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            Hayat

          

        

      

    

    
      There were days I woke up convinced I was going to make the day my bitch.

      Then there were days I opened my eyes, squinted at the sun glaring through my bedroom window, and could swear I heard the cackle of fate letting me know loud and clear that I was its bitch for this moment in the game of life they liked to play.

      But the joke was on those old hags, because I wasn’t anyone’s bitch.

      Ever.

      Head buzzing with the beat of the new song I’d been working on perfecting for the last few days, I took a shower. Washing my hair was a chore, but one that never failed to soothe me. I rarely attempted to tame the wild curls, the only physical attribute I’d inherited from my mom. They were no more docile than the rest of me. People needed all the warning they could get.

      From the quietness of the house as I walked into the kitchen, I knew I was the only one home. My brother, Evan, would be at school, while Mom and Dad would both be at work. My mom, Lucy, was one of the executive editors at Harper Stevenson’s magazine. As the owner of the biggest nightclub on the West Coast, Dad made his own hours. He had a team he trusted, so he could delegate most of the day-to-day stuff, but today was important.

      The contract for his current Thursday night live band was almost up. Normally by now, he would have already lined up the next band to fill the year-long commitment. But so far, he hadn’t found the right fit.

      After a cup of the world’s strongest coffee and a slice of toast, I went into my studio at the back of the house and tried to get the drum solo perfect. My cameras were on, each of them positioned so they never showed anything of my body from the chest down. Tucking my hair into my hoodie so no one could use that to identify me—not to mention, my hair got in my way—I lost myself in being Havoc for a few hours.

      Once I had enough material to edit for later, I did a Zoom meeting with a few of my sponsors, making sure to keep the camera off. The entire point of the Havoc social media persona was total anonymity. I didn’t want anyone knowing who I was. Not my millions of followers or even the sponsors that I represented in some of my monetized videos. My skills as a drummer were just that. Mine. I wasn’t going to use my rock-legend drummer grandfathers to boost my own fame.

      Needing to stretch my legs, and be around people, I changed into a different pair of sweats and a tie-dyed sports bra before pulling on a cut-up, crop-top hoodie over it. Leaving my hair to hang in wild ringlets down past my hips, I grabbed my phone with its magnetic wallet attached to it and left the house.

      First Bass wasn’t open yet, but security was in place at the back door when I used the employee entrance. Carl gave me a head nod, and I wiggled my fingers in greeting as I passed, the music from the auditioning band too loud to be heard over.

      With the lights off except for the one on the stage, I easily blended in on my way to the bar where my dad sat with my godfather, Jace St. Charles. Both of them were so focused on the band onstage that they didn’t notice me as I took one of the high-backed stools.

      My entire world revolved around music. Both my grandfathers were in legendary rock bands, Demon’s Wings and OtherWorld. But my godparents were rockers too. Jace was the lead singer of Tainted Knights, and Kin had her own band, as well as wrote songs for other bands. Then there was the whole Oscar thing. My godmother had unfathomable talent when it came to putting words and music together, evoking emotions some people didn’t know they were capable of feeling.

      Music was a part of my soul.

      Automatically, my fingers and feet began tapping along to the beat of the drums, while I tried to assess the other members of the band—Autumn’s Slumber, or so the logo on the drum set proclaimed. With masks covering the top halves of their faces, they were going for the anonymity thing, which I could respect. The masks were in varying designs of red, yellow, orange, brown, and black, leaving only their mouths uncovered. Paint in the same colors covered their shirtless chests in the form of handprints that disappeared into the tops of their jeans.

      Biting my lip, I watched the singer with his guitar, the bass player, and the second guitarist. An ache began to pulse through me as I watched them. They created music like it was a spiritual experience for them, which was how it was for me. Not so much in a religious way, but it called to something in my soul. Always had. Always would. But something about these three made me want to be a part of their own sacred moment.

      The drummer missed a beat of the cover song they were performing, setting me on edge, but I quickly shook it off and focused on the bassist. His fingers moved effortlessly over the strings, as did those of the guitarist beside him. I sang along to the words, moving my head to the rhythm when the lead singer’s voice hit the high notes in a way that would have made the original singer weep. His fingers flew over the guitar he was playing, even as the beauty of his deep voice echoed through the club.

      I stopped singing along, too entranced by this man to dare miss a single moment of seeing him in action. Goose bumps rose along my entire body, his voice making everything inside me clench in a visceral way no one had ever caused me to react before. My breaths came in heavy pants, my legs rubbing together in search of relief. It was crazy. I’d heard hundreds of singers, each of them amazing in their own way.

      He could have looked like anything under that mask, although fuck knew he had a body to kill over. All hard lines, tight muscles, tall, with the kind of ripped abs not even a skilled artist could perfect. It didn’t matter what his face looked like. He could have been scarred or have boils or be missing half his face beneath that mask. I didn’t care.

      Because, that voice? That was what did it for me. That was what had my heart thrashing around in my chest, my nipples pebbling, my panties a ruined mess of slick desire that no one—no fucking one—had ever made me experience before in my life.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze off the way his head was tossed back, his throat muscles straining as he belted out the notes like they had been written specifically for him. As if the pain and passion lived within his veins. His band members fed off his energy, playing in a way that made me think they wanted to please the vocal god who had bestowed his talents upon them—mere unworthy peasants.

      And then the drummer missed another beat. I felt a muscle twitch below my eye. Two more missed beats. I grasped the edge of the bar top with my fingers. There was a drum solo coming up, but I knew before he even started, he would ruin it. He was destroying it. Not just the song, but Autumn’s Slumber’s chance—my vocal god’s chance. My bassist’s and my guitarist’s opportunity.

      Like fuck I’d let that happen.

      I had to protect them. Ensure their chance wasn’t stolen by some idiot who couldn’t appreciate the gifts of the other three men onstage.

      Not thinking, just doing—something that had gotten me into trouble more often than I could count—I jumped up from the stool, already tucking my hair into my hood as I stomped up onstage from the shadows. The other three band members didn’t notice me, too lost in the music.

      Pushing the unsuspecting drummer off his seat, I picked up two extra sticks from the bag sticking out from beneath the stool. Without missing a beat, I killed the drum solo, and the lead singer fell into the next high-note chorus, taking my breath away.

      As the last chord of the guitar faded, I slipped from the stage, shooting the dumbfounded drummer still sitting on the stage a dirty glare on my way back to where my dad was sitting with Jace. Both men gave me raised brows but didn’t comment. Twirling the drumsticks I’d kept in each hand, I leaned with my arms on the bar top between my dad and Jace.

      “Wish I’d recorded that,” Jace muttered with amusement close to my ear. “I want to watch it on repeat with Kin and Lucy.”

      “Do you feel better now?” Dad asked quietly as the guys onstage finally realized that their drummer was still on the floor where I’d left him.

      I shrugged, tapping the drumsticks on the bar top to the tempo playing in my head. “He was making me twitchy. And they were too good to ruin that audition because the prick wasn’t taking it seriously enough.”

      “Maybe he was just nervous,” Dad tried to excuse.

      Jace and I both gave him a look that said we thought he was full of shit.

      Dad’s lips twitched with a hint of a smile, but otherwise, he remained stoic. When it came to the club, he was professional as always. I liked that he took his work so seriously. My parents—hell, my entire family—had driven into me how important having a good work ethic was. Success was earned, not something that was handed to you just because of what your last name might be or who you knew.

      “Other than the drummer issue, what is your opinion on the band?” he asked us.

      Jace scratched at the blond stubble on his chin. “They have a passion I haven’t seen in an indie band in forever. The bassist and the guitarist are skilled, but fuck, that frontman. He’s pure gold. If the fire-breather were here right now, she would snatch him up faster than any of us could blink.”

      While he spoke, I watched the guys onstage while the house lights turned on, dimming the harshness of the stage lighting. The bass and guitar players were whispering furiously to the drummer, who was finally getting to his feet, now shooting dirty looks my way. My hair was still tucked beneath my hoodie, which was pulled tight. I couldn’t bear to cut a single lock of my hair, but it got in my way more often than not. Stretching my neck left and right, I prepared for the fight I could see the dumbass was itching for.

      I wasn’t a dainty little girl. Delicate wasn’t in my vocabulary. Standing at six foot one without shoes, I had a slender, dancer’s physique. Modeling agencies tried to sign me all the time, but the only thing I cared about when it came to fashion was if it was comfortable. I was confident with my height and my curves.

      But there were guys who sized me up and automatically thought it would be a good idea to fight me. And from the glint in the drummer’s eyes, I knew he was considering his chances of taking a swing at me.

      Grinning at him, I winked and finally pushed my hood off my head, fluffing a little more lift back into my curls.

      “Hayat?” Dad said with a sigh, probably sensing the edge of violence that was running through me.

      He wasn’t wrong. I would have loved to stake one of the drumsticks through that asshole’s chest. Hayat Van Helsing had a nice ring to it. But the drummer wasn’t a vampire, and piercing someone’s heart was considered murder—which was frowned upon.

      Pity.

      “I like the whole vibe of the band. The anonymity with the masks, mixed in with their sound, it’s mysterious and attractive. Uncle Jace is right. Aunt Emmie would snatch them up in a heartbeat.” I twirled one of my curls around my finger in thought, trying to force aside the way my heart raced and my body pulsed as I snuck glances at the bassist, guitarist, and singer. Damn it. They were all delicious, and I had no idea what they looked like under those masks and paint. That didn’t stop the energy that pumped through me, causing my body to react in a very, very visceral way to being in the same room with them.

      Clearing my throat, I shrugged like I wasn’t affected. “I know you have been struggling to find a new band to fill the Thursday slot. This is the one, Dad. But if you hesitate, they’re going to get a better offer, and you’re going to be kicking your own ass over losing out.”

      He pressed his lips into a hard line, but it was obvious he was taking my opinion seriously. After a long moment, he muttered a curse and walked over to the stage.

      “Gentlemen, a moment of your time, please.”
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      Setting my guitar on its stand, I took my time walking off the stage to where Harris Cutter stood. Hands thrust deep in his pockets, dark hair sprinkled slightly with gray, a muscle ticking in his jaw, he considered my bandmates and me.

      Getting this audition had taken a miracle. Somehow, the recording I’d slapped together in my makeshift studio had gotten the club owner’s attention enough to offer us a live audition. Sparks, Jamie, and Hamel had been just as nervous as I was when we got there, but once we started playing, nothing else had mattered.

      But even as lost in the music as I’d been, I didn’t miss the way Hamel kept fucking up. I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt and say it was his nerves because this was a huge opportunity for Autumn’s Slumber, but I couldn’t fully convince myself of that.

      Harris pointed at Sparks, then Jamie, and finally me. “You three have talent. You don’t just make music up there—you create magic. I want to offer you the contract.”

      My heart started pounding against my ribs, excitement zinging through my blood. But Harris’s lips twisted in a half snarl when he looked at Hamel, who crossed his arms over his chest defensively, causing my heart to drop into my stomach. Along with a ball of white-hot rage that I needed to tamp down before I ripped the little fucker apart. Hamel was seconds away from meeting my dark side, and he didn’t have a clue. “But you are a deal-breaker for me. If Hayat hadn’t saved that last song, I would have already been showing you all to the door.”

      Sparks and Jamie glanced at me, both of them mouthing, “Hayat?” I shrugged.

      “I was doing fine until that crazy bitch shoved me to the floor and took over,” Hamel sneered toward the bar area, but my focus was solely on the six-and-a-half-foot man in front of us.

      I didn’t miss the threat of pain that crossed Harris’s face when my drummer called Hayat a crazy bitch. If we lost this contract because of him, I was going to kill Hamel with my bare hands. That was going to be a mess I wasn’t looking forward to cleaning up, but if he didn’t shut his idiotic mouth, I’d make a call and have every last drop of DNA wiped away after I drained him in the spa tub back in my private bathroom.

      “Fucking chick thinking she can pound a pair of sticks on a drum set and pretend to be a star for two minutes. Pathetic.”

      I heard a growl behind Harris, but what caught my attention was the sweet sound of a giggle. I almost looked around the huge man in front of me to get a glimpse of the source of that melodic sound. Jesus fuck, I’d never gotten hard over a giggle before. But there I stood, my cock like a steel beam in my pants.

      Harris turned slightly, just enough to let us know he was no longer including Hamel in the conversation. “Find yourself a new drummer, and the year-long contract is yours. Every band who has ever been given this contract has ended up with a record deal, almost every single one of them managed by Emmie Armstrong’s team.”

      “They won’t replace me,” Hamel said confidently, a cocky smirk on his face. “We come as a package deal or not at all.”

      “He doesn’t speak for us,” my guitarist assured Harris. Sparks’s jaw was clenched in a way that told me he was considering ending Hamel’s pathetic life in more imaginative ways than I was. “We’ve been considering replacing him for a while now.”

      “Yeah.” Jamie nodded in agreement. “We’ve lost out on a few gigs because of him. But we haven’t had a chance to find a replacement.”

      “Fuck you guys! You need me,” Hamel snarled. “You’re not shit without me.”

      Jamie and Sparks both huffed out a laugh, rolling their eyes at me. I grimaced in an attempt to fight my own amusement. This was an important meeting. Laughter was appropriate at certain times and places, and this wasn’t one of them.

      Harris shifted his gaze to me, one brow raised. “Your choice, boys. The contract is on the table for Autumn’s Slumber to snatch up. But with the stipulation of finding a decent drummer. I will even go one step further and offer to host auditions here next week.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed. This was what I’d been hoping for. And Sparks and Jamie weren’t wrong. We’d been discussing replacing Hamel for a while now, especially after he lost us a gig opening for an up-and-coming band three weeks ago.

      Finding another drummer, one who meshed with the rest of us, who wasn’t put off by our obsessive need for anonymity—hence our masks and body paint—would be difficult. But it wasn’t a challenge I was going to turn down if it meant playing weekly at First Bass. Exclusive gigs like that were rare, but the real prize was what came with it.

      Potentially getting signed with Emmie Armstrong, not just to have her as our manager, but to get a record deal with her and Shane Stevenson at ASM—Armstrong Stevenson Music. Their record label had the top musical talent in the world. Getting a deal with them was like winning the golden ticket into Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. Minus the sinister plot of potentially never leaving the factory again.

      But I’d risk being sucked into the chocolate milk pipe or dropped into the garbage chute and burned alive. Fuck it, I’d even risk being turned into a blueberry if it meant a single chance of working with the powerhouse who ruled the music world, Emmie Armstrong.

      My mom, Autumn, had loved the original Charlie and the Chocolate Factory movie. When she was bedridden with the cancer that had stolen her from me at the age of ten, we would curl up in her bed together and watch the movie on repeat until she finally fell asleep. It was because of her that I’d fallen in love with music. Naming my band in honor of her was all I had left to pay tribute to the love and sacrifices she’d made for me.

      Nothing was going to make me let her down. Not my prick of a father and his vapid bitch wife, Hadley. And sure as fuck not Hamel.

      I offered Harris my hand, while Sparks and Jamie slapped me on the back. “You have a deal.”

      At my response, Hamel went ballistic. “Stupid bitch ruined—”

      That was as far as his snarling got before Harris Cutter drove his fist into my ex-drummer’s gut. I could picture Hulk destroying Loki with the noise that Hamel made. It was a sickening, gasping sound that would have been a perfect effect for some supernatural slasher-horror flick. But it only lasted a few seconds before he caught his breath.

      Staggering forward a step, malice flashing over his face, he went to push past Harris again, but someone else stepped up beside the club owner. A sharp uppercut had Hamel going limp. He fell flat on his face, the thud of his body causing the bartender, who was setting up for the opening in a few hours, to groan sympathetically.

      Sparks, Jamie, and I stood there blinking at the newcomer. Jace St. Charles, lead singer of Tainted Knights, the very first band to be given the year-long weekly gig at First Bass. A man whose career I’d followed most of my life.

      Shaking out his hand, Jace turned so his back was to the knocked-out man on the floor. “Great show you three put on. Glad Hayat was around to save you on the drums. Damn, if I were any good at the instrument, I would have jumped up there and helped too. Would have hated it if Harris had to tell you no because of this piece of shit.”

      “What’s all the groaning about out here?” a man in a First Bass T-shirt and faded jeans asked as he came out from a door behind the bar.

