ghosts of Steve and Ava.

	I’d found it.

	But someone had also found me. His gaze prickled the back of my neck, and I turned. His presence almost set me back on one foot, his intensity filling up the open air. The blankness in his eyes hit my stomach.

	“Hannah,” I whispered. I knew she couldn’t keep a secret, and right now, I was glad of it. I couldn’t handle being alone while confronted with my loss. 

	His jaw hardened and fury seeped from him in waves. He didn’t say a thing, just kept staring at me, his fists clenched at his sides.

	I glanced down to the headstone before meeting his eyes. “I miss them so much.”

	I don’t know what I expected from Killian, comfort surely, tenderness, not callousness. 

	“You miss them,” he repeated. His hard gaze froze me in place. “You want to see them again?” he asked quietly, his voice granite.

	I flinched. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean are you eager to head to the fuckin’ afterlife to reunite with them?” he bit out, his voice louder now. “’Cause that’s what you’re riskin’, Lexie, by runnin’ off like this. Your life. You’re gambling with it like it’s replaceable. Like you’re replaceable.”

	His anger hit my tender soul, making tears well in my eyes. “I—”

	“You nothing,” he gritted out. “If anything had happened to you…” He trailed off, his face gentling just a smidgeon, but enough to show someone familiar under his mask. He stepped forward, as if to give me what I craved, what I needed more than my next breath.

	The air where he’d been seemed to vibrate and chips of stone flew off the headstone, settling in the grass around us. I stared at the ground, confused. 

	Killian’s entire form tightened and he was on me in seconds, pulling us both to the ground, his body covering mine.

	“Stay down, freckles,” he instructed. “Don’t fuckin’ move.”

	I struggled against his body. It didn’t do much. “What was that?”

	He glanced at me, his face empty. “It was someone comin’ very close to taking something irreplaceable from me,” he bit out, leaning up so he could retrieve a gun from his pants.

	My eyes widened at this, at what it meant. “Someone shot at you?” I said, my voice laden with terror. “How did you get that through security?” I added as an afterthought.

	Killian didn’t answer me. His gaze was focused in the direction where I guessed the shot came from. His face was blank, empty, his body taut.

	“Stay down,” he commanded.

	Panic slithered down my spine as Killian motioned to get up. Like up where a bullet had narrowly missed tearing through his body.

	I clutched his leather jacket. “You could get hurt. Shot,” I whispered, fear morphing my voice into something small and vulnerable.

	His eyes flickered to mine. “Think I care about that? I’m protectin’ what’s mine.”

	On that note, he shook out of my grasp and the cold air caressed me when the heat of his body disappeared. 

	I watched him duck through the headstones of the empty cemetery. Or what I thought had been empty. Now it was full of malice, of him.

	I couldn’t stand the silence, expecting any moment to hear the terrible sound of bullets tearing through flesh. 

	Minutes yawned into an eternity. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I slowly got up, half expecting bullets to hit me once I reached full height. But I couldn’t stay there with Killian at risk. I couldn’t live with that.

	I jumped when he stormed up to me, his gun at his side. His hand fastened around my neck and he was in my space, way up in my space so I could taste the bitterness of his fury. “I told you to stay fuckin’ down,” he clipped.

	I jutted my chin up, finding strength from somewhere deep down. “I wasn’t laying there while you wandered around, risking getting shot,” I hissed.

	Something flickered in his gaze, but it was gone before I could grasp it. He stepped back, his hand moving to my own, grasping it firmly. “We’re not talking about this now, while you’re still vulnerable. He’s gone, but I’m not takin’ any fuckin’ risks. We’re going. Now.”

	He dragged me off without another word, one hand in mine, the other holding his gun as he scanned the area with blazing eyes. I did the same, my heart thundering in my chest, expecting someone to jump out from behind a headstone. Half expecting this faceless stranger to take away what remained of my soul by putting a bullet in Killian.
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	Fury surged through his veins like poison.

	He had her. He had been so close, everything had been so perfect. She had been within his grasp, the perfect moment for him to show her what they had, to start their life together.

	God himself had been smiling on him when she left the gates of the community she’d escaped to. He had more trouble gaining entry to this one, the guards were more aware and the police presence was higher. Plus, the biker was here now. All of them trying to keep them apart. He had been patient, waiting for the perfect time.

	You couldn’t stop fate. Destiny. He’d been ready to meet his, to finally show her theirs. Then that fucking biker turned up at the cemetery, ruining everything. First, he’d thought it was another act of fate, putting him within his crosshairs, but then he’d missed. The perfect shot and he’d missed.

	Now he had to flee from her. Because of that biker.

	He would pay.

	Then he’d take what was his.
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	He couldn’t look at her. That was hard, considering the jet they were flying back to L.A. in wasn’t big, but he managed it. He couldn’t because he was afraid his fury might get the best of him at seeing her pale, fragile face and he’d say something he regretted and might scare her.

	His fists clenched on his knees. But fuck, she needed to be scared.

	It chilled him to the fuckin’ bone how close he’d been to losing her. If he had gotten on a later flight, taken a couple of minutes more to get himself to the cemetery… He shook himself to try and get free of those thoughts. Those demons.

	That shit didn’t happen. He got to her in time. In time to see the ghosts behind her eyes, to feel pain from the vision of her agony. He had been cruel, he knew. And he had continued to be so for the time they’d spoken to the police and finally gotten on the private jet Mark had chartered to get them back to L.A.

	The entire time, his fury hadn’t dampened; it had increased. His traitorous hands itched to comfort her while she’d made her statement to the cops then gathered her things from the hotel room in silence. She looked so small. So fuckin’ broken. 

	But so was he. And she didn’t even know it, but she was the only one who could put him back together, that held his future in those tiny hands. She’d almost thrown it away in that cemetery. 

	“You need to forget me.” Her small voice barely rose above the dull roar in the cabin.

	The emotion in it drenched him. He looked up, not saying anything, the pain and fear on her beautiful face silencing him.

	She held his eyes. “You need to forget me, because you almost died today because of me and I can’t live with that.”

	At her words, he surged off his seat, moving across the space between them. He knelt in front of her, grasping her neck. “You think I can forget you?” he bit out. “I’d sooner forget oxygen. I’ll never forget you, freckles. And you’ll never forget me either.”

	He didn’t wait for a response. He didn’t want one. There’d been too many fuckin’ words between them. So he kissed her, not gently, not slowly. It was brutal, urgent and full of all of that anger he’d been holding on to. That fear.

	He had to taste her lips to make sure she was right here with him, to chase away his demons.

	She made a delicious little moan at the back of her throat that had him harder than he already had been the moment her skin came into contact with his.

	He couldn’t stop at this. Not now. Not since he’d been inside her that night of her show, felt what it was like to come home.

	So he jerked up, never moving his mouth from hers, pushing her back into the sofa of the jet, covering her body with his.

	He was half mad with the need to get inside her, to feel the sanctuary of her velvet clenching around her. Killian continued his assault on her mouth as he ran his hand up her smooth length, thanking all that was fucking holy that she was wearing a dress.

	She gasped when he reached the edge of her panties. “Killian,” she murmured, her mouth leaving his. His cock pulsed at her saying his name in that throaty voice while he ran his fingers across her wetness. “What if someone comes in,” she protested weakly. She didn’t make any move to struggle; instead, she arched herself against him as he pressed two fingers into her.

	“No one’s gonna come in,” he growled back. The crew had been banished to their cabin on his instruction. Not that he had this in mind, but he’d fuckin’ hated strangers witnessing the shit Lexie had been going through.

	He took her mouth once more, freeing himself from his jeans and removing his hands so he could replace them with his cock.

	Lexie screamed into his mouth as he put himself where he belonged, as he entered his sanctuary. He planned on going slow, on loving her with the gentleness she needed, she deserved. But the moment she clenched around him, the second she screamed against his mouth, running her nails along his back, he lost all control.

	He thrust into her hard and fast, his demon freed from the confines of his soul and taking him over, making him give into every carnal instinct. First he was worried if this was too much for her, his gentle Lexie, but then she showed him she wasn’t his gentle Lexie, not anymore.

	“Harder,” she rasped against his mouth, meeting him thrust for thrust.

	He growled against her mouth and met her commands, every inch of him threatening to explode with the intensity of their coupling.

	“This is where you belong,” he declared roughly. “Where you’ve always belonged.”

	“Yes,” she hissed, her eyes wild.

	There were no more words after that. Neither of them could speak through the demands of their bodies.
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	I stared blankly at the roaring waves, searching the darkness beyond for answers. For something. It was times like these I missed Ava. Every day I missed her and Steve both. The ache of loss never went away. But here in the darkness, amidst the swirl of my emotions, I craved her counsel with an intensity that was hard to breathe through.

	I’d talk to Mom, but I wasn’t too hot on the idea of piling my crap on her shoulders. She had a toddler and herself to worry about. I was a grown woman. Trying to be anyway.

	I feared I was failing spectacularly.

	After confronting ghosts at the cemetery, it seemed I’d opened up a stream of consciousness I’d previously locked tight. Memories filtered through the night air, of when I was seven and I witnessed Steve storm out of the house and leave Ava crying. It was the first time I’d seen them have any kind of argument. It had terrified me.

	“Are you and Steve going to break up?” I asked Ava in a small voice as she patted her face with a silk kerchief.

	She glanced up at me, her red eyes still twinkling, despite the sadness in them. She reached forward to squeeze my hand. “Of course not, my little bug. Why would you think that?”

	I looked to the door Steve had slammed shut. “You fought. He was angry. You’re hurt,” I surmised.

	She smiled and, to my complete surprise, laughed. “We had a disagreement, sweetheart. That’s part of life. Real life. Not the stuff you see on TV. Sometimes it’s not pretty, or flowers and hearts. That doesn’t mean it’s not beautiful.”

	I screwed my nose up. “But you’re in pain.” I didn’t get it. Wasn’t love meant to be great and make everyone happy all the time?

	“Right now, I am,” she agreed. “But I’m lucky to be feeling this pain. Because it means I care about Steve enough to give him the power to hurt me. Now, he hardly ever does this, first time in years in fact. But that’s what love is sometimes, pain. You just have to learn what the right kind of pain love is. The person that has the power to hurt you but will give you a thousand days of happiness and only a second of pain. I think that’s worth it. Don’t you?”

	“You’re sitting on a beach alone in the middle of the fuckin’ night?” A furious voice tore my memories away and shocked me back onto the beach. 

	I jumped and scrambled up, my eyes focusing on Killian’s large form in the dark moonlight.

	“I needed space.” My voice was barely a whisper above the waves.

	After everything that happened in the past twenty-four hours, I couldn’t breathe in that house. Everything had been a blur since Killian had taken me in that plane, claiming whatever snatches of my soul had escaped his brand after the show.

	I hadn’t had a moment to grasp what happened on that plane. Seconds after he’d fucked me, rattling my entire world, the static voice of the pilot ordered us to fasten our seatbelts for descent.

	I’d scrambled out from under him as quickly as humanly possible, expecting the crew to enter the cabin and see Killian inside me. I’d done it to escape what he’d awakened, what I couldn’t ignore anymore.

	Us.

	Everything between us. It couldn’t be forgotten. He was right, it was impossible.

	As soon as we’d landed, he’d taken me by the hand, kissed the ever-living shit out of me and taken us down the stairs of the plane. Mark and the boys had met us at the airport. I got a multitude of hugs and curses from everyone.

	“You run away and get shot at again, I’ll kill you,” Sam declared the moment he saw me. Then he’d yanked me into his arms, ripping me from Killian’s grasp.

	The boys hadn’t left my side since and Killian hadn’t said a word. I knew he’d watched me the entire time. Throughout yet another interview with the LAPD, throughout the debates with Sam about moving to Australia. All of it. His gaze had burned into me so hot I couldn’t stand it anymore. I’d told them I was going to bed to sleep. My exhausted body craved oblivion, but my unquiet mind hadn’t given it to me. Killian’s furious intensity pulsed through the walls of the bedroom I tossed and turned in.

	“You needed space,” he repeated, his voice flat. There was a long, loaded pause. “Are you fucking insane?” he bellowed, the fury in his voice giving the roaring waves a run for their money.

	Suddenly, he was in my space, right in it. “You’ve got a fuckin’ psychopath after you,” he hissed. “You don’t get fuckin’ space. Once I’ve put a bullet in his head, maybe not even then. But now? You don’t get it.”

	I ripped myself from his grasp. “I was suffocating in there,” I screamed, pointing toward the house. “I couldn’t stand being in there another second, not without going insane.” Only after those words came out did I realize the ‘bullet in his head’ comment. It rippled through my brain and I jolted when it registered. Killian didn’t notice this. He stepped forward once again, the moon illuminating his face in the shadows.

	“Normally, your sanity is of upmost importance to me, but making sure you stay breathing, stay beautiful and un-fucking murdered trumps that. Will every time. Once you’re safe, I’ll set to putting your mind back together. Right now though, I’m going to make sure every inch of that beautiful body stays unharmed. We’ll worry about the equally beautiful mind later.”

	I froze at his words. “Why are you here?” I asked, realizing this question probably should have been asked the moment I saw him in the doorway of that hospital waiting room what felt like one hundred years ago.

	He grasped my neck. “Think I just explained that, freckles,” he said, voice softer. 

	I blinked at him, trying to see him clearer yet trying to hide myself from his gaze. “No, why are you here? After four years? After everything?”

	His hand flexed. “I’m here to keep you safe,” he replied simply.

	“Anyone could have done that. Multiple professionals with a variety of bad-ass qualifications are being paid a lot of money to do just that,” I argued. “You don’t need to be here. What’s in it for you?”

	“You. You’re in it for me,” Killian growled. “I’m here because that phone call chilled me down to my fuckin’ bones when I realized that there might be a possibility of a world without you in it. I couldn’t live in that world, freckles.”

	I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t even look at the shadows of his face after that. I glanced out to the waves. Taking a breath, I looked back. “So you want what? What comes of this? You ride in on your Harley, save the day, break my heart again and leave?” I asked, my voice cold.

	Killian pulled me close. “That’s the bones of it,” he murmured. “’Cept the leavin’ part. Don’t plan on doin’ that again. Not ever.”

	His words hit me like a physical thing. They were the words I’d dreamed of for years. I ripped myself from his hold once more. But dreams had no place in my world. To protect my heart, I had to cling to the reality I’d been living for four years. 

	“I don’t know you anymore.” I gestured to his body. “This person. You’re a stranger. Maybe you were before and I just didn’t know it. See, you’re chasing this demon, one that has turned you into this man who talks about putting bullets in people’s brains like it’s the same as taking someone to dinner.” 

	“No. The past four years, I’ve been chasing the demon ‘cause when you chase the demons on the outside, you don’t have to inspect the ones living within you,” he rasped. “You’ve got demons too, baby. I put them there, so that’s on me. But you’re not chasin’ them. You’re runnin’. Running and trying to insert yourself in this world of fuckin’ parties and photo shoots and superficiality. You don’t fit, there, freckles. You never will.”

	“Where do I fit then, Killian?” I asked, not bothering to try and argue about the “running” comment. Killian knew me. Even this new version of him saw through me like I was incorporeal. I was running. Problem was, my feet were getting very tired. 

	He stepped forward. “You fit with me.”

	I tried to battle with the pain, with the truth behind his words and also the lie. “I did,” I said finally.

	“You always will, freckles. Always.”

	I flinched at his words but found a way to hold his gaze. This couldn’t keep going. I couldn’t keep treading water in this conversation. I was going to drown if I didn’t do something soon. “Do you know what I chase? What I need to grasp? It’s quiet.” I paused, breathing heavily. “My mind’s so fucking loud, Killian. It’s deafening. I didn’t realize how loud it was until you left me. Until I had to face it. Then I poured my soul into the only thing that would quiet it. Music. You think the fame, the fortune, the money means shit to me? It doesn’t. I do this because it’s all I have. It’s what I need to grasp onto to survive. To live this life without you. And I need you to leave now. Before I get too used to the constant quiet again. Before you lull me into a false sense of security. Before I embrace it right in time for you to leave again. I need you to leave now while I still sense what some of the noise feels like. Because if you stay any longer, pull me in any deeper to this”—I moved my hand between us—“if that happens, I don’t think I’ll be able to survive the noise when you leave. I think it might just kill me. I don’t even think the music will save me.”

	Killian surged forward, grasping my chin in his hands, almost to the point of pain. “I’m never fuckin’ leaving,” he hissed through his teeth. “Never, baby. You get used to this. The quiet. Let it fuckin’ wrap you up.” His body pressed into mine. “Let me wrap you up. ‘Cause you ain’t ever gonna hear the noise again. You’re never gonna face this world without me. Not until the fuckin’ sun swallows up the earth, babe. The end of days is the only thing that’s gonna take this away.”

	Before I had the chance to come up with some weak argument, before I could make some halfhearted attempt to protect that soul of mine Killian already possessed, his mouth covered mine. My response was immediate and without hesitation. I clung to him. I let him pillage my mouth and take control over everything. His hands went to my hips and I instinctively lifted my legs to wrap them around his waist. I moaned into his mouth as the hardness in his jeans pressed into the soft silk of my pajamas. 

	Before I knew it, we were moving and I vaguely thought of how impressive it was that Killian was walking through the sand and back up the steps to my place with me in his arms, never detaching his mouth from mine. I rubbed against him impatiently as he reached the porch.

	He growled into my mouth. “Baby, you need to stop doing that or I’ll take you right here.”

	I nipped at his lip. “I want you. Right here. Right now. I need you inside me, Killian,” I whispered, I pleaded.

	He made another noise at the back of his throat, and then he set me down on the daybed on our porch. In an instant, my pajama bottoms were off, the salty night air caressing my bare legs. 

	Killian hovered above me for a second, his mouth brushing mine. “I know how much you need me inside you, freckles,” he murmured. “I know it because I need to be in there more than I need my next breath, but I need to taste you first.” His lips captured mine for a quick but furious kiss before he worked his way down my neck. 

	Without warning, the buttons on my top went flying as Killian ripped it open. He hissed in a breath when the dull inside lights illuminated my bare breasts, and seconds later, his mouth covered them. I arched my back up to meet his mouth, every nerve ending in my body singing for him.

	He worshipped my breasts before his mouth traveled downward with an excruciating slowness.

	I wriggled in impatience. “Killian,” I whined.

	His head jerked up and a small smile lifted at the corner of his mouth. “Patience, freckles. It’s been four years since I’ve had this beautiful body to ravage. I’m takin’ my fuckin’ time.”

	I eyed him lazily and then his mouth descended, right there, in the right spot, sending dots through my vision. I cried out as his mouth fastened over my magic spot, drinking me up, extracting my explosive climax too fast and too slowly at the same time.

	I was still coming down when he was atop me once more. At some point during my blackout, his top had come off. I hungrily ran my hands across his sinewy arms, covered in ink that was poorly illuminated. I explored the foreign ridges of new muscle, my nails raking over his shoulders as his torso pressed to mine. 

	He let out a breath. “Your skin against my skin, only thing that’s perfect in the world, freckles,” he breathed against my mouth. He probed my entrance. “Gonna fuck you now,” he murmured.

	“Yes,” I hissed out. 

	He didn’t surge into me like I expected, like I needed. Instead, his large hand circled my neck. “Gonna fuck you, but I need you to say one thing. That you’re mine. Now and for always.”

	I didn’t hesitate. “Now and for always, Killian, I’m yours.”

	The words barely left my mouth before they were followed by blissful nirvana, Killian inside me. I expected furious, urgent lovemaking like the night before, but instead, he slowly plunged into me. My nails raked down his back and he pressed his forehead to mine. I could see the cords in his neck pulsing as he held himself above me.

	“Killian,” I moaned.

	“Love you, Lexie,” he grunted. “Never stopped. Never for a second. Never gonna stop.”

	He worked the rest of the night showing me just how much. 

	All night.
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	I traced my eyes across the taut ridges of Killian’s defined abs. The sheet was thrown haphazardly over his hips, dipping low enough to show me the V at the bottom of those abs, peaking at the magnificence that was underneath. And that’s what he was. Magnificent.

	So different, yet so the same after four years. His body had filled out. I’d expected it, but I didn’t expect just how much. I doubted he had an inch of body fat on him, and all last night his considerable strength was apparent, yet he noticeably held back. Maybe because his body swallowed mine in a beautiful way that made me think he could gather me in those muscled arms and shut away the world.

	That’s what we were going to do, I decided. Today we were not going to leave this room and we were going to shut away the world. Shut away thoughts that might pollute this, us. I had decided, despite everything that I had promised myself since the moment he’d arrived, that we were going to do this. Us. I couldn’t shut myself away from what happened last night, I knew that. I couldn’t shut myself away from him. Not after last night, after he’d made love to me on the porch and then carried me to my bedroom, spending the entire night worshipping me, bringing us back to life.

	“You’re watching me sleep,” a gravelly voice observed.

	I grinned, trailing my eyes up to his face, which was soft and relaxed, eyes still closed. “No, I’m obviously watching you pretend to sleep,” I corrected. 

	Arms captured me and I squealed as Killian yanked me to lie on top of him. He pulled me to his chest, burying his face in my hair. “Nothin’ better in this world than waking up with my arms around the most beautiful girl in the world.”

	I nuzzled into his chest, inhaling the scent that was so uniquely Killian. “Ditto,” I whispered. “Apart from the beautiful girl part,” I added. 

	He chuckled and his chest vibrated. My head immediately lifted to see the end of that beautiful thing. That smile. One that hinted at the boy I used to know. One that made my heart swell a little bit more.

	My eyes reluctantly tore away from Killian’s smile and moved to his muscled torso. I hadn’t even had a chance to inspect half of his ink since I’d only woken moments before him. I got very distracted by his abs and restrained the urge to lick them.

	Later I could do that.

	But the script on the side of his ribs intrigued me and I tilted my head to read it. Then I froze. 

	“This is the lyrics to ‘Skeletons,’” I choked out after I read my words, my heartbreak on the skin of the person it was written about.

	Killian’s hand moved to position my face in his direction. His eyes blazed. “Broke my heart, freckles, when I heard that song. When I heard that pain, even through the fuckin’ radio I heard it. Drove straight to the tattoo place and got those words on my body, so I would always feel the pain of what I did to us. So I could use it as an incentive for the day I came for you.”

	I jerked.

	“You were going to come for me?” I repeated in disbelief.

	“For the past four years, I’ve been suckin’ in ash. Barely breathin’, choking on the emptiness of the air without you in it. Moment I saw you, came close enough to feel your breath of my face, that was when I could finally drink in oxygen again.” He caressed my jaw. “Only so long a man can live without oxygen, freckles. I was always gonna come for you.”

	 “I think you need to pinch me,” I whispered. “You know, just to make sure this isn’t a dream.” That was the only logical conclusion to this. To hearing him say those words, and somehow having the pain of four years melt away like it hadn’t even been there. It couldn’t possibly be that easy.

	But that’s what love is sometimes, pain. You just have to learn what the right kind of pain love is. The person that has the power to hurt you but will give you a thousand days of happiness and only a second of pain. I think that’s worth it. Don’t you?”

	Fifteen years later, Ava’s words finally made sense.

	Killian’s body jerked and he squeezed me tighter. “I’ve got a better idea on how I’m gonna show you just how real I am,” he growled and his mouth covered mine.

	And then Killian made damn sure that I was aware just how real all of this was.

	*****

	I trailed my hand across his chest, riveted by the tattoos that covered the expanse of it. They were beautifully done works of art on his chiseled body. The script of “Skeletons” was only the beginning of what he had. It would take me weeks to explore every inch of his detailed skin. Weeks, I had the feeling that I had with Killian.

	Forever, a hopeful voice whispered. You’ve got forever.

