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Prologue
Kenzie
The feel of his hands as he molded me to his hard body set my blood on fire, and I couldn’t help but gasp in pleasure as his teeth nipped my bottom lip between his own. My fingers tightened in his hair, desperate to keep him close in case he decided to abandon my mouth.
“Fuck,” he groaned. “Sunshine, you taste so damn good.”
I couldn’t return the compliment. Not because he didn’t taste good—hell no. He tasted like sour apple Jolly Ranchers with just a hint of the Fireball he’d been shooting with his bandmates earlier. He always tasted of sour apple. I’d spent the entire summer watching him suck on those damn little pieces of sugar, jealous of the sweet candy because I’d wanted him to be sucking on me.
No, I couldn’t return his words because I couldn’t think right then. His kiss and touch held me so entranced, I couldn’t have spoken coherently even if both our lives depended on it.
I kissed him to keep him quiet. If he couldn’t talk, he couldn’t think either. And as long as he wasn’t thinking, he wouldn’t remember all the reasons he’d avoided doing just this with me.
All. Damn. Summer.
His hands squeezed my ass hard, and he lifted me off the ground so he didn’t have to bend so much to continue kissing me. My legs developed a mind of their own, because I didn’t consciously remember wrapping them around his lean waist. The hardness I’d felt grinding against my stomach just moments before pressed into that sweet spot between my thighs, making my core clench in pleasure, and he swallowed my whimper of pure need.
My back hit the tour bus as he pushed me into it so he could press his lower body against me harder. One of his rough hands moved to my breasts, playing with them through the thin material of my OtherWorld T-shirt, the only thing between his hot flesh and my aching nipples. I never went without a bra, but after my shower earlier, I hadn’t planned on going anywhere but the living room back on Axton’s bus.
Then Bishop texted me, asking if I wanted to come over and watch a movie with him and the rest of the Alchemy and Trance guys. He’d walked over to get me because there was no way my adoptive family was going to let me off the bus with all the other crap that had been going on lately. Some psycho shot Gabriella and had nearly taken Mia. Dallas hadn’t left the hospital in days, but she’d finally come back to the bus for some sleep the night before.
As soon as I opened the door to Bishop’s knock, there had been tension radiating off him. His eyes had raked over me with a hunger that produced goose bumps in its wake. I’d barely had enough sense to lock the door behind me as I stepped out into the night with him. We’d hardly cleared the back of the bus before he was kissing me.
All summer, we’d been dancing around the attraction that was pulling us together. We’d gotten close, exchanging numbers and texting for hours at a time. Twice, he’d almost kissed me. But each time, he’d pulled back at the last second, leaving me wondering if maybe he was just playing with me. Maybe I was a game to him.
But those thoughts were a hundred miles away when he pinched my nipple between his fingers and tugged.
“Have you been wanting this as desperately as I have?” he demanded, his voice thick with passion.
“Yes,” I panted, my back arching to thrust my breasts at him, silently begging for him to show the left the same attention he was giving the right.
“I shouldn’t be doing this,” he muttered, giving me what I wanted. His touch was rough, but that was exactly what I needed. I was tiny, but I wasn’t breakable.
“Yes, you should,” I breathed.
He lifted my shirt and lowered his head to suck my right nipple into his mouth. The tugging sensation shot straight to my core, and I felt moisture gush forward. I was only wearing thin running shorts and cotton panties. All that wetness wouldn’t go unnoticed by him even though he was wearing jeans. Seconds later, he must have realized it because he growled something that I couldn’t understand but sounded savage and bit my nipple between his teeth.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he groaned. “So wet for me and I’ve barely gotten started. We have to get out of here.”
The words coming out of him didn’t register. I was too far gone. He thrust his hips involuntarily, rubbing his hardness over my throbbing sweet spot, and I was suddenly flying as high as the stars. My nails bit into his back, trying to hold on to gravity, but that didn’t stop me from floating away…
When I came back to earth, Bishop was breathing raggedly, his cock so hard against me, it was like he was pinning me to the side of the bus with a steel rod. “Fuck, Sunshine. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful as when you come apart for me.”
Pink filled my face, and I was thankful for the dimness of the light coming from the streetlights so he didn’t witness just how embarrassed I really was.
He lowered his head, making my heart jump that this wasn’t over yet. I thought he would be turned off that I’d come so quickly, but it seemed to have the opposite effect.
Before his lips could graze across mine again, his phone rang.
It wasn’t his usual tone that I’d heard plenty of times. This was an assigned song tone, James Taylor’s “How Sweet It Is.”
Bishop went completely still in my arms, his heat seeming to turn into a block of ice in seconds. He pressed his forehead to mine for only a moment before blowing out a harsh breath and then setting me on my feet.
My legs felt shaky as I put my weight on them, and he stepped back from me. “Go back to your bus, Sunshine.”
Hurt and confusion hit me hard. “But—”
“Just go, Kenzie,” he growled.
Tears instantly filled my eyes, and I turned to go without arguing further. But as I rounded the corner of the bus, I stopped and waited for him to answer his phone. I needed to know who was on the other end of that call. Maybe then I would understand.
“Hey,” Bishop’s deep voice greeted. “How’s my favorite girl?”
Everything inside of me locked down, my heart suddenly feeling like it was cracking open. But I didn’t move.
“Of course I miss you, baby. How could I not miss the only girl who owns my heart?”
Pressing my clenched hand to my chest, I gave up the fight on my tears and let them fall.
“I love you too, sweetheart.” His voice was starting to fade now, and I realized he was walking away. “Yeah, baby. Whatever you want. Just say the word, and it’s yours.”
I stood there until I could no longer hear his voice before somehow finding the strength to walk back to the bus I shared with my adoptive family. My body ached, my soul seeming to sob with each beat of my heart.
Of course he had someone waiting for him back home. Why would I think anyone would actually want me for more than a quick fuck?
All my life, no one had ever really wanted me. After my parents’ death, I got passed from one family member to another because none of them wanted to take care of me. Foster families came and went just as quickly. Not even Miss Rhodes had really wanted me, but the state of Maryland had paid her to take care of me—not that she actually had.
It wasn’t until I met Axton and Dallas that I began to hope I could maybe find someone who really wanted to love and be with me. They treated me like I was their own, maybe even loved me. Watching them together, seeing how perfect they were together, made me want that. Bishop made me want what my adoptive family had, with him.
But I was living in a fool’s dream, because there was no way he would want forever with me. No one ever had, and no one ever would.
Quietly, I let myself into the bus. I sat on the couch silently, letting the tears pour from my eyes.
School started back in a week. I needed to get back to Knoxville and get settled into my apartment. Focus on college and working. That was all I really needed. Focus on graduating and getting a job doing what I loved. Making my parents proud.
Screw Bishop.
Screw the universe.
Screw my aching heart.




Chapter 1
Kenzie
My phone vibrated in my back pocket as I ran across campus to get to my car. I was running late for work because my professor liked to hear himself talk and had droned on for thirty extra minutes about nothing before dismissing us. I’d parked on the other side of campus that morning since it was closer to my first class of the day, thinking I would have plenty of time to walk back before having to head to work. Now I knew I was going to have to move my car before I went to my psychology class or risk being late for work each time.
Biting back a curse, I answered my phone just as I reached my car. “I know I’m late, and I’m so, so, so sorry,” I told my boss as soon as I heard her voice. “My prof is a narcissist who loves the sound of his own voice—which is crazy because he’s got this nasal kind of voice that would hurt a dog’s ears.”
There was a pause on the other end before Vivian burst out laughing. I liked my boss, and she seemed to appreciate and like me in return.
I’d come to her the year before, looking for something to occupy my time, just wanting to volunteer since I didn’t really need the money. Axton gave me a generous allowance on top of paying for my tuition, apartment, and vehicle needs. But I wasn’t able just to sit around doing nothing in my spare time, and joining a sorority just wasn’t me.
A Place for Nora was one of the charities Axton’s aunt supported, and she’d suggested it to me. So I’d gone in hoping I could make a little bit of a difference. Maybe read to some of the residents of the assisted-living facility for people with Down syndrome. Anything, really. Which was what I did at first. Read, played games, visited with patients who didn’t have family that visited often.
Not long after I first started coming by every few days, it turned into something else. The administrator asked if I could fill in for their activities coordinator who had fallen and broken her hip. It was fun, and I loved spending so much time with the residents. Soon they became my second family.
After the coordinator healed, she decided she didn’t want to come back full time, so we shared the job, with her taking on more responsibilities during my holiday and summer breaks so I could be with Axton and Dallas.
Vivian was still laughing when I started my car. “Okay, I needed that giggle. You don’t even know the day I’ve had.”
“I’m sorry I’m late,” I told her, my shoulders dropping under what felt like the weight of the world. I’d been in a depressed funk since returning to Knoxville the previous weekend. Hell, who was I kidding? I’d been in this damn funk since the night with Bishop.
Gritting my teeth, I pushed the thought of him and that night from my mind—not an easy feat.
“Don’t sweat it. I wasn’t really calling about that anyway.” Vivian’s voice sobered, getting down to the real reason for her call. “We have a new resident, and I was hoping she could shadow you today. Maybe help her get to know some of the other residents, make her more comfortable since it’s her first day. Everyone loves you, and you’re so good with putting people at ease. I know your warm heart will ease her into her new home.”
Pleasure filled me, and I found myself smiling. “No problem. I’ll be there in twenty minutes, but I’ll come find you and you can introduce me to the newbie.”
“Perfect. Tonight is game night, right? Or is it movie night?”
“Both, actually,” I told her as I dropped my phone into the cupholder and reversed. The call was already connected to the car’s Bluetooth, allowing me to drive safely while I chatted. “Since I was gone all summer, everyone has been trying to talk me into extra activities this week. I gave in and arranged a board game party after the movie.”
“You spoil them, Kenzie.” But she wasn’t scolding me. There was pride in her voice.
“I love them,” I returned. “They have me wrapped around their fingers, and they know it.”
“Drive safely.”
“See you soon,” I told her before disconnecting.
Traffic was backed up, so my promised twenty minutes turned into thirty. I was frustrated and aggravated as I pulled into the parking lot and found a spot. Knowing I needed to get inside but knowing I wouldn’t be making any new friends if I went in there in my current mood, I kept my engine on so I could have the AC blasting in my face and just closed my eyes.
Having a broken heart was no reason to take it out on the world, I reminded myself. My parents had been the epitome of kind, and I tried to follow their example every single day. But today, everything just seemed to be making that impossible. Sucking in one deep breath after another, I gave up the fight with my emotions and just had a really good cry. It was hard as hell to be strong for the world all the damn time. Sometimes, shedding a few tears was the only way to keep from going on a rampage.
Ten minutes later, I walked into Vivian’s office, hoping I didn’t look like I’d just cried five-gallons’ worth of tears. I’d washed my face before clocking in, but there was nothing I could do about the red, bloodshot eyes that had resulted from my mini-breakdown.
Putting on a bright smile, I listened while she told me about the new resident. As I took the file my boss handed over, Vivian’s own smile dimmed. “Kenzie, are you okay, dear?”
I shrugged. “Life just pushes a person’s buttons sometimes, Viv.”
“Oh, honey, believe me, I know.” She sighed heavily, shaking her graying head sadly. “I just don’t like to think it’s pushing yours. I didn’t want to bring it up, but does this have anything to do with all that ugliness that went on with the summer tour?”
I knew she was talking about the stalker who destroyed Shane Stevenson’s bus not once but twice, then attempted to kidnap Mia Armstrong, and shot Gabriella Moretti when she stepped in to save the little girl. But it wasn’t those horrible things that popped into my head when she mentioned the tour.
Bishop’s face filled my mind, and I felt another stab of pain straight through my center. The only time I’d ever felt this kind of soul-deep misery was when I lost my parents when I was barely six years old.
Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yeah. It was pretty ugly.”
“If you need a little time—”
“No,” I rushed to assure her before she could even finish. “No, it’s fine. Today was just a really sucky day. Actually, it’s been a long week all around. It all kind of crashed down on me at once.”
“I understand. Why don’t you take the morning off tomorrow?” she suggested. “Everyone needs a good sleep in for one Saturday. All activities can be rearranged for the afternoon or evening.”
Smiling gratefully at her, I nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Vivian.”
“You’re one of my favorite people. I don’t want to lose you, Kenzie.” She motioned toward the file in my hand. “Now, go find Paula. She’s a sweetheart from what little I’ve seen, but very shy. I’m hoping you can make her feel more at ease and welcome.”
Placing the file back on her desk unread, I stood. “I’ll do my best,” I promised.




Chapter 2
Bishop
Knoxville traffic was a total bitch, but somehow, I got to A Place for Nora without wanting to murder the entire city.
Finding a spot close to the entrance, I walked into the lobby and gave the receptionist a tight smile when she greeted me. “I’m here to see Paula Bishop,” I told her.
“And your name, sir?” she asked, typing something into her computer.
“Phillip Bishop.” It was weird hearing my first name since I’d always just been Bishop to the rest of the world. My father was Phillip, and I was simply Bishop. I preferred it that way.
“Ah, I see you’re Paula’s guardian?” I nodded. “But you weren’t here when she arrived earlier?”
I gritted my teeth before giving her another tight smile. “No,” I confirmed. “I only just got into town and came straight here. Our mother made sure she was settled in.” Before taking off to fuck knew where. Paris. Tokyo. Maybe even Sydney this time. It was hard to tell with Becca.
She had too much time on her hands, got bored easily, but apparently never had enough time to take care of her special-needs daughter. From the time Paula came home from the hospital, that job had fallen to the nannies—and me. I was the one to take care of my baby sister, and I would always make sure she was looked after.
“Of course,” the receptionist said with an understanding nod, but she didn’t understand shit. No way would she understand our family dynamic. Few people did. It was…complicated.
A visitor’s badge was produced, and I clipped it to my belt as she unlocked the doors that led into the heart of the facility. A Place for Nora was one of the best assisted-living homes in the state of Tennessee. I did a full background check on the place before even talking to Paula about her moving there. The place she’d lived while I was on my summer tour wasn’t to her liking anyway, so she’d been all too happy for the change.
I still felt a little guilty for uprooting her so suddenly, though. She was too independent to want to live with me, but I still needed her close for my own peace of mind. And if I was going to be in Knoxville for the majority of the year for the foreseeable future, then I wanted her in the same city.
That she would be living in the same facility where Kenzie worked was only a plus.
I walked into the main room, a kind of activity room. A large television sat off to one side of the room, with several sofas and chairs sectioning off that area. To my left, there were tables where residents were sitting together playing checkers or chess, a few even playing Chutes and Ladders. A few of them lifted their heads as I walked past, smiling up at me with their kind, innocent smiles.
I smiled back and even waved at a couple. I didn’t know any of them—yet—but they all reminded me of Paula.
The administrator had given me all of my sister’s information when I made the arrangements at the beginning of the week, so I knew where Paula’s room was. It was a nice facility with individual rooms and a full medical staff to take care of the residents around the clock. Paula had some heart issues that needed to be monitored twenty-four seven, so I made sure the medical team was top-notch.
Reaching her room, I knocked but got no answer. Frowning, I opened the door to find the room pristine but empty. Her bed was made up with her favorite comforter set—hot pink with poodles all over it. A sofa by the window had matching pink pillows, as well as a tan one that simply said PARIS across it. Her favorite books were in place on the small bookshelf beside the sofa, pictures and other odds and ends already in place the way she liked them.
But no Paula.
She was so shy, she rarely left her room at the other facility. I hated that she didn’t want to make friends, and I was constantly worried she was lonely, but Paula enjoyed her own company and escaping into her favorite romance books rather than having to make small talk with strangers. Stepping back, I closed the door and listened, hoping to hear my sister’s voice.
Instead, I heard the one sound I’d been aching to hear for almost two weeks now.
Kenzie’s laugh.
Drawn to the sound, my feet moved of their own will. Past other residential rooms, a nurses station, and even the door to the indoor swimming pool where a few people were having swim lessons. The sweet laugh grew louder, making it hard to breathe, while the rest of my body strained to be closer to the source of that beautiful sound.
Rounding a corner, I found myself in a huge media room. A projector was set up in the center of the room, pointed straight at the blank, white wall. The online tour of the place said this was where they showed movies every Friday night. A popcorn machine was already producing the buttery snack, and that was where I found the pixie-size angel still laughing with Paula.
I stopped mid-step, my eyes drinking in the sight of Kenzie as she threw back her head and laughed at whatever story my sister was telling her. Her blue eyes were alight with amusement and kindness as she gave Paula her full attention. She was wearing simple jeans and a plain white T-shirt, her face makeup-free, and her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail at the back of her head.
So damn beautiful.
“Bishop!”
Paula came running toward me, but my eyes were still glued to Kenzie. She stiffened at my name, her face paling as she turned her head and met my gaze. Her amusement died a quick death, replaced with confusion and hurt.
My gut clenched because I knew I’d fucked up that last night I was in California. I shouldn’t have sent her away, but when it came to Paula, it was hard to share anything, even with the woman I wanted to share every part of myself with.
My sister threw her arms around me, her softly rounded body nearly taking us both to the floor. I locked my knees and hugged her back, forcing myself to tear my gaze from the little beauty across the room. “Hey there, Polly-Pocket.” I kissed the top of her dark head. “How’s my favorite girl doing?”
Paula pulled back to grin up at me, her upward-slanting eyes crinkling at the corners. “I met Kenzie. She’s so nice. She introduced me to Margo, who works in the library. Margo and Kenzie both say there are a hundred romance books they think I will like in there. Even paranormal romance books, Bishop! Then Kenzie let me help her make the popcorn because we’re going to watch a movie soon.”
“Kenzie sounds like fun,” I told her.
“She is. She’s my best friend.” Her face lost some of its excitement as she looked at Kenzie over her shoulder. “Right?”
“Right!” Kenzie told her with a warm smile. Her kind heart shone out of her eyes.
That was the first thing that had drawn me to this little pixie. I’d had beautiful women thrown in my face all my life simply because I was Phillip Bishop. My family was richer than God, and all of the women were only after one thing. But Kenzie was different.
I caught her gaze again, and that smile disappeared.
Fuck.
Walking toward us, she clasped her hands together in front of her. “Paula, you didn’t tell me your brother was a rock star.”
Paula gasped. “You know that? It’s supposed to be a secret.”
“I think the secret is safe with me,” she assured her with a wink. “Remember when I told you I’m adopted?” Paula nodded. “My adoptive dad was on tour with your brother this summer.”
“Really?” She looked up at me for confirmation. I nodded, and Paula started dancing from one foot to the other with giddiness. “That means we are family!” she exclaimed. “Kenzie is my rock sister.”
Kenzie laughed softly. “I’ve never had a sister before, but I’m not going to turn one down now.”
Fuck, that laugh. It did crazy shit to my body, making me wish like hell my shirt was longer so I could hide the hard-on currently trying to drill through my suit pants. But it was what her laugh did to my heart that had kept me away from this woman for so long during the summer tour.
For someone who’d only ever felt love for his baby sister, being confronted out of the blue with that emotion for someone so pure I shouldn’t even be thinking about her, let alone wanting her, was scary as hell. Kenzie deserved a man who would worship the ground she walked on. I wasn’t sure I was that man back at the beginning of the summer tour, but now I knew the truth.
After that kiss behind Axton Cage’s tour bus, I knew I would do anything just to be touched by Kenzie’s sunshine every day for the rest of my life. I bought a house here in Knoxville just to be closer to her while she was going to school. I would buy another one close to the Cages if she wanted me to. I already had a home in California and a penthouse in New York, but if she wanted to visit them in Nashville when they were there, I’d buy her a house near them too. Whatever the hell she wanted, I would give her, as long as she laughed like she was now, often.
The sound of loud voices and uproarious laughter reached us, and I glanced over my shoulder to find the residents I had seen on my way in entering the entertainment room.
“Excuse me,” Kenzie murmured politely as she went to greet the newcomers. “Are you guys ready to watch the best movie ever?”
“You say that every week, Kenzie,” a boy with dark-blond hair said with a shake of his head.
“And am I right every week?” she asked with a laugh.
“Yup!”
“Find your seats. Once everyone is settled, Paula will help me pass out the popcorn.” She gave everyone a firm look. “And I expect you all to be polite and use your manners, or I’m going to be very disappointed in you.”
“That’s my job,” Paula said, suddenly going shy on me. She glanced at the growing crowd, her face filling with pink. “I-I don’t know if I want to watch a movie, Bishop. Maybe I will just go back to my room and read.”
“Whatever you want, Polly,” I assured her.
She linked her arm through mine, and I was ready to walk her back to her room, but Kenzie saw us and moved back over to us. “Where ya going, little sister?”
Paula lowered her head. “I-I don’t want to watch a movie.”
“Oh. Okay, but could you still help me pass out the popcorn?” she asked hopefully, not trying to push. “It would be helping me out a lot because I still have to set up for the games after the movie. Sisters help each other when they need it, right?”
Paula’s head snapped up, a grin teasing at her lips. “Yeah, we help each other.”
Kenzie’s smile could have lit up the world as she offered Paula her hand. “Great. You’re the best sister ever.” But when she glanced my way, her smile dimmed again. “Will you be staying, Mr. Bishop? You’re more than welcome to watch the movie with us or play games later. This lot are competitive as heck, so they might kick your butt at The Game of Life.”
“I’ve never played that game,” Paula told her. “Is it hard?”
“Real life, yes.” Kenzie turned away from me before I could answer, going back to the popcorn maker with my sister at her side. “The board game, no. You should come back out and play with us when the movie is over.”
“You’re going to play too?”
Kenzie shook her head. “I’m more the referee for when everyone starts arguing and claiming someone else cheated. I set up a few stations with The Game of Life and Monopoly Junior, and in the other corner of the room, I turn on music and everyone who wants to dances. It’s one big party around here Friday and Saturday nights. Usually, I only do movies on Friday and games on Saturday, but I was gone all summer, and then you surprised me by moving in, so it’s turned into a welcome home party for the both of us.”
“Both of us?” Paula sounded shy again, but she didn’t duck her head like she normally did.
I stood there watching as Kenzie lit up the room again with her sunshine-filled smile, telling my sister this was her home now, so of course, it was a welcome home party for her too. Effortlessly, she put Paula at ease. I’d noticed her doing the same to a few of the other residents who’d been a little reluctant when they were walking in. Chatting to make them feel welcome, bestowing some of that magical Kenzie kindness on them and making them bloom.
While Paula handed out the popcorn, Kenzie slipped away. I stood off to the side for a few minutes, watching my sister carefully to see if she was going to shy away and abandon her promised job, but the other residents were all cordial to her, and soon she was smiling and laughing with them when they spoke to her. They were all welcoming and kind. I didn’t know if that was because they didn’t want to disappoint Kenzie or because they were nice in general, but I was thankful they were being good to my baby sister.
For eighteen years, Paula was all I really had. Our dad died when she was three, leaving us more money than we knew what to do with, but more or less orphaning my sister and me since Becca only wanted to travel and blow through her own share of the pot. I became Paula’s only parental guidance, and she became my world. It was hard to switch off all my overprotectiveness now that she was a legal adult, but I knew I needed to so she could have her own independence and find her way.
Once I was comfortable that she was okay, I slipped out of the room.
I needed to find Kenzie and set things right.