      He stopped when he saw Hamel on the floor, Jace still shaking out his hand, the knuckles busted open. “Well, fuck. We haven’t had this kind of fun since the Blondes beat the hell out of whatever his name was twenty years ago.” He snickered when he saw Hamel slowly coming around, looking around in a daze. “I sure miss the chaos those girls caused every other day. Not so much when they take Riley out partying, though. Sin, Cash, Derrick, and I had to bail them all out of jail two weeks ago.”

      “I don’t miss it at all,” Harris grumbled. “Those four still give me a headache, and they don’t even work here.”

      “Ah, come on, Nate. You know you love Ro.” Jace snapped the fingers of his uninjured hand. “Hey, Aubree isn’t doing anything right now. Maybe she can fill in for these guys if they don’t find a drummer right away.”

      Sparks and Jamie kept looking at me like they were struggling not to froth at the mouth. Aubree? Blondes? It didn’t take a genius to put together that they were talking about the Blonde Bombshells’ drummer. From every piece of tabloid news I’d ever read, she was a hell-raiser. Whichever way the dice rolled determined whether that was the fun kind of hell or the spicy.

      Some would consider the spicy fun.

      “Aubree is going to Australia with you in a few weeks,” Harris reminded him, glancing over his shoulder. “Hayat, do you want to help these guys out?”

      With Jace and now Nate crowding around us, I couldn’t see who he was talking to, but everyone who knew anything about Harris knew he had a daughter named Hayat. She was in the public eye enough for me to picture her without having to see her standing closer to the bar.

      She would be wearing some kind of sweats outfit she’d taken a pair of scissors to, athletic shoes, a sexy-as-fuck sports bra or bralette beneath a hoodie, and hair that even in photos appeared to have a life of its own with all those curls that fell past her hips. When she smiled for the camera, it looked like her dimples were endlessly deep, her eyes glittering with some secret mischief that only she knew.

      Where she went, drama followed, and that wasn’t something I needed at the moment.

      Or ever.

      I had my goals—take Autumn’s Slumber to the top—and if I got to rub that success in my deadbeat father’s face along the way, all the better.

      But there was no denying how beautiful Hayat Cutter was. What a goddess she was without even trying to attract attention. I’d be lying if I denied I wanted a taste of her. Jamie and Sparks got a hard-on for the occasional tabloid picture of her too, so I knew they were just as affected as I was.

      “Dude,” Jamie hissed, pulling Sparks and me away from the others so they couldn’t hear us. “She has sick talent. We should grab her now.”

      Sparks glared at the bassist. “Are you crazy? Yeah, sure, having Hayat Cutter’s name associated with the band would get us out there, but we don’t want success that way. Ky has always been adamant about doing this without any outside help. That’s why none of us have revealed who we really are. If we can’t make it on our talents alone, then fuck it. Right, Ky?”

      “Maybe she’d be okay with keeping her identity low-key, like the rest of us,” Jamie argued, unable to hide his pout.

      “Yeah, right,” Sparks snorted. “Pick up any tabloid with her name in it, and you’ll see she feeds off the drama that comes with being a celebrity princess. Skills or not, she isn’t what we want.”

      I could hear the lie in his voice just as easily as Jamie could. But it wasn’t her skills as a drummer he was pretending not to be interested in. It was her, the full package. What I wouldn’t give to have a night of getting lost in her tight body. With or without my two best friends.

      “You’re brain dead, you know that?” Jamie grumbled. “Skills are the only thing we are looking for. And she has them. How could she not, with who her grandfathers are?”

      “Her dad has never shown any talent for the drums. Just because she has the last name Cutter does not make her the badass Devlin Cutter is.” Sparks crossed his arms over his chest, his signal that he was done arguing the point and was leaving the rest up to me.

      Frustrating asshole.

      “Ky, come on.” Jamie’s eyes pleaded with me. “Just give it a chance.”

      Squeezing the bridge of my nose, I stepped away from my two bandmates, pulling Harris’s attention back to me. “We don’t want to put anyone out. But we will accept the chance to hold open auditions here.”

      “Fair,” Harris agreed with a wicked grin. “Besides, I think you pissed Hayat off with your little whispering battle over there. Today must be your lucky day. Or maybe it’s mine. My kid leaving rather than choosing violence makes my life a little bit easier for a few more hours.”

      He lowered his head slightly. I was six foot three, and while the man was only three inches taller than me, I suddenly felt much shorter standing in front of him. “You three have a talent I haven’t seen in a long time. It’s fresh, and I think we’re going to be able to get you the deals you deserve with this contract. But only if you find a drummer with skills equal to the three of you. Hayat would have been the perfect fit. Too bad for you that you didn’t grab the chance while it was right in front of you.”
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      Hitting replay on my laptop, I watched one of the many videos that I’d been able to find of Autumn’s Slumber online. It wasn’t the first time I’d watched the same clip—it wasn’t even the tenth. Each time, I told myself that I was only going to focus on the drummer or the bassist or even the other guitarist. But no matter how hard I tried to keep my attention on just one of them, the three remaining members of the band kept tugging my attention away.

      Sparks’s fingers were magic on the guitar, never missing a chord as Ky sang the cover song with such emotion, it caused goose bumps to pop up along my arms. His voice was ethereal in a way I’d never heard before. Ky brought the music alive, creating a story with each different octave of his magnetic voice. But Jamie and Sparks, they added to the ambience and created an entirely new experience that I wanted to get lost in. Over. And over. And over.

      With the masks taking up the majority of their faces, and paint covering the rest of it, I couldn’t see a single feature—except their lips as they formed each word. Ky’s teeth were starkly white against the dark tones of the paint. Across his chin and down his neck, one color smeared into another, giving the impression of the changing leaves during fall, just like the other two did. From there, the paint was arranged in varying patterns of handprints that covered every inch of exposed skin so that not even a birthmark could be detected beneath.

      But I sure as fuck could see the hard ridges of Ky’s abs. Jamie’s ripped chest. Sparks’s defined arms.

      From the furious way the other two band members of Autumn’s Slumber had been whispering to Ky about me after Dad asked if I could help the guys out, I knew they didn’t want me. Some guys were just ignorant assholes when it came to girls playing drums. I’d been dealing with it all my life, which was why I’d kept my real identity so secret when I’d started my Havoc personality for my followers.

      Havoc started when I was fifteen and just playing around with social media platforms. I’d been committed from the beginning to hiding my true identity. It wasn’t about getting followers or clicks. All I’d wanted was somewhere to share my talent, and if people liked it, great. If not, they could keep scrolling. I didn’t even tell anyone but my best friend Abi at first, not wanting anyone in my family to share my videos.

      But within a year, my following went from five to five hundred thousand, and then in the span of another three months, I was in the millions. Sponsors started reaching out, and because I’d been a minor at the time, I’d had to let my parents know for legal purposes.

      I had thick skin, and it was hard as hell to hurt my feelings. But I was definitely easy to anger. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling after the snide way the guitarist, Sparks, had looked over at me while he was grumbling something to the bassist, Jamie. All I’d heard was that I wouldn’t bring them the right kind of attention.

      He would have no doubt laughed his ass off if I’d told him I didn’t want to bring them any attention. At least not with my name—or the drama that the tabloids tended to make up about me. Eighty percent of the shit they printed about me was fake news. That left twenty percent of my…antics that were somewhat of the truth. But that was only when I was with Abi, and sometimes with Maddie.

      My best friend was in Creswell Springs at Trinity University for the spring term, and considering how obsessed she’d become with her history professor, I wasn’t confident she would come home for more than a few days for the summer break. Which meant I was going to be mostly bored, but at least I could work on more content for Havoc.

      I definitely would not in a million years consider auditioning for Autumn’s Slumber. They didn’t want me, and I wasn’t the type of person to force my presence on people who didn’t want me around.

      But…

      If I just went to prove a point, there was nothing wrong with that.

      It would simply be me showing them what they were going to miss out on with the most badass drummer in the world playing with their band. And then once I blew their minds, I’d smile and tell them to fuck off. Because who wanted to play with a bunch of stupid, stinky boys anyway?

      Me.

      I totally wanted to play with those three stupid, stinky—definitely not the three hottest male specimens I’d ever meet, but talented-as-fuck—boys.

      Yeah, that was exactly what they were.

      Fuck boys.

      And I kinda wanted to fuck them.

      All of them.

      One at a time. Have them share me. Do dirty, filthy things to my body.

      We could just play around for a little while.

      While I was their drummer.

      Playing with a band was what I’d always planned on doing eventually. I hadn’t been in a rush, though, wanting to wait for the perfect sound and members I could mesh well with.

      For those few precious moments I’d played onstage with Autumn’s Slumber, I’d felt the connection. The awe. That spark of rightness. This was supposed to be my band.

      And they had to be jerks with that whole “no girls allowed” mentality.

      This had to be some kind of karma for one of the many, many mistakes I’d made over the last twenty years. Too bad for karma, I wasn’t one to sit around and let her have a few laughs at my expense.

      I had Nate keep me up-to-date on the details of the open audition for Autumn’s Slumber’s drummer. He kept First Bass running seamlessly so Dad didn’t worry himself into an early grave. I didn’t know how Nate could work as a manager and still tend bar in the VIP on his own without giving himself an ulcer. After watching how stressed it made my dad at times, I’d decided from a young age I didn’t want to follow in his footsteps.

      Pop-Pop and Poppy made it easy to choose a career path. Devlin Cutter and Jesse Thornton weren’t just rock legends—they were two of the most famous drummers in history. I didn’t want to siphon off their names. I just wanted them to teach me everything they knew. Which they’d done, starting from the moment I’d first picked up a pair of drumsticks.

      Now, I was teaching them a few skills I’d picked up or taught myself.

      With Nate’s help, I had my name on the list for the auditions, but clearly as an alias. I’d convinced him to talk my dad into doing the auditions blind by putting up a screen, so the drummer auditioning would be unseen and anyone judging could only choose off talent alone. But even with that going for me, I still decided to disguise myself. Dramatic, sure, but then again, it was what those three assholes were expecting because they thought I was so full of drama.

      For hours every day, I worked on the mashup of songs I planned on performing for the audition. I watched every video I could find of Autumn’s Slumber online, picking the cover songs they favored to give me a starting point of what sound they were going for the most often. They needed to know the wide range I offered, so I mixed six songs together, recording each play-through, not only to see where I needed to focus on changing anything to make my performance better, but so I could use the content later for my Havoc platforms.

      A text was already waiting for me when I woke up the morning of the auditions.

      Abi: You’re going to kill it tonight. Love you hard.

      Grinning at my best friend’s words, I rolled out of bed and took a long shower. The audition wasn’t until later that evening, but I needed a little help with my disguise. Throwing everything I needed into a gym bag, I slung it over my shoulder as I left my bedroom, my hair still damp.

      Evan was in the kitchen with Mom when I got downstairs. Snatching the bagel he’d just spread cream cheese over, I took a hungry bite and danced out of his reach when he tried to swat at me. He was six foot ten at seventeen, and he still hadn’t stopped growing. With another year of high school to go, he was already being scouted by college basketball coaches. He hadn’t even hinted where he wanted to end up, but I knew my brother had talent on the court.

      Mom took one look at me, and her brown eyes narrowed. “Where are you going so early?”

      Her suspiciousness was fair. Early mornings and I didn’t get along—at all. But today was important, and I wasn’t about to let my love-hate relationship with the sunrise mess with my big “fuck you” to the guys of Autumn’s Slumber. “I’m meeting one of the cousins.”

      “Will this meet-up potentially require bail money?” she asked curiously, her nails tapping on the counter beside the toaster where she was making Evan a second bagel.

      I answered with a shrug as I took another bite of my breakfast.

      “Fuck’s sake,” she groaned, pointing a butter knife covered in cream cheese at me. “I don’t know what you’re up to, Hayat, but if I have to bail you out of jail tonight, I’m going to be pissed.”

      “This cousin is the least likely person to help me cause enough mayhem to end up incarcerated,” I soothed.

      Arella was lower on the list of my cousins who I would end up in a cell with. She had her family to think about, all those kids she and Jordan Moreitti were constantly working on creating. Not to mention, Jordan always had at least two bodyguards with his wife if she left their mega-mansion. She might not be the last name on the list, though. There was always that odd chance that she and I might need legal representation. But that was only if we were out in public together. Which wasn’t part of the plan, so Mom didn’t need to worry.

      Much.

      “Mm-hm,” she hummed, unconvinced. “Are you planning on coming home tonight?”

      Chewing my bagel, I considered her question. With all the money I earned from sponsors as Havoc, I could have easily afforded to purchase my own place. But I was waiting to see what Abi decided she was going to do after college. Maybe we could buy a place close to each other and live the sweet life of raising our kids—and tormenting them—together like Mom and Aunt Kin had done with us.

      Leasing an apartment, however, sounded more and more appealing every day.

      Maddie had her own place. Maybe I’d check out available residences close to her later.

      But I knew I wouldn’t. It was just a thought that randomly filtered through my mind whenever Mom went all mom on me. I loved our family dynamic, and I knew I wouldn’t make it two days without being able to soak up the love that filled this house. The truth was, I had to be around people all the time. It energized me. There wasn’t a single part of my DNA that was introverted.

      “I don’t know yet,” I finally answered my mom, bending to kiss her cheek. “Love you.”

      “Try to stay out of trouble,” Mom called after me.

      I smirked at her over my shoulder as I opened the door to the garage. “Can’t make any promises. Later, Ev.”

      He glowered at me because I was still eating his bagel, but he blew me a kiss like he always did from the time Poppy and I taught him how to do it when he was seven months old. My giant of a brother looked intimidating as hell, but he was one of the gentlest people I’d ever known. His mop of brown curls and deep dimples made him look more like an adorable puppy to me than the supposedly hot basketball player I’d heard countless girls describe him as.
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      Arella lived in Beverly Hills, which took longer to get to than forty-three minutes, I didn’t care what my GPS said. Traffic was a bitch, no matter what time of day it was, so I didn’t pull up in front of my cousin’s mega-mansion until two hours later.

      Ringing the doorbell, I heard kids screaming excitedly, mixed in with a few dogs barking. Moments later, Jordan opened the door, a baby on his hip, spit-up on the expensive dress shirt he wore, and two toddlers tangling around his feet. A small herd of Aussiedoodles danced happily with my cousin’s younger kids, gently herding them away from the door and their dad’s legs.

      “One-third of the Terror Trio is on my doorstep,” Jordan groused. “How much trouble are you and my wife going to be getting into?”

      If the kids hadn’t been there, I would have flipped him off. Instead, I took the baby from his arms and stuck out my tongue at him. “We’re going to ignore what an a-s-s-h-o-l-e your daddy is, aren’t we, princess?”

      Grabby hands fisted around my curls, but I had a tough scalp, so her yanking on my locks didn’t faze me. Rubbing my nose against hers, I brushed past Jordan into the house. “Arella? Your husband is being mean to me!”

      Arella Stevenson-Moreitti came out of the family room, her eyes barely open. She was less of a morning person than I was. There had never been an event she’d ever been on time for. If her older kids hadn’t needed to be at school by a specific time, she probably wouldn’t have even been out of bed yet. With her dark hair pulled into a messy ponytail, a pair of sleep pants and a baggy sweatshirt on, she looked tired—but more beautiful than any one woman should ever be allowed to look first thing in the morning.

      Her mom, Lana, and mine were biological sisters. Their eldest sister, Layla, who was also my gammy, had adopted Mom when she married Poppy. Our family was a complicated, twisted tree full of biological and honorary family members, none of whom I could imagine my life without.

      From the green look on Arella’s face, I guessed what was wrong with her before she even turned her head to vomit into the little bucket she was carrying. Of course she was pregnant again. Jordan couldn’t keep his hands off her, and since she was between filming movies, everyone in the family more or less expected her to be knocked up.

      “Is your house even big enough for another kid?” I teased her, bouncing the baby I held. Twenty-thousand-plus feet of space, but with all the kids Arella kept popping out, I didn’t think they had enough room for their kids, dogs, and everything extra that came with my dear cousin. Natasha giggled on my hip, her grip on my hair only tightening as she swung her arms excitedly.