	Killian’s arms were tucked around me, content in the silence that we were bathing in after he’d treated me to two orgasms and the best wakeup call of all time. 

	My entire body froze as my hand traced the area of his left pec above his heart. I didn’t know how I’d missed it earlier. How my gaze hadn’t zeroed in on it the moment Killian’s naked torso had been exposed to me. My palm pressed over it and I lifted my head to stare at Killian. His face was carefully blank, but his eyes weren’t.

	“Kill,” I whispered, my voice broken.

	He brushed the hair from my face. “You’ll always be tattooed on my heart, freckles. I’ll always know that. Needed the world to know that.”

	My heart thundered in my chest and I tore my gaze away from his and moved my palm to look at his pec once more. A single tear dropped from my eye and onto the beautiful, intricate padlock that covered half of it. It must have taken hours. The lines were detailed and painstakingly carved into his chest. The lock was surrounded by roses, with music notes flowing through each petal. Lying underneath the lock was an antique key with the same exquisite detail. Lexie was scrawled in sloping script along the entirety of the key.

	His hand fastened under my chin, lifting it to meet his gaze once more. He was blurry through the tears.

	“Lexie, I promise, I swear to you, if you give me another chance to take care of your heart, to cherish it, I’ll protect it with my dying breath.” His voice was hoarse with emotion.

	“I can’t give you my heart,” I whispered and the air turned palpable. “I can’t give it to you,” I continued despite the hard look of despair on Killian’s face, “because you’ve already got it. You’ve always had it. You always will.”

	Killian’s entire form froze and he blinked at me. His face wasn’t blank; it was drenched in shock. And hope. “Think you’re gonna have to be the one to pinch me now, freckles,” he said, his voice thick.

	I smiled at him through my tears. “I can do better than that.” I knifed up and his hands tightened at the action of me leaving them. “Can I play you something?”

	Killian’s eyes burned into mine. “Always.”

	He let me go and I crawled off the bed to retrieve my guitar from the edge of the room. I moved to sit on the armchair across from the bed. I didn’t blink at my nakedness, not one bit, despite the fact it had been years and Killian had only seen me naked once then. He’d seen my soul stripped down to the core, nakedness was nothing. I positioned the guitar so it covered my body.

	Killian pushed up on the bed, sitting half up, his glorious body on display. “Wait a second, freckles,” he instructed just as my hand hovered above the strings. “Need to take a mental snapshot of this.” The desire in his voice sent tingles down my spine, like I hadn’t just had sex with him.

	I grinned at him and shook the curls from my face. After a second, I started playing “The Words,” by Christina Perri. The song was technically meant to be played with a piano accompaniment, but I winged it with my guitar.  My eyes never left his as I sung every word, as the music floated through the room and filled it up, saying everything I couldn’t possibly verbalize, telling him everything that my heart yearned for him to know.

	When the last of the notes left the room, it pulsed with the energy coming from Killian. It took him less than a second to move from the bed and get to me in two long strides. He took the guitar from my hands and placed it against the chair. Then he lifted me in his arms and his lips descended on mine. Everything I had tried to tell him he returned with that kiss, the one that tattooed my heart, that would probably go down as one of the best kisses of all time.

	He rested his head against mine, breathing heavily.

	“Freckles—” he began, but he was cut off by a banging at the door.

	“I’m busy!” I yelled. 

	Killian grinned.

	I blinked at that, at his face lighting up with a real, true smile. Nothing like he used to back when we were young. Back then, I’d always thought even his easiest smile was tinged with hardness. Now it was something else altogether. Seeing happiness tinged with darkness on his face was a painful kind of beauty. He’d changed. We both had. The most important thing between us was the same, but I knew we had to explore the differences too, and they were yawning.

	“Yeah, I know that,” Noah’s voice jerked me out of my head, “but I thought you’d like to know that you’ve got a new brother.”

	I froze. Then I yanked out of Killian’s arms and sprinted to the door. It was half open before a strong hand slammed it closed.

	I scowled up at Killian.

	“Babe, you’re naked,” he pointed out, eyes travelling down my body.

	“So?” I hissed. 

	His jaw went hard. He wordlessly handed me the printed kimono that was hanging on a hook on my door. The arm keeping said door closed didn’t move, communicating the door would stay shut until my modesty was assured.

	I quickly shoved my arms through and knotted it. Killian’s hand moved and I wasted no time in throwing the door open. Noah was standing there, arms crossed.

	“I have a new brother? Is Mom okay? How do you know before me? Is the baby okay? It’s too soon. What’s wrong?” I fired at him, barely taking a breath.

	Noah’s eyes flickered over my body and no doubt flushed face. His jaw was hard. “Zane called me because neither you nor Killian were answering your phones,” he said, lifting a brow. “After reassuring him you two were very much alive, he told me he’d been trying to get a hold of you. Your mom’s fine. The baby’s fine. They are resting in Amber’s hospital,” he said, his voice softening on the end.

	“I have a brother,” I said. “I have a brother,” I repeated, this time louder. I let out a little squeal and jumped into Noah’s arms. He squeezed me and then let me go. I whirled around to where Killian stood in the doorway, his jeans buttoned but no shirt on. 

	I ran into his arms and he caught me. “Did you hear that, Kill? I have a brother!”

	He grinned as he let me slide down his body, but his arms stayed around me. “Heard it, freckles.” He kissed my nose.

	I stepped out of his embrace, ignoring Noah’s glacial stare. “I’ve got to go to Amber, right now,” I declared, moving into my room in the direction of the wardrobe. “I’ll get changed and then I’ll go.” I whirled around, looking to see Killian and Noah both staring at each other. I ignored this too. “Noe, can you call Mark and tell him I’m going to Amber for… however long I want.”

	Noah nodded. “We’re comin’ too.”

	“Of course. But I’m not going to wait until Sam drags himself out of bed. I’m going now.”

	Killian stepped into my space. “Get dressed, baby. We’ll go now. I got you.”

	My heart bloomed with the double meaning behind his words. I let them sow a little seed of hope.

	*****

	“My butt hurts. Like a lot,” I said as we got off Killian’s bike outside the hospital.

	Killian took the helmet off my head gently, and then he yanked me into his body, his hands going to my aforementioned behind. “Need me to give it some attention, freckles?” he teased, his voice thick.

	I blinked through my arousal. “Um. Later. You can’t get me feeling all squidgy just before I’m about to go and meet my baby brother. It’s not proper,” I scolded.

	Killian chucked and kissed me lightly on the mouth. “In case you haven’t noticed, baby, I’m not proper.”

	My gaze went hooded. “Oh, I’ve noticed, Mr. Decesare. And it’s safe to say I like it. Later.”

	Killian’s eyes blazed. “Later.”

	He released me and took my hand, pulling us into the hospital. His Sons of Templar cut was now firmly on his back, since we were away from reporters and such. We’d roared off on his bike less than an hour after I got the news and it was safe to say it was awesome, despite the pain in my extremities. I’d never ridden on the back of Killian’s bike. Before, I’d been a teenager, one who rarely broke the rules, hence me never getting on the back of my boyfriend’s “death machine”—Mom’s words. I now wanted to live there. The feeling of roaring down the road pressed against Killian reminded me of what it felt like when I was on stage. Everything fell away until there was only blissful silence. But unlike on stage when I was in that silence alone, this time I had Killian with me.

	My step faltered just before we entered the doors. Killian, ever watchful, noticed this and turned.

	“Baby?” he asked, searching my face.

	“Is that what you are now? My boyfriend?”

	The switch that had been flicked between us was enough to give me whiplash. I was screaming at him not two days ago, intent on never giving him my heart to hurt again.

	Though I’d been lying to myself because he’d already had my heart. He’d had it since that moment in the garage.

	I just had to remember Ava’s words. Love wasn’t hearts and flowers. It was pain. I just hadn’t realized how much. But even last night, the beauty of it, of waking in Killian’s arms, that one night of pure happiness was worth the four years of pain, crazy as it was. But I was sane. Crazy and sane at the same time.

	Killian’s face softened. “Your mine and I’m yours.”

	“So you’re my boyfriend,” I deduced.

	The corner of his mouth turned up. “Doesn’t seem like the right word, does it?”

	No, it did not. Boyfriend seemed so inadequate to describe what Killian was to me. Even before everything, back when we were kids who floated in the naivety of first love, “boyfriend” seemed such a juvenile word to explain what Killian was to me. Now, with everything behind as and between us, it wasn’t right either.

	“It’ll do,” I replied.

	“For now,” Killian muttered.

	I didn’t get the chance to think too hard on those two words because Killian pulled me in the doors to the hospital. We got a couple of second glances by nurses and orderlies as we walked to the desk. I had thrown on jeans and a tee, plus a leather jacket for the ride. I didn’t have a lick of makeup on and my hair was wild, but I guessed some people still recognized me. Hopefully no one felt like getting their fifteen minutes. I wanted just a second with my family, with Killian. Just a second to let it sink in and bathe in this moment just being Lexie. Not having a thousand eyes on me.

	We were about to ask about Mom when, as if he had super senses, Zane emerged through double doors to our left. 

	His eyes immediately went to Killian and me. Then they travelled down to our intertwined hands. I shit you not, when he focused on them, he grinned. Not a small, half grin that Zane was known to do on occasion, but a full-blown, ear-to-ear grin. 

	This was the last response I expected Zane to have about Killian and me getting back together. I had been sure guns were going to be involved, not freaking smiles.

	“Exie!” a little voice called and my attention moved to the little human running from Zane to me.

	I bent down to pick up my little brother. “Peanut,” I murmured into his chocolate brown curls.

	He yanked on one of my curls. I smiled at him, inhaling the baby scent of my little brother. 

	“Pretty,” he whispered.

	My heart pulsed. I stroked his chubby cheek. He was three going on twenty, no surprises he was already a handsome three-year-old and a troublemaker. He had on a frickin’ Sons of Templar baby tee. It did not mean good things.

	“I’ve got a new brother and he’s got little feet,” Rocko informed me.

	“Is that right, Peanut?” I asked with a grin.

	Zane and Killian slapped shoulders. “Congrats, brother,” Killian murmured.

	Zane nodded. “Same to you, on a different front.”

	Zane’s attention turned to me and I let the scrambling toddler out of my arms so he could run to Killian who immediately picked him up. I didn’t get the time to marvel in the beauty of that moment before Zane pulled me into his arms.

	“Hey, Lex,” he murmured into my hair.

	“How is he? How’s Mom?” I asked once he let me go.

	“They’re both beautiful,” he said with twinkling eyes.

	“Nothing’s wrong?”

	He shook his head, his eyes glowing with pure, unfiltered happiness. It jolted me with its beauty. “Both perfect. For once, we’ve got smooth sailing.”

	I grinned and for once it was real. The warmth of it lit up my whole face. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

	“Your mom’s already waiting. I’ve tried to get her to sleep, but the first fuckin’ thing she demanded after she put him down was a goddamn latte,” Zane growled.

	I laughed. “And of course you ran off and got her one,” I said knowingly.

	“I was afraid for my life otherwise,” he replied.

	I leaned up and kissed his cheek. “I’m happy for you, Zane,” I whispered. “I’m gonna go meet my new brother.”

	Zane grasped my arm. “You okay?” he asked, concern in his eyes. I knew what he was asking about, but I wouldn’t bring that in here, not let the presence of some crazy person lurk and pollute the happiness of this moment.

	“I’m fine,” I reassured him. “I’m better than fine in fact.” My eyes flickered to Killian with Rocko in his arms.

	Zane followed my gaze, the corner of his mouth turned up. He squeezed my arm and let me go.
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	Killian and I had been wrapped up in each other for as long as we could when we weren’t at the hospital or the club. It was the first place we’d been to after we left Mom and Zane at the hospital with their little family.

	I’d been a little nervous walking into those doors again, but it felt like coming home. Bittersweet, but still right somehow. Mostly because of the man at my side with his hand in mine.

	 “Holy shit, Killian’s brought home a rock star!” Lucky had yelled when Killian and I had walked hand in hand into the club.

	The memories of my last time there hit me like a physical thing. I tried my best to hide it, but Killian didn’t miss a thing. He gave me a sideways glance and squeezed my hand.

	“Let her go. You’re hogging her,” Lucky whined, pulling me into his arms. He held me at arm’s length, clucking his tongue and regarding me. “You’re shorter in person.”

	I grinned at him. It had been years since I’d seen him and he hadn’t changed one bit. He didn’t even look like he’d aged. The only thing that was different was the fact he was wearing a gold, wide-band wedding ring on his left hand. That made my smile bigger. I hadn’t been able to make it to the wedding since I’d been in Europe at the time and been dodging a certain person, but I’d sent him a gift. He deserved every ounce of happiness, especially after what he went through to get it. From what Mom told me, his wife, Bex, deserved a lifetime of it. I didn’t doubt that Lucky would give it to her.

	“Yeah, I get that a lot,” I deadpanned.

	He chuckled. “See, it took a baby to bring the prodigal daughter back where she belongs, with who she belongs,” he added with a wink, his eyes darting between Killian and me.

	Killian’s hands squeezed my hips. 

	“Yeah, something like that,” I said with a grin.

	Then I was treated with a huge welcome from my biker family, who I’d sorely missed. Each of whom didn’t treat me any differently or make a fuss over who I’d become. 

	Everyone just acted like no time had passed, like my absence was inconsequential. There were a few girls lingering around the edges of the room, ones I didn’t know, but whose place in the club was obvious.

	I chose to ignore this and the evil thoughts that crept into my mind when thinking about Killian’s relationship with them.

	Steg’s gray eyes had crinkled at the edges and he’d yanked me into a huge hug after I’d said hello to everyone else. 

	He kissed my head. “Glad to see you back, Lexie,” he said, his voice scratchy.

	I grinned at him. “Glad to be back.”

	His brows furrowed. “Been worried about you, not just with the sick fuck that’s after you. Four years is a long time to be walkin’ round with an open wound.” He glanced to Killian, who was leaning against the bar chatting to Cade, but his eyes darted my way every five seconds or so. “That’s what he’s been doin’. Bleeding continuously for four years. Been a grumpy fuck, too.” He grinned, though his eyes twinkled with sadness. “Not a romantic in any sense of the word, but I’ve got a woman who I’d take a hundred bullets for. Don’t treasure the thought of being separated from her for as long as you two were. Make sure he doesn’t try and push you away ‘cause of some fucked-up reasoning his bitch mother’s responsible for,” he ordered.

	I nodded, blinking the tears out of my eyes.

	His face went back to the bad-ass biker look, like he hadn’t just been talking of lost loves. “Good. Time to party.”

	And party we did. Sam, Noah, and Wyatt had even turned up. The scantily clad girls who I’d been trying my best to ignore had swarmed them the moment they got there.

	I hadn’t relished watching that, despite feeling warm in the presence of the family I’d sorely missed.

	Seeming to sense my emotions, Killian’s arms had circled my hips, pulling me back into his chest. “Want to go home, so I can finally fuck you senseless like I’ve been craving all night?” he murmured in my ear.

	My stomach dipped. “Yeah,” I whispered, my voice husky.

	I’d thought “home” meant Mom and Zane’s place. I was too wrapped up in desire to realize how not okay that would be. Not because there wasn’t room, there was. Zane had gotten another couple of rooms built onto our house when it became apparent they’d need something bigger and Mom had refused to move. She had too many memories here, she said. Both good and bad, but she wouldn’t lightly say good-bye to the good just because of the bad. And because Zane would tattoo his face if Mom asked it, he built rooms so we had another family room and Rocko’s room. The nursery was upstairs in the old study, next to Mom and Zane’s. Mine was still downstairs off the kitchen. But I didn’t feel comfortable sleeping in it with Killian.

	So I had been both relieved and confused when he pulled up to the house after we left the club. His childhood home. I’d raised a brow after we hopped off the bike and he starting dragging me down the front walk. “We’re staying here? With your mom?” To say Killian didn’t like his mom was an understatement. Not that I blamed him, she was an evil shrew. 

	His jaw went hard and his face blank. “She died last year,” he said, voice flat.

	I froze and my smile disappeared. “What?”

	He shrugged. “Overdose. Wasn’t exactly a surprise.”

	I moved my hand to cup his cheek. “I’m so sorry, Kill,” I whispered, my heart bleeding. 

	“She wasn’t anyone to me, freckles,” he dismissed.

	“She was your mom,” I replied firmly. He was trying to hide it behind this new hard exterior, but I could see the pain. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here.” 

	He drew me to him. “You’re here now. That’s what matters.”

	He pulled me in gently and took us inside. All evidence of his mom was gone. The ratty furniture had all been replaced with leather sofas and lazy boys. An array of man toys was scattered around the place, and it was obvious a bachelor lived here. Despite that, there was nothing in the place that had any personality. That made it a home. 

	I stood in the middle of the room, frowning. “I don’t like this,” I declared.

	Killian crossed his arms, watching me. “What’s that?” he asked, voice guarded.

	“That you don’t have a home. A sanctuary. This is just a place you rest your head, drink your beers,” I said, meeting his eyes. “You deserve a sanctuary.”

	He was across the room in seconds and I was pulled to his body.

	“Sanctuary’s not a place. It’s not something you build from bricks and mortar. I’ve got my sanctuary, freckles. It’s in my arms. Finally, after four fuckin’ years,” he murmured.  His eyes searched mine. “I didn’t miss you just because I loved you, because you are my soul, or because livin’ without seeing your smile or hearing you sing was a physical hurt that Hades himself couldn’t even reproduce in torture. No, they were parts of it. Big parts. I missed you because you’re my sanctuary. Because you were the oasis in the middle of the wastelands that my life was before you entered it. I plan on livin’ in this sanctuary for the rest of my life.”

	I blinked at him. “Wow,” I whispered.

	He grinned against my mouth. “You’re a girl who writes some of the most famous and beautiful songs in the world and ‘wow’ is the best you can do?”

	“It’s the only thing I can do,” I told him. “I don’t think I’ll be able to find the words that form the right response to that.” My hand moved underneath his tee, running over the ridges of his abs then downward to dip into his jeans. Killian hardened in my hands. “I guess I’ll just have to show you,” I whispered.

	Killian sucked in a breath. “I’m not averse to that, freckles,” he rasped.

	*****

	We were lying in bed after Killian had made furious, intense love to me. Twice.

	I was stroking the tattoo over his chest, transfixed by it. “What if we never got back together? What if you had to live the rest of your life with my name on your chest?” I whispered.

	Killian’s arms tightened. “Would have lived the rest of my life with your name on the inside of my chest, baby. Outside doesn’t make a difference.” He paused and my heart beat just a little quicker. “Plus, there’s no way I would have been able to live the rest of my life without you.”

	I gazed at him. “Me neither,” I admitted. I’d lived four years with the same hurt. They said time healed everything. Time hadn’t healed a thing for me. My heart had been just as broken two weeks ago as it had four years ago. And then, it had rapidly healed, like time was nothing. It was still delicate, not completely whole, but I was hopeful. I was happy.

	Maybe time didn’t heal. Time could hurt. 

	Easy silence descended once more. 

	“Did you love him?” Killian asked suddenly, his voice granite.

	I glanced up. “Who?”

	“The man you buried two months ago.”

	I jerked at the mention of Drew, at the edge to Killian’s voice, at the vulnerability that hid behind those eyes.

	“You’re seriously asking me that?”

	Killian didn’t respond, just kept staring.

	“You’re seriously asking me that,” I muttered. “We’re really going to talk about past lovers now?” I asked.

	Killian’s body turned to total stone at my words. “Lovers?” he gritted out.

	I pushed up. “Did you actually think I’d stay chaste on some far off hope that I’d be back here?” I asked, my voice dangerous. “Are you saying you did?”

	The silence and the look on Killian’s face answered my question. With great effort, I breathed through the pain that came with this and continued. “Four years, Killian. I was hurting in those years. Bleeding. All I thought about was you. But that didn’t mean I didn’t practice self-preservation. That I didn’t at least try and find a way to get over you,” I continued. I didn’t add that the couple of men I’d slept with, including Drew, had left me feeling empty and almost more heartbroken than before. That I felt dirty and tainted like I’d somehow betrayed Killian. It wasn’t logical, but love never was.

	“The thought of you with anyone else makes me want to kill someone,” he rasped.

	“Well, Drew’s already dead,” I declared curtly.

	He flinched and his face softened. “Shit, sorry, baby.” He stroked my hair. “You cared about him?” It sounded like the words were physically painful for him to say.

	I gave him a look. “Not one single bit.”

	His face cleared of anger and confusion replaced it.

	“Drew was a dick,” I said simply. “Egotistical, arrogant, and dumber than a box of rocks. There was no way I could ever care about him more than another human cares about another human. I was with him because of that fact, Killian. Because my heart was never in danger with someone like him,” I explained. 

	“Fuck,” Killian muttered after a long silence. “I’ve got a fuck of a lot to answer to, baby, for this shit.”

	I tilted his head up. “No, you were right. I let myself forget about everything we had. Two years gone with just one conversation.” I paused. “We need to stop living in the past. If this is going to work, it’s got to be fresh. We can’t let the demons of yesterday fuck up our tomorrow.”

	Plus, I had to escape this conversation. I couldn’t have the thought of him with other women lurking in my mind. It would wiggle in there and destroy me.

	Killian kissed me. “I’m not gonna let anything fuck this up, freckles,” he promised. 

	*****

	“He’s so tiny,” I whispered, stroking one of the tiny feet in the bassinet.

	“Yeah, he won’t stay that way for long, not with Zane’s genes,” Mom said from beside me. “My boys will be taller than me by the time they’re in middle school, mark my words.” Her eyes were full of love for Axel. Yes, my two tiny, squidgy, cute brothers both had names that belonged to bounty hunters who spent their days lifting iron and pummeling infidels.

	I reached out and squeezed her hand. “You and Zane did good with him and Rocko.”

	Mom tore her eyes from her newest baby boy to focus on me. “I did good too, I think, with my firstborn. I’m so proud of you, baby.”

	I blinked away the tears. “Yeah, ditto.”

	Mom’s eyes went hard and she looked back down at her sleeping baby. It was his first night at home since being in the hospital for three nights. “It scares you, you know, looking down at this tiny thing that you love more than anything in the world and you realize how vulnerable it is. How the possibility of anyone hurting that beautiful thing you’ve created is the most terrifying thought your mind could conjure up.” She looked up to me again. “And then they grow bigger, stronger, less vulnerable. But that fear doesn’t go away. Because no matter how big they grow, they’ll always be that tiny baby that takes up every inch of your heart.” She paused. “Watching you go through that heartbreak four years ago, dollface, it almost killed me. It was worse because there was not a single thing I could do to help, to make you better. For a mom, being helpless in the face of your baby’s pain is probably the worst thing ever.”

	“Mom—” I protested.

	She held up her hand. “Let me say this, doll. It was worse not seeing you in pain, but seeing your light shine a little dimmer. Seeing you use every inch of your strength to try and hide the way you were broken.” She sucked in a breath. “I wanted to kill that boy. Seriously, I daydreamed of various ways I could do it without getting caught. Icepicks seemed the best way to go. Or acid.”

	“Mom, you do realize you’re talking murder in front of your three-day-old child?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

	Mom waved her hand. “Zane’s his father. I’m sure his little baby head was born with various ways to subdue attackers and dismantle a Berretta,” she dismissed. Her face went serious. “Thing is, I’m so conflicted. Because for the first time in four years, my baby’s got light back in her eyes and she isn’t using all her effort to pretend to be happy. She just is. And it’s because of him. The one who took away the light in the first place.” She was frowning now.

	“Mom—” I tried to explain again.