Chapter 3
Kenzie
Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.
I gulped in one deep breath after another as I shut the employees’ bathroom door and leaned my back against it.
My moment to cry came and went earlier, and I’d cried all the tears I was allowed to cry over this stupid day. I wasn’t going to shed more just because Bishop popped back into my life for a freaking minute. He acted so calm and cool, like nothing even happened between us, which was like another direct hit to my heart. Meanwhile, I’d struggled to so much as breathe as I forced myself to smile and pretend like I wasn’t dying a little inside.
What was he doing here, of all places?
I didn’t even know he had a sister, let alone someone with special needs in his life. If I was honest, I didn’t know a lot about Bishop’s personal life. He hadn’t been forthcoming, and I wasn’t the type to pry. People normally confided in me easily, but not him.
We’d spent a lot of time together over the summer, hanging out on his bus with both his band members and the Trance guys in their downtime. The stupid crush I’d had on Bishop from the first moment I set eyes on him turned into something more, and after two near-kisses, I was sure it wasn’t all one-sided.
When he kissed me, I was so sure there was something special between us. A person’s soul didn’t sing for just anyone, damn it.
But then he sent me away and…
“Kenzie?”
I lifted my head at the sound of my name, realizing I wasn’t the only one in the bathroom. The stall door was now open, and one of the nurses stood there staring at me with wide eyes. It was only then I realized I’d lost the fight on my tears once again.
Scrubbing the wetness away, I straightened and crossed to the sink. “Hi, Kim,” I murmured with a smile that was so tight, I was sure my face was going to shatter.
Kim was one of the younger nurses who was hired while I was on tour with my family. From the few conversations we’d had in passing, I liked her. She was friendly and compassionate with the residents.
“You look like you need a drink,” Kim said as she came up beside me and washed her hands in the other sink.
“If only. I’m not twenty-one, so no drinking for me.”
Her lips twisted as she met my gaze in the mirror. “Who cares if you’re not twenty-one. You’re in college. Live it up, girl.” She grabbed a few paper towels to dry her hands. “Come out with me and my friends tonight. I know a place that won’t card you. We’ll have a few drinks and unwind. Lord knows I need a little buzz going on after the craziness of this week, and I don’t have to work tomorrow.”
I bit the inside of my bottom lip, considering her offer. I got drunk on cold medicine, so I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold up against liquor. But I didn’t have to drink to go out with Kim. A night out sounded like fun, and I just wanted to unwind a little after all the insanity that had been going on in my life lately.
“Sure,” I said with a nod. “I get off at nine. Is that okay?”
“No problem.” She tossed the paper towels and opened the door. “Let me text my boyfriend and let him know the plan. He can meet us there with my friends.”
I kept my smile on until the door closed behind her. Once it did, I turned to examine my face, making sure no outward signs of my newest meltdown were visible. Damn. My eyes were once again going to give me away.
Blowing out a frustrated breath, I washed my hands. Opening the door, I wasn’t expecting the hall to be occupied, and I walked right into someone.
His scent hit me at the same time his hands caught me, stopping me from falling back. “Easy there, Sunshine.”
I closed my eyes as I soaked up the feel of his hands on me for a moment. Just ten seconds, I promised myself, and slowly counted down the time by counting the beats of my heart. When time was up, I forced my lashes to lift and glared up at the man I’d been missing like a lost limb the past two weeks.
“What are you doing here, Bishop?” I demanded quietly.
He lifted his brows. “You don’t know?”
I pushed at his chest, and he released me. “A Place for Nora is an amazing facility. Your sister will be safe and comfortable here. I know that. What I don’t know is why you picked Knoxville or even Tennessee in general when I know you live in California.”
“Everything that will ever matter is in Knoxville,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders, as if that should answer my question.
It didn’t, but I wasn’t going to force him to spell it out for me. Maybe before he’d sent me away that last night and then disappeared without so much as a goodbye. Before that call that I shouldn’t have eavesdropped on because it had only broken my heart a million times more.
Now I couldn’t bear to know. What if the woman who called him that night was in Knoxville? What if he brought her to visit Paula while I was working?
No.
Just no.
I couldn’t handle that. It hurt to even think about.
“I need to get back to work,” I muttered, moving so I could walk around him.
“Have dinner with me later,” he ordered as I passed, making me pause.
I glanced up at him, wishing my heart didn’t break every time I looked at him. Bishop wasn’t classically handsome. His face tended to be on the plain side, and sometimes he was so completely expressionless, it could be intimidating. That was one of the first things that drew me to him. I wanted to know why he hid himself behind that blank expression.
But when he grinned, his entire being seemed to light up. And God help me, when he sang, he could literally make me weak in the knees.
“I already have plans.”
He went completely stiff beside me, the muscles in his jaw flexing. “Cancel them. We need to talk, Sunshine.”
“As far as I’m concerned, there’s nothing to talk about. I’m not in the market to be anyone’s side chick.”
Bishop’s face was anything but expressionless now. His brows drew together as he took a step closer to me. I took a step back, making him tense even more. “What the hell are you talking about, Kenzie?”
“Oh, please,” I snapped, unable to pretend I wasn’t breaking inside a second longer. “I heard your phone conversation that night. Telling your girlfriend you loved her and all that crap. Maybe before Ax adopted me, I would have accepted that kind of arrangement, because I didn’t know what it meant to have someone care. But I’ll be damned if I’m some piece of side ass to anyone. I don’t do second best anymore.”
His hand snatched hold of my wrist, his fingers wrapping around my flesh firmly without hurting me. My skin seemed to sizzle under his touch, shooting zings all the way up my arm and straight to the center of my chest. Goose bumps popped up along the way, and I was helpless to hide my shiver.
Brown eyes dilated, his nostrils flaring as if the air around him were suddenly full of the chemical reaction my body couldn’t help but give off. I backed up another step, only to feel the wall behind me. Bishop followed, his head dipping until his nose almost skimmed over mine. “You will never be second best, not ever. It fucking destroyed me to send you away that night, Sunshine, but I had to—”
“Bishop?”
His head snapped up, and he turned so fast, releasing me, that it took several seconds before I realized what was going on. One moment, he was barely an inch away, his warm breath caressing my cheek. The next, he was several feet away, speaking to the beautiful woman now walking down the corridor toward us.
“Becca,” Bishop greeted, his tone neutral. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”
“My flight was delayed until tomorrow because of mechanical issues with the jet.” She sounded pouty, but when I gave the woman a closer look, her face was nearly as expressionless as Bishop’s was now. There was no way to tell how old she was, but she looked flawless. From her perfectly straightened blond hair, to her manicured nails, all the way down to her two-thousand-dollar heels. There wasn’t a single wrinkle on her face, but something about her told me she was older than she appeared.
Her brown eyes flashed to me, her dislike instant. “What’s going on here?”
Crap. That was all I needed. Whoever this woman was, she obviously had a relationship with Bishop. If she complained to Vivian about what she just saw, I could have issues. We weren’t supposed to fraternize with residents’ families outside of work.
Just because I didn’t need my job, didn’t mean I didn’t love it. It kept me sane when I was swamped with schoolwork. It wasn’t just a job to me. I came to A Place for Nora, and normally, I was able to let the weight of everything else disappear as I got lost in playing games with some of the sweetest, most kindhearted people in the world. These people were my second family.
“That’s none of your business,” Bishop informed the woman in front of him. “If you want to see Paula, she’s passing out popcorn while everyone watches a movie.”
“Why is she passing out popcorn?” Becca asked, her eyes wide with something akin to horror. “Don’t they have people to do that? She shouldn’t have to do menial labor when we’re paying to have her well taken care of.”
“She’s not helpless,” Bishop snapped. “You treat her like she can’t even dress herself. That was one of the reasons I talked her into going into an assisted-living facility to begin with. You, when you’re actually around, treat Paula like she’s helpless.”
“Paula has special needs, Bishop,” the woman told him like he was stupid.
“I’m well aware of that, damn it. But she’s able to take care of herself for the most part, and she is more than capable of taking on small tasks like passing out fucking popcorn.”
“Don’t curse at me, Phillip Bishop. I’m your mother, and you won’t use that language when speaking to me.”
Mother? That kind of blindsided me. I was actually starting to wonder if this was the woman who’d been on the other end of that phone call the night of our kiss. Instead, she turned out to be his mom.
While the two of them continued to argue, I slipped away. Back in the entertainment room, the movie was only about twenty minutes in, but everyone seemed entranced by the action movie currently playing across the wall.
Paula was putting away the tray I’d shown her earlier to help pass out the popcorn when I found her.
“All done?” I asked with a smile.
She nodded. “It was kind of fun,” she admitted. “Can I help again next week?”
“Of course. I would love your help. But only if you really want to.” And if I’m still here. Who knew what Mrs. Bishop would do if she didn’t like the way her son was standing so close to me earlier? I didn’t want to lose this job, but if Vivian got a complaint…
I shook the thought away and upped the wattage on my smile for Paula. “I just saw your brother speaking to your mom in the hall.”
Even in the dimness of the room, I saw that she deflated. “Why is she back? She told me she was going to Thailand for the next month.”
“I’m not sure since I didn’t speak to her.” I touched Paula’s shoulder, giving her a small squeeze. “If you don’t want to return to your room but still don’t want to watch the movie, you are more than welcome to hang out with me. I’m just going to be setting up the games.”
“Okay,” she half shouted, making some of the residents closer to us shush her.
Grinning, I took her hand, pulling her to the other side of the room so we could set everything up.




Chapter 4
Bishop
After getting Becca on her way, I turned around to find Kenzie was gone again. A huge part of me was glad she hadn’t heard the majority of what my mother spewed. Becca was a snob and a total bitch at times. But even though she treated Paula like she was three most of the time, she did love her daughter in her own way.
Deep, deep down.
Rolling my eyes at my own wishful thinking, I started to walk back into the entertainment room when someone else called my name.
“Mr. Bishop,” a light yet commanding voice spoke up behind me. Turning, I found an older woman walking toward me with purpose, a professional smile on her face. “I’m so glad I caught you before I left for the weekend.” She stuck out her hand, and I shook it. “I’m Vivian Gaye, the administrator here at A Place for Nora. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
For the next hour, I let her give me the official tour, tell me how much of a joy my sister had already been, and assure me that everyone on staff would take care of Paula like one of their own. I got the same speech and promise at the last facility, but for some reason, I believed Vivian when she vowed Paula would be happy here.
By the time it was all over and I went in search of the two women who meant everything to me, it was to find both Paula and Kenzie busy. I decided to let them enjoy the rest of the evening and head back to my hotel. The house I bought needed a few modifications, so I’d be living out of my suitcase for the next few weeks.
During the tour of the facility earlier, I’d brought up Kenzie, and Vivian seemed to adore my Sunshine just as much as every other person who’d ever met her. She’d let slip that Kenzie got off at nine, so I had a little time before I needed to get back to pick her up.
After a shower and a burger from room service, I checked in with the other members of Alchemy. I’d only met Dave, Jake, and Carver a few years ago, but we’d gotten close fast. They’d been looking for someone to take over the vocals after their lead singer flaked on them just weeks after they started the band. From there, we just started playing bars and clubs until someone videoed one of our shows and it got back to Axton Cage, and from there, Emmie Armstrong.
What had only been a hobby for us turned into something more, and now I had even more money I didn’t know what to do with.
“You close the deal yet?” Jake snarked ten seconds into our group call.
“Fuck you,” I growled, throwing my arm over my eyes as I lay back on the pillows of the hotel bed on the penthouse floor.
“That’s a no,” Dave chuckled.
“Knew he would blow it a second time,” came from Carver.
“I think it’s more like the fifth time,” Dave corrected. “I mean, he choked more than once during the tour. Didn’t have the balls to kiss her.”
“I didn’t want to push her,” I snapped.
“You were chicken,” Jake amended.
“Yeah,” I agreed, losing steam because it was the truth. “She scared the ever-loving fuck out of me.”
“Teeny tiny Kenzie shouldn’t be the one you’re terrified of,” Carver informed me. “Axton will kick your ass if you break her heart.”
“Actually, I’d be more scared of Dallas. She’s a momma bear over all her babies, and Kenz is one of them,” Jake reminded us.
“I would rather face Ax than Dallas,” Dave said with a laugh. “Ax is a pussycat compared to that lioness.”
“I’m not scared of either of them,” I admitted, scrubbing a hand over my tired eyes. Sleep had been elusive since the night of that kiss. An hour here and there was about all I got lately, and it was starting to catch up with me. “What I’m shaking in my boots over is whether or not Kenzie will give me another chance. She thinks I want her as some goddamn side chick or whatever.”
“How the fuck did she come to that conclusion?” Carver snarled through the receiver. “What did you do, dumbass?”
“You know what I did. I sent her back to her bus the night Paula called. But Kenzie overheard it, and she thought I was talking to a girlfriend. But before I could explain that tonight, Becca showed up and Kenzie ran off.”
“Shit,” they all said at the same time.
“Yeah.”
“Well, get off your ass and go fix this, Bishop,” Jake ordered. “That girl makes you happy. You deserve to be happy, man.”
Our group conference call changed topic to the new songs we were working on for the next album our record label was already wanting to get produced. By the time we were done, it was after eight. Grabbing my keys, I was walking out the door as we all said our goodbyes.
I got back to A Place for Nora with five minutes to spare and sat in my car waiting for her to come out.
A few people in scrubs came out of a side door at two minutes after nine, but it was another ten before I saw Kenzie’s blond head. She had her bag tossed over her shoulder as she laughed with some chick in green scrubs.
I shot her a quick text. Hearing the ding from where I was parked, I watched as she looked down at her phone. Her brow furrowed, and she glanced around quickly before spotting me in my rental. Her lips pressed into a firm line, and she turned her head back to the woman standing beside her waiting.
“This is the right address?” she asked. “I’ll just put it in my GPS because I don’t know that part of town.”
“That’s it,” her friend confirmed. “See you there.”
With a nod, Kenzie walked past my car and got into her own. I grinned, enjoying her stubbornness, and started my own vehicle. She wanted me to chase her, so I would. Fuck, I’d give that girl every last star in the sky if that was what she wanted. She just didn’t know it yet.
My grin turned into a frown with each mile my Sunshine drove in front of me. We were heading into a part of the city I wouldn’t have wanted her to go, even with a dozen well-armed bodyguards. My hands tightened around the steering wheel as she used her signal for a turn, and I followed her into the parking lot of a seedy-as-fuck bar.
The place was crowded, and both our vehicles stood out like neon signs because they were easily the most expensive things in a ten-block radius. I waited for her to take the last parking spot at the back of the lot, before blocking her in with my own.
Kenzie got out, slamming her door and glaring at me as I stepped into the night. “Why are you following me?”
“I can think of a dozen reasons just off the top of my head, but my most pressing thought right now is that I’m fucking glad I did. What the hell are you doing in this part of town, Kenzie?”
“Kim from work invited me out,” she tossed at me.
“You’re not twenty-one. You have no business in a goddamn bar. And I’ve seen you get drunk on Benadryl. I doubt you’ll survive a beer, let alone a shot.” I cupped her elbows in both hands when she rolled her eyes and tried to walk around me. “Come with me, baby. Don’t go in there because you’re mad at me.”
She shrugged off my hold. “I’m not doing this because of you,” she lied. I knew it because her eyes shifted away from mine for only a nanosecond. “This is for me. Because I’ve had a shit week, and I need to just unwind.”
“You want to unwind?” I grinned and picked her up.
“What? What are you doing?” she cried when I opened my passenger door and deposited her inside.
Reaching across her, I fastened her seat belt in place and kissed the tip of her nose. “We’re going to go unwind you,” I promised with a wink. “I’ll arrange for someone to pick up your car later.”
“No! Bishop—” I cut off her protest by shutting the door. When she reached for the door handle, I hit the locks on my key fob and kept hitting it every time she screamed in frustration, until I was behind the wheel.
“I don’t want to go anywhere with you!” she raged as I started the car and put it in gear. “Whether I want to go to a bar or not is none of your business. Let me out of this damn car so I can go hang out with my coworker.”
“Not happening,” I told her calmly as I got back on the road and headed for my hotel. “And just so we’re clear, Sunshine. Everything about you is my business.”
She hmphed from her side of the car, and I couldn’t help how big my grin grew. She was jealous. Jealousy was a huge turnoff for me, but when it came to her, she was so adorably beautiful with it, it only made me want her more. “Pretty sure your girlfriend will have something to say about that, asshole.”
“Don’t got a girlfriend, baby.” I glanced at her when I stopped for a red light and found her glaring daggers at me. “Yet.”
Hurt flashed in those baby blues, and I wanted to pull her into my arms and explain everything then and there. But a horn blew behind me, letting me know the light was green and I’d been sitting there just staring at my Sunshine.
Blowing out a frustrated breath, I drove the rest of the way back to the hotel in silence. From the passenger seat, she texted away, and I wondered if she was talking to the girl she’d been meeting or someone else. My own jealousy started to rot in my brain, making my hands tighten on the steering wheel until my knuckles were white.
Finding a place to park, I turned off the phone and snatched her phone out of her hands just as she sent another text.
“Linc?” I questioned her, lifting a brow.
“He’s the only one I’ve told about the kiss,” she said with another glare, taking the phone back. “I needed someone to confide in and to talk about what happened with without fearing Axton would freak out and ruin your music career.”
“You don’t need to worry about my career. Or Alchemy in general. Even if it all ended tomorrow, none of us would care. It started as a hobby for all four of us, and it will remain that way. If a day ever comes when it’s no longer fun, we have no problem walking away.”
She folded her hands in her lap, looking straight ahead while her chin trembled. “Noted. I won’t care about you anymore from here on out.”
“Damn it, Kenzie. That isn’t what I meant.” This woman was driving me fucking crazy, and she wasn’t even trying. “I just don’t want you to worry about Axton being against this thing with us. If he has a problem with it and it matters that much to you, I’ll walk away from the band with no regrets to be with you.”
Her head snapped around so fast, I saw her wince. With her eyes trained on me, she touched a hand to her neck, massaging away the twinge of pain she caused herself. “What are you talking about…being with me? You have a girlfriend, Bishop. I’m not going to be your piece of ass on the side.”
“I don’t have a fucking girlfriend!” I exploded, causing her eyes to widen. “That night, I got a call from Paula. There was no girlfriend, only my sister calling to ask if I would buy her a Kindle for her birthday next month. She doesn’t normally read anything but physical books, but she decided she wanted one and called me as soon as she thought about it. Then she started crying because she was lonely and she missed me. Paula needed me, so I left the tour and went to be with her for a few days. The tour was over anyway. Emmie canceled all the other shows after that psycho took her kid.”
“Then why did you send me away if it was only your sister?” she demanded.
“Because I’m protective of her, and I didn’t want to share her with you yet,” I tried to explain. “She’s all I have, Kenzie. The only family left who actually matters to me. Yes, I knew you worked with other people with Down syndrome during the school year, but we’d been dancing around our attraction all summer, baby. I was scared as hell of what you were making me feel, so yeah, I wasn’t going to share the most important person in my life with the woman who was quickly tying for that position.”
Kenzie sat there, just blinking at me as my voice faded in the confines of the rental. The overhead light was on, so I could see the surprise on her beautiful face, but there was something else in her eyes that had my tongue suddenly tying in knots while my heart began pounding against my rib cage.
“What are you doing here, Bishop?” she asked in a voice so soft, I had to strain to hear her.
“I’m here for you, Sunshine,” I told her honestly.




Chapter 5
Kenzie
I held my breath as I watched his lips move.
“I’m here for you, Sunshine.”
My heart was already racing after his confession about not telling me about Paula and his explanation about the phone call that interrupted our kiss. He was so forceful with each word that came out of his mouth that I knew it was the truth.
But those five words—so simple, so earthshaking—were powerful enough to make my heart stop for a moment. I’m here for you, Sunshine.
It was everything I wanted to hear, but it only produced a hundred more questions.
“What does that even mean?” I whispered.
“It means I can’t fucking live without you, Kenzie Cage. I want to be where you are. You’re in Knoxville during the school terms, then so am I. I bought a damn house here, uprooted my baby sister, and put her closer to you so the two of you could get to know each other.” He cupped my face in one hand. “I will follow you anywhere, be whoever or whatever you need me to be, because I’m in love with you, Sunshine.”
My breath caught in my lungs, trapping the happy little cry that wanted to be free. I didn’t know who moved first, but suddenly I was in his arms, my lips on his, his tongue in my mouth. He tasted just as I remembered, and I whimpered at the memory of how I came apart so damn easily for him.
When Bishop lifted his head, we were both breathing heavily. “Let’s…” He sucked in a deep breath. “Let’s take this inside. I don’t want to give anyone walking by a show.” He lowered his head, kissing the sensitive flesh under my ear. “I’m not sharing the look on your face with the world when I make you come again, Sunshine.”
I didn’t remember the walk into the hotel. The people we passed were just a blur of faces as we stepped into the elevator. Bishop hit the top button then backed me against the wall. His head lowered just enough to tease me with his taste without actually kissing me until the elevator stopped.
As the doors opened, he lifted me off my feet, and my legs wrapped around his waist instinctively. Bishop carried me off the elevator and straight into the living area of the penthouse. Kicking off his shoes, he walked through to the bedroom and dropped me on the end of the bed.
His shirt disappeared before he was crawling between my thighs and lowering himself to capture my lips. “Fuck, you taste even better than I remember,” he groaned, kissing his way down my neck to my collarbone.
“Bishop…” I was dizzy with need for him, my body going up in an inferno with each caress of his hands to my breasts and tummy.
“What is it, Sunshine?” he rasped at my ear. “Am I going too fast?”
“No, no, no.” I shook my head, making him grin. “I…I just…”
He lifted his head until our gazes locked. “Just what, Kenzie?”
I swallowed hard and forced the words to leave my throat. “I love you.”
Brown eyes blazed down at me. “How much?” he whispered, his throat working with emotion.
“How much?” I repeated, too lost in the sensations of his hardness pressing right into my core to focus.
“How much do you love me?” His hands left my breasts to cup my face, tilting my head back so that all I could see were his dark eyes.
“I-I don’t know how to measure it,” I confessed, licking my lips and tasting him there. “I just know that I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in my life.”
His nostrils flared with pleasure. “I love you too. So damn much it scares the hell out of me. But the thought of never seeing your sunshine smile again terrifies me even more. Tell me you’re mine, Kenzie.”
“I’m yours,” I vowed, moaning when his hips thrust against my throbbing center.
My clothes disappeared in a hurry, as did the rest of his. When he came down on top of me, I welcomed his weight pressing me into the center of the bed. There was nothing between us but air, and soon that was no longer separating our bodies either.
There was a sharp pinch as he thrust into me for the first time, but that disappeared as soon as he sucked my nipple into his mouth and began rocking his hips. Time made no sense as he drove us higher and higher with his steady rhythm until I was screaming his name, begging him for more.
“That’s it, baby,” he groaned in my ear, his hips thrusting harder. “Come all over my cock. I’ve been aching for you for so damn long.” My pussy contracted with each word out of his sexy mouth, his voice deep and hoarse with the pleasure we were sharing. “Fuck. Oh fuck, I love you, Sunshine.”
Stars exploded before my eyes, and I clenched them shut, holding on to Bishop’s shoulders as if my life depended on it.
Minutes—or maybe hours—passed before I was able to open them again. The man above me was breathing raggedly, sweat dripping down his forehead and chest. “Did I hurt you?” he choked out.
Smiling happily, I shook my head. “No. That was…perfect.”
“Why the hesitation?” he asked, his brow still wrinkled with concern.
“Because perfect doesn’t even describe how amazing that was, but it’s the only word my brain can come up with while it tries to restart.” I shifted under him, my pussy contracting yet again when I realized he was still rock hard inside of me. “Bishop?”
“I’m trying to be good,” he murmured, kissing my neck, his teeth scraping across my flesh. “I just came harder than I ever have in my life, but I’m still like stone. I don’t want to hurt you, Kenzie. So tell me now, are you too sore for me to take you again?”
A purr-like sound left my throat as I arched my hips and wiggled my ass a little. He closed his eyes, groaning long and loud. “No pain,” I told him honestly. “And I really, really, really want to do that all over again. Please?”
“Baby, I told you already. Whatever you want, it’s yours. Whatever, whenever. I’ll make it happen.”
“Right now, I only want you to make love to me again.” My nails dug into the flesh of his ass, causing his cock to flex inside of me. He growled something feral and started pumping in and out of me roughly.
“Don’t expect to get any sleep tonight,” he gritted out between clenched teeth. “I’m going to fuck you until you tell me you can’t take any more.”
✽✽✽
 
The early morning light streaming through the open drapes had me groaning and turning away from the sun. Rolling over, I snuggled into Bishop’s side, hiding my eyes from the reality of a new day. Vivian telling me to take the morning off was an even better idea this morning since I’d gotten maybe two hours of sleep all night.
But even though I wanted to sleep the morning away, my brain wasn’t on board with that plan. I was used to a strict schedule, and I was usually up by seven at the latest every morning to prepare for my day. Even while on tour, I’d been up at the crack of dawn, helping Dallas and Axton take care of Cannon so my pregnant adoptive mom could get some extra rest.
Sighing heavily, I sat up and glanced around the room, trying to figure out where all my clothes were. My shirt was on the chair a few feet from the bed, my bra and panties a tangled mess close to the door, and my jeans were halfway into the en suite bathroom.
A grin ghosted across my lips as I remembered Bishop tearing each article of clothing off me, his hands and teeth worshiping my body in his desperation for me.
Pushing my messy hair back from my face, I got out of bed silently so as not to disturb the sleeping rocker beside me. But the shifting of the bed had him stirring, and no sooner had my feet swung over the edge of the bed than his arm was wrapping around me and pulling me back down beside him.
“Don’t go,” he commanded, his morning voice rough like gravel. “Stay and let me hold you a little longer.”
I went willingly back into his arms. There was no need for blankets because his body heat was more than enough to keep me comfortable. His dark head pillowed on my chest, one arm tossed over my waist. He was just as naked as I was, but he didn’t seem chilled by the AC that clicked on with the rising end-of-summer temperatures that would only skyrocket as the day progressed.
I stroked my fingers through his hair. Sleep wouldn’t return for me, but I was all too happy to have the chance to savor this moment for a little longer. His body relaxed against me, his soft snore filling my heart with an odd sense of peace and contentment.
If someone had asked me the day before if I ever thought this was going to be in my future, I would have possibly slapped them for torturing me. I’d been aching for this connection with Bishop for months, but I never thought it would happen. Now that it had, it was still hard to believe it was reality.
We lay like that for hours, him sleeping deeply and me stroking any part of him I could reach without disturbing him. But as the sun shifted in the sky outside the window, my stomach began to grumble in hunger, and I knew I needed to get back to my apartment so I could get ready for work.
A Place for Nora made no exceptions for staff fraternizing with residents’ family members, so I knew I was going to have to give up my job if I wanted to be with Bishop. The thought made my heart ache a little, but I knew I would rather be with him than keep working there. I had a plan, though.
With Paula as a resident, I could visit her often and volunteer like I’d done in the beginning. I would still get to see all those beautiful faces I’d come to love and think of as family, and be with the man I loved.
Vivian was out until Monday, but I would email her and let her know I needed to turn in my notice. Since I didn’t need the job for a paycheck, I knew it was only right to let someone who really needed the money be given the chance to take over the position.
My stomach growled louder than it had before, and Bishop’s head snapped up. His eyelids lifted to slits, but his brow was pinched in concern. “You hungry, Sunshine?”
“I could eat,” I said with a soft laugh. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you. But I’m glad you’re awake. Vivian gave me the morning off, but I still have to go in for the afternoon.”
He blew out a huff. “I wanted to spend the day in bed with you then take you to see our new house.”
My heart moved up into my throat, and I had to swallow hard to ease the tight knot it formed. “O-Our new house?” I breathed.
“Our new house,” he repeated and turned onto his back, pulling me with him. His arm went around my back while he used his free hand to play with my fingers lying on his chest.
I waited for him to say more, but he just lay there stroking my fingers. Rolling my eyes, I lifted up onto my elbow so I could glare down at him. “That’s it? ‘Our new house’ is all you’re going to say? No explanation?”
He lifted his brows. “What is there to explain? What’s mine is yours, ergo ‘ours.’ Am I wrong? Did I misread that definition in school?”
Laughing, I slapped at his chest. “Smartass.”
“If you don’t like the house, we can buy another one. Whatever makes you happy, Sunshine.”
My laughter slowly faded with the realization that he wasn’t joking. “Don’t you think this is going a little…fast?”
His brown eyes darkened. “No, Kenz. I don’t think we’re going fast enough, if I’m being honest. My ring isn’t on your finger, and you’re not pregnant with my baby yet. We need to stop pulling on the e-brake and get that shit taken care of.”
I knew I should have been worried he was insane, but my body heated and melted into him at the thought of marriage and babies. Both would give me what I’d been aching for ever since my parents’ death. A family of my very own. Axton and Dallas tried to fill that empty void, and I loved them so much for it. But marrying Bishop, having his children…they would be all mine. No one else’s. No one to have to share them with except for those we wanted to share with. No one to take them away from me.
Only us and love and forever.
Bishop jerked upright, his hands cupping both sides of my face. “Baby, why are you crying?”
I shook my head, not even realizing I was crying until he wiped away a few tears. “I’m just so happy right now,” I sobbed, burying my face in his chest. “I-I haven’t been this happy since…since…”
“Since before you lost your mom and dad?” I nodded, the tears falling faster. He cupped the back of my head, hugging me against his bare chest. “Don’t cry, Sunshine. I swear I didn’t mean to make you cry. Even if they are happy tears, they’re killing me.”
“I-I’m sorry,” I muttered, trying to calm down enough to smile up at him, but from the pain that flashed across his beloved face, I knew it must have been trembly. “This doesn’t feel real. I’ve dreamed of being with you since we met, but I never in a million years thought we would have a future together.”
“Believe it. You’re my forever, Kenzie. Everything I never knew I needed is right here in my arms.” He pushed me back against the pillows, kissing away the tears that continued to fall. “Tell me you’ll marry me, Sunshine.”
I nodded because the words wouldn’t leave my throat.
“Yes?” he breathed, and I nodded more adamantly. “Fuck,” he groaned, tears filling his own eyes. “Thank you, baby. Thank you.”
His lips brushed softly over mine, and I opened my mouth to give him full access.
My phone ringing somewhere across the room had us both going still. I bit my lip, wondering who would be calling me now of all times.
“Let it go to voice mail,” Bishop ordered, brushing his mouth across mine once more. “Whatever it is couldn’t be nearly as important as this right now.”
I sighed my agreement, licking at his bottom lip hungrily.
The phone went silent but, seconds later, started ringing again.
Bishop groaned and jerked to his feet. He grabbed my jeans and pulled my phone free. When he saw the screen, he groaned again and tossed his head back to glare up at the ceiling. “It’s Axton,” he muttered.
I sat up, pulling the covers up to my chest with one hand and accepting the phone with the other. Nibbling nervously on my bottom lip, I hit accept and lifted the phone to my ear. “Hello?”
“Hey, sunshine,” he greeted with a tired laugh. “Sorry to call out of the blue. We don’t normally talk until the evenings, but I was missing you.”
Love for the man who adopted me had me releasing my lip. “Hey. No, I’m glad you called. How are things going there?”
“Gabriella is doing a lot better, and we’re going to head south with Cannon tomorrow. Are you settled in okay? No problems with school or work?”
“No, no,” I rushed to assure him. “Everything is pretty perfect here.” Bishop caught my eye, a pout forming on his lips. “Actually…”
“Actually, what?” Axton questioned, his voice sounding strained now.
“Well, I was going to call you later and tell you…” I swallowed down my nervousness and just spat it out before my hesitation killed us both with suspense. “I’m in love with Bishop, Axton. And he says he loves me too. He… He asked me to marry him.”
There was a tense silence on the other end, and I started nibbling on my bottom lip again. Bishop climbed back into bed beside me, stroking a supportive hand down my back as he watched me with loving brown eyes. I arched into his touch, biting my lip when goose bumps popped up along my spine in the wake of his caressing fingers.
“Damn it,” Axton finally grumbled. “Dallas was right.”
I blinked in surprise, not that he could see it. “What does that mean?”
My adoptive father blew out a long, drawn-out sigh. “It means my lovely wife has been saying you were going to be leaving us sooner than we are both ready for. She saw the way you looked at Bishop—and more to the point, the way Bishop was looking at you—all summer and predicted this shit.” Before I could question that further, he went on. “So he asked you to marry him. What did you say?”
“Yes,” I told him, my heart so happy, I was sure it was going to explode with it, flooding my body with confetti rather than blood. “Of course I said yes. I love him, Ax. And even though I know this is all moving really fast, I don’t think we’re making a mistake. So please don’t—”
“Please,” he said with a snort. “I knew Dallas was the one the first time I kissed her, maybe before then. It just took us a hell of a long time to get to the happily ever after part because…” His voice faded, and I heard him sigh again. “If you know he’s the one, then he’s the one, Kenzie. And as long as you are happy, I won’t stand in your way.”
Fresh tears stung my eyes, and I had to blink rapidly to keep them at bay. “Really?” I whispered emotionally.
“Really.” A crying baby in the background had him grumbling something I didn’t catch. “When Dallas and I get home, we’ll have a video chat and talk about all of this. But right now, I have to go change Cannon’s diaper and hopefully get him to eat. I’ve gotten desperate lately and started draping one of Dallas’s shirts over my chest so he can smell her while he drinks his bottle. She’s not feeling the greatest today, so I’m trying to let her sleep.”
“Okay, I’ll let you go, then. I need to get ready for work anyway.” I glanced up at Bishop and grinned. “We will talk soon though, I promise.”
“It’s a date. Gotta go, sunshine. Be happy.”
I dropped the phone on the bed and tackled Bishop, laughing as we both fell back against the pillows. He caught me, holding my head gently against his chest, his fingers tangling in my hair. My laughter faded with a content sigh, and I lifted my head to smile up at him. “I really need to go to work.”
“Baby, I’m a lot of work. Can’t that be your only job?”
I rolled my eyes at his pout. “They have a strict policy that forbids staff from having outside relationships with residents’ family members. But I still need to tell Vivian I’m quitting and work out my notice so they can have time to find my replacement. I was thinking I’d just volunteer in my spare time.”
“Sounds like a good plan.”
I sat up enough to give him a stern glower. “But don’t you dare expect me to quit college. I want to finish my degree. Even if, for whatever reason, I don’t get a job teaching, I could homeschool our kids while we travel for your tours—”
I didn’t get the chance to finish because he flipped me onto my back. His knees spread my thighs, and he sank slowly into my center, making us both groan in agonized pleasure.
“Maybe you didn’t hear me before, Sunshine. I will give you everything you want.” He thrust into me hard, punctuating each word. “College. Wedding. Babies. House. Tour. Just say the word. I’ll make it all happen. Do you understand me now, Sunshine?”
“Y-Yes,” I panted, already so close to coming apart for him I was trembling. “Thank you, Bishop.”
“I love you,” he groaned.
My nails sliced into his back as I shouted the words back at him, “I love you too!”