      “I have an architect working on the plans to expand the west wing,” Jordan said as he rubbed his wife’s back while she dry-heaved. “Love, let me carry you back to bed. Or at least sit on the couch. I don’t like you overexerting yourself when you’re in this condition.”

      “I’m fine. Really. Nothing I can’t handle,” she muttered firmly.

      “Maybe if you stayed off her, she wouldn’t be in this condition so often,” I snarked, watching as the two toddlers chased after the adorable dogs who seemed all too happy to play tag with the kids.

      “Arie, are you sure you’re up to helping me?” I questioned, feeling guilty for asking for her assistance now that I knew she wasn’t feeling well. Although she definitely should have advised me of her current situation when I’d called a few days before to ask if she would help me out.

      Apparently she wasn’t making any baby announcements yet, so I made a mental note not to spill the proverbial beans to anyone about the happy couple expecting another bundle of joy.

      She waved off my concern. “I’m fine. A nurse will be by later to hook me up to an IV to stop me from getting dehydrated. Besides, I’m not the one who is doing the transformation. I have an entire team coming to help. I’m an actress, Hayat, not a makeup artist. Or a costume designer.”

      “I just need a little hair and makeup help, not for you to turn me into Elphaba from Wicked.” I followed her into the family room, where she already had a few stations ready to be set up for when her team of special effects people showed up.

      “Oh, let’s watch that while we get you ready!” Arella said excitedly once Jordan had helped her sit on one of the beautiful plush couches. “The little ones love singing and dancing.”

      “No, Momma.” Penelope shook her dark head emphatically. “Showman. Showman!”

      “Yeah, we wanna watch the circus,” her slightly older brother, Draven, seconded. Arella had had a full two years off between one action series and another movie a while back, resulting in her being pregnant back-to-back-to-back since she’d still been in her final months with Natasha when filming was originally supposed to start for her last movie. “Peas?”

      “If we’re taking votes, I’m all for The Greatest Showman,” I said, sticking my hand in the air, then doing the same with Natasha’s, causing her to giggle. “We want to hear Keala sing, don’t we, Natasha?”

      “Fine,” Arella agreed, picking up the universal remote that controlled every basic feature in the entire room, if not the house. Less than a minute later, the opening for the movie was playing, and I was dancing around with the toddlers and Natasha while Jordan went to let the tech team in.

      Reluctantly, I set the baby in her gated area and took the seat I was instructed to sit in. By the time the stylist started working on my hair, I was rethinking my decision to ask for Arella’s help.

      “Oh, stop your whining,” my cousin griped, holding an open alcohol swab packet under her nose. She said it helped with her nausea, but it hadn’t worked earlier when she’d opened it and then proceeded to puke into her bucket yet again. “I had to sit in a chair and have my hair braided before being pinned down to fit under a wig for years when I got my first role at seventeen.”

      “Yeah, but you have silky, straight hair. I have a jungle of ringlets that this chick is ripping out with that brush she’s using.” When the stylist did it again, I reacted without thinking. Grabbing the offending object from her, I threw it across the room. It wasn’t that she was hurting me physically. But the woman was destroying my hair. “Did no one ever tell you not to brush dry curls? You’re just going to make it frizzy, which isn’t going to make the job of braiding it any easier.”

      One of the Aussiedoodles must have thought I was playing fetch, because she brought the brush back to us, wagging her tail. I took it from her, scratching the top of her head. “Good puppy,” I praised before glaring up at the stylist. “Bad, bad stylist. No more brushes for you.”

      Rolling her eyes at me, the stylist pulled a wide-toothed comb from her bag of torture devices, along with an already hot flat iron. I was thankful I’d come early, because straightening my hair took hours. Something the woman realized when, two hours later, she was only a third of the way through getting my locks somewhat under control.

      “I need to pee,” I complained.

      “You went to the bathroom twenty minutes ago,” Arella dismissed, hitting replay on the movie when her toddlers made the request.

      “Your husband keeps shoving bottles of water and cups of tea at me every time he offers you something. My bladder is only so big. Maybe he could ‘force’ a sandwich into my hands next time. I’m starving.” Pouting, I slouched in my chair—which, of course, made the hairstylist unhappy.

      She grabbed the section of hair she needed to work on and yanked, pulling my head back. “Yeah, baby,” I purred, lifting my gaze to meet hers and licking my lips. “Harder, Mommy.”

      Arella burst out laughing, along with the costume designer, who was already stitching together a few things for my outfit. Candace, the hair stylist, just stared down at me like a deer caught in the headlights. “Ah, relax,” I groused. “Life is hard enough without having a sense of humor. Try laughing a little every now and then. Release a few endorphins and some dopamine.”

      Another three hours later and my hair was straight, then braided into twin French braids on either side of my head. The ends went all the way down my back and ended well past my hips. My outfit wasn’t much different from what I would normally wear. I lived in sweatpants since that made it so much easier to move while playing drums than if I were in jeans. I had a sponsorship with a new workout gear brand, and I wore their sweats in every Havoc video.

      I had black ones for today, but a size bigger so it looked like I was bulkier than I actually was. The same went for the white hoodie I wore, which was two sizes larger than normal. This one, I didn’t attack with scissors to make it a crop top and show off the sports bra I had on beneath. When I looked in the mirror, it appeared as if I’d gained fifty pounds. With the hood pulled up over my head, I looked like a large guy.

      Black around my eyes was the only makeup I needed, along with a pair of contacts that turned my irises red. The balaclava mask the designer gave me was black and had only eyeholes, with intricate patterns across the forehead, cheeks, nose, and mouth, which made it look like my lips were sewn shut. She’d used the red, yellow, orange and brown I had requested, hoping that including Autumn’s Slumber’s trademark color scheme would win me points.

      When Draven saw my costume, he shrieked and ran off screaming, “stranger danger,” but Penelope clapped her hands. “You wook so cool, Hi-Hi!”

      It did look pretty cool, but the true test was if I could move as effortlessly in this gear—and with the mask on—while still playing drums like normal. At least no one would be able to guess it was me underneath all the extra layers.

      Thanking my cousin and her crew, I had to hurry to make it to First Bass on time for the audition since it had taken so long to get ready. Blasting my AC because I felt like I was literally melting in the mask and the thick hoodie, I made it to the employee parking lot just in time for Nate to let me in through the back.

      Someone was already up onstage playing. I couldn’t see who it was, because a curtain had been erected to make each audition blind. The rest of the band and whoever else was judging the candidates would have to go off talent alone.

      Before I slipped backstage, I noticed a group of people at the bar. All three Autumn’s Slumber guys were already in their stage gear. My dad was with them, along with Aubree, the drummer from the Blonde Bombshells, and Kale, Tainted Knights’s drummer. The six of them were all listening intently, nodding every now and then, making notes.

      Nate nudged me toward the group of people standing off to the side, waiting for their turn. I counted eight others, all of them guys. I moved to the back of the pack, leaning against the wall. With the drummer onstage doing his thing, none of us could talk, but I saw a few of them smirking like they thought they were so much better than the current auditionee.

      “Be good,” Nate grumbled close to my ear. “I have to get back out to the others.”

      Nodding, I watched him disappear down the little hall and through the curtain.

      One guy after another auditioned, each of them showing some decent talent. But they were all way too cocky for my tastes. After each candidate performed, they went to the green room to relax until we were all finished. Finally, it was just me and some other guy standing off to the side, waiting for our turn.

      Nate called my name. “Hellion!”

      I nearly laughed at his alias for me, but I stepped forward, giving the other guy a chin lift before I moved behind the curtain to take my place. I had to adjust the throne height and reposition a few things before I popped my neck, rolled my shoulders, and then plugged in my earbuds to hear the playlist for my audition.
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      “You ready back there, Hellion?” someone called out to me. Apparently I was taking too long to readjust after the last auditionee. He’d made more mistakes than any of the others, and no wonder, with how sloppy everything was. I doubted he’d even taken time to make sure his throne was at the right angle for his height, let alone fix his pedals, which had caused him a delay with his bass.

      With a deep, steadying inhale, I pressed play and then just let the music consume me. For eight minutes and fourteen seconds, I was under the spell of the beat, the lyrics, the magic of the vibrations that hummed through my body.

      When it was over, I twirled my drumsticks in either hand as I walked to the green room, where the others were snacking on sandwiches and sipping water or energy drinks. Not speaking to anyone, I crossed to the couch and sat, waiting for the last performer to finish up and have the ten of us called out onstage.

      The judges would eliminate those they hadn’t liked, and then they’d have the remaining auditionees play a few songs with the band to see how they worked together. If there was chemistry between anyone and Autumn’s Slumber, they would move closer to being the band’s new drummer.

      Someone sat down beside me, offering me a bottle of water. I took it with a nod of thanks, but I didn’t drink. I could see the seal was already broken. Draven’s screaming “stranger danger” earlier filled my head, making me smile behind my mask.

      “You had some sick skills, bro,” the guy said with a laugh. “You gotta make it to the next round with me from what I heard out there.”

      Grunting, I scrunched down lower, trying to get comfortable. My mask was itchy, and the black around my eyes was starting to smear down my face from all the sweating. Those stupid contacts I’d put in to make my irises red were irritating the hell out of me. But I kept reminding myself it would be more fun to reveal who I was after I won the audition.

      Ignoring the guy beside me still prattling on about his skills and how he’d turned down the chance to be the drummer for some band called LEX, I pulled my cell from my pocket and started texting Abi.

      Me: Study group tonight?

      She had finals next week, so she would be spending every spare minute studying. Or stalking her history professor. My best friend was a brainiac, even if she didn’t think she was, so she should just stalk Professor Hottie instead of wasting her time studying crap she already knew.

      Abi: Heading to the library soon. How is the audition going?

      Me: It’s going.

      I snapped a picture of myself and sent it to her, showing off my costume.

      Abi: Kinda sexy. Kinda creepy. Love it.

      Grinning behind my mask, I started to type a reply when the last contestant appeared in the doorway, Nate right behind him. The other guy grabbed a bottle of water and chugged, but he looked a bit green. I hadn’t been paying attention to his audition, so I didn’t know if he’d bombed or not. That would explain the nervous nausea vibes I was reading. Or he was just worried about the next round.

      He’d been so confident before I’d taken my turn. But he wouldn’t have been the first person I’d met to have false bravado in front of people, only to piss themselves in private.

      Nate’s gaze skimmed over all ten of us before he smirked. “They’re ready for you. Let’s go.”

      Without waiting to see if we followed, he walked away. Everyone else started whispering—some anxious, some excited. I got lazily to my feet, adjusting my hoodie and mask. Ugh, I just wanted to take them off. And those damn contacts were itching my eyeballs and making them water.

      Grumbling my discomfort to myself, I followed at the back of the pack. The curtain had been drawn back from the stage, and all the judges were sitting in chairs before it, clipboards in hand. Poppy and Pop-Pop had once guest-starred on some talent show and took Evan, Maddie, Banks, and me with them to watch. This audition process was giving those kinds of vibes, which amused the hell out of me.

      It was overdramatic, but I liked how seriously the three Autumn’s Slumber guys were taking the entire thing.

      Behind us onstage, the sound tech guys were shifting the drum set around and adding another one. Excitement began to bubble in my veins. Were we going to battle? I nearly started bouncing in anticipation. I seriously wanted to blow away every one of the other nine candidates. They might have talent, but they didn’t deserve to fill the drummer slot for Autumn’s Slumber.

      “You have all given us a good show.” Dad spoke up, and I focused on him. “Many of you have talent that we want to see more of. But a few of you should get some more practice in before you attempt another audition.”

      I tapped my sticks lightly against the outsides of my thighs, waiting. Dad’s gaze zeroed in on the action before his aquamarine eyes lifted to my face. I grinned behind the mask, knowing he at the very least suspected it was me.

      Instead of calling me out on it, he glanced back at his list and read off four names. I wasn’t surprised that the first guy who had been performing when I arrived was called, and even less so when the final guy’s name was also among the four. I almost felt sorry for the poor dude.

      While the four guys shuffled back toward the green room to gather their things and leave, the judges focused on the six of us who remained.

      “Here is how this is going to go,” Dad announced. “Your six are going to face off against one another. Aubree and Kale have already picked the songs, and I’m going to warn you they have complicated solos. Three of you will be eliminated. The final three will face off against…” He paused for dramatic effect, and I nearly rolled my eyes. “Devlin Cutter.”

      Biting my lips together to keep from squealing in delight, I forced myself to stand perfectly still. I loved playing against Pop-Pop and Poppy. This was going to be so much fun.

      “One of those three will be eliminated, and the remaining two will play two sets with Autumn’s Slumber to test your chemistry together.” Dad glanced over at the three guys in their band gear. “Ultimately, it is their choice. They are the ones you need to impress. Understand?”

      I nodded along with the other five guys.

      “We’re all set up here,” Nate called out. “First two up are Hellion and Emil.”

      Taking the drum set on the left, I glowered when I saw how sloppily it had been set up. Adjusting my throne, I had to make a few more fixes, while Emil only repositioned his bass.

      “Both of you showed a good mashup.” Aubree’s voice floated up to us. “So that’s what we’re going to do with the two of you.”

      Kale called out three songs. I flipped through my playlist on my phone, fixed my earbuds, and nodded when I was ready. Emil did the same.

      And then the fun began.
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      Jamie and Sparks had been doing nothing but arguing all day. It was giving me a headache, and I didn’t handle any sort of pain with finesse. I wasn’t a grin-and-bear-it kind of person, more of a leave-me-the-fuck-alone-or-I-will-stab-you-with-the-first-sharp-thing-I-can-find-if-you-annoy-me-while-I-feel-like-shit type. The only person who could ever deal with me while I was sick or in pain was my mom.

      Fuck, I missed her.

      After the first round of the auditions, they had shut up as the ten candidates walked out to stand in front of us and the other three judges, Harris, Aubree, and Kale. It blew my mind that we were in the presence of rock legends like Aubree and Kale, but I needed to get used to that since Autumn’s Slumber was going to be on that list of royalty one day.

      Most of the guys were dressed the same, roughly the same height, between five eleven and six one. I had no idea which of them had been one of the ones we’d liked or thought needed to seek another hobby since the first round had been a blind audition. I was kind of glad for that now. I wanted to be surprised by the group that was left over.

      Of the ten of them, only one was dressed in a way that would fit in effortlessly with our band. I liked that they had put that kind of effort into impressing us. From the way Sparks and Jamie kept looking at the guy, they did too. The masked drummer was bulkier than we were, but I wasn’t sure if it was muscle or because they were overweight. Either way, I kept my eye on them as they stood lightly flicking their drumsticks against their thighs while Harris told the four we’d all vetoed it was a no-go.

      Nate, the manager and VIP’s bartender, called the first two names for a battle, and I sat up a little straighter when he called Emil and Hellion. Emil had ink on his throat and across most of his exposed chest, wearing jeans and a tank top with a pair of Vans.

      Hellion, though taller than the majority of the other candidates, moved with agility up onto the stage and began making adjustments. Kale and Aubree had picked which ones to pair up for the battles, along with the songs. Having the two drummers there to assist was helpful because none of us would have known how to test them, other than trying to find the perfect person to mesh with us.

      I should have been focused on both drummers, but my gaze was continually drawn to Hellion. Sparks and Jamie sat on either side of me, both of them occasionally nudging me. Hellion showed so much passion, their movements effortless but sure. I thought about the battle, but I honestly couldn’t tell you one thing about Emil, simply because all I’d heard was Hellion.

      “He’s the one,” Sparks growled beside my ear. “Hellion is who I want.”

      “Same,” Jamie agreed, the two of them finally not snarling at each other. Since our original audition a few weeks back, my two remaining bandmates had been at each other’s throats night and day. All because of Hayat Cutter. “We need Hellion, Ky.”

      I was in complete agreement with them, but this audition had to remain fair. “We have to see how they all do with the other rounds. I have a strong feeling Hellion will make the top two. We need to make sure we sound good together before we make anyone an offer.”

      Begrudgingly, Sparks and Jamie both nodded, knowing I was right. It didn’t matter how talented Hellion was if we didn’t sound great as a band.

      Not surprisingly, Hellion moved on to the next round. As did Atticus and some smug-looking creep named Wes. Emil and the other two who lost the battles trudged off, looking defeated. I felt a twinge of empathy, knowing it would have hurt me to have lost out on this opportunity as well.

