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He’s a hurricane. He’s my hurricane.

And I love this storm.


chapter 1

BACKSTAGE, EXCITED ENERGY ZIPS THROUGH the shadows and assembled performers. Whispered voices drift through the dark, punctuated by laughter and the occasional pluck of a string.

I stand off to one side, alone, my violin cradled in my arms. The rest of the orchestra is gathered about, waiting for our cue to take to the stage. Glancing down, I find the toe of my high heel tapping against the hardwood floor and immediately cease the nervous tick.

Where is she?

We’re mere minutes away from entering the stage, but Eleanor, our concertmistress, still isn’t here. It’s unlike her not to be here on time, and as our musical director, Mr. Edrington, says, if you’re not early, you’re late. Eleanor is always early; so, where is she?

“Nora,” someone whispers behind me, and I turn to find our general manager, Charlotte, sidling up beside me in the dark.

“Yes?”

“I just got a call. Eleanor can’t make it,” she whispers.

My heart stops for two reasons: something bad must’ve happened for Eleanor not to be here, and this means I’ll have to take her place as the concertmistress.

Oh my god.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“Her son’s sick. They’re taking him to Children’s. Probably just that flu that’s going around.” She shakes her head, and her brow creases in annoyance. “We need you to take her spot. Do you know the solo?”

“Um . . .” My hundreds of hours of practice flash through my mind. Honestly, I could play the solo in my sleep while balancing on one foot, but for some reason, all that comes out of my mouth is a wavering, “Y-yeah, I can play it.”

“You sure?” Charlotte’s eyes narrow. She doesn’t look convinced—not that I blame her. I’ve never played first chair before; at least, not with the Los Angeles Orchestra. I was concertmistress throughout high school and college, but everything changed when I got hired to play professionally.

I nod once, trying to look confident. “I’m sure.”

“All right. We’re two minutes out.”

Charlotte says something into her earpiece, and her heels click across the floor as she walks away into the dark and ducks through a back curtain.

Oh my god.

Eleanor isn’t here. I have to play first chair. I have to play the solo, and lead the orchestra, and—

“Sixty seconds,” the stage director whispers. There’s a rustle of skirts and fabric as the rest of the orchestra assembles in preparation.

As impromptu concertmistress, I’ll enter the stage last, just before Mr. Edrington, and I’ll tune the orchestra in. Everyone’s eyes will be on me. What if I trip on my way in? Or my skirt gets caught on a chair? Or—

Onstage, we’re introduced, and my fellow musicians begin to file through the curtain, their crisp black-and-white formal wear rustling and swishing as they move past me. I take a few slow, deep breaths, trying to calm the erratic beating of my heart. If my fingers are trembling, everyone will hear it when I play the first A. I need to calm down. This is what I want, what I’ve wanted since I joined the LA Orchestra fresh out of college, so why do I feel so absolutely terrified?

The last musician takes to the stage, and I close my eyes and draw in another deep breath, waiting for them all to be seated. Then I put on a smile, pull my shoulders back, and push through the curtain.

The stage lights are bright and warm, and though I look out into the crowd, it’s hard to discern how full the auditorium is given how deeply cast in shadow they are. The orchestra looks to me, surprise on some of their faces, as I make my way across the stage, my heels clicking loudly. Standing before them, I take a second to calm myself. I catch a few gazes, and the musicians mostly smile or give me encouraging nods, which bolsters my courage as I lift my violin and slip it under my chin.

I can do this.

My gaze shifts to the lower strings—the basses and cellos—and I raise my bow to my violin. Once I have their undivided attention, I pull the bow across the A string, playing one crisp, perfectly tuned note. They follow suit, tuning off me as I play two more A’s. We always tune in backstage, so this is mostly for show, but it’s an important tradition—one I don’t take lightly.

Finishing with the lower strings, I shift my gaze to the violas, second violins, and first violins. Again, I start with one clear A, then play two more as they tune off me.

When the strings all fall silent, I turn to the crowd, smile, and then retreat to my chair—the first chair—and take a seat.

So far, so good.

A moment later, Mr. Edrington sweeps across the stage, his coattails flapping energetically behind him. We all stand to welcome him amidst polite applause from the audience. Stepping up to his podium, he bows once to the crowd, then turns to face the orchestra, and his eyes find me. I hold his stare, and he gives me an almost-imperceptible nod. Having played in his ensemble for some three years now, I know that nod, and pride flutters inside me when I see it.

He’s giving me his approval, and I won’t let him down.

Tonight we’re playing Vivaldi’s Four Seasons concerto, a crowd favorite. Though there are a number of small solos throughout the pieces, Charlotte was referring to Winter when she asked if I could play the solo. It’s a challenging, fast-paced movement within the last concerto, and I’ve been practicing it every day since we were first told we’d be performing it during our winter season.

Though I never expected to have to take Eleanor’s place, I know I can play it just as well as she can.

I’m prepared. I can do this.
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When it comes time to play Winter, my jitters are completely gone. This stage, these lights, these strings—this is my home, where I belong, where I can express myself in ways I could never hope to with words.

The first movement starts with the low strings, and I tighten my hand about my bow as their deep tones resonate across the stage and through the auditorium. The violas join in, followed by the second violins, and then the first violins.

My solo is moments away. Mr. Edrington’s gaze falls on me, his expression stern, salt-and-pepper hair tousled from his expressive conducting. He takes a breath, and the other strings fall silent as I fly into the solo.

Fingers dancing across the strings, I close my eyes and let the music carry me. The notes ring through the auditorium, crisp and sharp and clear, and elation rises inside my chest. The strings engage in a back-and-forth, falling silent for my solos, then coming back in, the pace shifting from slow to fast and back again.

I don’t even have to think as I play; music is my first language, and understanding its tongue has always come easy to me. It’s human conversation I struggle with, the jokes that go over my head and the small talk that makes me feel like shriveling up in agony. But here, with my violin singing out its notes and my fingers moving effortlessly across the strings, I feel understood, accepted, part of something bigger.

I draw out the final note with a thick, beautiful vibrato. My eyes meet Mr. Edrington’s, and as the piece fades into silence, a grin stretches across his usually stoic face. He gestures for me to stand and take a bow, and as I do, applause erupts. My smile is big and beaming as I take one more bow, and tears prick my eyes.

I did it.
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“Great job, Nora.”

“You were on fire tonight!”

“Beautiful solo.”

The compliments fly at me from left and right, both from familiar faces and from members of the ensemble that I’ve barely spoken to before. I’m given handshakes and hugs, and Mr. Edrington puts a bouquet of roses into my arms when he finds me in the greenroom.

“Phenomenal. Flawless.” He leans in to kiss me on the cheek, and I have to blink the mist out of my eyes. “Brava, Ms. Miller.”

“Thank you,” I say, my voice small in the overwhelmingly loud space.

The other musicians are celebrating, laughing, and packing their instruments away. Bow ties hang loose from necks, and heels have been abandoned for bare feet. The greenroom is raucous and lively, and before I can say anything else to our director, Charlotte sweeps in and pulls him away.

“Well done, Nora,” she says over her shoulder as she goes, and I give her a small smile.

“Drinks at the Rog?” one of the cellists says, and a chorus of approval goes up around him.

Though my fellow musicians smile and offer parting compliments as they leave, they don’t extend an invitation. But I’m not surprised. I’ve declined so many offers for after-show drinks that they don’t bother inviting me anymore.

It’s not that I don’t want to know them; it’s that I get anxious in big groups. Playing a Vivaldi solo is one thing, but exchanging lighthearted banter with my peers is something completely different and way more terrifying.

So, instead of going out for drinks with the others, I take the bouquet and head home alone.

It’s a cool January evening, and I drive through Los Angeles with the window down. Winters here are nothing like winters at home. Having grown in up Denver, I’m used to ice and snow and white Christmases; moving here was a shock to my system. But it’s been three years, and LA is starting to feel friendlier, if not yet like home.

My condo is just outside the city. My parents and I split the down payment when I first moved here; Dad said I didn’t need to throw my money away in rent. I smile as I think about him. I was home for Christmas and New Year’s, and it’s a bit lonely now, being back in the city, where everything moves so fast that it makes me feel slow.

I pull up to my condo and park my 2013 Honda Civic in the one-car garage. Then I lug my violin case, bouquet, and garment bag up the stairs and into the house. As soon as the door closes, peace settles over me. I left my rock salt lamp on before I left, so it now casts a warm orange glow across my small living room and kitchen.

A tinkling bell sounds from the bedroom, and a moment later, Margot comes strutting into the kitchen, her sleek black coat gleaming in the low light. I set everything on the floor, then scoop her into my arms and bury my face in her soft fur.

“I missed you,” I say. In response, she rubs her cheek against mine and purrs into my ear. “How about dinner?”
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After feeding Margot and calling my parents to tell them about my performance (Dad was so proud he actually got choked up on the call), I pull leftover lettuce wraps out of the fridge and settle down on my couch.

I’ve been hooked on playing Legend of Volthorn, a new open-world RPG that came out just in time for Christmas, and it’s pretty much all I do when I’m not rehearsing, performing, or sleeping.

A sense of calm washes over me as I grab the controller and power up the PS5. Margot hops up beside me and sniffs one of my lettuce wraps before turning her nose up at it and going to lie down on the fluffy orange pillow at the other end of the couch.

“Suit yourself,” I say, then take a bite while pulling Tribe up on my phone. Pictures of my peers out for drinks, laughing and smiling and hugging, appear in my feed, and my brow creases as I scroll through them.

They all look so happy, so comfortable, so carefree. I’m not sure that could ever be me. I’m too anxious, too quiet, too . . . me.

Locking my phone, I toss it onto the coffee table, then prop my feet up, take another bite of lettuce wrap, and settle in for a full night of gaming.


chapter 2

“WHAT?” I GAWK DOWN AT the seven-dollar box of salad greens in my hand. “Seven dollars?” I grumble, scowling at the organic baby spinach as if it’s wronged me. With a sigh, I put it back on the refrigerated shelf and reach for the fresh romaine instead; it’s better not to pay for the plastic anyway.

I’m just slipping the romaine into my canvas shopping bag when my phone rings. My hands are wet from the lettuce, and I wipe them hurriedly on my jeans before digging into my purse and yanking my phone out. It’s from the concert hall, which is weird, because they never call me.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Nora Miller? This is Meredith, from the front office. How are you?”

“Oh, um, fine.” I tuck the phone between my ear and shoulder and continue pushing my tiny cart through the fresh produce section. I still need beets, carrots, and—

“We got an interesting call for you this morning,” Meredith says, sounding almost giddy.

“For me?” I’m only half paying attention. The beets are a glorious purple red, and they’re calling my name. I grab a bundle of them and toss them into my bag with the romaine.

“You’re not going to believe this.”

She pauses for a moment, probably trying to build the suspense, but I’m already moving on, looking for the carrots I’ll need for my potato soup tonight.

“It was an agent . . . for Loaded God Complex.”

My search for the carrots stops abruptly.

Did I hear her right?

Loaded God Complex?

I know their music vaguely, just from hearing their songs on the radio during my commute to and from the concert hall. They’re a popular rock band with a lead singer who’s often on the front covers of those glossy magazines in the checkout lines.

“What do they want?” I ask, now standing stock-still in the middle of the aisle. A woman glares at me and wheels her cart around mine with a distinct air of frustration, and I quickly move to the side and out of the way.

“I don’t know. To talk to you, but they didn’t tell me what about. The agent gave me her number to give to you. Are you ready for it?”

“Oh, yeah, hang on.” I dig into my purse for a pen and an old business card from a lady who did my eyebrows once. “Go ahead.”

She reads off the number, and I jot it down, then slip the business card and pen back into my purse.

“Okay, thanks.”

“You’ll tell me what she has to say?” Meredith asks.

“Um, s-sure.”

She lets out an excited squeal, and then another phone rings somewhere behind her. “Hey, gotta go, but call her right away! Okay, bye!”

“Bye.”

The line clicks, and I stand there for a second, staring down at my phone in a stupor.

Loaded God Complex? Really? That can’t be right. Hopefully that isn’t right. What could they possibly want with a classical violinist?

I shove my phone back into my purse, then resume my search for the carrots, trying to put the whole thing out of my head for the time being.
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BACK HOME, I UNLOAD THE groceries, crack open a coconut water, and stare at the number I jotted down on the business card.

This is just the agent, I remind myself. It’s not like I’ll be calling the band directly.

I’m the type of person who practices what I’m going to say to the guy at the curry restaurant before I call to place an order, but I have no idea what to expect with this phone call, no way to prepare for it.

I have to call though. Meredith will want to know what the agent had to say, and I am curious. How could I not be?

Taking a deep breath, I pick up my phone, dial the number, and double-check to make sure it’s right. Then I hit the call button, and my heart rate skyrockets.

It rings once, twice.

Maybe I’ll get to leave a message.

I love leaving messages. It’s so much easier than—

“Hi, this is Ashton Montgomery.”

My mouth goes dry. For a moment, I forget what I’m calling for. Then, pulling myself together, I stutter, “H-hi, my name’s Nora Miller. The LA Orchestra said—”

“Nora! Yes! God, I’m so glad you called.” Ashton’s voice is feminine and confident, and I can picture her walking on a treadmill while drinking a protein shake and making calls to all the big names in the industry. “I was at your concert last night, and that solo blew me away. God, I’m getting goose bumps just thinking about it.” She laughs, and I try to laugh too, but it sounds slightly forced, so I stop.

“Thank you,” I say, but I’m not sure what to say next, so I just leave it at that. This is usually where an awkward pause would happen, but Ashton jumps right in.

“So, here’s the thing. I work with Loaded God Complex, and we’re looking for a violinist to play strings on a new track. Hearing you last night, I think you’d be a perfect fit. You’d still need to come in and audition, of course, but the spot is as good as yours.”

She pauses, and maybe she thinks I’ll squeal or scream or faint or something, but I just sit there, mute, trying to process what she just said. After a moment, she laughs.

“Well, what do you think?”

What do I think? I don’t know what to think. My brain froze up as soon as she said “perfect fit.”

“You want me to play on the track?” I finally say, blinking as if coming out of a coma. “Are you sure?”

There’s that laugh again, so pretty and light and bubbly. I wish I laughed like that.

“I’m absolutely sure. But like I said, we’d need you to audition first. Would tomorrow work? Around noon?”

This is the moment where most people would respond with an emphatic yes, but I can’t. I need to think about this, wrap my brain around the idea that I could possibly play strings on a track for the most popular rock band in the country.

“Um . . . Can I take some time to think about it?”

Now Ashton does go quiet. A beat passes, then two, and I picture her looking down at the phone in confusion, probably wondering if I’ve lost my mind.

“Yeah, of course,” she finally says. “But things are moving fast, so can you let me know today?”

“Sure, I can do that.”

“Okay, great. Just give me a call back at this number. And you really were phenomenal last night. You’d be such a great fit!”

I let out another one of those forced laughs. “Okay, thank you. I’ll let you know.”

We say goodbye and hang up, and I slouch back in my chair as if I’ve just run a marathon.

Loaded God Complex. Me. On a track. In a studio.

Together.

How am I supposed to act around rock stars? I can barely befriend the other violinists in my orchestra, let alone celebrities.

Margot wakes up from her nap on the couch and does a big stretch, then trots over and leaps gracefully onto the kitchen table.

“What am I going to do?” I ask her, and she pushes her warm cheek against mine, purring like this is the easiest decision in the world. Then she walks to the patch of sunlight at the other end of the table and begins grooming herself. “Big help,” I grumble.

Grabbing my phone, I call my mom, and she answers on the first ring.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

“Mom, I just got the weirdest phone call.”

I convey it to her, and my heart starts pounding again. Once I’m done, she sits quietly on the other end. The furnace hums softly in the background. I check the temps in Denver every day, and they got six inches of snow today, so Dad’s probably out with his snowblower. He loves anything with an engine, and I’ll bet he’s offering to clear all the neighbors’ driveways as well.

“So?” I say, standing to go stare out my kitchen window. “What do you think?”

After a moment, Mom sighs, and I can tell one of her big speeches is coming.

“I think you need to go for it. You’re so talented, honey, and the world needs to see that! You can’t play second chair forever. This could be life-changing.”

Fear grips me, twists my stomach into a knot. “But—”

“And I know it scares you,” she says, cutting me off before I can come up with an excuse for why I can’t play, “but you can’t run away from these things. Imagine how disappointed you’d be if you turned this down and then had to listen to some other violinist play the part that was meant for you.”

I hadn’t thought of that, but she’s right. I’d never forgive myself.

I’m silent for a few beats, and I can all but see that proud little smile she gets when she’s talked me into doing something I don’t want to do.

“Let me know how it goes,” she says, and I groan.
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ASHTON WAS ELATED WHEN I told her I’d come in for an audition. Now a little note is hanging from the calendar in my kitchen, staring at me from across the room. LGC Audition @ 12. I glare at it while I sit at my kitchen table, my laptop open in front of me and a hot cup of tea steaming to my right.

I pull up a new browser tab and type Loaded God Complex into the search bar. Thousands of results pop up: songs, music videos, upcoming shows, and news articles—mostly about their lead singer and guitarist, Dex Reid.

His picture is all over the internet, and he’s usually either shirtless and showing off his plethora of tattoos or is being danced on by half-naked women with boobs so perfect and round that they can’t be real—at least, mine certainly don’t look like that.

I keep scrolling. Most of the recent stories are about Dex and Serena White, an actress even I know. According to the tabloids, they were the hot new thing this past summer, but they called it quits before Christmas. There are a ton of photos of them together, and she’s gorgeous: blond hair, big blue eyes, designer clothes that look like they were made for her.

Well, they probably were.

I click away from their photos and choose a song at random, “Last Night.” It starts with an electric guitar, the string noise amplified to the point it almost makes me flinch. The drums come in, followed by Dex’s vocals. He’s got a rough quality to his voice, a masculine edge that makes me lean almost imperceptibly closer to the screen and hit the volume button so I can hear him more clearly. I stare off into space as he holds a high note I wouldn’t have thought him capable of, and a tingle goes down my spine.

As soon as the song ends, I close my laptop and sit back from the table.

“Shit,” I whisper. Margot opens one yellow eye to look at me from where she’s lying on the back of the couch. “What did I get myself into?”


chapter 3

I CAN’T BELIEVE I LET my mom talk me into this.

I’m sitting in the parking lot outside the building where I’m supposed to have my audition. There’s no name on the building, just a number, and I’m afraid I’m at the wrong place. What if I walk in there and they have no idea what I’m doing here? Or what if I can’t find the right place and have to walk around looking like an idiot with a violin case?

These are the worries that keep me up at night.

I check my face in the rearview mirror. While I don’t usually wear makeup, I put some on today, hoping to bolster my confidence and amplify the flecks of green in my brown eyes. A touch of mascara is smeared under my left eye, so I swipe it away, run a hand through my straight mousy-brown hair, and force myself to get out of the Civic.

Filling the parking lot around me are cars that feel too expensive to even look at, let alone drive. I parked far away so there’d be no way I could scratch any of them with my car door. That’s the last thing I need today.

After grabbing my violin case from the back seat, I lock the car and head toward the building. Maybe it doesn’t have a sign outside because they don’t want groupies hanging around.

Is that even a thing still? Groupies?

I think of one of the shirtless pictures of Dex I saw on the internet last night and answer my question with conviction: yes, groupies are still a thing, and he probably has hordes of them.

The door is unlocked, which makes me think I am in the right place. Inside, the air is temperate and smells like coffee. The floors are polished, the décor is modern, and the woman sitting behind the front desk has a blowout that probably cost more than my monthly mortgage payment.

“Can I help you?” she says, and then her gaze goes to my violin case. “Oh, you must be Nora.” She glances down at something written on the desk, then stands, revealing a lean body draped in a leather jacket and tastefully ripped jeans. “Ashton told me you’d be coming in today. Follow me please.”

She sets off down the hallway, her Converse gleaming white under the lights, and I follow behind her, wishing I’d worn something, I don’t know, cooler? On second thought, I probably don’t own anything the people in this building would consider cool. My skinny jeans will have to do.

The woman leads me down the hallway, off of which are multiple doors, offices, and studios.

“You can warm up in here,” she says, stepping back and gesturing to an open doorway. “Do you have the music?”

“Uh, no,” I say, clutching the handle on my violin case for dear life.

“I’ll grab the sheet music. One sec.”

She heads back down the hall and ducks into an office, then returns a moment later with sheets in her hand. “Here you go. Ashton should be around in twenty minutes or so.”

I take them from her and smile. “Okay, thanks.”

With that, she sets off back toward the front desk, and I step into the empty room. I’m not sure if it would be considered rude to shut the door, so I push it halfway closed with my boot, leaving it just cracked. After setting my case down, I peel out of my long jacket and drape it over the back of a chair. Then I grab the sheet music and adjust the black metal stand. Once I’ve got it where I want it, I carefully rosin up my bow, remove my violin from its velvet-lined case, and tune the strings.

I glance at the key signature: C major. Common.

With a breath, I lift my bow to the strings and start sight-reading the piece. It’s fast-paced, though nothing I’m not used to. After a couple playthroughs, I feel pretty confident about it. There’s one section, a solo, that’s a bit trickier than the rest of the piece, so I focus my attention on those bars. My brow creases in focus as I shift my fingers across the D and A strings, then slur the notes and draw out a delicate vibrato.

I take a breath and nod. It’s a rather straightforward piece; it won’t be any problem to perform.

The silence is punctuated by clapping, and a jolt goes up my spine. Slowly, I turn to glance over my shoulder.

And my heart nearly stops.

Dex Reid stands in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe with the kind of casual sexiness that I’m pretty sure you have to be born with. He’s wearing acid-washed skinny jeans, a baggy black tee, and a backward hat. His arms are tattooed from the fingertips up, the blackwork so heavily done that I can barely see his pale skin through the ink.

All I can do is stare at him, frozen in place. And he stares back.

I’m not sure how much time passes, but it feels like a lifetime. When I still don’t say anything, Dex laughs.

“Hey.” His voice isn’t as rough as it was on the track I heard last night, but it stills sends a wave of nerves fluttering through my veins.

“H-hi,” I say back. My voice is tiny, timid.

Dex lingers for another moment, his gaze sweeping over me quickly, and when he smiles, I notice his lip ring. He flicks it with his tongue, then pushes off the doorframe and saunters away.

Just like that, he’s gone, and I’m standing in the room alone, my heart thundering in my chest.

A feminine voice says something from down the hall, and I’m still in the same place when a woman pushes through the open door.

“Nora!” she says, holding her arms out for a hug.

I return the odd embrace, then step back and smile.

“I’m Ashton,” she says. “We spoke on the phone yesterday.”

“Oh, right. Nice to meet you.”

Her dark hair is curled, and a stylish blazer hugs her generous curves. The smile she gives me is big and bright, oozing friendliness. Her casual demeanor puts me immediately at ease.

“You ready for the audition?” she asks, and I nod. “Great. Let’s go.”
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MY AUDITION GOES SMOOTHLY. I play the piece once, and then they ask to hear the solo on its own. When I’m done, the two women and one man look at one another, smile, and immediately offer me the job. And without much thought, I take it.

“I’m so excited!” Ashton says as she walks me out of the studio. I keep glancing around, looking for any sign of Dex, but I don’t see him. “I swear, I heard you play that Winter solo, and I knew we needed you on this track.”

“Thanks,” I say as we step into the balmy air. I’m still not quite used to how warm it is here during the winter. It must be nearly sixty degrees out today. “I appreciate the opportunity.”

She smiles at me like I just said something cute, or funny, or . . . I don’t know, odd?

“Did you meet Dex?” she asks, and my heart starts its irregular thumping again.

“Tattoos, long blond hair, ripped jeans?”

Ashton laughs. “That’s him.”

“Then yes.”

“Good. I didn’t know he was going to be here today, but I’m glad you met him. You’ll meet the rest of the band in the studio. Can you be here Thursday? Around noon again?”

I mentally run through my schedule of rehearsals and concerts. I’ve got rehearsals on Wednesday and Friday and concerts on Saturday and Sunday.

“Thursday works.”

“Great!” Ashton pulls me in for another sweet-smelling hug, then steps away. “I’ll see you then, okay?”

“Okay.”

She waves, then heads back into the studio, leaving me on the sidewalk.

For some reason, I feel like a tornado just ripped through everything around me, and I’m left standing in the silence and the rubble after the storm has passed.

What have I done?


chapter 4

“I’M SO PROUD OF YOU! You were afraid, and you did it anyway.”

I roll my eyes, but a smile tugs on my lips as I plop down onto the couch. “Thanks, Dad. Is Mom around?”

“Uh, I don’t think so. Hang on. Elaine!”

I hold the phone away from my ear and wince. A second later, Dad gets back on the line.

“I think she left already. She started playing pickleball at the rec center.”

“Pickleball? What’s that?”

“It’s like tennis, I think. Different ball though.”

I laugh and shake my head. “Okay. Can you have her call me later?”

“Of course. Want me to wait for you to tell her the good news?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Dad. Love you.”

“Love you too, hon.”

We hang up, and I set my phone on the coffee table next to my laptop. Though I know I probably shouldn’t, I grab the computer and open it to my browser, then pull up an image search of Dex.

And there he is, hundreds of photos of him looking ridiculously sexy, whether he’s performing onstage, drinking a beer, or doing a kickflip on a skateboard. I click on a recent one, and it expands to fit my screen.

He’s looking directly at the camera, tousled blond hair hanging around his face, his blue eyes narrowed in focus. And as I look into them, I feel a tingle in my belly, a butterfly that most certainly shouldn’t be there.

Dex is a celebrity. A rock star. A sex icon.

And I’m just Nora. A second-chair violinist. A gamer who’d rather talk to her cat than another human being.

If the photos and music videos and news articles are to be trusted, Dex likes wild, rich, promiscuous women who’ll drink Jack and chain-smoke cigarettes and dress in skimpy outfits for nights out at the club.

And that’s not me. Not by a long shot.

A twinge of self-consciousness crushes that stupid butterfly fluttering aimlessly in my stomach, and I shut my laptop screen with a snap.

I’m not Dex’s type, and besides, I don’t even know him. I’ll play on the track, and then I’ll go back to my second-chair spot in the orchestra and dream about the day I’ll get promoted to concertmistress. And that’s all there is to it.

I’m determined not to think of him again.


chapter 5

BY THE TIME THURSDAY ROLLS around, I’ve not looked Dex up once. I told myself I wouldn’t think about him again, and I’ve stuck to it.

Today’s my first rehearsal with the band, and to say I’m nervous is an understatement. I could barely sleep last night, and even Legend of Volthorn didn’t calm me down. When gaming can’t take my mind off something, I know it’s serious.

And playing with Loaded God Complex is super serious.

To prepare, I looked up the other members of the band—while steering clear of anything Dex related.

There are three other band members: Lucas Moore, guitarist; Michael Sanchez, bassist; and Sebastian Harris, drummer and part-time pianist. From what I’ve found online, Michael is married, but I don’t know about the other two. I just hope they’ll be friendly; rock stars aren’t exactly known for their amiability.

Driving through LA, I focus on the insane drivers and blaring horns, and it’s enough to distract me from the panic curling in my stomach. But as soon as I pull into the parking lot at the recording studio, my nervousness comes racing back in.

I park in the corner of the lot, away from all the other cars, and take a moment to close my eyes and take a few deep breaths.

In. One, two, three.

Out. One, two, three.

Whenever I get really nervous about something, I try to remind myself to take a few deep breaths and—

“Hey!”

The sudden loud voice makes me jump, and I whip my head toward the window. Standing on the other side of the glass is Sebastian Harris, the drummer. He’s got short dark hair and the type of pretty face you’d expect a quarterback to have. His smile is wide as I pull the key from the ignition and step out.

“You’re Nora, right? I’m Sebastian.” He holds out a hand, and thanks to his baggy tank, it’s impossible not to notice his bulging biceps. Did he get those from playing the drums? No, that’s gotta be from the gym. They’re huge.

“Um, yeah. Hi.” I put my hand in his, and his grip is firm.

“This is gonna be so sweet. We’ve wanted to get a violin on a track for forever.” He waits while I fetch my violin case from the back seat, then heads toward the studio with me. “Dex said you’re wicked good.”

A jolt goes through me, and those nervous butterflies in my stomach start swarming like crazy.

Not good.

“H-he did?”

“Yeah, dude. Said you totally shred.” Sebastian shoves me playfully, but he’s so big that it nearly knocks me over. “Shit, sorry.” He runs a hand over his cropped hair and smiles bashfully.

It makes me smile back—for real.

He holds the door open for me, and we step into the studio. That same blond woman is sitting behind the desk. She barely glances at Sebastian as he walks up.

“Hey, Morgan.” He leans on the desk, and even I can tell he’s trying to casually flex his biceps at her.

She must notice it too, because one of her brows arches in the corner, and the expression she gives him is withering.

“Hey nothing. Get off my desk.”

“Damn, I said I was sorry. Can’t we just—”

“Hi, Nora,” the woman, Morgan, says. She seems a bit friendlier today. “The studio’s open, and you can head on in. Do you want anything? Coffee? Sparkling water?”

“A water would be great.” I tighten my hand around my violin case. “Thank you.”

Morgan stands up and pushes around Sebastian with disinterest. “It’s right through there.” She points. “I’ll grab you that water.”

“Thanks.” I head toward the open door, and voices drift out into the hall. Taking one more deep breath, I step through the doorway.

Two guys are already here, one on the couch and one on the rolling chair in front of the mixer. They both look over when I walk in, and the guy on the couch stands up to shake my hand.

“Hey, Nora. I’m Michael.” He has dark eyes and hair and dazzlingly white teeth.

I put my hand in his and give it a gentle shake. I’d ask how he knows my name, but I’m guessing not many violinists come through here.

“Hey,” I say, voice small.

The other guy rolls over in the rolling chair but doesn’t bother to stand up. “Lucas,” he says, and then he shakes my hand as well.

A brief silence falls over us, but thankfully, Morgan walks up behind me a second later. “Here you go.” She offers me a glass bottle of sparkling water—the expensive stuff—and I take it with a grateful smile. Then her eyes shift to Michael and Lucas. “Behave yourselves. All of you!” She raises her voice at the end, and Sebastian laughs from somewhere down the hall.

“Come in,” Michael says, stepping back to gesture at the couch.

I move into the studio and take a seat, setting my violin case down on the floor beside me.

“This place is cool,” I say as I take in the elaborate controls on the mixer and the booth beyond.

“Ever recorded in a place like this?” Michael asks. Beyond him, Lucas rolls around in his chair some more, looking bored and slightly hungover.

“No.” I shake my head. “I play onstage mostly.”

“Sweet. I’ve never played with a classical violinist before.”

Lucas laughs, and Michael cuts him a sharp look.

“Shut up. You know what I mean.”

My lips curl into a smile, and I crack the top on my water as Sebastian walks in. The three of them do some weird handshake while I take a sip. Then Sebastian plops down onto the couch right between me and Michael, crushing us both.

“Dude, fuck off,” Michael grumbles.

“Don’t hog Nora,” Sebastian says. “I wanna sit with her too.”

“You’re such an idiot.” Lucas runs a hand over his buzzed blond hair, looking disinterested.

Sebastian kicks his rolling chair and sends it zooming across the studio and crashing into the wall. A second later, Morgan yells a sharp reprimand from the front desk.

I think I’m starting to understand her a little better.

The three guys talk and mess around for the next ten minutes, trying to include me in their conversation where they can, and then a man and a woman walk in. They introduce themselves as Naomi and Wes and welcome me to the studio, and then Wes tells Lucas to “get the hell out of my chair.”

Naomi looks at her watch and puts her other hand on her hip. “Where’s Dex?” she asks, her gaze cutting to the three guys.

“Don’t look at me,” Lucas grumbles from where he’s now leaning against the wall, scrolling on his phone. “I haven’t seen him.”

“He’s late. Again. I told him last time that—”

“Chill, Naomi. Shit.”

That voice.

I don’t look up at first, though I see movement in my peripheral vision, a figure darkening the doorway.

“You know we have a tight schedule,” Naomi snaps back.

“Yeah, and I also know we’re the biggest name you produce for, so unless you wanna go back to kissing ass for Nickelback . . .”

Naomi lets out an aggravated huff, and when I finally look up, her dark eyes are narrowed and her arms are crossed over her chest.

Sebastian and Lucas chuckle under their breath, but Michael looks appropriately shamefaced. No wonder he’s the married one.

My gaze drifts to the right, and standing just over Michael’s shoulder is Dex. He’s got on dark sunglasses and a backward hat, and his lips tip up when I finally look at him.

“What’s up?” he says.

God, I hate when people ask that. I never know what to say. Are you supposed to say “what’s up” back, or are they actually asking what’s up with you?

I figure saying less is the safer option, so I settle for “Hey.”

Naomi takes a seat in front of the mixer while Dex pulls off his sunglasses. He’s got Kobain vibes—long blond hair, stubble on his chin—but with a rougher edge. He’s wearing a baggy black hoodie and tight black jeans, and when he hangs his sunglasses from the neck of his hoodie, I notice the tattoos and rings on his fingers.

I suddenly think about how the rest of his body is tattooed, and it makes my face heat up, so I look quickly away. That thought is very much off-limits.

The producers give us direction, but the guys seem to be barely listening. I take in every word they say while simultaneously trying to keep my hands from shaking with nerves. When the band heads into the sound booth, I take a moment to pull out my violin, rosin up my bow, and catch my breath.

“Hey,” Naomi says before I can step into the booth. “You’re gonna do great in there. Don’t let those losers get you down.” She smiles, and her teeth are gleaming white against her dark skin.

“Thanks,” I whisper. Holding my violin close, I head into the booth.

The band’s instruments were already waiting here, so all Sebastian has to do is pull his drum sticks out of his back pocket while the other three grab their instruments off their stands and sling them over their shoulders. Dex plays a quick riff on his electric guitar, and it’s so loud I startle when he strums the first chord. He must notice, because he gives me a sideways smile, his lip ring catching the overhead light.

“Do you need to tune up, Nora?” Naomi asks through the speaker, and I nod.

I tuned before I left the house, but jostling along in the car could’ve caused the strings to slip and become untuned.

Beside me, Dex plays an A on his guitar, and I glance over at him before bowing the A string and making slight microadjustments with the fine tuners. I run through the other three strings, then give a small nod.

Most of my morning was spent ensuring I’d memorized the piece, and now I’m extremely grateful for it, because no one else in the band has sheet music in front of them, and no one seemed to think to provide it for me.

Score one for my incessant need to anxiously plan and prepare.

“All right, here’s how this is gonna go,” Wes says. He walks us through the process, though I expect he’s just doing it for my benefit. “Got all that?”

I nod again. Seems like all I can do, given my lips are glued together with nerves.

“Let’s do it.”

The guys shift around me, stepping up to different microphones. I look down at the one in front of me and remind myself not to bump it while I’m playing. Behind me, the drum set is surrounded by multiple mics, all pointing in slightly different directions. There are big rugs underfoot, I’m assuming to dampen the sound, and a few stools, though no one’s using one.

“No pressure on this first playthrough, Nora,” Naomi says. “Ease into it.”

“That’s what she said,” Lucas mumbles, and Sebastian laughs from his seat at the drum set.

We’re doing a full playthrough first, just to get a feel for it, and then the producers said we’ll track instruments individually. I don’t understand about half of what they say, so I just keep nodding and waiting for someone to tell me when I’m supposed to play.

“Here we go,” Wes says.

Everyone gets ready. I adjust my grip on my bow and take a breath.

Then they’re counting us in, and the song starts with bass and drums. Michael nods his head as he plays, and Sebastian has a focused look on his face as he pounds out the first and third beats of the four-four rhythm on the kick drum.

Lucas and Dex come in next. Without meaning to, I watch Dex intently, drawn in by the way his fingers move across the strings. Dex glances up at me, and after meeting his gaze briefly, I turn quickly away.

My intro is coming up in six measures, five, four . . .

I lift my bow to the strings and home in on the notes the others are playing.

And then I join in, drawing the bow over the strings, letting my fingers move of their own volition. As soon as I start to play, my nerves melt away.

Compared to orchestral arrangements, this piece is child’s play, though I’d never say that to the band. The song is upbeat, energetic, and it’s easy to lose myself in it.

The song is only a few minutes long, much shorter than I’m used to. My solo is already coming up.

The bass and rhythm guitar fade out, which leaves me on violin, Dex on lead guitar, and Sebastian on the drums.

The guitar stops, and I crescendo into the solo. My eyes close. All I hear is my own playing and Sebastian’s consistent rhythm on the kick behind me.

I still have my eyes closed when Dex’s guitar comes back in, and then my playing decrescendos into silence, and I open my eyes to watch him play.

He’s concentrating, his eyes down on the frets, and I like watching the way his left hand moves up and down the neck of the guitar, his tendons flexing under his tattooed skin. Something about it makes me warm.

Those butterflies are back again. Not the nervous ones. The other ones.

Pulling my attention away from him, I join in with the violin once more, and the bass and rhythm guitar pick up again soon after. We shift into the outro, and just like that, our first playthrough is complete.

A beat of silence passes, and then Sebastian lets out an energetic whoop.

“Fuck yeah! That violin sounds so sick!”

Lucas takes a step toward me and offers his fist for a bump, and I shyly return it, which makes his green eyes crinkle with a smile. “That’s pretty sweet,” he says.

Michael gives me a short applause. Then my gaze shifts to Dex. He’s wearing that same expression he had on his face the day he listened to me in the warm-up room: a bit of a lazy smirk, just twisted enough that I’m not sure if he’s smiling at me or laughing at me. It’s unsettling.

“All right,” Naomi says, calling my attention away from Dex. “Good first run. Let’s track drums now.”