	“You’re a big girl now, and I know things are never as simple as they look from the outside. So I trust you to make the right decision, to know what you’re doing. Because you’re happy, I’ll shelf my murder plots.” Her hand went to my cheek. “But just know, you’re always gonna be my little baby.” She pulled me in for a quick hug and kissed my head. “Phew,” she breathed. “Heart to hearts are exhausting. As is popping a baby out. I’m gonna catch some Z’s before this one wakes up again.” She nodded her head to Axel.

	“Okay, Mom, I’m gonna stay here for a bit longer.”

	“All right, don’t stay up too late. Though I’m betting Killian will drag you out of here when he gets back. The boy seems very interested in making sure you get your eight hours,” she teased lightly.

	I blushed, thinking of the way Killian had taken me against the door in the club earlier today, about how much I craved him, even now.

	 “Do you think they’re in some sort of death match?” Mom asked, oblivious to what was going on in my head. Thank God.

	“Who? What?”

	She tilted her head. “Zane and Killian, they’ve been gone for a while. Should we be worried?”

	I shook my head. “Doubtful. Zane has seemed to be the forgiving one in this situation,” I said. “Which blows my mind. He’s nicer to Killian than he ever was in high school.”

	Mom stroked my cheek. “That’s because Zane’s a big softie when it comes to his girl. All he wants is for you to be happy and protected. Killian gives you both of those things. It’s as simple as that to him.”

	I thought about it. “Yeah, I think it’s as simple as that to me too.”

	Mom gave me a long look then smiled. “See you in the morning, baby girl.”

	“Love you, Mom,” I told her.

	“To the moon.”

	I stood there at the edge of Axel’s crib, looking at his little chest rise and fall while my thoughts fluttered around the past three days. Around the newly reconciled Killian and me. Like nothing had changed. And also somehow like everything had changed. We knew every inch of one another yet we were also strangers, each of us taking different roads in life that changed us while heartbreak chipped away and distorted those two teenagers we used to be. 

	Axel fussed a little, bringing me back into the present. 

	I put my hand lightly on his chest. “Shh, baby,” I murmured.

	I was mindful of the fact Mom had had little to no sleep since he was born and no doubt she’d be in here the second he started to cry. After grabbing my guitar, I dragged the rocking chair over to the bassinet. Rocko had been a rambunctious baby since he was born and that meant he wasn’t too interested in sleeping. One thing that had calmed him was me playing to him. Even now, as soon as I got my guitar out, he sat in front of me, sucking his thumb, still and silent until I finished. Of course, as soon as I put the guitar down, he was up and whizzing around the room. 

	My brothers had unquiet minds too, I suspected.

	My fingers ran along the strings of my guitar and I started to sing “Danny’s Song,” by Kenny Loggins. I got so lost in the song I didn’t even notice the audience I had.
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	“I need out,” Killian said, almost as soon as everyone sat at the table.

	Cade’s eyes settled on him. 

	“I need out of the club,” Killian clarified, ignoring the heavy silence that came with his words.

	You didn’t get “out” of the club. It was for life. It was life. It was that to Killian until he found someone who meant more to him than the patch. She’d always meant more, but he’d never really believed she was truly in his grasp. That he’d be able to hold onto her forever. He’d always thought, in the back of his mind since the beginning, that they had a time limit. He saw her wings the moment he laid eyes on her. He knew he didn’t have them and he’d resigned himself to sucking out every bit of sweetness until she realized that too. Turned out he’d been the one to make her realize it. It didn’t change the fact that he thought the club was the only thing he could really possess. Now he knew better. 

	It hit his gut, the prospect of not being a part of this any longer, at saying good-bye to the only family he knew. It was nothing compared to the thought of saying good-bye to Lexie. He’d never do that. Not again.

	Cade didn’t look surprised, nor did Zane, though he stiffened slightly.

	“I’m assuming this has to do with Lexie and her situation,” Cade said.

	All the brothers knew what was going on with Lexie and her stalker. They were all prepared to do whatever was needed to protect her and catch the motherfucker. Lexie was family.

	“It’s because of Lexie,” Killian agreed. 

	“’Bout time,” Steg muttered.

	Killian jerked in surprise. The old man had damn near raised him and spent twenty years at the head of the table where Cade was now sitting. The club was his life. Killian had been most anxious about his reaction to this news. He expected a fist to his face, not a fuckin’ smirk.

	Cade nodded. “You’re sayin’ this ‘cause you’re movin’ to L.A.?”

	Killian nodded. Lexie didn’t know it yet, but he’d be with her from now on. Well after they caught the fucker that had so far evaded him, Keltan’s boys, and the police. That had haunted Killian. He’d lain awake with Lexie in his arms every night since their reconciliation, holding her as tight as he dared, scared shitless at the prospect of anyone trying to get to her. They wouldn’t. Kill would die before that happened.

	There was a long silence. Killian waited for it. 

	“We’ve been in talks about startin’ a chapter in L.A.,” Cade said finally.

	Killian stiffened, and Steg grinned at him. Actually fuckin’ grinned.

	“We’ve got a handful of brothers lookin’ to make the move. Want you to take point on it,” Cade continued.

	Killian would not have been surprised if his mouth dropped open. “You mean take the gavel at a new chapter?” he clarified.

	Cade nodded.

	Holy fuck. As far as Killian knew, Cade had been the youngest member to take the gavel at a chapter. Until now. 

	“What do you say?” Cade asked.

	Killian looked at him. “I say fuck yeah.”

	There was a multitude of grins around the table. Lucky slapped him on the back. “Got a couple of boys from the New Mexico chapter comin’ in too.” His eyes moved down the table. “Plus Gage.”

	The man nodded. “Damn straight. Not enough explosions in this burg anymore.”

	“Jesus Christ,” Killian murmured under his breath. Gage was a crazy fucker, and that was sayin’ something since he’d known Lucky his entire life.

	Despite that, he grinned. Finally, after four years, bitterness was rolling off his tongue and he was tasting sweetness.

	*****

	Both he and Bull silently watched Lexie sing to her newest brother, Killian’s entire form stiff.

	She was his again. This amazing creature was his.

	Bull nodded inside the room. “This for good?” he asked quietly.

	Killian nodded.

	Bull slapped him on the back. “Good. You hurt her again, I’ll kill you.” He turned and left Killian to watch Lexie finish her song, saying nothing else. He didn’t need to say anything else. 

	As if she sensed him, her head turned and her beautiful face softened even more, an easy smile tugging at the corners of her rosebud lips.

	Killian felt that smile in his dick and in his soul. For multiple reasons. In his dick because anything Lexie did made him hard. Fuckin’ breathin’. He still had the residual warmth of her body on his hands after he’d taken her against the wall in his room at the club earlier today. He tasted her sweetness on his tongue after he’d brought her to climax with his mouth. The room had filled with her cries, with the scent of their coupling.

	That smile, though, it was more than beauty. She was the same girl he’d fallen in love with six years ago, but now she was a woman. Her freckles danced across her sun-kissed skin, her curls bounced down her back longer than they’d ever been. Her body had matured, blossomed into something more beautiful than it had been six years ago. If you’d told him then that it was possible for that little body to evolve into something better, he would’ve punched whoever suggested his girl wasn’t already as beautiful as she could be. But she was. It was the very thing he cursed himself for doing that made her more beautiful. The pain she experienced. The beauty of his girl six years ago with the lightness of youth was breathtaking. The beauty of his woman after being broken and coming back to herself again? Soul breaking.

	That smile was more important to him than anything. Because it was real. There was light in it again. Light he’d stolen away but he had brought back. He promised himself he’d do anything to make sure that light stayed where it belonged.

	She set the guitar down carefully, kissing her fingertips and lightly touching her brother’s head. The tenderness of that gesture socked Killian in the gut. As did the image of Lexie doing the same thing with their kid, with the baby he’d put in her tomorrow if he could.

	He didn’t care if they were both still young and he should wait to think such thoughts. This was his world, his sanctuary. He wanted everything with her. And he wasn’t a patient man now that he had her.

	He had to take small steps, though. Lexie had given him her forgiveness, but he knew she didn’t forget. Knew she was still bracing, waiting for the next hit. Waiting for him to leave. He’d have to prove he wouldn’t before he got all of her. 

	She padded over to him, and as soon as she was in reaching distance, he yanked her to his body, burying his face in her hair. He breathed deep, relaxing as the scent of vanilla and coconut washed over him, as Lexie washed over him.

	She leaned back, her eyes lazy.

	“Hey,” she whispered.

	He couldn’t help himself, he leaned forward to capture her mouth. “Hey,” he said once he’d finished. 

	Killian gently pulled them out of the room, shutting the door quietly behind him. He laced her hands in his, reaching them up to kiss her fingertips. “You ready to go, freckles?”

	She nodded, her curls bouncing. 

	He stopped, right there in the middle of the hallway. She kept walking and was tugged back when his hand worked as an anchor. She moved back and tilted her head, confused. “What?”

	Killian drank her in. “I just love you so fuckin’ much, Lexie.”

	Her whole body tightened at his words then her face went soft, relaxed. She leaned up on her tiptoes to press her mouth to his. He didn’t hesitate in imprinting her body on him.

	She leaned back slightly. “Take me home, Kill,” she said, voice husky.

	He didn’t miss the fact she didn’t say anything back.

	That silence was a punch in the gut, but he’d wait.

	Forever if need be.

	Because he wasn’t going anywhere.
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	“You’re not coming back until the end of the week?” Mark’s voice was tight at the other end of the phone.

	“No, Mark. We’re having some time off. You know, relaxing. Heard of it?”

	Sam grinned from the kitchen table.

	“The concept sounds foreign considering I manage a band that’s sole purpose is to get me to have a heart attack,” he bit out.

	I grinned. “You know you love us, Mark.”

	“You’ve got a music video to film,” Mark replied, ignoring my last statement.

	I looked at the boys, lounging at the kitchen table, and was propelled back six years to when they’d done that for the first time. When we were young and eager and had no fucking clue what we were doing.

	“Yeah, we’ve got it sorted,” I reassured him.

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means we’ve got it sorted. Got to go, see you Sunday. Kisses.”

	“Lexie, if you hang up—” 

	I took the phone from my ear and Wyatt gave me a look. “On a scale of one to Britney circa 2007, how close is he to having a meltdown?”

	“Let’s just send Jenna a text and tell her to hide the clippers,” I responded.

	Sam snorted and smiled.

	“Okay, are we ready to film?” I asked, rubbing my hands together.

	Sam grinned. “Fuck yeah, this is our best idea to date.”

	I nodded. “I know. I’m the brains of this team.”

	Sam stood up. “Sure, and I’m the brawn and the beauty.” He looked to Noah and Wyatt. “You two are figureheads to be honest. It’s only a matter of time before Lexie and I go out on our own.”

	Wyatt shook his head. Noah rolled his eyes.

	“Let’s get to it. Daylight’s wasting.”

	We were going to film our music video in Amber. We were starting literally where the band started, in the converted garage we’d turned into a studio/jam space in high school. 

	“Wow,” Wyatt declared as we stood at the open door. “It’s like going back in time.”

	I agreed. Mom hadn’t changed a thing. Zane kept his garage and everything else in his place across the street, so this wasn’t needed for anything but what we’d repurposed it as. It was exactly the same. The same semi-ratty vintage sofa we’d shoved into the corner. The same space in the middle of the room for all our equipment. Mismatched rugs covered the concrete floor. Band posters littered the walls. The only changes were Mom had framed our Rolling Stone cover and first album cover and mounted them. Everything else was as we’d left it. As if no time had passed.

	So much had. So much had happened. We were no longer a high school band jamming in Mom’s garage. We were world famous and sold out stadiums. Sold millions of albums. Attracted murderous stalkers, one who thankfully hadn’t followed us. That we knew of. Killian and Zane were still iffy about leaving me alone to film today while on “club business,” but I’d finally been able to convince Killian I’d be okay.

	“Seriously. You’ve been away from the club for ages. I’m sure there’s stuff you need to do, asses you need to kick,” I’d told him after we’d dragged ourselves out of bed this morning. It was hard. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Killian inside me, without the complications of the outside world between us.

	Killian’s expression had changed and something I couldn’t place flickered over his face. “I don’t like leavin’ you, not when you could be in danger.” His jaw was hard.

	I stroked his stubbled face, catching myself at actually being able to touch him again. “I’m not in danger. No one even knows we’re here. Not even the media. I’ve got three large boys looking out for me. It will also be broad daylight. Nothing to worry about.”

	Killian’s eyes blazed. “I’ll always worry about you. Till my last breath, Lexie.”

	My heart stuttered. He kept saying things like that. Forever things. Things that almost felt like too much too soon. But it wasn’t like we had only just started dating. He was the boy who stole my heart at sixteen and had held it ever since. But it had been years. It was so familiar and so strange at the same time. I knew he was saying these things to remind me he wasn’t going anywhere, that this was a forever thing, but I was scared. Terrified of believing him. Because forever could sometimes only be a moment. Or forever could be a lifetime. I wanted a lifetime. But as soon as I relaxed into forever with Killian, I was terrified it’d be snatched away. 

	To hide my feelings, I did what I always did, retreated to the one thing between Killian and me that wasn’t complicated, that hadn’t changed, the way our bodies responded to each other. Like they were made for each other. I kissed him, long and hard and deep enough to chase away my doubts. For a time. 

	“I’ll be fine,” I whispered against his mouth. 

	He’d squeezed me tighter and rested his head against mine. Then he’d dragged me from the house and set me on the back of his bike, dropping me at home before roaring away to the club. That’s where the boys had been waiting. Noah had been staying at our place. He hadn’t been home to Amber for years. Actually, Wyatt was the only one who’d been back a handful of times to visit his parents. The rest of us avoided it like the plague.

	We’d been keeping a low profile. It wasn’t a secret we were back in town, small towns never had secrets, but the media had yet to be alerted of our presence. They would be though. After today, we were most likely going to announce our presence.

	“Lex, you okay?” A large hand squeezed my shoulder.

	I blinked the old garage back into focus. I nodded, trying to shake the memories from my head. “Good. Let’s do this.”

	*****

	“What do you think?” I asked Mom and Zane after we’d showed them the uncut version of what we’d shot today. “We’ve still got to film some more stuff. We’re doing a surprise show at Clay’s tomorrow. Kind of a nod to the first place we really played. And then there’s a lot of cutting to do.”

	“I love it,” Mom said, her voice thick with tears. “It’s perfect.”

	Zane didn’t say anything. He just squeezed the back of my neck and kissed my head. He liked it.

	“Told you,” Sam said from the sofa where he was lounging. “My artist vision never fails us.”

	Wyatt snorted from an armchair. “Your vision? Like no one else had anything to do with this?”

	“Always trying to bring me down. You’d live a much less complicated life if you just accepted I’m the better, more attractive, funnier and more talented man.”

	Wyatt rolled his eyes. “What’s the weather like in delusional world this time of year?”

	Sam grinned at him. “Sunny and beautiful.”

	Despite the boys’ bickering, everyone had a hand in today’s work, and Sam was right, it was awesome. We’d filmed us playing in the garage, not frills, just jamming. Then we’d done some stuff of us around town, mucking around on the pier, Wyatt pushing Sam in fully clothed. Sam yelling about how his jacket would be ruined forever. Then the boys had filmed me playing and singing to Rocko and Axel while Noah cradled Axel in his arms and Rocko watched transfixed. It was real. It was us.

	Wyatt glanced at his phone. “Babe, we’ve got to roll. We’re meeting Killian at the club in ten.”

	I gave Axel one last squeeze before handing him back to Zane. He cradled the tiny baby in his huge arms with a tenderness that made my eyes twinkle. Mom was watching from an armchair, her eyes lazy and happy. 

	 “Is anyone actually going to tell me what’s with all the secrecy and not telling me why we’re meeting him there?”

	Wyatt pretended to look at something on his phone, Noah coughed and looked away, and Sam became fascinated with his boots. 

	I looked to Mom. She gave me wide, innocent eyes. “Don’t look at me. I’m just a simple mother and housewife. My thoughts are on diapers and apple pie.”

	Zane glanced up. “I’m gonna put Axel down,” he muttered before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

	Even Zane was escaping. He was afraid of nothing. Shit was real.

	“You know how much I hate surprises of any form, right?” I asked the room at large.

	Sam cringed. “Yeah, your reaction to your surprise party last year was enough to remind us.

	I glared at him. “Do you know how hard it is to dress for surprise events?” I didn’t address the surprise party incident. I had kind of… freaked out. But my hatred of surprises wasn’t entirely to blame for that. It was the whole not wanting to celebrate my birthday in any way, shape, or form. 

	“You look fine,” Wyatt said, standing.

	Sam’s eyes bugged out at him in shock.

	“Fine?” I repeated.

	“Bro, you never tell a fuckin’ chick she looks ‘fine’ when asked. You may as well just hand her a gun to shoot you with now,” Sam hissed.

	I went to walk toward my room. “I’m changing.”

	“See?” Sam yelled at my back.

	Noah grasped my hand. “You look great, Lexie,” he murmured.

	I glanced down at my ripped jeans and satin tank with lace trim. It dipped low at the front and showed a sliver of belly. I had embroidered heeled sandals on that almost had me reaching Noah’s chin. 

	“Promise?”

	He kissed my cheek. “Promise.”

	“I would feel much better about my attire if someone told me the dress code of this mysterious event.”

	Silence.

	I rolled my eyes. “Fine. No one tell me. I’ll find out soon enough.” I gave Mom a wave and let the boys lead me out the door.

	There had been a noticeable difference in everyone’s demeanor toward Killian. They weren’t exactly on the fast track to being best friends, but they didn’t actively point murderous glances his way. And they even spoke to him. Surprisingly, he and Sam were on the best of terms, which was weird because Sam was the one who harbored the most amount of anger and the one who had actually punched him in the face. It was like the punch had done something that rectified everything that hung between them and turned them back into what they were in high school. Men were so strange.

	*****

	We pulled up to the clubhouse and Killian was smoking outside, leaning against his bike, waiting for us. I frowned at him as I got out of the car and stomped over. I didn’t hesitate in ripping the smoke out of his mouth, dropping it do the ground, and crushing it with my sandal. 

	“I’ve got two requests,” I told him. “One, no more smoking. I don’t relish having to change your oxygen tank thanks to emphysema in our twilight years. That’s best case. Worst case is me having to kill you for dying of lung cancer.”

	Something changed on Killian’s face, but I was midrant so I didn’t notice.

	“Two.” I held up two fingers. “You grow your hair back. All of it. You may look hot and broody and badass with the buzz cut, but I want my long hair back, regardless of how chiseled the current do makes your cheekbones.”

	Killian kept looking at me after I spoke. The intensity of it was making me uncomfortable. 

	He grabbed my hips and yanked me to him. “Twilight years?” he murmured, his voice husky.

	“Yes, otherwise known as when I’ll most likely be a wrinkled, washed-up rock star chewing your ear off about how I used to be famous,” I joked.

	Killian didn’t smile. “You talkin’ ‘bout growin’ old together, freckles?” 

	It hit me then. The hope behind his eyes. The utter devotion in them. “I’m talking about forever, Killian,” I whispered back. 

	His lips crashed into mine the second I spoke, melting the word around us so there was only him and me. His hand tore through my hair and the other yanked me to him, slipping under the fabric of my silk tank. I didn’t care if we were in a parking lot. I needed him. Now.

	“Break it up, people,” Lucky’s voice filtered in, and Killian let me go. Well, he released his mouth from mine; he didn’t actually let me go. He just moved his head enough so he could glare at Lucky, who was standing in front of us, tattooed arms crossed.

	“You can’t get excited before the fight. Save the nookie for when you win,” Lucky ordered.

	I leaned back. “Fight?” I repeated, my voice cold.

	“Oh shit,” Lucky muttered. “I’ve just got something to do over there, away from angry females.” He gestured away from us then quickly turned in that direction.

	I didn’t focus on his retreat, only on Killian. “What does he mean by fight, Killian?”

	Killian sighed but his face was blank. Carefully blank. “The fight I’ve got tonight. Why you’re here. Needed you to see it before I told you too much about it. It’s hard to explain.”

	“Try,” I ordered through gritted teeth.

	Killian stepped back, lacing his fingers in mine. “Can we not do this in the parking lot?” He tried to tug me toward the clubhouse. I didn’t budge.

	“Tell me,” I said.

	Killian eyed me, probably considering putting me over his shoulder. It’d be his funeral if he did. 

	“Some shit about me has changed in the last four years, Lexie,” he began.

	I narrowed my eyes. “Yes, the hair, the smoking—not for the better on those fronts. But we’re humans, change is inevitable. It’s what we do. I didn’t expect you to be the same boy after four years. I’m certainly not the same girl.”

	Killian’s hands tightened and one crept low to caress my denim-clad behind. “I’m aware of that. You’re a woman now. My woman.” His gaze explored my face. “All the ways you’ve changed, it’s made you better, not that I could have thought that possible four years ago.” He paused. 

	“And the ways you’ve changed?” I pressed.

	“You remember sayin’ that I was chasin’ some demon?”

	I nodded.

	“That demon took me to some dark places, babe. Without you, I had a lot of anger. Mostly at myself and the world in general. Had to find a place to channel that anger.”

	Icy realization filtered over my body. “Fighting?” 

	He nodded, noting the shock in my tone. 

	“And you didn’t think to tell me until now?” I snapped. “Until you’re practically forcing it on me?” I tried to struggle out of his grasp, but he held me tight.

	“Fuck,” he muttered. “I couldn’t think of another way to do it. There hasn’t exactly been a right time. You’ve only just started talkin’ to me. We’ve only just become us again.”

	“And you thought this was the appropriate way to let me know you’re some kind of cage fighter or something? Is it even legal?” 

	Killian’s hard jaw and silence answered my question.

	I pursed my lips. “Right.” I pulled out of his grasp and began to storm toward the clubhouse. 

	Killian caught my arm. “Where you goin’, freckles?”

	I whirled around. “I’m going to get the boys to take me home so I don’t have to watch my boyfriend break the law. Watch him get hurt.”

	Killian’s jaw went hard. “I’m not the one that gets hurt. I’m the one that does the hurting.”

	I glowered at him. “Right, because that’s better. Why have you even got me here, Killian? You know me better than this. You know this isn’t me.”

	He pulled me to him. “You’re here because you need to see me. What I am now. Who I am now. I’m not gonna hide anything from you, Lexie. Not this time. You said yourself you’re not innocent anymore. I used to think my job was to protect you from the world. From the ugliness in it.” His hand went to my neck. “Now I know you’re gonna see it, no matter how hard I try. Partly ‘cause I’m a part of that world I’m tryin’ to protect you from. Only thing I can do is have you at my side when you see it.”

	I blinked at him, trying to find a way to respond. “You’re going to continue doing this? The fighting?”

	Killian shook his head. “No, baby. This is the last one. This is me leavin’ that shit, that ugliness, the darkness behind. It’s somethin’ I’ve got to do.”

	I looked up at him. “So if I asked you not to do it?”

	His eyes went hard. “I’d give you anythin’ in the world, Lexie. To do that, I’ve got to do this.”

	I stared at him a long time. He was the same. Those ice blue eyes hadn’t changed, but what was behind them had. I used to think there was so much at the back of them. Now I realized I hadn’t scratched the surface. He was right. I needed to see the person he was now. What his life was like after me. 

	It didn’t mean I had to like it.

	*****

	“I can’t believe he gets beaten up for money,” I said, pacing a room that smelled of stale sweat and rust.

	Sam sipped his beer. “Well, he doesn’t exactly get beaten up. He beats people up.”

	“There’s a difference?”

	Sam raised his brow. “Big fuckin’ difference. He does it fuckin’ well from what I hear.”

	I glared at him. “You knew about this?”

	He held his hands up in surrender. “Everybody knows. He was kind of famous… or infamous.”

	I glanced around the room. “Everybody?” I accused.