      Harris stood, while the three finalists sat off to the side. Atticus and Wes looked like they were equal parts exuberant and in awe as Devlin Cutter walked in and went to stand beside his son.

      Same height. Same color eyes. Same dimples. The only difference between father and son was their hair styles—Devlin’s was a glossy black that fell down his back, while Harris kept his almost military short. And the obvious hand of time. Age lines around Devlin’s eyes and mouth told me he’d spent a lot of his life smiling, laughing. Enjoying his life with those he loved.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d met Devlin Cutter, although it had been years since I’d lived next door to him with my dad and his other family. Hadley, Hannah, and Holden always looked down their sneering noses at the rocker, his wife, and their family. Devlin and Natalie had been nice but distant with me back then.

      When I turned eighteen, however, I’d changed my name from Kyrie Renchford to Ky Carver and said goodbye to Dad and my stepfamily. I hadn’t seen the Cutters again until after my niece was born. Even then, Devlin had been kind but distant. Not that I could blame him after what my half brother had done to Maddie Dawson. Something inside me had needed to reach out to them when Avalyn was born, though. To make sure my niece was okay, ensure she didn’t need anything. And to assure them, if nothing else, Avalyn had a family member who would be there if she ever needed anything.

      That little baby needed to know that someone cared.

      But there had been no need for that, because Avalyn had an entire army of people around her who adored her. Who showed her how deeply she was loved and always would be. Her biological mother. Her adoptive parents. Grandparents. Aunts. Uncles. They would destroy the world for her—and most importantly, they would eviscerate whoever dared harm her.

      I didn’t walk away that day with a clear conscience, but I didn’t have to look back to double-check that my beautiful little niece was safe and cared for.

      After greeting Harris, Devlin came over to shake our hands. I swallowed a huge lump in my throat, knowing that if he was aware of who I was, this entire thing might end differently. Devlin had assured me back then that there were no hard feelings. At least, not between them and me. The Renchfords, on the other hand…well, that was another story. A war that would never come to an end. I was no longer a Renchford, however, so Devlin assured me the battle wouldn’t touch me.

      But I didn’t want to take the chance that his hatred for my brother and stepmother might unconsciously or unintentionally shut down this opportunity for my band.

      I was thankful when he moved on, hugging Aubree, then slapping Kale on the back. Stretching out his long arms, he then went to our three drummer auditionees. Wes and Atticus practically tripped over their feet introducing themselves, but when it came time for Hellion to greet him, the guy just grunted and shook his hand. There was no sign of awe emitting from him like it did from the other two, but he wasn’t disrespectful either.

      Devlin gave Hellion an assessing look for several long, tense moments before pointing at Wes. “You. You’ll be my first victim.”

      OtherWorld’s drummer was a legend because of the passion he put into each song. He could turn a missed beat into something fun and mystical rather than stressing over it and fucking up the entire song. He and Jesse Thornton were gods in their own rights as drummers, both of them in the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. But while Jesse was meticulous, able to perfect and remember any song he ever played, never once missing a beat, he did lack the purehearted passion Devlin put into his work.

      In the end, imperfections could be overlooked—to an extent. But if there was no passion, no emotion, then it spoiled the entire song. Hamel had no talent, and his passion levels had needed to be jump-started most of the time. But he’d been with us since we were all in prep school together. Then college. He wasn’t as close to me as Jamie and Sparks were, but a friend, nonetheless.

      I still wanted him to be a friend, but he didn’t want anything to do with us since we’d made the decision to kick him out of Autumn’s Slumber. It hadn’t been anything personal. It was a career choice, not an emotional one.

      Aubree and Kale watching with us was a good thing, especially when Devlin Cutter sat on his throne behind the drum set on the left. He was done making adjustments before Wes even took his seat.

      “I don’t give a fuck if you’re better than me or not. For all I know, you’re the best drummer in the world. I don’t give two shits.” Devlin twirled one of his drumsticks in his hand. “I’m going to play a song, then you’re going to play one that you think is better. Don’t try to kiss my ass, boy. I want you to kick it. Ass-kissers don’t go far in this business. All it gets you is the smell of shit stuck in your nose.”

      I could practically hear Wes gulp, his cockiness suddenly gone.

      “Hope he tanks fast. I want to see Hellion up there,” Sparks muttered close to my ear.

      “Atticus was good too,” I argued reasonably. But Sparks was right. These final three had been good, but Hellion had already shown us he could put on a show. He had passion and precision. It had been a thing of beauty to watch him with Emil earlier.

      But if Emil had been paired with someone else, I was sure he would have made the top three over Wes.

      My guitarist got his wish, because Wes tanked before he could get halfway through his own song to one-up Devlin. From the sour look on the older drummer’s face, he was more than disappointed. Wes not only picked a song that hadn’t been a better choice, but he’d also completely messed up the first drum solo.

      Devlin let him finish the song, though, and then pointed a stick at Atticus. “Impress me.”

      Atticus and Devlin seemed to have fun challenging each other. They each played three songs, leaving them both pouring sweat but grinning at each other.

      Grabbing the towel Harris tossed him, Devlin wiped his face while Atticus retook his seat. After taking a moment to drink from his bottle of water, Devlin finally looked at the third and final candidate.

      “I’m tired, kid. You start us off. Let me see what you can do first.”

      Hellion twisted his neck left and right, rolling his shoulders to loosen up. Then he went straight into “Bleed” by Meshuggah. It was a song that many metal drummers challenged each other to, but it was extremely rough on the drummer’s feet.

      Devlin’s jaw clenched while he listened and waited, then went straight into his own song, “Burn” by Deep Purple. Hellion seemed to snort at the choice and began playing Dream Theater’s “The Dance of Eternity.”

      But when it should have been Devlin’s turn, Hellion kept playing, going straight for the throat with Nile’s “Lashed to the Slave Stick.” It was another metal song, with a blasting beat. Just watching the masked drummer play the song was an intense experience. Hellion had already shown us his range earlier. Now, he was playing to win against rock royalty.

      From the grin on Devlin’s face, Hellion had done just that. The last song took coordination as well as creativity. I couldn’t look away from Hellion. Metal wasn’t part of our sound, but this wasn’t about that. It was to see the drummer’s passion. And fuck, but I’d never seen anyone so caught up in music before. Not like this. Not like our Hellion.

      When the song was over, Devlin stood and bowed to the other drummer. Jamie, Sparks, and I wanted to bow at Hellion’s feet. Holy shit.

      “You win, Hayat,” Devlin laughed. “Damn, sweetheart, that was magical. I didn’t even know you’d been playing around with that song. Beautiful.”

      Sparks turned to stone beside me, while Jamie gave a cackle from the other side.

      With a heavy sigh, Hellion pushed their hood back and then lifted the balaclava mask. Face drenched in sweat. Skin glowing red from exertion and the heat from wearing the mask. Chest heaving.

      And my dick had never been so hard in my life.

      Jesus fucking Christ. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      Her thick, wild hair had been tamed into French braids down her back. She had smeared black makeup around her eyes that were red, but with an irritated grumble, she swiped the contacts out, giving me a glance at those aquamarine eyes. When she grinned at Devlin, I ached to lick her deep dimples.

      Mine.

      I pointedly ignored the possessive growl deep in the back of my mind. That shit needed to shut the fuck up. Jamie had been right. Hayat was made for us—made for me.

      But that didn’t mean Sparks had been wrong. She would attract the wrong kind of attention.

      Unless she was willing to keep her identity anonymous like the rest of us.

      I hoped she could accept that, because I wasn’t sure I was willing to offer the position to anyone else. And I wasn’t completely sure if that was because of her exceptional talent.

      Or because I was unwilling to let her get away for my own personal reasons.

      Mine.

      Like how I wanted to taste her plump pink lips. Or squeeze that ripe ass in both hands. Or lick the sweat off her skin from her tits all the way up her neck.

      Hayat Cutter was utter perfection. All the pictures I’d seen of her over the years didn’t do this goddess justice. She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman in the world. But she wasn’t delicate. Fragile women were my biggest turn-off. Along with whiny little bitches who were never told no in their lives. Followed just as quickly by the kind of chick who spent too much time and money on her appearance.

      Hayat wasn’t any of those things.

      She was gorgeous without having to try. Had skills that would pay her own way through life. And that gives-no-fucks attitude was sexy as hell.

      Hayat Cutter was going to be Autumn’s Slumber’s new drummer.

      And she sure as fuck was going to be mine, goddamn it.

      She. Was. Ours.
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      If I’d had a pair of scissors, the hoodie that was suffocating the life out of me would have already been in shreds. Instead of risking falling over from heatstroke, I pulled the thick fabric over my head. My sports bra was a tie-dyed blend of fall colors that I thought was really cute. Pulling the pant legs of my sweats up to my knees, I had to roll down the waist since they were a size too big. The French braids Candace had put my hair into were still holding strong, which was a miracle—or maybe some kind of voodoo magic because that shit never happened when I attempted a braid.

      Whatever mystical powers were playing out with the hair fairies, the tightness of the braids was agony on my head and neck muscles. But if I attempted to untangle them right then, it would have left me with the biggest nest of jungle vines in the history of curly hair.

      Stepping off the stage, I dropped down into an empty chair between Aubree and Kale. Both of them gave me weird side-eyes before each threw an arm around me and hugged me from either side, not seeming to care that I was soaked through with sweat.

      “Holy shit!” Aubree whisper-shrieked. “That was fucking beautiful! If I ever need a temp replacement, I’m calling you.”

      Pop-Pop finished talking to Dad and the Autumn’s Slumber guys before coming over to me. I jumped up, hugging him just as hard as he hugged me. Leaning back, Pop-Pop kissed my brow. “That was the most fun I’ve had in years. I definitely wasn’t expecting that last one. My heart is still pounding from that performance. Seriously, kid, I almost cried. So damn proud of you.”

      I hugged him a little tighter, savoring the affection he was never shy to give me, my brother, or my cousins. Dad walked over to us, his brows lowered in a faux glower. “This audition isn’t over. You still need to see if you or Atticus have the better energy with the band.”

      Waving my hand toward the stage, I curtsied at him and the three band members. “By all means, don’t let me hold up your audition.”

      “You could have just said yes when they originally auditioned for me and saved us all this aggravation,” Dad grumbled.

      “I wanted to make it fair,” I told him, raising my voice just loud enough that the three Autumn’s Slumber pricks could hear me. “Wouldn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention or anything.”

      Sparks clenched his jaw, while Jamie gave me a sheepish smile. He was kind of cute from what little I could see of his face beneath the mask and paint. I got golden retriever vibes from him, while Sparks seemed kind of like the dick of the group.

      Not that it was a complete turn-off. Or any turn-off at all, actually. I kind of wanted to see how big of a jerk he could be, and then, I wanted him to fall at my feet and tell me how sorry he was for being an asshole.

      Ky, I was still trying to get a read on, but the energy that sparked through me whenever he looked at me was doing things I wasn’t used to.

      In all honesty, nothing any of those three made me feel was something I was used to. I avoided members of the opposite sex—and even the same sex—unless they were part of my family in some shape or form. Holden Renchford’s treatment of Maddie had left a sourness in me that had turned me off anything to do with relationships. But I couldn’t deny that I was interested in Ky, Sparks, and Jamie.

      Of course, the first time my libido started working and I caught feelings, it would be with a group of guys. Very fitting. It wasn’t like just one guy could satisfy me. Not when there was so much of me that needed satisfying.

      I couldn’t wait to tell Abi about my new crush—make that crushes. Plural. This was huge for us. She’d started having feelings for her older, sexy history professor. And there I was, fantasizing about three hot rockers devouring me offstage.

      “You’ve met yourself, right?” Kale asked, stretching out his legs and crossing his feet as he gazed up at me with a raised brow. “You can’t walk into a room and not draw attention. There’s not a damn thing wrong with that, sweetheart.”

      “And that right there is why you are like my fifth favorite drummer, Kale,” I teased.

      “I’m that high on your list?” He covered his heart with his hand. “What an honor.”

      “I’m number four,” Aubree bragged, buffing her nails on her shirt.

      “No one asked you, buzzkiller,” he grumbled.

      Dad muttered something under his breath before waving his hand toward the stage. “Atticus will go first.”

      Seeing the other guy sitting off to the side, I walked over to him. With a grin, he stood, and we shook hands. “Great show,” I told him. “Good luck up there. You have killer skills.”

      Atticus lifted a brow. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have ever guessed that you were the one up there playing. The name Hellion fits you. But I think the world knows you as someone else.”

      I stiffened, unease rolling around in my stomach. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Easy, Havoc. I’m not going to announce your secret identity. You have it for a reason, and now I understand why. It’s not fun living in anyone’s shadow.” He grimaced sympathetically. “But fair warning, Wes had his phone out filming your battle with Cutter and then left right after. He made his escape before anyone else noticed. Tucked his tail and ran as soon as you pulled off your hoodie because he bombed hard.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I said appreciatively, shaking his hand again.

      An odd feeling of calm came over me as I watched him take the stage where Ky, Sparks, and Jamie were already waiting. I’d taken drastic measures for years not to reveal that I was Havoc. But if Wes outed me? It wouldn’t be the end of the world. Maybe I’d lose a few sponsorships. Or I’d gain a lot more. Either way, I didn’t think I cared if Hayat and Havoc were blended together.

      Neither was giving the Autumn’s Slumber guys a double middle finger. I wanted this—I wanted them. However I had to get them. If that meant hiding behind a screen for every show, then that was what I would do. I’d wear their mask, cover my body in their paint, and give every ounce of myself to being their drummer.

      Because we were meant to be.

      They were my band.

      They were who I’d always been waiting for.

      Maybe in more ways than one.

      Taking a seat, I watched the band with Atticus. The four of them sounded amazing together. Sparks and Jamie were jamming. Ky was into the lyrics like he was in every video I’d ever watched, just like the audition he’d given for Dad and Jace. Every nerve in my body reacted to the way his voice flowed through the highs and lows, no autotune needed. Pure, golden vocals that proved to me yet again he had the potential to be the next ruler of the rock world.

      Atticus and the guys played three songs before Dad ended their set. We were all enjoying the music, and the way they interacted with one another was good. But nothing about it had been extraordinary. It was more Jamie, Sparks, and Ky who moved seamlessly together. Atticus, while exceptionally talented, seemed tense up there with them. I wasn’t sure if it was because he was nervous or if he simply wasn’t feeling the chemistry.

      Standing, he exited the stage and took his earlier seat, giving me a chin lift as I took the throne. Atticus was roughly the same height as me, so I didn’t have to do much adjusting. Once I was satisfied, I looked at Ky, who was watching me with hooded eyes behind his mask.

      “What’s your favorite song?” he asked me, his voice pouring over me like heated silk. It wasn’t fair that he could affect me so effortlessly. No one else ever had, and I liked to think it was because I was immune to anyone sexually. But this delicious guy proved me wrong. Damn it. “If you had to pick one song to listen to for the rest of your life, what would it be?”

      “You haven’t earned that yet,” I told him. It was too personal, and I wasn’t just going to give out that kind of intimate information like it wasn’t precious.

      Tuning him out for the moment, I turned to the other two band members. Jamie, I knew I had. He was practically wagging his tail in his sweet, golden retriever way. I wanted to scratch him behind the ears and tell him what a good boy he was. Sparks was a grumpy asshole, though, so I smirked at him. “Pick a song. And make it one where you actually have to do a little work. Slacker.”

      He was standing right beside a mic, so I could hear him grinding his teeth. I gave Jamie a wink when he laughed at his bandmate.

      “Trivium’s ‘Until the World Goes Cold,’” Sparks snarled in response, his irises darkening in a way that made my heart skip a beat and me squirm a little on the throne. Damn hot rocker. “Try not to fuck up the drum solo.”

      “Sparks.” There was a warning bite in Ky’s voice that we both ignored.

      “Ah, aren’t you just the cutest thing,” I cooed. “I bet you weren’t hating me when I was killing Nile’s song. But whatever. Just don’t get your guitar too wet from crying when I make you my bitch.”

      Ky and Jamie both snorted, and I could tell Sparks wanted to smile but refused to let himself. I liked his tenacity, even if he tended to be heavier on the ass part. “Whenever you’re ready, princess.”