Epilogue
Kenzie
August
The heat was going to be killer today, and it wouldn’t start cooling down until after nine that night. But that wasn’t going to stop the ten thousand-plus people from going to the concert that evening.
In the past eleven months, I’d been too busy to attend any of Bishop’s concerts, but tonight, there was no way I was going to miss it. I had a surprise for my husband, and I couldn’t wait to tell him.
Linc wouldn’t have let me even if I’d wanted to.
Alchemy and Trance were doing a fundraiser concert tonight, and Linc flew in to go with me. I had missed him after bonding with the larger-than-life man who was one of Dallas’s best friends. When he’d moved in with Shane and Harper Stevenson during Harper’s pregnancy, we’d still kept in touch, texting every day.
So I knew what tonight meant for him.
Outwardly, I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or not, but I knew how knotted up he must have been on the inside. Tonight was the night he was going to try to win back the love of his life, and I wanted to be there for him. If Rhett Tomlinson took him back after being pushed away one too many times, I would be there to celebrate with him. But if Rhett couldn’t put his heart at risk again after having it stomped on repeatedly, I’d be waiting there to hug my friend.
Linc rolled up the sleeves of his white button-up, the material stretching tightly across his wide shoulders as he causally fixed the vest and then adjusted his belt. Once his clothes were perfect, he looked in the mirror of my guest bathroom and smoothed a stray hair back into place. To look at this man, no one would know he was gay. He was too butch and ruggedly handsome to even set off anyone’s radar that he batted for his own team. Dressed like he was now, even I had trouble tearing my eyes off his perfection.
“Yes, you’re sexy,” I teased from the doorway. “Could you maybe move this along a little faster? At this rate, the concert will be over by the time you’re finished.”
His shoulders tensed for a moment before relaxing. “What am I going to do if he doesn’t want to be with me, Kenzie?”
The vulnerability in his green eyes made me ache for him. “Don’t think like that,” I told him. “Negativity doesn’t ever bring us the things we want the most.”
“Don’t get all philosophical with me, woman,” he growled. “I’m serious. I fucked up. Rhett was everything I’ve ever dreamed of having, and I pushed him away so many times, he gave up on me. What… What if I can’t convince him I’ve changed?”
I hugged my arms around his waist and tilted my head back to meet his gaze. “I can’t answer that because I don’t know. But if you love him, you won’t give up even if he tells you to go to hell tonight. If you can’t convince him now, don’t give up. Love is worth fighting for.”
He nodded, but his eyes remained pensive. On the drive to the stadium where the concert was being held, he stayed quiet, and I knew he was trying not to chicken out. The town car pulled up at the back of the sold-out venue, and someone opened our door just as the sun was starting to set.
The heat hit me as soon as I stepped outside, and I put a hand to my stomach in an attempt to fight off the nausea that seemed to be ruling my life lately.
Security was in full force as we walked through the stadium toward the dressing room where both bands were waiting after rehearsing earlier in the day, followed by all the press interviews. Bishop had been gone all day, having left me in bed early that morning with a kiss and a promise to see me later. I’d waited until I heard the front door shut before letting myself run to the bathroom to be sick.
He didn’t know my secret yet. I wanted to wait and make telling him special, and I hoped tonight was the perfect time.
We got married in December, right after my fall term ended so I wouldn’t miss any classes during our honeymoon. It had been a really small ceremony with only our closest friends and family. Something simple with all three of his bandmates as his groomsmen and Paula as my maid of honor. Axton walked me down the aisle, and Dallas sobbed the entire time. I felt beautiful and loved that day…
Except when I had to mingle with Becca Bishop. She still didn’t like me, and the feeling was mutual. But she didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we saw her all that much anyway. In the almost year we’d been together, I’d only had to deal with her rudeness three different times, including our wedding. Bishop and Paula were with me every time I had to face her, and they made me feel like I was the most important person to them every time. I knew that was their way of showing they were standing behind me, but it only seemed to make Becca dislike me more.
Whatever. I was part of her family now, and there was nothing she could do about it. Especially when I was going to be the mother of her grandchild.
Outside the dressing room we were led to, I heard loud laughter coming from behind the closed door. The security guard in front of the door opened it and announced us before stepping back to let me through first.
The guys were all sitting around, chilling with beers in their hands and plates of food on their laps. There were no girls hanging around, thank God. I still hadn’t gotten used to that. All the guys except for Bishop and Rhett loved having a dozen women running around the dressing room half naked or fawning all over them. I wasn’t a fan of skanky bitches eyeballing my husband, and I doubted I’d ever be comfortable with it.
As soon as I walked through the door, Bishop was on his feet, a smile that outshone the sun on his face. “Was getting worried about you, Sunshine,” he said as he bent to kiss me. “Did you have any trouble getting here?”
“Nope. Plus, I had muscle this time to keep all the crazies at bay.” I glanced over my shoulder to see Linc still standing in the doorway. His hands were thrust into the pockets of his dress pants, causing the material to stretch tight over his huge thighs.
Dark green eyes landed on Rhett’s chocolate ones, and the air suddenly seemed suffocating with tension.
Clearing my throat, I turned back to my husband. “Is beer all that’s on offer? I could really use a ginger ale.”
“Sure, baby.” He lifted my hand to his lips. “Jake, get my wife a drink.”
A cold bottle of ginger ale was thrust in front of me, and Jake dropped a kiss on top of my head. “We’ve missed you, Kenz,” he complained. “Why didn’t you come out for the mini tour?”
I gave him a small smile. “Paula had a few health issues, and I didn’t want to leave her,” I told him. “Plus, I had to get everything ready for the fall term.”
“Well, this guy was hard to live with,” Dave grumbled. “He was worse than a love-sick kid.”
Bishop just shrugged. “I don’t like being away from my Sunshine.”
“Yeah, we know. But she’s gonna have to come on the Australian tour next summer, or we’re going to lose our fucking minds,” Carver complained.
I hide my smile by taking a sip of my drink. The coolness eased some of the nausea rolling around in my stomach, and I breathed a tiny sigh of relief as I lowered the bottle.
Bishop’s brow pinched together with concern. “You okay? You’re sweating.”
“It’s a hundred and three out there,” I reminded him with a teasing grin.
“Yeah, but—”
A knock on the open door had us lifting our heads as one of Emmie Armstrong’s new road managers stepped in. The guy glanced around the room, taking everyone in before clapping his hands together. “Ready to get this thing started? Trance, you’re up first. Since this is Bishop’s charity, Alchemy is going last.”
It was actually my charity, one for a children’s group home here in Knoxville. All the donations were going into fixing up the kids’ rooms, buying them a few computers to do homework with, and building a playground in the backyard. It started off as just Alchemy doing a small, intimate concert with the proceeds going to the home. But Emmie heard about it and blew it up into something a hundred times bigger.
The Trance guys got up, stretching lazily. It wasn’t lost on me how tense Rhett was though as he fist-bumped Bishop and the others on his way out. Linc didn’t budge as his ex stood in the doorway, waiting for him to move so he could leave.
“Can we talk?” Linc finally asked, his voice low and pleading.
Rhett’s jaw clenched. “I think we’ve talked enough, don’t you? Actually, I talked, and you just walked away. So yeah, talking is overrated when it comes to you.” He shifted and walked through the door, his shoulder bumping hard into Linc’s. “See you around, Spencer,” he tossed over his shoulder.
My heart hurt for Linc. He caught my gaze, his eyes dejected for a second before he stood up straighter and jogged after Rhett.
I bit my lip, fighting a smile. At least he wasn’t giving up.
Strong arms lifting me off the ground had my attention focusing right back on my husband. A new wave of nausea hit me at the sudden shift in my equilibrium, and I sucked in a deep breath to keep the contents of my stomach where they belonged.
Dark brown eyes narrowed on me yet again. “Are you not feeling well?”
I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “I’m fine. Nothing to worry about, Daddy.”
Jake choked on his laugh from one of the sofas. “She calls him ‘daddy,’” he snickered.
“Shut the fuck up, Jake,” Bishop snapped, but his eyes were glued to me, a curious look on his face.
“He’s not that much older than her,” Carver reminded Jake. “There’s, what? Like seven years—” He broke off, his eyes going straight to me. “Oh…”
“Oh, what?” Dave interjected. “So she has a thing for calling him ‘daddy.’ It’s cool. I wouldn’t mind being called daddy either if the chick looked like Kenzie.”
“Shut the fuck up, Dave,” Bishop growled.
I swallowed my laughter at them all and pulled the pregnancy test out of my purse. “Lucky for everyone, the Australian tour is late next year,” I told him.
Tears instantly filled Bishop’s eyes. “Baby,” he choked out, his hands tightening on my ass. “Are you serious?”
I nodded, my own tears surprising me by spilling down my cheeks. “I got it confirmed while you were on tour, and I’ve been waiting for the right time to surprise you. Sorry if this isn’t special enough—”
He cut me off with a deep kiss that sent me reeling. I clung to him, aching for more than just a kiss but knowing I wouldn’t be getting it until much, much later. When he lifted his head, the tears were still flowing down both our checks. “I love you so damn much, Sunshine.”
Happiness filled every cell in my body. “I love you too, my heart.”
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Prologue
Linc
I tossed back the shot and waited for the burn to turn into numbing oblivion. Six shots in and I wasn’t even close to feeling it yet, and I was becoming desperate to be rid of this damn pressure on my chest that had been with me day and night for months now.
“I think we should just pour the bottle down his throat and see if that even fazes him,” a smartass rocker said from my right.
“As many muscles as this asshole has, it’ll take at least two before he’s even half lit,” the second rocker complained from my left.
I picked up the next shot glass, ignoring them both. Harper’s and Dallas’s husbands were told to take me out and get me drunk. They were tired of seeing me moping around like some lost puppy. Both women were breastfeeding these days, so they couldn’t drink the night away with me like we use to do. Way back before these two fucking rockers dropped into our lives and took away the two most important people in my life.
Fuck.
I grabbed the newly filled shot glass, the pressure on my chest nearly suffocating at this point.
Harper and Dallas were my family, the only two people in the universe who had ever cared if I lived or died until I met Lana and then Natalie. Now I had a whole crazy extended family thanks to them, was even the godfather of both Dallas’s and Harper’s babies. I had a hell of a lot more now than I did back when I thought the world was against everything about me.
But I missed our old life. Back in our apartment in New York. Just the three of us against the world. Not a care in the world except which club we wanted to party at that night.
Then these two fuckers stole them from me.
And now I had no one.
Two more shots with no immediate effect, and I was reaching for the bottle. Falling back against the expensive leather of the couch in a corner of the VIP section of one of LA’s most popular clubs, I swallowed a fourth of the bottle while Shane Stevenson and Axton Cage talked over my head like I wasn’t even there.
“Been like this for weeks now,” Shane told Axton. “It’s making Harper sad just watching him. I told her he just needs to get laid, and she told me to go fuck myself.”
“Man, he was like a freaking machine when I first met him. He could hook up more in a night than either of us combined. Now he hasn’t had any in…” Axton nudged my leg with his shoe from where he was slouched carelessly beside me. “Yo, meathead. How long has it been since you last got some dick?”
I tipped the bottle back to my lips. “Ten months, fourteen days, and seven hours.”
Silence greeted my answer, and I didn’t have to look at either of them to know they were gaping at me.
I knew down to the minute how long it had been since I’d last had sex. Because two hours later, Rhett walked out the door for the last time. I hadn’t been concerned because that was our norm. I got pissed over nothing, kicked him out, and he came back a few days later.
Only this time, he hadn’t.
With each passing day, I’d gotten edgier and edgier, until I realized he wasn’t coming back.
Back then, I told myself I was glad. I didn’t need anyone holding me down, trying to control me.
But each night I slept alone in that lonely fucking apartment in New York, I realized Rhett never once tried to control me. If anything, I was the control freak. Controlling how close I let him get by pushing him away the second he started pushing me to confess my feelings for him. Controlling the time I let him stay in my life in intervals so I didn’t let myself get too attached. Controlling with how I pushed him away every time he tried to shift our “we’re just casual” relationship into something more meaningful.
Like forever.
Harper and Dallas were supposed to be my forever. I didn’t need more than that.
The pressure was starting to become too much, making it hard to breathe. I dropped the bottle, not giving a shit when I heard the glass shatter and the rest of the contents exploded across all our shoes. My hands shook as I tore open my shirt, the buttons flying in every direction as I tried to get more oxygen into my burning lungs.
“Shit,” Shane muttered before he was pushing my head down between my legs. “Deep breaths, man. In and out. Come on. You’re going to be okay. It’s just a panic attack.”
Some of the pressure eased, and I felt my eyes sting with tears just as Axton’s hand touched my back, rubbing in soft circles. I’d seen him do this same thing to Cannon and Shaw when he walked the floors with them at night, trying to coax them to sleep. Two fat tears spilled over my lashes, and I sucked in life-giving air.
“Dude,” Shane said as the panic attack slowly started to ebb. “Maybe it’s time to admit defeat and tell Rhett how you feel.”
“Yeah, man,” Axton agreed. “Stop fighting it. We all know you love him. Just embrace that, and you’ll be fine.”
My shoulders shook with a sob I didn’t want to set free. He was right. I needed to man up and tell Rhett how I felt. I was sick and tired of missing him, of aching for something I knew I threw away because I’d been fucking scared.
I just hoped it wasn’t too late.




Chapter 1
Rhett
Sweat dripped into my eyes, and I tore off my shirt to wipe it away. I was exhausted, dehydrated, and just fucking fed up with everything in general. But I would have stayed out there onstage all damn night if it meant I didn’t have to face the sex-on-legs guy standing off to the side of the stage.
I felt his eyes on me the entire set for this charity concert Trance agreed to do for Bishop’s wife. Kenzie was a sweet little thing, but she hadn’t won points with me by showing up before the show with the one man in the universe I didn’t want to see.
Liar.
Of course, I was lying to myself. It was how I got through the days since I finally gave up and walked away from Linc Spencer for good. Then the nights came, and all the reasons why I wished I’d fought just a little harder for that brainless meathead came flooding back in.
It wasn’t like I didn’t understand. His parents turned their backs on him. Made him pick between pretending to be straight and their definition of “normal,” or being true to himself. That shit has to mess with a person’s psyche. I never had to worry about that, though. My mom accepted I was gay even before I came out to her. She actually might have known before I did. It was just the two of us, and she never made me feel like I was anything but the most important person in her world.
I didn’t go around announcing to the world my sexual orientation, but I’d never lied about it when anyone asked either. My bandmates all knew what team I was batting for, and they accepted that without judgment. I got lucky, I guess.
Lucky in everything but love.
And fuck, but I still loved Linc.
Stupid heart.
Wiping away the last of my sweat, I tossed the shirt into the crowd, making the women in the first ten rows swarm in like a pack of lionesses attacking a wildebeest to be the one to claim the tee. I smirked, getting a kick out of them wanting a piece of me. That shirt probably stank of perspiration and BO at this point after all the sweating I’d done for the last forty minutes. Yet they would have killed each other to get it.
I saw a few fists swing, hair flying in all directions, and the venue’s security rushed to break up the small mob. As I walked off stage, I saw the shirt being ripped apart, three different women getting a piece of the tee that was soaked in my sweat.
“You always did like stirring up trouble,” a deep voice commented as I followed my band.
My heart rate sped up, that stupid, weak organ pounding against my rib cage like a drum, and I kept walking. “Trouble is fun,” I called over my shoulder.
I didn’t have to look back to know he was following. I could feel him even from a few feet away. His aura attracted mine like a magnet, trying to pull my soul out of my body and cling to his. I fought the pull, though, because it only led down one avenue, which would leave me with a heart that hurt twice as badly every time he kicked me out of his life.
We walked through the huge corridors, surrounded by security as we followed the road manager back to the dressing room. I wanted something stronger than a beer, but that was the only booze on offer here, along with the buffet of food that had been provided for both us and the Alchemy guys.
Bishop was sitting on one of the sofas, his wife on his lap, rubbing his hand across her flat belly. I grabbed two of the beers out of the huge ice bucket and flopped carelessly down beside him. “You look particularly pleased with yourself, Bitch-up.”
He didn’t even blink at my twist of his name, that smug look on his face telling the world just how content he was now that he had his little beauty in his arms. He was a stoic, sometimes sour kind of asshole whenever Kenzie wasn’t around. The two-week tour that took us across the Midwest over the summer had been hell on all of us, not just the members of Alchemy. Sharing one bus between our two bands ensured we got the full experience of Bishop being pissed at the world that he was without his sweet wife.
“We’re gonna be uncles,” Jake announced. “Kenzie is preggos.”
“The fuck,” Linc laughed, coming forward and pulling Kenzie off Bishop’s lap, making her husband growl in displeasure. Linc swung her around twice before hugging her against his huge frame. “That’s great news, sweet pea. Do Ax and Dallas know yet?”
She giggled softly, shaking her head. “No. I wanted to tell Bishop before we shared the news with them. They’re coming for a visit next week, and I want to tell them then. So please don’t tell Dallas. Or Harper,” she said, pointing a finger at him with a stern face that belied how sweet and kind she was. She pulled off the “I mean business” mommy look pretty well for someone who barely weighed the equivalent of my right leg. “I know how you are when you start talking to either of those two. And Harper will call Dallas, and Dallas will tell Axton. I don’t need him pouting because I didn’t tell him myself.”
Linc held up his hands in surrender. “I won’t say a word to either of them. Swear.” Then he was hugging her again, smacking a kiss on her cheek. “Congrats, baby girl.”
While I watched them, I finished one beer, then popped the top on another. Every time the bitter taste touched my tongue, I prayed it would turn into something stronger. A little 151 to put me out of my mind right then would have been a godsend.
Emmie’s road manager, who’d handled our tour as well, clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. I rolled my eyes and sucked down the second beer in one go. “The crew is almost done with the stage changeover. You’re ready to go, Alchemy.”
“Stick around,” Bishop told us as he tossed his arm around Kenzie’s shoulders. “I want to take you guys to dinner later for helping out with this.”
“You don’t have to do that, man,” Jasper assured him. “Food is overrated. I’d rather you just get us really smashed. Beer just ain’t cutting it tonight.”
“Second that,” I muttered. Who needed fucking food when I could drink my dinner?
“Dinner and then to a club, it is,” Bishop said with a nod. “See you after.”
I glanced at the ice bucket across the room, debating how much energy it would take to get up and walk over to grab a few more beers. I should have been downing water like my life depended on it. My throat was on fire, and I needed to hydrate after being out in that heat, baking under the lights of the stadium.
My jeans were soaked with sweat, clinging to me. I needed a shower and fresh clothes, along with two gallons of water to replace everything I’d just lost on stage. Instead, I was wishing we had more than just the road manager running around doing God knew what so I didn’t have to get my own beer.
Linc muttered something under his breath and walked over to the ice bucket. It was more like an ice barrel, loaded with all the drinks that were replenished throughout the day. Grabbing three waters and a beer, he walked back over to my sofa and dropped down beside me. “Drink these,” he growled. “Then you can have the beer.”
“Sure, Dad,” I groused, jerking the first bottle of water out of his hands and guzzling it down.
“Someone’s in a bitchy mood,” Leif, my drummer, said with a grunt.
“Shut up and drink your beer,” Linc snapped at him as he pushed the second water into my hand. “Here. Finish it, and I’ll give you the beer.”
“I’m not a fucking kid. I don’t need you treating me like—”
“Like what?” He broke in. “Like you’re not being too stubborn to take care of yourself? You want to fuck up your body, do it when I’m not around. Because I’m not going to sit here and let you pickle your insides just because you want to prove something.”
“I hate it when Daddy and Daddy fight,” Winston said dejectedly, playing with something on his phone.
“Daddy,” Jasper cried, his eyes on Linc. “Are you and Daddy getting a divorce?”
Linc flipped him off without looking away from me. “Fuck off.”
“Don’t tear our family apart, Daddy,” Leif begged. “We want to be happy again.”
I lost the fight I had on my grin and twisted off the top of the bottle. “I think you like being called ‘daddy’ way too much.”
“Only when it’s you, babe.” He winked as he sat back, his green eyes heated as they skimmed over me.
My cock hardened to the point of pain at that fucking wink. That easy and he could make me want him. From day one, that was how it was with this guy. My body wasn’t my own when he was around. He could control it with as little as a wink, making me ache for him. Didn’t matter that he’d broken my heart over a dozen different times in the past two years. My cock didn’t seem to give a damn.
All I could think about was his mouth sucking me off, his huge hands on every part of my body.