Each instrument gets tracked individually, and the producers start layering the sounds over one another. We’re given headphones so we can hear the music as we play, and I’m not nearly as nervous when it’s time to track the violin.

“Just play it straight through,” Naomi says. “If you make a mistake, stop, and we’ll rerecord it.”

The music starts in my headphones: drums and bass, then rhythm and lead guitar. I’m the last to track, so everyone else has already recorded, and they’re lounging about on the stools now, all eyes on me.

I start to play, and everything is going great—until I turn and catch Dex staring at me.

His sideways smile has turned into a big beaming grin, and he’s leaning forward on his stool, his eyes laser focused on me. I keep playing, but my eyes are locked on his, and I can’t seem to look away. He flicks his lip ring again, and I completely mangle the measure I’m playing.

“Stop!” Wes calls.

My cheeks burn as I finally tear my eyes away from Dex and lower my violin.

What’s gotten into me? There’s no reason I should’ve messed that measure up.

“Mr. Reid, leave the girl alone,” Wes says, and I know I’m about to melt into a puddle of embarrassment. “Ms. Miller, take it from the last measure.”

I nod and lift my violin once more.

From here on out, I’m not looking Dex’s way again.
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Once we’ve wrapped the recording for the rhythm section, the producers call it a day. I’m so grateful we’re done; I’m not sure I could take another minute in that room with Dex.

Despite what the producer said, Dex kept staring at me from across the room, and not in a vaguely curious sort of way; no, he was staring in that way you stare when you see someone you know from a distance or a few cars over and you’re desperately trying to get their attention with nothing but your eyes. But I didn’t give him the satisfaction.

After that first blunder, I stayed completely focused, and we finished my tracking with little fanfare. Now I’m wiping my violin down and putting it away while the band chats behind me.

“Nice job today, Nora,” Naomi tells me when I straighten up.

“Thanks. That was . . . fun.”

I wasn’t sure it would be, but it was. There’s something invigorating about playing live music with other musicians, and there was a special spark with the band that can be hard to achieve with such a large orchestra.

“I’m not sure if or when we’ll need you again, but I’ll let you know.” She gives me a quick hug, then leaves the room with Wes, and I’m left feeling unsure.

Is that it? Was this the only time I’ll get to play with the band? It makes sense, I guess, since they’ll be recording vocals next and certainly don’t need me for that. But in a small way, I’m a bit disappointed.

With my violin put away, there’s nothing left for me to do except leave. I pick up my case and head toward the door.

“Nora, wait!” Sebastian jogs over to me. “Thanks for playing with us.” He holds his fist out like Lucas did earlier, and I bump it with mine.

“I enjoyed it,” I say.

His eyes crinkle in the corners when he smiles.

The others notice I’m leaving. Michael gives me a friendly hug, and Lucas just lifts a hand lazily from across the room.

“I’ll walk out with you,” Dex says.

I have no idea how to respond, so I just stand there in the doorway while he gives the guys parting fist bumps and handshakes. Then he’s heading my way, and I quickly slip through the door and start down the hall.

I can feel him walking behind me. His proximity makes heat rise in my stomach.

What is wrong with me? He’s just walking with me, for god’s sake.

“See ya later, Nora,” Morgan says from the front desk as I walk by. “Bye, Dex.” Her voice takes on a feminine edge, and when I glance over at her, she’s watching Dex like a lioness about to devour her prey.

He smiles back but doesn’t say anything as he slips his mirrored sunglasses on and eases around me to push through the door. I step through after him, and then we’re on the sidewalk in the weirdly warm winter air.

“Um, I’m parked over here,” I say, pointing vaguely in the direction of my car.

“Sweet.” He puts his hands in his tight jeans pockets, then steps off the curb toward my Honda.

I follow a step after him, trying not to admire his long legs and easy stride.

Why is he even doing this?

When we get to my car, I quickly unlock it and slip my case into the back, then close the door and turn to face him.

“Well, I—”

“Are you on Tribe?” he asks suddenly.

When I look up at him, all I see is myself reflected in his sunglasses—straight hair, brown eyes, a splash of freckles across my nose. A silver cross hangs from one of his earlobes, and the hint of a chain is visible beneath the neck of his baggy hoodie.

“Uh, yeah.”

“What’s your handle?” He pulls his phone out of his back pocket, and I’m momentarily shocked into silence.

Dex Reid, the lead singer of Loaded God Complex, wants to know my social media handle? This can’t be real life. And I don’t have many photos on there anyway—mostly violins and Margot and the rare selfie.

My long pause causes him to arch a sandy-blond brow at me, and I stutter out my handle for him to look up. His thumbs fly across his phone. Slowly, a furrow forms in his brow.

“You’re not following me,” he says. It almost sounds like a question, but not enough for me to reply.

No, I’m not following him. I’m not the type of person to follow insanely rich, good-looking celebrities on social media. That’s a perfect way to obliterate my self-confidence, and I struggle with that enough as is. No thanks.

A moment later, my phone dings in my pocket, and when I pull it out to look at the notification, my heart thuds hard.

@DexxxReid followed you

I just stare at the notification for a second, too shocked to say anything.

“Aren’t you going to follow me back?” His voice has a playful edge to it, and his lips are quirking up in the corner again. A breeze swirls around us, making his long blond hair and silver cross earring shift in the air. The metal catches the light and gleams.

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

I hit the button to follow him, regretting it all the while. Now how am I supposed to avoid looking at pictures of his ridiculous abs and stupid sexy tattoos when he’s all over my feed? Maybe I’ll mute him later.

Resigning myself to my fate, I lower the phone and look into his reflective sunglasses again. I hate those things; they’re unnerving. All I can see is my own pout and the crease in my brow.

But what’s even more unnerving is Dex’s self-assured smile.

Does he know he’s getting under my skin?

We’re still standing there in silence when a car comes rolling up beside us. It’s a sleek black BMW, and when the driver’s window rolls down, it reveals a brunette with brick-straight hair that looks right out of a shampoo commercial.

“See you around,” Dex says, slipping his phone into his pocket again and backing toward the BMW. “And Nora . . .”

Hearing him say my name does things to my insides that can’t be good for me.

“Hmm?”

“Try not to fall in love with me.” His smile is sharp, and his lip ring winks in the sunlight before he turns and gets into the passenger’s side.

Meanwhile, the brunette gives me a scathing look and rolls her window back up.

A second later, the car speeds out of the parking lot, and I’m left standing next to my Honda with what I can only assume is shock written all over my face.

Once again, my phone dings in my pocket, and this time when I pull it out, I find I’ve got a new comment on one of my pictures of Margot.

@DexxxReid: cute pussy

My cheeks flame with heat. Already, I’m tempted to block him. But for some reason, I can’t bring myself to do it.

Call it curiosity.

Or stupidity.

So instead, I lock my phone and get into my car. The phone dings again, and a jolt goes through me, but when I pick it up, it’s just a picture of a loaf of bread my mom made with her new sourdough starter.

Sighing, I let my head fall back against the headrest and try to calm my beating heart.

This man cannot be good for my health.


chapter 6

A WEEK LATER, MR. EDRINGTON drops a bomb on us.

“It’s with great regret that I must inform you all today that our concertmistress, Eleanor Scott, will be leaving us at the end of the winter season.”

A shock goes through my system. What? When I turn to look at Eleanor, she’s staring straight forward, a small smile on her lips and a misty look in her eyes.

“And so, it goes without saying that we’ll be holding auditions for concertmaster for our next season.”

My heart is beating faster now.

Eleanor’s leaving. Concertmasters typically spend many years in the position, and it’s not often that the spot comes available. I’ve been with the orchestra for three years, and after one year spent with the second violins, I was promoted to second chair, and I’ve sat beside Eleanor ever since.

I want to be concertmistress more than anything, yet I can’t help the dread in my stomach at the thought of auditioning. I have technical knowledge—except for Eleanor, I can play circles around anyone in this orchestra—but I’ve never been a leader, and thinking of my communication skills makes me remember that awkward “H-hi” I gave Dex when I found him standing in the doorway. The memory makes embarrassment curl in my stomach.

My dream is right there, but I’m not ready for it, might not ever be ready for it.

Mr. Edrington claps his hands, startling me out of my thoughts. “So, violinists, think about it. If you plan to audition, let me know. More information will be forthcoming. That’s all for today. Thank you.”

As soon as he steps from the podium, the orchestra comes alive with a flurry of movement, but I just sit there.

Turning toward me, Eleanor offers a gentle smile. Her dark blond hair is swept back into a chignon, and subtle silver strands twinkle at her temples.

“This is your chance,” she says quietly. “Charlotte and Mr. Edrington told me what a phenomenal job you did when you stood in for me. We all know you have the talent, Nora.”

“But I’m not a leader,” I whisper, casting my gaze down to my scuffed black boots. “I could never fill your shoes.”

“Stop that.” Eleanor’s brown eyes narrow, and she puts a comforting hand on my knee. “You can do this. You’d be the youngest concertmistress ever to grace this stage.” Her smile is warm, comforting. “Will you at least think about it?”

I almost laugh; she knows I want this spot, but what she doesn’t know is that I think about it every morning when I get up, every time I rosin my bow, every time she tunes the orchestra instead of me.

“Yeah, I’ll think about it.” I let out a sigh. “Wait, why are you retiring?”

Eleanor takes her hand off my knee and brushes it over her already-smooth hair. “I want to be there for Jasper. This orchestra has been in my blood since I was your age, but it’s time for me to move on. It’s time for me to just be Jasper’s mom.” When she smiles, mist glimmers in her eyes again, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s sad to be leaving or because retiring to be with her son means that much to her. Probably both.

With a sniff, she stands up, and her calf-length skirt rustles as she turns to face me. “I won’t let up. You deserve this, Nora.” Then she squeezes my shoulder gently, and her heeled loafers thump across the stage as she takes her leave.

I stay in my chair for another minute, letting the panic and longing rush through me. Then I take a deep breath and head to the warm-up room to put my violin away. On my way out, Mr. Edrington catches me in the hall.

“You’re going to audition, right?” He words it as a question, but the look on his face makes me think it’s more of a demand.

“Um, I . . . I’m going to think about it.”

His face falls, and I know I’ve disappointed him. But he wouldn’t understand; he’s got more energy and charisma than I could ever hope to possess. His conducting is a performance in and of itself.

“All right,” he says, tone bleak. “Let me know.” Then he steps back into his office and closes the door, leaving me feeling like an absolute failure.

I head out to my car, and it’s a dismally gray day.

As has become a gross habit, I check my phone for notifications, hoping Dex has liked or commented on another one of my photos, but the screen is blank. I haven’t talked to him—or anyone from the label—since that day we recorded, and it feels oddly like it didn’t even happen, like I imagined the whole thing.

Quickly, I navigate to Tribe and turn my notifications off. Maybe I’ll stop incessantly checking my phone now.

After putting my violin case in the back, I get into my car, and almost as soon as I shut the door, my phone rings. I glance down, and a little thrill goes through me when I see it’s Ashton.

Swallowing down my sudden nerves, I take a breath and answer the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Nora, it’s Ashton Montgomery. Got a sec?”

There are noises behind her, voices that sound like they could belong to the band.

“Yeah, sure.”

“Well, we’re in the studio today, and we want to make a change to your solo—we think it’ll make all the difference. Are you available to come in?”

A mix of excitement and fear washes over me. “Yeah, I can come in. When?”

“Um, how about now? I’m about to leave, but Naomi and Wes will be here.”

Now? Meaning I won’t have time to mentally prepare for possibly being in Dex’s presence again? Shit.

“Sure, I can head over.”

“Awesome! You’re the best, Nora. Thank you!”

The line goes dead. I immediately pull the visor down and look at myself in the mirror. My brown hair is pulled back in a casual braid, and I’m not wearing any makeup. But I don’t have time to run home and try to make myself more, I don’t know, cool? Sexy?

Ugh, whatever.

It’s not like they hired me for my looks, and besides, I could spend all day preening before a mirror and still not look half as beautiful as their receptionist. It’d be a waste to even try.

I turn the key in the ignition, and the first song to come on the radio is “Crash Course,” one of Loaded God Complex’s recent releases. I’d typically change the station, but instead, I turn it up.

And I know it’s a bad idea as soon as Dex’s voice washes over me. I lean my head back against the headrest, and what he said that day in the parking lot rushes back.

Try not to fall in love with me.

My insides feel weird when I think about it.

“What an asshole,” I mutter, and then I back out of my spot and head toward the studio.


chapter 7

WHEN I GET TO THE studio, I head right in, and Morgan greets me from her usual post. “They’re recording vocals, but you can go on in and hang out.”

“Okay, thanks.” I give her a friendly smile, and she returns it.

As I head down the hall, I can hear hushed voices.

“He needs to push a bit higher here,” Naomi says, and Wes mumbles his agreement as I step through the doorway. “Dex, let’s run that bridge again.”

Pausing behind them, I look through the big window into the booth, and Dex is standing there alone, leaning into a mic, headphones over his head. He’s wearing a baggy tee with a long-sleeve shirt underneath and tight white jeans with a chain hanging from one hip. His usual backward hat has been replaced by a black beanie, and he’s wearing his sunglasses even though he’s indoors.

Part of me finds it sexy, and the other part wants to roll my eyes.

“Yo, Nora.”

I glance over my shoulder to find Michael sitting on the couch, a laptop propped open on his lap.

“Hey.” I smile, and he reaches out to give me a fist bump, which is starting to feel weirdly normal around this group. “What are you working on?” I ask, and I’m pleasantly surprised by how casual I feel as I go to sit beside him. Of the four band members, he’s probably the easiest to be around.

“Check this out.” He offers me the headphones he was wearing, and I slip them over my ears.

A second later, our song, “Ghost,” starts to play, and my mouth falls open. They’ve recorded the lyrics, and Dex’s voice sounds rough and haunted over the strings.

“I locked away my heart, too scared to feel the pain, but now I’m haunted by the memories that remain. I let her slip away, too scared to face the truth. Now I’m haunted by her absence in this lonely fuckin’ youth.”

It hits my solo, and I listen closer, trying to detect any mistake I might’ve made, but the notes land true.

“Oh my god,” I whisper, shifting the headphones to my neck. “That sounds amazing.”

Michael’s brown eyes crinkle in the corners when he smiles. “Right? Just wait. Here, listen to this.”

I put the headphones back on, and he plays the song again, but this time with different notes layered over where my solo should be. It’s not strings, but I like the sound of it, and when I quirk a brow, he pauses the music.

“I’ve been messing around with your solo for the last week, and the crew agrees we should try this and see how it sounds.”

So, he’s the reason I’m back here again. “Did you write this song?” I ask, and when he nods, I give him an impressed smile. “You’re super talented. I had no idea.” I realize a second later that my words came out wrong, but Michael just laughs.

“Yeah, we all do a bit of writing—except for Lucas, that fuck—but Dex and I wrote this almost exclusively ourselves. I wrote the strings part, but if you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears.”

“I . . . I’ve never written music before. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

He shakes his head. “You’re a musician; it’d feel natural once you started.”

“I guess I’ve never thought about it that way.” I take the headphones from around my neck and hand them back. “I’m so used to playing what others have written, I’ve never considered writing something of my own.”

The producers loop the bridge Dex is working on, and Michael and I go quiet as he sings the lyrics. He’s got a unique sound with an impressive range, and he hits a high note that makes my eyebrows rise.

Beside me, Michael chuckles.

“That’s the one,” Naomi says. “We can wrap it.”

A moment later, Dex walks out of the sound booth, and I try to school my expression into casual disinterest. He pauses for a fraction of a second when he sees me on the couch, then turns to Naomi and starts looking over her shoulder at the three computer screens she’s currently working on.

His lack of greeting feels like a punch in the gut, and I have to remind myself that I’m no one to him. It’s not like we’re friends or something. One cheeky comment on my Tribe page does not a friendship make.

“All right, Nora, you ready to get in there?” Naomi asks, spinning around in her chair to face me. Beside her, Dex leans back against one of the desks and bites his lip ring. I have to look quickly away.

“Yeah. Do you have the music for me?”

“Oh, I do.” Michael rustles around in the shoulder bag by his feet and pulls out a few sheets of handwritten notes. I’ve never played from handwritten music before, but the notes and staff are clearly inked, and I can read it without trouble. Shouldn’t be a problem.

“All right. I’d like to run through it once to get the hang of it, if that’s okay.”

“Of course. We’re ready when you are. Oh, and take these.” She hands me a pair of headphones, which I loop over my neck.

I kneel to open my violin case, and I can feel Dex’s eyes on me while I rosin my bow, but I don’t bother to look at him as I step into the booth. Alone, it’s quiet in here, and knowing everyone is watching from the other side of the glass makes me feel like I’m onstage. But that feeling is almost comforting to me, and my nerves start to melt away as I grab a stand and set up Michael’s handwritten sheet music.

Naomi gives me an A through the headphones, and I tune up quickly.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

“Great. Go ahead.”

I lift my bow to the strings, take a breath, and start to play.

The solo is similar to the original, though it’s slightly more technical, and it feels more passionate somehow. My first playthrough is light, without much in way of flair. I play it through once more, making sure I’m comfortable, and then I give Naomi a nod.

“Okay, recording,” she says through my headphones.

The music starts, and I close my eyes, listening closely to my previously recorded notes to know when to come in. Hitting my cue, I play through the new measures without a hitch.

“Let’s run it again, and slide into that high E in the fifth bar a bit more,” Naomi says through my headphones. “This isn’t the ballet; it can sound dirty.”

Nodding, I try to loosen up. I’m used to the formalities of the orchestra—Mr. Edrington would roast me alive if I slid into a note like that—but it’s a totally different vibe here.

The music starts in my headphones again, and I count myself in. This time as I play, I look up from the sheet music, and Dex is staring directly at me. He’s removed his sunglasses, so I can see his narrowed blue eyes and the slight furrow between his brows. Last time he stared at me like this, it made me mess up, but I won’t do that again.

So I stare back, matching his intensity as the volume crescendos into that dirty high E Naomi wanted. I hit it and draw it out with a fast vibrato that decrescendos into weighty silence amidst a puff of rosin smoke.

On the other side of the glass, Naomi stands up and smiles. “You killed it,” she says. “I think we have what we need.”

When I step out of the booth and into the studio, Dex holds out a hand for a fist bump, and I humor him, considering he’s done acting like he’s ignoring me.

“Impressive,” he says, and even though he says it in that lazy tone of voice I’ve come to know from him, it still sets my insides ablaze.

“Thanks.” I shift my gaze to Michael. “I really like the changes. I think it has a lot more . . . passion.” With Dex still lingering right over my shoulder, my cheeks heat up when I say the word, and I distract myself with putting my violin away.

There’s a commotion from out in the hallway, and Dex sighs.

“About fucking time,” he grumbles right before Lucas and Sebastian walk into the room.

“Nora!” Sebastian’s eyes light up, and he surprises me when he sweeps me into a hug and lifts my feet off the ground. It forces a giggle out of me while my boots kick in the air.

Over Sebastian’s shoulder, Dex’s eyes narrow, and he worries at his lip ring.

Sebastian sets me down. He steps back, a concerned look coming over his face. “Did I miss it?”

“Yeah, that’s what happens when you’re an hour late, fucker,” Dex says.

“Like you’re one to fucking talk,” Lucas says. He’s lounging on the arm of the couch, and when the collar of his hoodie pulls down, it reveals a massive purple hickey on the side of his neck. He notices me staring and winks, and I avert my gaze.

“Listen to this,” Naomi says. She hits a key on the keyboard, sending the audio into the speakers overhead.

They’ve already layered my new solo into the song, and as I listen to it played back, I start to smile.

“That sounds sick!” Sebastian says. “Damn, Nora!”

The guys give me a mix of looks: a beaming smile from Sebastian, a proud head nod from Michael, a shrug from Lucas, and nothing from Dex. He doesn’t even look at me, just stares straight ahead at the screen where the song is looping. For some reason, that irks me.

“I think we’ve got what we need,” Wes says, leaning back in his chair and tapping a pen against his chin.

“Yeah, we should have this mastered by end of day. The label wants to fast-track it to build hype for the summer tour. Well done, guys.” Nora claps, and Sebastian joins in, ever exuberant.

“Let’s go out to celebrate,” he says. When he looks at me, his eyes go wide. “You’ve gotta come with us! It’ll be fun.”

“Oh, um . . .”

I never go out for drinks, and I’d say no, but Sebastian is giving me puppy-dog eyes, and when Dex glances at me over his shoulder and makes eye contact, it’s like a spell comes over me, and the next thing out of my mouth is, “Yeah, sure.”

“Fuck yeah! Michael, you in?”

“Let me call Jordan,” he says, already reaching into his pocket for his phone.

“Bring her with us. And Lucas, get your girl too.”

Lucas is texting, and he flips Sebastian off without looking up from the screen. Michael has a quick quiet conversation, then hangs up and smiles.

“Jordan’s gonna come too, but we’ve gotta pick her up.”

“And Alisha,” Lucas says.

“Tell Alisha to meet us at Michael’s place,” Dex snaps, his voice carrying over everyone else’s. “I’m not a fucking Uber.”

“Dude, what’s up with you today?” Lucas doesn’t wait for a response before going back to texting. “You need to chill.”

“And you all need to get out of this studio,” Naomi says, putting a hand on her hip. “Go on, out.” She waves the guys away, then gives me a sideways smile. “I’ll have to come see you at the orchestra. You’re mad talented.”

“Thanks,” I say quietly, grabbing my violin case as my cheeks heat up.

“Maybe we’ll get to work together again.” She shrugs. “It’d be sweet to get more strings on these tracks.”

A bit of excitement blooms in my chest at the idea, though I know the chances of that happening are slim.

The guys head out of the studio, and I follow in their wake.

I’m about to go celebrate with rock stars.


chapter 8

OUTSIDE, IT’S STARTED TO RAIN, and I pull up the hood of my jacket to keep my hair dry. I parked in the far corner of the lot again, and when I start heading that way, Dex says, “You can ride with us.” He spins a key fob around his finger and catches it in his hand, then does it again, still looking right at me.

“Okay. Let me just put this away.” I hold up my violin, and he nods.

Hurrying to my car, I put my violin in the trunk, then lock the doors. I catch sight of my reflection in the rear window—hair in a braid, no makeup, rainwater dripping from my hood—and immediately regret saying I’d go out. Unless they wanna head to a casual coffee shop, I am not dressed for a night out. But it’s too late for that now.

Once I’ve rejoined them, Dex turns and leads the way toward a cluster of expensive-looking cars at the front of the building.

“Can I drive?” Sebastian asks, slinging a muscular arm around Dex’s shoulders.

Dex shrugs him off. “No.”

“You should know the answer to that by now,” Michael says. “Dex doesn’t let anyone drive the Rover.”

As soon as he says it, Dex hits the fob, and the lights flash on a shiny black Range Rover. The wheels are glossy black, and the windows are so dark I can’t see inside. Looking at it, I’m pretty sure it cost more than my college tuition.

“Shotgun!” Sebastian says.

“Nora gets shotgun,” Dex replies without hesitation, and my insides twist into pretzels. “You’re in the back.”

Sebastian pouts, but he doesn’t argue.

Lucas is already waiting by one of the back doors, texting and looking completely disinterested in us. He climbs in, and then Sebastian slides in after him as Michael and I go around to the other side.

I reach for the door handle, but it’s sleek and perfectly flush with the car door; there’s no way for me to grab it. A burst of panic goes through me. I’m going to look like an idiot who can’t open a luxury car door.

How the hell do I—

Michael reaches over and pushes a little button on the thin black handle, and it pops out. I cast him a grateful look, then pull the door open and slip inside.

It smells like leather with a hint of soap. The interior is matte black, and the display screen on the dash is about as big as my laptop. Everywhere I look, all I see is wealth—and a lot of it.

This is easily the nicest vehicle I’ve ever been in. I’m almost afraid to touch anything for fear of leaving a fingerprint or a smudge of dirt from my boots.

Dex tosses his cell into the cup holder and puts his sunglasses back on. As soon as he starts the Range Rover, the stereo comes blasting on, and he reaches over to turn it down when I flinch.

The guys fuss around in the back, seeming perfectly at ease squished together like they are. I keep quiet, arms by my sides, as Dex pulls out of the studio lot.

While we drive through LA, other drivers and passengers stare over at us, likely curious about who’s behind the tinted windows, and I realize why they’re so dark in the first place. I wonder if people would chase Dex down if they saw him driving in the lane next to theirs. Probably.

The traffic is terrible, as usual. While we sit at another light, I steal a glance over at Dex.

He’s got one hand on the wheel, the other propped up next to the window, and this close up, I can see the individual tattoos on each finger of his right hand: a sword, an axe, a skull, a mace, and a goblet. My eyes follow his fingers up, and there’s a dragon curling across the back of his hand, its tail disappearing into the sleeve of his long-sleeve shirt.

He must notice me staring, because he reaches over and pulls his sleeve back so I can see the rest of the dragon. It’s a detailed piece, and the long tail curls all the way around his forearm, where more tattoos ink his pale skin.

“You have any tattoos?” he asks.

“Yeah. Just one.” I push my coat away from my left wrist, where I’ve got a violin and a few notes. I got it when I was eighteen, but it hurt so bad that I haven’t wanted to get another one. “How many do you have?”

He looks at me—or I think he does, but his shades obscure his eyes—then down at his hand. His tendons strain under his skin when he flexes his fingers. “No idea.” A smile flashes across his mouth. “Maybe you could count ’em for me.”

Heat curls in my stomach and between my legs, and I tear my gaze away from him to stare out the window.

Stop, I tell myself. Do not get turned on by him.

He laughs under his breath, and the light finally turns green.
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Michael’s house is surprisingly modest—for a bassist in a super famous rock band. It’s in Valley Village, northwest of Downtown Los Angeles. Dex pulls into the driveway, where a glossy white Mercedes is parked. The white Cape Cod–style house has a two-car garage and a small well-maintained yard. I step out of the Range Rover and try not to get fingerprints on the shiny black door as I push it closed.

Sebastian, Dex, and Lucas are already heading around the corner and up to the front door, but Michael hangs back to walk with me.

“My wife’s name is Jordan,” he says as we head toward the front door, which is now standing open. A golden retriever waits in the doorway, and as soon as Michael steps up onto the porch, the dog bounds outside to greet him. “Hey, girl.” He gives her scratches, and then she turns to me for more attention. “That’s Nala. She’s friendly.”

“I can tell.” I reach down and scratch her behind the ear, and she spins in excited circles and covers my hands with kisses. A big smile stretches across my face as I give her a little doggy massage down her spine. “I love dogs.”

“You and Jordan will get along, then. She runs a big rescue.”

My head snaps up. “Really?”

I’m not sure why that surprises me; maybe I assumed the wife of a rock star would spend most of her time lying by the pool or getting her nails done. It makes me realize with a start how judgmental I’ve been of them all from the beginning, and I feel a bit ashamed.

“Yeah, she’d love to tell you about it. Come on in. I’ll introduce you.”

We step through the door, and my gaze sweeps across the foyer. The hardwood floors are a pale blond, and a big quarter-turn staircase stands in front of us, leading up to the second story.

Nala bumps my legs as she runs past me and down a hallway, where voices are carrying from.

The guys left all their shoes on a rug beside the door, so I take my old boots off and set them next to the expensive Nikes they all wear.

Michael hangs his shoulder bag in the closet, and then he leads me through the foyer. To our left is a formal dining room with modern furniture, where a big picture of Michael and Jordan on their wedding day hangs over the table.

We head down the hallway, which opens up into the kitchen and living room. Everything is cool grays and whites, and the space is impeccably clean.

Sebastian has already tossed himself onto the big gray couch, and Lucas sits in a plush chair, a petite dark-haired woman—who I assume is Alisha—sitting on his lap.

A blond woman stands in the kitchen, leaning against the marble island countertop, engaged in conversation with Dex. When we walk in and she turns toward us, her eyes go wide.

“Jordan, Nora. Nora played strings on ‘Ghost,’ ” Michael explains to her.

“Of course, welcome!” She holds out her arms and pulls me in for a hug. Her hair is soft against my cheek, and she smells like lavender. “Mike told me how talented you are. It’s great to meet you. Alisha! Nora’s here.”

The woman in the living room looks over, and her dark eyes light up when she sees me. She pulls out of Lucas’s embrace and stands up, slapping his hand away when he reaches out to grab the waistband of her tight black shorts.

“Hey!” She pulls me into a hug, and she’s so short that I have to bend down a bit. “Sorry you’ve had to deal with these guys on your own. They’re a pain.”

“Aw, Alisha, you’re gonna hurt my feelings,” Sebastian whines from the living room.

Alisha tosses her waist-length braids over her shoulder and tips her head. “All you’ve got is feelings. Toughen up.”

Sebastian pretends she shot him in the heart and falls back onto the couch with a thump.

I quickly scan Alisha’s and Jordan’s outfits and feel majorly self-conscious. Alisha’s wearing short shorts that show off her gleaming brown legs and a baggy Lakers tee with thin layered necklaces and gold earrings. Beside her, Jordan’s long legs look amazing in a pair of tight black jeans with a tiny black tank tucked into them. She has a single silver necklace around her throat and a chunky diamond ring on her left hand.

And then there’s me: basic jeans, a tee and jacket I picked up from Target, and my mousy-brown hair pulled back in a braid.

They look like they’re ready for a night out on the town; I look ready to go on a walk with Nala. Maybe I should just stay here and do that instead.

Jordan must notice me scanning her, because she says, “The guys sprung this on you at the last moment, didn’t they?”

I give her a shy smile as Michael opens the fridge and starts to rummage around. “Yeah, kind of.”

“Come on.” She waves for me to follow. “You too, Alisha.”

Dex looks my way as we head out of the kitchen, but his expression is blank, unreadable. I don’t understand it.

We walk back into the foyer, then take the big staircase up to the second floor. Nala follows behind us, her nails tippy-tapping on the hardwood floors. Turning left, Jordan leads me into what I assume is the master bedroom. It’s full of sleek modern furniture, still in the gray-and-white color scheme. Then we walk through the huge bathroom and into an equally huge walk-in closet.

“You don’t have to borrow anything, but you’re totally welcome to,” Jordan says.

I glance around the closet, which must be almost as big as my bedroom back home. “A-are you sure?” I ask. Everything looks so expensive; I can’t imagine she’d be okay letting me borrow anything.

“Of course! What style do you like?”

“Um, I don’t know. I don’t really have a style.” I laugh, and Alisha smiles at me as she walks past us and takes a seat on a fluffy white rug in front of the floor-length mirror.

“Go with something feminine,” she says to Jordan. “I think it’ll suit her.”

Jordan starts flipping through hangers, and I let my gaze wander, taking in all the shoes, skirts, dresses, and accessories.

“Ooh, how about this?” Jordan pulls a hanger from the rack, and dangling from it is a tiny black minidress. Seeing it, my breath catches.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say. “I’m not sure that’ll fit me.”

Alisha looks between me and the dress, seeming to study my body shape. “I think it’s perfect. You should try it on.”

Jordan hands me the hanger. “Come on, Alisha. Out.”

With a huff, Alisha stands and follows Jordan out of the closet, and Jordan closes the door behind her.

I’m left standing in the closet alone, surrounded by clothes I could never afford. I hang the dress on the nearest rack, then start to strip out of my clothes, feeling grateful I thought to shave in the shower this morning.

Now in my bra and panties, I slip the dress from its hanger and start to shimmy into it. It’s skintight, and I have to wiggle to get it into place, but once I have it on and turn to look at myself in the mirror, my jaw drops.

I’ve never worn anything like this before, so thin and skimpy and . . . sexy. The soft black fabric hugs my hips, showing off my waist and thighs. If I don’t look at myself too closely, I can almost imagine I’m someone else, one of those girls who goes out every night and smiles in every photo. And honestly, I kind of like it.

There’s a light knock on the door, and then Jordan pokes her head in. When she sees me in the dress, she gasps.

“I knew it!” She throws the door open and walks in, Alisha on her heels. They give me a onceover, and Alisha reaches for my bra strap.

“You should take that off. It’ll look much better without it. Want some help?”

Despite feeling a bit shy in front of them, I nod. Alisha walks around behind me and unclips my bra, and then I pull the straps down and yank it off.

“So much better,” Jordan says, giving me an approving nod in the mirror.

I’m not usually proud of my tiny boobs, but in this little black dress, they look, well, good. No, great. And seeing myself like this actually makes me smile. I’m not used to it, and I would never have picked something like this for myself, but somehow, it works.

“Okay, now your hair.” Jordan waves for me to follow her, and I do so happily, only now starting to get excited about our night out. We walk into her bathroom, and she’s already set up a stool in front of the huge mirror over the marble sink. “What style do you usually like?”

I take a seat and shrug. “I don’t know. I usually have it pulled back, I guess.”

“All right, let’s see what we’re working with.”

Alisha hops up onto the counter and starts scrolling on her phone while Jordan gently and expertly unwinds my braid and works her fingers through my tangles.

“Such a pretty color,” she says. “Is that natural?”

“Yeah. I’ve never dyed it.”

“Never?”

I shake my head, and Jordan laughs as she reaches for a comb.

It’s comforting, being fawned over this way. I’m an only child, so I didn’t grow up with a sister, though I would’ve loved to, and Mom has never been much into beauty, so I struggled through on my own for the most part.

Jordan detangles my hair gently, then steps back and stares at me for a moment. “Straight? Waves? Curls?” she says, and Alisha looks up, her head tipping to one side.

It feels like I’m on display at a museum or something, given the intensity of their stares.

Finally, they both say, “Straight.”

While Jordan pulls out her straightener and plugs it in, I look over at Alisha.

“So, how long have you and Lucas been together?” I ask. Small talk has never been a strong suit of mine, but I have the urge to at least try.

Alisha puckers her lips thoughtfully. “Eight months.”

“Really?” Jordan says from behind me. “I didn’t realize it’d been that long.”

“Yeah. I’m his longest relationship to date.” Her full lips pull into a smirk. “I think he wants to put a ring on it.” She holds up her left hand and wiggles her ring finger.

Jordan scoffs. “Are we talking about the same Lucas?” she asks. The straightener beeps, and she starts running it gently through my hair, straightening out all the waves and kinks from the braid.

They laugh, seeming completely at ease in each other’s company. Suddenly, I get a bit jealous. I had friends in high school and college, but since moving to LA, I’ve mostly been on my own. Watching them chat so casually and comfortably with each other makes me long for a close female friend.

“What’s the deal with Sebastian?” I ask.

Jordan gets a big smile. “He’s single, I think. Always running after the wrong women and getting his heart broken. Why? Are you interested?”

“No!” I say quickly. “Just trying to figure them all out.” I look down at my hands in my lap and twist my turquoise ring around my thumb. “How about Dex?”

There’s a beat of silence, and when I glance up, they’re both giving me knowing looks.

“Don’t even go there with him,” Jordan says, shaking her head. “He’s the total opposite of Sebastian.”

Alisha nods. “Dex is a fuckboy. He’s even worse than Lucas was when I met him.”

Jordan mumbles her agreeance, and we lapse into silence as she continues straightening my hair.

What Alisha said doesn’t surprise me, so why does it feel like a knot just formed in my stomach? I’ve known Dex is a playboy since before I met him, and I’ve told myself all along not to get swept up in his charm, but it’s so hard when he looks like that.

“There. Done.” Jordan steps back, and I finally look up from my hands and into the mirror.

“Wow,” I whisper. My long brown hair is straight and smooth, and without all the waves in it, it hangs down to my elbows. “It looks amazing,” I say as I run a hand through the silky strands. “Thank you.”

“Sure. Now we need the final touch. Alisha, wanna do the honors?”

Alisha hops off the counter and slides a bathroom drawer open. After rustling around in it, she pulls out a handful of brushes, eyeshadow palettes, and mascara.

“Michael told me you run a rescue,” I say to Jordan as Alisha holds different color palettes up to my skin and eyes. “How long have you been doing that?”

“Oh, gosh.” She leans back against the bathroom counter. “I think . . . three years now? It started off as a little thing, but Michael got involved, and he really helped me expand. Now Wag helps hundreds of homeless dogs a year.”

“That’s awesome.” I smile. “What about you, Alisha? What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a personal trainer,” she says as she leans in, eyeshadow brush poised and at the ready. I close my eyes and try not to laugh at the ticklish sensation of the brush sweeping over my eyelid. “And you’re a violinist, right?”

“Mm-hmm.” I try not to move my head while Alisha works. “With the LA Orchestra.”

“That’s so cool! Mike and I went to a show last year,” Jordan says. “Maybe we saw you.”

“You probably did. I’ve been with them since I graduated three years ago.”

“That’s sweet,” Alisha says. “I wanna hear you play. Now open your eyes.”

I do as she says, and she twists the cap off the mascara bottle and sweeps it over my lashes a few times.

“There. Gorgeous.”

I look into the mirror, and it’s still me staring back, but a different version of me.

My hair shines under the vanity light, and the eyeshadow and mascara make my brown-green eyes come alive.

“You’re a wizard,” I mumble as I lean closer to the mirror, and Jordan and Alisha both burst into laughter.

“Come on, let’s take a picture.” Jordan pulls her cell from her back pocket, and I stand to pose with them in the bright lights from over the mirror. She snaps the photo, and when we all lean in to see it, I’m weirdly happy with how I look, especially next to two gorgeous women.

“All right, let’s go.” Alisha throws her long braids over one shoulder. “I’m starving.”

“One sec.” Jordan taps something into her phone. “Nora, what’s your handle?”

I tell her, and a moment later, she finishes what she’s doing with a smile.

“Okay, now we can go.”

Jordan and Alisha head out into the master bedroom, but I pause to take one final look at myself, and my reflection smiles back at me.