      Flame pyres flared high in my eyes, which Sparks must have noticed because he took a cautious step back from my drums.

      Princesses were soft, delicate, fragile.

      I wasn’t a fucking princess.

      I was a motherfucking goddess.

      Wild. Creative. Feral at times.

      “Try to keep up,” I said sweetly, lifting my sticks.
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      I wasn’t sure Sparks was going to survive our set with Hayat Hellion Cutter. He’d been my best friend for the majority of our lives, but he was pushing buttons that had both Jamie and me ready to take a swing at him.

      But there was no denying the chemistry between him and Hayat. He was living up to his name with all the sparks flying as the two of them teased each other throughout the songs.

      Hayat had us all hyped up, Sparks included, but the fucker wouldn’t admit it to himself yet.

      Then halfway through our second song, the one Jamie had suggested because it was his favorite cover we did, Sparks did something—fuck, I wasn’t even sure what the hell he did—that had Hayat throwing a drumstick at him. It nailed him in the shoulder, but she didn’t miss a beat, picking up another stick from the bag between her feet and continuing to play, her energy never once changing.

      The chemistry burned higher, threatening to burst into flame.

      After that, Sparks seemed to perk up more, and by the end of the third song, he was even standing closer to the drums, grinning at her. When I saw him wink at her, I was torn between wanting to scoop his eyes from his head or hugging the sonofabitch for finally seeing what the rest of us saw.

      I couldn’t deny it. I was jealous of that magic that flared between them. Or Jamie and Hayat. Or the three of them together. I hated it. But I fucking loved it.

      Because I wanted this so goddamn bad. Us. As a band.

      As more.

      But we had secrets we hadn’t told her or anyone else.

      Would she accept them when we confessed? Or would she run from all three of us and never look back?

      Excitement mixed with my anxiety. My fear of losing her before I ever tasted her—before any of us could truly make her ours.

      As soon as the last note faded, Hayat stood, her left hand lifted, drumstick in hand and aimed right at Sparks’s chest. “You ever try to trip me up like that again, and I’ll be using your heart as a snare.” She said it so sweetly, but there was no denying the venom beneath it. Or the flames in her eyes. Her tone might have been soft, saccharine, but she put so much heat behind her words that she scalded the three of us on that stage.

      Fuck, that was sexy.

      Such a pretty voice, full of so much dangerous promise.

      Thankfully, I was holding my guitar low enough to hide how hard my cock was. I grasped Hayat’s wrist before she could stab my guitarist through the heart. “He was just playing with you, Hellion,” I assured her, letting my thumb skim soothingly over her inner wrist. Shit, her skin was soft. “Weren’t you, Sparks?”

      He nodded, keeping his eyes on her hand that I wasn’t restraining, the tip of his tongue licking over his bottom lip. “I was playing. But only because I was still trying to deny how amazing we all are together. I apologize for being a dickhead, Hellion.”

      “Or should we call you Havoc?” Jamie choked out as he came over, his phone in hand. When he lifted his head, his eyes were huge behind his mask as he turned the device to show us all the screen. “You are Havoc?”

      She gave a careless shrug. “I use the persona online to share my passion for playing, without risking the world claiming I’m only piggybacking off my grandfathers’ names. Atticus mentioned Wes was recording. I figured he would post something about this, and if he got a shot of my tattoos, then he was able to prove it was really me.”

      Her lips twisted into a grimace. Even that was pretty. I was losing my mind. Beauty like hers shouldn’t exist, but it did. And I wanted to drown in it. Turning, she showed us the crossed drumsticks on the backs of both of her upper arms. “I’ve only shown my ink once or twice over the years, but it got attention. I thought it would take a little longer before it went viral, but he must have known what hashtags to use to prompt the algorithm so quickly.”

      From offstage, I heard a few savage curses. Harris, Devlin, Aubree, and Kale all were looking at their own phones. Atticus was still seated, patiently waiting, but I could read the resignation on his face. He’d been present for our trial with Hayat. Or Hellion. Or fuck, maybe we should just keep calling her Havoc.

      “Hayat,” Harris called.

      “Yeah, Dad,” she said, blowing out a heavy exhale. “I know.”

      “Sweetheart, we can fix this,” Devlin tried to reassure her.

      Smiling sadly, she shook her head. “Nah, Pop-Pop. It’s okay. I couldn’t hide who I am forever. I’m not worried about losing Havoc right now.” Her gaze shifted to us. “Do you three need to take time to consider who you want to fill the open spot? I understand if you do. You’re all about anonymity, so I know you’ll need time to consider the whole Havoc situation.”

      “But you understand anonymity too,” Jamie reasoned, speaking what I was thinking aloud. “You even auditioned completely anonymously. That shows me you’ll be considerate of our own needs to hide our identities.”

      “Yeah,” Sparks agreed, surprising her. “My hesitation about not offering you the drummer spot was because I thought you would be some attention diva. But you were able to hide who you really are for years. This changes things for me, Havoc.”

      She flinched. “I’m not sure I’m Havoc any longer. Let’s stick with Hayat. Or if we’re going to use pseudonyms, I’ll go with Hellion. Nate seemed to get a kick out of that.”

      “I dunno,” Jamie said, slinging an arm around her shoulders, his fingers trailing lightly up and down her arm. I heard her breath catch ever so softly, but she tried to hide her reaction. “I like Havoc a hell of a lot. But Hellion works too.”

      A phone rang from a table offstage, causing Hayat to groan. “That’s mine. I need to get it.”

      Jamie kissed the side of her head. Unconsciously, my fingers clenched around my guitar, fighting the sudden need to punch my friend in the face, jealousy churning sourly in my gut. I needed to get myself in check. It was obvious we all wanted her. And we’d made rules about girls years ago. If we were going to do this—and I sure as fuck wanted to—then I was going to have to learn to share.

      “You take care of your business, Hellion,” Jamie told her softly. “We’re going to have a band meeting. But we’ll catch up with you soon.”

      Having Jamie be the one of the three of us taking charge was unusual. He didn’t like assuming leadership roles, unless it was in the bedroom. Everything else usually fell on me—and Sparks by default, if needed. Sparks shot me a raised brow, but with an amused look, while Hayat went to answer her phone.

      “Hey, Aunt Emmie… Yeah, I saw… No, I’m fine. It’s okay. Really.” She turned her back to us as she lowered her voice, speaking too low for us to hear what she was saying from where we still stood onstage.

      “Looks like she’s got some damage control to deal with,” Sparks observed with empathy.

      “Is that a problem for any of you?” I asked, watching Hayat as her shoulders drooped, but I still heard her laugh softly. There was sadness in the sound, which made something deep in my brain itch. I wanted to fix this for her, eradicate anything and everything that ever made her heart ache.

      Jamie and Sparks both turned to me. “Doesn’t sound like it’s one for you,” Jamie said smugly. “I’ve said from day one she was the one for us. It was Sparks who got all up in his bullshit. Then you were all up in your own mindfuck over it all. If we’re going for a band vote, I’m Team Hellion.”

      “Same,” Sparks agreed with a grunt.

      “Then it’s unanimous,” I muttered. “Let’s let Atticus know, and then we can take Hellion out to celebrate. If she’s up to it.”

      Atticus had a resigned grin on his face as the three of us approached him. Standing, he held out his hand. “I knew it would be Hellion as soon as she went up against Cutter. Watching the four of you up there, just doing cover songs, was magic. I can’t wait to see what you do with your own music later on. Good luck.”

      “Thanks, man,” Sparks told him. “You impressed the fuck out of us. We hope you find the right band for you.”

      He shrugged, only a hint of disappointment lingering on his face. With Atticus’s skills, another band would snatch him up in a minute. And maybe one day, we’d play the same stage together on tour. “I have a few other auditions lined up this week. Who knows, we might see each other on the big stage together one day.”

      While they continued to talk a little longer, I walked over to where Hayat was still on the phone. “Aunt Emmie, I appreciate all you and Mieke are doing, but I promise you I’m fine. In fact, I already have two emails from my sponsors offering me a thirty percent increase. Another one fired me, but I wasn’t all that happy with how they were marketing their brand to begin with. I’m fine. Havoc is fine. And I…”

      She trailed off when she saw me standing nearby, waiting. Her lips tipped up, almost half shy, half cocky as fuck. One hundred percent beautiful mayhem.

      “I’m part of Autumn’s Slumber now, Aunt Emmie,” she announced with a grin. “Yeah, the band Dad just hired. You should hear us. What? Okay, okay. Chill out for a second here. I’m only the drummer. That’s something the band needs to talk about and vote on as a whole. But I will talk to them about it. Give me a few days, and I’ll get back to you… Love you too. Bye!”

      Hanging up, she turned to face me with glittering aquamarine eyes. Fuck, I could drown in those eyes. Literally. They looked so deep, clear, and sparkling. Pure. Chaos and mayhem. So many layers of fun and lust and perhaps more. So goddamn much more. It was as if an entire aquamarine should have been floating around in there. Even with the black makeup smeared around her eyes, some of it streaked down her cheeks from sweat, she was so fucking beautiful.

      And dangerous. To my sanity, my secrets, and my heart. But I didn’t care. Fuck it all. I already knew I would trade everything I had, everything I’d worked for, just for a lifetime with this woman.

      “You seem confident that you’re Autumn’s Slumber’s new drummer,” I teased.

      She gazed over to where Jamie and Sparks were saying goodbye to Atticus, a half grin tilting her plump, kissable lips. “I trusted you three to make the right choice. Even if some of you do act like you have balls for brains.”

      “Sparks does have his moments,” I agreed, stepping closer. “Are you hungry?”

      “I’m six-one, with a high metabolism. I am always hungry.” She tucked her phone into the pocket of her sweatpants. “What’s on the menu?”

      “Takeout at our apartment, all the beer you can drink, and apparently a vote on whatever your aunt just suggested to you.” I moved until we were mere inches apart. My fingers itched to touch her. Graze down her arms. Skim my thumb over her bottom lip. Grab her sweet ass in both hands and lift her up so I could rub her up and down my hard-as-steel cock.

      Gritting my teeth, I refrained. But only because her dad and grandfather were on the other side of the room, still talking to Aubree and Kale. Definitely wouldn’t be the smartest decision of my life to maul my new boss’s daughter in front of him. Especially so early in our working relationship.

      Didn’t mean I wasn’t achingly tempted, though.

      Especially when she gave me that impish grin and her dimples seemed to go even deeper. “I like my pizza thin crust with extra toppings. And cheesy garlic knots. Also, for full disclosure, I have another few months before I can ‘legally’ drink, but I prefer hard cider over beer.” She nibbled her lip, looking up at me through lashes so thick and sexy, I almost came in my pants. “But I’m also a strawberry daiquiri girl. With extra whipped cream and mixed berries on top.”

      Sucking in a breath through my teeth, I shifted so I could discreetly reposition my cock. But her gaze dropped down at the slight action. Heat that had nothing to do with exertion filled her cheeks. When her eyes collided with mine again, she licked her lips in a hungry kind of way that made me consider saying to hell with it and kissing her then and there.

      “Full disclosure,” she whispered, tipping her head to the side. “I don’t do casual sex.”

      “Good,” I growled, risking taking a half step closer, letting her feel the evidence of how hard I was for her grazing her side. “Because there will be nothing casual about us, Hayat.”

      “Not to sound like a broken record here, but full disclosure, because we should all start off with complete openness between the four of us.” Her gaze shifted over to Jamie and Sparks, hunger flickering in those unusual blue depths. Blinking a few times, she looked up at me with more seriousness than I’d seen from her yet. “I have feelings for all three of you. Don’t ask what kind, because I’m still trying to decipher them myself. But they’re there, and they are intense.”

      She was going to kill me if she kept making confessions like that. “Well then, I think you need to move that sweet ass so we can go back to our place and figure all of this out.”

      Hayat sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “About the band?”

      “About everything, Hellion.”
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      Stepping into the penthouse apartment, I tried not to act too surprised by my surroundings. These three guys had an apartment on Sunset Place—and not in just any run-down building. They lived on the top floor of Carver Towers. As I entered the living room, it was hard to miss the pool that was right above the gigantic sectional. Soft blue light fluttered over the darkened room, giving it a peaceful ambiance.

      “If the pool bothers you, we can close off the ceiling,” Ky said as he guided me farther into the room. “It’s just that I love lying on the couch and watching the water. I usually fall asleep out here when my mind won’t shut up.”

      “No, it’s fine. I love it, actually.” I went to the coffee table, where boxes of pizza and other foods were open, kind of a buffet of Italian for us.

      Jamie was already sitting on the floor, mask and makeup gone, his long blond hair pulled back into a man bun, dressed in pajama pants and an old tank top. His upper arms were covered in colorful ink that I wanted to take time to examine, trace with my fingers…and maybe my tongue. It was all intricately woven together, creating a story I wanted to read. Hear and uncover his beautiful—and not-so-pretty—secrets.

      Shit.

      Down, girl.

      “Make yourself at home, Hellion. We’re all family now.”

      I grinned, trying to play off the insta-attraction I was feeling for Jamie, and picked up a slice of the thin crust that had extra meat and veggies on it. Biting into it, I sat on the floor close to him, accepting the bottle of hard cider he offered. Either I was sleeping on their couch later or taking an Uber home.

      Or maybe I could sleep between the three of them?

      For fuck’s sake, Hayat. Calm your pussy down before you attack one—or all three—of the guys who just gave you the band family you always dreamed of.

      Sparks walked out of the kitchen. He, too, had showered, having gotten rid of his mask and makeup. He wore long athletic shorts and an old band T-shirt that had holes in it. Grabbing a few slices of pizza and some wings to place on his paper plate, he stepped over me and took a seat in the corner of the sectional, propping his feet up with a groan of contentment.

      Jamie was still giving off those golden retriever vibes, especially with that blond hair and his sweet smile. But Sparks wasn’t nearly as asshole-with-a-stick-up-his-ass without his stage persona gear on. His dark hair was cut short, the slightest cleft in his chin that I wanted to taste.

      He obviously had Latin heritage with those brown eyes and the symmetrical shape of his face, his features chiseled. His eyes weren’t nearly as cold when he winked at me. Damn, these guys were hot. No wonder they hid behind the Autumn’s Slumber personas. Otherwise, they would be mobbed as soon as they took the stage.

      A feral-like growl started to rumble in my chest, but I quickly coughed to hide the jealousy that tried to blind me and rip my chest apart, thinking of any of my Autumn’s Slumber boys being with someone else.

      They were mine now.

      Mine and only mine.

      All of them.

      Inhaling sharply, I tried to push that possessive bitch back into the compartment in my head where she belonged, but she was already fighting me.

      Ky, still in his band outfit, with full makeup and mask, watched the three of us for a moment before grumbling something about taking a shower. I would have loved to have taken one myself, but there hadn’t been time to go all the way back to Malibu for a shower.

      I’d rinsed off in my dad’s office, cleaning my face and washing off most of the sweat with a hand towel before changing into fresh clothes. My favorite pair of black sweats, a push-up white bralette, and a black hoodie that I’d turned into a crop top and cut lines in to show off my bralette. Folding one foot under me, I watched Ky walk away while picking a piece of pepperoni off my pizza.

      If Abi weren’t studying so hard for her finals, I would have already been blowing up her phone. With the excitement of becoming Autumn’s Slumber’s new drummer. All the chaos of Wes taking my Havoc persona public. But most of all, the major way I was crushing on Ky—and the other two band members.

      For a moment, I wondered how big of a slut that made me, then mentally shrugged it away. That didn’t matter to me. I wanted them. All three of them. If the world wanted to trash-talk and call me names, it wouldn’t be any different from any other day of the week.

      “What are we watching?” Jamie asked, flipping through the menu for several different subscriptions on a screen that took up three-fourths of one wall. “You a horror and gore chick? Rom-com? Action? I’m good with just about anything, as long as it isn’t some kind of period type of shit.”

      Sparks snorted before taking a long pull from his bottle of beer. “Don’t buy that BS, Hellion. The last girl Jamie was into, she wanted to watch Bridgerton. He got bored with her halfway through the first season, but he still watches the show when he’s alone. He cries during Queen Charlotte every time.”