Chapter 2
Linc
Some guy in a suit put down a huge tub filled with ice, beer, and bottles of champagne on the floor between the two large sectionals in the roped-off section of the club’s VIP floor. A minibar was set up off to the side with our own personal bartender. I could feel the eyes of people below, staring and whispering about us.
Trance and Alchemy were up-and-coming bands, so most people knew exactly who they were these days. With my two best friends married to a Demon and a rock god, I was used to the stares and whispers whenever we went out. Fuck, even before Dallas married Axton Cage, I’d gotten used to all of that. She was an ex-model, so she drew attention whether she wanted it or not.
Kenzie was cuddled between Bishop and me, drinking ginger ale like it was the giver of life. I was happy for her and her husband. She deserved to be happy after the fucked-up childhood she’d lived through.
But I reluctantly admitted to myself I was kind of jealous of her. Of anyone in a committed relationship, really. I wanted that kind of happily ever after. Craved it now, when I’d always made fun of it in the past.
My parents made me think there wasn’t a happy ending out there for me. I believed them until I met Rhett, but I didn’t trust it. Now that I knew what I felt for him wasn’t going to disappear, I realized just how wrong my mom and dad really were.
I had happiness right at the tip of my fingers. I just needed to reach out and grasp it before it faded from my life completely.
Rhett was being stubborn, though. Part of me knew he would be over this situation, while the rest of me expected him just to fall back into my life like he had so many times in the past. He wanted me to work for it, so I fucking would.
But from the way he was acting right now, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy.
From where I was sitting, I could see part of his phone screen. He wasn’t making it any secret that he was on some hookup app, looking for a quick fuck. The asshole was making sure I saw it, pushing my buttons.
Jealousy ate at me, making me tighten the hold I had on my bottle of water. I was staying away from alcohol tonight, wanting to keep a clear head as I tried to figure out how to make Rhett realize I wanted him for keeps this time.
A new message popped up on his screen, and from what I could see of it, his hookup was actually at the club. Rhett pocketed his phone as he stood. His chocolate gaze caught mine, and he smirked before walking off without saying a single word.
I sat forward, my hands balling into fists between my legs. I had to keep my cool. Killing some stranger because the man I loved arranged to hook up with him would only get me locked up. There would be no happily ever after from a fucking jail cell.
Seconds ticked into minutes, until I couldn’t stand it anymore.
I jerked to my feet so suddenly, Kenzie yelped in surprise. I didn’t have time to apologize as I rushed after Rhett.
Having had plenty of club hookups myself over the years, I knew exactly where to look to find him and his fuck buddy. It was dark outside the men’s room, but it was empty. I pushed open the bathroom door, but there were only a few men standing at the urinals taking a piss. The stall door at the end was wide open and empty.
Gritting my teeth, I walked right back out and looked for the emergency exit. Seconds later, I pushed it open, stepping out into the humid night air. To my right was the back parking lot for the employees. To my left, the dumpster.
And Rhett letting some stranger put his lips on him.
Rage filled me, making me blind to everything but the man pressing the love of my life up against the wall beside some nasty dumpster. I didn’t remember moving. One second, I was standing just outside the door, the next I was pulling the guy off Rhett and throwing him across the parking lot.
Rhett was talking, smarting off, no doubt, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. The blood was pumping in my ears, deafening me. I grabbed him, thankful I didn’t have to be gentle with him, and crushed my mouth down on his, desperate to erase the taste of that stranger from his lips.
He didn’t resist, not even for a single second. The way he returned the kiss told me how much he wanted it. The hookup must not have kissed his lips yet, because all I could taste was Rhett and the booze he’d been sucking down like it was water. It wasn’t sweet like nectar, but spicy, like the cinnamon candy he was always chomping on.
I thrust my tongue deep into his mouth just as he shifted his hips, rubbing his hard-on against my own, making us both groan in pleasure. My cock hadn’t had anyone’s attention but my own for months, and right then, all it wanted was to feel Rhett’s cock rubbing against it, his hand jacking it, his mouth sucking it deep into his throat.
My tip leaked, causing a wet spot to dampen all the way through my boxer briefs to my pants.
I was so lost, I didn’t hear the hookup scrambling to his feet and running away. The smell of the garbage rotting in the August heat didn’t even faze me as I worked my fingers deftly at Rhett’s belt, desperate to free his cock so I could feel it in my palm once again.
As soon as I released him, I wrapped my fist around him, pumping from the base all way up to the tip. His cock was slightly shorter than my own but thicker. I could barely see it in the shitty light, but I didn’t need to see to know his cock was white-hot and it was pouring pre-jizz from the tip. I smeared the thick liquid over his mushroomed head, lubing his length so I didn’t rub him raw.
“Fuck,” he growled, his head falling back against the wall. “Ah, fuck.”
“Do you want me?” I whispered just as my teeth found the corded muscles of his neck and sank in. He jerked in pleasure, his breathing becoming more labored. “Say it, Rhett. Say you want me.”
“Yes,” he groaned. “I fucking want you.”
That was all I needed to hear before I was dropping to my knees in front of him. I swallowed him whole, my gag reflex nonexistent as he hit the back of my throat then sank deeper. I sensed his knees going weak and grabbed his hips, pinning him to the wall with both hands as I sucked his cock.
It took less than five minutes before he was shooting his load down my throat and I was swallowing every drop. When he began to slowly deflate in my mouth, I stood and carefully tucked him back into his jeans before kissing his forehead. His arms went around my waist as he leaned more into me than the security of the wall behind him.
I held him, gently petting his hair and back while his entire body shook with the aftershocks. My own cock was about to split through the seam of my pants, but he didn’t matter at the moment. All I wanted was to soak up Rhett’s afterglow before confessing what I came to tell him.
Long minutes passed, and he finally started to shift against me. I brushed my lips over his jaw before nipping softly at his earlobe. “I came here tonight to tell you one thing.” He stiffened against me, and I hurried to spit out the rest before I lost my courage. Squeezing my eyes closed, I jumped in headfirst for the first time in my life. “I love you, Rhett.”
✽✽✽
 
The words were still echoing around us as I waited for Rhett to respond to my confession. I was the one whose legs were weak now, my knees threatening to buckle as I waited for him to laugh in my face.
I’m too late.
Those three little words that I used to think were a total joke when it came to your significant other were the most powerful I’d ever spoken. They didn’t come lightly, and I was scared to death I was too late.
Doubt and dread began wreaking havoc in my head and gut. He was over me. He didn’t want to try again. Why would he even bother with me now? I’d treated him like shit repeatedly, kicking him out again and again because he scared the fuck out of me. If I were him, I wouldn’t want to be with me now either.
Tears burned my eyes and I tried to blink them back, but I quickly lost the fight. “I’m sorry,” I choked out. “I’m so fucking sorry for all the shit I put you through. I know… God, I know I hurt you over and over again, and my only excuse is that I was scared. I’ve loved you from the beginning, but I was terrified of giving you that much power over me. You are the only person I have ever wanted for keeps, and I didn’t know how to handle that.”
Rhett finally lifted his head, meeting my gaze, unable to see my tears in the dark, but there was no way he was deaf to them. “But you do now?” he rasped.
“Yes,” I vowed. “I want you back. Fuck, I love you so damn much, and I’m tired of being scared. Give me another chance. P-Please.”
He grew quiet again, and I didn’t know what to think. Rhett Tomlinson wasn’t one to just go quiet. He was cocky and mouthy, and that was only one of a million things that I loved about him, but it annoyed the hell out of me at the same time.
Licking his lips, he gave a single nod, as if coming to his decision. “I’ve waited years for you to say you love me. Years, man. And every time I thought you were going to say it, you broke up with me instead. I get that you were scared. Loving you has always scared me too. You’re intense and broody, and that was what attracted me to you in the first place. But I don’t trust you not to throw me away the second you start getting spooked all over again.”
I swallowed the sob that threatened to choke me and grabbed his hands. “Give me one more chance. That’s all I’m asking for. Just one. I won’t fuck it up again.”
He shook his head. “I don’t know if I can.”
Panic started to climb the walls of my sanity. “Rhett—”
“Show me,” he said, cutting me off. “Prove to me this time is different, and maybe—maybe—I will give us another try.”
Relief hit me like a wrecking ball, and I had to lock my knees before I fell at his feet in gratitude. Backing him against the wall again, I lowered my head, brushing a soft kiss over his lips. “Thank you,” I breathed. “I won’t disappoint you again, Rhett.”




Chapter 3
Rhett
A pounding fist on my hotel room door had me jerking awake. I blinked my eyes open before squinting at the digital clock on the bedside table. When the numbers were too blurry to make out, I knew I’d taken my contacts out the night before.
“Huh. Guess I didn’t go to bed drunk, then,” I muttered to myself as I flopped over in bed. “That’s a first.” I couldn’t remember the last time I hadn’t gone to bed smashed, but there was no throbbing headache or queasy stomach to refute it.
Scrubbing both hands over my face, I groaned, because I didn’t want to be awake. There was nothing for me to do today, so why the fuck was someone trying to wake me up?
The pounding came again, and I lifted my head to glare at the door. “Go the fuck away!” I shouted. “I don’t need any housekeeping today.”
“I’m not the damn maid,” Linc’s voice called through the door. “You stood me up, asshole. I’m trying to make sure you’re not dead.”
I jerked upright and bounced out of bed. I was still wearing my boxer briefs, but nothing else. Still, it was better than nothing, so I threw open the door for him. Everything was starting to come back to me now that my brain was wide awake.
The alley outside the club the night before. Linc throwing the guy I’d arranged to hook up with across the parking lot before kissing me. One of the best blow jobs of my life.
Then Linc blowing my mind with three little words.
I love you.
I didn’t think there were any other word combinations that sounded as amazing as those three. I’d given up hope that this guy would ever say them to me, told myself repeatedly I’d moved on. But as soon as they were out of his mouth, I felt myself admitting the truth.
I wasn’t over him.
I wasn’t ever going to be over him, damn it.
Linc was it for me. It was why I’d fought for us for so long. And it was why it nearly destroyed me when I finally walked away almost a year ago.
It took me several minutes to realize he was actually saying them last night, that I hadn’t dreamed them or him. But reality flooded back in, and my own fear of facing that same empty pit after our last breakup hit me hard. I didn’t know if I could handle that again when he ended things as he inevitably would.
Part of me must be a secret masochist because I told him to prove he’d changed. If he could, we’d give this thing another chance.
If he couldn’t, that was it. I wouldn’t let my heart hurt over him ever again. Okay, okay, okay. So my heart wouldn’t ever stop hurting where this guy was concerned, but I wouldn’t give him the chance to break it more than it already was.
Dressed in jeans and another button-up shirt, Linc looked just as good this morning as he had the night before. Skin slightly tanned, face chiseled and smooth of any overnight beard growth, hair perfectly styled. I knew he’d probably been up since the ass-crack of dawn for a run and a workout. He was a beast and didn’t go a single day without lifting weights. He could have dead-lifted me and not even broken a sweat.
Crossing his arms over his massive chest, he glared at me now. “You said you’d meet me for breakfast this morning. It was the only reason I even let you come back to your room alone. You said nine sharp.”
I shrugged, not bothered that I’d stood him up. He deserved a little of the same shit he’d put me through over the years. Let him see how it felt. “Sorry. I overslept a little.”
“It’s noon,” he gritted out.
“Really?” I yawned and walked back over to the bed. Picking up the alarm clock so I could actually read it, I saw it was just a few minutes past twelve. “Huh. I guess it is.”
Linc stomped into the room, slamming the door behind him. “Were you even going to have breakfast with me, or was this some kind of joke to get my hopes up?”
“I was going to have breakfast with you. I haven’t slept all that great lately. Last night was the first time I’ve gone to sleep without the aid of a bottle of 151,” I told him honestly. “I set an alarm on my phone, but I guess it must have died because I don’t remember it going off.”
“I’ve been trying to call you since nine, but it keeps going straight to voice mail.” He thrust his hands into his front pockets, his shoulders sagging a little. “So you really didn’t mean to stand me up?”
“No, dumbass.” I grabbed my phone, but it was very much dead. Walking around him, I grabbed my charger out of my luggage and plugged it in on the desk by the window.
I felt him move up behind me, the heat coming off his body warming me in the chilly, air-conditioned room. He snaked his arms around my waist, pulling me back against him as his mouth came down on my shoulder.
Things like this, I wasn’t used to where Linc was concerned. He didn’t come up behind me and just hug me. In bed, yeah, we cuddled. Sometimes he even put his head on my stomach and let me rub his head for hours until he fell asleep. This? With his arms around me for no reason, his lips on my neck without expecting sex?
That wasn’t my Linc.
A lump filled my throat, and I had to swallow hard, the realization that maybe he really was a changed man finally hitting me.
“Can I take you to lunch, then?” he murmured as he kissed his way up my neck to my ear, one hand stroking over my abs.
My cock was already swollen, the tip dripping, causing a wet spot on my boxer briefs. If I turned around, he wouldn’t have been able to miss the fact that just having him touch me like this was affecting me. The memory of him on his knees, sucking me off, and then holding me like I was the most important person in his life filled my head, and I found myself nodding. “Yeah. I’m starving.”
Linc kissed my neck one more time before reluctantly releasing me. As he turned away, I snuck a quick glance at the front of his pants and realized he was probably throbbing at this point. He hadn’t gotten off last night, another first for my man. Linc wasn’t a selfish lover, but he always made sure his own needs were met. The night before, he hadn’t seemed to care if I returned the favor or not. He was too caught up in holding me after…
Linc adjusted himself as he walked toward the door. “Twenty minutes or I’m coming back,” he threatened.
I grinned as the door slammed behind him. “There he is,” I muttered to myself and walked into the bathroom.
Fifteen minutes later, I walked off the elevator to find him standing only a few feet away. Leif and Winston were talking to him, but he looked bored. His eyes caught mine before I was even off the elevator, telling me he’d been watching for me.
At least twenty people were in the lobby and gift shop off to the side. I straightened my shoulders, slipping into the guy the world preferred to see, rather than the real me. Hiding my sexuality wasn’t how I wanted to spend my life, and I didn’t deny I was gay when someone asked me directly. But I didn’t go around announcing it either. My career and my personal life were two different things, and while my fellow rockers weren’t going to crucify me for my sex life, that didn’t mean the fans wouldn’t.
Linc saw the switch flip in me and clenched his jaw, but he stepped around my two bandmates to greet me. “Ready?”
Leif snickered as he and Winston walked over to the elevators. “Have fun, boys.”
My brows lifted at the two of them. “You two just now getting in?” They were wearing the same clothes as the night before, their skin gray, letting me know they’d been up all night.
“Two chicks took us back to their place for their own after party,” Winston said with a shrug. “I don’t think Jasper came back last night either. He texted me this morning that he was trying to figure out how to get out of the shitstorm he’d walked into. You know how that fucker is. He ain’t happy if he ain’t getting himself into trouble.”
“Is he in danger?” Linc asked, brows lifted.
“Only with his dick, man. Only with his dick.”
Leif snorted. “Like always.”
“That’s what Emmie’s for, though,” I told them. “Tell him to call her and have her work her magic.”
“Already done, brother. Last I heard, she’s on the warpath.” Winston slapped Leif on the back. “Let’s go. I need some sleep.”
I shook my head at them as they stepped into the elevator, laughing at the shit they found themselves in. Jasper was the wild child of the four of us, and whatever he’d gotten into the night before probably wasn’t the worst he’d ever done in the past—or would do in the future.
Linc’s hand landed on my shoulder, squeezing, and steering me toward the exit. As we stepped out onto the street, my stomach started making angry noises. Dinner had been forever ago, and I was starving. “Where’re we going?” I asked as he led me toward his rental.
“Depends. You want breakfast food or lunch?”
“I could go for a burger,” I said with a shrug as I opened the passenger door.
“Lunch it is, then,” he murmured, stepping into me before I could get into the car. He glanced around, making sure no one was in the parking lot, then crashed his mouth down on mine.
The kiss lasted less than five seconds before he was stepping back, but I felt it all the way to my fucking toes. Taking another step back, he winked. “Needed that.”
I smirked at him as he walked around the back of the car. “I’m liking this new Linc.”
He paused before opening the driver’s door, those dark green eyes drilling into mine, beseeching me to understand. “This was always me,” he confessed. “I was just scared of letting you see it.”
“Whatever. I like him.” I dropped into the passenger seat and reached for my seat belt. “Try to keep him around.”
He started the car and put it in gear. Moments later, he was pulling into Saturday afternoon traffic. At the red light, he caught my hand and entwined our fingers. All this affection, it was going to my head. Linc was my first serious boyfriend. The only one I’d ever wanted for more than a few weeks of fucking around. I wasn’t used to this side of him, but I was realizing quickly I could get addicted to him even more easily than I had the brooding asshole I was used to him being.




Chapter 4
Linc
The afternoon went by way too fucking fast. Lunch was followed by a movie, and then because the other members of Trance were bored, we all went bowling before having dinner with the Alchemy guys, who were sticking around for a few more days too. But when they wanted to go to the club afterward, I shot Rhett a look that pleaded for him to say no.
He smirked at me and claimed he was too tired to go drinking.
I let out a relieved breath, and we said our goodnights before I drove us back to his hotel.
“What are our plans for the night, then?” he asked as I pulled into traffic.
“Room service for some dessert, renting new releases on the TV, and vegging out in bed?” I suggested.
I felt his eyes on me as I shifted lanes and made the next turn, but the whole time, he was quiet. “What?” I finally demanded when the silence became unbearable.
“Nothing. I’m just trying to get used to this new side of you. Old Linc would have wanted to have gone with the others and gotten shit-faced before going back to the room and fucking all night. New Linc wants to snuggle and watch movies while eating cheesecake in bed… Yeah, that’s just blowing my mind.”
“I prefer the Death by Chocolate cake.” I made another turn according to the GPS as he laughed.
“The dessert really wasn’t the point here, muscles.”
“Honestly?” His silence urged me to go on. “Going clubbing wasn’t what I wanted to be doing when we were together in the past. I wanted to be home, just the two of us. Sharing you with the public always made me feel anxious. But being alone? That meant having to share more of myself with you.” My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Confessing all of this set me on edge, because I was putting so much out there about the real me. The insecure guy who was scared of rejection and letting anyone other than my dearest friends close.
“Your parents really fucked you up,” Rhett muttered angrily.
“You don’t even know the half of it.” I reached for his hand, needing to touch him before the thought of my parents took hold and ruined the evening before it could get started. “But I’m trying to get past that. I’m going to fuck up along the way, but I want you to know…”
I stopped for the next red light and looked over at him. Lifting his hand to my lips, I kissed the back of it. “I want you to know that I love you. I have always loved you. That isn’t ever going to change, Rhett.”
His eyes flashed to mine for only a second before looking away. I kept my mouth shut until we were on the elevator on our way up to his room.
“You’re too quiet,” I finally muttered. “Say something.”
Pulling the keycard from his back pocket, he clenched his jaw, remaining mute as the elevator quickly lifted. When the doors opened, he walked off first, stalking down the hall to his room.
“Rhett,” I called his name, my tone pleading for him to say something, anything. I’d told him I loved him for the second time earlier, and I got no response. It was killing me that he was shutting me out all of a sudden. Maybe I deserved it, but this nonresponse was one of my fears and one of the main reasons I’d never put myself out there like this in the past.
He opened his door and walked in, holding it open for me until I followed him inside.
My heart was pounding harder than if I’d just run five miles, my hands sweating, my gut twisting with knots of anxiety as I waited for him to speak.
The door slammed behind me, and I flinched as I heard his footsteps coming up behind me. I swallowed hard, waiting…
“Do you think you can say those things to me, turn my world upside down, and expect me to find the words in a matter of seconds?” His voice was deep, his anger blasting into my back. “Days aren’t enough time to figure out what I really want to say to you right now, damn it.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered.
“Sorry you said it? Or sorry for pushing me to talk?”
My hands clenched into fists at my sides. “For whatever you need me to be sorry for.”
“Meaning you’re only sorry if I need you to be sorry?” he demanded.
“Yes,” I answered honestly. “I’m not sorry I told you I love you. I’m not even sorry I was pushing for you to say something in return. I’m just sorry you’re mad now.”
He wrapped his arms around my waist from behind, his face pressing into the back of my neck. “I’m not mad,” he breathed, kissing along the top of my spine. “I’m in fucking love with you.”
Tears burned my throat as they spilled over my lashes. “You still love me? I didn’t kill it?”
“I tried to stop, because I figured you weren’t ever going to feel the same way and I was tired of wearing my heart out on you.” I felt him press his forehead between my shoulders as he exhaled long and hard. “But I couldn’t. I fucking couldn’t.”
“Thank God,” I groaned, turning in his arms and crushing his mouth under my own. “I’ve been having panic attacks thinking you wouldn’t love me again,” I admitted as I pulled back enough to cup his face in both hands. “The nightmares are the worst, though. I’ve told you I love you a hundred different times in my dreams, and every time, you turned your back and walked away from me like you did just now.”
His chocolate eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be fucking sorry. I’m just happy you still love me.”
“It hurts me that you don’t realize how easy it is for someone to love you.” He pulled me back to him for another kiss. “But it’s hard as fuck to stop. I’m telling you right now, Linc. If you break my heart one more time, I’m going to slaughter you.”
Despite the tears running down both our faces, I laughed. “That’s never going to happen. I love you too damn much to ever hurt you.”
Rhett backed me toward the bed. When my calves hit the mattress, I dropped back before he could push me, already pulling my shirt over my head. “What about dessert and movies?” I asked with a smirk.
“Still happening,” he assured me with a wicked grin. “But I know my man. He likes to burn some calories so he doesn’t feel so guilty about indulging in a little sweetness.”
He bent, working on the snap and zipper of my jeans. “Fuck, I love you,” I groaned as his large hand wrapped around my cock.
Rhett kneeled between my legs. “I love you too. Always.”
I cupped his jaw, stopping him from lowering his head to take my aching cock into his mouth. “Swear?”
His eyes softened before he turned his face into my palm and kissed it. “I swear on everything I have—on my fucking voice, Linc. Always.”




Epilogue
Rhett
Christmas was my favorite holiday. Ever since I was a kid, my mom and I had spent it together. Just the two of us because no one else seemed to matter in the past.
This year, things were going to be a little different. Dallas and Axton invited Linc and me to stay with them for the holidays, but I couldn’t be without my mom. Luckily, they had enough room for her, and even with Dallas’s dad and stepmother visiting too, their house still didn’t feel crowded.
They recently moved in to the house down the beach from Shane and Harper Stevenson, making this their West Coast home instead of the apartment they used to have. With Harper so close, it was making this a great Christmas for Linc, and I couldn’t have been happier that he was so into the holiday for once. Harper and Dallas were his true family, his sisters in every way that counted.
The days leading up to Christmas Eve were spent finding and putting up the Christmas tree, decorating it while two babies crawled and toddled around trying to get into everything, and listening to my mom laugh with Dallas’s stepmother, Tink. Those two seemed to connect the instant they were introduced. They so easily confided in each other, you would have thought they were best friends from birth rather than meeting each other for the first time only days before.
“I feel like a bottle of wine would have been a better gift,” Mom hissed to me as we walked up the walkway to Emmie Armstrong’s house. She had her arm through both mine and Linc’s, while Axton and Dallas walked ahead of us, already ringing the doorbell.
“Emmie doesn’t like booze in her house,” Linc explained. “One of her brothers is a recovering alcoholic, and out of respect for him, they don’t keep anything in the house that might tempt him.”
Mom stared up at him in horror. “You mean there won’t be any eggnog?”
I stifled a chuckle as the front door opened ahead of us. “Virgin nog, Mom.”
“But…”
“It’s fine,” Linc assured her. “I’ll make you some as soon as we get back, Ellen.”
She lifted her hand from his arm and patted his cheek. “You’re such a good boy.”
I tried to keep it inside, but I couldn’t quite hold on to my snort. Linc smirked at me over the top of her head. “I am a good boy,” he said with a wicked wink. “And you know it.”
Mom made a humming noise in her throat. “You two are terrible.” But there was a teasing smile on her lips.
“Uncle Linc!” Nevaeh Stevenson shouted as she ran out the now-open door and threw herself into his arms. “Merry Christmas!”
He swung her around before kissing her cheek. “Merry Christmas, pretty girl.”
Drake and Lana’s daughter smiled over at me before frowning at my mom. “Hi,” she greeted her shyly. “I’m Nevaeh. Who are you?”
“I’m Ellen,” Mom greeted her with a warm smile. “Your dress is very pretty, Nevaeh.”
She grimaced down at the red dress. “My sister has the same one, but it’s okay. She will probably take it off later and run around in only her diaper.”
“Nev!” Drake’s deep voice, slightly raspy from all his years of overindulgence of Jack Daniel’s, bellowed just as we reached the door.
“Here I am, Daddy!” she called as she wiggled out of Linc’s arms and ran to find her father.
“What did I say about opening the door?” Drake asked his eldest daughter, his face slightly tense. “You scared me.”
“Sorry, Daddy, I just wanted to hug Uncle Linc.” She jumped into his arms, and all the tension seemed to evaporate out of him before my eyes as she kissed his cheek. “I won’t do it again.”
He blew out a long sigh. “Yeah, okay. You better not.” Stepping forward, he shook Linc’s then my hand before smiling welcomingly at my mom. “You must be Ellen. Angel told me all about you.”
At his smile, Mom seemed to swoon. “A-Angel?”
“Lana,” Linc supplied for her.
“Oh, oh,” she said with a smile, her eyes still wide as she drank in the sight of the sexy-as-hell Demon before her. With his long, dark hair pulled back into a bun and his blue-gray eyes shining with amusement, I always had a little trouble looking away from him too. “I didn’t realize Lana had such a…handsome husband.”
I read everything she hadn’t said but wanted to. She hadn’t realized Lana Stevenson had a husband who was considerably older than her. Drake was over a decade older, and because of his years of alcoholism, he looked several years older than he really was. Lana, on the other hand, looked younger than ever, barely out of her teens, even though she had two daughters.
“Dray?” Lana came out of the crowd of family and friends, her youngest on her hip. “Did she run off again?” She frowned up at her daughter. “What did we talk about, Nevi?”
“Sorry, Mommy.”
Turning to us, she stepped forward to kiss Linc’s cheek and hug Mom. “Hi, Ellen. We’re so glad you could be with us this year.” She glanced at Drake. “I see you’ve met my husband. Is he behaving himself?”
“I always behave,” Drake admonished her teasingly, placing a hand on her hip. “Come in, guys. Emmie is making the rounds, but there is food in the dining room set up buffet-style and plenty to drink in the kitchen.”
The night was full of laughter and good food. The house was overrun with babies, it seemed, all of them wanting their moment with their “Uncle Linc.” Mom appeared to be having the time of her life, and I didn’t want to leave anytime soon, just because I was having so much fun watching her.
Very few people at the party were related by blood, but that didn’t seem to matter. They treated each other like family, and I realized Mom and I were lucky to be included this year.
It made me want this every year.
But as the night wore on, the house became overheated, and I needed a little breather from the happy chaos inside. Sneaking off for a little silence, I walked out onto the deck. The pool was uncovered, toys floating around in it, but I walked around it to the railing.
The moon was bright and unobstructed by a single cloud, making it easy to see the white-capped waves as they hit the beach in the near distance. The sound was soothing after the loudness from inside the house. All the voices had started to blend together, all the kids’ laughter echoing in my ears. It had just been Mom and me all my life. I wasn’t used to all this family love.
I was so focused on the waves, I didn’t hear his footsteps until he wrapped his arms around me from behind. “Were they too much for you?”
I leaned back into him. “Just needed a breather. It was getting too warm in there.”
“They take some getting used to,” he murmured, not letting me get away with the half-truth. “But they’re the best people to have in your corner if you need them. When I first got pulled into this family through Lana, I didn’t know how to take it. They accepted me without so much as a blink. Treated me like I belonged to them. It was so different from what I was used to, I didn’t trust it in the beginning. But over the years, they grew on me.”
If I were being honest, it wasn’t the crowd that was making me nervous. It was tomorrow. I didn’t know why I’d done it, but the present I got Linc was something I was unsure of how he would react to. I’d been out shopping with my mom a few weeks back and passed the jewelry store. While Mom went off to get a few extra little things, I’d gone in and picked out an engagement band on a whim.
Now the idea of actually proposing come tomorrow was making me anxious as fuck.
We’d only been back together since August. This was the longest we’d been together without breaking up along the way, but that didn’t mean we were ready for that next step. Maybe we never would be. I had no business buying him a ring when I didn’t even know how he was going to react to my asking him to marry me.
Linc touched his lips to my neck. “When I was a boy, I never thought any of this would be possible. My parents always told me I didn’t deserve to have someone love me forever. For the longest time, I believed them.”
“I fucking hate your parents,” I bit out, my nervousness pushed aside for the moment at the mention of those bastards.
“I just feel sorry for them these days,” he admitted. “They were never happy people. Too worried what the world thought of them to care about what really mattered. They are weak-minded, and I doubt they’ve ever really known happiness.” His breath brushed over my ear. “Not like I have.”
My heart clenched with love for him. “Linc…”
“Getting you back, that has been the best present I’ve ever been given. I told myself, if I never get another gift for the rest of my life, as long as I have you, it wouldn’t matter to me.” He blew out a small breath and laughed quietly. “But I lied to myself. There is one more gift I want, and then life will truly be perfect.”
I frowned out at the ocean. “What’s that?” Because whatever he wanted, I’d make it happen. No matter the cost, no matter what I had to do, I would give him whatever he needed.
“You as my husband.”
I turned around so fast, we bumped chests, but I needed to see his face to make sure he wasn’t just playing with me.
Taking my hand, Linc dropped to his knees in front of me, his green eyes bright with the same anxiety I was feeling only moments before. “I was going to wait until tomorrow, but I can’t wait another second. The waiting has been killing me. I love you, Rhett. I want to spend every day for the rest of my life by your side. You have become my best friend as well as my lover, but there’s this pressure beating down on top of me because I need to link you to me in every way imaginable. So I’m asking you—fuck, I’m begging you, babe—to marry me.”
“Did you snoop and see your present?” I demanded, glaring down at him.
His brows pinched together. “No. Of course not. Why—?”
“Because I was going to ask you the same thing tomorrow!” I exploded.
Linc surprised me for the second time in as many minutes by throwing his head back and laughing out loud. “Really?” he choked out around his continued laughter.
“Really,” I grumbled.
One brow lifted. “Well?”
“Well, what?” I groused, my lip pouting out at him.
“Will you marry me, Rhett?” he asked again, losing some of his confidence.
“Say yes!”
My head snapped up over his shoulder to see Mom and everyone else standing in the now-open French doors that led to the living room. Tears poured down Mom’s face as well as Dallas’s and Harper’s.
“Say yes,” the others echoed.
A weak laugh left my lips as Linc’s fingers tightened on my own. “I can’t believe this is happening,” I told him in a quiet voice.
“Rhett…” His voice turned pleading.
“Yes!” I yelled, filling the night with my acceptance. “Yes. I want to marry you more than anything. I love you.”
Relief flashed over his face, darkening his eyes, while everyone behind him started cheering and celebrating. Linc jumped to his feet, kissing me hard in front of everyone. “I fucking love you,” he growled.