“Nora, come on!” Alisha calls, and I can hear their footsteps heading down the stairs.

I quickly grab my coat and purse from the closet, hit the light switch, and walk back through the master bedroom and onto the upstairs balcony. Voices echo from the foyer below; everyone must be eager to go.

I descend the first set of stairs, and when I step onto the landing and come into view, everyone looks up at me. The power of their stares is enough to make me pause, and my eyes find Dex without me wanting them to.

He’s standing next to the door, hands in his pockets, a lazy slouch to his shoulders. His gaze sweeps up and down the length of my body, lingering for a moment, and when his eyes meet mine, a thrill goes through me.

He just noticed me, for real.

And I felt it like a burst of electricity running through my veins.

I can still feel his gaze as I descend the second flight of stairs and meet the others in the foyer.

“Damn, Nora.” Sebastian sidles over to me, and I give him an easy smile as he slips his arm around my shoulders. “You look . . .”

“Sexy,” Alisha finishes for him.

“I mean, I wasn’t gonna say it, but yeah.” Sebastian laughs that boyish laugh, and I laugh along with him, realizing I’m starting to feel more at ease around all of them.

“Can we go?” Dex snaps. “This is taking forever.”

“He’s been in a bad mood all day,” Sebastian says, his arm still over my shoulders. “Maybe he’s hangry.”

“I’m not hangry.” Dex yanks the door open, letting the cool air in. The storm passed, but the smell of rain still hangs in the air. “I just wanna go.”

The others head outside, and I take a moment to slip into my boots and zip them up. Then I pull my coat on, and when I look up, Dex is still waiting there, holding the door open for me.

“Thanks,” I say, and when I walk past him and into the evening air, I let my arm barely graze his.

He draws a small breath.

I don’t know why I did it. I shouldn’t have done it. But looking like this, feeling like this, gives me confidence. It’s not like anything will come of it, and as long as I keep clear on who and what Dex is, there shouldn’t be any harm in it.

Right?


chapter 9

THE DRIVE TO THE RESTAURANT is . . . exhilarating. I’m in the passenger’s seat in Dex’s Rover, and Sebastian is riding in the back. The others rode with Jordan in her Mercedes, so it’s just the three of us.

Sebastian talks the whole time, but I barely hear a thing he says; my focus is on Dex, who keeps glancing over at me, his eyes gravitating toward my bare legs and the thin line of black fabric where it hugs my upper thighs.

And I revel in it.

It’s not often I get to be an object of desire, especially in the eyes of a man like Dex Reid. I’m still surprised he’s even looking at me, let alone seeming drawn to gaze at me every time he can tear his eyes away from the road.

By the time we pull up at Luxe, Dex has a taut muscle in his jaw from clenching his teeth, and I’m riding a wave of joy.

Until I see all the other women lounging outside the upscale restaurant.

They’re gorgeous.

And now that little voice that tells me I’m nothing compared to them slips back in.

I reach for the door handle, but a valet pulls it open for me and offers his hand.

“Thank you,” I say, slipping from the Rover and giving him a surprised smile as he closes the door gently behind me.

Sebastian joins me on the sidewalk, and we wait while Dex tosses his fob to another valet. Jordan and the others pull up behind us in the Mercedes, and they’re laughing and talking animatedly as they get out of the car.

“Have you ever been here?” Jordan asks, slipping her tiny black clutch under her arm as her gaze shifts to the sign illuminated over our heads.

If she were someone else, I might think her question cruel—how could I ever afford to eat at a restaurant like this?—but having known her for even a short while, I know the question is genuine.

I shake my head. “Never.”

“Oh, you’ll love it. They’ve serve the best caramel apple martinis.”

“Caramel apple?” I scrunch my face up, and Jordan smiles.

“They’re good, I promise.”

Michael sweeps up behind her and presses a kiss to her cheek, and the others flock around us. We head toward the entrance, and two doormen hold the doors open.

Inside, warmth washes over us, chasing the cold from my bare legs. A pretty hostess greets us, and when she sees the guys, her eyes light up.

“We have a special dining room for you,” she says, a hint of red touching her high cheeks as she glances at Dex. “Please follow me.”

We trail after her, and heads turn in our direction. Whispers start going through the dining guests, but the others in the group either don’t notice or are so used to it that they ignore it altogether.

The hostess leads us up a flight of stairs and into a private dining area at the back at the restaurant, and I have to actively strive not to let my mouth fall open.

I’ve never seen such an exquisite restaurant. The lights are dim, and the evening sky outside the windows casts a calming blue shade over the dark tables and chairs. Twinkling lights hang overhead, lending a sexy feel to the space.

“Please take a seat. Your waiter will be with you shortly.” The hostess watches the guys as they take their seats, but her gaze lingers on Dex—as I’ve come to expect.

I drape my jacket over the back of my chair and take a seat between Jordan and Alisha. Lucas, Sebastian, and Michael sit across from us, with Dex at the head of the table, his back to the evening sky outside.

A waiter approaches within a minute, and he starts with our drink orders.

“Two caramel apple martinis,” Jordan says, ordering for both of us.

I still think it sounds gross, but I’m willing to give it a try. I told myself on the drive over that I was going to go with the flow tonight. When else in my life will I ever have the opportunity to party with LGC? This is my one and only chance, and I’m going to enjoy it.

Easy conversation flows around the table, with Sebastian leading most of it, unsurprisingly. Dex remains silent, though I do catch his eye at one point, and his stare is so intense that it flusters me and I quickly look away.

“Martinis for the ladies,” the waiter says when he returns, a tray of drinks balanced expertly upon his palm.

The alcohol looks like apple cider, though it smells like vodka and butterscotch schnapps. The glass is rimmed in caramel and topped with cinnamon sugar, and it’s so pretty I almost don’t want to take a drink.

The waiter passes out the rest of the drinks, and I note that Dex is having a whiskey neat. Even his drink order is sexy.

“Don’t drink yet!” Sebastian says. “We’re celebrating, so someone should make a toast.”

Lucas groans. “Dude, not again.”

“It’s a tradition.” Sebastian narrows his eyes, and I get the feeling he’s very serious about his traditions. Then his gaze locks on me, and I wish I could shrink out of sight. “Come on, Nora. Do the honors.”

Everyone looks at me, including Dex, and my first instinct is to insist that someone else do it. But I’m holding a martini, wearing a skimpy black dress, and am out at a fancy restaurant with Loaded God Complex, and I’m somehow able to scrounge up enough confidence to lift my glass.

At first, I don’t know what to say, but Sebastian and Michael both give me encouraging smiles, and I swallow down my nervousness, deciding to speak from the heart.

“It’s been terrifying and exciting getting to know you all. I would never have believed you if you told me I’d be sitting down to dinner with literal rock stars.”

A few laughs go around the table.

“I’m grateful I had the opportunity to collaborate with you, and . . . I hope the song shreds.”

Even Lucas smiles this time. I raise my glass higher, and everyone joins me. We clink them together, spilling a few drops of alcohol on the crisp white tablecloth, and then I take a sip of the caramel apple martini.

It puckers my lips at first, and I’m not sure if I love it or hate it. But after another sip, it starts to warm my insides, and I decide Jordan’s right: it’s delicious.

“Told ya,” Jordan says, jostling me lightly with her elbow. Under the dim lights, her hair looks white blond, and her silver earrings wink when she tosses her hair over her shoulder. “All right, food.”

I peruse the menu, and my stomach starts to sink.

It’s almost all meat based, and there’s hardly anything that doesn’t have an animal on the ingredients list. Maybe I should’ve told them I’m a vegetarian, but that never comes up naturally in conversation, and I didn’t want to inconvenience anyone. I’d assumed a fancy place like this would have plenty of plant-based options, but now I’m almost wishing we’d opted for Chipotle; at least they have sofritas.

My concern must be apparent on my face, because Sebastian leans forward, a furrow in his brow. “What’s wrong? Don’t see anything you want?”

“Um . . .” I let out an awkward chuckle and push a strand of hair behind my ear. “It’s not that, I just . . . don’t eat meat.”

Lucas scoffs, and I try not to let heat rise into my cheeks.

This is why I don’t like going out to eat with people. There’s almost always someone who thinks my diet is silly or stupid or just plain wrong, and they usually let me know. Loudly.

“Why not?” Sebastian asks, though he seems more interested than disgusted.

With my gaze down at my menu, I say quietly, “I like animals. I don’t want someone to hurt them just so I can eat them.”

“That’s stupid,” Lucas says, and across the table, Alisha shoots him a scathing glare.

“No, it just means Nora has principles.” Dex’s voice is hard, and when I look over at him in surprise, his sharp gaze is leveled on Lucas. “But you wouldn’t know anything about that.” Lucas opens his mouth, but Dex holds up a hand. “Just shut the fuck up, dude.”

A beat of tense silence goes around the table, and then Sebastian launches right back in.

“I think it’s cool,” he says, and he reaches across the table to bump my fist. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

I laugh. “Well, I guess we’re both having salad, then.”

Once the moment has passed, I risk a glance at Dex, but he’s not looking at me. He’s focused on his menu, his blue eyes narrowed and a subtle furrow in his brow.

Why did he come to my defense like that? Does he actually mean what he said, or is he just so fed up with Lucas today that he’s looking for any excuse to lay into him?

His eyes flick up to mine, and a thrill goes through me. I hold his gaze for one, two, three seconds, then offer him a small grateful smile. He doesn’t quite smile back—not fully—but the tiny upward twist of his lips is enough to send my heart racing again, so I tear my gaze away and take another drink of my caramel apple martini.
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I didn’t really want a salad for dinner, but as far as salads go, it was delicious; even Sebastian seemed to enjoy his. I ordered sweet potato fries on the side, and I’m especially grateful I did, because the martini is already hitting me hard, and I’m hoping the carbs will soak up some of the alcohol.

When we’ve all finished our meals and the waiter comes back around, I quickly dive into my purse and pull out my wallet, determined not to make the others think I just want to mooch off them. Sure, this dinner alone might make it impossible to put any money in my savings account this month, but it’s not like I eat out with rock stars every night.

Dex notices me pulling out my credit card, and a weird look crosses over his face. He looks . . . confused, maybe? But as soon as he notices me staring, he wipes the expression clean away.

Reaching into his back pocket, he pulls out a slim gray wallet and removes a thick black credit card. Without a word, the waiter sweeps by to take it from him, and Dex tips his head at me.

“I’m happy to pay for my dinner,” I say, but Dex just shakes his head.

“You’re our guest. It’s my treat. Except for you.” His gaze cuts to Lucas. “You’re paying next time for being a dick.”

“All right, all right.” Lucas runs a hand over his buzzed blond hair and gives me a shy glance. “Sorry, Nora.”

“It’s all right. I get that a lot.”

“Really?” Jordan says beside me. “That’s fucked-up.”

I give a little shrug. Talking about this is always a bummer, so I’d rather just avoid the topic and drink another martini.

“Okay, what’s next?” Sebastian asks, rubbing his hands together like he’s about to do a magic trick.

Next? I didn’t expect there to be a next.

Jordan and Alisha glance at each other, then say in tandem, “Velvet!”

I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never been there; Velvet’s a sexy nightclub where the who’s who of LA like to hang out, or so the tabloids have led me to believe.

“What do you say, Nora?” Alisha looks at me with gleaming brown eyes. “You wanna go dance?”

Over her shoulder, Dex meets my eyes and flicks his lip ring, and looking at the sharp cut of his cheeks under the dim restaurant lighting, there’s no way I can say no, no way I can walk away from this, from him, without finding out what’s waiting on the other side.

This is bad.

“Let’s do it,” I say.

The girls squeal with excitement as I drain the rest of my martini.

I have a feeling this is going to be a night I won’t soon forget.


chapter 10

THERE’S NO WAY I’M TELLING anyone this, but I’ve never been to a nightclub before, let alone a celebrity haunt like Velvet. I’ve got butterflies in my stomach as we walk to the back entrance of the club. I assume the bouncer recognizes the guys, as he lets us in with nothing more than a glance. And as soon as we step into the dark hallway, it’s like entering another dimension.

A girl checks our coats and bags, and she must see high-profile celebrities all the time, because she barely bats an eye at Loaded God Complex. Then Alisha is taking me by the hand and leading me through a doorway and up a flight of stairs, and as we climb, the volume of the music increases.

“The bottom floor is for regulars,” she says, leaning close so she can speak into my ear. Her breath smells like cinnamon sugar, and it sends goose bumps across my skin. “Celebs use the top floors. Come on.”

She continues guiding me up the stairs, and the bass gets louder, thrumming through my veins and into my chest. My heart wants to pound in time with the music.

When we reach the top of the stairs, another bouncer stops us.

“Hey, Brian,” Alisha says, and he arches a dark brow at her, his shaved head gleaming under the neon lights outlining the door.

“Back again?” he asks.

“I just can’t get enough of you.” She reaches out to touch his head, but he swiftly blocks her hand and opens the door.

“Go on. And no trouble tonight.” His gaze cuts to Lucas over my shoulder, and somehow, I’m not surprised.

Alisha leads the way into the nightclub, and the music hits me full force.

The dance floor writhes with bodies, and velvet—yes, velvet—couches are set up in tasteful arrangements throughout the large space. The bar teems with people, and I try not to stare when I recognize actors and actresses, singers, and even some big-name YouTubers among the crowd.

“Let’s get a drink,” Alisha says, raising her voice to be heard over the music.

Jordan steps up on my other side, and we head to the bar together, weaving through the packed space. I glance back over my shoulder, but we’ve lost the guys, so it’s just the three of us.

“What do you want?” Jordan asks.

“Whatever you’re having.”

Her smile is bright, and she leans over the bar and wiggles her fingers at the bartender, who sweeps over quickly to serve us.

“Hey, ladies.” His voice is smooth, his smile easy and handsome. I wonder briefly if you’re required to be attractive in order to work here. Probably. “What’re you drinking?”

“Redheaded Sluts,” Jordan says, and my eyebrows rise. “We’ll start with three.”

I step closer to the bar, watching with interest as the bartender mixes Jägermeister, peach schnapps, and cranberry juice, then shakes the concoction up with ice and strains it into three shot glasses. The resulting drink is bright red, and Alisha and Jordan grab theirs with vigor. I pick mine up and just hope I can get it down in one go.

“Bottoms up!” Alisha says.

We clink our glasses, and then I lift the Slut to my lips, close my eyes, and drain it. It burns going down, a balanced mix of bold and sweet, and my eyes water as I set the empty shot glass on the bar.

Jordan tousles her blond hair with her fingertips, then reaches for my and Alisha’s hands. “Let’s dance.”

While I’m a touch—okay, maybe more than a touch—socially stunted, one thing I do enjoy doing with people is dancing, so following Jordan through the throngs of people and onto the dance floor doesn’t make my knees shake with nervousness. Instead, I feel a surge of excitement rising in me as the song starts to transition, and then the next song starts, and Jordan throws her hands up.

“I love this song!” she yells, but it’s so loud in here that no one even turns to look at her.

Alisha and I laugh as we gather into a circle, starting to move to the music. The beat pounds through me, and with a martini and a shot burning through my bloodstream, I feel like flying.

The nervousness and stress and anxiety that usually drag me down during social situations finally release me of their clutches, and in this moment, in this place, I’m free. I can breathe.

And I dance.

My hips sway, and I run a hand through my hair, letting the rhythm move me. The music crescendos, and I shake my head, loving how my hair feels flying around my face. Alisha’s braids bounce against her back as she jumps to the beat, and Jordan has her eyes closed, hands in the air, the neon lights turning her pale hair bright pink and blue.

I toss my head and turn around, and a bolt of electricity goes through me when I meet Dex’s eyes from across the room. There must be close to a hundred people in here, but somehow, I find him, my eyes drawn to his like there’s a magnetic pull tugging us toward each other.

Despite the women hovering in Dex’s vicinity and the many bodies between us, most of them lean and glittering and scantily clad, it’s me he’s looking at.

The guys stand around him, mouths moving as they talk and laugh, but Dex just stares at me, one elbow on the bar, his free hand tucked into the front pocket of his jeans.

And even though it’s dumb and will only hurt me in the end, I smile at him, and I hold his smoldering gaze as I twist my hips in a circle and run a hand down the tight black minidress and over my curves. And still, he doesn’t look away.

My body tingles, and I think I might be in trouble.

I turn back to the girls, and they both move in close, grinding against me, their bodies warm and soft and sensual. The liquor makes my head pleasantly dizzy, and when the song ends, I clap along with everyone else, hungry for the next one to start.

But then a hand touches my elbow. I turn, and it’s Dex’s eyes I’m looking into. They’re ice blue in the neon light. This close to him, closer than I’ve ever been, I can see how fine his eyelashes are, like soft golden thread.

He leans in, and my body goes rigid when his mouth brushes the shell of my ear. “Get some air with me.”

I glance back at the girls, and their eyes are wide, surprised. Guess they didn’t expect this.

Turning back to Dex, I nod, and he slides his hand down my forearm, his fingertips leaving a trail of fire burning across my skin in their wake. Then his hand is in mine, our fingers entwining, and he guides me across the dance floor, through the crowded club, and up another flight of stairs. We pass a couple making out against the wall, and watching the way they grope each other makes me burn even hotter.

If Dex pressed me up against a wall right now, I wouldn’t stop him.

Dex pushes through a door, and the cold night air hits me full force, almost stealing the breath from my lungs. My skin is still hot and gleaming as he leads me across the rooftop lounge, where a few people linger about, smoking and drinking and laughing.

We walk by a group of women, a few of whom I recognize from one of the popular shows on TV right now, and their eyes narrow and follow us closely.

“Who’s she?” one of them whispers, though I expect she intended for me to overhear. “And why’s she with Dex?”

Dex either doesn’t notice or pretends not to as he leads me to a spot where we can look out over the city and take in the twinkling lights. He releases my hand, leaving my fingers feeling cold, so I wrap them around the iron handrail to keep from trying to reach for him again. The rain clouds have long since departed the sky, and the moon shines down on us, bathing LA in silver.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, blinking as the cold breeze brushes my cheeks and pushes my hair back from my face.

Beside me, Dex reaches into his pocket and pulls out a joint and a lighter.

“You mind?” he asks, and I shake my head.

He puts the end of the joint between his lips and flicks the lighter once, twice. I admire the tattoos on his fingers, the way the rings he wears accentuate the ink on his skin. The lighter catches, and he shields the flame from the wind as he holds it up. The end of the joint starts to smolder. Then he draws in a breath, holds it, and exhales the light gray smoke into the night. I’ve always liked the smell of pot, and its musky scent is enticing as Dex takes another drag and then lets it out slow.

Finally, his eyes meet mine, and he holds my gaze.

“So . . .” I say, leaning back, gripping the cold iron rail as I turn to look out over the city.

“So what?” he asks, his voice low and smooth. It doesn’t feel like he’s in any hurry, and something about his casual confidence has me melting inside.

“Why’d you bring me up here?” I glance at him, and just under the collar of his baggy tee, a bit of ink stretches up his neck and toward his ear. It makes me want to reach out and pull the fabric down, to run my fingers across his collarbone and trace the ink as it swirls across his skin.

“Because I wanna know you.”

My gaze snaps back to his, but his expression is unreadable.

What is he talking about?

“Know me?” I narrow my eyes.

He nods once, and the joint smolders as he takes another drag. His stance is easy, relaxed. He leans an elbow against the railing and plays with his lip ring. God, I wish he’d stop doing that. It makes it so much harder to remind myself that this will never happen, no matter how much I wish it could.

“Okay.” I run a hand through my hair and tip my head at him. “What do you wanna know?”

“Why the violin?”

I’m not sure what I expected him to ask, but his question catches me off guard, in a pleasant way, and I smile.

“Oh, um . . .” I ponder it for a second, and Dex remains quiet, patient. “Because it’s so emotional, I guess. I can express anything I’m feeling, and all it takes is those four strings.” I run my thumb over the handrail, thinking. “And it’s a difficult instrument to master. I like that about it.”

“You like challenges?” he asks, and now, for the first time since he brought me up here, a small smile touches his mouth. It makes heat rise to my cheeks, and I nod.

“Yeah, I guess so. I like having to strive for something. If it’s too easy, it’s not fun.”

“Said every overachiever ever.”

My lips curl up, and I roll my eyes. “Okay, my turn. Why do you wear your sunglasses indoors?”

He bursts out laughing, and the sound makes little bubbles of joy rise in my chest. I think this is the first time I’ve heard him truly laugh, and something inside me wants to hear it again. Over Dex’s shoulder, the women who whispered about me earlier turn to glare.

“What the hell kind of question is that?” he asks.

“Just shut up and answer it,” I snap playfully, and he holds up a hand.

“All right, all right. Um . . .” His gaze shifts down, and I watch the way the smoke from the joint curls sinuously into the air. “Because it’s all just too much sometimes, and people don’t talk to me as much when I’m wearing them.”

Honestly, I expected a smart-ass reply, so his candor trips me up, and I don’t say anything at first. Then I ask, “What’s too much?”

He gestures to the rooftop, then to the city. “All of it. Being in LGC . . . Being me.”

For some reason, I never thought someone like Dex would ever tire of the fame, the devoted fans, the attention. But maybe I misjudged him. I seem to be doing that a lot lately.

“I don’t think I could do it,” I say softly.

His eyes meet mine. “Do what?”

“Be famous.”

Slowly, he lifts the smoldering joint to his lips and takes another hit. After letting it out, he flicks the joint, and ash drifts into the air around us.

“All right, my turn.” He scratches the pale stubble on his chin, and the urge to run my hand over his jaw burns through me, so I grip the handrail tighter. “Are you a virgin?”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. “What?”

His smile is sharp, challenging. “You heard me.”

“Wow.” I turn to face him and put one hand on my hip. “No, Dex, I’m not.” My eyebrow arches. “Is that surprising?”

“Yeah, kinda.” He shrugs, and I narrow my eyes.

“Why?”

“Why is it surprising?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Because you’re so . . . intimidating.”

My face must betray how ridiculous he sounds, because he quickly explains.

“I’m serious. You’re a closed book. I learned almost everything I know about you from social media, and you’ve only posted, like, nine photos, five of which are your cat. I can’t imagine a lesser man could ever get to know you.”

“Okay, one, I don’t post on social media because I think it’s stupid and a waste of time. And two, lesser man? Lesser compared to whom?”

“Whom?” he says, his eyes going wide. “Dude, Nora, who even says that?” He laughs again, and the sound is light, buoyant. It makes me want to laugh with him, to be near him, to touch him.

God, I wish I could touch him.

“You use whom when referring to the object of a verb or preposition,” I say quickly, knowing perfectly well how pretentious it makes me sound.

“What the fuck is a preposition?” he says, but when I open my mouth to explain, he holds up a hand. “You know what, don’t tell me. It might make me too smart for my own good.” Shaking his head, he goes to lift the joint to his lips again, and I boldly hold out a hand. He looks at it, then at me. “What? You wanna smoke?”

I nod once, wiggling my fingers.

He offers me the joint, and I take it between my first finger and thumb, then lift it to my lips. The fact isn’t lost on me that his mouth touched this, and it makes a thrill go through me, makes me feel like I’m in high school again. I draw the smoke in and close my eyes, letting it fill me, carry me higher. It only takes a moment for a tingle to start working its way up my body from the base of my spine. When I exhale, Dex smiles at me through the heavy gray haze.

“You smoke?” he asks as I hand the joint back to him.

“Sometimes. I did a lot in college. It helped me focus for exams and stuff.” I shrug. “You’ve got a lot more to learn about me, I guess.” My smile is playful, flirty even.

“I guess so.” He draws nearer to me, and his free hand comes up to brush a strand of hair behind my ear. When his fingers touch my cheek, my eyelids flutter closed, and I drink it in, knowing this might be my only chance to know what it’s like to have his hand on me.

“Dex!” calls a sharp, high-pitched voice, and the moment—whatever the moment was—is broken.

I open my eyes to see the women from before heading toward us, as if they weren’t aware all along that we were standing over here. They give me nasty looks, then turn their attention to Dex, flocking around him like moths to a brilliant flame.

“You didn’t say hello,” the dark-haired woman says, her lips pulling into a pout.

So, he knows her.

Of course he knows her. He’s a rock star, and she’s a beautiful actress.

I’m the only one who doesn’t belong here.

“I’m busy,” Dex says, and his voice is back to that lazy monotone I’ve come to know. “And you’re interrupting.”

The woman narrows her eyes, looking shocked and embarrassed. I’m guessing that wasn’t the response she expected. Her gaze catches mine, and it’s simmering.

A thrill goes through me.

“Come on,” Dex says, reaching for my hand while snubbing his joint out in a nearby ashtray.

The look the women give me as he slips his hand into mine is literal gold. I wish I could bottle it and keep it on my shelf and pull it out whenever I’m feeling down about myself.

“Bye,” I say over my shoulder as Dex guides me away, and one of the women lifts her manicured middle finger at me. But I don’t even care.

Because he picked me. I don’t know why or how, but right now, it doesn’t even matter.

Once we’re inside, Dex leads me down the stairs, and I wonder why he’s still holding my hand. I’ve still not let myself—won’t let myself—believe this could be anything more. He’s just being flirty; I’m sure he’s like this with plenty of women. Hell, Alisha and Jordan already confirmed it. Alisha’s words ring in my head: Dex is a fuckboy.

But right now, I’m not sure I care. I just like how his fingers feel between mine.

Back in the club, the music is shifting from a high-energy dance track to something a bit slower, with a deep bass that I can feel in my bones. Dex glances over his shoulder at me. His eyes meet mine, and maybe it’s the pot making my head light and fuzzy, but I swear everything moves in slow motion—the flash of lights across his face, the subtle narrowing of his eyes as he holds my stare. And then he’s guiding me onto the dance floor, ignoring the women who look his way as he brushes past them.

“Wh-what are you doing?” I ask as he pulls me close. We’re in the middle of the dance floor, and it feels like everyone is staring at us—or staring at him, more like. Dex slips my hands onto his shoulders, and my body tingles when his fingers wrap around my hips.

Leaning in, his mouth a hairsbreadth from my ear, he whispers, “Dancing with you.”

And the touch of his breath on my neck makes that spot between my legs ache for him.

What I should do is pull away, remind myself that he’s Dex Reid and I’m just Nora Miller. But the alcohol and pot make me bold, make me brave, make me stupid. So I let him pull me closer, let myself indulge in the feel of his hands on my body. For just a moment, I’ll be his instrument, and he can play me in any way he wants.

The feel of him is delicious. Intoxicating.

My skin is tingling, is on fire. Every brush of his body against mine sends my nerves bursting to life. He’s a good head taller than me, and when I tip my face up to look into his blue eyes, I realize that he’s close enough I could kiss him. All I’d have to do is rise onto my toes, and my lips would touch his.

I’d be lying if I said I haven’t thought about it, haven’t dreamt of his mouth on my skin.

But I resist.

I turn around and step back, pressing myself against his firm body, and his fingers dig into my hip bones in response. Bringing one arm up, I reach over my shoulder and slip my hand around the back of Dex’s neck, enjoying the tickle of his long hair across my fingertips. He pulls me closer, curls around me, his hands drifting from my hips to my thighs. I try not to gasp when his fingertips tease the hem of my minidress, lightly touching my bare skin.

The music builds, the bass thumping through my body. The flashing lights and writhing bodies make me feel like I’m floating untethered through deep space. I press myself more firmly into Dex’s body, wanting to feel his heat.

He hardens against me.

And I feel like a winner, a conqueror. I made Dex Reid hard, for me.

Smile pulling on my mouth, I grind against him, relish the sigh that slips from his lips and across my cheek.

“What are you doing?” he growls into my ear, and a shiver goes down my spine at the sensation of his mouth so near my neck.

“Dancing with you,” I respond innocently, echoing his words, letting my hips sway with his as if we’re of one body.

Overhead, the singer’s voice is breathy, the music deep and sexy. Dex’s hands tighten on my hips again, and then he spins me around. Now I’m face-to-face with him, so near I could lick his lip ring if I wanted to.

Oh, I want to.

His eyes search mine for a breath. Once again, time slows down. The neon lights hit his eyes, and the vivid blue makes me think of the winter sky, of a glimmering nebula. Then his hands come up to grab my head, and he’s pulling me in, pressing his lips against mine, stealing my everything away.

I can’t think, can barely breathe.

This can’t be happening.

How is this happening?

His hands are in my hair, his mouth against mine. I soften, melting into his touch. He smells like pot and cold air, and his lips taste like whiskey.

As the surprise leaves my body, it’s replaced with hunger, with the need to touch him, to pull him closer, to drink him in until I drown. I don’t ever want to come up for air.

Now my hands are tightening around the back of his neck, and he’s pulling my body against his until all I feel is him. The rest of the world disappears; all I know is Dex Reid. His lip ring is cool against my mouth, and when my tongue darts out to touch it, his hard length throbs against my bare thigh. Subtly, I move my leg, brushing against him. In response, he growls against my lips. And between my legs, I get wet.

I want him to take off my dress, to trail his tattooed fingers across my skin, to press his mouth to each of my ribs. I want him so bad it hurts.

The song fades out, and Dex pulls away, leaving me gasping for air as I stare up into his blue eyes. His brow is furrowed, and the expression on his face looks like a mixture of hunger and surprise. His hands are still in my hair. One of his thumbs trails across my neck, making goose bumps dance across my skin.

What just happened?

“Nora! There you are!”

The voice startles me, startles both of us, and we turn suddenly to see Alisha and Jordan staring at us, eyes wide and mouths open in shock. The guys stand behind them, wearing an array of surprised and delighted expressions.

Dex lowers his hands from my head, and I reluctantly untangle my fingers from around his neck.

“Sebastian drank too much,” Alisha says, tearing her eyes away from me to look at Dex. “He needs a ride home. Jordan already said no.”

“Remember what happened last time?” Jordan says, her nose wrinkling in disgust.

“I said I was—” Sebastian hiccups and looks a bit sick. “Sorry.”

Jordan crosses her arms and shoots him a scathing look. “I had to have the Benz detailed twice after that.”

“Don’t wanna know,” I say, trying not to imagine what could’ve possibly caused the need.

“It’s your turn, Dex.” Jordan gives him an innocent smile, and he sighs.

“Fine.” His gaze shifts to me. “You wanna . . . ?”

The question hangs in the air between us.

Go home with him? Go anywhere with him?

Yes. That’s the only answer there is. Yes.

“Yeah,” I say, prompting Jordan and Alisha to exchange a look. I smile at them. “Thanks for tonight. It was fun.” Then I remember I’m wearing Jordan’s dress. “I’ll bring your dress back tomorrow.”

She waves a hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. It looks better on you anyway. Keep it.” She pulls me in for a hug, followed by Alisha. “Message us later?” Her gaze flicks subtly to Dex, then back to me, and I nod.

“Sure.”

The guys exchange handshakes and fist bumps, and then Dex, Sebastian, and I head toward the exit.


chapter 11

WE DESCEND THE STAIRS TO the back entrance, Sebastian wobbling a bit as he goes, and after we receive our coats and my bag from the coat check, we step out the door and into the cool January night.

All at once, the darkness explodes with light.

The flashes are blinding, and I stumble down the step and onto the sidewalk, holding up a hand to shield my eyes.

“Fuck,” Dex mumbles behind me.

“Ugh, not these guys.” Sebastian steps out of the club last, looking drunk and exasperated. “How’d they know we’re here?”

“Dex! Dex!” the paparazzi scream, and the rapid clicking of their camera shutters makes my head spin.

I’m still blinded by the lights, and the chaotic energy makes it difficult to tell up from down. The flashing is going to make me sick.

But then an arm slips around my shoulders and pulls me close, shielding me from the light. When I glance up, Dex is looking down at me.

“Don’t make eye contact,” he says, guiding me up the sidewalk to where the Rover is parked.

I couldn’t make eye contact if I wanted to; the flashing cameras are so bright that I can barely make out the horde of figures pressing in around us.

“Who is she?” someone yells, and the paparazzi start following us along the sidewalk, some running into the street to get ahead of us.

“New girlfriend, Dex?”

“What happened to Serena? Is it really over?”

“Does Serena know you’re out tonight?”

The questions make my stomach clench. They’re referring to Serena White, Dex’s most recent high-profile ex. All I know is they broke up, or so the tabloids and internet posts say.

“Hey, wait for me!” Sebastian calls from behind us. I don’t turn around, but I imagine he’s stumbling drunkenly along the sidewalk, failing to keep up with Dex’s pace and long strides. Even I have to almost trot along with him, he’s walking so fast.

The paparazzi continue screaming questions at Dex, and he continues ignoring them, his arm still firmly around my shoulders, my body tucked safely into his side. When we get to the Rover, he leads me around to the passenger’s side and opens the door, ushering me in and blocking some of the camera angles with his body. Then he closes the door, and the world gets quiet, the flashes now dimmed through the dark tinted glass.

Dex gets in on the opposite side at the same time Sebastian finally makes it to the car. The open doors let in more light and sound, and I turn my face away and close my eyes until the doors close and lock.

“Fuck,” Sebastian says, his head falling back against the headrest. “I think I’m gonna puke.”

“Do not throw up in here,” Dex snaps. “I will kick your fucking ass.”

Sebastian just groans.

Dex starts the Range Rover and has to pull out slowly to avoid running over the paparazzi, who are now swarming alongside the vehicle. Finally, we get free of them, and silence settles for a few minutes as we cruise through Downtown LA.

“I’m sorry,” Dex says suddenly, one hand on the wheel and his narrowed eyes trained straight ahead. “I’d hoped they wouldn’t bother us tonight.”

“It’s fine,” I say, though a headache is starting to blossom behind my eyes from the flashing lights. I was still feeling drunk and a little high while Dex and I were dancing, but now I’m sobering up, and fast. “Do they do that a lot? Chase you around?”

He lets out a quiet sigh, and his hand tightens on the steering wheel. “All the time.”

Dex drives right past the recording studio, and I realize with a jolt that my car is still parked there.

“My car,” I say in passing, spotting it in the lot under the streetlamps.

“I’ll bring it by tomorrow.” He glances over at me, and the stern expression on his face softens. “I don’t think you should drive.”

Relaxing back against the heated seat, I giggle. “Yeah, probably not.”

“Where do you live? I’ll take you home.”

I’m not sure if I expected to go home with him—maybe a little?—but what I do know is that I’m disappointed he’ll be dropping me off. Alone.

Thanks, Sebastian.

I give him my address anyway, and thirty minutes later, thanks to terrible evening traffic, we finally pull up in front of my condo. Dex eases the Rover into the narrow one-car driveway, and I glance back at Sebastian before opening the door.

“Feel better,” I say.

“I love you, Nora,” he mumbles, slumped over in the back seat. “Don’t go.”

Shaking my head, I shift to look at Dex and am surprised when he pushes his door open and steps out. I follow suit, slipping out of the car and closing the door gently behind me. This is a quiet neighborhood just outside of the city, and all I hear as I walk to the front door is a dog barking distantly and mumbled laughter from a couple walking the other way down the street.

I pause at the door, and butterflies swarm in my stomach when Dex stops at the bottom of my front steps. I’m almost his height now, and it’s easy to look into his eyes and see the different shades of blue encircling his irises beneath my warm yellow porch light.

He holds out a hand, and I glance down at it in confusion.

“Your car key,” he says.

“Oh!” I reach into my purse and scramble to twist my car key off the key ring. Then I hold it out to him. “Thank y—”

Dex grabs my hand and tugs me in. His mouth comes down on mine, and then his free hand is in my hair, and I’m melting for him all over again. I clutch his baggy tee in my fists, wishing I could pull him closer, drag him into the house and—

“Dex!” comes Sebastian’s whiny voice from the car. His window is rolled down, and he’s hanging his head out like he took too many turns on that spinning teacup ride at the amusement park. “Dex, I need fries. Please. I won’t survive much longer.”

Dex’s hand tightens around the back of my neck, and he presses his forehead against mine. “I’m gonna kill him,” he whispers. He pulls away, leaving me breathless and hungry for him. “I’ll bring the car by tomorrow. Probably in the afternoon, if that works?”

I nod. “Yeah, that’s fine. I’ve got a concert tomorrow, so I’ll need it before the evening.”

“All right.” His tongue darts out to touch his lip ring, and he smiles. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Okay. Bye.” I raise a hand to wave, and he laughs as he backs away and then turns and heads for the car. Standing there watching him go, I feel like a high schooler watching my date leave after prom.

“Bye, Nora!” Sebastian yells as the Rover hums to life.

Smiling, I lift my hand to him in a lazy wave, and he waves back. I can’t see Dex through the tinted windows, but I look in his direction anyway. Is he looking back at me? Remembering my body pressed against him? The thought makes me hot all over again.

Turning, I slip my key into the lock and open the front door, then step through after the Rover starts down my street. Inside the condo, I drop my purse to the floor and lean back against the door.

Tonight I went out with Loaded God Complex.

I drank a martini and smoked pot and danced dirty.

I kissed Dex Reid.

Closing my eyes, I recall the taste of his lips, the way he hardened against my thigh.

And I know I am well and truly screwed.


chapter 12

I’M A BIT OF A nervous wreck by the time someone knocks on my door the next day. Knowing Dex would be dropping by, I spent the whole morning cleaning, even though my condo barely needed it. Now every surface is sparkling, and Margot is sitting on the couch in a patch of sunlight, eyeing me warily as I head toward the door.

I picked my outfit carefully; I didn’t want to come across as trying too hard, but I obviously wanted to try, even if just a little. After trying on a few different outfits, I opted for black leggings, a white tee, and a lightweight denim jacket. Back home I’d be wearing a knitted sweater and fuzzy socks right about now, but unlike Colorado, Cali is unusually warm today.