      Seeing the tips of Jamie’s ears turn pink, I tossed a piece of sausage at Sparks. “She didn’t go over the wall, you ass. Of course we’re going to sob about that every damn time.”

      Jamie leaned forward, his eyes glowing as they traced over my face, a sweet, almost heartbreaking look filling his handsome features. Damn it, he was so beautiful, and I was so tempted to lean forward and taste his lips. “You get it.”

      Not knowing how to respond to that, and needing to distract myself before I gave in and kissed him, I took another bite of my pizza.

      Guys were complicated, and not just in the usual ways portrayed on sitcoms and in movies. They had all these emotions, worse than girls if you asked me, because they had to be all macho and not express themselves. They couldn’t let the world know they felt anything other than being horny and angry. It was hard as fuck to dig through their jumbled-up mess of feelings to figure out what they meant. But Jamie’s seemed so simple.

      In all the best ways.

      If I were Charlotte to his George, I don’t think I would have gone over that wall either. Damn hot, sweet rocker. Tipping my bottle of hard cider to my lips, I sucked down half the contents, avoiding Sparks when he smirked at me knowingly.

      Fucking asshole.

      That smirk should have been outlawed. Because it made me want to slap the smugness off his face and then lick away the sting my handprint left behind.

      Jesus Christ.

      My thoughts were getting a little out of hand. Ky needed to get his ass back out there so I could calm the fuck down and not be as tempted to crawl up onto the couch between Sparks’s legs and tear off his shirt so I could see if he had any ink beneath.

      Or push the table out of the way and just kiss Jamie until he wasn’t thinking about the heartbreak of Charlotte and George’s relationship. Until there was just him and me. And how good it would feel if I pushed his sleep pants down and stroked the massive cock I could see was already tenting his pajamas.

      Maybe taking on the drummer spot with these three sexy guys wasn’t a good idea after all. I kind of liked them all, for different reasons. I wanted to know what it felt like to bite Sparks’s bottom lip and taste his blood. Maybe I wanted to nick him with my teeth in other places too, deep enough to leave an itty-bitty mark that no one could see under his body paint. But we would both know it was there, and that I was the one who had marked him. Part of me wanted him to mark me back, to bite and bruise me. Own me. Then cuddle me.

      I wanted Jamie to lay his head in my lap and comb my fingers through his blond hair while he told me everything that made him happy. Then I wanted him to give me a list of every person who ever hurt his heart so I could shove a drumstick so far up their assholes it had to be surgically removed.

      And Ky…

      I wanted Ky to watch me with both his friends. I wanted him to tell me what to do—instruct them how to hold me or kiss me or fuck me. And then…

      I wanted Sparks and Jamie to hold me spread open so Ky could fuck me so hard I couldn’t walk for days. Jamie would be gentle, but Sparks would be so rough, he’d leave marks on my skin that would burn and ache for hours afterward.

      Squirming, I attempted to keep my focus on the TV screen instead of the chemistry streaming off both guys. My braids felt too tight, causing my head to ache. That was what I was going to blame all this overstimulation on.

      Placing my pizza on a paper plate, I wiped my fingers and started to undo one of my braids. I could sense Sparks moving without looking his way, but I had no way of hiding the shiver that traveled up my spine as he moved so he was sitting right behind me on the sectional. Brushing my fingers away, he undid the bands holding the ends of my braids in place then carefully unwound the long, thick locks. His gentleness gave me pause, because in my mind, he was the rough one.

      Once one braid was completely free, he quickly undid the other before he began to massage my neck and scalp. With a moan I couldn’t have contained if my life depended on it, I let my head fall back, my cheek resting on his thigh as he continued to unlock the tension in my muscles. I loved my hair, but damn if the heaviness of it didn’t feel like I was carrying an extra person on my head at times.

      He pressed his thumb a little harder into a particular knot in my neck, and I couldn’t bite back the relieved whimper. His touch was firm yet tender, almost like a lover’s caress. It sent a light hum throughout my entire body, starting at the roots of my hair and extending all the way to my toes. I wanted his touch everywhere, with that same pressure, with those same callused fingers.

      Wanting his hands on me felt right, even though I knew I should have felt dirty. Especially when I wanted Jamie touching me too. If I was honest with myself, I wanted Ky there as well. His mouth… Ah fuck, I’d stared at his mouth too many times in all of the band’s videos not to crave a taste of his lips. To tangle my tongue with his.

      My cheek was pressed right into Sparks’s thigh. His athletic shorts had ridden up his leg, and I felt the sticky, damp tip of his cock on my skin. Just from the feel of it on my cheek, I could tell his dick was above average, and not just in length. His girth was nearly enough to create a travel pillow for my neck. If travel pillows were as hard as a stone and covered in warm velvet.

      Without thinking, I turned my head and licked away the salty smear, the temptation too much to ignore. I didn’t know this guy, and I shouldn’t be licking up the come smeared on his leg like leftover sugar from some Pixy Stix. And I absolutely should not have been doing it with his friend sitting only feet away, watching us.

      But fuck me, if having Jamie’s eyes on us didn’t make me cream.

      Sparks pressed his fingers more firmly, a little demanding, as if commanding the knots in my muscles to release. Yet tender the entire time. It was Jamie’s growl that caused goose bumps and shivers to pop up along my entire body as my core became drenched.

      If this was how hanging out with these guys was going to go, I needed to rethink my wardrobe. Skirts and dresses weren’t my thing. Those were clothes Maddie liked and Abi wore on occasion. But I was beginning to see the plus side of wearing flowy skirts. Right then, I could have spread my legs and shown Jamie how wet my panties were.

      Maybe he’d decide he’d had enough pizza and feast on me instead.

      “Hellion,” Sparks growled beside my ear as his fingers worked their magic on my aching muscles, his fingers combing through my hair every now and then. A few times, he brought strands to his nose, inhaling deeply with a choked groan. “You keep licking up my precome like that, and I’m going to have to show Jamie how far I can get my cock down that pretty throat of yours.”

      Shifting my head so I could see his eyes, I licked my lips, scraping my teeth over the bottom one to make sure I got every last trace of him.

      “Fuck,” Jamie snarled, his fist coming down hard on the table, causing it to rattle. “This was either the best decision we’ve ever made or the worst.” He wrapped his hand around my ankle, not soft and sweet like I expected, but hard and rough.

      My cream flowed faster, making a mess of my panties at how wrong I’d gotten Sparks’s and Jamie’s personalities. My sweet golden retriever was the demanding one, while my asshole jerk was the soft, gentle one who wanted to take care of my aches and pains.

      “Ky better get his fucking ass out here in the next two minutes, or I’m going to bury myself balls deep inside her sweet cunt without him here to watch.” Jamie tugged again, and I went willingly until I was in his lap, my legs on either side of his, his hardness rubbing right up against my throbbing clit.

      A strangled whimper left me, my hips rocking against him in search of the perfect blend of pressure and friction along his hard length. “Tell me you don’t do this with all your drummers,” I muttered, ghosting a kiss over Jamie’s lips.

      Sparks laughed from behind me, already tugging my hoodie up so that I was only in the bralette that made my tits look fabulous. My sweats were still in the way, as were my stupid panties that were useless anyway because they were so drenched. Jamie practically drooled at the sight of my tits heaving with my hard pants of breath.

      “Never shared a drummer with these guys,” Sparks assured me. “Ky, Jamie, and I, we only do this when the girl is someone we all want.”

      Another flare of jealousy spiked in me, which Jamie must have seen, because he cupped the side of my face tenderly. “There haven’t been that many, Hellion. Maybe three. And none of them has ever turned us inside out like you do.” He twirled one of my ringlets around his finger. “Not a single one of them has left me as destroyed as you have. You’re going to be Autumn’s Slumber’s drummer, Hellion. But you’re going to be our little fuckdoll too.”
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      There was hard, and then there was the steel beam sticking out of the leg of my shorts, the tip not simply dripping but leaking all the fluid I wanted to flood Hayat with. Pulling her shredded hoodie over her head, I saw the tight muscles of her back, the tattoos of the crossed drumsticks on the backs of each arm right above her elbow, and my favorite part—the twin dimples at the top of her hips.

      When she smiled, the dimples in her cheeks were enough to make a man’s heart double beat. But seeing the ones above that killer ass had the power to cause me to nut then and there. From the look on Jamie’s face, the front view was just as delicious as the backside. His eyes were glued to her tits. One hand cupped her cheek, that tender part of him lingering, but not for much longer.

      “You’re going to be Autumn’s Slumber’s drummer, Hellion. But you’re going to be our little fuckdoll too.”

      The three of us had talked about it on the drive home, but ultimately, the decision had to be left up to Hayat. All we needed was the smallest indication that she was interested in all three of us, and we knew we would be doing this.

      In the past, we’d made a pact that nothing would tear our friendship apart. Not the band. Or our fucked-up families. And sure as hell not some girl. If we all had a thing for the same girl, the rule was, we made the offer of all of us being in for as long as whatever it was lasted. If she was into it, then we had a little fun until the girl either wanted more or we got bored.

      With Hayat, I already knew it was going to be different.

      I’d wanted her the moment she’d shoved Hamel out of the way and taken over the audition at First Bass. But then I’d realized who she was, and my head started working against me. None of us needed drama, each of us for our own reasons, but mine were a little more complicated than Ky’s or Jamie’s. Ky had stepmommy issues. I had la familia shit that I couldn’t let touch those I cared about. You didn’t just run off from the cartel without their permission. Especially when your father was the one everyone answered to.

      Since Ky and Jamie were the only family I wanted or needed now, I’d changed my name when Ky did. Jamie, always on board for anything when it came to the three of us, had said what the hell, and we’d all become Carvers. Carver was Ky’s mom’s maiden name, and since everything Ky did was to celebrate her, it seemed fitting that we become the family that should have been there to take care of her.

      But that was bullshit for another day.

      I’d thought Hayat Cutter was all about drama, and I wasn’t willing to risk my friends or our band, even if she did make me ache.

      Hellion’s auditions, discovering she was Havoc, and ultimately Hayat, changed everything. She didn’t want to bask in her family’s fame. She wanted to glow on her own, prove to the world that she was better and stronger than anyone connected to her name.

      I might have fallen a little for her at that moment.

      Jamie had sure as hell already been halfway there since our initial audition.

      It was Ky we had to figure out.

      And he was taking way too long in the shower. If he didn’t hurry up, he was going to miss out and Jamie really was going to fuck her on the living room floor. But I’d be right there with them both, because I was going to be in one of her holes. And as hard as my cock was, I didn’t care which one it was.

      Hayat pressed her forehead into Jamie’s throat. “Did I drink too much already? Is this real?”

      I bunched some of her thick, sweet-scented spiral curls into a fist, tugging her head up enough so she was looking at me. I would never smell honeysuckles again and not get hard. “What makes you think that, Hellion?”

      A light shade of pink filled her cheeks, her teeth sinking deep into her bottom lip as she curled more into Jamie. A mixture of both their groans filled the room as she shifted her pussy over Jamie’s thick pole.

      “Don’t hide from us,” Jamie commanded, his carefree tone absent. “Answer Sparks.”

      Slowly, she released the hold her teeth had on her plump lip, leaving an indentation. “I’ve wanted you since that first audition at the club. All of you. There may have been some fantasies that I’ve…considered. But none of them seemed possible.”

      “Oh shit,” I grunted, pressing closer, molding my body to her back, letting her feel how hard I was for her. I brushed her hair aside and kissed her neck. “Tell us about your fantasies. Maybe we can make them reality.”

      “The things I want you to do to me…” Her voice faded away, and for the first time, I saw vulnerability in those gorgeous eyes. “Maybe you won’t want those things with me. I won’t know what to do. I’m not… I’ve never… All of this is new to me.”

      Jamie met my gaze, his pupils so dilated all I saw was black in his irises. I wondered if they mirrored my own. Was she implying that this was new to her because it would be with more than one partner?

      Or because our wild goddess was a virgin?

      A strangled sound came from behind me. Ky. But my focus went back to Hayat.

      “We’re going to take this nice and slow,” Jamie soothed, his dominating tone blending with a timbre that had Hayat relaxing more into him. “If at any time you feel uncomfortable or unsafe or you simply change your mind, all you have to say is stop. Right now, I want to spread you across this table and eat you out until you’re dripping all over my face.”

      A sexy whimper came from her, causing him to smile, but he continued. “Sparks is dying to feel your mouth wrapped around his cock. He will go slow. Just give you the tip at first until you’re ready to take more.”

      My Hellion licked her lips hungrily.

      “Will you let him have your mouth, sweetheart?” Jamie purred, grazing the tip of his tongue over her bottom lip. “Do you want to taste him while I feast on you?”

      A flicker of hesitation from her had me holding my breath, but then she gave a firm nod. “I-I want that.”

      Jamie grinned his pleasure at her answer. “And Ky?” He kissed down her chin to her neck. She arched her head back, offering him better access. “He’s a voyeur. He will watch us make you come over and over, building himself up until he can’t control himself any longer. Ky will take you rough, but I won’t let him go too far. Not this time. We can work up to that.” He gently kissed her lips. “If that’s what you want.”

      Her breath shuddered out of her as she met his tantalizing gaze. “I want that.”

      “Which part, sweetheart? We need to know. Communicating with words is key to keeping us all happy and safe.”

      “All of what you said. Everything. I want that. And more. I-I trust you.”

      I released the pent-up air I’d been holding in fear of her rejecting this. Us. My relief made my voice gruff as I pressed a kiss to the shell of her ear. “If we do this, we’re all in. Complete exclusivity. You are ours. No one else can fucking touch you.”

      Blue flames danced in her eyes when her head shifted so she could see me. “As long as that means that the three of you are mine and only mine, then I’m okay with that. It’s us four and no one else.”

      “Ah, beautiful goddess, how could we want anyone else when we have you?” I kissed the tip of her nose.

      She clenched her jaw. “I want you to say it. All of you. Or this doesn’t go any further than us being band members.”

      “We’re exclusive,” I assured her without hesitation. “There are only us four. Ever.”

      “I’m yours, Hellion,” Jamie promised, his thumb tracing over her lips.

      Behind me, Ky remained silent, causing Hayat to tense. She started to turn her head when I heard him take a seat, his voice like molten lava as if flowing over Hayat’s skin, melting her already smoking body for us even more. “You are ours, Hayat. As long as you belong to us, we all belong to you.”
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      I’ve never been an Alice in Wonderland fan, although Abi had always found the movies and adaptations fun. For me, I thought Alice needed to lay off the shrooms. She was too much of a crybaby at times, and crying never got anyone anywhere. Crying was never the answer to any problem. Taking charge and making the issue my bitch was my style.

      However, I’d felt tripped out from the moment Sparks started unbraiding my hair and massaging away the knots in my neck. Then I’d found myself on Jamie’s lap, basically dry-humping the steel rod in his sleep pants while we ghosted kisses over each other’s mouths, faces, necks.

      And I was really, really, really thinking that maybe I should have given Alice a little more consideration.

      Maybe if that whiny little bitch had had three smoking-hot guys ready to fulfill every fantasy any woman could possibly ever have, I might have watched that movie on repeat. Because I really wanted to know how that version of the story ended.

      Pushing all thoughts of Alice from my mind because I had my own surreal fantasy playing out around me, I dropped my head back on Sparks’s shoulder while Jamie told me all the dirty things he was going to do to my pussy. For all of ten seconds, I’d thought admitting that I was a newbie to this would have turned them off. But Jamie was quick to reassure me he had zero issues with that. If anything, his cock had gotten even harder as it pulsed against my core.

      That gentleness I’d come to expect from him was still right below the surface, but his sexual commands were so goddamn sexy, I thought for sure I would come from a slight touch once he got his hot mouth on me. Would that be a good thing? Or an embarrassing one? Was it just men who felt insecure if they were to get off too quickly?

      After Maddie’s whole thing with a guy who had tried to destroy her entire life, Abi and I had both been turned off by anything to do with guys. We hadn’t made a pact or anything, but we were of the same opinion that guys weren’t worth our time until the right one—or, in my case, the right ones—came along. They weren’t worth messing with my head or my career. Which meant my knowledge of sex came from watching porn a few times. Which had been more of a “meh” experience than finding anything that I liked sexually.

      Turned out, there was something I liked. And that was having three guys worship me.