Mieke





Chapter 1
Mieke
I felt his eyes on me as I moved through the crowded frat house. Those same eyes that had been on me in chemistry earlier that day. The same eyes that had burned my skin everywhere they grazed in the campus cafeteria both at lunch and then again at dinner.
I knew who it was…or at least the guy they belonged to. We hadn’t spoken to each other, so I didn’t know his name. But I knew it was him. Dark eyes and hair. I pegged him as having some really amazing Greek ancestry, because holy hell, the guy was built like some mythical Greek god. And those damn lashes…
Just thinking about those lashes made my heart rate double, and I wondered if Michelle would have been just as attracted to my stalker as I was.
“Would we have fought over him?” I mused aloud to my twin, who was always watching over me.
“What did you say?” my roommate and best friend since middle school asked as she lifted up on her tiptoes to look over the crowd in search of her own eye candy.
Tara was about to turn nineteen and I still had a while to go, but that didn’t matter since I’d completely skipped seventh grade and jumped right into AP classes in the eighth grade with her. The only reason I was even at this stupid noisy party was because she’d begged me to come with her.
She’d caught some jock’s attention this week during freshman orientation, and he’d invited her earlier at dinner. Ever since, she’d been kind of spaced out, giddy even. Tara wasn’t a giddy kind of person. It was all about studying to get the grades to get her a full ride to college, and then getting the hell out from under her parents’ thumb. But a smile and a little flirting from some guy with more muscles than seemed humanly possible, and every brain cell seemed to shut down.
“Mieke,” she whined now. “I can’t see over all these people. Please, do you even see him?”
Sighing, I glanced over the heads of most of the people surrounding us. Tara was barely five three, but I was a little more than five inches taller than her, making it easier to see over the females and a few of the males’ heads in the room. My eyes darted around the room, scanning each face until I came to the one she was looking for.
“He’s by the door to the kitchen, chatting up some Barbie look-alike,” I told her, a little disgusted by her taste in men. Mr. Muscles played defense on the football team. His hair was buzzed almost to the skin, so I couldn’t tell what color it was, but his eyes were blank, both now and earlier when he’d approached Tara. There just wasn’t much going on upstairs, that much was evident, but there was something about him that set my nerves on edge.
Call me crazy, but I could sense the good and bad in people. Literally. Mom said it was because of all the crap I’d been through in my short life. I called it carrying around someone else’s heart and having a twin sister who was also my guardian angel. Whatever it was, I could spot an asshole a mile away. And this brainless jock was setting off all kinds of alarm bells for me.
But the few times I’d tried to tell Tara that today, she’d blown me off. Even if my sixth sense had never led me wrong before, she didn’t want to hear about it.
“Is he really chatting her up, or is he just talking to her?” Tara asked now, her face tight with emotion.
I lifted my hand in his direction. “Go see for yourself, Tara. I’m telling you though, this guy is bad news.”
She rolled her brown eyes at me. “You don’t even know him.”
“I didn’t know Ted Bundy either, but I took one look at his picture and knew he’d done very bad things. And that was before we watched that documentary on him,” I reminded her.
“That proves nothing. You probably heard about him from your mom or something. Annabelle likes those serial killer shows too much for you not to have known who Ted freaking Bundy is.”
That was true. Mom loved her crime documentaries. She was the reason we had watched the Ted Bundy series on Netflix to begin with. But I had honestly never even seen a picture of the guy until his face popped up in my social media feed, depicted in a meme. I’d gotten goose bumps just looking at his smiling face, and somehow, I’d known he was a very, very bad man. Two days later, Mom and Dad sat in the living room getting ready to watch the story on Netflix, and Tara and I’d decided to watch with them.
Now, Tara pushed through the crowd that seemed to have doubled since we’d arrived twenty minutes before, making a path for me to flow through behind her. A few people saw me and then did a double take, as if recognizing me.
Maybe they did. My uncle Noah had been in the spotlight in the past during his country music career, and I’d always been confused for his daughter. But not many of them would know I was really the daughter of rock legend Zander Brockman. Between Mom and her business partner, Emmie Armstrong, the story about Zander finding out he was the father of a teenage daughter never broke.
“Hi, Neil.” Tara’s voice sounded insecure to me, and I knew she’d found him leaning into the Barbie look-alike, beer in one hand while the other was cupping the chick’s ass.
As I reached my best friend, the jock turned to face her, a frown pinching his brow together for a second as he seemed to attempt to place the cute chick in front of him. When Tara dressed to impress, she was a knockout, but we hadn’t had time for her to do her magic tonight. We were both still wearing what we’d had on at dinner, with zero makeup and our hair pulled up into buns. She was still beautiful, but in a girl-next-door kind of way.
Sober, Neil had seemed interested in Tara just the way she was at dinner. Obviously drunk, he seemed to barely remember she existed.
Douchebag.
“Oh. Oh yeah!” He straightened, lifting his beer at her. “Glad you could make it, Taryn. Keg is in the kitchen. Make yourself at home.” With a nod, he turned back to the blonde, lowering his head to whisper something in her ear.
Tara squared her shoulders, but I could sense the defeat in her. I grasped her hand, leading her away from the jock and his chosen fuck buddy for the night. We walked into the kitchen that was, thankfully, less crowded, and I poured us each a red plastic cup full of stale beer. I didn’t tell her “I told you so” or give her so much as a lift of my brows. I felt no joy in proving to her I was right about that dickhead.
Instead, I stayed quiet, letting her digest the reality of what an idiot the guy she’d thought liked her really was. I sipped my beer while she just glared down into her own cup.
Around us, the kitchen was a blur of people coming and going. Some lingered after filling or refilling their beers, talking classes or sports. Some took their drinks and went back to the party or walked out into the backyard, where I could smell people smoking every time the door opened.
In here, I didn’t feel his eyes on me, and I missed the sensation of his gaze caressing over every inch of my exposed skin.
“I’m such a freak,” I muttered as I sipped my beer, trying not to grimace at the flat, bitter taste. I’d been to plenty of parties with kegs, so I was used to bad beer, but tonight, I was only drinking it to have something to do while my friend snapped out of it.
“Ladies!” I lifted my head just as some guy I didn’t know draped an arm over Tara’s and my shoulders. “You two beauties enjoying the party?”
I wanted to roll my eyes, but I refrained. Instead, I took the guy in. Tight polo over his massive chest, jeans that were just a little too tight for him, molding to his junk, thighs, and no doubt his ass too. His hair was gelled in a way that told me he spent more time in front of the mirror than I did. I barely noticed if he was cute or not, because the rest was just too much of a turnoff for me.
But when it came down to it, this guy wasn’t my stalker, so I wouldn’t have been interested regardless.
I shrugged his arm off my shoulders, but he put it right back. I narrowed my eyes on him, but he only winked and stepped in closer, invading my personal space even more. “Do I know you?” he asked after a moment passed with neither Tara nor I speaking.
“Doubtful,” I bit out, shrugging his arm off for the second time and taking several steps away from him. “We’re both freshmen.”
His brow furrowed as he moved into my personal space again, and I could smell the tequila on his breath. “Nah, I mean you look really familiar to me. Where do I know you from?” I shook my head again, cringing because I knew he must have seen a picture of me with my uncle and cousins in the past.
Everyone in my family was blond, including my mom. I took completely after my father, in everything from height to hair color to the gold flecks in my green eyes. Everyone assumed I was Uncle Noah’s love child or something. At one point, some tabloid even made up crazy things, saying I was the reason my aunt and uncle were allegedly breaking up. That he cheated on her and I was the result—and wasn’t she brave for sticking by him even though I was the obvious proof that he’d had an affair?
What a load of crap. Uncle Noah and Aunt Chelsea might argue every day without fail, but I’d never seen two people love each other as much as they did. He worshiped her, made her feel like she was everything. Even when he’d had a sea of female fans trying to throw themselves at him back when he was still touring, he always made sure Aunt Chelsea knew she was his number one.
Mom and Dad were great together now, and anyone with eyes could see how much they loved each other. But…
I was the one who walked into Dad’s life. I was the one who let him into our world and, in turn, got Mom and Dad back together. I couldn’t be happier for them, and I loved that he was in my life now. Hell, I was a huge daddy’s girl, and he spoiled me rotten. There wasn’t a day that had gone by since he found out I was his daughter that he didn’t try to make up for all the lost time.
But my parents’ relationship history had made me nervous about falling in love. What if I fell for someone as deeply as Mom had Dad when she was little more than seventeen years old? And what if, even though that guy said he loved me, he walked away—just like Dad?
I didn’t know if I could be as strong as Mom was. She went through so much without Dad there to help her through any of it. When she needed him most, he’d been off playing rock star, and she’d had to face it all on her own.
“What’s your name?” Drunk Guy asked, getting closer. I stepped back again, only to have my hip hit the edge of the island. Hard.
Groaning, I rubbed my free hand over the tender spot, where a bruise was no doubt already forming.
“Mieke, I’m leaving,” Tara announced from the other side of the prick who was now even closer.
“What?” I was so busy rubbing my hip, I hadn’t noticed she was already going out the back door. “Tara!”
“Stay and have fun. I need to study anyway.”
Before I could push the guy off me, she was gone. She’d been so lost in her own head, she hadn’t even noticed this jerk or that he was currently crowding me. Damn it. I only came to this damn party because she’d asked me to go with her. I didn’t want to stay.
“Mieke, huh?” I could feel his breath on my neck now, and I instantly dropped my hand from my sore behind to push at his chest. “That’s a really pretty name.”
“Back off,” I snapped at him. “I’m not in the market to be another notch on your belt, dickhead. I don’t like you. I don’t want you. And I really, really don’t like you crowding me like this. Step back, or I’m going to bring you to your knees.”
He laughed, like he thought I was joking. His hands gripped the island on either side of me, boxing me in. Panic invaded me, and I could hear Michelle screaming in my head to get the fuck away from this guy as fast as I could.
My hand on his chest, as well as the one holding the beer, was crushed between us, trapping me further. My knees didn’t have enough room to cause the kind of damage that would get him to back off. I leaned my top half away from him as far as I could and reared up, headbutting him right in the nose.
With a bellow of pain, he jumped back, both his hands covering his gushing nose. I barely noticed the kitchen suddenly filling up with people curious what was going on. My head was suddenly buzzing, my brain so fogged up I could barely see.
Shit. Maybe I shouldn’t have hit him so hard. Was this what a concussion felt like?
The world began to blur around me, and I was glad to have the island at my back because I knew I would have fallen on my ass if it weren’t.
“The fuck happened in here?” A deep voice I didn’t recognize made my ears ring. His voice was so filled with rage, I could actually feel the tension of everyone else in the room, including the guy with the broken nose. Yet, I felt oddly calmed by that voice.
“Bitch broke my nose,” came the muffled voice of the prick behind his hands.
“And what the fuck were you doing to make her break your goddamn nose, motherfucker?”
I didn’t hear the guy’s reply. Darkness was starting to fade in and out. I shook my head, trying to clear it, but that only made me twice as dizzy.
“Help,” I mewled weakly.
Almost instantly, I was being enfolded in strong arms. Somehow, I found the strength to open my eyes and tried to focus on the person holding me. When I saw all too briefly that it was my stalker, all the lingering fear faded completely. Michelle was no longer screaming at me to get away.
Now she was whispering at me that we were finally home.




Chapter 2
Kaden
One second, she was blinking up at me, and the next, she went limp. Swallowing a curse, I lifted Mieke into my arms before shooting a glare at Josh. “Stay the fuck away from her. I see you sniffing around her again, and I’ll break your fucking throwing arm. We clear?”
“Jesus, Carmichael. What the hell is your problem?” Josh took the stack of napkins from one of the cheerleaders currently fawning over him and wiped his nose. More blood poured from it, and I nearly smirked. My little hellfire had fucked him up nice and good. My arms tightened around her, keeping her close.
“My problem is you don’t know when to back off when a girl tells you no. I mean it, dipshit. You come within ten feet of her again, and you won’t ever make it to the NFL.” I pushed my way through the growing crowd and carried Mieke upstairs to my room.
My door was locked so no one would be able to use it to have sex or get high, but with a swipe of my wrist, my smartwatch unlocked it for me. Shouldering open the door, I kicked it shut before carrying her over to my bed. Activating the lock on my watch again, I clicked on the lamp beside my bed and examined her head.
I let her out of my sight for ten minutes, and this shit happened. Fuck it. I wasn’t letting her go anywhere without me ever again.
There was an ugly bruise forming in the center of her forehead, a knot already swelling. It was so big, it was going to give her left eye a shiner as well. Damn, she’d nailed him good. Opening my nightstand drawer, I pulled out a penlight and opened her lids, checking to see if she had a concussion.
At the slight invasion, she groaned and slapped my hand away. “Go away, Ben,” she muttered. “I have a headache.”
Jealousy instantly snapped its teeth at me. “Who the fuck is Ben?” I growled, leaning in closer to her.
Her eyes flew open at the sound of my voice, only to close just as quickly. “Where am I?” she muttered weakly.
“My room. Don’t worry, you’re safe here.” I leaned in closer until my breath was brushing over her lips. She smelled good. Like jasmine, the scent lightly floral and sweet. I inhaled deeper, wanting some part of her inside me. “Who is Ben?”
“Cousin,” she grumbled, sounding unhappy. Then her eyes snapped open again, only for her to groan in pain. “Did that really happen?”
“You mean headbutting Josh and blacking out on me? Yeah,” I told her honestly, gently touching the baseball-sized knot on her head. When she flinched, I dropped my hand. “Good job, by the way.”
Her lips lifted in a ghost of a smile before she groaned again. “Got anything for a headache?”
“I’m going to have to take you to the ER,” I told her as I pulled out the bottle of aspirin from my nightstand. “I think you have a concussion.”
“Pretty sure you’re right,” she muttered.
I helped her sit up and grabbed the bottle of water off my pillow. I’d left it there before the party, but it was unopened. I’d figured I would be too drunk to care about hydrating after the party, but I knew I would be thankful for the water come morning.
I stayed here on the weekends because the parties were usually able to help me relax after a week filled with the class load of my last year of pre-med. I didn’t have to worry about getting home or waking up in some random bed. Here, I could get wasted, fall into my own bed with clean sheets, and not have to worry about the housekeeper at my apartment having to clean up a puddle of puke.
As I placed the two tablets to her lips, she licked them off my fingers and then guzzled down the water thirstily. That small contact of her tongue to my flesh was like a match to dry straw, going straight to my cock. Fuck, the semi I’d been walking around with from the second I’d first laid eyes on this girl was now a full-blown, throbbing hard-on.
“I’m Mieke, by the way,” she introduced as I eased her back down onto the pillows.
“I know who you are,” I assured her. From that first sight of her, I’d needed to know everything there was to know about the willowy beauty walking around campus. I had some resources in the registration office, and by lunch two days ago, I’d known who she was and what her major was. From there, it only took a few clicks on Google, and I had a little more background on her. I could have called one of my father’s private investigators, but I didn’t want anyone else prying into her life. Didn’t want them to know any intimate details about my girl.
Mieke Cassidy. Niece to Noah and Chelsea Cassidy. Child of Annabelle Cassidy Brockman. And now I remembered she did have a cousin named Ben, and his sister was named Audrey.
Google didn’t talk about Mieke’s father, though, but from the pictures of Annabelle’s husband, there was no doubt in my mind who the man was. Zander Brockman. The rock legend who played bass and keyboard in OtherWorld, one of the most popular rock bands in the world. I didn’t know anyone who didn’t like OtherWorld.
But no one ever talked about him having a daughter.
Someone must have paid big bucks to keep that out of the spotlight. What they hadn’t been able to hide was that Mieke was kidnapped when she was barely five. The state of Tennessee had been torn upside down looking for the girl who was taken in plain sight—and who was miraculously found days later, unhurt and unviolated. My palms had started sweating just thinking about someone taking her from her family, of never having gotten the chance to meet her.
Hundreds—maybe even millions—of things had to line up just right for me to meet Mieke, and even one thing going wrong could have fucked all of it up. Yet here she was, lying on my bed. She was mine. I knew it the second I spotted her walking across the quad.
“You know who I am?” she whispered, tensing up and trying to look at me again. “How?”
“Google,” I said, evasively.
“Oh.” She breathed out a relieved sigh. “You know who I am, but I’m at a loss here.”
“Kaden Carmichael. I’m a pre-med senior. I also play a few sports, but I’m not planning on going pro with any of them.” I leaned in close again, one hand on either side of her waist to steady myself. “But the only thing you need to know about me that matters is that I’m yours.”
Another smile teased at her lips. “You do that often, Doc?”
“What?”
“Go around saving women and then declaring you belong to them?”
Lowering my head, I brushed my nose lightly over hers. I ached to kiss her, but this wasn’t the time. Our first kiss was going to be special. Not when she could barely open her eyes and was in pain. “Only with you, Mieke.”
She gasped at my vow, then groaned in pain. “My head is killing me.”
I got to my feet and scooped her up again. She squealed, but her arms wrapped around my neck like she’d been doing it forever. “Any medical conditions I need to know about so I can tell the doctors at the ER?”
“Oh…” She broke off, hesitating. “I had a heart transplant when I was a baby.”
My arms contracted around her. “Fuck, sweetheart.” I could have lost her that freaking soon? It was a miracle I’d found her.
“Kaden?” she murmured when I just stood holding her, soaking up the fact that she was really there with me.
“Yeah, sorry.” Pressing a kiss to her temple, I opened the door and made sure I activated the lock before carrying her out to my car. People tried to grab my attention along the way, but I ignored them all. I spotted Josh with a bag of ice to his face over in the corner of the living room. He shot me a glare, and I flipped him off as I passed him.
My car was in the detached garage in the back. I had to punch in my code to open the door. There was a whole row of expensive cars lined up, but mine was at the end. Josh drove the Lamborghini, but I preferred my Aston Martin One-77. It was a present from my parents when I left for college.
Opening the passenger door, I set her down gently before fastening her seat belt. When I started to pull away, she lifted her hands. Fingers twisting in my shirt, she tugged me close again. “Promise you won’t leave me tonight.”
I brushed my nose against hers again. “I swear, I’m not leaving you. Ever.”
“L-Let’s just start with tonight, okay?” she whispered hesitantly.
“Whatever you want, baby.”
✽✽✽
 
Two hours later, we were on our way back to my apartment. Mieke was feeling better after the meds she’d been given, and they released her into my care once I assured the doctors I would watch over her all night. Her dorm wouldn’t be comfortable enough, and there was no fucking way I was taking her back to the party.
Now that she was able to open her eyes a little better and focus more, she’d been doing nothing but watching me. A few times, I’d heard her whisper something to herself, but I never caught what she was saying. When I asked her once what she’d said, she’d clammed up on me, her face turning a pretty shade of pink.
As I pulled my car into the garage across from my apartment building, Mieke finally looked away from me to glance around at her surroundings. “This isn’t my dorm,” she mused.
“No. It’s my apartment.” I parked in my spot and turned to face her. “Figured your dorm room bed wouldn’t be big enough for the two of us. I’ve got a king-size, a fully stocked fridge, and anything else you might need within arm’s reach right here.”
“Well, you did promise the doctor you would wake me up every two hours.” She gave me a small smirk. “Wouldn’t want to get you in trouble with him. He might be your boss one day, Doc.”
Fuck, but I loved when she called me that. It was a mix of sassy and sexy that twisted me up inside and made me want to kiss her breathless. She was so beautiful with her long dark hair, those amazing green eyes with patches of gold in them. There was a sprinkle of light freckles across her nose that I happily could have sat and counted a million times over and over again. But when she smiled at me, I lost all ability to think straight.
Taking her hand in one of mine, I picked up my phone and opened my security app. A few clicks and I placed her thumb over the home button, letting it read her prints before moving on to her other fingers.
“What are you doing?” she asked, sounding amused.
“Giving you full access to my apartment. Your fingerprints will activate the elevator, unlock my floor, and let you into my place. Anything that is mine is now yours.”
She tensed but didn’t pull away as I finished up with her pinkie. “Why would you do that?”
I lifted my brows at her. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“That’s not an answer. You barely know me. Why would you give me full access to your home?”
“Our home,” I corrected her. Her face scrunched up like she was about to argue. I didn’t want to hear it, so I got out and walked around to her side of the car. Opening the passenger door, I held out my hand to help her out.
Mieke just sat there for a long moment, frowning up at me. “Your home,” she muttered to me as she finally placed her hand in mine and stepped out.
Ours, I amended silently.
A covered bridge connected the parking garage to the apartment building. We had to take an elevator to the fifth floor, then walk across before taking another elevator up to my apartment. I owned the entire twenty-second floor, another gift from my parents. They were big gift-givers, but I would have been just as happy with something smaller if I could have had a little more of their time growing up.
Dad was too preoccupied with all his gadgets, and Mom was always too busy either helping him promote and sell them to the highest bidder, or spending the billions Dad made off them. Most of the time, they forgot I even existed, leaving me in the care of a nanny until I was old enough to fend for myself. At fourteen, I started staying on my own, with no one but the housekeeper living in the same house. When I moved away for college, she retired.
Now it was a service that came in every day to clean up after me, and I’d learned to cook the basics so I didn’t have to survive on takeout all the time.
The journey from the car to my apartment left Mieke wide-eyed and slightly gape-mouthed. Stepping off the elevator, I took her hand and pressed her fingertips to the control panel outside the double doors that would open up into my living room. The security scanner read her fingerprints, announced her as Miss Mieke Cassidy, and then there was the sound of the locks disengaging before both doors opened inward.
“Who the hell are you?” she demanded as she just stood there, staring at me in wonder.
“Yours, baby.”