Peeking through the peephole, I confirm it’s Dex. My heart starts to pound, and I take a steadying breath before unlocking and opening the door.

Dex looks up when the door opens, and it’s almost painful how sexy he is. He’s wearing a fitted white tee, ripped jeans, and sneakers, and half of his thick blond hair is pulled up in a messy topknot. My eyes are drawn to the heavy black ink adorning almost every inch of skin on his arms.

“Hey,” he says, and my gaze darts back to his face. He holds up my car key, and I notice my Honda parked in the driveway behind him. “Brought her back safe and sound.”

“Thank you.” I hold out my palm. He drops the key into it, then slips his hands into the front pockets of his jeans.

We stand there for a second, neither of us saying anything, and I realize he has nowhere to go. There’s no fancy driver idling at the curb, no Jordan in her white Mercedes waiting to pick him up.

“Um, do you wanna come in?” I open the door a little wider and gesture vaguely into the condo. It seems I’m not nearly as confident around him when I don’t have vodka burning through my veins.

Dex glances over my shoulder, then nods. “Yeah, sure.”

Stepping back, I hold the door open and let him in. He takes one look at my condo, with its shiny floors and countertops, and immediately takes off his shoes and leaves them by the door.

Heart pounding, I close and lock the door, then turn to face him. My mind is scrambling, trying desperately to come up with something to say, but Dex isn’t even looking at me.

His attention is on Margot, who’s glaring at him from across the living room, probably deciding if she’s going to hold her ground or dash to my bedroom and hide under the bed until the strange man is gone.

“You must be Margot,” he says, voice gentle.

A burst of joy goes through me when I realize he must know her name from looking at my photos on Tribe. Somehow, I’m surprised he cared enough to read my captions, let alone remember my cat’s name.

Dex approaches her slowly. Squatting down beside the couch, he offers her his hand. She sniffs it for a few seconds, pauses as if deliberating, and then allows him the honor of scratching her chin.

“Wow,” I say, blinking in genuine surprise. “She usually doesn’t like people.”

“Takes after you, then?” Dex shoots me a look over his shoulder, his lips pulling into a smirk.

“Ouch! I didn’t realize you were coming over here to bully me.” The words slip off my tongue easily; I think this is the first time I’ve bantered with him, and it feels almost . . . normal.

“It’s not an insult,” he says, giving Margot one last scratch under the chin and then standing to his full height, which requires me to look slightly upward. “I don’t like people either.”

I arch a brow, finding it hard to believe that someone so charismatic as Dex Reid could dislike people. “Why?”

“They’re fake. They all want something from you.” There’s a hint of bitterness in his voice, but I don’t know him well enough to dig.

I suddenly recall what he said on the rooftop lounge about wearing his sunglasses so people won’t talk to him. Yet again, I’m reminded that people—especially rock stars—aren’t always what they seem.

“You hungry?” I ask, heading toward the kitchen in hopes of distracting myself from his tatted forearms and this slightly stilted conversation.

“Starving.” He takes a seat on a stool at the kitchen counter, and looking over at him, I almost have to pinch myself.

Dex Reid is in my condo. In my kitchen. Waiting for something to eat.

“What?” he asks, and I tear my eyes quickly away.

“Um, what do you want?” I yank open the refrigerator and stare at the contents, but my brain feels like mush around Dex.

“Anything,” he says.

I spot the dark chocolate pistachio bars I made a couple nights ago and pull out the Tupperware. “You like chocolate?”

He laughs. “Is that a real question?”

Rolling my eyes, I push the refrigerator door closed with my foot, pop the top off the container, and slide it across the counter to him. His eyes go wide as he reaches in and picks one up.

“What is this?”

“Chocolate pistachio bars. You’re not allergic to nuts, are you?”

“Nope.” His eyes meet mine. “Are you?”

It sounds like an innocent question, but the gleam in his eye changes its meaning, and I break eye contact quickly.

“No, I’m not.” I reach into the Tupperware and snag a chocolate square for myself, then lean back against the kitchen counter as Dex tries one.

He takes a tentative bite, and his eyes light up. He eats two more in quick order.

“Did you make these?”

I nod, feeling slightly flustered. It’s not often I get to share what I make with someone else; usually it’s just me and Margot. “I like to cook and bake.”

“You can cook for me anytime.”

His words send pleasant heat curling through my belly, and I imagine, just for a moment, what it would be like to be with him, truly. Cooking him meals, spending days with him, crawling into bed together at night.

The thought is too perfect, and I banish it as quickly as it arose.

Dex is not the settling-down type. I need to get that through my head.

He turns from the bar to look into the living room, which is awash in warm afternoon light. I quickly scan the space for anything dirty or out of place, but I gave it such a thorough clean this morning, even the throw pillows are perfectly fluffed.

“Nice place,” he says, his eyes cutting to mine, and I briefly assess whether he’s making fun of me.

Given his level of fame, I imagine he must live in some multimillion-dollar high-rise somewhere. In comparison, my one-bedroom condo must look drab. But he doesn’t smirk or arch a brow or do any of the things I’ve come to expect when he’s playing around, so I take his compliment seriously.

“Thanks. It’s the first place that’s really mine.” My gaze sweeps through the kitchen and living room, and even though it’s just a humble home, I’m proud of it. I’ve worked hard for it.

Dex stands up, his ripped jeans hugging his long legs flatteringly, and meanders into the living room. Starting to feel nervous again, I busy myself with putting the remaining chocolate bars away and wiping down the counter, even though there’s not a crumb or smudge to be found. My hands just need to do something, otherwise they might try to touch him again, like they did last night.

“No fucking way.” Dex’s voice is incredulous.

My gaze darts to him. “What?” Panic flashes through me, but I can’t think of a single embarrassing thing I would’ve left out in the living room.

He bends over to grab something from my TV stand, and when he straightens back up, he’s holding my copy of Legend of Volthorn.

“You do not game,” he says, eyes deadly serious.

I rinse the dishcloth in the sink and hang it over the edge of the basin. “I do,” I say, turning to face him and leaning back against the sink. “Why? You play?”

“Do I fucking play,” he mumbles, shaking his head and grabbing one of the controllers from the PS5’s charging station. “I’m a grand sorcerer.”

My eyes roll of their own volition. “You are not. I’ve still not even reached archmage, so there’s no way you’re a grand sorcerer.”

A beat of silence passes.

Dex is looking at me more closely now, like he’s studying me, trying to ingrain my freckles into his memory. He holds the controller in one tatted hand and regards me through slightly narrowed eyes for long enough that I squirm uncomfortably and glance away.

“What?” I whisper.

He opens his mouth, then shuts it and chuckles to himself. “Nothing.”

Ugh, I hate that—when someone obviously wants to say something but either decides not to or chickens out at the last second, leaving you forever wondering what was on their mind.

“Come on, tell me.” I push away from the sink and take a few steps toward him “What were you going to say?”

His tongue darts out to flick his lip ring, and I try not to think of how his lips felt pressed against mine last night, how his hands felt so at home tangled in my hair.

“People don’t usually surprise me,” he finally says, and when his blue eyes meet mine, they look . . . different. Unguarded.

It makes my heart flutter.

He stares at me for a second longer, then turns and plops onto the couch with Margot. “Come on.” He holds the controller out to me, one sandy brow arching up. “Show me what you’ve got, archmage.”

Despite my nervousness, I step into the living room and take the offered controller. Margot is taking up a much-larger-than-cat-size space on the couch, which leaves a small spot right next to Dex for me.

I sit down, thinking Dex will move over to make me a bit of room, but he stays right where he’s at, and that smirk is back on his mouth now, which tells me he knows exactly what he’s doing and is doing it on purpose.

Not that I should be surprised.

I hit the PS button on the controller, and as the console turns on, I smile. “Watch and learn, novice.”
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“Wicked combo,” Dex says from beside me on the couch. He’s leaning forward, elbows on his knees, his eyes wide and glued to the TV screen.

My elf mage casts another spell, freezing her opponents in place, and then she destroys them with a blast of crackling white-blue lightning.

The XP bar goes up, and a tornado of light surrounds my character as she levels up—this time to a real grand sorcerer.

“Fuck.” Dex sits back on the couch, smiling easily. “You’re a little monster.”

My cheeks heat up at his compliment, and he must take notice, because he slips one arm onto the back of the couch—not quite around my shoulders, but close enough that it feels like it—and smirks down at me.

“That’s what I’m gonna call you now,” he says confidently. “Little Monster.”

“Little Monster?” I ask skeptically, pretending to dislike it when in reality I’m dying of joy inside. No one’s ever given me a nickname before—or at least not a cute one.

“Yes, Little Monster.” He leans closer, and his gaze moves from my eyes to my lips, setting me on fire inside.

From the back of the couch, he reaches down and snags a strand of my hair, and I try not to let out a sigh of contentment as he starts twisting the lock around and around his finger. I want him to grab my hair and pull me in, crush his lips against mine, and—

My gaze flicks to the clock on the living room wall, and a jolt goes through me.

“Shit!”

I jump up, dropping the controller onto the couch, and Dex sits back, his brow furrowed in surprise.

“What?”

“My concert! I have to get ready. I can’t be late.”

I can’t believe I let the time slip away from me. I’ve never been late to a rehearsal or concert—ever. And I refuse to start now.

Rushing toward my bedroom, I realize suddenly that Dex Reid is still lounging on my couch. I turn back toward him, and he’s looking at me while absentmindedly scratching Margot behind the ears.

Sitting in my living room in the fading afternoon light, he looks . . . unreal. Like an oasis mirage in the middle of the desert.

“Do you wanna come?” I ask suddenly. I’m not sure where the question even came from, but I find myself resistant to letting him leave, to being parted from him.

In his moment of consideration, I feel foolish. It’s best not to ask questions that could lead to disappointment, embarrassment, or—

“Yeah. Sounds cool.”

Startled and surprised, I blink once, twice. He just keeps looking at me, scratching Margot on the head. Her purring fills the living room, and there’s a swelling of affection in my heart for him.

Stop, I scold myself.

He’s not the guy next door or a fellow musician in my orchestra; he’s a celebrity, a rock star, and falling for him will only lead to suffering.

But when he’s sitting on my couch like that, petting Margot, joking about Legend of Volthorn, it’s hard to see him as Dex Reid: Lead Singer and Guitarist of Loaded God Complex. Instead, he’s just . . . Dex. And maybe that’s what scares me the most.

“Okay, cool.” Flustered, I turn quickly away. “I’ve just gotta get ready real fast.”

I slip into my bedroom and close the door, then lean back against it to catch my breath.

Dex is coming to my concert. He’s going to be out there, in the crowd, watching me.

And the thrill that goes through me refuses to be controlled.


chapter 13

AN HOUR LATER, I’M WEARING my all-black concert attire: an ankle-length dress that’s cinched in at the waist, black pumps, and touched-up black toenail polish. My hair is pulled back in a sleek half-up, half-down style, and I swept a bit of blush onto my cheeks and mascara onto my lashes.

Dex rides in the passenger’s seat as I drive us to the concert hall. I keep glancing over at him, trying to wrap my mind around the fact that he’s here, with me, riding in my Honda Civic like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

It’s a warm evening, and he rolls his window down. The breeze tousles his long hair. Watching it catch in the wind makes me want to reach over and run my fingers through it. I have to squeeze the steering wheel to keep from doing just that.

Dex has his shades on, but it makes no difference; the girls in the car next to us at the red light immediately recognize him. Their faces light up, and all three of them—including the driver—reach for their phones and start snapping photos.

He smiles, but when we take off from the light, he rolls the window right back up and sighs as he settles back into the seat.

“Does that bother you?” I ask, keeping my eyes trained forward. It’s easier to talk to him when I don’t have to be dazzled by his face.

It takes a moment for him to respond. “I don’t know. Sometimes, I guess. Depends on the day.”

I worry at my lower lip, imagining how exhausting it would be to have people recognize me everywhere I go. Leaving my house is enough of a chore as it is.

“I’d hate it,” I say.

Out of my peripherals, I can see him glance at me. A furrow forms in his brow, but I can’t turn my head to look at him fully, can’t decipher the look he’s giving me. And then it’s gone, vanishing as quickly as the palm trees passing our windows as we cruise down the road at fifty-five.

A treble clef ornament hangs from my rearview mirror, and Dex reaches up to touch it, his tattoos contrasting against his skin.

“You’re cool, Nora,” he says quietly, almost thoughtfully. He’s said my name before, and it’s delicious every time, but he uses a different intonation this time, and it almost sounds like a foreign word on his tongue.

That makes me glance over at him, but he’s not looking at me, instead watching as the treble clef spins around and around, catching and reflecting the light from the passing streetlamps.

After that, Dex becomes quiet, and we don’t speak the rest of the way to the venue.
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I CAN’T COUNT THE NUMBER of concerts I’ve played in over the course of my career, but I can count on one hand how many times Dex Reid has been in the audience.

Tuning up in the greenroom, my hands were shaking, and now, as I wait in the wings with Eleanor, I have to take steadying breaths to calm my racing heart.

“You okay?” she asks, giving me a curious once-over. “You look . . . nervous.”

I flash her a smile. “I’m fine. I’ve got a . . . friend in the audience tonight.”

Is that what Dex is? A friend? I’m not so sure I can even call him that. A sexy acquaintance I want to tear the clothes off of? Sure. But a friend? Probably not. And that makes me sad for some reason.

We’re introduced onstage, and the orchestra begins filing out into the lights. Because Eleanor is here, she’ll take to the stage last, so I head out with the others and find my second-chair spot.

I want to know where Dex is sitting, but the lights are so bright that I can’t make out any of the audience members with clarity. But I swear I can feel his eyes on me, and I sit straighter as Eleanor walks onstage and takes her place before the orchestra. She tunes the lower strings first, followed by the higher strings, and then takes her seat beside me.
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I play more passionately than usual, drawing out each vibrato with intensity and emotion. It’s as if I’m playing for him, only him, in an auditorium with just the two of us. Knowing Dex is out there somewhere, watching me onstage, makes me want to perform at my highest ability, and I must do just that, because backstage after the performance, Mr. Edrington pulls me aside.

“I’m still taking sign-ups for the audition,” he says, peering at me over the thin rim of his glasses. His hair is wild from his energetic conducting, giving him a bit of an Einstein look. “You play in the audition like you did tonight, and you have a very good chance, Nora.”

“Thank you, sir.” I give him a bashful smile. “I’ll consider it.”

Yet again, he looks displeased with my answer.

“Very well.” He sighs and walks off to speak with some of the other musicians, and my joy is knocked down just a peg.

In the greenroom, a group of women talk excitedly, and despite my anxious thoughts and the disappointment gnawing at my stomach, I can’t help but overhear.

“Someone said Dex Reid is in the audience.”

I pause putting my violin away.

“No way. Why would he be here?”

“I don’t know, but hurry up! Let’s try to catch him before he leaves.”

The women hurry past, not paying me any mind, and my stomach turns. I hope he’s not being bombarded with people and cameras and requests for autographs. Seeing the way he rolled his window up in the car earlier, I know he’s not in the mood for it tonight.

Now I’m doubting whether it was a good idea to even invite him to the concert. Maybe he just said yes because he felt bad, and now he’s going to be swarmed with crazy fans.

After hurriedly packing up, I make my way out the main doors, keeping an eye out for throngs of people. I don’t see Dex anywhere, and the women who were talking about him are standing in front of the building, looking dejected.

Good. That means they couldn’t find him.

Heading around to the back of the building, I spot my Honda in the far corner of the parking lot, a dark figure leaning against the passenger’s side. The sun has long since gone down, and Dex is just a faceless shadow standing in the dark.

“Hey,” I say, a little breathless as I get to the car and look around to make sure no one has spotted him. “You okay?”

When he turns around, his face is calm. “Yeah. Why?”

I let out a relieved sigh. “Oh, I just heard some people saying they’d seen you and was afraid they were bothering you.”

His calm expression shifts, and now he’s smiling at me.

“What?” I ask.

“You were worried about me?”

Heat flares in my cheeks, and I grip my violin case a little tighter. “Yeah, I guess so . . . I didn’t want anyone harassing you.”

Dex leans his elbows on top of my car, and my eyes trace the ink running up his forearms, across his biceps, and under the sleeves of his tee.

“That might be the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me.” His smile is shifting into a smirk now, and I roll my eyes, hoping he can’t see the flush in my cheeks in the low light.

“Okay, hurry up and unlock the car before a horde comes this way.” I gesture at the rear door, and Dex smirks at me a moment longer before pulling the key out of his pocket and unlocking the doors.

When we arrived, I headed in first to prepare for the concert, and he stayed in the car until the start of the concert to avoid being seen by everyone in the auditorium. Sure, he was still spotted, but our plan seems to have worked considering there aren’t any groupies flocking around him right now.

I ease my violin into the back, then slip into the driver’s seat. Dex gets in on the other side, and as I start up the car and head for the exit, he looks over at me.

“You were great tonight,” he says, all playfulness gone from his voice.

His compliment makes my stomach flutter, and I focus even harder on the road to keep from getting flustered.

“Thanks. That night Ashton saw me play, our first chair wasn’t there, so I got to step in as concertmistress.” My lips pull into a smile just thinking about it. “She’s retiring after this season, so we’ll have a new first chair next season.”

Beside me, Dex shifts in his seat to face me. “Is that what you want? To be the concertmistress?”

He asks it so casually, as if it isn’t the thing I’ve yearned for all these years, the thing that feels like it’s right at my fingertips and yet still out of my grasp.

My voice is small as I say, “Yeah.”

“How do you do it?”

We pull up to a red light, and I look over at him. Is he really asking me about my dream right now? His face is serious, and he’s staring at me, waiting for my answer.

“Well, I have to audition for it, but it’s more than that.” My hands tighten on the steering wheel.

“More how?” he presses.

“You have to be a leader, someone the orchestra can look up to. The concertmistress—or concertmaster—is only one step down from our conductor. They lead rehearsals, communicate with all the sections, assist with bowing patterns . . .” It feels heavy just saying it all out loud, and I sigh. “If it were based on technical skill alone, I could do it, but all that other stuff . . . I don’t know.”

“So . . . you’re afraid?”

His blatant question makes me narrow my eyes at him. Dex stares right back, blue eyes sharp as they damn near tear into my soul.

“N-no,” I say, but even as the word passes my lips, I know it’s a lie.

I’m not just scared; I’m terrified.

“I’m not a leader,” I say quietly, my shoulders drooping. “The orchestra needs someone outgoing, charismatic . . . Someone like you.”

He laughs, but it doesn’t have much humor in it. “That’s just one type of leadership, Nora.”

Hearing him say my name sends a spark across my skin, and I stare hard at the brake lights in front of us, trying not to physically react.

“Sometimes quiet leaders demand even more respect, and they’re damn well worthy of it.” He reaches toward me slowly, and his fingers brush my cheek, making goose bumps rise on my arms. “The orchestra would be lucky to have you. You should audition.”

With his fingertips now trailing down the side of my neck, it takes all my effort and focus not to melt into a puddle in my front seat. When I don’t respond, Dex presses harder.

“Promise me.”

I glance over at him. “What?”

“Promise me you’ll audition.”

He’s looking at me with such focus, such intensity, that I almost get lost in his eyes.

“Well?” he asks, his voice low.

“Okay.” It’s just a whisper, but it feels dangerous on my lips. “I promise.”

Dex’s serious expression morphs into a smile, and he steals his hand back and rights himself in his seat just as a car horn blares behind me.

I jolt forward, realizing the light is green, and try to wrap my head around what I’ve done.

I promised Dex I’ll audition for the concertmistress role, and just the thought of it makes a stone of dread sit heavily in my stomach.


chapter 14

MY PLAN WAS TO DROP Dex off somewhere—his house, Michael’s place, I didn’t know—but before I could ask where to take him, he said he wanted to buy us dinner to celebrate. When I asked what he wanted to celebrate, he said, “You.”

Now we’re sitting on the floor in my living room, eating takeout from the vegan Chinese restaurant I love so much and drinking a six-pack of Sapporo.

I’m sitting cross-legged, a container of lo mein beside me and a bottle in my hand, and watching Dex eat vegan crab cheese wontons while leaning back against my couch is making me feel like I’m in some sort of alternate reality. Margot keeps walking alongside him, pressing herself against his arm and meowing for bites of food. He lets her lick a bit of the wonton filling off his finger, then laughs when she tries to swipe it out of his hand.

“Margot,” I warn, acting like she ever listens to me, and she gives me a serious side-eye before strutting out of the living room. My gaze flicks to Dex. “Sorry, she’s . . . demanding.”

What I don’t tell him is that Margot pretty much runs this place, and I’m mostly around to feed her, clean her box, and give her cuddles when she deems it appropriate—not like I’d have it any other way. She’s the best friend I have.

“I like her,” he says before lifting a bottle to his lips and finishing the rest of his beer. I watch his throat bob and wonder what it would be like to press my lips against the skin behind his ear.

The thought makes heat burn through me, and Dex must see something cross over my face, because his expression changes, becomes less playful and more . . . aggressive. He holds my gaze, making tingles start in my belly and work their way lower.

“Come here,” he says, holding out a hand.

Those two words might as well be a spell, because they wrap around me, and I put my beer down without a second thought. The alcohol buzzing through my veins gives me courage, and I crawl toward him across the living room floor, holding his gaze, relishing the tick of muscle along his stubbled jaw.

When I’m within reach, he grabs ahold of me and pulls me into his lap, and I let out a gasp as he settles my weight on top of him. Now I’m straddling him, my legs on either side of his hips, his torso still leaned back against my couch.

I changed out of my concert attire when we got back, and now I’m wearing leggings and a baggy sweatshirt. When Dex slips his hand under the hem of my sweatshirt and his fingertips graze my bare skin, it sends my pulse hammering.

For a moment, he just stares up at me, and I stare back, feeling that same magnetic pull I felt in Velvet last night. He’s like a tornado ripping through my town, and I’m standing in the eye of the storm, waiting for the cyclone to hit and sweep me away.

Slowly, Dex lifts one hand to cradle my face, and a moment later he’s drawing me in, pressing his mouth to mine, letting me feel the metal of his lip ring against my warm skin. He tastes like Sapporo, and when my tongue darts out to lap the flavor from his lips, he hardens beneath me.

The storm finally makes landfall. And it doesn’t care what it leaves in its wake.

Now my hands are in his hair, and his fingertips are digging into my hips. When he catches my bottom lip between his teeth, trapping my mouth against his, my panties get wet. I want to see him, to feel his skin, to trace the ink that adorns his body. So I reach for the hem of his tee like reaching for a portal into a forbidden world, and a small smile tugs at his lips as he breaks our kiss for just long enough to let me pull the shirt over his head.

I toss the white tee across the living room, then sit back to admire the tattoos ornamenting his skin. They’re all in black and gray, not a hint of colored ink to be found, and Dex shivers as I reach out and trail my fingertips delicately across his chest. There’s that tattoo that curls across his collarbone and up his neck, the one I saw yesterday. Now I can finally do what I wanted. Only this time, instead of tracing the ink with my fingers, I trace it with my mouth. My tongue drags across his skin. Tastes him. Savors him.

Beneath my lap, he throbs.

He reaches for my sweatshirt, and as he starts to pull it over my head and I feel the air hit my skin, I remember I’m not wearing a bra. For a moment, embarrassment seizes me, but then I’m bared before him.

His blue eyes take in the sight of me. I think to cover myself, to let my self-consciousness chase me right back into my sweatshirt. But then Dex traces one hand up my stomach, from my belly button to my sternum.

Abandoning my nerves, I soften beneath his fingertips.

His touch is fire, and I want to throw myself into the inferno.

He cups my breast, makes me catch my breath. The brush of his thumb across my nipple makes it harden. Then his mouth is on my skin, pressing kisses along both my breasts. His tongue flicks my nipple. I tip my head back and moan.

In one smooth motion, he wraps an arm around me and flips me onto my back so I’m lying on the plush living room rug. Then he’s kissing me again, and I’m wrapping my legs around his waist, trying to trap him so he can never let go.

God, I never want him to let go.

A laugh rumbles in his chest, and then his lips brush the shell of my ear, sending a shiver through my body. “What do you want, Monster?” he murmurs, tracing hearts on the side of my neck with his thumb.

When whispered like that, the little nickname he gave me feels like a prophecy foretelling danger, promising pain and pleasure and everything in between. I want him to say it again, to whisper it against every inch of my body until the touch of his lips is ingrained into my memory.

I never want to forget this, to forget him.

“You,” I manage to say, breathless with a mixture of want and fear.

When I told him I wasn’t a virgin, I wasn’t lying. The college boyfriend I had for all of six months may have taught me some things, but knowing just how experienced Dex must be makes me feel wholly unprepared—and yet I don’t want to stop, can’t stop. I need to know what he feels like almost as badly as I need to breathe.

He sits up, and my heart races as he brushes his fingers across my navel, down my low belly, and along the waistband of my leggings. My pulse pounds between my legs, my body aching for him to touch me, to teach me.

I’ll be his most willing student.

Slowly, so slowly, he grips the waistband of my leggings, starts edging them down. They glide across my hips, down my thighs, over my knees. Then he’s easing them off over my feet and tossing them across the room, leaving only my thong in place. He runs his hands along my shins, the backs of my knees, my bare thighs. I tingle everywhere he touches me.

And then he’s kissing me again, and I don’t know if he’s taking his time just for my benefit or because he enjoys it this way, but I revel in it. He could draw this out for hours, and I wouldn’t whisper a word of complaint.

I run my hands down his back, feel the muscles flexing along his ribs as he holds himself atop me, and dig my nails in until he growls.

“Jesus,” Dex says against my mouth, his body tensing up under my hands. He pulls away, his forearms braced on either side of my head as he stares down at me. “You drive me crazy, Nora.”

A flash of heat goes through me.

“I know the feeling,” I whisper, then raise my hand and brush my fingertips over his collarbone and across his chest. My gaze drops lower, to his ripped jeans, where his hard-on strains against the tight material.

Shifting onto one forearm, Dex trails his other hand across my breast, then down my stomach. He pauses at the edge of my panties, his gaze locked on mine. I bite my lip, breath getting heavy, and watch as his hand slips under the fabric.

The first brush of his fingertips across my sensitive skin is electric, and it makes me gasp. He’s gentle, slow. I lift my hips slightly to press myself against him, thirsty for more of his touch.

His fingers slip lower, tease me, and a smirk curls on his lips. “Why are you so wet?” he murmurs, and the flush that rises to my cheeks just makes him smile more.

I want to tell him that he does this to me, that I’ve wanted to be touched by him since that first day I saw him leaning against the doorframe, from the first time I heard his voice and noticed the flash of ink across his knuckles. Now those fingers, those beautifully tattooed fingers, are circling my entrance, and I let out a breath when one finally slips inside.

He brings his mouth to my nipple, his warm tongue and the touch of metal heaven against my skin. Closing my eyes, I let myself get lost in him, in the sensations of his fingers and lips. I keep my eyes closed as his mouth moves from my nipple, across my rib cage, and down to my hip bone. Then I finally open them.

My chest rises and falls rapidly as Dex brings one of my legs up and drapes it over his shoulder. He presses kisses along my inner thigh, and I curl my fingers into the thick rug as his mouth moves closer to the only still-clad part of me.

No, I’m not a virgin, but I’ve never done this before. College Boyfriend didn’t want to, said it was “too hard,” whatever that means, and I didn’t push.

But now Dex is trailing his tongue along the top edge of my thong, and he’s certainly making it look easy.

His blue eyes meet mine as he lifts my other leg onto his shoulder and reaches under me to slide the thong slowly off my hips. Then he’s slipping the fabric off one foot, followed by the other, and I’m lying completely naked on the living room floor.

His eyes rake over me, his tongue darting out to touch his lip ring. “Fuck,” he says. “You’re so sexy.”

Dex reaches for me, and when he catches my hand, he pulls me up and lifts me onto the couch. Kneeling before me, he drags my hips to the edge of the cushion and parts my legs.

I can feel my heart beating in my clit, and it throbs as he leans in close. My whole body tenses up as his mouth draws nearer to my skin. Slowly, he drags his tongue from my entrance to the top of my folds, and I squeal.

“Shh,” he whispers, hands tightening around my thighs. “Enjoy it.”

His tongue touches me again. It’s warm and wet as he licks me from bottom to top, and my head falls back against the couch cushion when he parts my lips with his mouth and sucks on my throbbing clit.

I fooled around with a couple boys in high school and had sex with College Boyfriend, but I’ve never felt anything like this. This is getting caught in a summer storm. Losing my breath. Standing on the edge of the unknown—and stepping off the ledge.

Dex wraps his arms around my thighs, gripping me, holding my legs apart as he sucks harder. I’m moaning now, my fingernails digging into the throw pillows on the couch. His tongue dips into me, and then he’s back at my clit, circling it, sucking on it, lavishing it in attention. The pleasure swells inside me, building and building. My toes curl, a trembling starting in my legs.

But then Dex shifts, not yet letting me finish. I open my eyes to find him sitting up. He reaches for his belt, and a heat wave of desire goes through me as he undoes the buckle and frees the top button of his jeans.

Standing, Dex pushes his jeans and boxers down, and his dick springs free, flushed pink and glistening at the tip. The sight cultivates such hunger in me that I immediately sit up and lean forward on the couch, reaching for him, wanting to feel him, to taste him.

He’s hard beneath my hand, and he groans as I take him into my mouth. Slowly, I ease him in, widening my jaw to adjust to his size. My tongue brushes against his head as I slide my lips over his dick, and he tangles his fingers in my hair and pulls, which only makes me wetter. I move faster, groaning around him as he gets harder in my mouth.

I vary my speed, going fast and then slow, wanting him to want it, to crave it. And if the sounds he’s making are any indication, I think he’s about to explode.

He hardens again, getting impossibly firm between my lips, but before he can cum, he eases himself out of my mouth, pulls me up off the couch, and lifts me into his arms. I wrap my legs around him and find his lips with mine, then his tongue. He tastes like me, like that secret place no one else has ever tasted. If it were anyone else, I might be turned off by it, but with him, I want to drag my tongue across his lips, to relish every taste he gives me.

His arms are strong, sturdy, and he carries me into my bedroom with ease. There’s only a salt lamp on in this room, and the dim light cuts shadows across his jaw as he lowers me gently onto the bed.

“I have to have you,” he says, climbing on top of me and parting my legs with his hips. His dick is poised to slide into me, to sink fully into my body, but he hesitates, waiting, watching my face.

“Then take me,” I whisper breathlessly.

Desire flashes across his face. And then he pushes through my folds and plunges into me.

My body takes him in, eager and willing. I gasp as I stretch around him, but the momentary sting of pain quickly gives way to pleasure. I’m soaking wet now, dripping as he pulls out and thrusts back into me. I’ve never wanted someone this bad before. Even as he’s inside me, I yearn for more. I lift my legs and wrap them around his back, clinging to him, wanting to draw him closer even as he’s buried inside me. He catches my lips, kisses me deeply. I could drown in this ecstasy.

Dex pulls out and sits back on his knees. I almost whimper at the emptiness it leaves inside me.

“Sit up,” he says. “Grab the headboard.”

I do as he says. Climbing to my knees on the bed, I bend slightly over in front of him and wrap my fingers around the wooden headboard. Maneuvering behind me, he lifts my left leg in the crook of his elbow, then eases his length back into me. Once again, my body pulls him in, hungry for his heat.

Fully inside me, his naked chest pressed against my back, Dex reaches around, and his fingertips find my clit. I gasp at the sensation. Now he’s thrusting slowly, matching his pace to the speed of his fingers pressing circles against me.

And it’s everything. It’s shaking legs and panted breaths. It’s a sheen building up on my low back from the fire burning through my body.

I’ve fantasized about Dex fucking me, have even touched myself to the thought of him, but even in my wildest imaginings, it was never like this. I always imagined him bending me over and doing me hard, having his way with me, leaving me trembling. But this, what he’s doing right now, is even better. It’s deep and slow. It’s transcendent. It’s borderline holy.

I cry out as he thrusts into me. His fingers rub harder against my clit, and I’m building up again, breathing faster, closing my eyes. In my mind, I see his head between my thighs, the shimmer of his tongue as it slips inside of me.

“Holy shit,” I whisper.

His skin slaps mine, harder now, faster.

And then he takes me there. My walls clench and throb around his dick, my toes curling as I let out a moan that even my neighbor must hear. He continues to fuck me through my orgasm, his fingers touching me more gently now, easing me down from my explosive high.

“Fuck,” he bites out. He drives his length into me one more time, burying himself deep, then pulls out.

He cums on my ass, grunting through his release. Heat rolls down my cheek and onto the back of my thigh. The sensation makes me shiver.

For a moment, neither of us speak. Dex lowers my leg, then pulls my body against his, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in the side of my neck. His chest pressed against my back, I can feel the rapid beating of his heart.

Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.

My lungs heave as I try to catch my breath, and as my orgasm subsides and the racing of my heart begins to slow, a tidal wave of emotion crashes over me.

I want him here, with me, forever. I want to make love on the kitchen counter, then eat greasy Chinese takeout and play video games until we fall asleep. I want him to sing just for me, and I want him in the audience every time I step onstage.

But that’s not real life. That’s a fantasy, one that will never, ever come true.

And that realization makes my eyes flood with tears.

I want to blame it on the hormones coursing through my body, and that probably plays a small part, but as I kneel here cradled in Dex’s arms, his breath warm against my neck, I feel terrified that he’s going to leave.

I’m a fool. I knew what could happen. I warned myself time and time again to stay away from him. But his pull is like gravity; I tried, I fought, but in the end, I couldn’t resist it.

A tear slips down my cheek, and he must feel it, because he pulls away slightly.

“Nora? Are you okay?”

I force out a light laugh, not wanting to reveal the torrent of emotions raging through me. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired now.”

He nuzzles his face into my neck again, and his scruff tickles my skin. “Then fall asleep with me.” His voice is gruff, quiet, and his words make my heart pick up its rapid beating again.

Is he going to stay?

I figured he’d get dressed and leave right away, add another notch to his bedpost, but it seems I was wrong.

I’m so glad I was wrong.

Dex flops down onto my bed. He puts a hand under his head and closes his eyes, looking completely at ease in my bedroom, the salt lamp casting a warm orange glow across his face.

“I’ll be right back,” I tell him, then quickly slip off the bed and head into the bathroom.

Once the door closes, I let out a breath, and a few more tears slide down my cheeks before I quickly swipe them away. I want to sob and wrap myself around his body, to have him hold me until I know he’s not going anywhere. But I can’t do that. Crying is just going to scare him away, and I barely have him as is.

I quickly pee, then grab a washcloth and wet it down with warm water. After washing his cum off my thigh, I check my face in the mirror. My freckled cheeks are flushed, and my brown eyes are tinged with a touch of redness from the alcohol and tears. My hair is mussed, so I quickly run a hand over it while brushing my teeth. When there’s no other way to bide time, I take a breath, steady myself, and head back into my bedroom.

Dex is partially under the covers now, his chest still exposed, and when I walk into the room, he reaches out for me.

“Come on,” he whispers.

And I slip back into his arms like it’s where I belong.

He holds me against his chest, his breathing slow and even, and I trace the ink swirling across his skin.

“Do your tattoos mean something?” I ask, my voice low and heavy with sleepy satisfaction.

Dex chuckles, and the sound is a rumble beneath my ear. “Some of them.”

“How about this one?” I glide my hand over a sword running down the middle of his sternum.

When he opens one eye to see which tattoo I’m referring to, he smirks. “I can’t tell you.”

“What?” I sit up a little to look at him. “Why?”

“Because it’s lame.”

“Lame?”

His eyes are closed again, but he’s smiling, and it just makes me want to know even more.

Feeling bold, I swing a leg over his body and push myself up so I’m straddling him. Beneath me, his dick pulses, and he opens his eyes.

“Tell me,” I whisper, drawing both hands down his chest, across the sword, and to where the point ends just above his navel. “Please?”

Dex rolls his eyes and sighs, but he’s smiling. “I told you, I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you’d never see me the same.”

I arch a brow in irritation.

In one smooth movement, Dex wraps an arm around my waist and flips me onto the mattress so he’s on top. “You can’t give me that look,” he says, burying his face in my neck again and kissing me. “You’re too fucking cute.”

“Tell me!” I squeal, wriggling and laughing until he finally stops the ticklish kisses.

“Okay, but you have to promise not to tell anyone.” His blue eyes stare into mine, deadly serious.

I hold up a pinky. “I pinky promise.”

His lips pull into a smirk. “You’re such a dork,” he says, but he wraps his pinky around mine anyway. “Okay . . . It’s the sword from Shadow Odyssey.”

My eyes go wide, and my mouth falls open.

“No way!” I study the tattoo a bit more carefully, but it’s so dim in here, it’s hard to make out all the details on the hilt of the sword. “That’s one of my favorite games.”

Dex smiles and shakes his head. “I should’ve known.”

He falls back onto the bed, then pulls me down next to him, and I laugh as my head hits the pillow. His arm wraps around me, strong and sure. I cuddle against him, finding a spot just under his chin for my head.

“I can’t believe you play Shadow Odyssey,” I whisper into the darkness, then giggle sleepily.

“I fuckin’ wasted the Shadow Council,” he says, one hand trailing slowly across my low back, and I grin.

He really did play the game. And somehow, knowing that makes me curl a bit closer to him.

I find myself starting to drift off, his lips in my hair, his breathing a calming sound that whisks me into peaceful darkness.


chapter 15

THE NEXT MORNING, I’M IN the kitchen eating fresh strawberries out of a bowl and scratching Margot behind the ear when my bedroom door cracks open and Dex steps out, clad in his jeans and nothing else. When I woke up early this morning, I folded his clothes and placed them on my dresser for him, then slipped out and closed the door so I wouldn’t wake him.