      All the food that was on the coffee table disappeared, but I barely noticed that little detail as Sparks lifted me onto the surface. Jamie got to his knees, pulling off my shoes before going for the rest of my clothes. Sparks took care of my sports bra. I started to cover my chest with my hands when I heard a feral-like sound come from the general direction of where Ky was sitting. I couldn’t see him, just his silhouette as he sat in a chair across the room, darkness keeping most of him hidden from me. I ached to see his face, to read what he was feeling. Were his eyes on fire with the same need that flamed through me?

      I dropped my arms to either side of the table, and Jamie stole my attention, eviscerating any embarrassment or shyness I felt from having my boobs on full display. Tucking his fingers into the waistband of my sweats and panties, he stripped them both off me.

      Three groans filled my ears, making me feel more beautiful than I ever had before. Pride in my body combined with the heat of my desire, and I looked up at Jamie with a silent plea.

      He stroked his thumbs down either side of my pussy lips before lifting one to suck away the nectar he’d gathered. “Ambrosia,” he rasped, pressing my knees farther apart. “Sparks, look at how beautiful her pussy is. Such a pretty pink, glistening with need for us.”

      Sparks stood behind him, his eyes wild as he watched his friend spread my pussy with his index and middle finger, showing off my clit that was hard and swollen for them. Slowly, he lifted his gaze from my bare sex to my flat stomach, my hard-tipped breasts, my heated face, and the tangle of curls spread around me. Not even the hair products and flat iron could keep my hair tamed for long. As he did, I watched Sparks reach into his shorts and pull his cock free.

      After I’d felt how large he was against my cheek earlier, it shouldn’t have come as such a surprise how big his cock was, but it did. His hands were giant compared to mine, and yet his fingers barely met when they wrapped around his shaft. Even if all he did was put the tip in my mouth, my lips would have to stretch to accommodate his girth.

      Daunting, but fuck if I didn’t want to try to take as much of him as I could. Would I have a gag reflex?

      “Fucking hell,” Jamie snarled, bending to lick the flat of his tongue up my slit.

      I screamed, half in surprise but mostly in pleasure, as my body began to shake. One lick, and I was coming.

      But Jamie didn’t let me lie there and bask in my first orgasm that wasn’t self-induced. He nipped at my clit before sucking it into his mouth, sucking so hard my back bowed up off the table. I felt fingers prod my entrance, heard over the blood rushing through my ears and his growl about how tight I was, even as more of my release gushed out of me. The pleasure was unending. Each time I thought my body was going to calm down, he did something that only intensified the release, pushing me into another one.

      Time became meaningless for a while, until finally, Jamie relented and let me catch my breath.

      “Beautiful,” Ky breathed from his dark corner.

      “Are you ready for more, Hellion?” Jamie asked in a voice promising more of the epic pleasure he’d just given me.

      “I can’t feel my legs after all that, Jamie,” I moaned, lifting my head. He winked at me, licking his lips, and that was all it took before my body was begging for another round. “More,” I begged, glancing over at Sparks, who was still slowly stroking himself. “I want to taste you, Sparks.”

      He was beside my head in three steps. His breaths came in harsh rasps as he dropped to his knees and gently grasped the back of my head, guiding me forward until my lips met his tip. I licked some of his stickiness away. Closing my eyes, I savored his taste for a long moment, humming at how much I liked it. When I opened them again, they met his gaze. Brown orbs glowed down at me, his chest expanding to the point that his shirt was at risk of ripping apart.

      “More,” I urged, opening my mouth and sticking out my tongue for him.

      “Good girl,” Jamie praised as Sparks pressed into my mouth. “Look at how wet she gets for us, Ky. How she drips when I praise her. How she clenches down when Sparks fucks her mouth. She tastes delicious. Come have a bite.”

      “Not yet,” Ky grumbled. “Keep going. Make her mindless, Jamie. Prepare her for me. Once I get my hands on her, I won’t be able to stop.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a threat. Either way, it turned me on even more. Relaxing my jaw, I took more of Sparks. His tip hit the back of my throat, and I gagged the first time. But when he started to pull back in concern, I grasped his thigh and urged him closer. Breathing through my nose, I took him deep again.

      “Jesus Christ,” he whispered, then broke off into Spanish that was so rapid, I could barely keep up with it as he held my head in place and began to fuck my face.

      Powerful. That was how I felt sucking Sparks’s cock so well that he forgot how to speak English. While I was distracted by watching how the pleasure darkened his face, hooding his eyes, causing his jaw to lock as his fingers tangled in my curls, Jamie buried his face between my legs again.

      Wet, sloppy noises filled the room. A mixture of my lips popping each time Sparks pulled out and thrust back in a little harder, and Jamie making my pussy so wet that I could feel a puddle on the table beneath me.

      “Gonna come, mami,” Sparks groaned, his fingers biting into my scalp, pulling my hair. “Swallow it for me, my beautiful goddess.”

      He pulled back then thrust all the way in until his balls hit my chin. His cock pulsed as ropes of thick, salty come hit the back of my throat, making me cough and gag. I tried to give him what he begged for, licking what spilled from the corners of my mouth when he continued to rapidly thrust in and out of me.

      Breathing heavily, he pulled free one last time. Squeezing himself hard, he stroked to the tip, where another large drop of come dripped. Sparks rubbed the tip of his cock over my lips. When he pulled back, he used his thumb to smear his come over my lips.

      I licked his thumb, my eyes begging him to tell me I’d pleased him.

      Bending, he pressed his forehead to mine. “I’m sorry, Hellion. I was an idiot. We should have snatched you up the day we met. But now that we have you, I’m never letting you go. You sucked my cock so good, my goddess. So fucking good.” He kissed my brow. “But next time, I want your ass.”

      Gasping as that imagery filled my mind, I was taken even more by surprise when I felt Jamie pull back. Looking down at him, I watched him pull his cock from his pajama pants and rub the shaft along my slit, spreading his own come over my clit as he jerked himself off on my pussy.

      “We need to talk about birth control,” Jamie rumbled. “I haven’t had sex without a condom before, but I get tested every six months. There hasn’t been anyone since before my last test, and it was all clear.”

      “Same,” Sparks said reassuringly. “It’s been about eight months for me, and my labs all came back clean.”

      “I haven’t been with anyone in over a year.” Ky spoke just loud enough for me to hear him. “I’m clean, Hayat.”

      The ball was now in my corner. With Jamie still stroking his shaft up and down my clit, I struggled to think clearly. “I-I already told you…I’ve never… So there was never any need to get tested… Oh, oh, oh!” I chanted, my hips rolling in time to the way Jamie kept rubbing his cock on me.

      “Are you on some kind of birth control, Hellion?” Sparks asked.

      “I get the shot.” I moaned, another orgasm rushing up on me but still out of reach. “I’ve been on it since I was fifteen, and I don’t even have a period now.”

      “Ah, fuck,” Jamie groaned. “Fuck, I’m about to blow. Baby, I need to know right fucking now. Do you want us to use condoms? If you do, we will. No problem. I’ll come on you, and Ky will go grab a condom before we let him touch you. But if you’re okay with us going bare, if you trust us—”

      “I trust you,” I whimpered. “Please, Jamie. I want you inside me.”

      He clenched his eyes closed for a brief moment, his lips moving as if in prayer before his eyes lifted to half-mast. His fingers bit into my hips hard, jerking me to the very edge of the table before he was thrusting his cock into me without warning.

      There was no barrier for him to push through, not with all the dance and gymnastics I’d done over the years, but that didn’t mean it was without pain. Stretching muscles burned, causing a throb that only heightened the growing release that was pulsing in my clit. Crying out, I reached out my hands blindly.

      Sparks was there, taking both my hands in his as he kissed his way down my neck to my chest, distracting me from any discomfort. Licking over a nipple, he looked up at me as he bit into the hardened bundle of nerves.

      “Jamie,” Ky snarled, the sound so loud I couldn’t help jumping.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Jamie snapped, getting lost in his pleasure as he increased his pace. “She’s so fucking tight. Let me loosen her up for you a little more.”

      Loosen me up…more?

      Did that mean Ky was bigger than Jamie?

      The thought caused my skin to pebble with goose bumps yet again. A little in trepidation—because Jesus Christ, Jamie was huge—but a lot in curious need. I wanted to see Ky naked, wanted to compare his cock to Jamie’s and Sparks’s. Wanted to feel his body on mine. In mine.

      Sparks pressed my tits together. “I’m going to fuck these. Very, very soon, goddess.”

      Jamie’s savage curse as I clenched down at Sparks’s words had him grinning wickedly. “Yeah, beautiful. I can’t wait for that either.”

      I was so close to coming, but before I could fall over the edge into bliss again, Jamie was shouting his own release. His hips thrust so hard, I lost the edge of pleasure for a moment. It didn’t hurt, but it was too distracting for me to stay on the edge of orgasming.

      Sweat beading on his forehead, Jamie pulled back. “Take her to Ky,” he told Sparks. “If he gets a hold of her here, he’ll break the goddamn table.”

      Being tall and fit didn’t mean I was a light woman. I was at a healthy weight, but it took more muscles than the average man had to pick me up and carry me anywhere, especially with my long limbs. But Sparks had no issues as he scooped me up. As he carried me across to the darkened corner where Ky sat, he buried his face in my neck, making me whine and giggle, distracting me so much that I didn’t even look at Ky.

      When he reached his friend, he sat me down with my back to Ky’s chest. From the feel of how hot Ky’s skin was, I knew he was completely naked. Sparks stayed with us, dropping down on his knees in front of me, his thumb rubbing over my clit while Ky gripped his cock, rubbing the head up and down my lips.

      Glancing down, I gulped at the size of the monster in his hand. Sparks, sensing my moment of fear, pulled my focus to him. Burying his face between my tits, he left little bites on each globe while his friend slowly eased himself into my body.

      “Good girl,” Ky murmured beside my ear, watching over my shoulder. Ah fuck, I loved it when they said that to me. Maybe I wanted to be their good girl. Sometimes. “Jamie was right. You are so damn tight, baby. We’re going to have to loosen you up more.”

      “We’ll get some plugs,” Sparks said, leaving teeth marks on the underside of my left breast. “I want that ass so damn bad, but we’re going to have to go slow. Wouldn’t want to hurt our Hellion.”

      A gush of wetness spilled out of me, soaking Ky’s shaft. With a curse, he gripped my hips and slammed me down until I was taking all of him. My scream was half pain but all pleasure. Dropping my head back onto Ky’s chest, I sucked in a sharp breath.

      My pussy was soaked with Jamie’s come and my own honey, but it was still a tight fit. Ky made me feel like I was being split in half. I could feel how deep he was with each breath I took. Not even Sparks nipping and playing with my tits could distract from how full I felt.

      “I’m trying so hard not to move, Hayat. My control is shredded, but I don’t want to hurt you.” Ky pressed his lips to my shoulder, kissing up my neck to my ear and back down again. Slow. Tender. But I could feel him vibrating with the effort it took to hold himself back.

      That overwhelming sensation of possessing all the power returned, making me dizzy as I began to adjust to the feel of his thickness inside me.

      “Spread her wider for me,” Ky rasped to Sparks.

      With one last lingering kiss to my chest, Sparks lifted my legs so they hung over the arms of the chair. I couldn’t contain the whimper as I was opened more, taking Ky a little deeper. But he was petting my clit, whispering praise in my ear as he slowly began to thrust.

      Feeling drunk on the pleasure, I opened my eyes, seeing both Sparks and Jamie watching us with blatant fascination and desire. I felt exposed, yet more beautiful than I ever could have imagined being. I saw awe in Jamie’s eyes, adoration in Sparks’s. Both added to the pleasure Ky was both giving and taking from me.

      His heavy breathing became the beat of our rhythm; my moans were our melody. I wanted to memorize it and play the same tune on repeat for the rest of my life. This was my new favorite song. The four of us, in harmony, giving and taking. Becoming a part of one another in a way I’d never experienced personally.

      “Come for me, Hayat,” Ky commanded against my ear, his breath whispering over my skin, turning up the heat in my body to a raging inferno. “Let me feel that sweet pussy clamping around me. Show me that you’re mine. Because I am yours, baby.”

      He pinched my clit, giving it a sharp twist. It was pain and pleasure and everything I needed to fall into an abyss that I never wanted to climb out of. Crying out words that made no sense, I came hard. The feel of me coming on his cock turned Ky savage.

      I didn’t remember how we ended up on the floor, me on all fours while Ky pounded into me from behind. I felt nothing but the ripples of bliss as he destroyed me with each hard thrust, growling incomprehensible, savage words. I began to lose strength, my arms giving out until my shoulders were pressed to the floor, my head turned so that all I saw was Jamie and Sparks. If I’d had the strength, I would have reached out to them, wanting to touch them both. Needing it so badly, my breath caught in my throat.

      Ky was the only thing keeping my bottom half up, his fingers biting bruisingly into my flesh as they held me in place while he slammed into me over and over. And then he went still, his cock seeming to double in size within me before he emptied every last drop inside my body. But as soon as he was finished, he turned me over so that I was lying beneath him, and he kissed me.

      Weakly, I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing him back. Neither of us cared that Sparks’s come was still lingering on my lips a little. All that mattered was that Ky kissed me as hungrily as he’d just fucked me.

      When he lifted his head, his breathing still rapid from exertion, I finally got my first look at his face without the mask and makeup. He held himself above me on his elbows, his eyes gray like storm clouds as he let reality hit me.

      I knew him. Those beautiful gray eyes surrounded by long, brown lashes. His straight, slightly raised nose. Lips that were wickedly sweet and full. That square jaw clenching when he saw the recognition filling my eyes.

      “Kyrie?” I choked out, my body chilling beneath him as reality hit me like a physical blow.

      He flinched but didn’t confirm or deny the accusation in my voice.

      “You’re Kyrie Renchford.”

      Sensing the other two beginning to tense, I shoved at Ky’s shoulders. I was naked and dripping come. From multiple men. But that wasn’t why my mind was shutting down. Calling myself a slut. Calling myself a backstabber. Calling myself every horrible name I could think of for having just fucked a goddamn Renchford.

      A Renchford I liked…

      More than liked, damn it.

      But how could I?

      How could I be with him when this man’s brother had destroyed Maddie?
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      I stood in the middle of the living room, naked. Hayat’s come mixed with Jamie’s and mine soaking my cock that was still hard, even though I’d just had the best release of my fucking life.

      Jamie and Sparks sat on the floor across from me, backs against the sectional, their gazes glued to the door of the bathroom that Hayat had just locked herself inside with her clothes and her phone. A ball of lead sat heavily in my stomach. Dread that this would be the only time I ever got to be with Hayat. Fear that we were going to lose her.

      Already, I knew she was meant to be ours. Not just as Autumn’s Slumber’s drummer, but as our everything. She was the missing piece I’d been waiting my entire life for. A glance at my friends told me they felt the same way.

      But because of who I shared DNA with, we were at risk of losing the best thing to ever happen to any of us.

      “Damn it, I was hoping we could cuddle on the couch afterward,” Jamie grumbled, pulling his shirt over his head. “Your brother is still fucking us over.”

      “Should have just let me kill the little prick when we had the chance.” Sparks stepped into his athletic shorts before glancing around the room at the mess we’d made. The scent of sex was thick in the air, and I wasn’t ready for it to fade. But Hayat wasn’t likely to be as enamored of the smell as I was when she came out of the bathroom.

      If she ever did.

      “We moved too fast,” I muttered, mentally kicking myself. “We should have taken this a lot slower. Eased her into who I really am, then let her know we are interested.”

      “Or you could have told her about your Renchford connection right away, and she would have said fuck off. Then we wouldn’t have had a chance at all,” Sparks reasoned. “Now, she knows how good we can be together. On and, especially, offstage. She just needs to get it all straight in her head. She’s ours now, Ky. Not just our drummer, but ours in all senses of the word. I’m not losing her. We aren’t losing her.”

      Jamie walked over to the closed guest bathroom door and knocked. “Sweetheart, are you okay?”

      “I need a minute,” I thought I heard her mumble in reply.

      “No, baby. No minutes. Let me in.”

      “One minute!” she shouted, making sure all the occupants in the building would have heard her if the penthouse weren’t soundproof so well.