Chapter 3
Mieke
My sexy stalker was actually going to be a sexy-as-fuck doctor. I could picture him in tight scrubs over his wide shoulders and delicious ass, the material stretching over his muscular thighs. He would have a stethoscope tossed around his neck, his dark-blue eyes warm with compassion for his patients. His dark hair would be in disarray and his facial hair scruffy from working a double in the emergency room.
Every woman within two hundred miles would suddenly have an emergency illness that required Dr. Kaden Carmichael to listen to their hearts beating wildly for him. Or worse—have him touch them.
My fingers balled into fists just thinking of my Doc touching anyone else but me.
Which was crazy. I’d just met this guy, yet there I was, standing in front of his open apartment doors, heart racing as he said, “Yours, baby,” after I demanded to know who the hell he really was.
That should freak me out, but it only calmed the jealousy driving me crazy just thinking of him touching all those horny-ass bitches begging for his attention.
But his answer didn’t really give me a clue as to who he really was. Sure, he’d told me about himself tonight. Pre-med seniors didn’t typically make enough money to be able to afford the kind of apartment and car this guy had. And all these security gadgets? There were maybe three companies in the world that made them, but none of them had anyone named Carmichael working for them.
I would know. I’d been doing my research for years, trying to decide where I wanted to work when I eventually graduated. Of course, I wanted to do something with computers; they were my happy place. Writing code relaxed me. Hacking was my hobby. And I was already itching to hack in to Kaden’s security files, see what kind of code was in place to protect all his worldly possessions.
If I’d had my computer, I would know everything there was to know about the guy who was quickly turning my world upside down. In a good way…mostly.
I liked how possessive he already was. How he kept referring to himself as mine, and that he’d even called his home “ours.” But at the same time, it was freaking me out. I wanted him to be mine, and I wanted his home to be ours, but it scared the living hell out of me.
My feelings were already engaged. I liked this guy. A lot. Something told me I could love him, really easily. But love was terrifying.
Suck it up, buttercup. He’s who we want.
I mentally glared at my sister’s voice taunting me. What did that mean? That Michelle was already giving her heart away? Without asking me first? Her heart was in my body; she needed to talk to me about this shit before she just went and gave it away to someone.
Remember how sad Mom was? I reminded her silently. How she would sometimes cry herself to sleep at night?
Michelle remained quiet at that, and I found myself smirking.
Then she blasted me. Remember how happy she’s been since Dad smartened up? They’re married now, sister mine. Have you ever seen her smile so much since they had Jaco?
I didn’t want to think of our baby brother. I loved and adored that little chunky monkey kid. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of him. He got Dad from day one. Was growing up knowing our father would do anything for him.
I didn’t get that until I was sixteen. Michelle never got that.
I didn’t begrudge Jaco for getting Dad’s love and attention so early in life, but it hurt.
“Mieke?”
I shook my head, clearing it quickly, and shutting Michelle up. Kaden was looking down at me with concern. “Are you dizzy? You look a little confused…and sad.”
My head was starting to throb, but I didn’t know if it was from my concussion. The doctors gave me some nice narcotic I couldn’t remember the name of, and that pain had mostly eased. This pain was from all the crap swirling around in my brain. Michelle, Dad and Mom, baby Jaco. All of my emotions felt twisted up, turning topsy-turvy, making me feel out of control with the thoughts going through my mind.
I never thought about how hurt I really was over growing up without a dad. I tried not to think about it, because I was so damn happy Dad was in my life now. When it came down to it, he and Mom were both at fault. Two young kids who made mistakes. I told them I didn’t blame either of them, and if I were thinking straight, I would still say that.
But I wasn’t thinking straight. My head was all foggy, and all I could remember was growing up wishing I had a daddy like Ben and Audrey did.
All of that, plus all this craziness of wanting Kaden—yet scared of caring about him, only for him to walk away like Dad had Mom…
Tears burned my eyes, and I suddenly just wanted Mom’s arms around me. I needed one of her hugs and for her to whisper everything was going to be okay.
“Baby,” he groaned, pulling me into his arms, tucking my head against his chest. “What’s wrong?”
I shook my head, not able to tell him everything that was running through my head. He would think I was insane. Hell, I thought I was insane. More so than I normally was. It wasn’t exactly normal to talk to my dead sister, after all. Yet I did, all the time. I could feel Michelle with me, beside me. She was a part of me, and not just because her heart beat in my chest. She lived in my soul.
I felt Kaden sweep me up into his arms, carrying me into the apartment. The doors closed silently behind him, and he carried me over to the couch. It was soft on my back, with just the perfect amount of firmness. Kaden dropped to his knees beside the couch, his fingers slightly unsteady as he pushed my hair back from my face and wiped away my tears.
“A concussion can make everything seem overwhelming,” he assured me. “I’m sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have let you out of my sight. When you went to the kitchen for something to drink, I should have just followed you like I wanted to. But… Fuck, I guess I didn’t want to freak you out.”
“Why would I have freaked out?” I asked in an emotion-choked voice.
“Because if I’d been that close, I don’t think I could have kept from kissing you.”
“But you’ve been this close for hours now, and you haven’t kissed me yet,” I reminded him, then cringed inwardly. Damn. I sounded all pouty. But the truth was, I felt all pouty. He took care of me at the ER, never leaving my side even for a second, and I’d only wanted him to kiss me more and more with each passing minute.
He snorted. “Only because you’re in pain. I won’t take advantage of you like that.” Lowering his head, he kissed the tip of my nose even though it was running from all my crying. “Our first kiss is going to be special, Mieke.”
That only made me want him to kiss me more. I wanted to know what he tasted like. If his lips would be soft or demanding. Would he kiss me like I was delicate glass, or would he devour me?
I really, really want him to devour me, I silently whispered to Michelle.
My phone ringing made me jump in surprise. I hadn’t used the damn thing all night and had almost forgotten I even had one. Pulling it out of my back pocket, I squinted at the screen and nearly groaned.
Dad.
Shit. I was not emotionally stable enough to talk to him, but if I didn’t pick up, he would worry. Then he’d tell Mom, and she would worry. One of them would show up at my dorm, and I wasn’t at my freaking dorm in the middle of the night.
“What is it?” Kaden asked, his face tightening.
“My dad,” I muttered and swiped my thumb over the screen to accept the call. I put my finger to my lips, silently commanding Kaden to stay quiet, and he nodded. I didn’t need to freak Dad out that I had met a guy. That was something I wanted to talk to Mom about first, maybe let her ease Dad and Uncle Noah into the idea of me with someone.
“Hi, Daddy!” I greeted, trying to keep my voice at the same tone I normally would have used whenever he called me. “What are you doing?”
“Jaco and I were up getting a late-night snack, and we were missing you,” he said. I heard Jaco’s excited baby talk close by and pictured my baby brother in Dad’s lap at the kitchen island, the two of them eating a bowl of ice cream. “Figured you would be up. Whatcha doing, baby girl? Hacking the Pentagon files again?”
I bit my lip, unsure if I wanted to laugh or cry again. “Nah,” I said before clearing my throat. I’d only done that once. When I was thirteen. But Uncle Noah had told Dad all about how the Feds had shown up at my school the next day and I’d almost been taken into custody. “I was actually at a party earlier. Tara dragged me out because she met a boy she was into. Turned out he was only a douchebag.”
“All guys are douchebags, Mieke. Myself included.”
At least he can admit it, I silently mused to Michelle. But my twin only shushed me.
“How is she?” Dad asked, completely unaware that I was emotionally unstable. I was pretty sure I needed a shrink. Someone professional who could probably commit me until I could get hold of all my crazy.
“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. I hadn’t seen or heard from Tara since she left. If I’d been thinking clearly earlier, I would have at least texted her to make sure she got back to our dorm safely. Then yelled at her for leaving me behind to deal with Drunk Guy, or as Kaden called him, Josh. But I couldn’t tell Dad that. He would want to know why I didn’t go back with her, and then I’d have to explain Kaden and the ER visit and why I was suddenly feeling like I wanted to do nothing but scream at Dad for not being there when Mom and I needed him the most.
Which was totally insane. I’d had the chance to scream at him when we first met. The time for screaming and berating and hating him was over.
I didn’t hate him, though. I never had. Which was insane too. I should have hated him. He abandoned us for the rocker life. He walked away without a backward glance and broke Mom’s heart.
I swallowed hard.
Yeah, I didn’t want to give anyone that kind of power over my most valuable organ. Michelle’s heart was priceless, and I wasn’t going to let anyone shatter it.
“Mieke? Sweetheart?” Dad’s voice was louder now, and I realized he’d been talking the whole time I’d been zoned out. “Is something wrong?”
“No, of course not,” I assured him, chancing a glance up at Kaden. His eyes were narrowed on my face, and I felt like he could read every emotion I was feeling. I shied away from his searching gaze, not wanting him to see just how vulnerable I really was right then. “It’s been a long week, Daddy. College isn’t as easy as high school. I’m not the smartest student in the class anymore.”
He snorted. “I don’t believe that for a second. My Mieke is the smartest person I’ve ever met.”
“You’re not biased either, huh?” I teased.
“Not even a little—” He broke off with a curse just as I heard something loud. “Jaco, Momma’s sleeping. Don’t throw dishes across the kitchen, dude.”
“Daddy, I’m going to let you go. You seem busy. I’ll talk to you and Mom tomorrow, okay?”
“Yeah, okay, baby girl…” I felt his hesitation, his reluctance to hang up. “I miss you, Mieke.”
A lump filled my throat, and I had to look away from Kaden so he wouldn’t see the fresh tears filling my eyes. “I miss you too, Daddy.”
“How about Mom and I come up tomorrow, and we have dinner together?” he suggested, his voice so full of hope, it broke my heart. “Noah and Chelsea can babysit, and it will be just the three of us, like old times.”
Panic hit me in the stomach with the force of a wrecking ball. I couldn’t let my parents see me like I currently was. There was a softball-sized knot on my forehead, and my left eye was half swollen shut. There was a huge bruise I would never be able to hide even under a hundred layers of makeup…
And I was a total emotional mess. I had all these feelings I didn’t even understand because I’d never felt them before. At least, I’d never given them much thought. But I couldn’t face Dad when I was so sensitive. That would end badly. I needed time to get better control over all this shit before I faced them.
“I have a study group tomorrow, Daddy,” I rushed to tell him. “We’re going to order pizza and crack the books. Hopefully, get the first ten chapters of this chemistry class outlined, so we will be ahead.”
“Oh, okay. What about Sunday, then? Mom has to do this thing for work, but I can skip out on that and come up to—”
“That’s not a good idea, Daddy.” I flinched at how hard my tone was, but I was in full panic mode now. He could not come up here. He just couldn’t. I sat up, making Kaden growl at me, but I pushed at him until he moved so I could stand.
The world began to spin, and I dropped back onto the couch. Kaden cursed, and his strong hand pushed me back gently until I was lying down once more.
“Mieke.” Dad’s tone was full of concern and a little hurt. “What’s going on? Don’t you want me to come visit you?”
Stupid tears spilled over my lashes yet again. “Of course I do. Things are just really crazy right now. I’m trying to get them sorted, and everything is just piling up on me. I need… I just need a few weeks to get settled. Okay?”
He blew out a frustrated breath. “Yeah, okay. I get it. This is all new for you and probably a little overwhelming.”
“Exactly.”
“Okay, yeah. But I’m coming up next weekend. Noah and I want to catch the football game, and then we’re taking you to dinner. So don’t make study group plans or anything else.”
“Please don’t make me sit through a football game,” I begged, already dreading the visit. I might be able to hide what I was feeling from Dad, but never Uncle Noah. He knew me too well and would sense something was off before he even hugged me.
Dad chuckled. “Mom and Chelsea are coming too. You can go shopping with them because they won’t want to sit through a game either.”
“So you’re only coming for the game?” I couldn’t keep the hurt from my voice and silently cursed myself. Fuck, there was no end to this insanity. One second, I didn’t want him to come up, the next, I was upset because he only wanted to watch the stupid football game. Our team wasn’t even that good. He was a freaking Alabama fan anyway… “Wait. They’re playing Bama, aren’t they?”
His silence was answer enough.
Blowing out a tired sigh, I pushed my hair back from my face. “Well, I guess I’ll see you sometime next weekend. I’ve got to go, Dad. My phone is about to die.”
“Wait, Mieke. Charge the damn thing up and stay on the phone. Seriously, what is going on with you? Are you mad at me?”
I didn’t know how to answer that without sounding like a spoiled brat. “Gotta go, Dad. Love you.” I hung up and then powered it off.
Glaring at the blank screen now, I debated taking a hammer to the damn thing.
“Zander Brockman really is your dad?”
I stiffened at Kaden’s question. No one had ever asked me that, and I wasn’t even sure how to answer. I didn’t like telling anyone who my father was. The few times I had, they had gotten all starry-eyed and couldn’t shut up about OtherWorld’s music. I’d spent thirty minutes listening to the last person telling me how hot they thought my dad was.
Gross.
“Google didn’t tell me that, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Kaden rushed to assure me. “But I saw the pictures of your mom and uncle, and I’ve liked the band’s music enough over the years to know what Zander Brockman looks like. You look a lot like him. He’s a good-looking dude, but you’re beautiful as hell.”
Pleasure filled me that he thought I was beautiful. I knew I was pretty, sure, but it wasn’t every day someone called me beautiful. My mother didn’t count. “Yes. He’s my dad.”
“But you don’t have the same last name?” I shook my head, continuing to glare at my phone, waiting for him to bombard me with a million questions about my father. “I get it. You don’t want to talk about this. I’m not going to make you.” Thick yet gentle fingers grasped my chin and turned my head so I was looking at him. “Just know I’m here if you ever want to talk about it, okay, baby?”
Relief that he wasn’t like everyone else and asking all about my famous dad filled me, and I leaned into his touch. “Thank you.”
Leaning his head down, he brushed his lips lightly over my cheek. “I’m going to get you some ice for the head. Are you hungry? There’s a pizza place that delivers until three a.m. if you want.”
“I don’t eat pizza,” I informed him.
“They have burgers too. Or anything else you might want. Just name it, and they probably have it.”
My stomach grumbled hangrily, and I gave in. “Burger with ketchup, tomatoes, pickles, and lettuce. Fries. Wings, minus the dressing.”
“You’ve got a dairy issue, don’t you?” he guessed as he got easily to his feet.
“Yes,” I admitted, my face filling with heat. I didn’t know why I was suddenly embarrassed I was lactose intolerant. I’d never been ashamed of it before. It was something I’d lived with all my life, and it wasn’t like I had any control over it.
He walked into the kitchen, and I heard him ordering our food as he got my ice. I took the chance to inspect his living room. I didn’t see a television at first, but then when I squinted a little better at the opposite wall, I realized what I’d first thought was a huge window was actually the surface of his massive flat screen. The thing was no thicker than a dime, but it took up almost the entire wall.
The other walls held beautiful pictures of beaches, some at sunrise, but most of sunsets, yet there weren’t any of him or his family. That made me sad for some reason. Even though Dad only came into my life in the last few years, my house was full of pictures of him with me and Mom.
Kaden was gone less than a minute before he was sitting on the edge of the couch and gently placing an ice pack on my sore head. “Any other things I need to know about your health?” he asked quietly as he brushed a few strands of hair back from my forehead. “Heart transplant. Lactose intolerance. What else? You need a kidney? I’ll make sure I’m checked to see if we are a match.”
A smile teased at my lips. “No. Other than the heart thing and the cursed dairy issues, I’m basically healthy.”
“You haven’t had any trouble with the heart?” I shook my head, and he seemed to relax. “Thank fuck, baby.”
His vehemence had my smile fading. “Would you not want me if I did have something wrong?”
He cupped my chin, his eyes boring into mine. “No, Mieke. Never think that, okay? I’d want you even if you were down to your last lung and had six months to live. I’ll take however long I can get with you. I’m just thankful that isn’t the case. Because now that I’ve found you, I’m going to savor every second we have together.”
I melted into the couch, Michelle’s heart screaming at me that we needed to let his guy in. But that was the most insane thing of all. There was no way I could let him into a heart that wasn’t even mine.




Chapter 4
Kaden
The sound of my phone had me cracking open one eye. From the way the sun was shining through my bedroom window, I could tell it was still pretty early. Way too early to be awake on a Saturday, that was for damn sure.
Mieke shifted against me, mumbling a complaint at the continued noise. “Make it stop,” she begged, burying her face in my shoulder, her hand on my chest, slapping against my bare skin. “Kaden, please.”
My dick twitched, and I ached to hear her breathe those same words for an entirely different reason. Grinning, I kissed the top of her head and lifted up enough to reach for my phone charging on the nightstand. Seeing it was only one of my friends, I silenced it before switching off the ringer.
As soon as the room was quiet again, she sighed happily and cuddled deeper against me. I closed my eyes, enjoying this time with her. Last night, she’d eaten and then fallen asleep on the couch. Wanting her to be comfortable, I’d carried her into my room and laid her in the middle of my bed before taking a quick shower.
By the time I’d come out, she’d kicked off her jeans, her bra was on the floor, and she was hogging my pillows. Climbing in behind her, I’d spooned her back to my chest, and she’d relinquished my pillows in favor of my arm. Despite how hard my cock was with her perfect ass pressed up against me, I’d fallen asleep easily to the feel of her in my arms and the scent of her shampoo teasing my nose.
She moved around a lot in her sleep, but I liked that. All night, she’d shifted from her side to her stomach to her back, but always cuddled into me like I was her lifeline, anchoring her to reality while she floated through dreamland.
“House phone activated.” The soft female voice of the computer announced throughout the apartment. “Jade Oliver calling.”
Mieke went still against me, and I looked down to find her blinking up at the ceiling. “That’s kind of creepy,” she mumbled.
“Should have heard it before my dad made the voice more human. The original one was so robotic, it freaked my mom out.” Raising my voice slightly, I spoke to the computer. “Answer.”
“Connecting.”
Almost immediately, I heard Jade’s annoying giggle and knew she was probably still drunk from the night before. “Hey, Kade! Whatcha doing?”
“Trying to sleep, Jade,” I told her grumpily.
“Oh, damn. Sorry.” There was a pause before she lowered her voice. “Want some company?”
Mieke froze in my arms, her face tightening with pain, while her beautiful eyes flashed with jealousy. “Knock it off, Jade,” I snapped at her, hating that look in my girl’s eyes. Jade was someone I’d hooked up with in our freshman year, once and only once. Afterward, we’d remained friends, but we weren’t that close. We had the same friends, so we hung out with the same people regularly.
“Ah, come on. I’m horny as fuck this morning, and there’s no one here who can get me off like you can, Kade.”
I felt Mieke pulling away before she even shifted physically, and I cursed Jade for her untimely call. Sitting up, Mieke tried to stand too quickly, only to land back on her ass, holding her head in her hands. “Shit,” she groaned.
“Jade, don’t call me again.”
“But, Kaden—”
“Disconnect,” I commanded the computer. “Block Jade Oliver.” Moving across the bed, I positioned myself so Mieke was sitting between my legs. Rubbing both hands up and down her back, I kissed her shoulder. She stiffened at my touch, pulling away as much as she could from my mouth.
I tightened my hands around her waist. “Please don’t,” I breathed against her exposed neck. “Jade is nothing to me. Just a friend I stupidly hooked up with when I was a freshman. It was one time, baby. A dumb mistake.”
“You don’t need to explain yourself to me,” she said in a tight voice. “It’s not any of my business.” Her hands covered mine and I started to relax, but she pushed me off her and stood, much slower this time. “I need to use the bathroom.”
I watched her disappear into my connecting bathroom. Seconds later, the door shut, and I heard the lock engage. Groaning, I fell back onto the mattress. Fuck. This morning had started off so good. Waking up with Mieke in my arms was the best way to start the day.
Then Jade had to go and screw it all up.
Scrubbing both hands over my face, I waited and listened as Mieke moved around in the bathroom, trying to hear if she needed any help. She was probably dizzy as hell this morning, and the pain meds they gave her at the ER last night must have been long gone now. No doubt, her head was splitting.
When I heard the shower turn on, I jumped up and knocked on the door. “Baby, don’t try to shower on your own. You might fall.”
“Go away, Kaden,” she yelled back. “I’m just rinsing off. Then I want to go back to my dorm.”
Damn it. I wanted to spend the day with her.
“Mieke—”
“Fuck, I’m so not ready for this shit today, Michelle,” I thought I heard her mutter. “What am I going to do now?”
“Baby?”
She grumbled something I couldn’t hear before raising her voice. “I said, go away. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
Sighing, I leaned my back against the door and waited. I heard her groan long and loud in pleasure a minute later, and I knew she had stepped under the powerful jets of the shower. Knowing she was enjoying it, and that right that second, her entire body was dripping with water, made my cock throb. I palmed it through my pajama pants, trying to ease some of the pain. The tip dripped, coating my left thigh in the sticky substance.
Two minutes later, the water was turned off, and I could picture her wrapping one of the towels around her amazing body. A body I hadn’t gotten to feast my eyes on fully yet. I beat the back of my head into the door, cursing my own stupidity. I never should have answered Jade’s call in the first place.
Now Mieke was jealous, maybe even hurting because of it. The thought of her in pain for any reason was enough to drive me over the edge.
I heard her footsteps and turned to face her when the door opened. Her shirt was on, but her panties were balled up in her hand. With a yelp of surprise, she thrust the hand holding them behind her back.
No fucking way was she keeping me from seeing them.
Carefully, I took her elbow and pulled her hand back around. Covering her fist with my own hand, I gently pried her fingers from around the ball of soft cotton and took them from her. “These are mine now,” I told her as I lowered my head and nuzzled her neck with my lips.
Her free hand clutched at my bicep to hold her balance, her breathing suddenly coming in soft little pants. “Kaden.”
“Shh,” I breathed against her flesh, and I groaned when I couldn’t smell her sweet jasmine scent any longer. She smelled amazing without it, but I missed that soft floral aroma filling my nose. “What do you use that smells like jasmine? Lotion? Soap?”
Mieke melted into me. “Just… Just a little body mist. But sometimes… God, Kaden, why do your lips feel so good?”
“But sometimes?” I urged, grazing my teeth along the tender flesh under her ear and down to where her neck met her shoulder. I gently bit her and sucked, marking what was mine and mine alone.
“S-Sometimes I use a lotion that is jasmine mixed with vanilla after I take a long bath,” she moaned, her short nails biting into my arm. “Kaden.”
“I want you, Mieke. Only you.” I kissed back up her neck, across her jaw. Desperate to finally taste her mouth, I licked her full bottom lip. “I told you last night that I’m yours, and I mean that. Don’t give my past a second thought, I’m begging you. No one—not one damn person—mattered to me until my eyes landed on you.”
“But—”
“There are no ‘buts.’ Only me and you. Our now. Our future.”
She leaned into me, the side of her face pressed to my chest. “You’re right. How can I hold your past against you when I have my own?”
Every muscle in my body locked, jealousy clenching at my stomach and making my arms crush her against me. “Who touched you?” I gritted out.
She lifted her head, brows pinching together. “You said the past didn’t matter. Don’t give it a second thought, Kaden.”
Having her throw my words back in my face gave me whiplash. I grasped her ass in both hands, lifting her the few inches that separated our eyes. “Don’t play with me, Mieke. Tell me who fucking touched you.”
She tapped me playfully on the nose. “That’s a big hell no, Doc.”
I backed her into the wall, and she wrapped her legs around my waist. It wasn’t until her bare pussy was pressed flush against my cock, the only thing separating them from each other the thin material of my sleep pants, that I remembered I had her panties in my hand. Fuck, she was already wet, and her heat was making my balls ache to empty inside her sweet haven.
But I wouldn’t be distracted from getting the answers I needed. “I’m telling you now, sweetheart. You’re going to give me the names of every motherfucker who has ever kissed these lips, touched this pussy, seen what is mine. Or I’ll find them on my own. But I can’t promise it will end well for them if I have to go searching for their names myself.”
She rolled her eyes at that, and as punishment, I thrust against her core. Her eyes rolled again, but this time, back into her head as the room filled with her needy little moan.
“I’m waiting,” I murmured against her neck, tasting her skin.
“No one, okay?” she cried. “I was just trying to give you a little taste of what it was like for me when what’s her face called earlier.”
Some of the red haze brought on by my jealousy began to clear, and I looked down at her. “Baby, the thought of anyone touching you…fuck, just looking at you, drives me crazy. I want all your firsts. I want everything. I’ve told you I’m yours, but you are very much mine in return.”
“Kaden…” She swallowed hard, shaking her head. “I can’t give you what you want.”
“All I want is you.” I kissed my way up her neck, my mouth hovering over her parted lips.
“You can have me,” she vowed. “Every part of me.”
I started to relax, knowing she was willingly giving herself to me filling me with peace and the kind of happiness I’d never felt in my entire life.
“Except for my heart.”