Now he’s padding into the kitchen, barefoot and shirtless and way too sexy for a man who just rolled out of bed.

“Good morning,” I say, already fully awake, and he yawns as he settles himself into a chair at my tiny kitchen table. “You want coffee?”

“Please.” His voice is raspy with sleep, and I wish it weren’t such a turn-on.

“How do you like it?” I ask as I open the cupboard and pull out a coffee cup in the shape of a medieval tankard; I’m pretty sure Dex will appreciate it.

“As long as there’s coffee in it, I’ll like it,” he says, then yawns again and stretches his arms over his head. His golden hair is tousled and beautiful, like a halo in the morning light.

I pour him a coffee, add a splash of frothy oat milk, and then place the mug on the table next to the bowl of strawberries. He takes a sip and looks like he’s about to melt through my kitchen floor.

Smiling, I return to the stove, where I’m making blueberry pancakes. I flip the last pancake onto a platter, then carry it to the table and set it beside the spread of butter, jam, peanut butter, and syrup.

Dex’s eyes go wide, as if he just noticed everything set out on the kitchen table.

“You made these?” He sounds incredulous, and it makes me laugh.

“Yeah. You woke up just in time to eat them hot.” I pass him a plate, then give Margot one last scratch, grab my coffee, and join him at the table.

He puts two pancakes onto his plate, seeming to debate his topping of choice for a moment. Finally, he opts for the peanut butter, and I grab the jam.

After taking a bite, Dex moans. “This is insane. I haven’t had homemade pancakes since I was a kid.”

“Not much of a cook?” I ask, and he scoffs and stuffs another bite into his mouth.

I’ll take that as a no.

Margot jumps from the kitchen counter onto the table. Dex immediately reaches out to pet her on the head, and she starts to purr. I’m amazed at how much she likes him already. It was like love at first sight.

The thought reminds me of the first day at the studio, when I turned to find Dex leaning in the doorway, and as I watch him scratch Margot’s chin and take another bite of pancake, I wonder how we got here—and how I’m ever going to be okay once he leaves.

Thinking about him walking out my door makes a knot form in my stomach.

I should not be this into him. I know where this leads.

A phone chimes from somewhere in the living room, and Dex takes a sip of coffee before standing and going to retrieve it. I admire his bare torso as he walks away, how the muscles in his back flex as he bends to search the floor for his cell. He finally finds the phone under the couch, and after squinting at the screen for a moment, he looks up at me and smiles.

“It’s Ashton. She said they released the track today.”

My eyes go wide. “What? Already?”

“Yeah. Check it out.” Crossing the living room into the kitchen, he holds his phone out, and I blink at the screen. He’s got “Ghost” pulled up on some music app I’m not familiar with, and the number of listens and likes keeps climbing.

“It has almost a million listens already.” My gaze flicks up to him. “Is that normal?”

He just smiles, slips his phone into his back pocket, and offers me a hand. Slowly, I reach up and take it. Dex guides me to my feet. He wraps his arms around my middle and pulls me in for a hug. His chest is firm under my hands, his skin warm as I reach around him to return the embrace.

Tears threaten to rise up in my eyes again, but this time I don’t have an orgasm to blame. I quickly force them down before Dex can see what he does to me.

“Thank you,” he says into my hair, and goose bumps rise on my arms when he trails his fingertips up and down my back, his hands gliding over my T-shirt.

“For what?” I whisper, afraid that if I talk too loud, this moment—which could very possibly be a dream—will vanish into nothingness. It’s like he’s a rare creature, and one wrong move or sound will scare him away forever. Even in my arms, he feels intangible, unreal.

Dex doesn’t say anything, just squeezes me a bit tighter. Then he pulls away, sits back down, and loads two more pancakes onto his plate.
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Honestly, I expected Dex to leave after we had sex last night, so the fact he’s sitting on my couch at noon is mind-boggling to me. We’ve been playing Legend of Volthorn and checking the song’s ranking, and Dex jumps up off the couch when it hits number one.

“Fuck,” he says, one hand buried in his hair. “This is insane. People fucking love it.” His gaze shifts to me. “They love you.”

I’m about to roll my eyes and tell him how ridiculous that is, but he sinks back onto the couch and presses a kiss against my mouth before I can get the words out. Then he’s stealing the controller out of my hands, pausing my game, and running a hand through my hair in a way that makes my insides dance.

In his hands, I melt like butter, and there’s no resistance in me as he lifts me up and into his lap. The afternoon sunlight streams through the windows, bright and yellow and warm, and it turns Dex’s eyes a lighter shade of blue, like the Colorado sky on a frigid winter day.

Suddenly, I want to take him home, back to the town I grew up in. I want to show him the elementary school I attended and buy him hot chocolate at my favorite coffee shop. I want to know what he’d look like standing in a winter storm, cheeks pink from the cold and eyelashes sprinkled with snowflakes. The longing to have him rises up in me so fiercely that it takes my breath away.

He’s staring back at me, brow slightly furrowed, his lip ring shining in the light. His hand, tattooed and calloused from the guitar strings, traces the line of my cheek, then pushes a strand of hair behind my ear.

“You’re fucking beautiful.”

The way he says it, with a hint of something that almost sounds like reverence, makes me want to believe him. But I’m just me. Just Nora. And he’s . . .

Exquisite.

Something must cross my face, because his eyes narrow, seeming to study me.

“What?” he asks, twirling a lock of my hair around his finger.

All I can do is shake my head. “Nothing.”

“There’s no such thing, Nora.”

Fuck. The way he says my name, it’s like magic, and it does things to me I wish it wouldn’t.

Dex’s phone starts to ring, startling us both, and I pull away and slide off his lap. I need to clear to my head. He could probably make me forget my own name.

“What’s up?” he says into the phone as I pad into the kitchen and grab a glass from the cupboard. “Okay, man. I’m at Nora’s.”

A thrill goes through me. He’s not hiding it, isn’t pretending like I don’t exist. Which I suppose is what I’ve expected all along. I thought he’d be embarrassed of me. After all, I’m certainly not the caliber of woman he’s used to being with.

There’s a pause, and though I can’t hear what the person on the phone says, it makes Dex smile mischievously, and his eyes find mine from across the kitchen. The look he gives me sends heat curling between my legs, and I quickly down the rest of my water.

“All right, I’ll text you the address. Later.” Dex hangs up the phone and stuffs it into his pocket, then stands from the couch. “Michael’s on his way. Gotta go film promo for the tour.”

“Oh. Okay.”

He has to leave sometime, obviously, but it’s still a letdown. Maybe it’s for the best. Having him here, all I want to do is kiss him and touch him and watch the way his mouth moves when he smiles. He’s a distraction, an ocean I could easily drown in.

And I can’t let that happen.

Dex moves toward me, and as he passes through the shafts of sunlight streaming through the windows, his hair turns a shade of shimmering gold. Not for the first time, I wonder how it’s humanly possible to look so carelessly and effortlessly gorgeous.

“So,” he says, leaning against the kitchen counter and crossing his arms over his bare chest.

“So,” I echo, suddenly feeling like I’m standing naked on a brightly lit stage.

When he looks at me like that, it’s like he’s able to see through me, can see exactly what I’m thinking, and it makes me start to shut down; he can’t know what he does to me, what I feel when I hear his voice. When I look away and begin absently scratching at a nonexistent stain on the countertop, Dex starts to laugh.

“What?” I ask.

“You’re getting shy again.”

“No,” I snap, crossing my arms in a stance that matches his. “I’m not shy.”

“No?” His voice is playful, taunting. “Are you sure?”

Now he’s closing the distance between us, stealing my breath away as he pushes me back against the cabinets. He braces his hands on the counter on either side of me, and my pulse thunders in response to his proximity. I have to tip my head back to meet his stare, and when I do, he arches an eyebrow. The challenge goes unspoken, but I feel it.

If he thinks I’m going to shrink away, he’s wrong.

I can be brave.

Rising onto my toes, I bring my lips close to his. We’re a breath away from each other, so close I can see the different shades of gray and blue in his irises. But I don’t kiss him, and he doesn’t kiss me.

It feels like a gravitational pull is dragging me toward him, and I resist it, fight the urge to succumb to my desire for him. He brushes his nose against mine, then trails it across my cheek and down my neck. The subtle touch makes my hair stand on end, sends an electric current racing over my skin.

And all my body wants—craves—is his touch, his hands, his mouth. I close my eyes and tip my head to the side, exposing my neck. Dex draws his fingers across my bare skin, pushes my hair back so he can press his lips against my flesh. And when he does, a sigh slips through my lips. That’s all it takes for me to become lost in him.

Now I’m drifting on the tumultuous sea that is Dex Reid, softening into him as his hands cup my waist. Then he lifts me onto the counter and pushes my knees apart so he can settle his hips between my legs.

“Nora Miller,” he whispers, hands trailing up and down my thighs as his gaze seems to search my face. “What’s your middle name, Little Monster?”

His nickname makes my lips curl involuntarily into a smile, and there’s no way he doesn’t see it.

“Elizabeth.”

“Elizabeth,” Dex whispers. “Nora Elizabeth Miller.” He reaches up and pushes his hand through my hair. I lean into his touch, my eyes closing.

I shouldn’t want this, I try to tell myself, but there’s no conviction in the thought. I’ve tried to fight this, but now my resolve slips like sand through Dex’s fingers as his hand trails through my hair.

I open my eyes and find his blue gaze inches from mine. “What’s yours?”

“My middle name?”

I nod.

He smiles, big and bright, and his lip ring winks in the morning sunlight. “I can’t remember the last time someone asked me that.” He chuckles, more to himself than anything. “It’s Owen.”

“Dexter Owen Reid,” I say, my voice lilting playfully.

His lips pucker into a smirk. “You’re lucky you’re so cute,” he says. “My grandmother is the only one who calls me Dexter.”

“Off-limits, then?” I tilt my head to one side, and the smile slips slowly from Dex’s lips. He seems to consider it for a moment, his fingers tracing little circles on my thigh.

“No, not off-limits. Not for you.”

My chest squeezes. My words seize up in my throat.

How is this happening?

I lift a hand slowly, tentatively, my fingertips inching toward Dex’s face. When I hesitate a moment longer, he shifts, turning his cheek into my touch. The contact sends butterflies swarming through my belly. I cup his face, trail my thumb across his lips. His lip ring is smooth and hard, the metal warm from his body heat.

“I’ve never kissed anyone with a lip ring before,” I say. The words slip out before I consider how stupid they sound.

But Dex smiles. “You’ve kissed me.”

My cheeks grow warm. “Well, besides you.”

He leans in. The seconds become minutes. Then his lips are on mine, and time no longer exists. There’s just his mouth on my mouth, my fingers in his hair. Dex squeezes my thighs, and I wrap my legs around him, locking my ankles and drawing him in until I feel the pressure of his hips between my legs.

When I’m kissing him, I lose a part of myself—the part that feels insecure, awkward, unsure. His kiss makes me feel powerful, and my body reacts to him instinctually. Unlike every other moment in my life, I don’t have to think about what to do; I just do it.

Too soon, Dex pulls away, leaving me breathless and hungry for more.

“And?” he says, breath tickling my neck as he nuzzles his nose into the soft spot just beneath my ear.

I can’t even remember what we were talking about. “And what?”

“And what do you think? About kissing me.”

Oh. Right.

“It’s . . .”

Euphoric. Intoxicating. Terrifying.

Just as I open my mouth, Dex’s phone rings. He reaches quickly into his pocket to silence it, then looks up at me expectantly. But there’s no way I can tell him everything that’s running through my head. There is a limit to how much embarrassment I can stand.

“Do I make you speechless, Nora Elizabeth Miller?”

“Oh my gosh,” I whisper, putting my hands on his broad chest and pushing him back so I can slide off the counter. “I should never have told you my middle name.”

“Why?” He sounds hurt. “I like it.”

I roll my eyes lightheartedly, then dart my gaze to his pocket. “Was that Michael?”

“Probably.” He slips the cell from his pocket, his eyes darting quickly across the screen. “Yeah.”

Dex steps back, and I finally catch my breath. Being near him is like being caught in a rainstorm with thunder and lightning and screaming wind—I can’t think straight, can barely feel my feet on the ground.

“He’s outside.”

Dex disappears into my bedroom, then returns with his white T-shirt on. Ambling into the living room, he starts gathering up his belongings: belt, wallet, sunglasses. Watching him, my stomach pinches.

I don’t want him to erase himself. I want to see him everywhere: eating breakfast at my kitchen table, playing Legend of Volthorn in the living room, sleeping soundly in my bed.

But soon he’s sliding his sunglasses on and moving toward the door. Maybe this is the moment where he disappears, where this fantasy I’ve been living in for the past twenty-four hours finally comes to an end.

Dex holds out his hand, and I couldn’t stop myself taking it even if I wanted to.

We walk to the door together, then onto the front steps. Michael’s black SUV is parked in the driveway, windows down, a song I don’t recognize leaking out into the afternoon air. He smiles and waves when he sees me, so I lift my hand and wave hesitantly back.

Dex takes one step down, then another, and now we’re at about the same height. Tugging my hand, he pulls me in, and his lips find mine again.

I think to be nervous that Michael can see us, but when Dex is touching me, I realize I don’t care. Anyone and everyone could see, and I’d still just want him.

“Bye, Little Monster,” he whispers against my lips.

“Bye, Dexter Owen Reid.”

Sunlight reflecting off his sunglasses, he smiles and starts down the stairs. “Don’t let Lucas hear you say that,” he says over his shoulder. “I’ll never hear the fucking end of it.”

He jumps down the last two steps, then jogs to Michael’s passenger door. Just as he opens it, two girls out for a run see him, and they nearly trip on their own designer sneakers. One squeals, reaching for the phone tucked in her arm band, and I can almost swear the other one starts to cry.

Dex flashes them a smile, then turns and gives me one last look before climbing into the SUV and closing the door. One girl has her phone out now, snapping photos erratically as Michael eases out of the driveway and starts down the road.

And standing there on my front step, feeling the emptiness Dex leaves behind, I think this might be the loneliest I’ve ever been.


chapter 16

I CLEANED MY HOUSE AGAIN after Dex left, like I could somehow purge my want for him from my veins via essential oils and elbow grease. It worked for a short time, and for one whole hour I barely thought of him, but then I realized everything was sparkling clean and lavender scented, and I still had a Dex-shaped void in my chest.

Now it’s the next day, and I’m sipping coffee, staring at the pan I made pancakes in yesterday. The void is still there, like it’s here to stay.

This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I don’t want to want him. He’s not even mine, but when I stand in my living room and look around, all I see is lack. All I see is the space he should occupy.

Margot jumps onto the counter beside me and rubs her head against my arm.

“Good morning.” I scratch her under the chin, and she purrs so loudly it makes the little bell on her collar ring. I’m reminded of how Dex petted her yesterday, of how quickly and easily she took to him, and that same hollow feeling is back in my stomach.

And I hate that feeling.

I can’t just mope around, constantly looking at my phone and wondering if he’s going to text or call. That’s going to drive me crazy.

“I need to do something with myself,” I tell Margot, but she just yawns. If only I could be as content as she is with afternoon naps in patches of yellow sunlight.

Half an hour later, I’m in my yoga pants and an old T-shirt, unrolling my worn green yoga mat in front of the TV. Yoga usually helps me center myself, and I need to do something about this lonely ache in my chest before it swallows me whole.

I select an intermediate yoga practice and start moving through the poses, syncing my breath to each movement until I’m flowing without thinking. And it feels amazing. Finally, I’m not thinking about Dex, not wishing he were on my couch with a controller in his hands. I’m just in my body, breathing through each asana, feeling my feet on the mat and the sun on my face.

But then my phone starts to ring, completely shattering my focus. I’d typically silence it, but my mind’s been . . . elsewhere.

A little spark of hope flares to life in my chest.

Is it him?

I hop up and run into the kitchen, then reach to grab my phone off the table. As soon as I turn it over, my hope goes out.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Have you seen what’s going on?” Her voice is so exasperated that I take a moment to blink in surprise.

“What do you mean?”

There’s rapid tapping on the other end of the line, and then my phone chimes with a new text message. “A girlfriend of mine from the pickleball club sent that to me.”

“Hang on.” I put her on speaker, then pull up the new message.

A photo fills my screen, and a big bold headline underneath it reads, Who’s Dex Reid’s New Girl?

The breath leaves my chest in one whoosh when I realize the girl in the picture is me. It’s from the night at the club, when we stepped out the back entrance of Velvet only to be bombarded by paparazzi. Dex has his arm around my shoulders, and my bare legs are stark in contrast to his tight white jeans, the chain hanging off his hip reflecting in the blinding lights.

“Oh my god,” I whisper when I scroll down and see that the journalist has written an entire article about me, Dex, and our song, “Ghost.”

“Did you tell them all of this?” Mom asks.

Quickly skimming the article, I’m shocked to find they’ve dug up information about where I grew up, the schools I attended, and even that I play professionally with the LA Orchestra. I suppose most of this would be relatively easy to find if someone really wanted to know about me, but seeing it splashed across a gossip column makes my stomach turn.

And that’s not all the journalist has to say. She goes on to speculate about my relationship with Dex, then makes my heart sink when she compares me to Dex’s ex, Serena White. I read on, and tears prick the corners of my eyes.

In the aftermath of his highly publicized breakup with Hollywood starlet Serena White, the spotlight has shifted once again onto Loaded God Complex’s leading man, Dex Reid. Known for his string of glamorous romances, the singer’s latest choice of companion has left many scratching their heads.

Unlike the sultry socialites who’ve graced Dex Reid’s arm in the past, classical violinist Nora Miller has raised eyebrows and ignited a storm of debate across social media platforms.

While some are quick to dismiss their night out as nothing more than platonic, others question the singer’s intentions, suggesting that his association with Miller may actually be a rebound in the wake of his recent breakup.

What do you think? Comment down below and tell us, How far has Dex Reid really fallen?

“They’re comparing me to Serena White,” I say into the phone, and a tear tracks down my cheek.

“Oh, honey, that’s just gossip. I thought you knew about this.”

“No! Of course not! How would I?”

There’s a brief pause, and I know my mom is leaving something left unsaid.

“What is it?” I ask, voice low.

“You should check your Tribe.”

A stone lands in my stomach.

Oh my god.

Putting my mom on speakerphone, I quickly tap the Tribe widget on my phone screen. It’s been so long since I last used it, it takes thirty seconds to update, but those seconds feel like minutes.

Finally, the app loads, and up in the right-hand corner, which usually has one or two notifications from friends who’ve liked my pictures of Margot, the number reads 999+.

And I make the mistake of tapping it.

Instantly, I’m bombarded with likes and comments on my photos. Some of them are sweet, but my brain barely registers the nice things people have to say; instead, it homes in on all the hate.

I scroll to the picture of Margot that Dex liked, and the comment he left on the photo has thousands of replies. People are carrying out full conversations, speculating about what I mean to Dex, then others swoop in to assure everyone there’s no way he’d be into someone like me.

@LunarLioness: All I can say is EW.

@Dex’s_Girl: Def not Dex Reid material.

@Olivia Isabella: At least her cat is cute.

More notifications come in, and when I click on one, it pulls up the picture of me, Jordan, and Alisha just before we left the house for our night out. Similarly, it has thousands of comments, and I wonder briefly if Jordan and Alisha are getting bombarded with hate now that they’re associated with me.

Terror sweeps through me.

I didn’t want this, never wanted this. And I should’ve seen it coming. But I’ve been too caught up in Dex to think clearly about what my being around him means.

“Hon, are you okay?” Mom says through the speaker. I almost forgot she’s there.

Before I can reply, a text comes through on my phone. My heart clenches, but it’s not Dex’s name that appears at the top of the screen—it’s Jordan’s.

Hey, thinking about you. Want to come over? I’ll make smoothies.

That confirms my suspicions: if she’s reaching out, it’s probably because she’s caught up in the same storm I am.

“Yeah, I’m okay. I’m gonna call you back,” I say to my mom, quickly dashing the tears from my cheeks.

“Are you sure? Do you want to FaceTime?”

I smile a little, grateful my mom is so concerned. “Maybe tonight. I promise I’m okay. I’m gonna go meet up with a friend.”

“Okay. Call me if you need anything. I love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

I hang up, then open Jordan’s text message. It’s nice of her to reach out. And she’s married to LGC’s bassist, so she must be familiar with this stuff. Maybe she’ll be able to help me navigate the chaos.

I quickly text back, trying not to overthink my reply.

Smoothies sound great. When should I head over?

A few minutes pass, and I spend the time pacing around my living room and biting my thumbnail down to the quick. My mind keeps running over and over the article. I pull it back up and scrutinize the photo of us.

I’m small next to Dex, with my head tipped down and a hand up to shield my eyes from the flashing lights. His arm around my shoulders looks possessive, protective. Maybe I shouldn’t like that, but for some reason, I do.

My phone chimes with another message from Jordan.

You free now?

I’ve got the day off, with no obligations to the orchestra, so I guess the only thing on my to-do list today is watching my social media blow up and my self-esteem implode.

Yeah.

Great! Come on over.


chapter 17

I’D USUALLY BE NERVOUS ABOUT hanging out with someone new like this, and I suppose I am a little unsure, but mostly I just want to talk to someone who might understand. In the time it took me to shower and get ready to leave, my notifications maxed out again. My inbox is overflowing with messages, mostly from other women asking me who I think I am and telling me I’ll never be good enough for Dex Reid—some even sent videos of themselves belittling everything about me.

And what they don’t know is that I’ve been thinking the same thing this whole damn time.

But I can’t turn this off now. Dex has touched me, been inside me, yet I want him now more than ever, like a taste of him wasn’t enough. I need all of him.

Jordan texted me her address, because I’m terrible at directions and would never have been able to find her house again. I pull into the driveway, careful not to park my Civic too close to her glossy Mercedes, then step out and head for the front door. She opens it as I climb the steps, and Nala and a few other dogs run out to greet me, tongues lolling and tails wagging.

Smiling, I kneel to greet them, and they jump all over me and give me kisses while Jordan hurriedly offers a slew of apologies.

“It’s fine,” I say, standing back up and wiping slobber from my chin. “I thought you only had Nala.”

Jordan shrugs. “Sometimes I bring a few of the dogs home for a vacation from the rescue; I don’t like leaving them in the kennels, you know?” Her eyes light up. “Maybe you can adopt one from us!”

The idea makes me smile. “As soon as I get a place with a yard, I’ll take you up on that.”

“It’s a deal,” she says, nodding as she leads me into the house amidst a clattering of paws on the hardwood floors.

I peel my shoes off and leave them near the door, then follow Jordan deeper into the house. It’s impeccably clean, and I think to ask her how she keeps it so spotless with all the dogs running around, but I’m immediately distracted when I step into the kitchen and she shoves a beautiful orange smoothie into my hands.

“Orange juice, pineapple, mango, and banana,” she explains. “Toss it all in with coconut milk and ice cubes, and voila!” She slips a stainless steel straw into the smoothie with a flourish. “Perfection.”

I take a sip, and my eyes go wide.

“Told ya.” Jordan takes a sip of her smoothie, then waves for me to follow her into the backyard. It’s a warm day—when isn’t it in LA?—and we sit in two chairs on the sunlit back patio while the dogs play in the grass.

Jordan pulls her bare feet up under her, looking perfectly put together in her cream leggings and oversize white sweater. Her nails match the pearl studs in her ears, and I can’t help but look down at mine, which are partially ragged from my anxious nail biting earlier today.

Ugh.

“So,” she says, leveling a blue-eyed stare at me. “I saw the implosion on Tribe today.” She wrinkles her nose. “Are you okay?”

“I . . . don’t know.” Moving my smoothie to my opposite hand, I reach into my pocket for my phone. After pulling Tribe up, I hand it over to Jordan. “It’s been like that all morning.”

Her eyes go wide, then narrow, and I can see the micromovements as she rapidly reads through my comments and messages. A deep furrow forms in her brow, a look of disgust crossing her face.

Finally, she lets out a sigh and passes the phone back to me. “The internet is a toxic cesspool. I’m so sorry.”

“I guess I should’ve expected some of it. It’s not like people weren’t going to find out who I am once the song came out.”

“Sure. But this really isn’t about you. All those haters don’t know you. This is about their unhealthy obsession with Dex.”

His name sends heat curling through my belly and into my cheeks. I glance away and take a sip of my smoothie, but Jordan has way too keen an eye for that.

“Speaking of . . . Is there something going on between you two? You didn’t message me after you left Velvet.” One of her sculpted hazel brows arches inquisitively.

For a moment, I consider skirting around the topic, but then I remember Michael saw Dex kiss me on the porch, and there’s no way he’d keep that from his wife, so she must know something.

“Kind of,” I say, still trying to avoid eye contact with her.

“Kind of? Nora, are you going to make me drag it out of you? Because I will.”

My gaze shifts to her, and her lips are puckered into a serious pout. Looking at the fire in her blue eyes, I imagine Michael can’t get away with anything.

“Okay . . . Yes.” Despite trying to stop it, I can’t help my lips curling up in the corners.

“What happened after you guys left the club?”

“Nothing, really. Dex dropped me off at home. Sebastian was drunk in the back seat.”

“Oh, yeah. Almost forgot about that.” She wrinkles her nose again and takes a sip of her smoothie.

“I left my car at the studio that night, so Dex brought it by the next day. And then we spent the day together, and he went to one of my shows at the orchestra, and then . . .”

I have a flashback of sitting on his lap, tracing the swirls of ink adorning his skin, the taste of Sapporo on our lips. A shiver goes across my skin, and I just hope Jordan didn’t see it.

“And then?” She’s leaning forward in her chair, expression eager.

“We slept together.”

One hand comes up to cover her mouth, her eyes going wide. Then she laughs a little and sits back in her chair. “I knew it.”

“Knew what?”

“I knew he was into you.”

“What? How?” Now I’m the one leaning forward, caught up in curiosity.

“I knew when I first saw him around you. He couldn’t keep his eyes off you, and he was more irritable than usual, like having to keep himself from pouncing on you was physically painful. It was so obvious.”

I look down, trying and failing to keep heat from rising once more into my cheeks. “I didn’t think so.”

“I’ve known Dex a long time. Michael and I have been together since high school, and LGC was already a thing when we first started dating.” Jordan shrugs. “You could say I watched Dex grow up, but that’d probably annoy him.” Her smile is quick, and she laughs before taking another sip of her smoothie. But then her expression goes serious. “I don’t know about this, Nora. You barely know me, I get that, but I do know him, and he’s not really boyfriend material.”

A wave of defensiveness crashes over me. Have I been that obvious in my desire for him? “What makes you think I want him to be my boyfriend?”

That same hazel brow arches. “Something tells me you’re not the type to sleep around with rock stars. Am I wrong?”

For the second time, I wonder if I should fib and act like it’s really not a big deal, but Jordan’s piercing gaze would see right through me.

I drop my head. “No . . . You’re not wrong.”

“That’s what I thought.” Her smirk is playful. “Seriously though. When I warned you before, I meant it. Dex has commitment issues. I’ve never seen him hold down a relationship longer than a few months, and even those are rare.”

The reminder has my stomach turning uncomfortably. I haven’t forgotten what she and Alisha said while helping me get ready for our night out.

Don’t even go there with him.

Dex is a fuckboy.

I’m not sure what to say, so it’s a relief when my phone chimes with a text message, giving me something to look at besides Jordan’s serious blue eyes. When I pick up the phone, my heart leaps.

It’s from Dex.

I feel Jordan’s gaze on me as I quickly tap the screen and the message pops up.

It’s a picture of a PlayStation controller with Legend of Volthorn on the huge TV in the background. Beneath the image are four words that make my pulse thunder.

Miss you, Little Monster.

“Is that from him?” Jordan asks, leaning forward.

Nodding, I turn the phone around so she can see the image and message underneath.

“ ‘Little Monster?’ Is that what he calls you?”

“Yeah. It’s a nickname he gave me. We were playing Legend of Volthorn, and—”

The expression on her face changes, her lips curling up on one side.

“What?” I ask.

“You slept together, then played video games together, and now he’s texting you to say he misses you?” She shakes her head, the furrow from earlier making another appearance in her brow. “Maybe Dex Reid is turning over a new leaf after all.”

“Why do you say that?” I try not to sound too eager, but I’m pretty sure I fail.

“Because it’s”—she glances quickly at the sleek black watch on her wrist—“only noon, and that wasn’t even a booty call. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Dex text a woman before eight p.m.”

“Really?” This time I definitely don’t achieve a neutral tone. I’ve absolutely fallen for him, and it must be so obvious.

“Yes, really.” Jordan smiles, then crosses her arms. “I’m still worried about you, because Dex can be an ass, but maybe he’ll surprise me.”

I look down at the phone again. A hint of his hand is visible holding the controller, and I wish I could reach out and touch the dragon curling across his skin. It’s hard to believe that hand was in my hair, trailing across my body. But it was, and I want it to happen again.

And I don’t want it to ever stop.


chapter 18

TEXTING DEX BECOMES ALMOST NORMAL. I send him pictures of Margot, and we banter and even play Legend of Volthorn together. When we’re gaming and his voice is in my headset, I can almost forget he’s a rock star, can almost forget that the women on the front covers of the magazines at my grocery store probably have his number in their phones. When we’re talking like this, it feels . . . normal. Comfortable.

We’re raiding a dungeon together one night when he brings up the gossip column.

“I’m sorry about that article,” he says through my headset. His voice is low, genuine. It makes me wish I could see the expression on his face.

“It’s fine,” I respond quickly, trying to push it out of my mind.

I’m sure this must be common for him, being gossiped about and receiving thousands of comments and messages a day. I thought they’d slow down after that first day, but so far, the vitriol in my inbox shows no sign of stopping. As the number of listens on “Ghost” increases, so do the haters. So I just keep my notifications turned off and try not to let the toxic comments get to me.

She’s not really his type, is she?

Haha! Maybe he’s playing a joke on us.

This must be a ploy to get Serena back.

My stomach turns each time I think about them. The worst comments are the ones that feel true, that echo my own sentiments. Those are the ones that keep me up at night, tossing and turning and worrying until the sunlight creeps through my bedroom window.

“It’s not.” His voice is biting this time, so sharp that I stop trying to search for the doorway out of the dark crypt we’ve found ourselves in. On the screen, Dex’s character, a green-skinned ogre, pauses next to my elf. “It’s fucked-up. And I’m sorry . . . I know you didn’t want this.”

His words take me back to that night we were driving to my orchestra performance. I’d hate it, I told him, referring to all the attention he gets.

Now my chest clenches. Does he think I hold him accountable for this? I’d never considered that a possibility.

“I should’ve expected it,” I say, slumping into my couch cushions. The bag of chips next to me crinkles under my thigh. “And I guess I kind of did, but I never thought it’d be this . . .”

“Shitty?” Dex answers for me.

“Yeah . . .”

A silence stretches between us, growing and writhing and contorting until it’s something I can scarcely stand.

Shaking my head, I wrap my hands around my controller and spin my character around. “Come on. I think the exit’s this way.”

Dex doesn’t say anything, just moves his character to keep up with mine.

But the conversation hovers, lurks over us the rest of the night, and I’m not sure either of us knows what to do about it.
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I’VE NOT SEEN DEX SINCE that morning at my condo, so when Ashton calls me a week later to come in for a meeting with the band and their label, I get nervous butterflies in my stomach. Dex will be there, and the last time we were together . . .

I feel his mouth trailing kisses up my inner thigh, hear the sound of his voice as he whispered, I have to have you.

And remembering makes me wet. It makes me want to lick the chain he wears around his neck.

That night is all I can think about as I drive to the studio the next morning. I texted Dex to ask what this is about, but he said it’s a surprise. And weirdly, I love surprises. Especially if Dex Reid is involved.

When I pull into the parking lot, my gaze goes immediately to the glossy black Range Rover parked around the back of the building. Now my heart is beating slightly harder, and I have to steady my breathing as I pull into a spot and put the car in park.

January has drifted away, and the February sun is warm on my face as I step out of the car. It’s nice enough out that I have a pair of blue jean shorts on, and the heat is tantalizing against my skin. I miss Colorado in many ways, but I’m not sure I’ll ever get over the perfection that is winter in LA.

My white Vans slap against the pavement as I head toward the building. The traffic is loud behind me, like it always is here, so I don’t hear the door open, and when I look up, fully expecting to reach for the door handle, what I see instead is a shock of ice-blue eyes under a sweep of blond hair.

Dex.

My stomach does a series of somersaults.

He stands in the doorway, door propped open with his foot, his arm stretching across the entrance so that I can’t simply ease by. Cool air drifts out from the interior of the building, sending my straight hair waving in the breeze.

“Hello, Little Monster,” Dex says, his voice low and gravelly enough to make me squirm with want.

Instantly, my insides turn to molten fire.

“Dexter,” I say in response, and his face lights up with a smile. He’s wearing his signature baggy black tee today, paired with forest-green skinny jeans and black-and-white Converse. The cross he wears in one earlobe catches the sun and sends a prism of light reflecting across his stubbled jaw.

I want to bite that jaw, to drag my teeth across his skin.

Fuck.

He still doesn’t move, so I stoop to slip under his arm, and his proximity makes my skin prickle with goose bumps.

I’ve had him in my bed, have felt his tongue inside of me, yet it’s done nothing to satiate my need for him. If anything, it’s only made me more ravenous.

The door closes with a whisper, and then he’s behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist. When he nuzzles his face into my neck, I have to bite my lip to keep from sighing aloud.

I’ve missed this. So, so much. How is it that one week away from him feels like a year?

“What are these?” he whispers into my ear. His fingertips play with the frayed edge of my shorts, sending electricity sparking across my skin. “Are you trying to punish me for something?”

“You deserve to be punished,” I whisper back, feeling sexy and fearless, heart racing with recklessness.

“For what?” His fingers slip under the frayed edge and climb higher, toward the crease at the top of my thigh. My pulse gallops in response, heat building in my stomach.

“For making me touch myself every night since you’ve been gone.”

As soon as the words leave my lips, he growls, and his fingers dig into my skin. Then he’s spinning me around, bending over me, his lips coming down on mine. Just like the first time, when he kissed me beneath the neon lights in Velvet, his mouth takes my breath away.

I’ve kissed boys, but Dex isn’t a boy, and he’s the only one whose kisses feel like this. This is his fingers slipping under my waistband, his lip ring under my tongue, a need to let him crawl inside of me.

I ball his T-shirt in my fists and pull him against my body. His length hardens against my thigh through his jeans, and I smile against his mouth, victorious.

For the first time, I realize how perfect his little nickname for me is.

He makes me vicious. I really am his little monster.

A breath of surprise sounds from behind me. Pulling away from Dex, I turn to find Morgan standing in the hallway, her eyes wide and her red lips parted in shock. Dex is standing so close to me that I can feel his subtle effort to readjust himself in his tight jeans, his heavy breath rustling the hair at my nape.

Though I’ve come to like Morgan and her no-nonsense approach to LGC, the jealousy in her eyes tastes sweet. I know that look, have given that look too many times to count. But I’ve never been on the receiving end of it. And it feels better than it should.

Am I wrong for feeling this way?

“They’re waiting for you,” she says, her tone clipped, words short. The friendliness she used to look at me with has vanished. Then she turns and walks back down the hall, her wedge heels clopping out an aggressive staccato rhythm.

Was she only friendly with me because she didn’t see me as a threat? As competition?

A door slams, making me jump.

“Fuck,” Dex whispers behind me. “You’re gonna get us in trouble.”

“Like you wouldn’t enjoy it,” I say back, which makes him chuckle.

We head down the hallway, past the recording studio, and into a meeting room at the end of the corridor. Michael, Lucas, and Sebastian are already seated at the big mahogany table, and they look up when we walk in.

I don’t know what gives us away—maybe it’s my tousled hair and the heat in my cheeks—but Michael is the only one who doesn’t look surprised. Lucas’s eyes narrow as he looks us over, and beside him, Sebastian blinks his big brown eyes, looking like a deer caught in the headlights. Maybe he was so drunk that night coming home from Velvet that he doesn’t remember Dex kissing me at my door under the porch light.

“Nora!” says a familiar friendly voice, and my gaze shifts to the right, where Ashton stands from the table to gesture to the empty seat beside her. “Come in, come in.”

My body doesn’t want to move from Dex’s side; it’s like we’re magnets and there’s an invisible force drawing us to each other, trying to hold us together even as the world tugs us apart.

I force myself not to look back at him and walk around the table to join Ashton. She rolls the plush office chair out for me, and I take a seat, startling a bit at the cold faux leather against the backs of my bare thighs. Across from me, Dex rolls out a chair and sits down. I allow myself to glance at him, but when I catch his gaze, he gives me a heated smirk that sends warmth flaring to life between my legs. Before anyone can notice, I look quickly away.

Seated at the head of the table are four people—two men and two women—I’ve never seen before. They’re dressed in tailored business wear, and looking at their gleaming watches and sharp-edged MacBooks, I can only guess these are the people who run the label.

Who run the band.

“Nora Miller,” the man closest to me says, offering a hand for me to shake. “My wife and I saw you at the orchestra this past October. A phenomenal show. Always such a pleasure.” His handshake is firm, but not too firm, and his eyes are kind behind his black-rimmed glasses.

The heads of the label introduce themselves, but the whole time, all I’m wondering is why they called us—me—in here for this meeting in the first place. Dex keeps staring at me from across the table, and it takes all my willpower to focus on the label heads and not him. He sure isn’t making it easy though.

Finally, one of the men places his elbows on the table, steeples his fingers, and says, “ ‘Ghost’ has far exceeded our expectations. It’s LGC’s fastest-selling single to date.”