	Wyatt looked sheepish. Noah met my stare. “We didn’t tell you before ‘cause we knew the mere mention of his name hurt you. Now, we reckoned it wasn’t our place to tell you.”

	I huffed. “This is ridiculous.”

	Noah stepped forward. “That’s what he is now, babe. He’s not the same man we knew in high school. Knew that the moment I saw him in that hospital room. He’s different now. Losing you, it took him to a dark place.”

	I looked at him. “He didn’t lose me. He let me go. It was his choice.”

	Noah eyed me. “Was it?” he asked quietly. “He loved you more than anything. Anyone with two eyes could see that back then. He would have given you anything. Lettin’ you go, he gave you the world.”

	I blinked through my tears. “I didn’t want the world. I wanted him,” I choked out.

	Noah squeezed my hand. “He had a mom who did a good job of convincing him he was nothin’, that he wasn’t good enough. He wanted the best for you. Not saying it was right, what he did to you, but it’s what he thought was right.” He paused. “A dirty gym isn’t exactly the right place to be talking about all this, but you need to know that before you see this.” He nodded his head to the door where we could hear the dull rumble of the crowd. 

	We had driven to an abandoned gym on the outskirts of Hope. Pretty much the entire club rode out. I had been on the back of Killian’s bike, with him regularly squeezing my thigh as if he could sense my nerves.

	When we had gotten to the gym, the parking lot was already half full and Killian had directed me to a back entrance.

	“People in here aren’t exactly expectin’ rock stars to be turnin’ up to something like this,” he had said. “But it doesn’t mean you don’t stand out. You can wait in here until it gets a little more crowded. Then Cade and Gage have got you.”

	He had given me a firm, long kiss before disappearing with Lucky to “prepare,” whatever that meant.

	The door Noah had just pointed at opened and Cade took up the entire frame. Even though years had passed and there was a couple more lines in the corner of his eyes, he was still hot as anything.

	“You ready?” he asked, his eyes settling on me.

	No.

	I nodded. Noah grasped my hand and took us out the door. Cade walked us down a small hallway.

	“Remember, we’ve got you. This shit might be a bit chaotic, but we won’t let shit happen to you. Killian would kill me, for one.” The corner of Cade’s mouth turned up. “Second, no one messes with the Sons of Templar.”

	Without further ado, he took us into a cavernous room that obviously used to be an open-air gym. Instead of equipment, it was crowded with bodies circled around a ring in the middle.

	Noah squeezed my hand. Sam stepped from behind me to carefully put the hood of Killian’s sweatshirt on my head.

	“Don’t want anyone papping the rock world’s golden girl at an underground fight,” he murmured in my ear. “You’d totally topple me off my perch as the badass of the rock world. Then I’d have to disown you.” His tone was light, but when I glanced to him, his jaw was hard.

	Cade took us to a slightly removed area from the masses, crowded with people in leather cuts, all muscled and attractive and all-around badasses. They grinned at me when I approached. 

	“Ready to watch your old man kick some ass?” Gage asked, grinning at me like a kid on Christmas.

	I swallowed. “Sure.”

	The air of the crowd changed and they started roaring. I turned to see the source of the chaos. Killian was making his was across the room; the throngs separated for him. Lucky was at his side, Brock at the front. When Killian climbed up into the ring, his gaze flickered through the crowd until ice blue eyes landed on me.

	For a split second, the roar went away, as did everyone around me. It was just me and Killian.

	Then it came back, even louder than ever when he turned his attention to the center of the stage and to the other man in it.

	Killian was big now. His muscles rippled and glistened. He was only wearing cutoff sweats, his broad and inked chest on display. The chest that had my name on it. 

	People started to scream when a man went to the middle of the ring, murmured something to each of the men, then threw his hands down.

	That was it. The signal.

	I recognized the energy in the room. The feeling of the crowd. It was similar to what happened at our shows. But this was different, feral almost. These people weren’t here for a show. They were here for blood. And Killian was here to give it to them.
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	The air was pulsating with an energy that Killian usually fed off. The stale smell of sweat of the gym was replaced by the thirsty scent of bloodlust.

	That energy used to seep into his bones and silence the demons that he had lived with for four years. But stepping into that ring, there was no silence. The roar of the crowd threatened to deafen him and the emptiness he used to embrace in the ring was out of his grasp.

	He didn’t take note of the man across from him, nor his brothers at his back. The crowd didn’t exist except to fill up his mind with their fuckin’ chatter.

	No, the only thing that existed was her.

	He sought her out immediately as he stepped into the ring. He’d never been nervous before a fight; he’d never been anything. Not angry, not happy, not excited. That was why he did it. Because the fight, the blood, it took him away from himself and he was able to shake the demons of the past, if only for the time it took to fuck up any idiot stupid enough to get in the ring with him.

	Those fights, the whole fuckin’ goal of them was to get rid of her face from his mind.

	This time, he thought he might just go crazy if he didn’t lay eyes on her. When he did, he got what he craved. Emptiness. Not emptiness of his soul, that shit was full to the brim with Lexie.

	But his mind quieted and the roar of the crowd petered off. 

	He saw it in her eyes then, the fear, the uneasiness, the panic, and acid burned through his veins. He almost jumped out of the ring and called the whole fight off. 

	He didn’t.

	As much as he loathed the thought of him being the reason for Lexie having that shit dancing in her eyes, this had to be done.

	So, with extreme effort, he tore his gaze from her and focused on the man in front of him.

	He was big, not that that mattered. 

	Killian was bigger.

	The referee stepped forward, though it was a stretch to call him that. This shit was unregulated and definitely not fuckin’ legal; that was the point. Stryker, the man standing between Killian and his opponent, was the one who made most of the coin off this shit and liked to be front and center.

	Killian stepped forward at his gesture, as did the man who Killian was going to fuck up.

	“Now, I don’t want a clean fight. Have it dirty as you fuckin’ like,” Stryker said, gaze flickering between them. “Just do your best not to die, can’t be fucked with the admin of that shit.”

	On that, he stepped back and the fight began.

	Killian waited for the emptiness to kick in, for his mind to turn cold and focused on one thing.

	Blood.

	As he circled the man in the ring, that didn’t happen. One thing stayed in his mind. Took it over.

	Lexie.

	Pain exploded in his eye as his distraction cost him the first punch of the night. He shook it off, trying not to think about his beautiful, delicate girl in a room of people who got off on violence.

	On pain. 

	He narrowed his eyes and darted forward, landing one swift punch, front and center.

	He didn’t feel a thing as he heard the crack of bone. Instead, he advanced again, landing a second punch to his opponent’s ribs. 

	It was a mistake bringing Lexie here. He knew that now. Totally fucked up. She needed to see this part of him, what he’d become, but he could have thought of better ways than subjecting her fragile soul to this.

	His head rattled and warm blood trickled down his cheek as his opponent’s fist opened up the flesh on his face.

	Killian didn’t feel it.

	The only thing he felt was impatience.

	He needed to get this fuckin’ shit over with so he could get Lexie out of here and leave the demons of his past behind.

	In quick succession, he landed four viscous punches, the large body of the man in front of him jerking with the impact.

	All of this, this need for blood, to feel something other than his own pain, to inflict pain on someone else, was fucked. It registered now. As did the realization that he didn’t need it anymore. 

	Not when he had her.

	His last punch sent his opponent to the floor, knocking him out.

	It would be the last time he ever stepped into the ring searching for escape.

	He didn’t need to escape when he’d found his sanctuary. 
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	My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. No matter how hard I tried, they kept quivering. Same with my heart. It rattled against my ribcage. The fight had ended quickly.

	Not quick enough. 

	As soon as it was over, Killian stood up from his opponent’s prone body, not paying attention to the crowd screaming his name, nor Lucky and Brock coming into the ring. He only had eyes for me.

	And my horrified eyes couldn’t tear themselves away from him. He flinched the moment his gaze found me. Actually flinched. The few hits that his opponent had landed hadn’t gotten any kind of reaction, but meeting my eyes, Killian flinched.

	He launched himself over the ropes and pushed through the people that swarmed him the moment he did so, swatting them away like flies. He made it to me and still I didn’t move, didn’t say anything. Neither did he. His hand circled around mine and he dragged me through the crowd. My hood was still up so no one could actually see me, not that they were focused on me. Killian was the one. If it would have been any other situation, I would have laughed at this, being in a crowd that didn’t even blink at me, didn’t know who I was. I would have loved it. 

	But not now.

	The sounds of the crowd died off as Killian took us down a familiar hallway and into the room that stank of sweat and was littered with decaying equipment. The door slammed behind him and I kept walking into the room, releasing his hand from mine.

	Taking a deep breath, I turned, facing Killian, who hadn’t moved from the doorway.

	I stood across the room from him. Blood trickled from a cut in his cheek and his left eye was slowly swelling, but it wasn’t that I was focused on, though the injuries marring his handsome face hit me somewhere deep. No, it was his knuckles. They were red and swollen. 

	All I could hear was the thud of flesh against flesh, even in this silent room. Even though it was just me and Killian here, the quiet didn’t come. That sound was on replay in my mind.

	He stepped forward purposefully, but froze when I, on instinct, scuttled back.

	His face turned hard. “Lexie,” he began, voice soft. 

	I met his gaze. “Y-you do that often?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

	He scrutinized my face before nodding once.

	My fists clenched at my sides. 

	“The violence. It got to you,” he surmised in a flat voice.

	“No,” I paused. “I mean yes, but that’s not what it was. Not all of it. That other guy, the one that you knocked out, he was so angry.”

	“Yeah, babe, on account of me knockin’ him out,” Killian responded dryly.

	“But you, you weren’t. Your face, there was nothing. It was empty, like there was nothing in there, like you weren’t in there.” I shuddered at the memory of that robotic face inflicting that much violence.

	Killian surged forward, this time ignoring the way I stiffened at his approach. The hands that had been so violent cupped my face with tenderness that a child might use when cradling a baby bird. “I’m not empty, freckles,” he rasped. “You know that. Of everyone, you fuckin’ know that. ‘Cause I’m full to the brim with you.”

	Tears prickled the corners of my eyes. “I thought the hardest thing would be getting over the years between us, forgiving you for breaking my heart,” I whispered. “But turns out the forgiveness was easy. Nothing really, once I knew why. I never thought about the years that lay between us. The ones that molded us into different people. I never thought we might not fit anymore,” I choked out.

	Killian’s eyes darkened and his grip tightened. “We fit, baby. Fuck, if I don’t fit with you, there’s nowhere in the world where I belong.” 

	I looked at him. “That’s what I think too, Killian. Or at least, that’s what I thought.”

	His face hardened. “What are you saying, Lexie?”

	I gazed at him, at the face that I’d seen in both my dreams and nightmares for years. The face I loved more than anything. The face of the man who knew me better than anyone else. The face of a stranger.

	This time he wasn’t content to wait in silence for me to figure out the noise in my head. He squeezed me, almost to the point of pain. “Lexie,” he bit out.

	“This, us, it’s too hard. There’s too much pain to wade through.” 

	You dream of being reunited with your long lost love and that dream doesn’t contain doubt, or darkness of complications. In that dream, you rode off into the sunset and lived an easier life than the one you’d had before. This wasn’t easier. 

	But it was more. More than I ever imagined. 

	Killian’s jaw hardened. “Of course it’s fuckin’ hard, freckles. Love, real love, it’s not meant to be easy. It’s not something plucked from the pages of a book. It’s a struggle. It’s pain. Because nothing ever worth havin’ is easy to get. It’s hard because we are so fuckin’ deep in each other that it actually hurts your mind to contemplate the reality of that. What it means.” He stepped forward and his hand cupped my jaw. “How it means forever.”

	Every one of his words were physical, hitting me and creating exquisite pain as they impacted. His gaze dripped with so much intensity that I almost forgot how empty it had been moments before, in that ring.

	Almost.

	Blood dripped from the hand that was cupping my chin, creating droplets on the floor. My gaze left the captivity of his ice blue eyes and focused on that.

	It wasn’t the blood or the violence of the fight that gave me pause, let in the doubt. It was that emptiness, that flick of a switch. The power of the man in front of me. Man. Not boy. Not the Killian I’d known and loved at sixteen. This was a stranger that I’d known and loved since he’d turned up at the hospital.

	It was too much. I hadn’t taken a breath free of him since all of this started.

	I needed a breath.

	“I need you to give me time,” I choked out, “to figure out if I can do this.”

	His face shuttered. “You’ve had four fuckin’ years!” he exploded.

	I yanked out of his grasp. “I’ve had four fucking years,” I hissed, “but not by choice, Killian. It wasn’t me who wanted those four years. I’m asking for one fricking night to try and breathe without suffocating.”

	Killian stiffened. “I suffocate you?” he asked slowly.

	“Yes. No, I mean no. I just need quiet.”

	“You’ve got quiet with me.”

	I blinked at him. “Just give me some space, Killian.”

	It was then the emptiness came back. The look that had been his mask in the ring, the one that had been his default face with everyone but me. It was devoid of feeling. Of anything really.

	He nodded once. “Let me get you home. Then you got your space.”

	I flinched at his voice. It was familiar. It was the voice I’d heard on that dock four years ago. The one that was resigned to good-bye.
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	“Whisky for breakfast? Shit, things aren’t well in casa Killian?” Lucky’s voice didn’t make Killian move. He didn’t even lift his head.

	“Fuck off,” he growled.

	Lucky didn’t do as requested. Instead, he slapped him on the back and sat down beside him. “Love you too, bro.”

	He leaned over the bar and poured himself a shot. “Lexie didn’t like The Nutcracker, I’m guessing?”

	Killian gave him a sideways glare.

	“Okay, so we don’t like that name. Hold on, I’ll cross it off the list.” There was a pause. “Done.” Lucky’s face went serious. “Don’t worry, brother, she’ll come around.”

	Killian didn’t say a thing, just went back to contemplating his whisky. He had dropped Lexie off last night without a word. He couldn’t speak to her. He couldn’t actually look at her. The pain was so great. He knew it hurt her, but he couldn’t help it. Fuck, if this was what she felt that day on the dock, if it was what she’d been feeling for four years, Killian had no fuckin’ clue how she’d even decided to give him a second chance.

	One he was certain he’d blown.

	“There a reason why Lexie came home last night and refused to talk to anyone?” Bull’s voice boomed in his ear.

	“Came to the fight. Didn’t like it,” Killian told him.

	There was a long pause. “Fuck,” Bull muttered finally.

	Like Lucky, he sat himself down and poured a shot.

	He silently downed it and glanced at Killian. “You know Lexie’s special,” he began.

	Killian nodded. Of course he fuckin’ knew that. 

	“She’s not like any of these women.” Bull nodded to some club sluts hanging around after the victory party last night. Killian hadn’t felt very victorious. He’d shoved every one of them away who tried to sidle up to him last night. Their touch made his skin crawl, polluted it after Lexie had been all over him.

	He drank himself into a stupor and had been slouched against the bar since he’d jerked awake.

	Pathetic, really, but it was the only fuckin’ thing he could do. Lexie wanted time. It was the last thing he wanted to give her; he feared what time would do. 

	“Christ, she’s not even like her mother,” Bull continued. “She feels everything so fuckin’ deep it worries me sometimes.” He paused. “That’s why I didn’t like what you two had when you were younger. Because she felt it deep. All the way to her core. It wasn’t right. Or I thought so.” Bull looked at Killian. “Turns out I was wrong. Seeing you two now, seeing how quick you put the light back in her eyes, I know, in this fucked-up world, with all the shit Lexie’s had to wade through, it was the only thing that was right. She’ll realize that. Or I’ll make her realize.”

	Killian blinked at Bull through whisky-drenched eyes. That was the longest thing he’d ever heard the fucker say. And shit if it didn’t rattle him to his bones.

	Bull slapped him on the back. He nodded to the glass. “Easy on that shit. You’ll want to make it to Lexie’s show tonight.” 

	He left him contemplating his glass. He’d make it to Lexie’s show tonight. He had a promise to keep.
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	“You ready to go, dollface? We’ve got to go quickly before the babysitter finds out what she’s got herself into with two Williams boys. I don’t care if he’s brand new, Axel is going to be more trouble than Rocko, I can feel it. He hardly ever cries. No child is meant to be that quiet. It’s the calm before the storm,” Mom said from my doorway. “Plus, I want to be able to catch at least the first half of the show before my boobs explode and I have to come back here to my precious baby boy who I love very much.”

	I jerked up from my perusal of my closet. “I’ll be two seconds,” I said. It was like a time capsule, containing all the clothes I’d left here years ago. I hadn’t packed much, so I was alternating between Mom’s closet and teenage Lexie’s.

	She raised a brow. “Lexie, you’re not even dressed yet. That will not take two seconds. You’re a rock star. I have it on good authority rock stars take hours to get glam. You’re hampering our escape. If you don’t make it to this concert, you’ve only got yourself to blame. Actually, I’ve only got you to blame.” Her smile left her face after she got a proper look at me. “You want to talk about it?” she asked softly, seeing what had been on my face the entire day. What I’d tried and failed to hide.

	She hadn’t been awake when I crept in last night, and both she and Zane had been surprised to see me emerge from my room, but they seemed to sense I didn’t want to explain, so they let it go. 

	Well, Mom had. Zane had frowned at me, kissed Mom and the boys, and then roared off on his bike. Three guesses to where.

	I glanced at her. “I don’t know.” I screwed my nose up. “It’s complicated.”

	Mom stepped forward to squeeze my hand. “Not two nights ago my girl told me it’s actually not that complicated. It’s simple. Sometimes we try and make something more complicated than it is because we’re scared of something being so simple. We search for the hidden catch. You don’t have to work that hard to be happy, baby doll. Just be.”

	I glanced at my mom. “You’re happy,” I pointed out. 

	She grinned. “Every day I don’t think I can get any happier and every day I’m pleasantly surprised.”

	“And Zane, despite everything, despite all that darkness he waded through, he’s happy too. And you still love him, even with that darkness.” It wasn’t really a question, more like an observation.

	Mom squeezed my hand. “It’s because of that darkness that I love him, baby girl. Because people like Zane…” She paused, giving me a knowing look. “People like Killian, that inhabit true darkness, can show us how to shine the brightest.”

	There was a long silence as her words sank in. Surprisingly, Mom didn’t fill it. Unlike Killian, she didn’t do good with silence. This time she sensed I needed it.

	“I know what I want to wear now,” I said finally.

	A grin tickled the corner of Mom’s mouth. “This conversation was really just about fashion? I totally thought it was deeper than that. Though some of life’s biggest troubles can be solved with a killer outfit,” she teased. She leaned in to kiss my cheek. “You deserve to be happy, baby. And despite how I’ve felt about him the past four years, so does he. I don’t think a person exists for either of you that can make that happen apart from each other. It’s that simple.” She paused. “Now I’m going outside to get the motor running so we can make a quick getaway when Rocko sets the house on fire.” She winked at me.

	I turned back to my closet, her words echoing in my mind. My hands touched over rainbow crotchet fabric. 

	I smiled.

	*****

	“I know we don’t do covers anymore on account of having our own stuff,” I spoke into the mic, above the scream of the crowd. “But I haven’t written a song yet to say what I want to say tonight. So here’s one you all might know. It’s for someone who I write every word for. Who I sing every word to. Who brought the skeletons of us back to life.”

	I closed my eyes and began to strum, the crowd screaming as I sang the first words of “No Matter What,” by Papa Roach.

	I didn’t need to open my eyes to know he was watching, to feel his gaze. But I did. I had to. He was at the back. Even in the dim light, I didn’t have any problems finding his ice blue eyes. Even though he was dressed in all black, he didn’t melt into the background. Everything else melted around him until the room was empty and it was just me and him. Just me singing to him. It was that simple.

	I was singing that song to him, wearing the same rainbow dress I’d worn on the best night of my life, trying to tell him that it was that simple. That years meant nothing. That all the other stuff was nothing. 

	I think he got it, because as the song began to trail off, his entire body jerked as if he’d gotten an electric shock and he pushed off the bar. I would have said it was impossible him to make  his way through the packed crowd at Clay’s bar. We had sent a social media blast out an hour before we’d been due to go on. We’d expected a full house. What we didn’t expect was a line of people outside, screaming when we arrived. We didn’t expect them to test the capacity limits. So I would have thought there was no way for Killian to wade through the sea of bodies and make it up to the stage.

	I would have been wrong.

	Because before I’d even sang the last word, he was there, on stage in front of the screaming people. My words were cut off by his mouth. It smashed against mine the second he pushed my guitar over my shoulder and yanked my body flush to his. 

	The moment he had come on stage, the roar of the crowd had turned deafening. But as soon as his lips touched mine, it was gone. Like a switch was flipped, there was silence. There was only Killian and me. Only his mouth moving against mine, his body claiming every inch of me.

	Too soon, far too soon, it was gone and the roar returned. 

	Killian rested his head against mine and eyed me lazily like we weren’t on a stage in front of a crowd of people.

	“I love you, Killian. Always,” I whispered. I wasn’t even sure if he heard me. I couldn’t even hear myself overtop of everything. But his eyes flared, and then I was lifted and taken in Killian’s strong arms.

	All my boys grinned at me as he carried me off the stage. 

	The roar dulled as Killian took me into the room we’d hung out in after our first show. He put me down, his face dark with desire.

	“You had to do that in front of a hundred people where I couldn’t fuck you the moment those words came from your mouth?” he growled.

	My stomach dipped. “I had to make a grand romantic gesture,” I replied, voice husky.

	Killian yanked me to him. “Fuck, baby, I think that’s gonna be imprinted on my soul for the rest of my life.”

	“Good,” I murmured against his mouth. “’Cause you’re going to be imprinted on mine for the rest of my life.”

	He leaned forward so his lips brushed mine. “Gonna kiss you now, freckles. Gotta taste those words on your mouth.”

	My heart soared as he propelled me back in time, and then his mouth was on mine and there was nothing but us once more.

	Before I could do anything stupid, like beg him to fuck me against the wall of the room that would most likely be filled with people in the next few minutes, Killian stopped kissing me.

	“Need to show you somethin’, baby.”

	I grinned at him. “Me too,” I said grabbing his hand and trailing it up my leg.

	He let out a growl and the cords in his neck pulsed. “Oh, I’ll be inspecting that in great detail later, but now, I’ve got somethin’ else.” He stepped back and intertwined our hands together. “First, we need to get out of here before your and my insane fuckin’ family burst in and we never escape,” he said, dragging me out the back door that led to the parking lot. “And before your equally insane fans swarm my bike and I have to start shooting them.”

	I scowled at him, though he couldn’t see it in the dark parking lot. “My fans are not insane, and I don’t like your threat of shooting them.”

	Killian stopped us by his bike. “We forgetting the one fan that will most definitely be lookin’ down the barrel of my gun when I catch him?” he asked, all teasing gone from his voice.

	A chill settled on my arms. I rubbed them absently. “No, I haven’t forgotten that,” I told him, which was kind of a lie. In all the chaos, I actually had let the murderous stalker creep to the back of my mind. We hadn’t had any problems with whoever it was for a while. And being back in Amber was like being in a protective bubble. Killian owned most of the property in my mind. “Plus, that’s one. The rest are quite sane.”

	Killian sighed. “What about the one who spent thousands of dollars on plastic surgery so she could try to look exactly like you?”

	I stepped back. “How do you know that?” I paused, answering my own question. “I think I preferred it when you and Sam weren’t talking.”

	Killian kissed my head. “Get on the bike, baby.”

	“Where are we going?”

	The corners of Killian’s mouth tipped up. “It’s a surprise.”

	I folded my arms. “I don’t like surprises.”

	Killian pulled me to his chest. “I haven’t forgotten.”

	I frowned up at him. “Then why must you inflict them on me?”