Chapter 5
Mieke
As I walked into my dorm room, my phone started blowing up. I didn’t even glance down at the screen. The damn thing had been noisy since I’d turned it back on earlier, but I wasn’t sure if this was Dad trying to call again, or if it was Kaden this time.
I gave it to him straight earlier.
He really could have every single part of me. If I were being honest, he already had it. But my heart wasn’t mine to give him, and I wasn’t about to promise it to him. That was for Michelle to decide.
And right now, I wasn’t ready to ask her if he could have it.
Things were moving too fast. He went from kind of my stalker, to my hero, to…everything. In just a matter of hours, I was cuddled up in bed with him, and I wasn’t sure it was just because I’d been disoriented from the concussion. Even if I hadn’t headbutted Josh the night before and ended up with the mother of all headaches, I might have ended up in Kaden’s bed, sleeping tucked in against him this morning.
It felt so good to be held by him.
Then that bitch Jade called and ruined it all. I’ve never felt so jealous in my life—and never over a guy. Jealous of Ben and Audrey, sure. Jealous of Jaco, that was a given. This was new territory for me.
But it only showed me that I needed to protect Michelle’s heart that much more. I was given it to keep safe, and I would protect it to my last breath.
After I told him he couldn’t have my heart, he kind of went quiet on me. All through breakfast, he didn’t talk much, just kept staring at me while I ate the eggs and bacon he’d made for us. I tried to make conversation, but the only replies I got to the questions I asked him were grunts and shrugs. I didn’t know if he was hurt or just pouting, but I wasn’t going to stick around and find out which.
My head was throbbing, and I needed a real shower, with my own shampoo and conditioner. And panties. I really, really needed some panties since Kaden hadn’t given me my other pair back.
The call finally went to voice mail, only for the damn thing to start ringing again. Swallowing a scream, I lifted it to see who was bothering me, part of me hoping it was Kaden.
When I saw the selfie of Ben and me from a few weeks back at the beach, I found myself smiling and swiped my thumb over the screen. The oldest of my cousins was my best friend in the universe, closer to me than even Tara. Growing up, he was more like my brother.
“Hey, dork,” I greeted as I flopped down on my bed, pulling my favorite pillow to my chest to cuddle. “What’s up?”
“Just a heads-up. You are today's topic of discussion in the Cassidy house. Zander has been over here since breakfast, and he and Dad are worried about you. I was told to call you to see what I could find out, so this is me doing as I’m told. Z threatened to come up there to check on you if you don’t talk to me.”
“Are you busy today?” I asked, feeling fresh tears burn my eyes for some reason. I wasn’t normally a crier, but this damn concussion was making me hypersensitive to everything. I probably should have been in bed and not moving around too much, as both the ER doctor the night before and Kaden had advised when he dropped me off earlier. But I couldn’t just sit there and agonize over all the crap trying to rot my brain.
Ben must have heard something in my voice because I heard his keys jingling. “I had a date, but I’ll text her and tell her I can’t make it. See you soon.”
“Drive carefully,” I whispered, trying to hide the fact that I was already crying and close to sobbing.
“Mieke…” He groaned, and I heard the door to his truck slam shut. “Do I need to kill someone?”
I knew he wasn’t joking. Ben was just as protective of me as Uncle Noah and Dad were. Maybe more. He might have been a year younger than me, but that didn’t matter. My cousin would always have my back, and I would always have his.
“No,” I assured him, scrubbing a hand over my damp face.
“Meet me in the lobby of your dorm. I’ll text you once I find a place to park.”
Thirty minutes later, I was throwing my arms around his wide shoulders. My hair was still wet from the quick shower I’d taken, but I was dressed to go out.
“Pizza?” he asked as he pulled back. “I’m starving…” His voice trailed off, his eyes flashing furiously when he finally saw the knot on my head and the bruise. “What the fuck happened to you?”
I touched my forehead gingerly, flinching when I felt the knot. “I’ll explain everything over lunch,” I promised.
Linking my arm through his, I steered him toward the other side of campus. There was a great pizza place just off the west side of campus that we’d found when he came with me for freshman orientation a few weeks before. I liked it because of the huge salad bar that had some kind of pizza pasta thing that was stuffed with pizza toppings and marinara—minus the cheese. Ben liked it because the largest pizza was just enough to satisfy his crazy hunger if he didn’t have to share one.
Taller than me by almost half a foot, Ben was huge in the muscle department. To look at him, no one would be able to tell I was the older of the two of us. He looked like he was a senior in college, not in high school. His blond hair and blue eyes made him look like Uncle Noah’s clone at times, and my mom by default. I’d always kind of hated that he and his sister looked so much like my mom, while I looked nothing like any of the people in my family growing up.
Ben had everything out of me before we even reached the pizza place. He was quiet once I started talking, giving me the chance to explain how I got the knot. I felt him turn to stone when I told him about Josh, but he relaxed a little when I mentioned Kaden saving me and taking me to the ER.
“So he’s the guy you’ve been telling me about? The one you’ve been seeing all over campus?” he asked as he opened the door to the restaurant.
“Yes.”
“I thought he was a creeper, stalking you or some shit.”
I shook my head. “No. I told you, I liked feeling his eyes on me.” I looked up at him, letting him see everything I was feeling where Kaden was concerned. “I like him a lot, actually.”
“So, what’s the problem?”
I didn’t answer because the hostess stepped forward. Ben asked for a booth for the two of us, and she led us through the dining room to the back. The place was starting to get crowded. Most of the tables were already occupied and there weren’t many booths left, but there wasn’t a wait yet. I didn’t glance around to see if there was anyone I knew eating, not wanting to bring more attention to us than I needed to.
“Where’s Tara?” Ben asked after the waitress went to get our drinks.
“She was gone when I got back earlier. Left a note saying she was at the library studying.” I played with my menu, already knowing I was just going to get the salad bar again, but Ben was already scanning the toppings.
“Want to share a basket of onion rings?” he asked without lifting his gaze.
“Sure.”
Once our drinks were in front of us and Ben had ordered his extra-large pizza smothered in meat and a few veggies along with the onion rings, he sat back and studied me. “This Kaden guy. He saved you, took care of you, and said he wants to be with you. But, what? You don’t want to be with him?”
“No, I want to be with him,” I told him truthfully. “I’m just…”
“Scared shitless?” he offered, reading me so damn easily.
I shrugged.
“Mieke, Mieke, Mieke,” he said, shaking his head. “You are one of the strongest, bravest women I know. You jumped on a plane and flew across the country all by yourself when you were sixteen. All to see your dad for the first time. That took balls, baby girl. So why is having a relationship with this guy so scary?”
I blew out a tired sigh. “The relationship part isn’t scary. It’s what goes with it. I don’t want to give him Michelle’s heart and then have him stomp all over it. You think I’m so brave, but the truth is, I’m a scared little girl. I don’t want to be hurt like my mom, Ben. Dad just walked away, and you see how much he loves her. If he could feel that and still just abandon her…” Tears blinded me, and I quickly blinked them away. “No. I won’t let that happen. Michelle’s heart is too valuable to let anyone hurt it.”
“Is that why you’re mad at Zander all of a sudden? You want to love this guy, but you’re scared, so you are finally pissed at Z?”
“No, that’s not why.” I picked up my straw and tore the paper off one end. Putting the bare end in my mouth, I blew into it, shooting the paper at him. It hit him in the face, making me giggle.
But Ben wasn’t going to be distracted. “I’m serious here, Mieke. What is going on with you? Why are you mad at your dad? And don’t lie to me, because I’ll know. He was really upset this morning.”
My heart clenched. I didn’t want Dad to be upset because of me.
Lowering my gaze to the table, I told him the truth. “This concussion thing is making me really emotional. Everything is so damn intense, and I can’t stop the jumble of thoughts going through my head. Last night, I kept telling myself I can’t let myself love Kaden because I can’t risk Michelle’s heart. Then I started thinking of how sad Mom always was when I was growing up, how much she needed Dad, and he was never there. Which got me thinking of Jaco and how lucky he is to have had our father there from day one. That made me jealous of my own baby brother, Ben. Which is crazy. But I couldn’t turn it off. It made me realize how jealous of you and Audrey I’ve been because you had a dad who loved you so much.”
“My dad loves you too, Mieke. You’ve always been as much his as Aunt Annabelle’s.”
“I know that,” I whispered, closing my eyes for a moment. Snapping them open again, I met his blue gaze. “But it’s not the same. Uncle Noah never made me feel left out, not once. But he wasn’t my dad. Mine didn’t want to know about me.”
“This is out of nowhere though, honey.” Leaning forward, he grasped my hands, giving them a firm squeeze. “You’ve been so happy since Z came into your life. I’ve never seen you smile so much.”
“I know that too,” I muttered unhappily. “I don’t want to feel this crap right now. I don’t want to suddenly resent my brother or cry every time my phone rings and Dad’s name pops up on the screen. It’s this damn concussion and this stupid headache.”
His eyes scanned over my face, and he shook his head. “I wish I could make it all better for you. If I could change the past and give you a childhood with your dad, I would. But I can’t. The past is just that, and there’s no going back.”
Pulling one of my hands free, I covered the top of his, smiling sadly. “I love you, you know that, right?”
He grinned and winked. “All the ladies love me, sweetheart.”
Snorting, I picked up my napkin and threw it at his face. He grabbed it in midair and tossed it back. Just as I started to laugh, I felt it.
Kaden’s eyes.
Glancing around, I spotted him almost instantly. He was standing at a booth on the other side of the room. Two other people were already sitting in the booth, and I could tell he’d been about to join them. His dark-blue eyes were hooded, not letting me see anything he was thinking, but the set of his jaw told me he wasn’t happy.
Someone shifted behind him. I focused on her face just as she wrapped her arms around his middle from behind.
I might have hacked the school’s registrar office while I was waiting for Ben to arrive. And I might have searched for Jade Oliver’s information.
I knew what her major was and even that her grades didn’t reflect the fact that she had gotten an almost perfect score on her SAT and ACT exams. She either hadn’t been trying hard enough in college, or she’d paid someone to take those entrance exams for her.
I also knew what she looked like because I’d searched for her on social media.
The girl now holding on to the guy I thought was mine was Jade. The same chick who called Kaden that morning looking for a hookup.
Pain like nothing I’d ever felt before sliced through my chest at the sight of her hugging him. It hurt to breathe for a few seconds, and I had to look away before I started crying all over again, only to meet Ben’s confused eyes.
“Who is that?” he demanded, glancing back to where Kaden was still standing, still looking at me because I could feel his gaze on my head.
“That’s him.”
“Who’s the hoe?” he gritted out, his hands balling into fists.
“No clue,” I lied with a half shrug.
My cousin stood, then offered me his hand. “You need to get your salad,” he said when I hesitated. “I’ll come with you.”
Placing my hand in his, I let him lead me to the huge salad bar, but I wasn’t interested in food any longer.
Releasing my hand, Ben picked up a plate from the stack and started piling on all the things he knew I liked. I followed beside him, still feeling Kaden’s eyes.
Ben placed the full plate in my hands then picked up a second, scooping up the pasta he saw me eat the last time. Grabbing a few plain breadsticks, he placed them on top of the pasta and took the plate back from me. “Come on, Mieke. You gotta eat.”
I followed after him again, going back to our table. No sooner had we sat down and he placed my plates in front of me than our waitress arrived with his pizza. Ben tore into his food, devouring three slices before I’d even finished a slice of cucumber.
Wiping his mouth, he took a drink of his soda before glancing over to where I knew Kaden still was. I hadn’t let myself look his way since I’d seen Jade hug him, but Ben had no problem looking over there now.
“If looks could kill, I’d be a dead man right now,” he muttered, picking up another slice of pizza. “You want me to go over there and kick his ass?”
I only shook my head, continuing to nibble on the same slice of cucumber.
“Damn it, Mieke. You would have been on your third plate of pasta by now. I don’t like this. Let me go beat the fuck out of him, and we’ll both feel better.”
I dropped my fork back into my salad, pushing it away. “Why? We’re not together. He’s not doing anything wrong.”
“He’s sitting beside some other girl, who has her hands all over him.” I couldn’t mask the pain those words brought to me, and he cursed again. “I swear to God, woman. You’re freaking killing me right now.”
“I guess he doesn’t think I’m worth it if he can’t have my heart.” My hand shook when I picked up my glass of Diet Coke, and I had to bite my lip to keep from sobbing.
Swearing under his breath, Ben jerked to his feet. Tossing a few twenties on the table, he grasped my wrist and pulled me to my feet. I let him guide me through the dining room and out into the heated late summer afternoon.
I didn’t remember the walk across campus, barely noticed when we stepped into the elevator and he hit the button for my floor. When he pushed open the door to my dorm, I realized Tara was back, but I couldn’t focus on her as Ben pushed me down onto the edge of my bed.
“Thank fuck you’re here,” I heard him growl at my roommate. “She’s gone kind of catatonic on me. I think this concussion she’s got is making her out of it.”
“What concussion?” Tara screeched, and seconds later, I felt her hands on my face, her thumb grazing across my forehead. It hurt, but I barely flinched. “How did this happen?”
Ben explained everything I told him earlier, but I couldn’t contribute any details. All I could do was picture Kaden standing there with other woman’s arms around him. Like she had the right. And him letting her. Like I didn’t matter.
I couldn’t stop the pain in my chest, the hurt that seemed to go straight to my soul.
How could you do that, Michelle? I thought as I closed my eyes. How could you already give him your heart without even talking to me about it?
Because she had.
Michelle gave Kaden her heart, and now I was the one who felt shattered because he’d already broken it.




Chapter 6
Kaden
Having Mieke tell me I couldn’t have her heart was a stab straight through my own. What was the point of being together if she wasn’t going to love me?
That was all I could think about as I made her breakfast and then drove her back to her dorm. She talked, but I couldn’t hear anything she said. I was hurting and trying to block out the pain that was trying to swallow me whole.
But even as she was getting out of my car, a new pain tried to grab hold of me. She was walking away, and all I wanted to do was pull her back in.
So what if I couldn’t have her heart? I needed her, and as crazy as it sounded, I already knew I loved her. I could love her enough for the both of us.
Yet I let her walk away, because I still didn’t know how to digest her keeping her heart locked away from me.
I went back to the frat house, not wanting to be alone with all the shit swirling around in my head. The place was already cleaned up since a crew came in every Saturday to take care of the after-party mess. The living room was already noisy, and I was thankful for the company so I wouldn’t have to think about Mieke.
When someone said they were hungry, I went with them for pizza. As the three of us were climbing out of Craig’s SUV, Jade was pulling in. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her, but Craig and Anthony were friends with her too, so they asked her to join us.
I spotted Mieke before we even got to our booth. Like a magnet, my gaze was drawn to her, and I felt the tightness around my heart ease a little at the sight of her.
Until I saw her hand on top of the guy’s she was sitting with. I barely glanced at her date because I suddenly felt frozen in place, unable to take my eyes off her and the fact that she was touching someone else.
Was this why I couldn’t have her heart? Because it already belonged to someone else?
Jealousy, rage, but more than anything, hurt rushed through me, and all I could do was stand there and watch her turn her head and meet my gaze. But all too soon, she was looking away, saying something to the guy in front of her.
Jade tugged me down into the booth beside her, already talking a mile a minute to Craig and Anthony, but I didn’t hear a word she said. She laughed a few times, her hand touching my arm, her head resting against me from time to time—all in the span of just a few minutes. Jade was like that, though, all touchy-feely with people. Even people she didn’t know—she would go up to them and touch them in some way. After four years of being her friend, I was used to it and didn’t even think anything of it.
The waitress appeared and took our drink orders. On autopilot, I told her what I wanted, but I kept my eyes locked on Mieke.
The guy seemed to know her well. I watched him lead her over to the salad bar. He filled up two plates for her, and she never once corrected him. Then he carried both plates back to their booth and urged her to eat, but she only picked at her food while he inhaled his pizza.
I didn’t even know what his face looked like, but I hated the bastard. I wanted nothing more than to go over there and knock his ass out, but I knew Mieke would get mad at me if I did. Her not getting upset was more important to me than blowing off steam, however.
“Holy crap!” Jade exclaimed when Mieke and her date stood up. “I thought that guy looked familiar, but damn, I never thought it would actually be him.”
“Who?” Craig asked as I watched the guy take Mieke’s hand in his and lead her away.
She didn’t look my way even once, and I was fighting myself not to run after her and rip her away from her date.
“Ben Cassidy,” Jade hissed, leaning forward so she wouldn’t be overheard. “That is Noah Cassidy’s son. So that must have been his cousin, Mieke… Wait! Do they go here? No, no.” She shook her head, answering her own question. “I follow Ben on Twitter. He still has like a year of high school left. But I think his cousin might go here.”
I tore my eyes away from Mieke’s retreating back. “What did you say?”
“Ben Cassidy,” she repeated with a roll of her eyes. “His dad used to be a country music singer, but he writes and produces songs now. He’s so hot… Ben too.”
“Fuck!” I groaned, scrubbing my hands up over my face and into my hair.
That was her cousin. I should have realized who he was. His picture popped up more than a few times when I Googled Mieke, after all. But I hadn’t wanted to look at the face of the guy the woman I loved was out with. Especially after she’d told me point-blank she wasn’t going to give me her heart.
Jumping to my feet, I grabbed a few bills out of my wallet and tossed them on the table.
“Wait,” Jade whined. “Where are you going? I thought we were going to spend the afternoon together.”
I paused, frowning down at her. “When did I say that?”
“Like ten minutes ago,” she said, looking at me like I was slow. “I said, do you want to go back to your place and fool around? You grunted a yes.”
I hadn’t even been listening to anything she said. A few times, I’d made noncommittal noises just to shut her up, but I hadn’t thought much about it. For fuck’s sake, what had I missed while I was watching Mieke?
“Look, Jade,” I told her, making sure she understood what I was about to say. “There will not be any fooling around or hooking up or anything else. Ever. I’m with someone now, and I love her.”
“Then why the hell didn’t you just say that earlier?” she demanded, glaring up at me. “Instead, you let me sit here and practically molest you for like twenty minutes. If you’re so in love with this girl, you have a really funny way of showing it, dumbass. All you had to say was you were with someone, and I wouldn’t have even flirted with you this whole time.”
“You did?” Shit, what had Mieke seen when she’d looked at me with Jade?
Goddamn it. I’d fucked up, and I hadn’t even realized it.
“If I were your girlfriend, I would probably break up with you if I saw the way you were letting Jade all over you just now, man,” Craig told me before taking a huge bite of his slice of pizza. “She was rubbing on you like a cat in heat…no offense, Jade.”
“None taken. But I wouldn’t have done that if he’d just told me he was with someone.”
“Nah, honey. We know that,” Anthony assured her. “You’re allowed to have fun. Carmichael here was just being a douche.”
He was right. I was being a total douchebag. To Jade, but especially to Mieke. Fuck, I’d just sat there and let Jade touch me over and over again, while the one I wanted was probably in agony across the room. She hadn’t eaten much, I remembered. And her face had been so pale when she left with her cousin.
I was out the door and running after them in the next seconds, but they were already a good distance away. Even running, I didn’t catch up with them until they were walking into her dorm. I was fifty feet away when the door closed behind them.
Shit. I needed either to be buzzed in or have a keycard to swipe to get in. From the glass double doors, I watched Ben guide Mieke into the elevator, and I saw the numbers rise on the elevator. I didn’t know what room she was in, but at least now I knew what floor they got off on.
I waited there for fifteen minutes with no other signs of life other than the squirrels running up the trees surrounding the dorm. Shit, if my dad were there, he could have hacked the lock system, and I would have been inside within a matter of seconds. Desperation had me pulling out my phone, hoping he could just talk me through what I needed to do, when there was movement from inside.
The elevator doors opened, and Ben walked off, carrying Mieke. She had her head pressed against his chest, and I heard soft sobs coming from her that broke my heart the instant they reached my ears.
He kicked open the entrance door, his blue gaze landing on mine. “Get lost,” he snarled.
“Is it her head?” I asked him, stepping in his way, ready to take her out of his arms and cradle her against me. “She shouldn’t have been out of bed. Concussions are dangerous.”
“Oh yeah? Is that why you dropped her off and went to have lunch with the slut bunny?” He shouldered past me and started walking toward the parking lot.
Rubbing my hands over my face, I followed. “No, damn it. She asked me to bring her back to her dorm, and I did. But she said she was going to take it easy. She promised me she would sleep.”
“First rule of Mieke, don’t believe anything she says when she’s just trying to get away from you. Next thing you know, she’s on a plane to God knows where. Or your entire digital world is turned upside down. Either way, you’re fucked.”
He said it casually, yet at the same time, it was like he was telling me how dangerous a tornado was. Maybe warning me away. But I already knew what a whirlwind Mieke Cassidy was, and I wasn’t going to walk away.
“Are you taking her to the hospital?” I demanded, my heart contracting when Mieke only continued to cry. “They will admit her if you do. Let me take her, and you can call her parents.”
“Not happening, man,” he tossed over his shoulder as he stopped beside a Nissan Titan and opened the passenger door. Carefully, he placed her in the front seat and leaned across her to put on her seat belt. When he pulled back, I saw her face, the tears running down her pale cheeks. He brushed a kiss over her forehead. “Just hold on, okay, honey?”
“I want to talk to Michelle,” she told him weakly. “Please?”
“Yeah, Mieke. I know. That’s where we’re going.” Stepping back, he closed the door and turned to glare at me. “Look, I don’t know what game you’re playing with my cousin, but I don’t like it. If you were just trying to get back at her for not giving you her heart, then it worked. But you don’t know what makes Mieke tick. If you did, you never would have questioned her feelings for you.”
“I don’t care if she will ever give me her heart or not,” I told him honestly. “I love her enough for the both of us. Back at the restaurant, it wasn’t what it looked like. Jade wasn’t there with me, and I was so jealous of you that I didn’t even notice what she was doing. I didn’t want to upset Mieke by knocking your ass out in front of her. But when you left, Jade recognized you, and I realized my mistake.”
He blew out a long, hard sigh. “I get it. Really, I do. And if she weren’t so upset right now, I would laugh at the fact that you were even jealous of me. But she is upset, more than I’ve ever seen her in my life, and she’s been through some fucked-up shit, man.”
“Just give me ten minutes. I’ll fix it, and I won’t ever make her cry again,” I vowed.
Ben grimaced. “I can’t do that.”
“Please,” I begged, feeling like my life was on the line here.
“No, but you should follow us. I think it will clear up some stuff for you.” He lifted his chin. “I would say get in the back and come with, but if she suddenly snaps out of it and notices you’re in the same vehicle with us, I can’t say she won’t grab the wheel and wreck us. Safer to just follow behind us.”
“To the hospital?”
He shook his head. “Nah. What she needs isn’t at any hospital. It’s a little bit of a drive, so stay close.”
With that, he climbed into the driver’s side.
Fuck. My car was back at the house. “Give me five minutes,” I called out, and he nodded.
✽✽✽
 
Almost an hour later, I pulled into a cemetery in some town called West Bridge. Confused about why Mieke would need this place more than an actual doctor, I put my car in park and started to open the door.
Ben hadn’t even turned off his truck before the passenger door was thrown open and Mieke took off running.
Fucking hell. She shouldn’t be running around with a concussion. My girl was going to kill herself if she didn’t slow down.
I ran after her, dodging headstones and a few fresh grave markers. But she knew exactly where she was going, must have memorized the path to where she wanted to be, because she was already falling to her knees in front of a small headstone up ahead.
Slowing down, stopping several feet from her, curiosity pulled my attention to the headstone.
Michelle Anna Cassidy
Beloved Angel Who Will Forever Be In Our Hearts
The date of her birth and death were the same day.
Mieke’s birthday.
She’d had a twin sister.
“How could you just do that without talking to me, Michelle?” Mieke demanded, sobbing once again. “When you gave me your heart, I promised to protect it, and I have. But you just gave it away without asking if it was okay.”
I froze at her words. The realization of what she was saying had me closing my eyes, tears stinging them as I realized just how stupid I was.
Mieke had told me I could have every part of her—but her heart. She’d had a heart transplant, and I was guessing the donor had been her twin. No wonder she couldn’t give it to me. She must feel like it wasn’t hers to give.
But it sounded like it was already mine.
Swallowing the lump in my throat, I dropped down beside her, tears blinding me as I traced my fingers over the letters of Michelle’s name. “Hey there, beautiful,” I whispered.
Mieke went quiet beside me, and I was thankful those heart-wrenching sobs had stopped, but I didn’t like her being so quiet all of a sudden. I couldn’t look away from Michelle’s headstone, though. There was this pull that wouldn’t let me, even though I needed to see my girl’s face. “I’m sorry I screwed up today,” I told Michelle. “Being told the woman you love can’t give you the one thing you crave the most from her kind of fucks with a guy’s head. But it won’t happen again, so don’t worry about your sister.”
“She’s not worried, asshole. She’s pretty content right now,” Mieke snapped, getting to her feet and brushing off the front of her jeans. “You know what, fuck you both.”
Scrubbing a hand over her tear-streaked face, she started back the way she came. Seconds later, she released a harsh cry. “Ben!” she yelled, and I turned my head to find her cousin had already left.
I wanted to laugh, thankful he’d left us alone. Now she had no choice but to hear me out while I drove us back to campus. It was too far for her to walk, especially with the headache she must have been feeling from her concussion.
Jumping to my feet, I winked down at Michelle’s grave. “Thanks, love,” I whispered to her. “You have no idea how thankful I am.”
Feeling an odd sort of peace wash over me, I jogged after Mieke.
Her phone was to her ear as she paced the parking area. “How could you just leave me here?” she was yelling at Ben. “I swear, every baby picture you never wanted the world to see will be on all your social media as soon as I get back to my computer if you don’t come back and get me.”
While she was still distracted, I came up behind her and wrapped my arms around her, locking her against me as I buried my nose in her soft neck. That sweet jasmine smell was back on her skin, and I inhaled long and deep, savoring her in my arms.
“Let go of me,” she seethed, dropping her hand with the phone and struggling against me.
“Never,” I vowed against her ear. “You’re mine now, Mieke. I’m never letting you go again.”
She fought against me until I turned her to face me. “That’s too damn bad,” she yelled in my face. “Because I don’t want you anymore—”
I cut off the lie by taking possession of her mouth. I thrust my tongue deep, stroking against hers as I tasted her fully for the first time. She resisted for all of five seconds before she moaned and kissed me back, her fingers stabbing through my hair, her body arching into mine. I backed her up until my hand touched the front of my car, and then I lifted her, her legs wrapping around my waist as I laid her out across the top of it.
Her taste made me dizzy, this gnawing hunger for her making me ache like a boy to feel her come apart on my cock. There was no way I would ever be able to get enough of her. Just kissing her was better than any sex I’d ever had, so I instinctively knew she was going to ruin me once I did make love to her.
Releasing her lips, I kissed my way down her throat until I could bury my face in her neck. The scent of jasmine filled my nose, easing the last of the tension in my muscles. “I’m never letting you go. Please don’t make me.”
“You were with that Jade girl,” she whispered in a pained voice. “Her hands were all over you, and you just let her.”
“Mieke, baby, I was so jealous of Ben when I first saw you two together, I didn’t even notice her until you two left. Then Jade recognized your cousin, and I realized my mistake.” I lifted my head and locked eyes with her. Tears glazed those green-and-gold orbs that fucking owned me. “I thought you wouldn’t give me your heart because you had already given it away. The two of you were so natural together, and I lost it. If I hadn’t been so worried about scaring the hell out of you, I probably would have kicked his ass just because he had the one thing I want most in the world.”
A small sob left her, and she turned her head away. “You scare me.”
My heart clenched. “Why?”
“Because you have Michelle’s heart. You have all the power now.” Two large tears spilled from her eyes. “I don’t want to get hurt like my mom was for so many years, Kaden.”
Grasping her chin, I turned her to look at me. Her tears rocked my world, made something burn through my chest and stole my breath. “I don’t know your parents’ history, baby. But I can promise you here and now that I will never let you go. My life started the first time I set eyes on you. I will love you and cherish Michelle’s heart until the day I die.”
“My dad loved my mom too, but that didn’t stop him from walking away,” she cried.
“Oh, baby,” I said with a pained laugh. “You don’t realize what you’re saying, but that’s pretty damn funny to me. I’ve been alone for too damn long, waiting for you. I’m not strong enough to walk away.”
“You did earlier,” she said with a whimper.
“Because you said you wanted to go back to your dorm. I was hurting and didn’t want you to see my pain.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “Trust me when I say it was damn hard to let you go when all I really wanted to do was chain you to my bed until you promised to love me as much as I love you.”
“But—”
“There are no more ‘buts,’ Mieke,” I told her firmly. “I can see you have trust issues, and if that’s because of your dad, then I really want to kick his ass. You can doubt me all you want, but I swear on my life, I will prove to you as much as you need that I will never hurt you like that. When you hurt, I hurt. I don’t have much of a pain tolerance, so I’m going to avoid that like the plague.”
Her lips twitched with the beginnings of a smile. “I can’t believe you just admitted that.”
“The pain thing?” She nodded, the smile starting to form into a grin despite the tears still leaking from her eyes. “I will always tell you the truth, and unfortunately that is one of my weaknesses. I’m the biggest baby if I get so much as a cold.”
Mieke bit at her lip for a moment before reaching up to stroke her soft fingers across my jaw. “Poor thing. I guess I’ll have to take care of you when you get man flu.”
A lump filled my throat. “Promise?” I rasped.
Her brow wrinkled. “No one has taken care of you when you were sick before?”
I shook my head. “I don’t like people near me when I’m vulnerable like that, and my parents were never really around when I was a kid. But I would like it if you took care of me.”
“Then I really want to kick your parents’ asses too.” She cupped my face in both her hands. “How could they just leave you on your own when you’re sick?”
“Dad was too lost in his gadgets, and Mom was more interested in the money that came with it than me,” I confessed. “I never felt like they really belonged to me. Like I didn’t have anyone who was mine, Mieke. Then I spotted you, and I knew you were the one.”
“I really want to be the one who belongs to you,” she murmured softly. “I’m just…scared.”
Brushing the hair back from her face, I nodded. “I know, baby.”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered and tried to lower her gaze again.
But I wouldn’t let her. “Don’t be sorry. Whatever you need me to do to prove I won’t hurt you like your mom was hurt, I’ll do it. Anything but walk away. Don’t ever ask me to do that, Mieke, because I can’t.”
“What I need the most…” She swallowed hard and sucked in a deep breath. “Give me like fifty or sixty years of you never leaving me. Tell me every day how much you love me. Maybe a billion more kisses like you just gave me. Just to start.”
“That’s all you need?” After a slight hesitation, she nodded, and I found myself grinning. “You were going to get all of that anyway, but if you need me to promise, I will.”
“P-Please.”
Straightening, I kept my hands on her ass as I carried her around the car to the passenger door. “Let’s go.”
“Where?”
I placed her in the seat then buckled her in. “Back to campus. We’ll stop and grab your clothes and then pick up some dinner on the way back to our place.”
“Our…place?”
“I can’t start the fifty or sixty years of never leaving you if you are living somewhere else, woman. Our apartment is the best place for us since your dorm room comes with a roommate and a tiny-ass bed.” I nuzzled her neck before nipping at it, then pulled back. “Our place has a kitchen, a huge bed, and a shower we don’t have to share with twenty other people.”
“I really like that shower in your bathroom,” she murmured thoughtfully.
“Our bathroom,” I corrected. Dropping one more kiss on her lips, I straightened and hurried around to the driver’s side. Getting behind the wheel, I started the car and put it in gear before grasping her hand and linking our fingers. “What do you want for dinner?”
“Pancakes,” she said in a dazed voice.
“That won’t be good takeout, and other than scrambling some eggs and putting bacon in the oven, I’m not really that good in the kitchen,” I told her.
“I can make them. Mom and I have been making them together since I was six.” She leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I’ll teach you.”
“Pancakes for dinner, it is.”