The guys let out a round of gruff cheers, and Sebastian pounds his fists on the table—Ashton, however, stops him with a quick cutting glance.

“And,” the man continues, “we have no intention of letting this momentum die. So, we want to keep the ball rolling with a music video. And we’d like you, Ms. Miller”—his gaze shifts to me, and I tense up in my chair—“to feature in the video.” His smile is kind, unpretentious. He looks genuinely excited. “What do you say?”

I’m not sure what I expected when Dex told me this was going to be a surprise, but I’m fairly certain this wasn’t it. I thought maybe, maybe they’d ask me to play on another track, and I would’ve said yes to that in a heartbeat.

But a music video? My hands go clammy just thinking about it. I’m not even in the limelight, was just seen in pictures with Dex once, and my online life has become a living hell because of it. What is everyone going to say if I appear in a music video with him?

I tear my eyes away from the man, and Dex catches my gaze. The smirk is gone from his face, and now he’s looking at me with something like encouragement in his pale blue eyes. And with just that one look, I know he wants me to do this. He doesn’t even have to say it aloud.

What should perhaps scare me is that seeing him looking at me like that makes me want to say yes to anything. It feels like I’m wholly incapable of going against him when he has that look in his eyes.

So, without even turning to look at the man again, I say, “All right. I’ll do it.”

Beside me, Ashton squeals and squeezes my hand. The heads of the label look at one another and share small triumphant smiles. But really, I don’t care about them or what they want; I care about Dex, and right now he’s running his fingers along his lower lip and smiling, and I’m too caught up in him to even consider what I’ve truly just agreed to.

There’s more to be discussed—dates and contracts and payment—and then everyone is shaking hands and standing from the table and leaving the room in a subtle cloud of expensive-smelling cologne and perfume.

“This is gonna be epic!” Sebastian says, skirting past Ashton to wrap his arms around my waist. He picks me up and twirls me in a circle, and I laugh, somehow perfectly at ease surrounded by these men I used to only see in magazines. “We haven’t made a video in forever.”

“It’s only been a year,” Lucas says from where he’s leaning back lazily in his chair.

“Well, it feels like forever.” Sebastian sets me down and gives me one of his twinkling smiles. “And it’ll be more fun with Nora anyway.”

“It really will be,” Ashton says, elbowing Sebastian aside so she can pull me in for a hug. She’s soft and warm, and when her scent—like clean laundry right out of a dryer—washes over me, I feel immediately calmer. “We’ll need to get your measurements for the wardrobe team, but I can give you a call tomorrow, and we’ll set it up around your schedule.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

With Ashton and Sebastian beaming at me like this is the most exciting thing in the world, I admit I actually start looking forward to it. I’ve never had professional hair and makeup done, and I’ve definitely never been measured for a wardrobe, so this is bound to be interesting.

Across the room, Dex and Michael are talking quietly, while Lucas continues lazing in his rolling chair, hood pulled up, sunglasses on. As usual, he looks like he partied too hard last night.

Michael’s gaze cuts to me suddenly, and Dex’s eyes follow. Something about it feels jolting, the way they’re both looking at me so intently. Michael averts his eyes quickly, but Dex holds my stare, his lips turning up slowly in a smile.

Beside me, Ashton turns, and one of her eyebrows arches slowly, thoughtfully. Unlike Morgan, her expression doesn’t turn feral. She just smiles, nudges me a little, and then grabs her bag from the table and heads for the door.

“Well, I’m off. Bye, Nora! And all of you, be good,” she says to the guys as she pulls the door open. Halfway through, she pauses and points one manicured finger at Dex. “Especially you. I’m watching you. At all times. Don’t forget it.” She gives him a hard stare, then flashes the rest of us a beaming smile before disappearing into the hallway.

“What was that about?” Sebastian says.

“That woman’s fuckin’ weird,” Lucas replies in his half-asleep tone, head still tipped back. I can’t see through his sunglasses, but I have a feeling his eyes are closed.

“That woman,” Michael says, stepping forward to slap Lucas across the back of the head, “has your balls in her hand. Show her some respect.”

Lucas grumbles something unintelligible and rubs the back of his head.

Dex catches my eye and tips his head toward the closed door. I move toward him as Sebastian spins Lucas in his chair, eliciting a string of curses and violent threats.

Michael is still standing beside Dex, but when I move over to stand by them, he walks away to go break Lucas and Sebastian’s squabbling up.

“You doing anything tonight?” Dex asks. He’s standing close to me, so I have to tip my head back slightly to meet his eyes.

“No.” Excitement tingles through me. “Why?”

“Wanna grab dinner?”


chapter 19

THE MOMENT HE SAYS IT, Sebastian and Lucas go quiet, and even though I can’t see them behind me, I can feel their eyes on my back. I get the sensation that I’m onstage, just without my violin.

“Um, yeah. Sure.” I try not to sound too eager, but my heart is pounding in my chest. “Where do you wanna go?”

Dex flicks his lip ring and regards me for a moment, and the silence in the room builds.

The guys are still staring at us, their eyes burning holes into my back. What are they thinking right now?

On second thought, I’m not so sure I want to know.

“How ’bout my place?”

His place. As in his house.

My first thought is, Oh my god, he just invited me home with him. My second is to briefly wonder if Dex is embarrassed to be seen with me in public and that’s why he doesn’t want to go out. It would make sense after that scathing article. But I push that thought down and focus instead on the quirk of his lips and the lazy way he slips his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

“Sounds good.” I somehow achieve a casual tone, but I’m not so sure it convinces Dex, because his smile is nettling.

“Sweet.” His gaze shifts to the guys over my shoulder. “Later.” Then he’s pulling the door open and stepping aside so I can walk through first.

“Bye, guys,” I say, turning to give them a wave.

Sebastian waves back, still looking a bit shell-shocked, Michael smiles in that mature way of his, and Lucas just crosses his arms and stares from behind his dark shades.

“Bye, Nora,” I hear Sebastian say as I step through the doorway and out into the hall.

Dex follows close behind me, and the door closes with an audible click. Morgan isn’t anywhere to be seen, which I’m pretty grateful for. Earlier, when she walked in on me kissing Dex, the look on her face made me feel dangerous and powerful. But now I’m just hoping we don’t bump into her on the way out. Thankfully, she’s not behind her desk, and we step out of the studio and into the balmy air without running into anyone else.

“Wanna ride with me?” Dex asks, already pulling the Rover fob from his pocket.

It’s tempting, but I don’t want to leave my car here again overnight.

“No, I think I’ll just follow you.”

He tips his head a bit, as if that’s not the answer he was expecting, then shrugs. “Cool. Think you can keep up?” He flashes me a grin, and my stomach sinks a little.

No, I most certainly cannot keep up with his Range Rover in my beloved 2013 Civic. And besides, there’s bumper-to-bumper traffic, so it’s not like we’ll be flying down the freeway.

Dex heads for his sleek black Rover, and I hop into my Civic. My phone dings a second later with a text. It’s his address, and when I put it into my phone, my eyes widen.

I don’t know much about the wealthy parts of LA, but even I’ve heard of the Hollywood Hills. I’m not so sure they’ll even let my car in there.

Dex pulls out of the lot, and I stick close to his Rover. Sure, I have his address, but I’d prefer not to lose sight of him.

Of course, that doesn’t happen. He speeds off at the first opportunity, leaving me glaring out my windshield with a furrowed brow, sitting at yet another red light while his taillights get swallowed up by the traffic in the distance.

Twenty minutes later, I pull off Santa Monica Boulevard and head north, and the homes are already growing exponentially in size. I spot a Range Rover pulled over with its lights on, and as soon as I get close, it pulls out in front of me.

He waited for me after all.

For some reason, that makes me smile.

Dex leads the way through the winding roads, and I try not to rubberneck at all the luxury vehicles and sprawling mansions. We have to go through a gated security stop, and Dex chats with the man in the booth, gesturing back at me. They both turn to look at me, then smile and shake hands. When it’s my turn to pull up, I grip the wheel a little harder, my anxiety kicking in. Are they even going to let me into this place? What if—

“Good evening, Ms. Miller,” the security guard says. He’s huge, and looking at his arms, I’m pretty sure he could bench-press me with one hand tied behind his back. But his smile is quick and bright against his dark skin, and it puts me immediately at ease. “Identification please.”

“S-sure,” I say, reaching into my purse to pull my wallet out. I fumble a bit, hands shaking with nerves, but the man waits patiently as I dig my ID out of the plastic sleeve. “Here you go.”

The man steps back into the security booth, types my information into his computer, and then returns with my ID and some sort of number to hang from my rearview mirror.

“Keep that on your mirror for the duration of your stay. If you expect to be here longer than twenty-four hours, come on back, and we’ll get you a new one. All right?”

“All right.” I take the items from his hands, and he pats the top of my car.

“Have a good night, Ms. Miller.”

“Th-thank you.” I hurriedly slide my ID back into my wallet and hang the numbered placard from my mirror, then continue into the illustrious neighborhood, where I once again find Dex waiting for me.

He drives slower now, coasting along the sweeping roads. The neighborhood is surprisingly populated. I would’ve expected the properties to have a bit more space between them, given they’d all easily go for over a million dollars, but the houses are tight together, as if they all want to keep an eye on one another.

Dex takes a right into a driveway surrounded by tall trees and shrubs, and I pull in after him. There’s no garage, just a modern-looking carport, and he pulls the Rover in on the left. Hesitating, I search the driveway for somewhere else to park my car, but it’s a tight space. Dex walks out of the carport and points to the spot next to his Rover.

I do not want to park there. The last thing I need is to ding his midnight-black paint job. But he’s staring at me with that lazy smirk, waiting for me to pull in.

Fine.

I inch the Civic carefully—very carefully—into the spot next to his Range Rover, then open my door the tiniest amount possible to slip out without getting my car door anywhere near his.

Taking a deep breath, I step out of the carport, and Dex is there waiting for me.

“You left me behind,” I say, a bit of grumpiness in my tone.

“I knew you’d catch up.”

His smile is easy, unhindered. I imagine his heart isn’t beating near as hard as mine as he leads the way to the ten-foot wrought iron gate surrounding the property. After keying in a code, he swings the gate open and lets me step through first, then brushes past me to unlock the glass door.

“Welcome home,” he says, and I’m quite certain he said it in that breathy voice just to get a rise out of me.

As soon as I step into the house, my jaw opens in shock.

We’re standing in a small entryway, with a closet to my right and a modern minimal staircase to my left. Straight ahead, through the luxurious open-concept kitchen and living space, are two massive glass doors looking out over Downtown LA. The sun is still setting early, and the city is already coming to life, bright lights cutting through the purple-pink haze of dusk to illuminate the sky.

“Can I . . . ?” I ask, gesturing to the balcony. I’m not sure how particular he is about having people wander through his home, but he sweeps his arm out in a welcoming gesture.

“Please.”

I slip out of my Vans and leave them in the entryway with my purse, then venture deeper into the house. The furnishings are tasteful but . . . sparse. There are only a few pictures on the walls, but they feel like something a designer would pick out rather than something Dex would choose for himself. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe minimalistic modern ink splotches are his vibe.

The living room rug is plush and soft under my bare feet, and then I’m walking across the temperate concrete floor and reaching to push the button on the panel for the fourteen-foot-tall sliding glass doors. They open slowly, whisper quiet, and a moment later, the evening air pushes my hair back from my cheeks.

Slowly, I step out of the house and onto the sprawling back patio. The concrete is cold under my bare feet, and the air makes goose bumps rise on my bare legs. Two couches and a low table provide ample outdoor dining space, and there are two lounge chairs beside the crystal clear pool. The water looks like it disappears over the edge and vanishes into space. As I put my toes up to the very edge, curling them until they touch the warm water, the view of DTLA takes my breath away.

The city is sprawling, a burst of vibrant light against the darkening evening, and from here, everything looks like it’s twinkling. This high above the city, surrounded by mansions and palm trees that whisper in the soft breeze, I swear the air smells sweeter.

There’s a movement of fabric behind me, and then Dex’s arms wrap around my waist. If I hadn’t already lost my breath at the view, his touch certainly would’ve stolen it away.

“What do you think?” he asks, his chin resting softly atop my head. His body is warm behind me, and I lean back just slightly, relishing the security of his touch.

“I’ve never seen LA like this. I think . . .” I narrow my eyes a bit, consider my next words. “I think it makes me love the city a little more.”

Dex’s arms tighten around me, and as I watch the water falling over the edge of the pool and disappearing into space, I get the distinct feeling I’m doing the exact same thing. Dex is the edge, and I’m slipping over it, oblivious as to what awaits me.

“You wanna see the rest of the house?” His voice is quiet, gentle in a way that reminds me of the night we spent curled up next to each other in my small bedroom.

I nod, and Dex slips his hand into mine. As he leads me back into the house, my thumb finds one of the rings he wears on his fingers, and I trace my fingertip across it, feeling it’s personal somehow. Kind of like being in his house.

He lets go of my hand once we’re back inside. “Go ahead,” he says, gesturing vaguely to the house.

“You don’t mind?”

He just shakes his head, and it makes the chain he wears around his neck flash in the overhead light.

Feeling slightly giddy, I start to explore, drifting from room to room, taking in the minimal opulence. The TV in the living room looks familiar, and I realize it was in the background of the photo he sent me of the PS5 controller. It’s weird seeing something in real life that felt so far away on my phone screen, but it’s weird in a good way.

After perusing the first floor, I climb the staircase to the second floor, Dex drifting along quietly behind me. He’s not trying to tour me around, isn’t pointing out all the thousand-dollar fixtures. Instead, he’s silent, and every time I look back at him, he’s wearing a vague sort of smile, looking perfectly at ease.

I step through a doorway on the second floor, and a bedroom suite opens up in front of me, complete with its own contemporary fireplace and large sitting area. A private balcony is visible through another set of sliding doors, and a large darkened bathroom lurks at the other side of the room.

Unlike downstairs, this space feels like Dex. There are a few guitars on stands in the sitting area, and a thin bookshelf is stuffed to the brim with vinyl records. A record player stands on a tall black table next to the bookshelf, piquing my curiosity. I drift over to see what Dex was last listening to.

“Miles Davis,” I say, brow furrowing, and he nods from his spot leaning against the bedroom doorframe. I turn to look at him. “You like jazz?”

He drifts over, and I make room for him beside the record player. The rings on his fingers wink as he flips the disc onto the opposite side and moves the needle. A moment later, the sound of a mournful trumpet bleeds out of the speakers. The album has that pure, raw sound that’s impossible to reproduce digitally, like the music itself is alive and breathing. I close my eyes, taking it in.

“I wouldn’t have guessed,” I say softly, opening my eyes and directing my gaze to Dex. He’s standing close to me, fingertips perched on the table, gaze faraway. At my words, his blue eyes shift to look at me.

“What? You think I just listen to ’80s rock or something?”

Shrugging, I give him a shy smile.

One of his sandy brows arches playfully. “I’ve got a bit more depth than that, Little Monster.”

Hearing his nickname for me, my insides squeeze. There’s something about the way he says it that makes me want to curl up on his tongue and feel the way it glides around each syllable.

Reaching out, he lifts the needle off the record, and the music cuts off abruptly, leaving the room feeling emptier somehow.

“You ready to eat?” he asks.

God, yes. I’m starving.

“Yeah. What do you have?”

His only response is a small laugh.

We head back down to the kitchen, and I see that Dex turned the fireplace on while I was drifting around the house. It’s not cold in here, but the sliding doors are still open, so there’s a light chill to the air. The flames flicker silently, casting gentle firelight onto the plush carpet, and I’m momentarily distracted by the idea of straddling Dex on that rug, so I don’t hear what he says until he calls my name.

“Nora?”

“Hmm?”

Turning, I find him standing next to the refrigerator, both doors open wide. Bare feet plodding quietly across the floor, I move closer and look into the fridge only to find it . . .

“It’s empty,” I say.

There’s a half-full bottle of red wine, some past-prime heads of lettuce, and a collection of condiments in the doors. I couldn’t even scrounge something together if my life depended on it.

Quirking an eyebrow, I whip around to look at him. “Is this all you have?”

“There’s pasta in the cabinet,” he says, running one hand through his blond hair and pointing with the other. At my look, he shrugs. “I don’t cook much.”

I may be irritated if it were anyone else, but it’s him, and I can only shake my head and laugh. “All right, well, we’ll need to pick something up, then. Unless you wanna get takeout?”

He shakes his head. “Can you make pancakes again?”

My eyes widen, and something in my chest grows warm. “Y-yeah,” I say, closing the refrigerator doors. “That’s easy. Are you sure you don’t want something else?”

“I’m sure.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the Rover’s key fob. It dangles from his finger, looking sleek and expensive and intimidating. Dex’s smile is playful as he holds it out to me. “You can drive.”


chapter 20

“ABSOLUTELY NOT.” THE WORDS SLIP out before I can stop them.

Dex arches a brow. “Why?”

“Because that car is probably more expensive than my condo.”

He rolls his eyes. “Not quite. And so what?”

“So,” I say, “I could scratch it or something.” Wrapping my arms around myself, I eye the fob hanging from his tattooed finger. “And I thought you didn’t let anyone drive the Rover?”

His smile morphs from playful to soft, and his blue eyes seem to search mine for a moment. “You’re not anyone, Nora.”

My insides are so fluttery from his words that I don’t resist when he takes my hand and places the fob in my palm.

“But first, disguises.”

Blinking, I come out of my brief stupor. “Disguises?”

Dex is already heading toward the closet in the entryway. He pulls it open, and I drift closer as he rummages through it. He produces two ball caps, one of which he reaches over and slips onto my head.

“What is this?” I laugh a little, then watch the muscles in his forearms flex as he pulls the ball cap over his blond hair, mesmerized by the tendons moving just under his skin.

“I’ll get followed otherwise.” The joyfulness is gone from his voice, and he reaches into the closet once more to pull out a bulky bomber jacket and a simple gray hoodie. “Here.”

This time when he offers me the hoodie, I don’t ask questions. I should’ve known he can’t freely go out into public; now I feel careless for laughing at him. But he doesn’t seem too bothered, slipping his arms into the sleeves and zipping the jacket up halfway. When he sees I’ve not yet put the hoodie on, he pauses.

“Is that okay?”

“Oh, yeah.” I pull the cap off, then quickly tug the hoodie over my head. Instantly, I’m enveloped in Dex’s smell, and it makes me imagine the soft fabric up against his skin. My cheeks go warm, so I quickly drop my head and busy myself putting my sneakers back on.

How can a hoodie make me want to melt inside?

Shoes snugly on my feet, I finally look up at him, and he’s staring at me.

“What?” I glance down at myself. My frayed shorts are hidden beneath the baggy hoodie, and the ball cap casts a shadow over my eyes. When I look back up, Dex is giving me that small smile again, the one that looks partway happy and partway confused. I’m not sure what it means yet.

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

We head back out into the night, but this time I’m the one getting in on the Rover’s driver’s side. My hands shake as I buckle the seat belt and adjust the seat and mirror for my height. Dex must see it, because he takes my hand and presses it to his mouth, his lip ring warm against my skin.

“Nora,” he says softly, “I trust you. You’re about the only person I’d trust with this car.” After flashing me a quick smile, he settles back in his chair, looking perfectly comfortable.

If only my heart would stop its erratic sprinting.

Slowly—very slowly—I back out of the carport, and then we’re coasting through the Hollywood Hills, and I’m following Dex’s directions to get out of the neighborhood and back into the city.

We’re just getting onto Santa Monica Boulevard when my phone starts ringing in my bag. Dex pulls it out and turns the phone so I can see.

“It’s your mom.”

“I’ll call her back later.”

A weird expression goes across his face, and he looks at the phone screen a moment longer before slipping it back into my bag. I need to watch the road, so I can’t fully turn to try to figure out what that look means, but he goes quiet afterward.

“Take this exit,” he says, pointing at the big sign overhead.

Looking over my shoulder, I check and double-check that the lane is clear before easing the Rover over.

“So, you’re close with your family?” Dex asks as I take the exit.

“Yeah. I don’t have siblings, but I’m close with my mom and dad. Which way here?”

“Left.”

The light turns yellow, so I get into the left lane and slow to a stop. Now I’m able to look over at Dex, and he’s staring out the window.

“How about you?”

“Hmm?” He turns to look at me, though with the sun mostly set, the interior of the car is dark.

“Are you close with your family?”

“Oh. My dad and I are cool.” He hesitates for a moment, tongue darting out to touch his lip ring. “Mom left when I was a kid though. Think I was about four.”

The light turns green, illuminating Dex’s face. His expression is open, unguarded. I turn my eyes back to the road.

“Have you seen her since then?” My focus is out the windshield, but I listen closely, note Dex’s small sigh.

“Yeah. When LGC started to get big, she reached out, said she wanted to reconnect. Dad thought it was a bad idea, but I wanted to see her.” He chuckles lowly, but the sound is without humor. “We met up for lunch. She brought the paparazzi. It was the first time I realized how people were gonna use me. Haven’t talked to her since.”

My hands tighten on the steering wheel, and I’m suddenly very glad I have somewhere to look other than his face. I don’t want to say I’m sorry, because that just feels flat, is an easy response for something that must not have been easy at all for him to deal with.

“She shouldn’t have done that to you,” I say instead, voice soft. It helps to speak when I don’t have to look him in the eye. “Mothers are supposed to protect their children, not . . . exploit them.”

Another moment of silence passes, and I’m not sure how Dex feels about what I said. But then there’s a gentle touch on the back of my neck, his fingers playing with the soft hair there. Somehow, it feels like an unspoken thank-you.

I pull into the Whole Foods parking lot, and Dex gives me a weird look when I park out in the boonies.

“What are you doing?” he asks, brow arching as he takes in the long distance from us to the building.

“We could use a walk.” I adjust the ball cap and unbuckle my seat belt.

“A walk?” His voice is lighter now, that playful edge creeping back in. “This isn’t because you’re afraid to park close and scratch the car or something?”

Flashing him a smile, I grab my purse and push the door open. “Of course not.”

He meets me in front of the car, and the lights flash when I hit the lock button on the fob.

“Okay, remember”—he grabs the bill of my cap and fits it down snug on my head—“we’re on a top-secret mission for pancakes.”

Under the parking lot lights, his eyes are shadowed, and with the bomber jacket zipped up, I almost can’t tell it’s him. As long as no one gets too close, his disguise should work.

He grabs my hand, and we set off across the parking lot. People barely glance our way, and when they do, their gazes don’t rest on us for long. Dex mostly keeps his head down, letting me lead the way through the store.

“Blueberry or chocolate chip?” I ask after I’ve put all the other ingredients into our basket.

He contemplates for a moment, then flashes me a quick smile from under his hat. “Both.”

I grab a carton of fresh blueberries and a bag of chocolate chips, then pick up a few more quick ingredients for breakfast in the morning.

Only after I’ve put oat milk into my basket do I realize I’m expecting to stay the night with him, and it makes my stomach twist uncomfortably. What if he asks me to leave?

I’m staring down at the basket, lost in my anxious thoughts, when an arm loops around my shoulders. When I look up, Dex is gazing down at me, a quirk to his lips.

“Need anything else?” he asks.

I shake my head.

“Sweet. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

We go through the self-checkout. I don’t have my reusable bags with me, obviously, so Dex slips everything into a couple paper sacks while I finish scanning. He’s finding a spot for the carton of blueberries when I pull my wallet out and quickly swipe my card. After putting the wallet away, I look over to find him staring at me, a furrow between his brows.

“What?” I ask, glancing around as if something’s wrong.

“I could’ve paid for that,” he says.

The tightening of my chest loosens. “You bought dinner at Luxe. I’ll treat you tonight.”

There’s still a weird look on his face, but it softens when I smile at him. He picks up the bags, one in each hand, and I get a thrill when his blue eyes catch mine.

“Whatever you say, Little Monster.”
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BACK AT HIS HOUSE, I get to work whipping up batter for the pancakes. Dex sits at the island in the kitchen, arms crossed on the marble countertop, watching me. It feels weird at first, having an audience while I cook, but I settle into it after a short time, and his lighthearted conversation makes it more comfortable.

I’m flipping a chocolate chip pancake in the skillet when Dex suddenly sits up straight, and I glance over to find his brows scrunched in concern.

“Is Margot gonna be okay?” he asks.

The pancake sizzles, putting off sweet-smelling steam. “What do you mean?”

“You’re with me tonight. Will she be okay alone?”

One thought hits me hard: He’s expecting me to stay the night.

A big smile stretches across my face, and it just makes his face scrunch further.

“What?” he asks.

“Nothing. She’ll be fine for one night. She’s got plenty of food and water, and I think she secretly likes having the bed to herself.”

His shoulders relax, and I turn back to the pancakes before he can see how happy his question made me. The chocolate chip pancake is done, so I sweep it out of the pan and onto a plate that’s already holding three others: one more chocolate chip and two blueberry. I put a pad of butter on each, then turn to place the plate in front of Dex. My plate is already ready, so I carry it to the island and take a seat next to him.

By the time I sit down, he’s halfway through a chocolate chip pancake.

I drizzle a small amount of maple syrup over mine, then start in on a blueberry pancake. Somehow, even with Dex watching me the whole time, I was able to pull these off. They’re fluffy and soft and perfectly golden on the outside.

Beside me, Dex chuckles to himself, and I turn to him with a quizzical brow.

“What?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says, which I find slightly infuriating. Lifting his gaze to mine, he gives me a little smirk. “Tell me, Nora Miller”—he stabs another bite of pancake while he speaks—“how many other men have you cooked pancakes for?”

“Seriously?” I’m trying not to let my lips pull into a smile, but they really want to.

“Seriously.” Slipping the bite into his mouth, he chews intently, eyes still focused on me.

Silence stretches between us, and the longer I take to answer the question, the harder it gets. I don’t know why I’m hesitant. Maybe because I feel like my answer will seem like a red flag to him or something. But then again, what do I expect from him? It’s not like he’s going to ask me to be his girlfriend—the thought is almost laughable—so what does it matter?

“Come on, Monster. Tell me.”

My sigh is playfully aggravated. “None.”

His eyebrows rise. “None? Really?”

I nod, and his smile just gets bigger. Back when I was with College Boyfriend, I didn’t really cook. That’s something I picked up after I moved to LA, when the city was so loud and overwhelming that I needed a hobby I could do by myself, tucked safely away inside my house.

“I’m your first, huh?” he asks, arching a brow. His voice is lower now, and it flips a switch in me. Like striking a match, my want for him flares to life.

Turning on the stool, I narrow my eyes, take in the set of his jaw and the sandy stubble shadowing his chin. “Do you like that?” My tone matches his—low, hungry. “Do you like being my first?”

In the blink of an eye, his hands are around my waist, lifting me off my stool and onto the marble countertop. It’s cold against my bare legs, and the sensation makes me gasp.

“I wanna be your first everything.” His words come out in a harsh whisper, and then his mouth is on my neck, his lip ring pressing against my skin.

I tip my head back, lose myself in the feeling of his tongue gliding across my skin.

“You’re the first man who ever tasted me,” I say between heavy breaths. The memory of his mouth between my legs blossoms to life in my mind. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it—about you.”

Dex groans against my neck. “My dick is so hard for you, Monster.” He grabs my hand and moves it to the bulge straining against his jeans.

Heat pools between my legs.

I scoot myself to the edge of the counter so I can wrap my thighs around him. Tightening my hold, I tug him closer, wanting to feel his arousal between my legs.

One hand slipping around the back of my head, Dex pulls me in. His lips find mine, and I let his tongue into my mouth. He tastes sweet, like chocolate and maple syrup. The plates sit behind me on the countertop, abandoned, discarded in the face of true hunger.

Releasing my head, Dex reaches down with both hands, pulls the button of my shorts free on the first try, and yanks the fabric off, leaving me in a thong on his marble countertop. I grab the bottom of his T-shirt, and he lifts his arms so I can pull it over his head.

Unlike our first time together, when everything was slow, now our movements are hurried, as if we’ll both die of thirst if we don’t soon drown in each other.

His inked skin draws me in, makes me brush my fingertips across his chest. I trace my fingers over the sword, run them down the length of his sternum. When I get to his abdomen, his muscles tighten, and goose bumps pebble across his skin.

With a grunt, he grabs my ass and lifts me off the counter. I wrap my legs around him again, my arms encircling his neck. Our kiss deepens, and Dex lets out a low growl when I pull away just enough to drag my tongue across his lips, tasting the metal he wears.

He carries me into the living room and sets me on the back of the couch. When I look down, I see how tight his jeans have become, feel my body heat up at his eagerness to be free.

At his eagerness to have me.

I grab the button on his jeans with trembling fingers, and he moans when I pry it loose. Then I’m shimmying his pants down over his hips, and my tongue wets my lips when he springs free.

Fuck, he looks good.

Dex steps out of his jeans and kicks them aside. I grab the hem of my T-shirt, needing to get this clothing off, and pull it over my head, along with the bralette I’m wearing. Dex watches me drop the fabric to the floor, his chest rising and falling with heavy breaths. My nipples harden beneath his gaze.

“Kiss me,” I say.

So he does.

His mouth crashes into mine again, and I drag my hands through his hair. Dex reaches for my hips, for the last piece of thin fabric still separating us. He grabs my thong, yanks it over my legs, and flings it across the kitchen.

As his gaze shifts down, I open my legs for him, let him see how wet I am. And in response, his length throbs.

He sweeps me up, and now I’m in his arms again, naked against his body, legs around him. He carries me across the living room, pausing only to hit a switch on the wall, casting us into darkness. The firelight flickers in the living room, and the city lights send dim colors sparkling across the walls.

Cold glass presses into my back, makes me gasp against Dex’s mouth. Every sensation is heightened; it feels like my nerve endings are on fire.

Dex pushes me firmly against the sliding glass door, braces my body against it. I think briefly of the neighbors, wonder if anyone can see us. The thought makes me even more wet.

Let them see.

Hands gripping my ass cheeks, Dex slides me slowly down his firm body. The head of his dick touches my entrance, teases me. He holds me there until I finally whimper my protests.

“Look at me.” Dex breaks our kiss, pulling back so he can see my face.

Breathless, I settle my head back against the glass. His lips are slightly swollen, cheeks flushed, and the muscles in his jaw are taut. I can see how he clenches his teeth; it makes me want to drag my tongue along his neck.

Like me, he’s completely naked, save for the heavy chain hanging around his neck. I see flashes of that chain in my dreams, have fantasized about him using it to shackle my hands above my head.

The next thing I know, the chain is in my grasp, warm from where it sits against Dex’s skin, and I twist it in my hand, relishing the pinch of his skin as it tightens around his neck. Then I’m dragging my tongue along the links, tasting the mix of metal and salt.

And this time when Dex growls into my ear, it’s feral.

He slams me up against the glass, forcing a gasp from my lungs.

“Tighter,” he whispers into my ear.

So I twist the chain tighter, until Dex winces at the metal digging into his skin. He can’t pull away now, is trapped eye to eye with me. And I’m looking deep into his blue eyes when he finally lowers me onto his dick.

Immediately, I release his chain, and he drags in a heavy breath, sinking himself deep into me. His teeth are on my neck, trailing across my shoulder, and then there’s a burst of pain when he bites down—hard. At the same time, he thrusts into me, and I cry out.

My skin is slick on the glass, my body sliding up and down each time he sinks his length into me. He releases my shoulder from his jaws, lifts me off his dick, and then lowers me to my bare feet.

“If you wanna play with my chains,” he growls into my ear, spinning me around so my ass is pressed up against him, “you’ll have to say please.”

I hesitate, panting for breath.

What he doesn’t know is that I’d beg at his feet, would bow before his altar if it meant I got to feel his mouth on me one more time, feel the heat of his gaze as it moves across my skin.

“Please,” I whisper.

“Please what?” He reaches around the front of my body, slides his fingers between my legs. His touch makes me gasp, and I push myself against him, wanting more.

“Please,” I repeat, slower this time, “put me in your chains.”

Against my ass cheeks, his dick gets harder.

I’m pressed against the door, hands on the cool glass, and all I hear is Dex’s heavy breathing and the clinking of links as the metal falls from his neck.

“Just because you beg so pretty,” he whispers into my ear.

Then he grabs both my hands and yanks them up over my head. There’s the bite of a chain around my wrists. My heartbeat pounds between my thighs as he wraps the chain once, twice, then grips the excess in his tatted hand. He’s so much taller than me, he doesn’t struggle at all to pull my arms to their limits, trapping my body against the glass. The cold touches my nipples, and my breathing grows heavier.

Not bothering to be gentle, he drives himself into me again. His free hand comes around to find my clit, and his touch has me losing myself in this moment.

Everything is sparkling color blurred across a dark background, cold glass and the heat of our bodies, the pinch of the chains and the softness of his fingers between my legs.

I never cum this fast—didn’t think I could—but the wave is rising, and I don’t even need to chase it. Dex is the one taking me there, ravishing my body, doing with it what he will as his tongue traces the shell of my ear.

I’m almost there. I’m pulling on the chain, my legs wanting to give out, but he doesn’t let up, doesn’t slow down.

“Dex,” I whisper, his name curling like poetry across my tongue.

Then he sends me into oblivion.

The pain from the links around my wrists just heightens my pleasure, and my head falls back, resting on Dex’s shoulder as I cum and pulse around his dick, growing wetter as he pounds into me. His fingers still work in circles, drawing moans from my swollen lips.

I never knew sex could feel like this, didn’t think my body capable of succumbing so easily to a man’s touch.

But in Dex’s hands, everything is different. In his hands, pleasure is not only attainable, it’s delicious.

I’m still riding my orgasm when he thrusts into me one last time, his broad chest pressing me hard against the sweat-slick glass. With a moan, he pulls out, and his heat explodes all over my low back.

We’re gasping, bodies glistening with sweat. His reflection catches my gaze in the glass, and we both look thoroughly ravaged.

Slowly, Dex releases the grip of the chain around my wrists, and the links slide off in one smooth movement. My arms tingle a bit as I lower them. The skin around my wrists is sensitive, but I like it. I want them to bruise, want to see the marks he left on me.

Little Monster indeed.

A gentle hand wraps around my belly, and then Dex is turning me around, easing me back against the glass so he can press a kiss to my lips. I’m soft under him, trembling and weak in the knees, and it’s all I can do to keep standing.

“How about a shower?” he asks when he pulls away.

I nod. With a gentle smile, he sweeps me into his arms, then carries me up the stairs to the bedroom.
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We shower together, and somehow, I’m not as nervous as I thought I’d be, even with the lights turned on.

The shower runs the length of the bathroom; we could probably fit another eight people in here. The sandstone floor under my feet smells minerally when the hot water hits it, and the rain showerhead makes me feel like I’m in a luxurious hotel.

Dex soaps my skin, washes every inch of me with such tenderness that tears come to my eyes, and I’m grateful the shower disguises the emotion coursing down my face.

Because I’ve fallen for him. Wholly. Irrevocably.

My chest aches at the thought of not being near him, of not hearing his laugh or watching his lips pull back in that signature smirk.

I’m not going to say it. I don’t even want to think it. But it creeps in anyway.

Am I falling in love with him?

That day in the parking lot, he told me not to, and I was certain there was no way that would ever happen. But then he looked at me with those eyes, touched me with those hands, and I relinquished everything to him.

I should fight it more, should be terrified.

And perhaps I am.

But I can’t bring myself to regret it. Can’t bring myself to regret him.

After the shower, he wraps me in a fluffy white towel, and I laugh as he wrings my hair out, doting upon me in a way I didn’t think Dex Reid capable of.

In the bedroom, I sit down on his king-size bed and pull my legs up under me. Dex flips the switch in the closet, and though I already know what to expect, my eyes still go wide.

It’s not just a walk-in closet; it’s a whole room. All the clothes I own wouldn’t even fill one wall of clothing racks.

Dex pulls the bath towel from his hips and hangs it up to dry. From this distance, sitting on his bed, I can see all of him, from his shower-wet hair to the tattoos curling around the backs of his calves. He’s almost too beautiful, too flawless to be real.

But when I pinch myself, I’m still here.

Opening a drawer in the built-in shelves, Dex grabs a pair of boxers, then yanks one of his T-shirts from a hanger.

“Here,” he says, tossing the tee to me. My reflexes aren’t quite fast enough, and the T-shirt hits me square in the face. Immediately, Dex bursts into laughter, and my cheeks flare with heat. “I’m so sorry,” he says. I’ve not quite healed my pride by the time he’s standing in front of me, dressed in simple black boxers. “I thought you’d catch that.” He bends over to press a kiss to the top of my head, and any embarrassment I felt vanishes.

“I play the violin, not basketball,” I grumble, but it just makes him laugh again.

“It’s a T-shirt, Little Monster, not the NBA.”

Furrowing my brow, I drop the fluffy towel from my shoulders, and I don’t miss the way Dex’s eyes linger on my breasts as I slip his T-shirt over my head. It’s baggy and soft, and when I stand from the bed, it reaches my midthighs. Looking down at it, I squint at the image on the front. It’s upside down, but I think it’s a sword.

“Is this a—”

“Shadow Odyssey limited-edition tee?” he answers for me as he climbs onto the bed. “Yes. Yes it is.”

Lounging back on the pillows, he flashes me a smile, and that same nettling thought creeps into my mind.

I think I might actually love him.


chapter 21

WARM MORNING LIGHT STREAKS THROUGH the sliding glass doors, turning the living space a soft shade of gold. When I first came down this morning, I looked over at the glass to find our body prints smudged all across it, and the reminder of what we did last night made my bare toes curl against the cool concrete floor.