	He kissed my noise. “’Cause you’re fuckin’ cute when you get all irritated.”

	I narrowed my eyes. “Really? Then I’m about to get real cute.”

	Killian let me go, fastening a helmet to my head. “Just get on the bike, freckles.”

	I stayed where I was.

	He gave me a look. “For me?”

	I glared at him. “Just to be clear, I’m doing this under protest,” I said, swinging on the bike.

	“Duly noted.” He swung on in front of me and his hand came behind me to yank my body flush to his. I let out a little gasp at this; then my hands automatically went around his middle.

	Without hesitation, he roared out of the parking lot. We sped past the crowds at the front of the building, which had grown since we’d arrived. They were gone in an instant.

	I closed my eyes as the bike picked up speed. I didn’t think I’d ever get sick of riding with Killian. It was better than any dream or fantasy I could conjure up. Though, I did feel like he deserved some kind of punishment for subjecting me to a surprise. Another one. Last night’s surprise hadn’t turned out that great and it meant I’d had to spend an entire night without him. I knew I’d spent four years without him, but now we were together, one night was almost unbearable.

	My hands trailed down from his waist and snaked up his tee, my nails raking up the taut ridges of his abs. His entire body stiffened as I skimmed my hands up then down. Way down. I teased the top of his jeans while I nestled my head into his neck. I could feel the veins in his neck tighten and my hand skimmed over something decidedly hard in his jeans. I grinned, my own body responding to his. The vibration of the bike was doing terrible things to me. I had been so focused on my task until now, I hadn’t realized where we were going. Now, as the bike climbed a familiar winding road, I knew. I knew where he was taking me and it hit my stomach. 

	Killian maneuvered the bike expertly over the bumpy dirt road that lead to a place I hadn’t been to in almost four years. A place that I only let myself visit in my dreams.

	Our place.

	He parked the bike, and before I could rake my eyes over the cliffs and the ocean beyond, I was lifted so I straddled Killian on the bike. My helmet was off in seconds. Killian yanked me to him, his mouth covering mine. The kiss was furious and unyielding. My body pressed up against him and the hardness in his jeans hit the perfect spot. I moaned into his mouth and grinded against him, needing friction.

	“You’re an evil woman,” he growled, mouth inches from mine.

	“Less talking, more kissing.”

	Killian heeded my command, but before things could get really steamy, he lifted me off the bike.

	“Can’t keep kissin’ you, baby,” he rasped once we’d gotten off the bike. “’Cause if I do, I’ll never stop.”

	I stepped forward and grasped the edges of his cut. “Is that a problem?” 

	He rested his hands on my hips. “Fuck no. I’m plannin’ on spending the rest of my life drowning in you, freckles.” He paused. “But I gotta show you something first.” He grasped my hand and walked us to the edge of the outcrop, where the waves crashed against the rocks.

	I let the sound wash over me and breathed in the ocean air before giving Killian a sideways look. “As beautiful as this is, Kill, I’ve been here before,” I said, for once not being content in the silence.

	Killian turned me to him. “Do you remember what you said to me when we were up here after you’d played a gig at some jock’s party?” he asked.

	I thought on it.

	My heart stilled as I remembered what I’d whispered to him over the ocean air.

	“I wish we could stay here forever. Build a house here and live out our days.”

	“Killian,” I whispered.

	“Bought this the moment I could scrape up enough cash. Livin’ simple the past four years, Lexie, it didn’t take long. Been waitin’ to build on it though. Waiting until I had something to build on. Waiting till I had a reason to build myself a home. Waiting for you.” He paused. “Crew breaks ground tomorrow.”

	I opened my mouth then closed it again. I searched for the words, but there were none. I was struck dumb as tears streamed down my face.

	Killian gently stroked my face. “Fuck, Freckles. I can call them, tell them not—”

	“Don’t you dare,” I interrupted him, my voice barely above a whisper.

	He stilled. 

	“I just need a second,” I whispered.

	“I can give you that,” he murmured.

	“Actually, no I don’t,” I corrected. Then I launched myself at him.

	He caught me, like I knew he would. There were no slow, tender kisses for me. It was frantic, urgent. I impatiently yanked off his cut while my mouth stayed glued to him. I trailed my nails along his abs and he growled against my lips.

	“Baby,” he rasped.

	“No talking.” 

	He heeded my command immediately, lifting his arms so I could yank his tee off. The moment it was gone, I had no more control. Killian pulled me up his body, my dress riding up as he did so. I let out a little moan as my sensitive skin grinded up against his hardness encased in denim.

	Then we were down, on the grass, Killian on his back, yanking me on top of him. His rough hands went to the tie holding my dress up, tugging it so the front tumbled down, exposing my breasts to him in the moonlight.

	He cupped them almost reverently. “So fuckin’ beautiful,” he growled, then he yanked me down so he could fasten his mouth over one of my nipples.

	My body sang for him as he sucked and turned me into a mess of hormones. When he let me go, I made short work of freeing him from his jeans, urgent to get him where he belonged. Inside me.

	Our cries mingled in the night as I positioned myself and sank down on his hard length.

	He didn’t stay on his back. Instead, he knifed up, crushing the bare skin of our chests together, his hands diving into my hair, resting his forehead against mine. He pounded into me from below, never tearing his gaze away from mine as he stoked the fire kindled within me.

	“Kill,” I moaned.

	“Tell me what you are, Lexie,” he commanded.

	“Yours,” I said. “Always yours.”

	His grip tightened on my hair. “Always,” he repeated.
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	TWO WEEKS LATER

	“You’re not coming with me,” I said, trying to make my voice sound stern. It didn’t exactly work, considering my entire body was bursting with happiness.

	Pure happiness.

	Killian stepped forward, his face hard but his eyes were twinkling. “I’m comin’,” he declared.

	I let out an exaggerated sigh. “No need for the bodyguard duty anymore. Stalker caught. I’m in no danger.”

	The police had called two days after I’d played the concert in Amber, the day we got back to L.A. They had caught someone matching both my and Duke’s limited description lurking around my Calabasas house. When they’d caught him, he’d been rambling about how he and I deserved to be together and I had to know that, how it was God’s plan. They hadn’t been able to get much out of him thus far, but they were sure they had their guy. I wanted to be angry at him, like Killian and the boys were—no, it was safe to say they’d been furious. Furious he was actually caught.

	“Prison cell is not what he deserves,” Killian bit out.

	I raised a brow. “And what does he deserve, then?”

	“A bullet,” Killian replied immediately.

	It shocked me. That cold certainty. That glimpse of the man I’d seen in the ring. The one who had been borne out of the skeletons of us. 

	“He’s severely mentally ill, Killian,” I said softly.

	“He hurt you,” Killian gritted out. “He doesn’t deserve to breathe. Can’t believe the fuckin’ cops caught him before we could get to him.”

	“We could pay someone, you know, on the inside to get him out so we can deal with him,” Sam added in from the sofa. 

	I glared at him. “Don’t fuel my murderous boyfriend please, Sammy. Go back to your coloring.”

	His jaw was hard, but he turned his attention back to the book. Yes, he was coloring. It calmed him. It was quite a sight, seeing the muscled, tattooed rock star coloring, but not one that was most important to me right now.

	“Can we please forget about him and promises of murder, honey?” I asked softly, cupping Killian’s face. “Let’s just be happy.”

	Killian’s jaw softened slightly. “Doesn’t sit well with me, not getting revenge.”

	I kissed him chastely. “Happiness is the best revenge.”

	He kissed me back. “Bullets are better,” he muttered, but he stopped talking about murder, which was a win for me I thought.

	“You’re goin’ to a fuckin’ Vanity Fair photo shoot, babe. I heard the word topless used in reference to that shoot. You think there’s any way you’re going to that without your man, you’re sorely fuckin’ mistaken,” he growled, back in the present. “Plus, the fuckin’ vultures are relentless. I’m not letting you wade through it without me.”

	I stroked his face. “I’m used to it. Kind of comes with the territory.”

	Though even I had to admit it was a bit crazy. There were hundreds of videos splashed throughout the media of Killian kissing me on stage then dragging me off. It was the story of the week. It was even bigger than Drew’s death, though there were all sorts of speculation about how I moved on “so quickly.” But mostly there was fascination with Killian. I found it quite funny. Killian did not. He’d actually started getting his own letters. I didn’t blame the girls; my man was hot. In addition to that, his Sons of Templar cut was clearly visible in the videos, so the story broke about that, and Zane and Cade were battling with media at their doors. 

	I didn’t think they were exactly battling though. Gage had done something, I wasn’t sure what, but I didn’t think it was anywhere near legal, to scare the paps off. They’d quickly fled Amber, but that didn’t mean there weren’t all sorts of stories going around about me and a “gang member.” I was sure Jenna’s head might actually explode at any moment from the sheer amount of press we were getting. It was doing wonders for the tour ticket sales apparently. The entire tour was sold out. 

	Though Mark had told me I had to do something to address the rumors flying around, hence the Vanity Fair article. 

	“You’ve got stuff to sort out with the club, I’m sure,” I tried to coax him out of coming. “Especially since you’re coming on tour with us in two weeks and leaving Gage in charge. You’ve got to make sure the new clubhouse has fire extinguishers. Lots of them.”

	Killian didn’t budge. “I’m comin’.”

	I sagged against him. “Fine, but you have to promise you won’t hit any photographers.”

	Killian raised a brow and didn’t say anything. He’d already punched two. Two. I was waiting for the lawsuits.

	Before I could say anything more, Wyatt came through the door. “This has nothing to do with me,” he said by greeting.

	“What do you mean?” I started to say, but I was silenced by a small, angry person bursting through the door.

	“You!” She pointed a manicured finger at Killian.

	“Oh shit. Brace positions, people,” Sam muttered from the sofa.

	I ignored this and stepped out of Killian’s embrace. “Emma,” I said in a soft voice.

	She scowled at me. “I’ll deal with you later,” she snapped. Then, without saying anything else, she surged forward and punched Killian right in the face.

	“Fuck,” Wyatt said, rushing forward to yank her away from Killian, who grinned. Yes, grinned.

	“She’s got a better left hook than you,” he told Sam, who’d stood to get a better view. He didn’t seem at all perturbed by the violence. In fact, he was grinning too.

	So weird.

	“Let me go,” Emma commanded Wyatt.

	His hands stayed around her chest. “Not until I’m sure you’re not gonna try and break your hand on Killian’s face,” he bit out. He looked to Sam. “Get some ice for her hand.”

	Sam moved from his spot, doing what he was told for once.

	“That was for hurting my friend,” Emma hissed at Killian.

	I stepped forward. “Emma…”

	She glowered at Wyatt. “Let me go. I’m not likely to hit my best friend.”

	Reluctantly, Wyatt let her go. I didn’t miss the way his eyes travelled her petite body. 

	I had to follow that up, after I survived hurricane Emma.

	“You’re back together?” she asked, pointing between us.

	“I was going to tell you,” I said.

	“When? After the wedding?” she snapped. “I found out from fucking TMZ, Lex. You know how shit that is? Letting a trashy TV show fill me in on my best friend’s love life?”

	“I wasn’t quite sure how to tell you.”

	She put her hands on her hips. “I’ll tell you how it goes. You pick up the phone and say ‘Hey, Em, just to let you know, I’m back with the broody biker who broke my heart and we’re going to have beautiful babies who will grow up to be supermodels and mini badasses,” she snapped.

	I resisted a grin. “I’m not sure if that means you’re happy or annoyed about this,” I hedged.

	She threw up her hands. “Of course I’m happy!” she half yelled. Her gaze cut to Killian. “I will have to cancel the hit I’ve had out on you.” She sounded scarily serious. “But other than that, it was about fucking time.”

	I widened my eyes. “About time?” I repeated when Emma snatched the frozen peas from Sam.

	“Of course. You two are meant to be together, any idiot knows that.”

	I looked to Killian. The corner of his mouth was turned up and he yanked me into his body, nuzzling my neck.

	Emma rolled her eyes. “Oh stop before my womb explodes.”

	I grinned and reluctantly left Killian’s arms to embrace my friend. “I’ve missed you, Em.”

	She squeezed me back. “Missed you more, Lee.”

	I let her go. “I hate to do this, but I’ve got a Vanity Fair shoot I’m already late to.”

	She waved her hand. “Of course you do. I’m on my way to a Sports Illustrated shoot. I’m just here to give Killian a taste of what he’ll get if he fucks up again.”

	I grinned at my insane best friend. “Want to come? You can hit on the photographer. I hear he’s dreamy.”

	This earned a growl from Killian. “I’m definitely fuckin’ coming.”

	Strangely, Wyatt’s grin disappeared. “She doesn’t want to get caught up in the craziness of the paps. She can chill here, get her hand looked at,” he said.

	Emma glared at him. “She can speak for herself. No matter how famous or hot you are, you don’t get to do that. Ever.”

	Wyatt folded his arms. “Try and go. See what happens,” he challenged.

	I watched them with wide eyes.

	“Down, kitties,” Sam cooed, putting his arm around each of them. “Before Uncle Sam has to put his foot down and spank you both.”

	I giggled.

	Sam looked up. “You go, I got this.”

	“Dinner tonight?” I asked Emma. 

	She nodded. “And cocktails. Lots of them.” 

	I blew her a kiss and let Killian direct me out the door.

	*****

	“So,” Emma said, sucking down her fourth martini. “You’re happy?” Her voice was hard, but I knew the concern in her gaze was real.

	I sipped my second. “Yes. That’s an understatement, but I am.”

	Emma leaned over to squeeze my hand. “I’m glad, Lexie,” she whispered. “So fucking glad. I didn’t think I could live the rest of my life seeing those fake smiles on your face, seeing you try so hard to be happy when you were broken inside. There are people who are destined to be that broken, that deserve it. You are not one of those people.” She paused. “And as much I hate to admit it, neither is Killian. He’s a good man, despite the breaking your heart for your own good bullshit. Plus, holy fuck has he gotten hot. Jee-sus, I thought he was something when we were kids.” Her eyes went dreamy. “Those muscles. Tattoos. Shit, girl.” She fanned herself and I laughed.

	“Tell me the sex is amazing,” she demanded.

	I gave her a look. “It’s out of this world.”

	She sucked down her margarita. The waiter came to our table. “Just in time, buddy,” Emma said to him. She pointed to her glass. “Keep these coming so I can drown my sorrows and forget that my best friend has a tatted bad boy all to herself.” She gave him a look. “Actually, keep those coming and add your phone number.”

	I shook my head. This was not new behavior. Plus, the waiter was pretty hot. A bit too clean cut for me, but nothing to sneeze at either.

	We were in one of our favorite restaurants in West Hollywood. A little hole in the wall that hardly anyone knew about and the owners had known us since we moved here. We had our own table that was slightly removed from the rest of the diners, which helped to stop people from recognizing us. A couple of people had shyly and subtly approached the table asking for photos but nothing that got out of control. Most people were genuine, noticing that I was having a night with my girlfriend and left us alone. It was the paps that didn’t. Luckily, we’d lost them. Or more accurately, Clyde had. That was the only way we’d been able to come without an alpha male chaperone. If Clyde drove us.

	Both Killian and, strangely, Wyatt had insisted on this. 

	“Enough talking about me. I need to know about you,” I said once the waiter had left, giving Emma a long look. “More specifically, about you and Wyatt.”

	Emma stiffened. “Me and Wyatt what?”

	“Don’t play dumb. There was something.”

	She frowned at me. “There was nothing.”

	I raised my brow.

	She sighed. “Just because you’re all in love doesn’t mean everyone else is. Stop it,” she snapped.

	I grinned. “Wow, I hit a nerve.”

	She scowled. 

	I stood. “I’m going to the ladies’ room, and then we’re going to continue this conversation,” I warned.

	She didn’t say anything, just muttered something about harems and I shook my head as I slipped out of the booth.

	Thankfully, I didn’t have to weave through the tables to go to the restroom. They were down a long hallway toward the back entrance that ran along an alley, one I thought Clyde might have to pick us up from if anyone else recognized us. He was currently sitting down the road, waiting for us. I hated that he just sat there, but he’d convinced me he didn’t mind. He was quite happy playing Sudoku.

	I shook my head. Sudoku.

	Abruptly, a sharp sting erupted in the back of my neck. I slapped the area, thinking a bee had somehow flown in here and stung me.

	Whirling around, it wasn’t a bee I saw, but a dark shape before reality blurred and then disappeared completely.

	Then there was only darkness.
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	“I’ll pay you two thousand dollars.”

	Killian looked across at Sam. “No.”

	Sam frowned. “Five thousand.”

	Killian gave him a look. “I’m not takin’ your money to fight you, Sam.”

	Sam grinned. “’Cause you’re afraid you’ll lose.”

	Wyatt rolled his eyes. “No, you idiot, because he most likely doesn’t want to listen to Lexie complain to him about the drummer she used to know that he killed when he was stupid enough to challenge him to a fight.”

	Killian chuckled and downed his beer. They were hanging out at Lexie and Noah’s Calabasas house. Now that the stalker had been taken care of, they’d been staying here since they got back. It should have intimidated Killian, seeing how fuckin’ rich they were, owning two mansions in an elite part of Hollywood, the places dripping with money. It should have fucked with him that he couldn’t financially take care of her, that she didn’t need him. It didn’t, not one bit. She needed him. He knew that. He’d also take care of her in every way, he knew that too. The house he was building her in Amber would be the house they grew old in. Raised their children in. 

	He’d pay for it, too. Every cent. 

	You would never think these guys had more money than they knew what to do with. They were still the same guys he used to hang around with. They still cared about Lexie. Killian was thankful for that. And grateful they’d managed to get over all the anger they had toward him and forgive him. He was more than fuckin’ thankful for that. This was Lexie’s family.

	“They’ve been out for long enough now, don’t you think?” Wyatt asked, sucking down his beer. 

	Sam peered at him. “What do you care?”

	“I don’t,” Wyatt protested. “But surely Killian does.”

	Killian grinned, knowing this had nothing to do with Lexie and everything to do with Lexie’s tiny best friend who could throw one hell of a punch.

	Before he could say anything, his phone rang. He frowned down at it. “Hey, bro,” he greeted Keltan. Despite their rocky meeting, Killian respected the hell out of the guy.

	“Tell me you’re with Lexie,” Keltan clipped.

	Killian’s body went still. “No. She’s out with a friend. What the fuck’s going on?” He already knew though; he heard it in Keltan’s tone. It chilled him to the bone.

	“Fuck, man. Cops got the wrong guy. It’s not the one who broke in. Just a crazy that got into the property with dumb luck.”

	“And we’re only finding this out now?” Killian snapped.

	“Fucker’s been babbling incoherently since they brought him in. Haven’t been able to get straight answers outta him since then. Took that fuckin’ long for the idiots at the police department to figure out a man that can hardly string a sentence together is unlikely to be able to disable one of the most complex security systems out there.”

	Killian stood, his entire body alert. His heart thundered in his chest, but his voice was calm. “Lexie’s in West Hollywood. You got any guys close enough to get her?” He was already walking toward the door.

	“Send me the address. I’ll send them. She’ll be good, Kill.”

	Killian closed the phone without saying anything. He tried to believe him, but the ice in his spine told him something different.
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	Hazy images filtered into my groggy mind and my brain pulsed in my skull.

	My first thought was that I’d had way too many cocktails with Emma and that I was going to kill her for being a bad influence. Then I realized I wasn’t in my bed. I wasn’t bundled in Killian’s warm body. Instead, I was sitting uncomfortably upright, stuck there somehow.

	It took a while for me to wade through the fog that had settled over my mind. I finally managed to open my eyes, but that didn’t help with my confusion much either. My blurry eyes recognized the stage I was on. The expanse of the room in front of me was no longer full of people like I was used to it being. It was empty.

	“You’re awake.”

	Okay, not completely empty.

	Jean-clad thighs came into my vision and I craned my head up. “Eddie?” I squinted at him. “What’s going on? What are we doing here?”

	My question was answered with cold terror settling over my clammy skin. There was a silver gun in Eddie’s left hand, and I belatedly realized my upper body was restrained to the chair I sat in.

	“Eddie,” I said, my voice shaking. “Why do you have a gun?”

	He knelt down, his eyes shimmering with insanity that hadn’t been there the last time I talked to him. If it had been, it was hidden better than this.

	“I’m sorry to do this.” He pointed at me with the gun. Then his free hand stroked my cheek.

	I flinched away from his grasp and his jaw stiffened as he stood.

	“I didn’t want it to be this way,” he said, his voice hardening. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way.” He started to pace, but stopped and regarded me with eyes full of barely controlled crazy. “But then he came. Why, Lexie? Why did you let him in? You let him kiss you.” He stepped forward with fury, and I struggled to get out of the chair, but my limbs were numb.

	“You drugged me,” I accused in a husky voice.

	“I had no choice,” he said, his voice flipping back to that soft tone. “It was the only way. Don’t you see? It was the only way we could be alone and you could explain to me why the fuck you did that to me. To us.” His voice turned into a snarl at the end.

	I blinked at him. I was finding it hard to fully grasp his words. They were slippery, the drug still holding dominion on my mind. “What are you talking about? There is no ‘us.’”

	A sharp pain erupted in my cheek as Eddie backhanded me savagely. It rocked the chair, but I stayed upright.

	“Don’t say that,” he hissed. “Don’t you dare. You know what we have. I know you do. I just had to get rid of that idiot actor for you to see, to give you time. I knew you’d come to me.” The pacing started again. “Of course, I’m not very patient.” He laughed and the sound echoed through the stadium and crawled up my spine like a spider. “So I had to try and get you myself.” He frowned. “I don’t blame you for running. It was dark. You didn’t know it was me. But I wish you hadn’t fought. That you hadn’t saved that brute keeping you from me.”

	I blinked away the stars from his hit and finally was able to understand what all of this meant. “It was you,” I whispered in horror. “All of this, it was you.” My mind jolted to an earlier statement. “You killed Drew?”

	Eddie knelt in front of me once more, resting both his hands on my thighs. I focused on the one holding the gun. My limbs weren’t working properly just yet, but I needed them. Eddie wasn’t big. He was tall and lean, but he needed the gun for dominance over me. Without it, I had a chance.

	He pushed the hair out of my face and caressed the area he’d just hit. “I don’t like to mark your skin,” he said, “but you forced me to. Don’t make me do it again,” he warned.

	“You killed Drew,” I repeated.

	He tilted his head. “Of course I did.”

	“Why?” I asked, horrified.

	“You sound upset.”

	My eyes bugled. “You fucking killed someone, Eddie!” I tried to scream, but my voice was husky.

	“Yeah, but you didn’t like him. He was always rude to you. Whenever he was backstage, it was obvious you wanted rid of him. I did you a favor.”

	I regarded him in horror. “You’re insane.” It just popped out. I realized, after I said the words, that they weren’t ideal.

	A hurricane settled over Eddie’s boyish face and he jerked up. “You don’t say that, Lexie,” he warned. “I know you’re upset. It’s because of him. I just can’t figure out why, why you let him back in.” He twisted the barrel of the gun against his temple in a confused gesture. “He’s not right for you. Only I am. I’ll make sure you know that. After I kill him.”

	I froze. “What?” I asked, my voice shaking.

	Eddie tilted his head again. “After I kill him, you’ll have a clearer head. You’ll be able to see.”

	I struggled against my bonds like a banshee. “You won’t touch him,” I screamed.

	Another hit landed on my temple, this one harder and jarring me. “Don’t raise your voice to me,” he said quietly. Dangerously.

	I blinked, knowing I was playing this the complete wrong way. I needed to play along with crazy.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered through the pain. “I know, you’re right. I was just upset at the thought of… you getting hurt. You don’t need to put yourself in danger by going after him. We’re together now.”

	I had to stall him. I had to play along. Killian would come. I knew that. Emma would notice me gone and Killian would come for me. 