Chapter 7
Mieke
“You’re too quiet this morning,” Kaden commented as he lifted his cup of coffee to his lips and took a swallow. “What’s wrong, baby?”
I placed the skillet in the sink and ran water in it, rinsing it so I could put it in the dishwasher. He was always telling me to leave it so the cleaning people could get it, but I needed something to do this morning.
Today was Saturday, and my whole family was coming for the game later. I talked to Mom about it, and we had plans to go shopping. She even knew about Kaden. Mom promised not to tell Dad, because neither one of us knew how he was going to react to the reality of my having a boyfriend, let alone my living with one.
When Mom talked to Kaden for the first time on Wednesday, she invited him to hang out with Dad, Uncle Noah, and Ben during the football game. He’d jumped at the offer, and I’d been trying not to freak out ever since.
“Babe?” Kaden walked up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and kissing my neck. “Earth to Mieke, where did you go?”
Blowing out a sigh, I leaned into him, wishing I could just hit the fast-forward button so I didn’t have to deal with this today. “Why don’t you blow off the game and come shopping with me and my mom? We need someone to carry all the bags,” I tried to tease.
“If that’s what you want, I’ll go with you. But I think Annabelle is looking forward to talking about me without me there.” He kissed my neck again then turned me to face him. Cupping my neck in one hand, he used his thumb to tilt my head up so our gazes met. “It’s going to be okay. Your dad isn’t going to freak too bad when he meets me. I’m going to med school next year, babe. I think dads are supposed to want their daughters to find a rich doctor and settle down.”
“My dad is a little unconventional,” I mumbled, snuggling deeper into him. This was my favorite place to be, right here in his arms with his heartbeat under my ear and his clean, masculine scent in my nose. Everything inside of me ached to be closer, for him to kiss me and carry me to the bed he had proclaimed ours.
But other than kissing and his holding me all night, things hadn’t progressed past that this week. He said there was no rush, but I wasn’t sure if I was glad he was taking that part of our relationship slowly or disappointed. My body was one big ache for this man, and I just wanted him to make me come, damn it.
“From what you’ve told me about him, I’m guessing that’s an understatement.” He kissed the top of my head before stepping back. “He’s not going to scare me off, Mieke,” he promised, and I felt some of my tension begin to release. “I can handle your dad no matter what he wants to throw at me.”
“Promise?” I whispered, hating how unsure I sounded. My insecurity hadn’t lessened this week like I’d hoped it would with my concussion getting better, and I felt like I was never going to get back to the confident me who didn’t second-guess anything in my life.
By this point, I’d expected him to be tired of having to reassure me over and over again about every little thing. Instead, he smiled and kissed the tip of my nose. “I promise. Now, get your sexy ass in the shower. We’re supposed to meet your family in the stadium parking lot so I can tailgate with the men, and you can go shopping with your mom and aunt.”
I looked up at him through my lashes. “Want to wash my back?”
His entire body hardened, his blue eyes darkening to almost black. “Don’t tempt me, baby. We don’t have the time for what I would do to you in that shower if I touched your wet body right now.” He lowered his head, his breath warm against my lips. “It has been pure agony not touching you how I really want to, but I want our first time to mean something.”
I stroked my hands down his chest. “What, you want to wait until we’re married before you put your dick in me or something?” I teased.
“Don’t even joke about that,” he warned, his lips brushing over mine. “But yeah. Maybe I want a commitment from you first.”
I slapped him across the chest playfully. “Um, hello, I moved in with you. Isn’t that a commitment?”
“I want more, Mieke,” he said quietly, his eyes suddenly serious. “I want forever with you. When you’re secure enough to want that too, I’ll make love to you.”
The way he said “make love to you” made me shiver with anticipation. Biting my lip, I started to melt against him, but he stepped back, his grin returning. “Nope. There’s no time. Now, get in the shower. I don’t want to be late the first time I meet your parents.”
Shooting him a mock glare, I rushed back to our room and jumped in the shower.
An hour later, we walked over to the stadium. Dad and Uncle Noah were already setting up a grill and even had a TV plugged in, tuned to ESPN. Dad was wearing his favorite Alabama T-shirt, as was Uncle Noah, but Ben was wearing school colors, and I knew it was just to show me some support.
Mom saw us first and waved as she put Jaco in his Pack ’n Play that had an attachable umbrella to keep the sun off him. Straightening, she practically bounced forward to throw her arms around me. “Hey, baby!” she greeted, squeezing me tight. “Oh, I’ve missed you so much the last few weeks.”
I hugged her back, feeling better just by having her hold me. When she stepped back, she brushed her eyes over me from head to toe before hugging me again.
Behind me, Kaden cleared his throat, and Mom finally released me to focus on him. She gave him an appraisal from top to bottom and them back again before grinning. “The future Dr. Kaden Carmichael, I presume.”
He inclined his head and offered her his hand. “Yes, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you.”
“Dear Lord, he has manners. I haven’t met a boy with manners in forever,” she said with a dreamy little sigh. “Ben doesn’t count. I helped beat manners into his head.”
“Harris has manners,” I reminded her. Dad’s best friend and bandbrother’s son wasn’t much younger than me, and he had great manners—when adults were around.
“Harris doesn’t count either. He’s family too,” she dismissed. “And he’s not trying to claim my baby’s heart.”
The thought of Harris Cutter wanting my heart was amusing. We all knew who his future revolved around, even if he wasn’t aware of it yet. But Lucy Thornton was way too young at the moment, and Harris was far too wild to figure it out just yet. Still, everyone who looked at those two could practically see the strings connecting their hearts.
“There’s my girl!” Dad exclaimed as he jogged over and lifted me into his arms. He swung me around twice before kissing my cheek and setting me on my feet.
I leaned into him for a minute. For the most part, I’d gotten over my irrational feelings where he was concerned this past week, but some of it still lingered. At least the urge to scream at him had passed within a day or so. Stupid concussion had nearly made me ruin everything between my dad and me. We were close, maybe closer than some father-daughter relationships where they had been part of each other’s lives from birth.
The rational side of my brain was working again, and I knew he would have been part of my life from the beginning if he’d known about me. I didn’t blame either him or Mom for it because they were both young and dumb back then. I was just thankful I had him now.
“Hi, Daddy,” I greeted with a grin.
I sensed Kaden shift behind me, and Dad’s green-and-gold eyes landed on him. The gold left his eyes, turning them a vivid shade of pure green, and his arm tightened around my back. “Who is this?” he gritted out, his entire face turning menacing.
Biting my lip, I stepped back and took Kaden’s hand, tugging him closer, trying to protect him from whatever my unpredictable father might happen to do. “Daddy, I would like you to meet Kaden Carmichael. My boyfriend.”
Kaden held out his free hand. “Hi, Mr. Brockman. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Mieke has told me so much about you, sir.”
Dad just stood there, glaring down at Kaden’s hand, and I felt my heart begin to pound. I didn’t want him to hate my boyfriend. I loved Kaden, and I loved Dad. I didn’t want them to dislike each other. Both were a big part of my life, and if Kaden had his way, they were both going to be a huge part of my future.
Mom hugged Dad’s side, but I suspected she’d pinched his back because he jerked and finally put his hand in Kaden’s. He squeezed—hard—but Kaden didn’t even flinch. “Nice to meet you…Kaden, was it?”
“Babe,” Mom said with another pinch. “Kaden is in his last year of pre-med. His father invented some of the stage equipment we implemented last year, and he’s worth a shitload of money. He’s got a great credit score, isn’t a manwhore, and most importantly—adores our daughter.”
I blinked at my mom, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course, she’d had him investigated. She was probably on the phone with Emmie Armstrong, getting her to do a full background check on my boyfriend, as soon as we hung up after I told her about him the first time. If anyone could find out anything on someone in a matter of hours, it would be Emmie. She had connections I didn’t want to think about if she could find out about Kaden’s sexual activity.
Dad’s gaze went from Kaden to me, his eyes assessing mine for something. Knowing I needed to be up front, I released Kaden’s hand and hugged his side like Mom was hugging Dad. I smiled up at my boyfriend, earning me a kiss on the nose, before looking back at Dad. “I love him, Daddy.”
Dad’s jaw clenched, and he swallowed roughly a few times before finally blowing out a harsh sigh. There were a tense few seconds, but then he surprised me when he stuck his hand out to Kaden, offering to shake his hand again. “Welcome to the family, son.”
When they shook hands, Dad pulled him in for a one-armed hug, pounding him on the back a few times before releasing him. For some reason, the gesture made a lump fill my throat. I could see how hard it was for him to accept Kaden like that, but he had.
For me.
Blinking back tears, I waited for my two men to separate and hugged Dad. “Thank you,” I whispered emotionally. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”
He hugged me gently. “Whatever you need, baby girl.” He kissed the top of my head then turned me so I was hugging his side. “But you break my baby’s heart, and they’ll never find your body.”
Kaden only laughed, shaking his head. “That’s not ever going to happen, but if it does, I’ll kneel before you and let you do your worst, Mr. Brockman.”
“Zander,” Dad corrected. “Or Z. Mr. Brockman was my grandfather, son.”
“Come on, you two,” Mom said, sniffling a little and wiping her eyes. “Uncle Noah has the burgers going already, and I want to eat before we go shopping. Aunt Chelsea is on another diet, and I know she won’t let us have anything but freaking salad if we eat while we’re shopping.”
Uncle Noah and Aunt Chelsea both welcomed Kaden with bright smiles and hugs. Audrey waved at him shyly, and Ben pounded him on the back like they were old friends. By the time I left with the other women, the guys were treating Kaden like one of the family. I loved seeing him with them. He tried to hide it, but I knew this was something special for him. He didn’t spend a lot of time with his own family, but mine had welcomed him wholeheartedly. He was one of us now, and he always would be.




Chapter 8
Kaden
I walked out of my last class of the day in need of coffee and the sight of my girl’s face. Midterms were a total bitch, but I survived them with the help of Mieke. Even though she had her own class workload to get through, she put her stuff on hold and helped me study.
Now that it was all over, I wanted to celebrate and thank her for getting me through this headache. Plans for that night were already in place, and I couldn’t freaking wait to take her out later.
Glancing at my watch, I saw she was probably already out of her last class too and jogged across campus to the computer science building. People called my name along the way, but I only threw up my hand or nodded as I passed them. None of them were worth my time, especially not when it meant delaying seeing Mieke.
I caught sight of her coming out of the building and slowed my pace, grinning at the way her brows were furrowed as she swiped through her phone. Unlike me, Mieke hadn’t stressed over her midterm exams. The girl was crazy-smart and blew my mind when it came to just how fast she caught on. She was a damn freshman, yet she’d understood my advanced anatomy and biology classes better than I did and even broke down my notes a little better so I didn’t have to retain as much to remember what I needed to.
As she walked forward, her attention half on her phone, half on the people around her so she didn’t bump into them, I saw a guy to her left break away from his group of friends and head straight for my girl.
I stopped mid-step when I heard him call her name. Pushing her dark hair back from her face, she lifted her gaze from her phone, her brows raised as she watched the guy approach. He was tall and lean, like a swimmer. His hair was streaked blond from sun exposure and his face the kind of all-American good-boy handsome most girls went for in a heartbeat.
“Hey, a bunch of us are going out tonight to celebrate the end of this crazy week. Do you want to grab some dinner and a drink with me?” A few strands of Mieke’s hair flew around her face in the breeze, and he reached out, pushing it behind her ear.
My hands tightened into fists, the need to knock the fucker out raging inside of me, yet I could only stand there and watch.
Mieke stepped back from him, glaring up at the guy. “I have plans. My boyfriend and I are—”
He cut her off before she could finish. “Aw, come on. We’ll have fun, I swear.”
“Look, I told you last week that I’m not interested. I have a boyfriend. So I would appreciate it if you would respect that and stop asking me out.” She turned away, but he caught her arm. Hard.
One second, I was feet away, and the next, I was grabbing his wrist and squeezing tighter than he was squeezing my girl’s. He instantly released her, and I saw him gulp, trying to pull his hand free. “The lady said no, man. Take the hint, or next time you’ll be walking away with more than a sore wrist.”
“Kaden,” Mieke tried to soothe, her soft hands touching my back. “I was handling this.”
“Dude, I’m sorry,” the guy in front of me said, the fear in his eyes making me wonder how crazy I looked right then. “She’s a hot piece of ass. Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
“Shit,” I heard Mieke groan even before I’d punched the guy dead in the face.
He stumbled back, an angry red mark already forming as righted himself.
“Learn some fucking manners, dickwad. Don’t talk about my girl like that. In fact, don’t even look in her direction from here on out.” I took a menacing step toward him, and he jerked back several steps.
Mieke moved in front of me. She gently cupped my fist in her hand and brought it close to her face to examine my knuckles for signs of damage. “Could you maybe not destroy your hands?” she said with a halfhearted glare up at me. “If you want to be a freaking surgeon, you need to keep your hands in good working order.”
“I still haven’t decided about that,” I reminded her, putting the guy now rushing away from us out of my head.
“But you haven’t chosen not to either,” she growled. Tracing her thumb over the reddened flesh, she kissed it softly before dropping it and poking me in the chest with her index finger. “Stop going all rage monster when you see a guy talking to me. I can handle the dickheads all on my own, thank you very much. There’s no need for you to damage yourself when I can put a fist through some idiot’s face myself.”
I grabbed her waist and lifted her the few inches that separated our gazes. “Are you really mad at me right now, babe?”
She tilted her head to the side, studying me thoughtfully. The glare vanished, quickly replaced with a smirk. “I don’t know. Maybe. Depends. Are you going to keep punching anyone who hits on me?”
“He’s lucky I didn’t break his fucking neck for grabbing you like that.” One of my hands moved down to her ass, squeezing.
That was all the urging she needed to wrap her legs around my waist. The feel of her pressed right over my hard cock calmed the last of my rage, and I pulled her in for a kiss.
When she lifted her head, she was breathing hard, her green-and-gold eyes on fire with the same need that was blazing through me.
For weeks now, I’d kept things as platonic as I could. It had been the hardest thing I’d ever done, denying us both, but I knew I needed her to trust me completely before I took things that far with us. She was too important to me to let my dick fuck this up for either of us.
“Doc,” she murmured huskily now. “We need to talk.”
My hands tightened on her ass reflexively. “About?”
She licked her lips, seeming to savor the taste of me on them. “It can wait until we get home.” She kissed me, quick and hard, then wiggled down. As she did, her jeans-covered pussy dragged over my throbbing cock, forcing me to bite back a pained groan. When I finally did make love to her, I was going to go off in two seconds flat once I got inside her. There would be no stopping the eruption once I felt her tightness squeezing me for the first time.
As if she knew the agony I was in, she took my hand and tugged me toward the parking lot where my car was. “How was the exam?” she asked as we walked.
I told her how easy it had been, and she told me hers had been boring as hell, like all the others she’d taken this week. Her professors didn’t like it when she finished her tests so easily and always told her to check over her work. By the time she was done doing that, the majority of the class was still finishing their own tests.
I listened as she talked the whole way back to our place, having to hide my grin as I thought of how excited my dad had been when I’d emailed him about Mieke the week before. He wanted to meet her and was already talking about maybe taking her on as a protégé. He never did that with anyone, yet he wanted to with my girl.
His wanting to teach her everything he knew made up for him and Mom not being around when I was growing up. Mieke’s family had welcomed me so easily into their lives, so now I knew what it was like to have a real family. I didn’t need my parents to fill that void anymore, something I knew they wouldn’t have ever been able to do. But Dad could do this for Mieke, and that was enough for me.
As we walked into our apartment, Mieke tossed her things on the couch then jumped into my arms. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her fingers stabbing through my hair and locking my head in place as she devoured my mouth like she was starving.
“Baby,” I groaned, kissing her back. “Slow down,” I begged.
“Can’t. Need you too much,” she said with a whimper as she pushed her core into me and started grinding her hips against my hardness.
“Mieke.” I was already so close, my balls tightening more and more with each stroke of her pussy over my cock through both our jeans.
“I know you wanted to wait until I could commit,” she breathed as she kissed her way to my ear and then down my neck. Her teeth grazed over my flesh, making me clutch her hips harder against me. “This is me telling you that time has come.”
I snapped my head back, and she lifted her head, as if she knew I needed to see her eyes to read the truth there. “Really?” I whispered, hope and need warring inside me. But I needed to be sure. If she was just saying what I needed to hear so I would fuck her, we would both regret it. She had to be one hundred percent ready for our future together, or we didn’t stand a chance.
Losing her would kill me, so I could withstand the pain of my balls turning blue if it meant I never risked that.
Her fingers tightened in my hair. There was a hunger in her eyes that matched my own, but she was letting me see everything I needed, shining out of those gorgeous green-and-gold orbs of hers.
“I love you,” she said softly, making my heart squeeze. It wasn’t the first time she’d said those three little words, but she didn’t overuse them either. For Mieke, they were too important for her to let them slip out randomly. While I couldn’t go more than a few hours without telling her what was in my heart. “These past few weeks with you have been the best in my life. I’ve found myself talking less and less to Michelle and confiding more in you. At first, that scared me, and my heart ached because I thought I was losing her.”
“Baby,” I groaned, hating that she was hurting.
But she shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I realized that I wasn’t ever going to lose her completely, not when her heart beats in my chest. I also realized this is what she wants for me. To have you mean more to me than anyone else, ever. She has been guiding me to you all along. She is my heart, but you are my soul, Doc.”
There wasn’t a force in the universe that could have held me back after that. My mouth crashed against hers, and I walked us blindly toward the bedroom, needing her so badly, my entire body was shaking with it.
Her clothes disappeared along the way, the apartment filling with the sounds of our heavy breathing and her mewled little whimpers as I caressed every inch of her amazing body. When my knee hit the edge of the bed, I followed her down, tearing at the material of my T-shirt, needing her hands on my flesh.
With a wild little cry, she broke the kiss and pushed at my shoulders. I fell onto the bed beside her, letting her have all the control she wanted because I fucking knew if I stayed in charge of this, I would end up hurting her without meaning to.
I threw my shirt across the room, and then she was carefully lowering the zipper on my jeans before tugging them and my boxers down my thighs. They were barely out of the way before her head descended and she was swallowing my cock whole.
“Fuck, baby,” I groaned, closing my eyes and trying to hold on to the last of my restraint.
“Let me taste it,” she begged, licking down the underside of my pulsing cock to my balls. “I want to feel you come in my mouth.”
“Goddamn, Mieke.” Her mouth covered me again. She was clumsy, gagging easily even though only half of my dick was in her mouth. But she didn’t let herself lose confidence. Her innocent strokes and licks were more of a turn-on than any girl I’d ever had who knew all the tricks in the book. Within a matter of minutes, I was exploding into her mouth, and she swallowed it all down.
Lifting her head, she gave the tip one last lick, but I was still rock hard for her. Grasping her waist, I twisted her under me and kissed my way down her body, taking my time to lick and suck on her sweet nipples before moving farther south.
Her fingers clutched at my hair when I reached her soaked pussy and dived in. “Oh my God,” she cried toward the ceiling. “Kaden, that feels so good. Please don’t stop.”
My promise was a growl against her pussy lips. I spread her folds wide, licking at her innocence before sucking her clit into my mouth. She arched her back up off the bed, riding my face as I ate her until she came on my tongue.
The tip of my cock was leaking as I lifted onto my knees and looked down at her. My mouth and chin were covered in her come, and I was even harder than I’d been before she’d sucked me off. But if she told me she wasn’t completely sure about this, I would stop then and there.
“Are you ready for this?” I asked, my heart pounding so loudly, it echoed in my ears. “Do you want me, Mieke?”
“So much,” she moaned, her fingers stroking down my chest until they wrapped around my straining erection. I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of her touch. “Please, Doc. I need you inside me so bad. I ache without you. Fill me up and make me yours.”
“You already are mine.” Spreading her legs wider with my knees, I moved between her thighs until my tip nudged against her entrance. Her thighs trembled, her nails biting into my sides as her eyes darkened with pleasure. “You like that, baby?”
Her moan was all the answer I needed. I thrust deep into her tight heat, making us both cry out in pleasure. I felt the resistance of her virginity for a second, but she didn’t even flinch as I broke through it. Holding myself over her on my elbows, I gave her a moment to adjust to my girth stretching her, but she was already squirming beneath me, trying to get closer.
“Please, Kaden,” she moaned. “I need you.”
I wasn’t strong enough to deny her. Now that I was inside her, there was no way I’d be able to tell her no ever again. Pulling one of her legs up over my hip, I sank deeper into her tightness and began to thrust in and out of her slowly. I went off too fast the first time, but I was going to take my time now. She felt too good to do anything but savor every second.
When she came around my cock, her lips formed my name, but no sound came from her throat. Her nails sliced into me, and I lowered my head, kissing her throat. “That’s it, my Mieke. Come all over my cock, beautiful. Fuck, you feel so good.”
I didn’t want to rush this, but with the way her pussy was contracting around me, I knew I wasn’t going to last. Gripping her hips, I thrust into her harder, moving in and out of her faster. She wrapped her arms around me, her pleasured whimpers urging me on. Sweat dripped down my back, coating my entire body as I pounded into her in search of the bliss-filled oblivion only she could give me.
“Kaden!” she screamed, her third release tearing through her and tipping me over the edge.
“I fucking love you!” I bellowed as I spilled into her wonderland.
“I love you too,” she moaned at my ear. “Always.”




Epilogue
Mieke
Five years later
I sat nervously between my mom and dad as we watched one graduate after another walk across the stage and receive their degree along with their honorary stethoscope. Kaden was down there, patiently waiting his turn, but I couldn’t help feeling a little anxious.
This day had been a long time coming, and it hadn’t been without a few frustrations, but my husband was about to become a doctor. During the last five years, I’d stood by him and helped him every step of the way, making sure he fulfilled his dreams. He had already made my own dreams a reality, giving me the chance to learn under his father and urging me forward even when I’d wanted to slap his brilliant father time after time for ignoring his son in favor of his next invention.
Beside me, Dad was watching with tears in his eyes. He and Kaden had become close, and I knew he was proud of his son-in-law. He would never understand how much that meant to my husband, but he didn’t need me to tell him that.
“Here he goes,” Mom whispered, clutching my hand tightly in hers. “He’s so handsome down there, Mieke.”
She didn’t have to tell me that. I’d spent the morning showing him exactly how much I loved the way he looked in and out of his cap and gown. My man looked good in anything, but my favorite was seeing him in his work scrubs.
“Doctor Kaden John Carmichael,” the dean announced. Mom, Dad, and Jaco, who was sitting on the other side of Dad, started cheering just as the other families had when their loved ones’ names were called.
I couldn’t get my throat to work to call his name along with them. I was too emotional, too proud of the man beaming up at us to find my voice. Tears of pride spilled down my cheeks, and I lifted my hands over my head, clapping louder than anyone else for him.
Even with the distance that separated us, I saw him wink, and my heart overflowed with love for him.
It felt like it took forever for the rest of his graduating class to get their turn to walk across the stage. I sat between my parents, practically dancing with excitement and itching to kiss my husband. The news I wanted to share with him was demanding to be released. I’d been waiting two weeks now to tell him our news, but I wanted him to have his special day before I told him he was going to be a daddy in seven short months.
“Feeling okay?” Mom asked quietly so Dad and Jaco couldn’t hear.
I nodded. She was the only other person who knew my secret. I’d been dying to tell someone just to get it off my chest, and there was no one I’d rather share it with than Mom. She was just as excited for Kaden to know as I was, but probably because she wanted to tell Dad the news as well.
Between my parents, they’d already conspired to get us closer to them. I wasn’t convinced they hadn’t driven their next-door neighbors batshit crazy so they would move, but I wasn’t going to complain since I’d always liked that house. Kaden and I bought it the year before, after we got married, and his dad wired it with all kinds of new gadgets as a wedding present. It was even more high-tech than our apartment had been.
When the ceremony came to a close, I was already on my feet. Leaving my parents behind, I pushed through the crowd until I reached my husband and threw myself into his arms. My legs went around his waist, and he swung me around, kissing me breathless.
“Congrats, Doc,” I said with a shaky laugh, tears spilling down my cheeks.
“Thanks, baby.” He kissed me again. “None of this would have been possible without you, though. You know that, right?”
I nodded, my happy tears coming faster. “Yeah, we’re aware, Daddy.”
I felt every one of his muscles go tight under me, and suddenly his dark-blue eyes were filling with tears too. “Daddy?” he breathed. “Mieke… Are you pregnant?”
My chin trembled, but I smiled as I nodded. “Yes. We’re going to have a baby, Doc.”
“Fuck,” he muttered, closing his eyes and leaning his forehead against my own. “I didn’t think this day could get more perfect. But that’s the best thing I’ve ever heard, babe.”
“You’re happy?” I teased, knowing he was.
“I don’t think a man could be happier than I am right now,” he choked out, his mouth slamming down on mine.
I believed him.
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