Now I’m in the kitchen, trying to figure out how to operate Dex’s coffeemaker. It should be an easy process: add water, add coffee grounds, push the button. But the expensive device resembles a small spaceship more than it does a traditional coffeemaker, and I’m still struggling with it when Dex comes downstairs, dressed in his signature ripped jeans and a baggy charcoal-gray hoodie. He’s wearing a backward hat, his blond hair long and wavy, and when he steps into the light, I catch a glimpse of metal around his neck.

The same metal he wrapped around my wrists last night.

I look down at my hands, and sure enough, light blue bruises snake around my wrists. Dragging one thumb across a tender spot, I smile. I will never forget that moment; the cold glass against my body, the chain around my wrists, Dex’s lips on my ear—it’ll be forever ingrained in my mind.

Quickly tearing my eyes away, I glare at the coffeemaker, which is sitting still and silent on the marble countertop, just mocking me.

“You look like you’re attempting brain surgery,” Dex says as he walks up behind me. His voice is gravelly with sleep, and it makes him even sexier somehow.

“Does it need to be this complicated?” I ask, fluttering my fingers at the contraption.

His laugh is low and quiet. Slowly, he leans over me to brace his hands on the countertop, and I’m just small enough to fit into the curve of his body.

“I’ll do it,” he says, his breath warm on my cheek. He brushes his nose against my neck, sending a shiver down my spine and into my low back. “What do you want in it? Just oat milk?”

I nod. Turning around, I find Dex smiling sleepily at me, and I rise onto my toes to press a soft kiss against his lips. He lifts one hand to touch my cheek, and the rings on his fingers are cool against my skin.

“All right, coffee,” I say, pulling away from his mouth even though my body fights me every step of the way.

The house is cool this morning, and I pull Dex’s hoodie from last night on over my T-shirt and shorts. It’s warm and soft and smells like him, and I ease the hood up over my head while walking to the glass doors. Touching the panel on the wall, I watch in quiet awe as the glass slides open silently to let the fresh morning air in. It’s chilly—it is still winter—but with a hoodie on, I’m warm enough to step out onto the back patio. Birds sing in the trees all around me, and there’s a distant hum of cars, probably Dex’s neighbors heading into the city.

There’s something so peaceful about the early morning, when the world is still waking up and the city is quieter than usual. This is my favorite time of day, my most contemplative. If I were home, I’d be sitting at the kitchen table with Margot, sipping a cup of coffee and doing my daily journaling session. And more likely than not, I’d be writing about him.

A soft sound makes me turn, and I find Dex stepping out of the house, a cup of coffee in each hand. The mugs steam in the crisp air, and I smile gratefully as he offers me one. Heat seeps through the mug and into my fingers as Dex comes to stand beside me.

“Beautiful, huh?” Dex asks. He slips his free hand into his pocket, lifting the mug to his lips with the other.

I watch him covertly, trying not to stare so blatantly. Every move he makes, from the bob of his throat to the brush of his eyelashes against his cheek, makes me weak for him.

I think I might know now what all those love songs are about.

“This view is why I bought the place.”

Stealing my gaze away from him, I lift the mug to my lips. The first sip of coffee is heaven. The oat milk is frothy, and the coffee is way smoother than the stuff I buy. Granted, his probably costs an arm and a leg.

“Would you ever leave the city?” I ask.

He glances over at me, playing with his lip ring in the morning light. Instead of answering right away, he takes another sip of coffee, seeming to ponder the question.

“Yeah,” he says at long last. “I like it here, the energy. But I don’t think I’ll like it forever.” His gaze slides to me once more. Taking his hand from his pocket, Dex eases an arm around my shoulders, and I settle in against his chest with a familiarity that scares me. “Why? You wanna run away to the mountains with me?” he mumbles into my hair.

Without thinking, I tell him the truth. “Yes.”

Instead of responding, he pulls me closer, his arm tightening around me. And somehow, I think he likes that answer.

We finish our coffee, and I take both mugs into the house to pour a second cup. The sun is creeping higher in the sky, chasing the chill from the air.

I’ve just filled our mugs and am frothing the oat milk when I hear a small ping. Dex’s phone is on the marble countertop next to me, screen up. I have no intention of prying, would never even consider going through his phone, but the face on the screen is familiar.

Serena White.

The text message bubble is clear and crisp. I couldn’t stop myself from reading it even if I wanted to.

Hey, baby. Can’t wait to see you tonight.

There’s a sudden rushing in my ears, and my stomach is in knots.

Is he getting back with her?

Has he been with her this whole time?

Looking up, I find Dex standing beside the pool, his back to me, the sunlight limning his dark figure in gold. My eyes mist over.

He’s so beautiful. Too beautiful for me. Of course he’d pick her.

I briefly imagine Serena standing next to him, with her long blond hair and tan legs, and suddenly, I don’t feel so pretty anymore, don’t understand how I could ever be the object of his desire.

The coffee turns sour in my stomach. I have to get out of here before I make more of a fool of myself than I already have.

Hands trembling slightly, I finish pouring Dex’s second coffee, then take it to him on the patio, feeling like there’s a lump in my throat.

“Here you go,” I say, and when he reaches over to take it, he’s smiling. Until he sees my face.

“What’s wrong?” His forehead furrows, sandy brows pulling together in concern.

“Nothing,” I lie.

“Then why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what?”

Dex reaches out, and his fingers are warm from the coffee mug when he touches my skin. “Like that.”

Tears try to burst into my eyes, but I fight them down.

I want this.

I want this so, so bad.

A tiny spark flickers to life in my chest when I think that maybe I’ve got it all wrong. Maybe her message doesn’t mean what I think it means.

“Little Monster,” he whispers, taking my chin and tilting my head back so I’ll meet his eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong. I can’t fix it otherwise.”

The words rise like fire in my throat, fighting over one another to get out. But I push them down, try to sort through all the emotions until I can focus on the one question that’ll answer everything.

“What is this?” I whisper. My eyes search his. “What am I to you?”

I want him to pull me in for a kiss, to tell me I’m his Little Monster.

But my stomach drops when he releases my chin, and I swear it’s like a curtain is drawn in his eyes, hiding everything that’s going on backstage.

And before he says a word, I know what’s happening.

He’s shutting me out. And for some reason, all I can think is that it’s my fault.

Not pretty enough. Not fun enough. Not rich enough.

“I . . .” Dex takes a physical step back from me. The distance is enough to punch me square in the gut. “I didn’t realize you needed to put a label on this.”

A label? A label?

Pain flares in my chest, burns through me, and this time when the tears try to rise, I can’t fight them back. They swim in my eyes before slipping silently down my cheeks. The morning breeze makes the moisture feel cool on my skin, though inside I’m burning up.

“Nora,” he says.

No more nickname? No more wanting to be my first everything?

I won’t tell him—or anyone—but suddenly, standing here beside the pool with DTLA waking up in the distance, Dex’s blue eyes pinned on me, I come to the realization that he’ll be another one of my firsts.

My first heartbreak.

Before he can say anything else, I whirl around and sprint into the house. While striding through the living room, I yank his hoodie off over my head, then ball it up and fling it onto the back of the couch.

That word, label, keeps ringing through my head. I knew this would happen, knew I could never be more to him than a quick fuck. But he kissed my shoulders in the shower, played with my damp hair as we fell asleep.

He convinced me this could be more. And I was naïve enough to believe him.

“Nora,” he says again, standing in the doorway as I pull on my sneakers and grab my purse from beside the door.

“What, Dex?” I spin to face him, tears still streaking down my cheeks.

I wait for him to say something, to apologize, to use this last opportunity to make things right.

But all he does is frown.

A fresh wave of tears gathers on my lower lashes, and then I flee from his house, barely managing not to slam the door on my way out.


chapter 22

I SPENT ALL OF YESTERDAY crying. Margot cuddled me on the couch while I binged shows and lost myself in a video game—not Legend of Volthorn, because that reminded me too much of Dex—and she’s the only thing that’s bringing me any sort of comfort this morning.

She and I are still lying in bed at nine o’clock, which is incredibly rare for me, but I can’t seem to drag myself out from under the covers. My body hurts, and my eyes are swollen and tender from crying. A few tears still sneak down my cheeks, but I’m mostly cried out. Even my breakup with College Boyfriend didn’t feel like this, and we were an actual couple, not just two people who know each other’s middle names and had sex twice.

But Dex dug such a deep hole in my heart that I don’t know how I’m going to fill it. He drifted through my defenses like smoke, and just when I started to think maybe it was okay to let him in, he did exactly what I expected from the very beginning.

Part of me wants to feel vindicated for getting it right, for knowing all along that he’d never pick me. But the other part, the part that has me in its hold right now, just wants to fall into pieces.

Margot is curled against my side, her furry body like a little furnace beneath the covers, and she grunts in disapproval when I reach for the phone on my nightstand. My stupid heart hopes maybe he texted last night after I fell asleep, but when the phone screen illuminates, I don’t have any missed calls or messages.

What I do have are bruises around both wrists, and seeing them makes a wave of sadness crash through me. I touch one gently, feel the slight ache, and remember how Dex wrapped his chain around my delicate skin, how he pulled my arms over my head and took me to the peak of ecstasy.

Pushing the image away, I swipe the screen to unlock it and navigate to my social media feed, too exhausted to stop myself.

And it’s a terrible, terrible decision.

Because the very first thing I see is Dex—with Serena White on his arm.

They’re leaving some stupid-expensive restaurant, and he looks so good I physically ache.

Beside him, Serena is perfection. She’s wearing a red dress and strappy heels, and her blond hair gleams in the paparazzi’s flashing lights. Dex has one hand up, trying to shield himself from the lights, but Serena is looking straight into the camera, smiling like she knows just how gorgeous she is.

Because she does.

My gaze drifts to the notification bubble in the upper-right corner, and again, against my better judgement, I tap it.

Immediately, my screen is overflowing with messages about how pathetic I am and how Dex finally came to his senses and went back to Serena. I know I should stop, but my thumb keeps scrolling, and each hateful message drives the knife deeper and deeper into my heart.

The last message does me in.

Like we didn’t all know where this was going.

And it hurts because it’s true. I saw it, and so did everyone else. But I let myself become blinded by Dex, by his casual confidence and easy conversation, by the taste of his skin and his weight between my thighs.

The phone starts to ring, and it’s my mom. I still haven’t called her back, but she’s texted a few times. I can’t keep ignoring her like this.

So I clear my throat, sit up in bed, and put the phone on speaker.

“Hello?” I say, trying not to let my voice betray the pain squeezing my chest in a vise.

There’s a moment of silence, and then, “Nora, what’s wrong?”

I thought I was all cried out, but the tears are making a comeback, and they’re coursing down my cheeks again.

“Baby, what happened?” Her voice is so soft, so comforting.

I can’t hold this all in. Someone needs to know—how I loved him, and how he broke my heart.

So I tell her. I tell her all of it.
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IT’S MARCH NOW, AND DEX still hasn’t reached out.

I went to the fitting for the music video two weeks ago, and when Ashton saw me, the first thing she did was wrap me in a hug. It’s not like I ever told her about what was happening between me and Dex, but she seemed to know, and her embrace made me feel seen, especially considering Dex is acting like I no longer exist.

I’d hoped to enjoy the fitting, to be excited about all the pretty clothes I’ll get to wear, but I sat through it silently, let them measure me and discuss colors and fabrics until a woman whose name I never did ask waved me down from the platform and told me I was done. I couldn’t wait to get away from the mirror; the whole time I stood there looking into it, all I could see were flaws: my dull brown hair, the scars on my cheeks from acne I had in high school, my pale legs. And then I thought of Serena, of her vibrance and beauty and perfection, and it almost brought me to tears again.

Now I’m driving to some address Ashton texted me, and I’m feeling more nervous than I did the first time I went to play with the band.

We’re filming the music video today. Dex is going to be there, and we still haven’t spoken a word to each other since that morning. My stomach feels like it wants to be sick, and I barely ate anything for breakfast because my nausea was so bad.

What am I going to say to him? Will he even speak to me? Will he pretend like nothing happened between us?

His voice whispers in my mind, I wanna be your first everything.

How could he say that to me? It felt like an invitation, like a promise.

And that very next night, less than twenty-four hours after tucking me into bed beside him, he was out with Serena fucking White.

My hands tighten on the steering wheel as a wave of pain and anger washes over me.

And the anger is good. It’s so much easier to live with than the sadness.

So I cling to it, feed it. I build it up until it roars loud enough to silence my sorrow.

The anger might be the only way I can get through this music video alive.


chapter 23

WHEN I PULL UP AT the address Ashton gave me, I have to double-check I’m in the right place. There’s a number on the gate out front, and past it is a long dirt driveway disappearing into a thicket of overgrown trees. I linger there for a moment, trying to decide if I should call her or just swallow my fear and see where the road leads. Holding that anger for Dex in my heart, I decide to throw caution to the wind—to be brave.

The dirt road is rutted, so I have to maneuver my Civic slowly. Branches and bushes reach out to trail their fingers over my windshield, and I’m just starting to think I may be driving into a real-life horror film when the road opens up to reveal an old manor surrounded by a bustling film crew. Ashton is standing in a patch of sunlight, talking to a few people I don’t recognize, and seeing her settles my nerves somewhat.

But then I spot a black Range Rover in the distance, and my stomach squeezes so hard it makes my sides ache.

At least I know I’m in the right place.

I park next to a few normal-looking cars, which I assume belong to the film crew, then step out into the sunlight.

It’s a perfect spring day, warm and sunny with a slight breeze that chases the bugs away. Now that I can see the manor more clearly, I realize it’s obviously dilapidated, with bricks crumbling from the exterior and vines snaking up the walls toward the roof. It’s the perfect place to film this video.

The song is called “Ghost,” after all.

“Are you Nora Miller?” a friendly voice asks, and I turn to find a round-faced woman wearing a headset and carrying a clipboard.

“Yeah.”

“Great. You can follow me to the trailer, and we’ll get started on hair and makeup.”

“Okay.” I pause to grab my violin out of the back seat, then trail after the woman, trying not to look around for Dex. I haven’t seen him—or any of the band members—yet, but I know he’s around here, and I certainly won’t be able to avoid him all day.

The woman leads me into a trailer with a paper sign on the door that reads Hair and Makeup. Despite it not being overly warm outside, the AC is running in the trailer, and I get goose bumps on my skin in the cold air.

“Nora!”

My gaze snaps up, and I find Sebastian sitting in one of the chairs, skin awash in light from the vanity mirror. Quickly, I search the rest of the trailer, suddenly terrified to be trapped in this tiny space with Dex, but he’s nowhere to be found. I sag, relieved.

“Hey.” I put my violin on a table in the corner before taking a seat in the chair next to Sebastian. He reaches over to wrap me in a warm hug, his big arms strong around me, and I hug him back.

“You okay?” he asks.

“What do you mean?” I’m distracted by the movement in the trailer. There are a couple makeup artists and hairdressers, and one of them is already approaching me with a hairbrush in hand. She reaches for the braid I have my hair in, and her touch is soft as she unwinds the strands and starts pulling the brush through my hair.

“I mean you and Dex.”

My stomach squeezes up. The hairdresser pauses momentarily, brush halting halfway down my head. Yeah, I’m sure even she has seen the hate I get online. The thought makes me clam up. Does everyone here know what’s happening? Have they all read the scathing comments and hurtful gossip articles? Do they pity me for not being as beautiful as Serena? For going toe to toe with her when everyone knew I could never win?

“I’m fine,” I say, flashing Sebastian what I hope is a convincing smile.

His brow furrows. I don’t think he’s buying it.

Thankfully, he drops the topic, and the hairdresser resumes the brushing.

Sebastian chats with me and flirts shamelessly with his makeup artist—who blushes bright red at his attention—and when he’s done in front of the mirror, he reaches over and squeezes my hand.

“See you out there,” he says.

Somehow, it feels like I’m preparing for battle, like Sebastian is wishing me well before I step into the arena.

I just nod, my throat tight, and then he leaves the trailer, a splash of golden light illuminating the doorway before he closes the door again.

With him gone, the space is quiet. My hairdresser doesn’t make small talk, which I appreciate, especially once the makeup artist swoops in. She rubs a sweet-smelling moisturizer into my skin, then begins dabbing foundation and concealer across my face, hiding my acne scars and the freckles sprinkled across my nose.

Working together, the two artists transform me into a version of myself I didn’t think existed. When they both step away from the chair so I can see into the mirror, my brown eyes go wide.

“Wow,” I whisper, blinking in surprise at the woman staring back at me.

My skin is dewy, glowing. It shines in the vanity lights, and the contour makes my cheekbones look sharp and pronounced. The makeup artist worked some kind of magic, and the green flecks in my eyes pop against the brown eyeshadow swept along my lids.

Soft curls drape across my shoulders, and the dull lifelessness my hair had when it was in the braid has been replaced with bounce and vibrance.

“You look gorgeous,” a familiar voice says, and I turn from the mirror to find Ashton standing near the trailer door. I’m not sure how she got in here without me realizing, but I smile gratefully. “Are we ready for wardrobe?”

The hair and makeup artists confirm they’re finished. Next thing I know, Ashton is whisking me out of the first trailer and into another one. This one is full of clothes on racks and in bags, and Michael is currently standing in front of a full-length mirror, adjusting the sleeves of his crisp navy suit. When he looks up and catches my eye in the mirror, a combination of looks crosses his face. Surprise, anger, pity. Or that’s what it looks like, at least.

He turns to face me. “Look at you,” he says. “You’re red-carpet ready.”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t stop a smile from creeping across my face.

He steps forward, and then his arms are wrapping around me, and I’m being careful not to smudge my makeup on his handsome suit.

I feel like this hug is his apology for Dex, though he doesn’t say so. He doesn’t need to.

“Is Jordan here?” I ask. I’m hoping she and Alisha might be lingering around somewhere. It’d be nice to have them here, if only for subtle emotional support.

“Yeah. Last I saw her she was at the buffet bar.”

“There’s a buffet bar?” I’m hungry from not eating breakfast. My nervous nausea has calmed down enough that I could probably eat something now.

“I’ll grab you a bite,” Ashton says. “Best to eat now before you get your dress on.” Then she’s gone, and Michael and I are left alone.

“Where’s the wardrobe person?” I ask, not seeing any movement in the racks of clothes.

“Went to get a coffee. He should be back any minute now.” Michael slips one hand into his pants pocket, and his eyes soften. “Nora . . .”

Here it comes. I can see it written all over his face.

He knows.

“I’m sorry about Dex.”

The words hang there between us. I think about giving him a fake smile like I did Sebastian, but somehow, that doesn’t feel appropriate here. So instead, I nod, wrapping my arms around myself.

“I don’t know what the fuck he’s doing,” Michael continues. “He won’t talk to me. He’s shut me out.”

“It’s fine,” I start to say, but Michael shakes his head.

“It’s not. I told him not to mess around with you.” He raises a hand as if to run it through his hair, then stops. I’m guessing the hairdresser wouldn’t be happy if he ruined the perfect dark coif. “I just don’t get it.”

“What’s there to get?” I ask. My eyes want to mist over, so I look away, try to distract myself by counting sequins on the closest sparkly top. “I shouldn’t have gotten involved. It’s my fault.”

“It’s not your fault, Nora. The way he looks at you . . .” He pauses, seems to search for words. “It’s different. That’s what I don’t get.”

I want to ask what he means, but before I can respond, the trailer door swings open, and a small well-dressed man steps in.

“Ms. Miller!” he says. “Finally, the star arrives.”

A laugh bursts unbidden from my lips. “The star? I think you have me confused with someone else.”

“Mm-mm.” The man shakes his head and makes a beeline for a clothing rack against the wall. There’s a single garment bag hanging there, and he takes it down carefully. “Once you see this dress”—he turns to face me, eyebrow quirked knowingly—“you’ll understand.”
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And though I don’t want to admit it, he’s right. The dress is . . .

“Stunning.”

The stylist, whose name I’ve learned is Eric, gazes at me in the mirror, clucking his tongue quietly to himself.

“I knew it.”

“Knew what?” I ask, voice a bit dreamy. I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from my reflection.

“Knew it’d look perfect.” He puts a hand on my elbow and offers me a small smile.

The dress is a rich shimmery silver, and it catches the flecks of green in my eyes and makes the contour on my cheeks even more prominent. The silky fabric hugs my figure, tight like a glove. When I turn to see it from another angle, the split in the dress shifts to reveal my bare leg all the way up to my thigh.

And my first thought—my first stupid, stupid thought—is that Dex would like it.

But I shouldn’t care what he likes anymore, shouldn’t give him a second thought.

Trouble is, it seems like he’s mostly my first thought, and everything else comes second to him. Everything is backward and upside down. And I hate it.

There’s a small gasp from behind me, and Ashton is standing there, mouth gaping open. She brought me food earlier, as promised, then had to dash away again for something or other. But now she’s drifting across the trailer, hands out as if she wants to touch the glimmery silver material.

“Eric,” she says, still staring at me, “it’s perfect.”

He gives me an I told you so look.

“Is she ready?”

“She’s all yours.”

“Fantastic, because the director is ready for you.”

My stomach twists into another knot, which makes me wonder if that yogurt and bowl of fruit were such a good idea. I’m not going to be able to hide in these trailers any longer; I’m going to have to face Dex, have to look into those stormy blue eyes and try not to think of all the times I’ve looked into them before.

“Oh, one last thing,” Eric says, scrambling to fetch a shoebox from the bottom of a rack. “These are for you, my star.” Holding the box out, he opens the lid to reveal a pair of silver high heels with a one-inch platform.

Ashton must see the look on my face, because she touches my arm. “You’ll do fine. We’re not going to ask you to dance in them or anything.” Her laughter is bubbly, but it doesn’t quite chase the nerves from my stomach.

Eric kneels, and I lift one foot, then the other, to let him slip them on. Now I’m suddenly three inches taller, and even though I’m not a fan of heels, they do make me feel better, stronger.

I glance back at myself one last time, and the woman staring at me in the mirror looks fierce. She doesn’t look like someone who would let a man make her feel small. And though I might not feel like that woman on the inside, I’m going to do my best to channel her on the outside. I’ve just got to get through the shoot, and then I won’t ever have to see Dex Reid again.

“All right,” I say, catching Ashton’s eye in the mirror. “I’m ready.”


chapter 24

WE LEAVE THE TRAILER, AND Ashton walks with me—slowly because of the heels—toward the manor. Its crumbling vine-covered facade and stained glass windows make it feel old, haunted. Ashton holds a hand out to help me up the steps, but I don’t take it, determined to do this on my own—to face Dex with some shred of dignity left.

The rounded doorway looms over my head as I pass through it and into the foyer. It looks even more degraded in here, with scaffolding and other equipment set up around the perimeter of the room to keep the walls from falling away further. The two twin staircases seem to be in working condition, given the group of people standing around on one. A man talks in a big voice, gesturing with his arms, and I get the distinct feeling he’s the director. Then the man shifts to one side, and a pair of blue eyes find mine across the space.

My stomach twists, and butterflies burst to life.

Stupid butterflies. They don’t know that he’s abandoned us.

Standing a bit taller, I hold Dex’s stare. I refuse to glance away first, to be the small broken thing he tossed aside in favor of his more expensive toy.

“Ah, Ms. Miller,” the director says, noticing me for the first time. He hustles down the stairs, which gives me my first full look at Dex.

He’s wearing a black three-piece suit, one hand tucked into the front pocket of his pants. His long blond hair has been left down, styled to look carelessly perfect, and it takes effort not to think about touching it, running my hands through it.

His expression is . . . guarded. He doesn’t smile at me, doesn’t even smirk. Instead, his lips are pulled slightly down in the corners, and his brow is furrowed.

And it makes me mad. He doesn’t get to look at me like that, doesn’t get to pretend to be concerned.

“Ms. Miller, you look perfect,” the director says, coming to stand in front of me. With my heels on, I stand about an inch taller than him, and I decide I like how it feels. “Have you ever acted before?” he asks.

I consider just shaking my head and staying silent, then remember I’m channeling that powerful woman staring back at me from the mirror, so instead, I smile and say, “Never. You’ll have to teach me.” It comes out a bit flirtier than I intended, but the director smiles.

He quickly summarizes the plot of the video, and as he does, my stomach contorts into more and more complicated knots. The video will be about a man searching for his lost love, the one who got away. He’ll chase her through the halls, but every time he thinks he’s caught her, she vanishes, just an apparition. A ghost.

I’d like the concept if not for how painfully relevant it feels right now. Granted, Dex isn’t chasing me anywhere. I’m not so sure he’d care if he never saw me again.

“We’ll start with you on the stairs,” he says, using his arms to do another big gesture. “You’ll descend playing the violin. Walk slowly—we have to get your entire solo in—and then you’ll lower the violin, glance over your shoulder longingly, and drift through that doorway.” He points to the far door, which is standing open already.

So, he wants me to walk down the stairs in heels while playing the violin. That sounds like a recipe for disaster.

My gaze shifts once more to the staircase, where Dex is still lingering. Some of the crew are flocking around him, but when I look his way, he glances up and catches my eye.

“Mr. Reid will mirror you on the opposite staircase,” the director continues. “I want you to look over at him as you play. Think pining, longing. Can we try that?”

He wants me to look like I’m pining? I almost scoff.

The humor is not lost on me.

At that moment, some sort of assistant hurries up beside me, my violin case in her hand.

“Here you go, Ms. Miller.”

I take the case from her, and having it in my hand makes me feel a fraction better.

“Okay,” I finally say, meeting the director’s eyes. “Let’s try it.”
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After I practice descending the staircase in heels—which I actually survive—the director is ready to try it with me playing.

I polished my violin before leaving the house this morning, so it gleams in the dim light streaming through the stained glass windows. The film crew has a bunch of lights set up as well, and they make my skin buzz with warmth.

Dex is standing to my far left, at the top of the other staircase. Dust motes float through the shafts of light cutting through the space between us. His eyes are on me, but he hasn’t said a word.

Fine. Two can play at that game.

“Okay, Ms. Miller,” the director calls out, “let’s give this a try. Don’t worry too much about getting it right the first time. We can do it as many times as we need.”

Jordan, Alisha, Sebastian, Michael, and Lucas are standing in the foyer. They all—except for Lucas—flash me smiles and encouraging thumbs-ups. I smile back, reminding myself that today I’m channeling confidence.

“Ghost” starts playing over the speakers. I have a few measures until I need to come in, so I take my time lifting my violin and preparing for the solo.

Then I draw my bow across the strings, and I’m caught up immediately in the music.

One step at a time, I descend the stairs slowly. When I have my balance and don’t fear missing a step, I look to my left, where Dex is descending the twin staircase. I take in his long legs and the tattoos on the hand he’s running down the banister, and the pining in my gaze isn’t something I have to fake.

It’s just something I have to let free.

He meets my eyes, wearing a similar expression. There’s hurt in his gaze, pain, but I don’t let myself believe it could be real. He’s acting for the video; he’s just doing a great job of it.

Remembering the director’s instructions, I time the speed of my walking with the length of the solo. I hit the last step in sync with the last note and draw it out with a thick vibrato. Then I lower my bow and violin, cast a longing glance at Dex over my shoulder, and stride the other direction, through the doorway.

“Cut!” the director yells.

I take a moment to compose myself, then return to the foyer.

Jordan and Alisha give me beaming smiles, and Michael pats me on the back gently, careful to avoid ruffling my hair.

“It was perfect,” the director says. “Nora, you are the epitome of talent.” He kisses me on the cheek, then waves a hand in the air. “Let’s do it one more time, just for assurance, and then we’ll move on.”

Across the foyer, Dex meets my eyes, but I don’t give him anything—not a smile, or a frown, or a single tear. I just turn and climb the staircase, ready to get this damn thing over with.
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We film a number of scenes, the majority featuring Dex lip-synching over the lyrics and looking haunted while searching the deteriorating halls for his lost love. Sebastian stands with me when neither of us are filming, and he keeps handing me Skittles from a bag he’s carrying in his pocket.

“All right, we’re ready for the final scene,” the director says, and his eyes find me from down the hall.

I’ve been dreading this since Ashton told me about it. This will be the only scene Dex and I have to film face-to-face. So far, I’ve been incredibly lucky to not have to speak to him, touch him, or even be too near him. But now that the day is coming to an end, I have to film the most difficult scene yet.

An intimacy coordinator worked out all the details with me earlier, ensuring I was comfortable. But now, as the whole film crew heads upstairs to the master bedroom for the last scene, I’m starting to feel sick—not because I don’t want Dex to touch me or be near me, but because I want it too much, and this is only going to serve as a reminder of what I can’t have.

What he so easily took away from me.

It’s not a sex scene—I don’t think they would ever have asked me to film one of those—but it is supposed to be sensual, a remembrance of better times for the male lead, before he let his lover slip away and she became a ghost in his mind. And I’m the lover, the phantom who haunts the halls and his mind, present but always out of reach.

We step into the master bedroom, and I pause for a moment to take everything in. The walls are painted a rich royal blue, and the furnishings are all luxuriously gilded. There’s a vanity against the wall, sheer drapes over the windows, and a four-poster bed in the middle of the room. It feels like stepping into a nineteenth-century estate.

I’m hustled through the doorway by the film crew, who immediately start setting up lights for their shots. The director steps in a moment later, Dex behind him, and I try not to tense up when they head in my direction.

“Ms. Miller, I take it our coordinator discussed this scene with you?” the director asks. His hair is frizzed up from all the times he ran his hands through it today, and I’m pretty sure I watched him drink at least four coffees.

“She did.” My voice comes out strong, and I don’t bother to glance at Dex as he drifts closer.

“Great. Here’s how this is gonna go.”

He summarizes the three scenes he intends to film: one in front of the curtains as the evening light streams in, one at the vanity, and one on the bed. I strive not to react when he reminds me what we’ll be doing in the bed: rolling around, laughing, kissing.

Acting like we love each other.

“Will that be okay, Ms. Miller?” the director asks.

I consider it. The thought gives me flashes of being pushed up against Dex’s glass doors, his chain wrapped around my wrists, and the want I still have for him flares to life. Angrily, I shove it down.

He doesn’t want me.

“Perhaps you should ask Mr. Reid,” I say back, my voice perfectly neutral.

Dex looks over at me sharply, his lips pulling down. He’s still wearing that same expression from earlier today, and I still can’t quite work out what it is.

But I shouldn’t care what it is, shouldn’t care about him.

The director quirks an eyebrow, his gaze sliding from me to Dex. “Mr. Reid? Will there be a problem?”

“No.” He holds my gaze as he says it, and something about it lights a fire in me.

How dare he do this to me. How dare he make me fall for him and then act like we’re strangers.

My whole body burns with heat. I cherish that fire, stoke it so it won’t go out.

“Okay then . . .” The director seems unsure, but he doesn’t push. “We’ll start at the window.”

We move toward the window, which is open, allowing the early-evening breeze to sweep in and fill the room with the soft scent of spring. The drapes billow gently, and if I weren’t low-key enraged right now, I might think it beautiful, perhaps even romantic.

As it is, I move with angry purpose, following the director’s instructions as he stages me in front of the window.

“Look out the window with a soft gaze,” he says, “as if you’re daydreaming about something. When Mr. Reid comes up behind you, I want you to turn into him, just a bit, and smile like it’s the first time you’re seeing him all day.”

I nod and intentionally smooth the angry crease from my brow. Behind me, the director gives Dex additional instructions, but I’m too busy focusing on breathing steadily in and out to overhear what he has to say.

“Cue music!” the director shouts. “Ghost” starts playing over a speaker in the corner of the room. “And . . . action.”

I focus my gaze out the window, trying to keep my eyes soft despite the anger bubbling just under the surface. Dex’s shoes click softly across the floor behind me. My body wants to tense, knowing he’s about to reach out, but I keep myself loose.

Then his hand is on the low of my back, fingertips gliding across the shimmery silver material of my dress, and I’m turning to look up at him. I try to hold the director’s words in my head, but when I make eye contact with Dex, so close I could reach out and kiss him, I freeze up.

His eyes are like ice in the golden sunlight cutting through the window. They’re cold, hard, but something else too. He’s wearing that same frustrating look he’s had on his face all day.

I’m not sure what my face does, but it must not be right, because the director calls, “Cut!”

Dex hesitates for one moment, then two. Finally, he takes his hand off my back and steps away.

“Let’s try that again,” the director says. “Softer faces, both of you. And smile. You’re supposed to be in love.”

I let out a scoff, and the director glances at me, but he doesn’t ask for an explanation. Behind him, two women in the film crew exchange knowing looks.

“Reset!”

The music turns off, and Dex and I go back to our original spots to try again.

It takes a few more tries to get the window scene right, and then the vanity scene goes by quickly. I just have to sit there pretending to touch up my makeup while Dex watches and smiles at me in the background. But then it’s time for the last scene: the bed scene.

There’s a quick wardrobe change, and they bring in one of those folding screens for me to get changed behind. I slip out of the silver dress, then into a sexy white nightgown that shows the majority of my back and has lace along the edges. A silky robe goes over the top, and one of the stylists tousles my hair a bit to make it look softer.

When I’m done and they move the screen away, Dex is waiting on the other side. He’s sitting at the end of the bed, shirtless, completely tatted up, wearing just his black pants now. His blue eyes latch on to me, then sweep up and down my body.

It makes me feel powerful. But why? Why can I still draw his gaze? I’m not Serena, will never be Serena. So why is he looking at me like that?

The director swoops in, offering guidance for how he wants the scene to go. I listen in a vague sort of way, but really, I’m just remembering that day at Dex’s house, the look on his face when I asked him what I meant to him.

And he told me without saying a thing: Nothing. I mean nothing to him.

The director has the camera crew move to the side of the bed so they can film us at the end of it.

Once everyone is ready to go, he calls, “Action!”

I paste a fake smile onto my lips and move toward Dex. His hands come up to touch my hips, and it’s not acting when I soften into his touch. Slowly, almost hesitantly, Dex leans his head in so it’s resting just below my sternum, his arms snaking around my body to pull me into an embrace.

And again, I need no direction. I lower my head, bury my face in his hair. He smells fresh, and the scent of his shampoo takes me back to the shower we shared, when he touched me so tenderly, placed kisses along my bare shoulders. I move my fingers through his hair, and his arms tighten in response.

He’s acting, I remind myself. This isn’t real.

The director calls for us to cut, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think Dex hesitated a moment longer than necessary before releasing me. I step away and turn my face so I can’t see his eyes.

The director has us switch it up now so that we’re both lying in the bed. Dex still hasn’t said a word to me. Not a word.

The music starts up, and Dex’s vocals bleed through the speakers.

“I’m just a ghost without her, wandering in the cold, caught in the shadows of a love story I never let get told. I let her slip away, too scared to face the truth. Now I’m haunted by her absence in this lonely fuckin’ youth.”

The song lyrics meant little to me while we were recording, but now they hit me hard, right in the stomach.

The music continues to play, and now the cameras are rolling.

“I see her face in every shadow, hear her voice in every sound. But she’s gone, lost to the dark, and I’m left here to drown. I was a fool to let her go, blinded by my fear. Now I’m left with nothing but the ghost of her so near.”

Dex meets my eyes as I shift in the bed, slipping one bare leg over his body so I’m straddling him, but it feels like he doesn’t see me, like he’s looking right through me.

Maybe I really am a ghost.

“I’m just a ghost without her, a specter of my past, haunted by the memories that continue to amass. I let her slip away, too scared to love for real. Now I’m haunted by her absence and the pain that I conceal.”

I move in for the kiss, reaching for his lips with mine, waiting for the sensation I’ve yearned for all these weeks. But at the last moment, Dex pulls back.

“I can’t do this,” he says. His hands are gentle even as they push me away.

Humiliation swirls inside me. All these people are watching, and he refuses to kiss me? Suddenly, I can’t hold my anger and hurt back any longer.

“Why not?” I snap. “You had no problem before.” I search his gaze until he averts his eyes. I’m still straddling him, his hands on my hips, but he refuses to look at me. Angry tears burn my eyes.

I told myself I wouldn’t cry, didn’t want to give Dex the satisfaction of seeing how badly he hurt me. But I can’t seem to keep them at bay. One streaks down my cheek, probably taking my mascara with it.

“Is it something I did?” My voice is quieter, and it seems to draw Dex’s eyes. He’s looking at me now, watching as another tear streaks down my cheek. “Or am I just a game you don’t want to play anymore? Is that it?”

He opens his mouth, and I hold my breath, waiting to hear his explanation. Maybe he’ll finally tell me what I meant to him. But then he just closes his mouth again, eyes averting once more.

Rage rips through me, and I shove his chest, forcing him back into the pillows.

“You are such an asshole.” Slapping his hands off my hips, I climb out of the bed, silky robe sliding around my bare legs. When I whirl around to face him, he’s sitting up, watching me. “They warned me about you. I knew I shouldn’t get involved. But I was stupid.” More tears are streaking down my cheeks now. “So, so stupid.”

His brow furrows, eyes a strange combination of soft and guarded. “Nora,” he says, and the sound of my name on his tongue does something to me—something it shouldn’t. It reminds me of all the times he said it before, of the shape his mouth made against mine, and suddenly, I can’t look at him anymore, can’t stand to be in his presence.

“Fuck you,” I whisper. “I never want to see you again.”

I whirl and stride from the room, only now noticing the director kept the cameras rolling the whole time. One is aimed directly at my tear-streaked face, but I don’t even care. I just have to get out of here.

The film crew parts around me, watching with excited and awestruck expressions. They don’t try to stop me. My feet hit the stairs, and I descend as quickly as I can, the silky robe fluttering behind me. My violin case is around here somewhere; I just need to find it, and then I can leave.

“Nora?” Glancing to the right, I find Jordan and Alisha standing in the doorway, blinking at me in surprise. Jordan steps forward. “What’s wrong?”

“Dex—” My words are cut off by a sob.