	Right now, I totally understood his need for vengeance as the man who had almost killed my friend stood in front of me. The person who’d killed Drew.

	Somehow the cops had gotten the wrong guy. It made sense now, how he could have gotten the photos and access to my house. He came and went with sound gear all the time. He’d even hung out with us at the house a couple of times. My blood was ice. It was him, the entire time.

	Eddie squinted at me. “You think he could hurt me?” he asked, fury lurking in his tone.

	“Of course not,” I said quickly. “He’s just not worth the risk. It’s easier to hurt him when he sees me with a real man. The one I belong with.” I paused, trying to wiggle my arms from my binds. “You’re right. I was blind before. But seeing you, seeing how far you’d go to get us together, I realize…” I trailed off, my binds loosening.

	Eddie came forward, eyes lit with hopeful insanity. “Realized what?”

	I glared at him. “That you’re a fucking crazy person,” I informed him. Then I freed my hands from the binds I’d loosened and didn’t hesitate in landing my right hook on his temple. The impact jarred my entire arm, but I didn’t let the pain stop me. I let it fuel me. I surged off the chair and let my foot impact Eddie’s shin, bringing him crumpling to the floor. Time slowed and I had to make the decision on whether to scramble for the gun that had tumbled out of his hands across the stage in the opposite direction of the exit or run.

	I made the choice to run.

	The wrong one it seemed. 

	Because when I made it to the side of the stage, the gunshot echoed through the room in a similar fashion to how my music did. It was only after that that I recognized the blossom of pain in my stomach. It stopped me in my tracks and then brought me to the floor.
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	“Tell me you’ve fuckin’ got something,” he barked into the phone. He was pacing outside a restaurant in West Hollywood where cops had shut down half the street. One was interviewing a tear-stained Emma while a hard-faced Wyatt hovered at her side.

	It had been almost two hours. Two hours that his heart hadn’t beat and he hadn’t sucked in a clean breath.

	An ambulance further down the street had loaded Clyde into it half an hour ago, trying to staunch the bleeding in his gut. No word from the hospital yet on his condition.

	Killian felt like he was bleeding out with him. He could hardly stand upright. Lexie was gone. The fucker had snatched her from the restaurant after he’d neutralized Clyde.

	Bull and half the club were on their way. That was the hardest call Killian had ever had to make. To hear the utter devastation in Bull’s tone. And the accusation. He hadn’t gone out and said it, but he didn’t have to.

	Killian had failed her.

	He’d fuckin failed her, and if anything happened to her… no. 

	“Might have,” Keltan said, voice grim. He’d had all his boys out looking for Lexie and all chasing every lead they’d abandoned after they thought he’d been caught.

	“Roadie, been with Lexie for a year and a bit, he raised some red flags. My boys were gonna look it up, then we heard from the cops. Just came from his place. No one home, but he happened to leave his front door wide open. Found some creepy shit.”

	Killian clenched his fists. “What sort of shit?”

	“Photos,” was all Keltan said. 

	Killian took a deep breath, trying to swallow the dragon at his throat. “You got a lock on him?”

	“I’ve got my guy triangulating his cell right now.” There was a pause, glancing down at hid phone. “We’ve got a location.”

	Killian jogged to his bike. “Tell me, now,” he barked.

	“Bro, I can have my boys meet you, have backup. They’re half an hour out. I’ll be there in forty.”

	“Fuckin’ tell me,” he roared. 

	Keltan rattled of the address. 

	Killian roared off in the direction of the area. He could get there in ten.

	He hoped to fuckin’ God he’d get there in time. 

	I’m coming, baby.
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	Getting shot hurt. A lot.

	I had no idea how Killian managed to control a car and keep calm when he’d been shot five years ago. 

	It was like a red-hot poker had been shoved in my side and it kept getting hotter and hotter.

	“Why did you make me do that?” Eddie asked hysterically, hands on his head. He was pacing in front of me while I pressed my hands to my bleeding stomach. There was a lot of blood. It worried me.

	Quite a bit.

	Eddie had set me back on the chair and I was slumped on it. 

	“You keep making me hurt you,” he babbled. 

	“I’m sorry,” I gritted out. “But you need to get me to a hospital, Eddie.”

	He didn’t seem to hear me; he just kept pacing. Then he paused, jerking his head up as if he heard something.

	I jerked up too, ignoring the pain. Someone was here. 

	Eddie rushed to me and placed the cold barrel at my temple, putting his finger to my lips.

	I swallowed my fear. It was draining away in a way that worried me. Fear was a survival instinct, something that kept your heart beating in situations like this. What did it mean if my fear was trickling out of me? 

	Eddie scooted the chair so that we no longer faced the invisible audience but the sides of the stage. I cried out as the movement caused the pain to worsen.

	It exploded into agony when I saw the person emerge from the stage. When I saw Killian’s blank face flicker with panic as he focused on the blood seeping out of the middle of my torso. 

	Killian raised his gun, his jaw granite and eyes wild. “Let her go,” he growled.

	Eddie laughed. “Never. We’re meant to be together.” He pressed the gun against my temple once more. “Put down your gun or I’ll blow her skull apart. After that, you’ll kill me I’m sure, but I’m happy to follow Lexie into the afterlife, where we can finally be together. I’m not afraid of death.” His voice dripped with crazy, and worse, sincerity. He gazed at me with a cocktail of fanatical adoration and rage in his eyes. “My violent soul craves the same tragic end,” he whispered my own words back to me, and they’d never sounded so ugly.

	 

	I couldn’t focus on that anymore, on the possibility of my end. Instead, I sought solace in Killian’s gaze. He heard the promise in Eddie’s voice too. He immediately lowered the gun, his gaze was burning into me. 

	“Now slide it over here,” Eddie commanded.

	Killian did as he said, his entire body taut. I could see him shaking with fury and frustration. Eddie had all the power right now.

	“You’re going to be okay, freckles,” he choked out.

	I nodded. “I know,” I whispered through the tears.

	Killian’s eyes focused on Eddie. “Kill me,” he ordered. “You want me gone? Shoot me. Just get her to a fuckin’ hospital.”

	“Kill, no,” I cried out.

	He ignored me. “That’s what you want, right? Me out of the way? I’ll die. Gladly. You can have your life with her as long as I’m dead and you get her treated for that.” He nodded to the wound in my stomach. His eyes glistened. He knew. The sorrow in his face told me he knew if I didn’t get to a hospital, and soon, I was gone. I could see that knowledge tearing him apart.

	Eddie regarded him. Then he laughed. It was that crazy laugh that made me flinch. “You’d do it? Die for her.”

	“In a second.”

	The gun didn’t leave my temple. “You hear that, baby? He’d die for you.”

	“Killian,” I croaked out.

	“It’s okay, freckles.” His voice was firm, confident, but his eyes were etched in pain. 

	It wasn’t. None of this was okay. I couldn’t watch Killian leave this world.  I jerked my head up. “You know I’m dying, right?” I asked Eddie. “You said we’d be together in the afterlife. We can be, but not if you hurt him. Not if you lay a finger on him.”

	Raw, carnal energy filtered from Killian. “Shut up, freckles,” he commanded, his voice hoarse.

	Eddie must have seen him move because he pressed the barrel into my head. “Not another fuckin’ step or you’ll see the inside of her skull,” he hissed.

	Killian immediately froze. 

	Eddie looked between us. I tried not to focus on the pain in my stomach. Or the scarier thing of it retreating. That didn’t mean good things. But if it meant Killian didn’t have to die, I’d gladly give into the darkness tugging at the edges of my vision.

	“Isn’t this something? You’d both die for each other,” Eddie mused. His jaw was hard. “Tell you what, Lexie, while I think on this, I need you to do something for me. I need you to sing.”

	I glanced up. “What?”

	“You heard me. Either way, one of the men who love you is going to die tonight, and I’m not a cruel man. If it’s to be him”—he nodded his head to Killian—“he deserves to hear your voice one last time.”

	“No,” I choked out through the splitting of my newly healed heart.

	The gun left my temple and pointed in Killian’s direction. He didn’t even jerk. In fact, his body relaxed slightly the moment the gun left my head. 

	My hungry gaze roved over Killian, over the boy I loved who’d turned into the man who inhabited my entire being. He was frozen like a statue of himself, a snapshot of this moment in time, fury and fear paralysing him. I knew this because of the way his fists were clenched at their sides, at how the muscles of his biceps seemed to pulse and the veins above them were raised, almost bursting from the skin. I imprinted all of this into my heart, drinking him up and letting this image chase away the last of my pain and fear. I centered my gaze on his strong chest, knowing my name was tattooed on there and the words from my soul trailed on his ribs. And when my eyes finally met his, time stopped. The world paused and it seemed the universe gave us that one moment away from the horror of reality, the imminent and permanent separation. It was just us. I tried to tell him everything I could with that gaze, pouring every word that would be left unsaid into it. Tell him how much he meant to me. Problem was, that would take an eternity. We didn’t have that. We had the handful of minutes, the length of a song. I knew, from the way my skin seemed to lose its warmth with every passing second and how the pain that had been excruciating was fading away, I was dying. 

	“Sing,” Eddie commanded. He shook the gun at Killian in a warning gesture. “Sing or you watch him die.”

	I struggled to sit up, my body taking a second to obey my commands, even then it was like moving underwater. There was still pain deep down, enough to make me suck in a breath, but not enough to give me hope. I knew now, what pain was. Pain was life. Whether it be excruciating from a bullet tearing through your flesh or an exquisite pain from loving someone and losing them, pain was the dictator of life. The trademark. 

	Killian’s jaw jerked as he took in my small gesture of discomfort, his eyes tearing away from mine to sear into my blood-soaked torso. For one split second, pure panic and terror cloaked his beautiful face. That look sent ripples of agony through me, worse than a bullet. Because that was Killian’s pain, his fear. He knew. He knew life was leaving me, and I got the glimpse of what he would be once I was gone. It terrified me enough to try and grasp that pain and use it as an anchor to cling to this world. To Killian.

	The moment of terror was gone and Killian’s face went cold and dark. I knew his darkness took over for him. His demon. “I’m going to kill you,” he informed Eddie, his voice arctic. “It’s going to be slow and enduring and never ending.”

	I shivered at the promise in his tone. Killian stepped forward, as if to make good on his promise, not fazed by the gun pointed at him. For one horrible second, my panic mirrored Killian’s at the thought of Eddie squeezing the trigger at Killian’s advancing form. Thankfully, this was short lived as the barrel found its home at my temple once more.

	Killian froze once again.

	“You don’t move,” Eddie said, unflinching in the face of Killian’s fury. “Because if you do, you’ll get to feel the warmth of her brains against your face.” His voice was even, conversational. It was chilling, a hallmark on just far down the rabbit hole of insanity he had tumbled.

	How had he hid it? How had I not noticed how sick and twisted this man was?

	Killian’s face hardened, so much so I feared it might shatter. “You don’t need to point that at her.” His eyes were focused on the gun. “You want to use it, use it on me, like a man.”

	Eddie sighed dramatically, like a father might when his child wasn’t listening. “We’ve been through this. You’re not in control here.” Eddie used his free hand to push the hair from my clammy forehead. I glared at him and flinched from his touch. He chose to ignore this. “I’m in control. I’m finally here for Lexie. You’ll do as I say, won’t you?”

	I swallowed the grit in my throat. “If you don’t hurt him, I’ll do whatever you say.”

	“Freckles…” Killian’s tortured voice hung in the air, but I schooled myself and kept Eddie’s gaze.

	Eddie smiled. “So kind. It’s what I love most about you.” He paused. “No, it was your voice that did it, that connected us. The first time I heard you, I knew. I knew you were singing to me. So I want you to sing, now before my patience runs out and I shoot him.” He nodded to Killian.

	Silence descended after his words. Not the beautiful silence that had settled around me ever since I’d let Killian back into my soul, but stagnant, bitter silence. The silence of sorrow. The silence of good-bye. 

	I closed my eyes, unable to live in that silence, unable to accept that these were the last moments I had with Killian, in the company of a killer, while I bled to death right in front of him. So instead, I went somewhere else, to that beautiful silent place that was introduced to me six years ago in the parking lot of a garage.

	And I sang. Not for Eddie. Not for the gun at my temple. For Killian. For us. To try and tell him everything he needed to hear that I only had three minutes to say. Brooke Fraser’s “Hymn” floated into the air and I poured the last of my life into those heart-breaking words. I used every inch of energy I had left to sing the last words I would ever sing to the man I loved.

	The cold grip of death left me as I let the warmth of memories wash over me. As the song entered my soul, the terror left me. Unable to sing in darkness any longer, I opened my eyes. They immediately met ice blue eyes drenched in sorrow, in despair. In love. 

	A single tear trailed down Killian’s beautiful face as I sang the last of those words to him. The last good-bye. As that bitter silence replaced what had been beautiful with the end of the song, I clung to Killian’s gaze like a life raft, needing his eyes to be the last thing I saw before I succumbed to the darkness creeping at the sides of my vision.

	I felt the loss of his gaze when his eyes flickered back, behind me. If I hadn’t been moments away from the final silence of death, maybe I would have noted something in that gaze. Maybe I would have been able to cling to the hope it held. Instead, the moment his gaze left mine was the moment I let go of that grip I had on life. On reality.

	Then there was only darkness.

	 


[image: Image]

	[image: Image]

	It took him a moment to notice them. Longer than it should have. Long enough to make him hate himself more than he ever could. Because maybe that moment might have made a difference, might have been the difference between life or death. For Lexie. For him. Because as soon as her light left this world, that was the moment all light was gone from him. 

	Perpetual darkness. 

	Infinite hell was what awaited him if his worst fears were realized. It was what he got a taste of the moment he walked into this fucking stadium and saw Lexie, saw her blood spreading from a fucking gunshot wound in her gut. One that was draining the life from her every second he stood there, unable to do a fucking thing. His girl, his life, was sitting right in front of him, bleeding, dying. And he couldn’t do a fucking thing. 

	He was willing to face the bullets. He’d walk through a shower of them if that’s what it took to save her. He’d gladly take her place without a moment’s hesitation, if that was possible. The fucking problem was, this worm was pointing that gun at her head. And the crazy in his eyes was something Killian recognized, something that chilled him to the bone. Because it was functioning crazy, a lucid type of crazy. It was love, but not the kind he saw twinkling in Lexie’s beautiful eyes as soon as he locked gazes with her.  

	No, this was love warped and disfigured by an evil and unhinged mind. Love that promised disaster and death. 

	But it wasn’t going to be Lexie’s, not while Killian still had breath in his chest, not while his heart was still beating. And it was. For her. 

	Then it stopped. It stopped the second Lexie started singing, the moment her husky and throaty voice sang to him. The words hit him like a knife, like a thousand knives. It wasn’t because it wasn’t beautiful. It was. Even pale from blood loss and terror, Lexie’s beauty lit from within.  

	It wasn’t that. 

	It was because she was saying good-bye. That song was meant to comfort him in the face of her leaving this world. The words were meant to soften the blow that would come the moment she took her last breath. When she sang her last word. 

	The length of that song was the last she had left, Killian knew. He was frozen in the spot listening to her, watching her. Then when she opened her eyes, everything in him paused, everything froze. Time stopped and he tumbled into the world beyond this, one she created with her words. 

	With her good-bye. 

	That’s why he took longer to notice. Because Noah and Sam advancing behind the fuck holding the guns to Lexie’s head were in the world of reality. Of death and loss and pain. Since the moment Lexie began that song, Killian wasn’t in that world. He was in the one Lexie created with her melody. With her soul. 

	But then it flickered out, like the flick of a switch. Killian watched it with paralyzing horror as the light drained from her eyes as she sang her good-bye to him. That’s what jerked him back into reality. That’s what made him see Sam silently climb the steps to the stage, his face blank and his gun pointed at the man who deserved to die a thousand deaths. 

	When Killian’s eyes flickered back to Lexie, his breathing seized. It had only been a split second away from her gaze, but it was enough for her to fade away. For her eyes to close and her body to slump against the chair and the pallor of her skin to turn to gray.  

	The creaking of the floorboard was enough for Killian. The fuck, the one he would kill a thousand different ways, had been slack-jawed and in his own sick world of crazy throughout Lexie’s song. Not enough embraced by insanity to drop the gun from her temple, but enough for his entire form to move, creaking the floorboard. 

	The second the gun lowered slightly, Killian surged forward, adrenaline and pure rage pumping through his body. It was laughable how easy he could take him down, laughable and fucking heartbreaking. Because this wily fuck, even struggling like a banshee, was no match for Killian. It was like subduing a child. The gun was ripped from his hands in an instant, and Killian plowed his fist through his face, knocking him out cleanly.  

	A couple of seconds, Killian guessed was what it took to neutralize him. 

	A couple of seconds, but he’d spent five excruciating minutes trapped by the man no stronger than a child because of how he’d held Lexie’s life in his hands. 

	Killian itched to continue his assault on the man’s prone body, to not stop until his skull was crashed in. 

	But even in his rage, he found sanity. 

	There was a dull roar in his ears as he scrambled over to the chair and lifted Lexie gently, as if he hadn’t just unleashed pure violence on a man moments before, as if she was made of glass. 

	Her body was limp and lifeless in his arms. 

	“Freckles,” he choked out.  

	He belatedly heard a scuffle and muted voices as someone kneeled beside him. He didn’t move his eyes from Lexie’s face, because the last time he did that, the light in her eyes disappeared. Lexie disappeared. 

	He pressed his hand to the wound at her stomach, ignoring the blood that drenched her entire torso. Having to ignore it because he was afraid he might lose his tenuous grip on sanity if he thought about that blood and what the amount of it outside her body meant.

	“Come on, baby,” he murmured. He pleaded. 

	“An ambulance is five minutes away,” Noah half whispered in his ear. His voice was choked, almost silenced with fear. 

	Killian clenched his jaw. She didn’t have five minutes. He didn’t know if she had five fucking seconds. 

	“Is she breathing?” Sam asked, his voice flat, devoid of anything. Resigned.  

	Killian didn’t answer him. Keeping the pressure on Lexie’s wound, he bent down to put his ear to her chest.  It was too fuckin’ still.

	“Hold on, baby. I’m here. You just have to hold onto my voice,” he said, refusing to let his tone go empty like Sam’s. She could hear him. He knew that. His voice was full, full of everything he felt for her, so she could hear that and have something to hold onto.

	“Is she fucking breathing?” Noah hissed, repeating Sam’s question, an urgent kind of desperation in his tone.

	Killian didn’t answer him. Instead, his entire body tightened. Lexie said that silence was the gift he gave her, that their love was the beauty of silence. It was ironic then, that his disaster was the silence in her chest.  

	He clutched her to him. “Stay with me, freckles,” he pleaded. “Don’t you dare fucking leave me.” His voice broke at the end and he pressed his lips to her cold forehead, rocking her lifeless body back and forward. “You can’t leave, not when we’ve got forever.” 

	That was the problem. The problem with forever was it lasted a lifetime. And life was so fucking fickle that forever was never a guarantee. It was a sentence. A death sentence. 

	*****

	Killian struggled against various hands on his arms. His eyes were focused on the doors that Lexie had been rushed through. The ones he wasn’t allowed to pass. The ones where he’d caught a last glimpse of a crowd of doctors administering CPR to her still and pale body.

	“Lock it down, Killian,” a voice growled in his ear.

	He didn’t hear it, not really. Not when his mind was full up with the silence at Lexie’s chest. His mind was on a replay reel of him pumping life into her as Sam and Noah looked on with tear-streaked faces. Of Bull, Brock, and Cade entering the fray and Bull sinking to his knees next to Lexie’s body. Then paramedics pushing him away while working on her, somehow bringing her back.

	“Weak pulse.”

	That’s what he clung to. What he used to try and chase away the silence.

	It wasn’t working.

	“I’ve got to fuckin’ get in there,” he roared, struggling against the hands of his brothers.

	He would win, he knew that. Cade, Brock, and Noah were all strong motherfuckers, but Killian was stronger. It wasn’t physical strength, it was a carnal, brutal instinct that pushed him on, that would let him battle against a fucking tank to get to Lexie.

	Reason didn’t exist. He only knew that he wasn’t with her. And if he couldn’t see her, then it meant the demons of emptiness would tempt him with darkness, would bring about his apocalypse.

	A big body stepped in front of him, obscuring his view of the last place he saw her. Lexie. He prepared himself to kill the intruder to this vision.

	He froze when his wild eyes settled on Bull. Bull grasped either side of Killian’s neck and stilled him immediately.

	It wasn’t the hands on his neck that made him stop fighting. It was the look in Bull’s eyes. That hardness, that emptiness that was tempting him had taken over Bull. Killian flinched, seeing a reflection of his own nightmare in his brother’s eyes.

	“Lock it down,” Bull growled. “For Lexie. Get your fuckin’ shit together.”

	Killian immediately slackened against the arms, locking eyes with his brother.

	“She can’t fuckin’ die,” Killian choked out.

	Bull’s eyes turned almost black and glistened with tears. “She won’t,” he promised.

	The blood left Killian, not at the certainty of Bull’s words, but the doubt behind his eyes.

	*****

	A doctor emerged from the double doors Killian had been staring at for the past three hours, and he surged up. Bull met him at the man, whose eyes widened slightly at being swarmed by two huge fuckers in motorcycle cuts.

	Killian didn’t give a fuck about that. “How is she?” he barked.

	Bull was silent as Mia clung to his side. Rocko and Axel were at the Malibu house with Gwen, Cade’s wife, who’d come down the moment the call was made. Hell, half the club was in the private waiting room. The press swarmed outside. Or so Killian heard. That was outside his reality. Inconsequential really. A meteor could hit the earth right now and Killian wouldn’t give a shit. The man in front of him held his life in his hands, even if he didn’t know it.

	Killian couldn’t read anything from his blank face.

	The doctor cleared his throat, darting his eyes between the two men and Mia. “Miss Williams suffered not only substantial blood loss but internal bleeding,” he began. There was a pause, a long one that yawned across centuries. Across forever. Because that pause was the end of forever. The doctor’s eyes flickered with sympathy, and the darkness completely took Killian over.

	“I’m sorry. We did everything we could. She’s out of surgery. I’d advise you to say your good-byes. There is little to no chance she’ll wake up again.”

	The silence that settled after his words was so bitter, so poisonous, it almost made Killian throw up.

	He thought the silence was the worst sound he’d ever heard. He was wrong. The sound that erupted from the back of Mia’s throat, the utter anguish emanating from it, was the worst.

	She collapsed into Bull’s arms, her legs giving away with the weight of her sorrow. Bull clutched her to him, his face carved into a mask of grief. Killian watched all of this with an empty gaze. An empty soul. Because there was nothing left of him.
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	The first thing I heard was beeping. But it was weird. Fuzzy. Like hearing it under water. Then it was voices. Some soft and muffled, others rough enough to penetrate the deep fog that had settled over my mind. 

	“She’s going to fucking live,” the rough voice boomed.

	It was familiar. I’m sure it was. Because it made the fog flicker, not enough to clear it, but it was a response. It made the softer voice audible. 

	“Killian, you heard the nurses. They said to say our good-byes.” That voice was familiar too, and it sent ripples of discomfort through the body I guessed I was supposed to have, but I couldn’t feel. That voice was full of pain. Anguish. 

	I struggled to swim up through the fog. I had the distinct idea that it was important. 

	There was a crash and it jarred me. 

	“I don’t give a shit what they say!” a guttural voice roared. “She’s strong. She’s going to pull through.” 

	A heavy silence filtered through the fog after these tortured words had taken it up, one that seemed wrong, unnatural, full of bitter emotions. 

	There was a dull, muffled sound of footsteps and a door closed. 