Alisha and Jordan exchange a knowing look, then immediately surge toward me. They wrap their arms around my shoulders, enveloping me in lavender-scented warmth.

“I’m so sorry,” Jordan says.

“He’s a dick,” Alisha puts in.

“Such a dick,” Jordan agrees.

They fawn over me, whispering about what a fuckboy Dex is and stroking soft hands over my hair. And I appreciate it, I really do, but all I want right now is to get out of here. I can’t be in the same space as him anymore.

“Have you seen my violin?” I ask, voice still warbling with tears.

“Yeah, I did.” Alisha pulls away, her brown eyes sweeping the foyer. “I’m pretty sure it’s in here.” She disappears momentarily, then comes back with my case held in one hand. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” I take it from her and wipe a hand under my eye. I can only imagine how messy I must look. “I’m going home.”

“You want us to come with you?” Jordan offers. She’s playing with a strand of my hair, brow creased in concern.

“No, that’s okay. I just need to get out of here. I’ll be fine.”

We exchange final hugs and parting words, and just as I’m pulling away, there’s movement on the balcony above us.

I turn and look up, and my stomach clenches.

Dex is standing there, still shirtless, staring down at me. The cameras follow along behind him. He’s beautiful, too beautiful. It makes me hurt to look at him.

Jordan and Alisha cross their arms, faces pinching into scathing glares.

I don’t honor him with another second of my time. Instead, I hurry for the door, and I don’t look back again.

This will be the last time Dex Reid ever hurts me.

Never again, I tell myself. Never again.


chapter 25

TWO DAYS AFTER THE MUSIC video shoot, I block Dex’s number, then block him on social media as well. From now on, I want nothing to do with Dex Reid. Yearning for him is a physical pain inside my body, is an endless loop of thoughts that keeps me awake at night. And I can’t keep doing this to myself.

My life becomes a blur of rehearsals, concerts, and Legend of Volthorn. March slips away into April, then April into May. LA is hot now, and the city feels more hectic and chaotic than ever. I find myself enjoying it, find it cathartic to get lost in the crowds, just a nameless face.

That changes when the music video for “Ghost” comes out.

I watch it on my laptop, Margot on the table beside me, and I can’t keep tears from my eyes.

It’s beautifully done. From the cinematic shots to the stunning lighting and design, the music video is a piece of art.

As it approaches the end, my stomach squeezes in on itself. There Dex and I are, in bed, my legs on either side of his hips. The camera zooms in on my face as that first tear streaks down my cheek. Dex’s vocals play over the scenes, so you can’t hear what I say, but I can clearly read my own lips.

“Is it something I did?”

Now the camera is focused on him. Here, in my own kitchen, where I can pause the video and scrutinize every frame, I’m left wondering why his eyes look like that—pained, hollow. He’s the one who pushed me away, who made it very clear that he didn’t want to put a “label” on what I was to him.

And now we’re nothing.

It’s been long enough now that the pain shouldn’t still linger, but somehow, it does, and watching the video is like digging at the wound. So I close my laptop and tell myself I won’t watch it again.

Being out in the city changes after the video comes out. People recognize me. Two girls ask for a photo with me while I’m shopping for groceries at my local supermarket. Another shoves a notebook and pen into my hands for an autograph when I’m standing in line at my favorite yogurt place.

After that, I make sure never to leave the house with my hair not done. The stares and whispers become so prevalent that I start avoiding going out in public when I can. My mom says it’ll die down and that I just need to give it time. I hope she’s right.

Apart from my home, the orchestra is the only other place where I feel sane. Some of the musicians have asked me about playing with LGC, and one asks me to sign her violin case, but everyone else pretty much ignores me, as usual.

After rehearsal in early May, as our season is drawing to an end, Mr. Edrington reminds us of the upcoming audition for concertmistress. Even though I sit in the front row, he doesn’t look at me while he says it. He’s not the type to nettle, and he’s already asked me about the audition; I know he’s not going to ask again.

I want the spot so bad, but a wave of fear rises up in me: fear I won’t do a good job, fear I’ll make a fool of myself, fear I won’t be a worthy leader. Then, despite the months since I last saw his face, Dex’s voice comes back to me.

Sometimes quiet leaders demand even more respect . . . Promise me you’ll audition.

And that night, in the front seat of my car, I promised Dex I’d audition. I’m not sure why I feel beholden to the promise now—he certainly didn’t follow through with anything I expected of him.

I’m still turning my thoughts over when Mr. Edrington bids us a good day and everyone starts packing up and returning to the greenroom.

“You okay?” Eleanor asks from where she stands beside me. She’s looking down at me with concern, and I give her a smile and a nod. “All right. See you tomorrow.”

Her heels click across the stage, and then I’m left sitting there alone. The concert hall stretches out in front of me, empty and yet full of promise. The idea of putting myself out there—not just auditioning, but trying to lead the orchestra—is terrifying, but when I remember playing with LGC for the first time and filming the music video, two things I had no experience in doing, the thought of being concertmistress is a little less daunting. The fear of never trying, of watching my dream slip away because I let my worries hold me back—that’s scarier than anything.

Heat rises in my chest as I look out at the empty seats and imagine the hall filled with people. This is what I’ve done since I graduated, since I moved to LA. The stage is home to me, and in a weird way, the orchestra is like my family. And I think my family would want me to succeed.

Before I can lose my nerve, I stand and stride directly to Mr. Edrington’s office. The door is open, and he’s sitting at his desk when I knock gently.

“Ms. Miller, come in.”

I step into his office, my eyes sweeping across the many framed awards and accolades hanging on his walls. There’s a picture of the orchestra on his desk, and there I am in the front row, right next to Eleanor, smiling but looking a bit unsure of myself.

I want to do this for that girl, for the girl who yearns for more but feels constantly weighed down by fear, by the opinions of others, by the little voice in her head that whispers “you’re not good enough.”

Tearing my gaze away, I level a confident look at Mr. Edrington. “I’d like to audition for the concertmistress role.”


chapter 26

IT’S A WARM DAY AT the end of May, and driving to the concert hall with my windows down and the radio on, something feels . . . alive. The air holds the promise of a hot summer, and the sunlight looks brighter somehow, more golden.

Last week I auditioned for the concertmistress position, and Mr. Edrington called three days later to tell me I got the job. My parents were thrilled when I told them. They want to come out this summer to celebrate, and the thought makes my chest buoyant with excitement; I’ve not visited them since the holidays, and I can’t wait to see my dad’s smiling face and feel my mom’s crushing hug.

After telling my parents, I briefly considered unblocking Dex’s number and texting him to share the news. He encouraged me to go after this role, to put myself out there, and some small part of me wants him to know, wants him to be proud of me.

But that was only a brief consideration, and I wiped it from my mind as quickly as possible.

Jordan and Alisha have texted me a few times since the shoot for the music video, and they even convinced me to go to the beach with them this past weekend. None of the guys were there—I made them promise Dex wasn’t going to show up—and it was actually . . . fun. I ended up telling them about my new role, and we celebrated afterward with strawberry margaritas. It felt good, like an actual friendship, and thinking about it now, I’m proud that I put myself out there with them, that I didn’t hide away when they reached out a hand.

There’s a smile on my face as I pull up at the concert hall and park my Civic. This is the last show of the season, and we’ll go on break for the summer before starting up again in the fall. I’m actually looking forward to the summer, which isn’t usually the case. I’d typically hole up in my condo, grumble to Margot about the heat, and generally count the days until the season started again. But I want to do things differently this year. I want to go outside, even if that does mean some people might recognize me and ask for photos. I want to soak up the California sun, and I want to feel the joy of just being alive.

I’m reaching to turn the ignition off when a familiar voice comes out of my car speakers. Dex’s voice is a bit gravelly as he sings the opening lines to “Ghost,” and instead of hurriedly turning it off, like I usually do, I sit back in my seat and listen. The song makes my body remember, and I remember everything: the smell of the recording studio, the taste of Dex’s lips the first time we kissed, the color of the morning sunlight as I watched DTLA come alive from Dex’s back patio. The memories still hurt, are still entwined with the want I have for him, but over time, it’ll ease, and maybe one day I’ll be able to hear him on the radio without wanting to feel his lips on my skin or his hands in my hair.

Unfortunately, I’m not quite there yet.

I turn the car off, and in the silence, I take a deep breath and remind myself that everything is going to be okay.

Grabbing my phone from the console, I call my parents to tell them I’m heading in for my last show of the season. But after five rings, the voicemail picks up. My brow furrows; they rarely fail to answer the phone.

A knock on my window has me turning my head, and Eleanor is standing there, holding her violin case, smiling and waiting to walk into the concert hall with me. So I toss my phone into my bag, open the door, and head in for the last show of the season.
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IT’S A FANTASTIC SHOW, AS the last of the season typically is. The concert hall buzzes with the energy of change, of one thing coming to an end in order for another to begin.

Mr. Edrington bows to the audience amidst a roar of applause, then gestures to the orchestra to do the same. The applause grows a little louder, and I think I hear a whoop in the cacophony of sound.

Smiling, Mr. Edrington holds his hands up, and though it takes some time, quiet eventually settles over the audience once more.

“As some of you may already know, our concertmistress, Eleanor Scott, has decided to retire to spend more time with her family.” Mr. Edrington gestures to Eleanor, and a small wave of clapping goes through the hall. “After an arduous audition process, I am truly delighted to announce our new concertmistress, who’ll be taking over for Ms. Scott this fall season. Please allow me to introduce you to Ms. Nora Miller.”

I expect polite applause, but when Mr. Edrington gestures for me to take a step forward, a raucous cheer goes up in the audience. It draws my eye, and though I struggle to make out any faces or shapes with clarity given the bright lights illuminating the stage, a jolt goes through me.

There are eight dark figures standing one row back from the front, and one in particular draws my focus. The person is tall, broad shouldered, and looks suspiciously like—

“Go, Nora!” yells a familiar voice, and my gaze snaps to another figure, this one much wider, built more like a truck.

Sebastian.

Why is he here? And who is he with?

Gentle laughter rolls through the audience, and then Mr. Edrington is bidding everyone good night, telling them we’ll see them this coming fall. The lights in the concert hall slowly rise, and I’m still standing there, staring into the audience, when the figures and faces come into view.

I draw a sudden breath.

Because blue eyes are staring back at me, and they’re so intense, so focused, that they hold me frozen where I stand.

He shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be standing in the audience wearing a suit so tailored it looks like it was hand stitched specifically for him. Shouldn’t be drifting closer, slipping through the surprised and awestruck concertgoers with his gaze firmly holding mine.

The world around me goes quiet, seems to slow as Dex makes his way toward me. And I’m still standing in shock when he uses one hand to boost himself up onto the stage, ignoring all the wide-eyed stares he gets along the way.

Now he’s only a few paces away, blond hair turned gold under the stage lights, and he’s looking right at me, holding me hostage with his intense gaze.

“Congratulations, Nora.”

His voice sends a tremble through my body. A wave of yearning rises up within me, so strong it could sweep me out to sea. But I push it down, restrain it.

It’s been months. I shouldn’t still feel this way.

“What are you doing here?” I whisper. I can feel curious stares, know people must be watching, but I don’t care. All I see is him.

Now he’s taking a step forward, slowly closing the distance between us. He’s so close that I could reach out and brush my thumb against his lip ring, could trace my fingertips across the shell of his ear. But I don’t. I stand still, body tense, confusion and desire warring for control of my racing heart.

“I wanted to see you, to congratulate you. Jordan told me about the audition.” A small sad smile flickers across his lips. “I called, but it went straight to voicemail.” He sighs softly. “I’m so proud of you.”

“You don’t get to be proud of me,” I whisper. It comes out before I can stop it, but it feels good. I want to speak my truth. “It’s been months, Dex. Why are you here? Why now?”

“I’ve been . . . trying to figure out how I feel about you.” He averts his gaze, and his power over me is broken, like I’ve awoken from a trance.

Remember, I tell myself. Remember what he put you through. Remember the pain.

“You still haven’t figured that out?” I snap.

“No, that’s not what I meant.” He drags a hand through his hair, looking flustered for the first time since I’ve known him. His cuff links shine beneath the stage lights, and I’m disgusted by my desire to draw my lips over them.

What’s the matter with me?

“What I mean is,” he continues, “I’ve never felt this way before.”

My heart slams in my chest. What is he saying?

“That morning at my house, when I saw you standing out by the pool, I realized you were the most beautiful fucking thing I’d ever seen. It hurt to look at you.” He meets my eyes again, and his gaze smolders like it could set me ablaze. “But then you asked me what we were, what you meant to me, and I froze up, Nora.” His brow furrows, one of his hands clenching into a tight fist. “Every woman I’ve cared for has either used me or left me, sometimes both.”

I immediately think of what he told me about his mother, but I don’t let it soften my resolve. I can’t let myself wade into these waters when I know Dex Reid is going to make me drown.

“Is that why you ran into Serena’s arms?” I ask, voice still venomous. I’m clinging to my anger, refusing to open my heart to him after spending so much time trying to put the broken pieces back together.

“I didn’t run into her arms.” His voice is hard. “We’d already agreed to meet up that night. She had some of my stuff at her place, and I wanted it back. The media lie about everything. You know this.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you call? I trusted you, and you abandoned me! You acted like I meant nothing!”

My voice carries in the auditorium, and I think I see a flash, someone photographing us, but I still can’t find the energy to care.

Let them watch. Let them all see the sad girl fall apart at the rock god’s feet.

Despite my best efforts, I can’t hold my tears back any longer. They overflow from my eyes and streak down my cheeks. When Dex reaches out to wipe them away, I pull back from him, knowing I’ll crumble at the first brush of his skin against mine.

“I was afraid,” he whispers.

“Of me?” My laughter is cold. I’m not looking at him now, am staring at the thick velvet curtains at the far end of the stage, trying not to let him see how much he hurt me. “What could you possibly be afraid of?”

“Of wanting you. Of losing you.” He pauses for long enough that I finally meet his eyes again. He’s staring at me, brows pulled together, and his eyes almost look . . . pained. Holding my gaze, he whispers, “Of loving you.”

And that’s what does it. My flames of rage flicker and die, the tension easing out of my shoulders.

Of loving me?

“I’ve never had anything that I’ve been afraid to lose before. But not having you is hell. It’s so much worse than the fear.”

Tentatively, he reaches for me again. His hand hovers there between us. He doesn’t push, doesn’t try to snatch my hand before I can turn away. Instead, he waits.

It’s a white flag. A declaration of peace. A trembling, broken thing trying to rise from the ashes.

And this time, I close the distance, let him take my hand. His skin is warm against mine, and I shiver as he runs his thumb across my knuckles.

“I was an absolute fucking idiot,” he continues. “I was terrified, but I should never have let you walk out that door. Please . . .” His fingers tighten around mine. “Please let me try again.”

I shift my thumb slightly, run it over the ring Dex wears around his first finger.

“What is this?” I whisper, and the familiar shape of the words on my tongue has my chest tightening up, like it’s trying to shield my heart. I’ll ask him this question once more. For the last time, I walk right up the edge of oblivion and ask, “What am I to you?”

And this time he doesn’t pull away, doesn’t shut me out and lock the door. Instead, he tugs me closer, and his breath tickles the shell of my ear when he whispers, “You’re my everything, Little Monster. And I’m so sorry it took me this long to admit it.”

He pulls back just enough so that I can see his face, can pick up on the different shades of blue in his eyes. And when he leans in to kiss me, his lips finding mine, it feels like I’m coming home.


chapter 27

AS DEX KISSES ME, SOMEONE cheers in the crowd.

“Fucker,” Dex whispers, breaking our kiss.

I lean around him to see who it is, and as I suspected, Sebastian is standing in the aisle, pumping his fist in the air. Michael, Lucas, Jordan, and Alisha stand around him, wearing smiles and shaking their heads. And slightly behind them, staring at me with tears in their eyes, are my parents.

“Oh my god,” I whisper. Mom waves at me, and Dad slips an arm over her shoulders, giving me a thumbs-up. “What are they doing here?”

Dex’s laughter is soft. “I wanted them to be here for your last show.”

My gaze snaps to him, and I search his eyes. “You did this? You brought them here?”

He nods. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Okay?” A laugh slips from my lips, and then my free hand is easing into his, and I squeeze his fingers softly. “Thank you.”

Dex leans in to press a kiss to my forehead. “You’d better go grab your stuff. I’ve got another surprise waiting for you.”

I pull away to arch an eyebrow at him, but he just smiles.
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THE AFOREMENTIONED SURPRISE IS A celebration at Jordan and Michael’s house. The band is there, plus my parents, and, of course, the Sanchezes’ pack of rescue dogs, who run around our feet and wait for someone to spill a bowl of chips or bump a full plate from the edge of a table.

“Did you do all this?” I ask Dex, gesturing to the insane amount of food that’s taken over the kitchen.

My mom is sipping a martini and laughing with Jordan and Alisha in the kitchen, and on the counter behind them is a tiny chocolate fountain surrounded by a platter of strawberries and bananas.

Meanwhile, Dad is in the living playing some sort of VR game with the guys, giggling like he had one too many Mike’s Hard Lemonades.

I wasn’t sure how they would do surrounded by literal rock stars, but my parents seem perfectly at ease, completely unfazed. Seems I’m the only uptight one in the family. Figures.

“No,” Dex admits. “It was my idea, but Jordan helped me put it all together.”

Jordan catches us looking at her. Her gaze shifts from me to Dex, and then she offers me a tiny smile and lifts her martini glass. The gesture gives me the feeling she’s approving of him, of us, and I remind myself to ask her later about how all of this came to be.

Dex stays by my side most of the night, lingering in my vicinity. When he puts a hand on my low back or leans close enough that I can feel his chest against my shoulder, I want to melt into him.

Michael pulls Dex away for an impromptu acoustic session on the back patio, and my mom joins me outside to watch.

The air is warm and comforting, wrapping around my bare shoulders like a sweater. The sun has long set, but the twinkle lights hanging in the veranda light up the back patio with a sort of magical glow.

“Congratulations,” Mom says into my hair, pulling me in for a big hug. Her body is soft and familiar, and it makes me feel safe, like I’m a child again and nothing in the world can ever hurt me so long as my parents are by my side. “I knew you’d get that role if you put yourself out there.” She steps back, one hand patting my cheek lovingly. “What changed your mind?”

Without meaning to, I look across the patio to where Dex is seated on the edge of a whicker couch, an acoustic guitar perched on his knee. He stripped out of his suit jacket hours ago, and now he’s just wearing a crisp white button-up, the sleeves rolled to his elbows, his dark tattoos curling over the edge of the pressed collar. His left hand moves up and down the neck of the guitar, fingers shifting over the frets, and when he catches me staring, he gives me one of those little smiles I love so much.

“I guess I realized that being afraid wasn’t actually going to protect me,” I say softly.

Mom’s hand slips into mine, and she gives my fingers a reassuring squeeze. “Did he teach you that?” She nods toward Dex, and when I turn to meet her eyes, she’s giving me a soft knowing expression.

“He helped. But when it came down to it, I had to make the decision. And I chose courage over fear.” Squeezing her hand back, I look at Dex, and watching him play under the twinkle lights, with my mom and dad here, everything just feels . . . right. Like maybe this will actually work out. “Hey, Mom?”

She takes a sip of her half-full martini and glances over at me. “Hmm?”

“How’d he do this? Did he reach out to you and Dad?”

“Yeah, a couple weeks ago. He told us who he was and what he wanted to do. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea at first.” Her eyes soften. “But your dad and I discussed it, and he wanted to give him a chance.”

“Why?” I ask. My dad knows how torn up I was after Dex pulled away from me. I wouldn’t have expected him to want anything to do with the man who’d caused me so much pain.

Mom sighs thoughtfully, and it takes her a moment to respond. “Men are human, honey. They make mistakes and do stupid things and hurt us, sometimes without meaning to. Your dad certainly isn’t perfect.” She laughs quietly, as if remembering something I’m not privy to. “Maybe he saw a bit of himself in Dex.” Her eyes find mine again. “Loving someone takes time. You have to learn how to do it right, for both of you.” She raises her martini to her lips again. “I suppose it’s kind of like pickleball . . .”

A laugh bursts out of me, and I snatch the martini glass away before she can take another sip. “Okay, I think you’ve had quite enough of that.”

She arches a brow and glares, but she doesn’t fight me on it.

Across the patio, Dex and Michael finish their duet, and everyone claps. When Dex meets my eyes, I raise the martini glass to him in a little toast. The vodka burns through my body as I take a sip, heating me from the inside out. And suddenly, watching the way Dex grips the guitar, the flash of his smile when he pushes a hand through his hair, all I can think about is getting him alone.


chapter 28

IT’S ALMOST MIDNIGHT WHEN WE drop Mom and Dad off at their hotel. My mom fell asleep in the back seat of Dex’s Range Rover, and she leans sleepily on my dad’s shoulder as he leads her into the hotel. We made a plan to get brunch tomorrow, but I have a feeling Mom will need some time to sleep those martinis off.

When my parents are safely inside, Dex turns his stare to me. He’s holding my hand, his thumb tracing tiny patterns across my knuckles.

“What are you thinking about?” I whisper, searching his icy eyes for some hint of the emotion he’s feeling.

Lifting my hand to his mouth, he presses his lips against my knuckles, then turns my hand over to place a kiss upon my palm. The sensation sends a little shiver through me.

“I’m thinking,” he says softly, “that I wanna go wherever you are. I wanna be with you, next to you, always.”

His words send butterflies fluttering through my belly, and this time I don’t squash them down. “So . . .” My voice takes on a flirty edge. “Does that mean you’re gonna take me home with you?”

It’s dark in the car, but the lights from the hotel slip through the tinted windows just enough to illuminate his smile.
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BACK AT DEX’S HOUSE, WE barely make it through the door before I’m pushing his suit jacket down off his shoulders and tossing the expensive material to the floor. He kicks off his shoes and picks me up so I can wrap my bare legs around him, and then he’s carrying me up the stairs, his mouth on mine, my fingers in his hair.

His room is streaked in pale moonlight, and he doesn’t bother turning on the light. Instead, he walks me to the bed, then lays me down on the mattress with the delicacy of someone handling something breakable, something precious. I keep my legs locked around him, pull him down on top of me.

“I missed this,” I whisper, running my hands over his face like I can rediscover him through touch. “Missed the taste of you.”

He catches my lips again, lowers the weight of his body onto mine.

But the energy in his kiss feels different from last time, and I pull away breathlessly to look into his blue eyes.

“Are you okay?” My voice wraps around us in the dark. “You feel . . . different.”

His gaze is soft, almost sad. Suddenly, I realize why it looks so familiar.

It’s the expression he wore the entire time we filmed the video together, from the twin staircases to the plush king-size mattress.

He props himself up on his elbows to look down at me. “I’m scared,” he says.

My thumb traces his ear, brushes against the silver cross hanging from his lobe, and he leans into my touch. “Scared of what?”

“Losing you.”

He closes his eyes. A beam of moonlight cuts across his face, and I study the curve of his nose, the sharp edge of his jaw.

“My mom said love is like pickleball,” I say.

Dex opens his eyes and arches a brow. “What?”

I laugh a little, and it makes him smile. “I think she meant you have to practice at it, learn how to do it right.”

Dex pushes a hand through my hair, looking at me closely. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” he asks.

A rush of heat goes through me, makes my cheeks tingle. But I faced my fears in that audition, and I’m not going to stop now.

“I think I love you, Dexter Owen Reid.”

His smile is immediate. He pulls away from me and rises onto his knees, and I sit up across from him. He’s undoing the buttons on his dress shirt, and I watch, mesmerized, as the fabric falls away to reveal the canvas that is his skin.

Dex balls the material up and tosses it across the room, then grabs my hand and guides it to his chest. “Right here,” he says. “Look closely.”

The silver moonlight illuminates his chest. My fingers brush across his skin, and I lean closer, trying to find what he’s showing me.

And when I do, mist gathers in my eyes.

“Little Monster,” I whisper, tracing the fresh ink embedded in the skin right over his heart. My eyes find his in the dark. “Why?”

“I thought it might help me forget how much I wanted you . . . like I wouldn’t have to carry you around in my head if I had you on my body.”

His words send goose bumps skating across my skin. “And did it work?” I ask, voice breathy.

He puts his hand over mine, pressing my palm firmly into the tattoo. “Fuck no.”

A smile curls across my lips, and I whisper, “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Dex leans in, his forehead kissing mine. “Nora Elizabeth Miller,” he says, his words like magic in the night, “I know I love you. I love you so bad it hurts.”

The mist in my eyes turns to tears that drip down my cheeks. He kisses them away until they stop running from my eyes, until all that’s left between us is the night.

I capture his lips with mine, pull him against my body, and let him lay me down in the dark.


chapter 29

One Month Later

IT’S THE FIRST SHOW OF LGC’s summer tour. They’re starting in Cali, then will tour across the US before wrapping their shows in September. Dex asked me to come with him, so now Margot and I are living out of his tour bus. My winter season with the orchestra starts in September, so I’ll need to return to LA early to get ready for my first season as concertmistress.

I can still scarcely believe it.

Kind of like how I can barely believe I’m standing backstage at SoFi Stadium right now, listening to the deafening roar of the screaming audience. LGC already played their opening song, “Last Night,” and “Crash Course” is next.

Ashton stands next to me, lips cherry red and her dark hair styled in voluptuous curls. She leans in to whisper in my ear, breath smelling slightly of vodka from the celebratory shots we all took before the show started. “Follow me,” she says. “I wanna show you something.”

She takes my hand and has to physically pull me away. My eyes are glued on Dex where he’s standing onstage, illuminated by brilliant light that makes his hair appear gold. I don’t want to take my gaze off him, don’t want to miss a thing, but she’s dragging me away now, into the darkness of backstage.

“I don’t wanna miss the next one,” I say, glancing back over my shoulder, though all I can see now are the bustling show crews.

“You won’t,” she says. “Come on. Just trust me.”

I stop resisting, letting her drag me through the dark. We exit through a door and hurry down a long quiet hallway, our heels echoing out a staccato rhythm on the concrete floor. Then we’re stopping at a door manned by a security guard. We show him our passes, and as soon as he opens the door, Sebastian’s kick beat hits me in the chest.

It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the dark and the flashing lights. Ashton keeps ahold of my hand, dragging me into the stadium.

And I finally realize where we are: the front row.

“I wanted you to see it firsthand,” she yells into my ear, her voice almost getting lost as Michael’s heavy bass line comes in. “There’s no better way to see the show!”

Ashton flashes her pass at another security guard, and after she says something into his ear, he leads us through the crushing crowd to a spot in the middle of the front row.

And now Dex is standing right in front of me, bathed in strobing lights, his bare arms glittering with a sheen of sweat. A burst of smoke billows up behind the band, and when Dex steps up to the microphone, the crowd goes wild.

I didn’t think it was possible for them to be any louder.

But I was wrong.

They scream his name at the top of their lungs. Beside us, a woman has tears streaming down her face, the word “Dex” written across her cleavage in permanent marker.

Seeing all these women losing their minds for him . . . It kind of turns me on.

And somehow, despite the lights and the smoke and the absolute chaos, Dex finds me in the front row.

And his smile gives me life.

He’s wearing a baggy tank, his tatted arms on beautiful display. Reaching up, he pulls the material aside and points to the fresh ink on his chest.

Little Monster.

Then he points to me, and even though I have no idea if he can see me clearly, I mouth, “I fucking love you.”

Maybe he does see me, because his smirk feels like it’s just for me.

Lucas comes in on the guitar, Dex grabs the mic, and I get lost in the energy of the crowd.

Dex commands the stage. He’s stage right, then stage left, jumping up on the speakers, headbanging so hard with Lucas that their sweat flies into the air, making the audience scream louder.

Watching Dex, I feel my blood pressure rising. The tendons in his hands strain as he shreds on the guitar, the chain around his neck—our chain—glinting in the strobe lights when they hit him.

He’s a hurricane. He’s my hurricane.

And I love this storm.

As “Crash Course” comes to an end, Ashton and I scream along with the crowd.

She was right: this is so much better than watching from backstage. Being out in the audience, with these crazy fans, is a completely different experience.

It’s pure, somehow. And with Dex standing over me in the lights, I’d go so far as to call it holy.

“Fuck,” Dex says into the mic. “You’re savage, Cali.” He laughs when the crowd loses it, flashing them that trademark sideways smirk.

He welcomes them to the show, then introduces the rest of the band. But all I can focus on is him—how he moves, how the lights illuminate him, how the chain hanging from his hip catches the strobes.

Jesus, he’s beautiful.

“Now, we have someone special here tonight,” Dex says, drifting across the stage. Behind him, Sebastian starts hitting the kick—slow, steady. It’s like a heartbeat pulsing through the stadium. “And she might kill me for this,” he continues, “but I’m a sick fuck, so I’d probably like it.” There’s that smirk again, his deep laugh.

Ashton glances at me, a sly little smile on her crimson lips.

And my heart squeezes.

“Tell me, have any of you heard ‘Ghost’?”

The crowd laughs and screams and cries.

Dex’s smile is sharp and white. “Good. You did your fuckin’ homework.”

He’s laughing again, drifting back toward our side of the stage, and I’m wondering where he’s going with this.

“Then you real fans out there know that before we can play ‘Ghost,’ we’ll need one more person up on this stage.”

Oh no. Oh my god.

Ashton smiles.

I think I might actually die.

He’s not going to. He wouldn’t.

“Nora Miller,” he whispers into the mic, making the hair on my arms stand on end. “We need you up here, Monster.”

He kneels at the edge of the stage. His eyes are on me now, and the crowd follows his gaze right to me. Then the cameras shift, and my surprised wide eyes are displayed on all the jumbo screens throughout the stadium.

Sebastian keeps up the kick. My eyes flash briefly to him, and he’s smiling like the accomplice he is. Turns out they all are.

Assholes.

“Well?” Dex says, looking right at me this time. “You gonna leave me up here all alone, Nora?”

He waits for me, for my response. A wave of suspense ripples through the crowd. The woman next to us, with Dex’s name written on her boobs, looks at me, her teary eyes going wide. Everyone in my vicinity is staring at me now.

And there’s that fucking kick drum, like a ticking clock. It’s beating through me. My heart synchs up with it, pumping hot blood through my veins.

There’s no way I can tell Dex no.

And he knows it.

Shit.

I catch the security guard’s eye, and then he’s there, taking my arm, guiding me to the edge of the stage. Dex smiles, and the crowd loses their minds when he reaches for my hand and pulls me up onto the stage beside him.

Lowering the mic, he leans in to whisper in my ear, “You can punish me later, Little Monster.”

I grab the chain hanging from his hip, use it to pull him closer. Over the sound of screaming, I say, “You better get these chains ready.”

His laughter makes my stomach flip in a wholly delicious way.

A stage assistant hurries out from backstage, holding an electric violin. He puts it in my hands, then vanishes again, leaving me standing there under the lights.

I look at Dex. I am absolutely going to kill him.

“Let’s give Nora a warm welcome!” Dex yells into the mic. The crowd reacts immediately, screaming for us.

Lucas is near enough to give me a fist bump. “Kill it,” he mouths.

Sebastian hits the snare while I tighten up my bow. The last thing I see before the lights dim is Dex’s face, his lip ring, the silver cross hanging from one ear.

Michael’s bass bleeds through the speakers, and Sebastian’s kick shifts to the familiar four-four rhythm of “Ghost.”

I don’t even have time to be scared out of my mind.

Because then Lucas and Dex come in on their guitars, and sparks explode from the stage behind us.

The lights flash blue, bathing the stage in cool tones. Dex looks up, meeting my eyes. I lift my bow to the strings.

And I smile.

The electric violin screams along with the crowd. My body is on fire, my blood simmering beneath my skin as the lights send strobes of blue across the stage. The sequins on my dress shine so bright that I feel like a supernova. Behind us, the screen shows clips of our music video, with me and Dex descending the staircases, then me straddling him in the bed.

He keeps his eyes on me while he sings, and I stare right back.

It almost feels like we’re the only two people in this entire stadium . . . even as seventy thousand people roar in the darkness.

Now my solo is coming up.

But instead of wanting to disappear backstage, I step forward.

I shred.

My notes blast through the speakers, and I close my eyes, feeling the heat and the intensity of the crowd as my fingers tear across the strings.

The audience sings along with Dex as he rips on his guitar, screams for me, for us.

And when the song ends, right there onstage in front of everyone, Dex grabs me around the waist, pulls me in, and crushes his lips to mine. I can taste the salt on his lips, relish the press of his metal against my mouth.

“You’re stunning,” he says against my lips. Quickly turning to the crowd, he lifts the mic and asks, “Isn’t she a fuckin’ monster, Cali?”

They respond with an emphatic fuck yes.

Dex looks at me, eyes bright blue and shimmering, and mouths, “I love you, Monster.”

I’ll be his monster.

I’ll be his everything.


epilogue

Six Months Later

WHEN DEX TOLD ME HE’D never seen snow, I knew I had to take him home for Christmas. I’m on a short holiday from the orchestra, and since LGC finished their tour in September, nothing has been the same.

I threw caution to the wind and sold my condo. I couldn’t bear being separated from Dex, hated the feeling of waking up without him in my bed.

So Margot and I moved in with him in October, and now it’s common for me to come downstairs in the morning to find her sitting on the gleaming marble countertop, rubbing her face against his stubbled chin while he drinks his first cup of coffee. She adores the space, enjoys looking out the massive sliding glass doors at all the birds that perch in the trees. Dex is her new favorite person. And I couldn’t be happier about that.

It’s the morning of Christmas Eve, and Denver blessed us with an overnight snow. It’s the type of snow that’s light and fluffy, the Hallmark version of a Colorado winter. Dex was like a kid on Christmas morning seeing it, and his eyes are still twinkling with wonder as we meander slowly around the big frozen lake, hot cups of cocoa in hand.

He’s wearing a gray beanie that turns his eyes an even brighter shade of blue, and though I’m pretty sure a few people have recognized him—including the barista at the coffee shop—no one has bothered us. It’s different here compared to LA, slower, calmer. And there’s no paparazzi following us or yelling obscene things in an effort to get us to react.

There’s just the cold air, the glimmer of snow in the bright morning sunlight, and Dex’s body next to mine.

“So, this is where you used to walk when you were younger?” he asks, shifting his gaze to look out over the frozen lake.

I nod. “Yeah. I came here a lot just to be by myself. It’s good for that.”

As we walk, I point things out to him: the table where I used to scribble moody poetry before I realized I hated poetry, the place where the boy I liked in ninth grade asked me to the homecoming dance. He laughs at that, not unkindly, and turns his head to smile down at me.

“I bet you were a heartbreaker in high school,” he says, his lips curling into that mischievous little smirk that could probably get me to rob a bank.

I scoff. “Hardly.”

Dex pulls me closer. “You don’t know your own power. I mean, look at me.” He holds an arm out, gesturing to himself. “I was destined to be a lone wolf, but you locked me down.”

I roll my eyes. “A lone wolf? You are an absolute dork.”

He laughs, his breath steaming in the cold air. “Let’s walk down here, by the water.”

After tossing his empty cocoa cup into a recycle bin, he tugs me off the walking path onto a side trail, a little winding dirt walkway that leads to the lakeside. We’ve both got boots on, and the snow crunches softly as we walk through the pristine white blanket.

Down by the ice, we’re far enough from the path that no passersby can see us. It’s cold, and the morning sunlight makes the frozen lake gleam.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, feeling an absolute calm wash over me. This place has always been a refuge for me, and it’s even better with Dex by my side.

He shifts, unlinking his arm from mine, and when I glance over at him, he’s got a weird look on his face.

“What?” I ask, one eyebrow arching.

His small smile grows as he reaches into his coat pocket. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because you’re smiling like you’re up to something. I know you, Dexter Reid, and that look”—I point at his face—“means you’re scheming.”

“You’re right. I should know better than to try to hide something from you.”

Then he drops to one knee, and every thought vanishes from my head. I’m pretty sure my brain forgets how to breathe.

He pulls his hand out of his pocket, and sitting in his palm is a beautiful little black box.

“Oh my god,” I whisper.

He opens the top of the box to reveal a gleaming onyx nestled into a gold band. The sunlight catches the faceted stone, making it shine brilliantly in the cold air.

“Nora Elizabeth Miller,” Dex says, his voice softer now, “will you marry me?”

I’m too elated to come up with anything cheeky to say. All my brain can form is, “Yes.”

I shift my cup to my right hand, then offer him my left. My fingers are trembling slightly, but Dex holds them tenderly as he slips the band onto my ring finger. It’s a perfect fit, and I suddenly wonder if my mother had something to do with this. I’ll ask her when we’re at their house for dinner tonight.

Dex stands, and I shower him in kisses. His lips taste like chocolate, and his lip ring is chilled from the cold air. He deepens the kiss, his tongue finding mine, and my body presses against him. A moment later, I pull away, needing to see the stone up close, to be convinced this is real life.

Lifting my left hand and taking a closer look at the ring, I furrow my brow. There’s something oddly familiar about it. The gold band has intricate curves and flourishes, and tiny rubies are revealed when I move it close to my eye. A jolt goes through me. I know where I’ve seen this before.

And it is so Dex.

“Is this . . . the ring from Shadow Odyssey?” I ask. “The one the king gives the queen in the final cutscene?”

Dex grins, putting an arm around my shoulders and pulling me in to place a kiss on my temple. “And that is why I love you, Little Monster. You’re my fuckin’ queen.”

The End

Thank You for Reading!

Thank you so much for reading Dex and Nora’s story. I’ve written ten books since starting my author journey in 2014, and I can truthfully say that this story is my favorite. I hope you enjoyed it.

If you’d like to leave a review (which would be amazing!), you can do so by clicking here. Every review helps, and I truly appreciate it! Thank you. ️
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