	I felt a twinge where I guessed my hand might be. It was hard to tell with the fog, with the numbness. But for a moment, I had feeling and warmth exploded from where my hand was. Warmth at it being engulfed in a larger hand, at the gentle pressure that came from the hand. 

	A bigger twinge erupted closer to the source of the fog. My forehead. It worked like a strong wind to push some stubborn fog from my mind. 

	A kiss, I thought. A kiss on my forehead. One so heartbreakingly familiar I wanted to scream. That kiss was from someone I cared about, someone I loved more than anything, if my rapid heart was anything to go by. 

	“You’re going to pull through,” a voice murmured in my ear. A rough and soft voice. “Come back to me, freckles. I can’t face this world without you.” 

	Freckles.  

	The word worked like a spark to ignite fire throughout my entire body, and memories rushed through me like wildfire. 

	Killian. Killian was here, holding my hand, speaking in a voice so full of despair it broke my heart. 

	Mom. 

	That’s the other soft voice, the one that was drenched in the same despair, but it had been different. I was the source of that despair. The gunshots. Eddie. Me slipping away when Killian’s eyes left mine. 

	The pain. 

	The darkness. 

	It still lurked at the corners of my mind, beckoning me into a world that promised a vacation from the pain I’d lived with. An escape. I fought it. Hard. Because I didn’t want the escape. I wanted the pain. I would live a lifetime of pain if it meant I had Killian by my side. 

	I tried to open my eyes, to speak, to squeeze my hand, to do anything to chase the demons from Killian’s voice. I couldn’t do any of it. Instead, I lost my battle against the darkness. 
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	“Brother.”  

	Killian heard the voice, but he didn’t move. He kept his grip tightly on Lexie’s small hand, his eyes glued to her closed lids. 

	He was waiting. Waiting for those lids to flicker and show him that light still existed in the world, that this stale darkness, the ash on his tongue wasn’t permanent.  

	There was pressure at his shoulder. 

	Again, he didn’t react.  

	“Killian, you’ve been here three days straight. You haven’t slept. Barely fuckin’ eaten. You need a break,” Bull said. 

	Killian didn’t move his gaze. “I’m not goin’ anywhere.” 

	Bull sighed. Killian felt the emotion rolling off him. He guessed if he looked up, he’d see the emptiness, the darkness on Bull’s face that mirrored his own. Though it wouldn’t be the same as his own. Bull was ruined, of that he was sure, but he had Mia, he had his boys. His world was darker now, but it wasn’t black like Killian’s. 

	“Killian, I got her. Get some shut-eye,” Bull’s voice was firm, but empty. 

	Killian gritted his teeth. “The last time my eyes left hers, I lost her. You get that? She’s not leavin’ my fuckin’ sight until I make sure I’ve got her back.” 

	Bull met his words with silence. 

	Killian was so fucking sick of silence. The emptiness of the air grinded against his skin. He longed for noise. For the music that he felt in his soul, in his cock, Lexie’s throaty voice serenading him. 

	The only break from the silence was when his mind slipped and he heard that song that was seared into his memory. Lexie’s voice singing him good-bye. 

	“This is my fault,” Killian gritted out, his hand flexing against Lexie’s.  

	The hand at his shoulder tightened. “Yeah, this is your fault.” 

	Killian flinched at the certainty in Bull’s voice. It was one thing to know he was the reason Lexie was here. One thing to see the blame on Bull’s face when he’d rushed into that stadium, collapsing at Lexie’s bloodstained body. But it was quite another to hear it. 

	“The reason she’s here, in this bed, in a hospital, safe, still breathing. That’s on you,” Bull continued. “She’s alive because of you.” 

	Shock would have probably made Killian look up if the darkness didn’t have such a tight grip over him. “She died because of me. In my fuckin’ arms. I put my hand to her chest and there was nothing.” Killian paused, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Silence. That was because of me. It was my job to protect her. I failed. You can kill me for that. After she wakes up. After I end the person who took her from me.” 

	Bull stood behind him silently. “Not gonna say anythin’ right now to try and convince you on how wrong you are.” He paused, his voice was thick. He was going through his own hell seeing Lexie like this. “’Cause I know when that demon gets a hold of you, when you look at your world lying in a hospital bed because of things out of your control, the only person you can find to blame is yourself. The world gave you a treasure, to cherish, to protect with your last breath, and you’ll convince yourself that it’s on you that gift gets damaged. It’s not. I’ll tell you that now. And Lexie will tell you when she wakes up.” 

	Then Bull left Killian with his own thoughts. With the demons that chased away his words the moment the door closed behind him. 

	He set his elbows on the bed, clasping Lexie’s hand in both of his. He pressed a kiss on it.  

	“I’m not leavin’ you, freckles,” he promised against her hand.

	The problem was, it looked like she was leaving him.

	And there was not a fucking thing he could do about it but hope. Laughable really. His entire future, everything, was hinged on a hope.
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	It was the beeping that brought me out again. That incessant beeping that echoed through my mind and jerked me out of the darkness. It was like an alarm clock that you couldn’t snooze. 

	I was angry at it at first. That darkness had been so comforting and alluring. But then I managed to wade through the fog that had held my mind hostage for who knew how long. 

	It was his voice that wrenched me out of it. 

	“You remember when you told me that you wanted roots? Wanted them curling around your feet, giving you somewhere to belong?” There was a pause and pressure at my hand. Blessedly, I could feel my body once more. I didn’t feel incorporeal, like I could float out of it at any minute. I could feel the bed underneath me and the weight on blankets atop of me.  

	“Well, I’ve got construction workers on the site day and night, building our house, freckles. Our roots. Where we’ll grow old. Where our children will grow up. Where I’ll love you every minute of forever. Every second.” Another pause, long enough for me to wade up through the fog. “All you need to do for me, baby, is wake up. Jesus, I’ll do anything. Just wake up for me, Lexie, so we can start our forever.” 

	It was the desperation in his voice, the love, that wrenched away the last of the film separating me from reality, from Killian. 

	My eyelids were heavy at first, like they were weighed down with the world’s thickest false eyelashes. I was determined, so I got them open. The world was blurry at first, but then it didn’t matter. I didn’t want to see the world. I just wanted to see two ice blue eyes. 

	They flickered in shock at first. Then flooded with so much relief it seeped from him into me. 

	“Hey,” I croaked, my voice dry and scratchy.  

	Killian squeezed my hand, the only thing that told me he hadn’t turned to stone.

	A single tear ran down his cheek, one that sank into me somewhere deep, the only outward sign of the utter despair that had been etched into his face a lifetime ago when I sang that song to him. When I sang him good-bye.

	“Hey,” he ground out, his voice gravel.

	His eyes hungrily drank in my gaze, not leaving it, not even blinking. I did the same, though I glanced over his body. He was wearing all black, a familiar Killian uniform with his cut over top. A healthy growth of stubble hid his jaw from me, a hint at how much time had passed, considering he had been clean shaven the last time I saw him. The buzz cut that he’d had when I first saw him in that hospital was growing out. Shiny ink was beginning to muss delightfully on his head. When I made it back to his eyes, I understood that they hadn’t left mine the entire time I’d been taking him in. They were bloodshot and red, like he hadn’t slept in a week. But they were also alight with something. The darkness that hadn’t been there days ago scared me, because it showed me just how close he’d come to embracing that darkness. Becoming it.

	But something chased it away.

	Hope.

	He seemed to shake himself out of his trance once I met his eyes once more. He pushed out of his chair savagely, and in a move that juxtaposed that, he leaned over me and brushed my hair from my face in a featherlight touch. His gaze roved over my face and his hand followed them, as if to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. He cupped my cheek gently, like a child might encircle a baby bird in their hands, and then he leaned in to press his lips to mine. It was over before I could fully appreciate the glorious feeling of his mouth on mine. He pressed his forehead to mine.

	“Freckles,” he whispered, his voice choked. 

	The tone gave me the strength to lift my arm, even though it seemed to be full of lead. It took much longer than it should have, and the movement erupted a twinge of pain in my stomach, but I ignored that. My hand cupped Killian’s stubbled cheek and he leaned into it in a gesture that shocked my already rapid heartbeat. It was something so small yet so profound. Killian, the boy who had always protected me, comforted me, and the man who had turned stoic, melted into my hand as if all of his considerable strength had left him.

	Though since he was an alpha male with a reputation to protect, that vulnerability didn’t last nearly long enough, and he covered my hand with his.

	“Never fuckin’ do that to me again, freckles,” he rasped. “Never let me face the prospect of a world without you in it.”

	He didn’t give me time to say anything.

	“You’re marrying me,” he continued, his voice harder now. “As soon as you’re well enough, you’re becoming mine.”

	I smiled at him, the elation of the moment strange with the shadow of previous despair. “I’ve always been yours,” I whispered.

	Killian jerked, as if my words had a physical impact. “Always,” he promised.
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	“New rule. No one is allowed to get shot. Too many people are getting fucking shot. It is not okay,” Sam declared while pacing the room. He stopped to glare at me. “Especially not you.” He pointed at me, regarding me from my upright position in my hospital bed. “I’ve already got some bulletproof vests on their way.”

	I raised my brows. “You do not.”

	Noah glanced up from the book he was reading in the armchair beside me, where he’d pretty much set up camp the moment I woke up. The entire band had made my private hospital room their headquarters. And Killian was here twenty-four hours a day. And Mom and Zane, with the kids, had been glued to my bedside since Killian was able to drag himself away and let people know I was back in the land of the living.

	Literally. I had died. Twice. Once, from what I could gather, in Killian’s arms. The other in a hospital operating room. This was not told to me by Killian himself. He refused to even speak of it. Sam had told me with a grim face, demons of his own dancing behind his eyes.

	“Jesus, Lex,” he’d said, running his hands through his hair. “Never seen a more fuckin’ horrific thing in my entire life. Killian holding you, trying to stop the bleeding, tryin’ to give you fuckin’ CPR at the same time.” He paused to shudder. “If there was ever a man close enough to taste hell without actually dying, it was him in that moment and in the days after, while the doctors told us you wouldn’t make it through the night.”

	I’d flinched at this, at the shadows behind Sam’s face as he recounted this.

	“Never seen anything like it. Though, I’ll admit, I wasn’t in the best state either.” His eyes went faraway. “It was like a black cloud settled over this entire hospital. Your mom, Zane, even the kids, they looked like someone took away the sun. That’s what it was like.” He squeezed my hand. “You’re the glue, babe, that holds our entire fucked-up family together. We fell apart without our glue.”

	I was more than aware of how my three-day coma had affected everyone around me. I saw it behind the fake smiles that my mom had given me, after she’d sobbed at my side for ten solid minutes. I saw it in the way Zane held his body, the way the boys and Mom were never out of his touching distance. The way his eyes roved over me with the same demons that danced in Killian’s eyes. Emma had stood at my door just staring at me for five straight minutes, frozen in place like she didn’t know what to do. Wyatt stood behind her, his hand lightly on her hips, a mask of something over his own face. I didn’t have time to inspect that, because Emma had found her feet, shoved Killian out of the way, and all but collapsed at my beside talking about how she’d release my no-makeup selfies to the media if I ever did that to her again.

	Duke, who had only recently been let out of hospital himself, set up camp with the boys until I woke up and was still a regular visitor. He somehow blamed himself for my situation, no matter that he was freakin’ recovering from stab wounds at the time of my attack. Alpha males took so much on their impressively muscled shoulders. Must be why they were so toned.

	I knew the media were camped outside the hospital. The same with hundreds of fans. Fans who had apparently held a candlelit vigil until I’d woken up. 

	It was all too much, the idea that so many people had been affected by this. By the actions of one man.

	Killian was silent through most of this. He’d stayed by my side throughout all of the tearful reunions and all the doctors fawning over me using words like “miracle.” Every second, he was there. He held me in his arms when the nurses had stopped trying to enforce trivial things like visiting hours. I slept in the safety of his embrace, which chased away the worst of my nightmares. And when I jerked awake, escaping the hell in my head, Killian was there, awake and murmuring to me, kissing my forehead and reassuring me that he’d never let anything happen to me. 

	It worried me, his worry. He still didn’t look like he slept, and even though there was light in his eyes, there was a hardness that hadn’t been there before.

	“It was the silence, freckles. The silence in your chest. I still hear it. It’ll just take a while for me to understand that I’ll never hear that silence again,” he murmured, his head against my chest.

	Still, I worried. Even more so now, one week into my hospital stay when I was well enough to hobble around and shower myself. Though I was well enough, it didn’t mean that Killian didn’t make sure the job was done himself.

	No funny business. Nothing but chaste kisses. The romance was kind of dead since my petite body seemed to be little more than bones and I had a nasty gunshot wound marring my stomach, one that took all the blood from Killian’s face every time his eyes touched it.

	Now I was well enough, Killian seemed to find it okay to leave me for short periods of time. Very short. The first time he’d left me for little more than an hour, and when he got back, he had immediately surged into the room and kissed me, his hand on my chest. Then he’d reached into his pocket and slipped a vintage, gold, oval-cut diamond on my finger.

	No words or anything.

	And I had nothing for him when I marveled on how perfect it was. How natural it felt on my finger. How it seemed that my hand had been empty before that, waiting for this to be on it.

	A tear trailed down my face looking at it. Then another. I regarded him through blurry eyes.

	“I love you, Killian,” I whispered.

	He grasped my chin. “Till my last breath, freckles.”

	This latest outing was the longest, and something about his face had haunted me when he said good-bye, not saying where he was going, only it was signaled by Zane entering the room. After Zane had kissed my head and squeezed my hand, he’d taken Killian to the corner of the room and murmured something that made Killian’s body turn to granite and his eyes to shutter. Then he and Zane had left.

	Now I was trying not to worry and be entertained by Sam’s outrageous statements.

	“He’s not lying,” Noah said, putting his book in his lap. “He went and ordered fifty of them.”

	“Fifty?” I repeated.

	Wyatt nodded with a grin. 

	“Sammy, I don’t think I’ll need fifty. Actually, I don’t think I’ll even need one. I’m not planning on getting shot again.”

	He scowled at me. “Well, you weren’t planning on getting shot the first time, I’m sure. But look.” He threw his arms out at me. 

	I sat up and tried to hide the grimace of pain that was a reflex as the movement twinged my stomach. I wasn’t successful as Wyatt’s grin quickly left his face to be replaced by a stormy darkness. 

	“Guys, I’m not going to get shot again, I promise.”

	“You can’t promise that,” Sam said, coming to my bedside. “So I’m going to demand that you wear the vests.”

	“Would kind of mess with my tour wardrobe,” I countered.

	Sam’s face was aghast. “Tour wardrobe? There will be no tour. We’re retiring. This business has too many crazy stalkers.”

	“One crazy stalker,” I corrected.

	“One too many.”

	I reached to squeeze Sam’s hand. “You like me sane?”

	He screwed up his face. “Is that how you consider yourself?”

	I grinned. “Because if you suggest that I don’t have the band, don’t have music in my life, you’re suggesting to take away my sanity. We’re not retiring.”

	Sam gave me a long look. “Fine,” he relented, “but Killian’s our full-time security and I’m keeping my gun.”

	“No you’re not,” Wyatt, Noah, and I all said in unison.

	Sam and Noah had somehow got a hold of guns to aid Killian in my rescue. They hadn’t even hesitated to come in to save me without knowing what awaited them in that stadium. It warmed and chilled my heart.

	The police were obviously called but had been unable to find Eddie, which I couldn’t help them with considering I’d died and everything. Sam, Noah, and Killian all said he’d run off, which I didn’t believe for a second. Yet another thing no one would speak about.

	I had a chilly idea of Eddie’s fate, one that told me he’d never be running anywhere. Nor would he be breathing.
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	Blood trickled from the knife as he slid it out of the beaten and barely recognizable torso of Eddie Ferguson. A muted groan erupted from the black and blue face of the man tied to a chair in an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Hollywood.

	Bull and his brothers were around him in a rough semicircle. Killian didn’t take much notice of this. He was too busy focusing on the blood on the knife. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. Not enough to pay for the pain he’d put Lexie through. To pay for the fact he’d damaged the most beautiful person on the planet, nearly snuffed out that light.

	Eddie had been here since Bull had arrived at the stadium with Cade and Brock, minutes before the boys in blue had. Enough time for Bull to nearly lose his fucking shit at seeing Killian performing CPR on his daughter. Enough time for Brock and Cade to manage to stop him from gutting Eddie right there and to get him to where justice could be done.

	To the warehouse where Eddie had spent the past week and a half. On the edge of death, thanks mostly to Bull. Killian had been thirsty for revenge, for blood, but he’d been unable to leave Lexie’s side, afraid of what would happen if he didn’t have her right in front of him. 

	She’d chased away most of that fear, but Killian guessed it would be something he’d have to live with for the rest of his life. He’d gladly live with it as long as he had Lexie’s light to chase the worst of that darkness away.

	Killian didn’t feel an ounce of pain when his fist connected with Eddie’s nose, only the satisfaction at the crunch of cartilage.

	He leaned forward, snatching up his head that had lolled forward with the last blow. The face was no longer recognizable. Bull had spent time on this guy. A lot of time. 

	“In a fucked up way, I should thank you,” Killian hissed. “Because without you being a crazy fuck, I wouldn’t have been able to come and protect what’s mine. Claim what’s mine.” He paused, squeezing Eddie’s neck until he heard him scrambling for breath. Killian smiled. “Then I remember what you did to what’s mine. The pain you caused her. The fear. The fact you almost fuckin’ took her from this world. I’m sure you’ll understand I’m not feelin’ too grateful anymore.”

	Killian squeezed harder, relishing in the panic that came from his eyes. 

	The same panic Killian had felt when he watched the life drain from Lexie. If only he could prolong this moment for eternity, so he could watch it over and over again as he got his revenge.

	He released his grip. He didn’t have eternity, and if he did, he wouldn’t be wasting it with this fuck. Eternity was for his girl. His woman.

	First, he needed to make sure she was avenged. He cracked his knuckles, preparing for more.

	A gurgling sound erupted from Eddie’s chest. Killian frowned and watched as the life drained from him.

	“No, you fucker,” he ground out, clutching the sides of his shirt. “You do not get off that easy,” he hissed, plowing his fist into his face.

	The punch did nothing but thud against limp flesh.

	A hand gripped Killian’s shoulder as he reared his fist back again. “He’s gone, brother,” Bull murmured in his ear.

	Killian was breathing heavily, and it took him a second to get hold of himself and let go of the corpse he was holding. 

	He met Bull’s cold eyes. “It’s too easy for him,” he gritted out.

	Bull squeezed his shoulder. “You need to let this shit go.” He nodded to the body. “He’s dead. Let that anger and thirst for revenge die with him. Don’t let it poison your future.” Bull’s eyes bore into him. “I know from experience what that shit can do. But you’ve got Lexie. She’s safe. Breathing. Radiating light. No need for you to bring the darkness into that light.”

	Killian chewed over his words, glancing to the body of the man who almost took everything from him.

	Almost.

	He still had everything. More than he had ever had in his life. And the most he’d ever want.

	He turned on his heel and walked out of the room, intent on making sure he’d treasure what he had for the rest of eternity.
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	TWO MONTHS LATER

	“You need to talk to the doctor.”

	I sighed and looked up from where I was tuning my guitar. Blue eyes assaulted me. Caressed me. Swam the depths of my soul. They also irritated me. 

	“I’ve talked to the doctor. You’ve talked to the doctor. Zane’s talked to the doctor, and Sam’s harassed the doctor. I wouldn’t be surprised if he put out a restraining order on the three of you.” I paused, putting my finger to my chin in a thoughtful gesture. “No, it’s safe to say you’ve accosted the doctor ever since I left the hospital. Like they said, I’m fine. I’m healed. I’m not going to break, Killian.”

	Killian pushed off the wall from where he’d been leaning with his arms crossed, watching me. He did that a lot these days. Watched me. Jeez, he barely kept his eyes off me, not that I was complaining. After thinking I was going to die and never see him again, I was quite happy to gaze upon him every single day just to remind myself I wasn’t going anywhere. That he wasn’t going anywhere. Plus, he was ridiculously good looking.

	His hair had grown out even more now, and it curled at the nape of his neck, enough of it to run my fingers through. Which I did whenever I got the chance.

	He gently took the guitar from my hands and pulled me up from the seat, his arms going around me and his mouth brushing mine. “See, that’s where we disagree, freckles.” He landed a featherlight kiss on my lips. “I’ve seen you break. Fuck, I was the one to do it. Then I saw you put yourself back together. But I was reminded of just how fragile my beauty is when I thought she’d get taken from me. When I thought I’d live the rest of my days suckin’ in bitter air and hearing that echo of silence from your chest ringing in my ears.” His arms tightened around me. “I’ve seen you break. Twice. Body and soul. Seen you put yourself back together. So I know you can break. And if it happens again, it’ll be the pieces of me littered with you. So I’m gonna spend the rest of my life makin’ sure you don’t break again,” he promised, his voice rough.

	I blinked at him, tears prickling my eyes. He kept saying things like this. Things that made me want to pinch myself just to make sure I hadn’t slipped into a dream. That broke my heart yet healed it at the same time. “You’re wrong,” I whispered. “I didn’t put myself back together, you did.”

	His eyes flickered. “Agree to disagree there, Mrs. Decesare.”

	I frowned at him. “Only if you kiss me, right now, Mr. Decesare.”

	His eyes flared with hunger and desire darkened his voice. “That I can do. I can’t promise I’ll stop with a kiss.”

	I ran my hand through his inky hair. “Who said anything about stopping?”

	His mouth was on mine before I could even suck in a breath after speaking. He claimed me the way he did ever since he took me home from the hospital. With a furious, almost desperate intensity and a heartbreaking tenderness. His kiss was relentless, yet his hands trailing down my body were achingly reverent.

	He growled into my mouth as his hands slipped underneath my skirt and into my panties. “This is too fuckin’ short.”

	“Alpha cavemen act after, now you fuck me,” I commanded huskily, my breath catching as his expert fingers found my magic spot.

	Killian let out a guttural sound at the back of his throat as he lowered us onto the sofa I’d been sitting on moments before. He still worked me between my legs as I scrambled to get to his jeans and survive his kiss at the same time. And survive the electrifying heat he was building up at the base of my spine.

	“I can’t send you out on stage lookin’ freshly fucked for thousands of people to see. It’s enough you just bein’ you. Singin’ like a goddamn angel while lookin’ like the devil himself created you just to torture everyone who can’t be in here.” He pushed his finger inside me to make a point. “There’s only one person who belongs in here, freckles. It’s where I’ve always belonged. My sanctuary.” I gasped when on his last word his cock replaced his finger and filled me to the hilt.

	He settled into a hard and slow rhythm, his mouth brushing over mine as I met him thrust for thrust, desperate for more, aching for him as if I hadn’t been with him for months. For years.

	“Nothing sweeter,” he grunted, eyes on mine. “Nothing sweeter in this world than tasting your lips on mine, feeling you squeeze around my cock.”

	As if on cue, my body did that, pulsing around him as he worked me to a climax. I cried out and Killian covered my mouth with his to muffle my cry and to plunder my lips with his kiss. I rode the glorious wave while my fingers raked underneath the fabric of his tee, scratching the taut and sinewy muscles that were tight with exertion. He grunted his own release into me, and the entire time, his eyes stayed glued to mine, a million and one emotions dancing in them.

	He pressed his ear to my chest like he did every single time we made love, settling only long enough to hear the rapid beating of my heart against his ear. He lifted his face once more, and I regarded it lazily, still not quite able to think properly.

	“Fuck,” he muttered.

	“What?”

	“We’re cancelling the show,” he declared, not moving off me, not that I was protesting.

	My brows knitted together at his words. “We’re not cancelling the show. It’s in five minutes. Mark will be knocking on that door any moment.” I nodded to the door that led out of my dressing room. 

	“Don’t care. You’re too fuckin’ beautiful freshly fucked. I’m gonna have to stand in front of you with my gun to make sure people don’t swarm the stage. I’m not even sure bullets will be enough deterrent.”

	I raised my brow. “You’re only saying that because you’re biased. You love me and you married me, so it’s only logical you find me beautiful.”

	Killian’s hands went to my neck and his eyes blazed. “Baby, a fuckin’ blind man would find you beautiful. It’s not the way you look. It’s you. You radiate it. Seeps out of your pores and into the air. Add your voice to that.” He paused. “Suffice to say, I’m fucked.”

	I grinned at him. “So am I.”

	He growled in warning.

	“No, seriously. Do you know how many websites are dedicated to you? How many photos of you are most likely being circulated on women’s phones?”

	Killian didn’t answer.

	“Of course you don’t, because you’re a hot, brooding biker man who doesn’t pay attention to such things. You’re too busy being all broody and badass, which of course makes you even hotter,” I informed him.

	Killian brushed my nose with his. “You think I’m hot, freckles?” he teased.

	“I wouldn’t have married you otherwise,” I teased back.

	We got married one week after I got released from the hospital, as per Killian’s demand, not that I minded. I would have been happy to marry him in a hospital bed, but it wasn’t exactly the best atmosphere.

	Due to the media following us around in hordes, it had been a huge undertaking to get married without the press getting wind of anything. But we managed it. Mainly because we didn’t fuss. It wasn’t a big, glitzy Hollywood wedding. It wasn’t thousands of dollars and an A-list guest list. It was my family—my band, the Sons of Templar, Mom and Zane, the boys, and Gina and Emma. I knew Steve and Ava were there too, watching over us.

	We’d gotten married inside the Sons of Templar compound. Not exactly what you’d expect for a celebrity wedding, but exactly what you’d expect for Killian and me. It was the place where I’d first met him, the club that made him who he was. It was perfect. Zane walked me down the makeshift aisle, his hand tight on mine.

	I would have been emotional at this, at the fact Mom sobbed when she saw me in my vintage lace, skintight, ivory dress with a plunging neck and flowers woven into my curls. If I’d seen that even Steg’s eyes were suspiciously red. If I’d focused on my boys, standing next to Emma as my “bridesmaids.” I didn’t see any of them. They melted away. The only person I saw was the man at the end of the altar dressed in all black and with my name tattooed on his chest. The one I’d given my heart to when I was sixteen and who’d owned it ever since. He’d frozen in place, and I thought I might have too, had it not been for Zane gently pulling me along. Zane kissed my cheek lightly and murmur into my ear, “Love you, Lex.”

	It was the only moment I took my eyes off Killian, to gaze into the ones of the man who I considered my father. “To the moon, Zane,” I whispered.

	His eyes twinkled and he left the altar with a nod to Killian.

	I turned my body to face Killian, and once more, there was only us. 

	“You’re so fuckin’ beautiful, freckles,” he murmured, his eyes roving over me.

	“So are you,” I choked out.

	The ceremony was a blur, all that mattered was that Killian was in front of me. We could have been standing at the top of a burning building and I wouldn’t have worried as long as Killian’s strong hands were gripping in mine.

	Then we were married. And then he dragged me off down the aisle, not letting trivial things like ceremony and tradition stop him from taking me to our hotel suite and locking us there for the next three days.

	Of course the press had caught wind of the wedding as soon as we unearthed ourselves from our cocoon, and they’d gone crazy with it. Granted, the biker who saved his rock star girlfriend from a crazy stalker was a pretty good story. And the fact we were childhood sweethearts had been found out along the way. It was safe to say things were insane. Killian hated it. His jaw went hard whenever he had to push through a sea of photographers, shielding me with his body. But it was a part of my life, one he accepted as he knew it wasn’t going away. He accepted it, but he didn’t have to like it. 

	Though the paps weren’t nearly as rabid around him as they previously had been. I think it had a lot to do with his cut and the fact he radiated real danger, the kind that even the craziest of paps recognized and bowed down to.

	A knock on the door jolted us out of our little world.

	“Lillian, get out of each other’s pants. We’ve got a continent to rock,” Sam yelled through the door. The tabloids were still obsessed with us, we even had our own ‘couple name’. Though Sam proudly admitted to People magazine that he’d christened us that before anyone else thought it up. Like he deserved a Nobel Prize or something.  

	“Coming, Sam!” I yelled back, putting my hand over Killian’s mouth before he could swear at one of my best friends.

	“Ew, Lexie, I didn’t need to know that,” Sam groaned from outside the door.

	I giggled and Killian’s eyes went stormy. He and Sam were back to being friends after everything; all of my boys got along once more. That didn’t mean Killian wasn’t protective to the max, even when it came to Sam’s stupid jokes.

	When Sam’s footsteps filtered underneath the door, Killian carefully pulled out of me and lifted us both off the sofa. He took hold of my hand to lead me to the bathroom. His hands went to my hips and he lifted me onto the basin. I gasped slightly at the cool porcelain on my sensitive flesh. Killian’s gaze went dark before he shook himself and got a warm washcloth to clean me.

	“You sure you’re ready for this?” he murmured, stepping between my legs once he’d finished.

	I rested my forehead on his. “I’m ready. More than ready. I need to get back on that stage, Kill. Need to sing again.”

	It was the first date of our Europe tour. We’d obviously had to push it back on account of the whole “me getting shot” thing, which happened to be the reason Killian was accompanying me on the entire tour as my husband and unofficial security. Even though, I guessed, if I hadn’t gotten shot by my murderous stalker, he still would have come.

	I didn’t think I would have been able to handle an ocean between us anyway. No, I knew I couldn’t handle an ocean between us. He needed to be here by my side, which was where he’d been since the moment I’d woken up in that hospital bed. And where he’d been through my recovery—through my flashbacks, night terrors, and everything in between. 

	He regarded me, searching my face for something. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered.

	“What?”

	“Just love you so fuckin’ much, Lexie. I’m in total awe of you.”

	My heart did a skip. “Ditto.”

	We bathed in the silence of the moment before Killian lifted me to set me down on my feet. “Ready to bring the world to your feet, freckles?”

	I stroked his jaw. “Only with you by my side.”

	He yanked my body flush to his. “Forever, baby.”

	*****

	“Hello, Berlin!” I screamed into the mic.

	The returning scream was so loud, it seemed to make my body vibrate. The crowd in front of us was unlike anything we’d ever seen. The fans were wild and pulsating with energy. The tour was already looking to be the most insane yet, with all the drama of my personal life skyrocketing us into something more than a band. 

	“It’s so good to be back on stage and hanging out with you all.”

	Another roar.

	I smiled to the horde. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on stage, and the last time I was on one, I didn’t have a song for the person I sang for, who I always sing for.” I paused and looked to the side of the stage where Killian was watching me raptly. I tore my gaze from him to touch on each of my boys. They were all grinning.

	“Now I do.”

	I didn’t let anymore words come out of me, just music. I closed my eyes and poured my heart into the song I’d written for Killian. For me. For us. 

	As the song ended, I was almost knocked out by the energy of the crowd, the high from their energy better than any narcotic on the planet. Though I didn’t get much time to ride that high, considering Killian strode out onto the stage, ignoring the increase in the pulsating roar with his appearance. He only had eyes for me, and when he got to me, my guitar was gone and he was there, right there. And then he kissed me, like he hadn’t been inside me moments ago. Like we weren’t married or been each other’s since we were kids. No, it was like the first time outside my house in Amber all those years ago. Full of something and everything, and silence settled over me as the crowd fell away.

	I’d found my silence and I’d live in it forever. 
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	ONE YEAR LATER

	“You know I don’t like surprises, right?”

	Killian grinned and kept his hands around Lexie’s tight little body. “I had heard that.”

	She let out a little humph but let him lift her from her Jeep. Killian would have liked to take his bike, but then he wouldn’t have been able to make sure she kept that blindfold up.

	His girl fuckin’ hated surprises. She bitched and moaned the entire car ride. It made Killian grin the whole way, his hand gripped firmly in hers. That’s what his life was now. Fuckin’ smiles. Light. 

	It wasn’t perfect. He’d give his left nut to get rid of the paps that had become enamored with their relationship. They were even more obsessed with Lexie after she’d survived the stalker attack. 

	The band had reached heights he hadn’t even dreamed of since everything went down. It wasn’t because of the drama that erupted from the stalker, though that was part of it. 

	Mostly it was because his girl was fuckin’ magnificent. She seemed to shine brighter with every show. The songs she sang no longer shattered him with the weight of the heartbreak in the words. They chased away any residual darkness that lurked when he saw her on stage. 

	He never missed a show.

	Never.

	Despite the fact he had a charter to head and Lexie and the band were all over the fuckin’ world at any given time, he did it. Because Lexie always was, and always would be, the first thing in his life.

	He couldn’t have her on a stage without his eyes on her. ‘Cause memories of her almost dying on one assaulted him every time she went on. They punctured his gut and reminded him of that hell he’d gotten a taste of. Of the worst day of his fuckin’ life. 

	Not that he told Lexie that.

	She’d already conquered the demons of that day; she didn’t need his. Though she was conquering them just by being. Just by being his. Just by smiling and singing to him every single night. Exploding around his cock whenever he was inside her, which was fuckin’ often. He would spend the rest of his life inside her, gladly, but the outside world demanded Lexie, and Killian had to let her go. But she was his. His ring was on her finger and his mark on her body.

	He still remembered the day she’d come home to their Malibu house. The Calabasas one was no longer Lexie’s; she didn’t want the memories that came with it.

	Killian had been sitting on the sofa, beer in his hand and contemplating how he’d stop Gage from startin’ a fuckin’ war with a street gang over some bitch he’d become obsessed with, when Lexie walked in. 

	As usual, all other thoughts left him the moment she entered a room and his cock stood to attention. His eyes followed her as she dumped her shit on the breakfast bar and immediately made her way to him.

	Instead of curling into his arms and treating him to the honey of her mouth, she stood in front of him, a strange look on her beautiful face.

	He immediately put his beer down. “You okay, freckles?” he asked with concern. After the day he felt her heart stop underneath his hands, he was always ready, always bracing. ‘Cause now he knew what the world could take away from him, so the fear always lurked underneath it all, settling in the corner of his mind in a way that Killian knew would never leave. He knew it was the same for Bull, who called Lexie every day, and Mia, who called twice a day and visited every spare moment.

	He got it. 

	Once you knew that the world could turn black in a moment, every shadow was a demon, haunting you with the reminder that it could chase away the light in the blink of an eye.

	Lexie chewed her lip. Killian’s dick twitched, despite his concern. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she reassured him. “I’ve just got something… to show you.”

	Killian’s brow rose and he leaned forward, grasping Lexie’s hips and yanking her between his legs. He ran his hands up the sides of her body. She was in another fuckin’ hippy getup that made his blood rush to one place. This time it was a floral dress with floppy sleeves and heaps of fabric hiding the slim curve of Lexie’s body. It ended far too close to her ass, but thigh-high boots covered most of her caramel tanned legs, not that they were any better. Killian decided he would fuck her wearing only those boots.

	His hand shifted down from the sides of her dress to move up to her inner thigh.

	“If it’s what’s under this dress, baby, I’m more than happy to stare at it all day,” he rasped, his hand rising up.

	Lexie’s smaller hand stopped his ascent as she let out a little grasp. “Yeah, well, it’s not that.” She paused, her eyes going lazy. “Not right now.”

	Killian glanced up at her, desire pulsing through his veins. He was surprised at Lexie stopping him. There was a first for everything.

	“What is it, baby?”

	She swallowed visibly and moved his hand off her body, and he reluctantly rested it on his knee. He watched, captivated as she shrugged out of the dress, letting it pool at her feet. Her eyes never left his and he struggled against the desire to look into them forever or to run his gaze along her tight little body.

	It was something that flickered at the edge of his vision that made his decision for him. It was the bandage overtop of the scar that was burned into his brain, one that he had committed to memory.

	Panic took him over for a split second before he recognized the nature of the bandage.

	“Baby,” he rasped, his voice thick.

	“Zane told me who did yours. They came up specially today to do this for me,” she said, her voice small.

	Killian was frozen in place as he watched her tiny, shaking hand pull off the bandage to reveal ink that took his fuckin’ breath away. His eyes were glued to it and he was unable to move at what was in front of his eyes. A padlock, identical to the one on his chest, covered the scar that haunted his dreams. It was fresh and pink at the sides, disguising the place where he’d almost lost her. The key lying underneath the padlock had one name carved on the handle. 

	Killian.

	He couldn’t say anything. Something choked the middle of his throat, a lump that was hard to swallow. Hard to fuckin’ breath around. The only thing he could do was stare at the ink on her skin. At his name on that beautiful body.

	“You already know you’re tattooed onto my heart,” she whispered. “I just wanted you to be on my body, overtop of the thing that almost took me from you, because it was you that brought me back, Killian. That healed me. It will always be you.”

	Killian found purchase on his motor skills the moment she spoke. Not his voice, that was still swallowed with the depth of emotion that gesture meant to him. Not that he needed his voice to fuck his girl into next year. He left the boots on too.

	“Can I take the blindfold off yet?” Lexie whined, jerking him out of the past. The memory had his cock hard as a rock.

	His hand brushed against the spot where his name was as he jostled her in order to open a door.

	“Patience is a virtue, freckles,” he murmured against her hair.

	“So is chastity, and you don’t seem to be too keen on helping me to achieve that,” she shot back.

	Killian chuckled and kissed her head. He ascended some steps then set her carefully on the wooden floor. He paused a moment to take her in—her curls tumbling down her back, her face flushed with annoyance, and her rosebud lips pursed in frustration. The sprinkling of freckles across her nose were more prominent with the sunlight dancing off them.

	“You’re the most beautiful thing in the world, baby,” he murmured, untying the blindfold obscuring her eyes from him.

	“Compliments will not mute my annoyance,” she snapped, blinking rapidly as she got her vision back.

	Then she froze. Her eyes widened and she took in where they were, the view in front of her. Silently, she turned around, taking in the room.

	Killian had finally gotten their house done, not letting Lexie know anything about it. He thought she’d be pissed about this; chicks were weird about decorating and all that shit.

	Not his Lexie.

	She’d smiled at him and kissed him lightly when he’d told her she was having no part in it. “It doesn’t matter what’s around me. As long as you’re beside me, I’ll be happy.”

	Plus, she’d been too busy to even get down to Amber the past year. They’d only just gotten back from the world tour a couple of months ago, and she went straight into recording from there. Their life was full to the brim.

	So this was the first time she was back in Amber in a year. The first time she was standing in the home he had built for them on their spot overlooking the ocean. They were in the living room, the biggest room in the house. It was sunken and they were standing on a platform he’d had made especially. Floor-to-ceiling windows showed the ocean beyond and the sun creeping closer to the horizon. There was a huge bookcase on one side of the alcove and a plush chair beside the bookcase facing the sunlight. On the other side was a record player, a guitar, and stacks of records. A first edition Bob Dylan record was front and center.

	This was Lexie’s place. 

	The rest of the house had a lot of input from Mia. Most of the aesthetic shit spoke to Lexie’s hippy taste. The space was covered with bright rugs and cushions, and photos of them decorated every surface. This was the most important part of the entire house—second to the master bedroom of course, which had the same floor-to-ceiling windows and a bed facing the waves.

	“Kill,” Lexie choked out, tears tumbling down her face.

	Killian couldn’t stop himself. He yanked her flush to his body, brushing the tears from her freckled cheeks. “I know I said I didn’t need four walls to make a sanctuary. Only you,” he murmured. “That’s still true, will be till the day I die, but I want these four walls to be your sanctuary. To be our home. To be our roots. You can still have your wings and your roots. You can have it all, baby. I’ll make sure of that.”
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	I blinked at Killian’s words, at the pure beauty in front of me. Not the amazing house he’d built for us—that was wonderful, sure—but the beauty was what was in his eyes. What I’d give every single one of my possessions for. What was worth everything.

	I sucked in a breath.

	 “Our first concert—not our first gig, our first concert—it was like some kind of circus nightmare. It seemed like the whole night was a series of fluorescent images that were just a little too bright. A little too gritty. Not glamorous enough.” I paused. “It wasn’t glamorous. Sure, we were playing an iconic venue, opening for a famous band, but it wasn’t like the movies. It was chaos.” I thought back to stumbling out of a dressing room that I was pretty sure was a repurposed broom closet. I had almost taken a header when a person carrying a jumble of equipment sent me flying. I caught myself just in time to hurtle into an argument between the main singer and the headlining band about cocaine. I had quickly hurried away and watched as another member of another band causally got a blow job in a semi-dark corner. I had hoisted my guitar up and, thankfully, ran into my boys.

	“Wyatt was vomiting in the men’s room. Sam was pacing at the edge of the stage, muttering to himself about not remembering how to hold drumsticks properly. Noah had this wild look in his eyes and downed three beers in about one minute. It was frantic. Loud. Deafening. Not just literally, but figuratively. The expectation. The fear. This was our dream coming true. Our shot. And we all knew it could go one of two ways.”

	Killian’s eyes twinkled. “With you as the lead singer, only one way it could have gone.” He didn’t seem worried at the fact this conversation come out of nowhere.

	I shook my head. “When you’re handed your dream on a platter, do you take it with confidence or juggle it in shaking hands while you think of ways you can shatter it?”

	The twinkling was gone and Killian stiffened.

	I disregarded this. “That’s what was happening. I saw it all. I heard it all. I honestly thought my skull might explode with the noise, both outside and inside it. The doubt.” I paused, and of its own volition, my body stepped closer to him. “You know what I did?” My voice was little more than a whisper now. “How I chased away the noise? I broke the one rule, that before and after, that I never broke. I thought of you.”

	Killian froze.

	“I thought of you turning up on my doorstep the day I was freaking out about my gig. About how you made me laugh. About your unwavering belief in me. About the way you somehow made me believe in myself. And that was it. I got silence. I could take that platter of dreams on steady hands.”

	“Lexie—” Killian started to say.

	I held up a hand to communicate that I wasn’t finished. “That’s what I thought my dream was. That’s the only dream I thought I could have. Living a life for my music and nothing else.” I stroked Killian’s face. “Even though I didn’t know it at the time, you gave me my dream, sacrificed everything to give me that. Now, right here, you’ve given me my dream. My sanctuary. It’s you. Always,” I whispered.

	Killian let out a growl then claimed my mouth.

	He’d already claimed my soul when I was sixteen.

	TWO MONTHS LATER

	“This is payback, isn’t it?” Killian asked, amused.

	I directed his large body with difficulty; his muscles just kept growing. Even though he wasn’t fighting anymore, thank God, he trained every single freaking day. He also trained in the ring with me, though that rapidly turned from training to something else entirely. Luckily, we hired out the entire gym for these “training” sessions. Killian said it was because he didn’t want “any fucker to see my girl in those outfits that would make a priest’s dick hard.” I thought it was because he wanted to fuck me in the ring.

	Not that I complained.

	“This may or may not be inspired by the way you revealed our home to me,” I answered, directing him into the room in that very home, one I’d been working on for two days straight while he was in L.A. doing club stuff. I was home, hanging out with Mom and my brothers, writing, and taking a break from L.A. It was still home base for now, though we spent as much time as we could in our Amber house. It was more peaceful here, and we could just be. The last two days had been the longest we’d spent apart. Killian had already pounced on me as soon as he’d walked through the door, fucking me against the front door before I could even say hello.

	Again, not that I complained.

	But I had a plan, so after that furious lovemaking and then another round in bed, I dragged him up, making him put sweats on so I wouldn’t be distracted, and blindfolded him. The sweats didn’t help at all. They were slung low on his hips and he was shirtless, his entire muscled torso on display. Covered in ink and pure male goodness, he was a work of art. It took effort not to drool over my husband, but I managed it.

	“You gonna take it off anytime soon?” he asked, yanking me to him. “’Cause I haven’t seen my wife in two days, and I’m not a fan of not being able to feast my eyes on her.”

	I smiled and reached up, running my hands through his shoulder-length hair. Then I reached to untie the blindfold. It fell to the floor at our feet.

	Killian’s mouth was turned up in a grin, and his ice blue eyes twinkled with amusement and heat for the first second. Then they took in the surrounding room and they changed. Deepened. His entire body froze.

	He sank to his knees, his head resting on my belly. “You’re fuckin’ pregnant with my kid?” he growled.

	I rested my hands in his hair and nodded.

	I found out two days ago, and even though it was most likely way too early for this, I went a little crazy. Correction, my mother went a little crazy and demanded we do a big gesture to announce my condition to Killian—that being hiring an army of decorators to convert our spare bedroom into a nursery. As we didn’t know the sex, it was decorated in earth tones and gender neutral. 

	“Yeah, I’m having a baby. Yours. Of course,” I teased.

	Killian didn’t smile, just stared at my still-flat belly in awe. He pushed my tee up and kissed the tattoo with his name on it. Very slowly, he stood.

	I might have lost my footing with the look in his eyes, had his hands not been firmly resting on my hips. 

	“Don’t know what to do with this life, the one that keeps givin’ me the most beautiful gifts a man could ever hold in his hands,” he growled. “You just made me the happiest motherfucker on the planet earth, freckles. Live the rest of my life tasting the sweetness of this moment.”

	And then he kissed me, and I got to taste the sweetness too.

	Suffice to say, it was pretty darn sweet.

	Seven months later, when Ava Laurie Decesare was born, it got even sweeter.
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	Jar of Hearts, Christina Perri

	Snuff, Slipknot

	Somebody That I Used To Know, Gotye

	Fickle Heart, Ira Wolf

	The Words, Christina Perri

	Danny’s Song, Kenny Loggins

	No Matter What, Papa Roach

	Hymn, Brooke Fraser
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	When We Were Young, The Sweet Remains

	Little Do You Know, Alex & Sierra

	Need Somebody, Beatie Wolfe
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	With every book I write it seems the list of people to thank gets longer. This is in no way a bad thing. My writing journey has been full of ups and downs (mainly ups) and I’m lucky to have met some wonderful people along the way. I’ve also been reminded how many amazing people I already have in my life.

	Mum, how lucky I am to have you. You’ve always been my biggest cheerleader and have believed in me even when I couldn’t believe in myself. None of this would have been possible without you. You’re my hero.

	This book wouldn’t be what it is without my wonderful team of betas. These special ladies helped to make this book what it is. Andrea, Ginny, Caro, Amy, Sarah, and Judy… you are amazing. Thank you.

	Amo Jones. What would I do without you? You’re a wonderful writer, an irreplaceable friend, and a spectacular person. Love you always.

	And to you, the reader. Thank you. Thank you for reading my books. Thanks for every e-mail, comment, and review you give me. None of this would be possible without you.  

	Anne
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	ANNE MALCOM has been an avid reader since before she can remember, her mother responsible for her love of reading. It started with magical journeys into the world of Hogwarts and Middle Earth, then as she grew up her reading tastes grew with her. Her love of reading doesn’t discriminate, she reads across many genres, although classics like Little Women and Gone with the Wind will hold special places in her heart. She also can’t get enough romance, especially when some possessive alpha males throw their weight around.

	 One day, in a reading slump, Cade and Gwen’s story came to her and started taking up space in her head until she put their story into words. Now that she has started, it doesn’t look like she’s going to stop anytime soon, with many more characters demanding their story be told as well.

	Raised in small town New Zealand, Anne had a truly special childhood, growing up in one of the most beautiful countries in the world. She has backpacked across Europe, ridden camels in the Sahara and eaten her way through Italy, loving every moment. For now, she’s back at home in New Zealand and quite happy. But who knows when the travel bug will bite her again.
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