      I technically owned the entire building, Carver Towers. I was my mom’s only child, and she’d come from a loaded family. I was the last of the line, which meant I had all those billions to myself, but I would have given them all up to have her still with me.

      Her financial situation was what had attracted my deadbeat dad to her in the first place. She’d funded his start-up business. But then he’d started fucking his secretary and gotten her pregnant with Holden.

      When Mom found out she was sick, she was already divorced from the scumbag. But after she died, I had to live with Peyton Renchford and his perfect Stepford family. Hadley hated me just as much as I did her, and as soon as I turned eighteen, I was gone.

      Which pleased my stepmother, until she found out that all that Carver money was going with me. It had been mine from the moment my mom passed away. Not even my father had been able to touch it. All the money was put into a trust until I was a legal adult, and then it was mine to do with as I pleased.

      Grown women throwing temper tantrums was not something that amused me, but I’d had a huge grin on my face as I’d driven away from that house with her stomping her feet and screaming at me for being so ungrateful.

      Jamie and Sparks moved in to the penthouse apartment with me that same day, and we all changed our last names to Carver the following week. Most of the people who lived in the building owned their apartments, which they’d bought when my grandfather built the complex decades before. Anyone else who leased paid through an agency, which also kept up maintenance and other repairs so I didn’t have to worry about it. Or deal with annoying tenants.

      With the money I had, we could have started our own music label. Instead, we wanted the world to see us for our skills, not our last names. So, we were taking the slow and painful way of getting to the top. But no one would ever have a reason to question our talent when we got there.

      “Hayat, open this door so I can take care of you.” Jamie raised his voice, using the tone that told us all he meant business. He was a marshmallow most of the time, but when it came to sex, he turned into a different person. Chicks loved that part of him, and that made it hard for him to get rid of the clingers when he became bored with them. “You have to the count of three. If I get to three and you haven’t done as I’ve instructed, I will break the door and then spank your gorgeous ass.”

      “Jamie.” Sparks’s voice had a bite of warning in it. “We’re going to let her digest this for a little while before we start making demands.”

      “Fuck that shit,” Jamie snapped. “One. Two. Three.”

      Before he finished the last word, the door flew open. Hayat, dressed in everything but her shoes and hoodie, stood there glaring at Jamie. “Fuck you, Jamie. All I wanted was a few minutes to myself. All of this?” She waved a hand in my general direction, and I knew she didn’t just mean finding out who I was, but what the four of us had done together. Which made me feel a little better, but not by much.

      We all knew what she was feeling right then was ninety-five percent because of me.

      Fuck.

      I ate up the sight of her, the sheer beauty of this woman who was going to change my entire life. Not just Autumn’s Slumber, but every other aspect of it too. Hayat Cutter was mine—ours. And I’d fight the fucking world to keep her.

      She growled in a sexy yet adorable way that made my cock even harder when Jamie crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for her to continue. “Everything went at hyperspeed, and my mind is still stuck on a few things. But God fucking forbid that I need a minute to adjust to what I did, what I learned, and what I still want. Even though I know… Fuck, I know I shouldn’t want it.”

      Slipping her feet into her shoes, she pushed past Jamie. Her gaze barely flickered over me before landing on Sparks for a few seconds longer. Licking her lips, she clutched her hoodie and phone to her chest. “I-I have to go.”

      Sparks’s shoulders dropped in disappointment, but he nodded understandingly. “Take some time to get your head straight. We’ll still be here. All of us.” He stepped toward her, and she tensed. Stopping midstep, hands balling into fists at his sides, he forced a smile for her. “We’re going to give you some time, but you don’t get to hide from us forever. You are ours now, Hayat. In all ways, you belong to us. Just as we belong to you.”

      Her pulse beat like a hummingbird’s wings at the base of her throat. Licking her lips again, she glanced at the three of us one more time before practically running for the door.

      As soon as we heard the elevator, Sparks glared at Jamie. “You’re going to have to cool it for a while, dude. She isn’t like other girls. She’s not going to submit easily. That’s not even the appeal here. We want her because she is so different from every other girl. She’s utter perfection for us. Chill out for a few days so we don’t drive her away.”

      “She wants to give in. She just doesn’t like that she wants to. Yet.” Jamie grimaced as he picked up the boxes of food from the floor where Sparks had tossed them before laying Hayat on the table. “I’ll give her a week but not a minute longer.”

      “Agreed,” Sparks and I said in unison.

      I wasn’t sure I could last even that long, but Sparks was right. She needed time to think about us. And then she and I needed to talk about the Renchfords. Maybe then, I could finally put them in the past where they needed to stay.
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      I didn’t sleep all night. After texting with Abi for a while, unloading some of what had happened that evening, I lay in my bed staring at the ceiling until the sun began to rise.

      Abi and I told each other everything, but I wasn’t ready to let her or anyone else have this piece of me. My first time had been nothing like I’d expected, in all the most insanely intense, amazing ways that other girls didn’t get to experience.

      All I told her was that Havoc had been revealed, and I’d kissed Kyrie Renchford.

      And that I liked it—liked him.

      At some point, I realized Abi had fallen asleep when she stopped responding to my texts, so I rolled onto my back. Bits and pieces of my time at the band’s penthouse apartment kept replaying in my mind. Each moment I remembered made me squirm, an unexpected ache throbbing deep between my legs that had nothing to do with the abuse Jamie and Ky had put it through.

      But that only made my guilt so much worse.

      Maddie was my friend. My stepcousin. We were family.

      Holden Renchford had tried to destroy her—and almost succeeded. He had been seventeen to her fifteen at the time, and their one and only time together had ended with Maddie pregnant. They didn’t go to the same schools, because Holden lived in Malibu and Maddie was in Beverly Hills, but we were all in the same circles. I was a freshman at the time, and I watched how everyone high-fived and laughed with the asshole.

      He’d scored with Maddie Dawson. That was all the guys at school cared about.

      Meanwhile, the girls at both schools ripped Maddie apart, calling her a whore, which was only the tamest of what they said about her. I ended up in countless fights with girls—and a few boys—after hearing them drag my friend down.

      Maddie struggled with what to do for a long time after finding out she was pregnant. To have the baby. To keep her or give her up for adoption. In the end, my aunt Trinity and her husband, Maddie’s dad, adopted Avalyn.

      But even that choice had fucked with Maddie’s head. Postpartum was a scary experience for anyone, but especially for a sixteen-year-old who had decided she didn’t want to be a mom, while living under the same roof with the child she’d birthed, seeing her every day, struggling with the guilt, the depression, the continued bullying at school.

      Six months after Avalyn’s birth, Maddie swallowed a bottle of pills. If her brother, Banks, hadn’t been home when she’d done it, hadn’t heard her sobbing after she’d gulped them down, then she would have succeeded in her attempt to end her life.

      Banks had shoved his finger down his sister’s throat, causing her to vomit up most of what she’d just swallowed, all while having 9-1-1 on the phone. Afterward, Maddie had spent a few weeks in an in-patient treatment program. Her road back to the old Maddie we loved so much was slow, and even now, I wasn’t convinced she was one hundred percent back to where she would have been if Holden Renchford hadn’t ruined her life.

      I didn’t want to fuck up the progress she’d made with her mental health over the years. But Kyrie wasn’t Holden. I was pretty sure his family had treated him like crap growing up, but that was only me speculating. His family lived right beside Pop-Pop and Nana, which meant I’d seen Holden and Hannah enough times outside of school to know how they were when they weren’t with their friends. But I rarely saw Kyrie.

      After he turned eighteen, he completely disappeared. Maybe he didn’t even know what his asshole of a brother had done to Maddie.

      He shouldn’t have to carry the guilt of what his family had done to my stepcousin. I didn’t want to hold it against him.

      But I was scared.

      What if my being with Ky triggered Maddie? What if she hated me for our relationship?

      There were so many what-ifs that I couldn’t think straight. I stayed in my room all day Friday and Saturday. I called Abi once, but Sparks and Jamie kept blowing up my phone during the thirty seconds we were chatting, and I ended the call quickly. Afterward, I avoided answering any other calls. An unknown caller popped up on my phone, and I almost answered it. Instead, it went to voice mail, and like every other message that day, I didn’t listen to it.

      I should have answered that call.

      Saturday night, I couldn’t take seeing Jamie’s or Sparks’s or Ky’s names popping up on my screen any longer. I wanted to hear their voices, ached to see them. Sitting around tormenting myself over all the what-ifs wasn’t doing anything but giving me a headache. On top of that, I couldn’t go out because the whole Havoc reveal had caused a bit of drama, and some of my followers were turning into creepers, so my parents wanted me to stay home or take security if I went anywhere.

      I hadn’t slept in days, and all I wanted was for my guys to hold me, damn it.

      After forcing my brother to cover for me so I didn’t have to deal with security following me, I took an Uber to Carver Towers. Showing up at their apartment seemed like a good idea until I got there and realized that I couldn’t simply go up to the penthouse. Or any apartment, for that matter. Security was tight, something I’d forgotten about with everything else I’d had going through my head over the past few days.

      A man in a suit opened the door for me when I reached it, his eyes narrowed as he took in my shredded pink hoodie that displayed the neon-green sports bra I had on beneath it. My black sweats sat low on my hips, showing off my flat stomach and the small birthmark just above the right side of my pelvic bone. My white running shoes were from a company that sponsored Havoc’s videos.

      He didn’t stop me as I walked into the lobby, but the man dressed in a similar suit standing behind a reception desk did. With a tight smile on his face, he greeted me. “Good evening, miss. How may I help you?”

      “Oh…” I faltered. “I’m here to visit my…friends?” It came out as a question because what the fuck was I supposed to call them? We were bandmates now, but I wasn’t so sure the security of this place knew that the tenants residing in the penthouse were kick-ass rockers. Anonymity and all.

      My question/answer only tightened the man’s face into an unreadable mask. “And which friends would that be, Miss…?”

      “Cutter,” I muttered, reluctantly giving him my last name, only slightly surprised he didn’t know who I was. “Um, Ky Carver?”

      Features unchanging, the security guard started typing away on a computer in front of him. “Apologies, Miss Cutter. But I don’t seem to have you down as an approved guest for any of the Mr. Carvers.”

      That only irritated me—and hurt my feelings. They hadn’t added me to their guest list. What the fuck? Which pissed me off. I didn’t want to have feelings that could be hurt. I wasn’t soft like that. It took a lot to make me emotional in a way that left me with a sore heart.

      Swiping my thumb over my phone’s screen, I typed out a quick text. I’d barely hit send before the phone on the man’s desk rang. Crossing my arms over my chest, I tapped my foot impatiently while he took his time picking up. “Carver Towers,” he answered before stumbling through a few quick, very hushed words and hung up, all while typing rapidly.

      His throat hadn’t stopped bobbing when the elevator doors slid open, and Sparks stepped off. Dark eyes turned to melted chocolate when he saw me. My body had an instant reaction to the sight of him dressed in sweat-drenched workout clothes.

      “Sorry, babe. I was in the gym.” Walking over to me, he bent his head the very slight distance to kiss my lips. “Fucking missed you, goddess.”

      I kissed him back, but only for a second before stepping back and cocking a brow at the man behind the reception desk. “Am I on their list of approved guests now?”

      Throat still bobbing, the guard nodded. “Yes, of course, Miss Cutter. There will be no further issues. My apologies.”

      Turning my head, I glowered at Sparks. “Who is on the approved list?”

      His lips tipped up with amusement. “As of right now, only you.”

      I liked that answer, but I didn’t want to like it. Damn it. “How many before me?”

      Sparks didn’t even blink. “None.”

      Oddly enough, I believed him. “So I’m the first?”

      He kissed me again. “First and only,” he murmured. With his hand on my hip, he turned me toward the bank of elevators, the one he’d just exited still open. My heart rate began to race as the doors slid closed when he punched in the code for his floor.

      “I’ll text you the code,” he promised when we began ascending. Turning, he backed me into the corner of the metal box, his hips pressing into me, trapping me. “Fucking missed you.”

      I melted into him, kind of liking how sweaty he was. I wanted it on me, smeared across every inch of my body. Why I’d picked him to text to come fix the problem in the lobby, I wasn’t sure. His name hadn’t even been first on my list of recent callers. Ky and Jamie had rivaled each other in blowing up my phone in both calls and texts. Sparks had left me a few messages and voice mails, but nowhere close to the number the other two had bombarded me with.

      “Sorry if I messed with your workout,” I told him.

      “You didn’t, goddess. I’d been on the treadmill for over an hour already. Attempting to outrun the voice in my head to call you. Or track you down. Bring you back here. Tie you to my bed.” I shivered, not disliking any of those things. Apparently our moment together Thursday night had fried my circuits, and now I was ruined. And honestly, I didn’t think I cared.

      “I’ve tried to give you the space you needed, but it’s been difficult.” He pressed his sweaty brow to mine. “For all of us.”

      I traced my finger over a tattoo on his bicep. It looked familiar, but I couldn’t place the design. For a moment, I almost thought it was a gang tag, but I quickly pushed the thought away. Sparks lived in the penthouse of Carver Towers on Sunset Place. He was not in a gang.

      Moments later, the doors opened onto the penthouse floor. Taking my hand, Sparks backed out of the elevator, guiding me to the door of the home he shared with Jamie and Ky. Placing his hand on a scanner, it took several seconds while it read his fingerprints before I heard the click of the locks releasing. But when Sparks put his hand on the door handle, I tensed.

      “Are Jamie and Ky home?” I asked, not meeting his gaze.

      “They went to dinner,” he said, stepping into the apartment. “I didn’t feel like going. Not sure when they’ll be back. Knowing those two, they might go to Malibu and stake out your house.”

      A smile teased at my lips at that mental picture. I kind of wanted them to be doing that. Stalk me. Abi had turned into one over her professor. Which was unhinged in a sexy kind of way. But my emotions were in a jumble because I’d come there to be cuddled by all three of my men. Yet I was a little relieved that Jamie and Ky weren’t home. Jamie because he was so intense. Ky because, fuck, there were so many reasons that I wasn’t ready to wade through.

      There was a part of me that was relieved and happy it was just Sparks and me. I wanted some alone time with him. With all of them, one-on-one. It felt right, but I wasn’t sure if that was allowed in a relationship like ours. If that was even what this was—a relationship. I wanted to be with all of them, but if I wanted time with only one of them for a little while, was that considered cheating on the other two?

      Realizing I should have probably researched the rules of this type of relationship, I followed Sparks through the apartment to his room. He urged me to sit on his bed, before he pulled off his sweat-soaked shirt. Seeing his bare skin quickly pushed every other thought from my head. Without thinking, I reached out, tracing my fingers over his defined abs, the ink on his chest, the scar on his lower right abdomen.

      “Appendix, when I was ten,” he explained in a raspy voice before gently taking hold of my wrist and guiding it down to wrap my fingers around his hard cock through his athletic shorts.

      I stroked him once, twice, watching as his head fell back onto his shoulders while he groaned as if he were in pain.

      “Let me shower, goddess,” he said, reluctantly pulling my hand away. “And then we can do whatever you want. Talk. Go to dinner. Watch a movie. Anything.”

      “I came here because I missed you. All of you. But now I’m glad it’s just us.” I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the way his cock tented his shorts. “Is that wrong, Sparks? That I want to be with them, that I want there to be an us. All four of us. Together. But at the same time, I want to be alone with you. I want alone time with Jamie too. And Ky…” I shook my head in frustration. “I’m so confused.”

      Sparks crouched down in front of me. “None of that is wrong. All we want is you. Your happiness, your pleasure, your…” He trailed off, giving me a grim smile. “Just you. We want to share everything with you, but we’re not going to get jealous if you want to be with just one of us for a little while. I know all of this is new to you. Honestly, we’re still wrapping our heads around this kind of relationship too. The past few times we tried it, we all stumbled. But that was because we weren’t with the right partner.”

      “And you think I’m the right one?” Insecurity, something I wasn’t overly familiar with, laced my voice.

      “I know you are, goddess.”
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      Tossing back my third—or maybe it was my fourth—shot of tequila, I slapped the glass on the bar top and picked up the one the bartender had poured for Ky. My best friend grunted but just nodded at the guy behind the bar to pour us another round while I downed the liquor.

      Maybe if I drank enough, the overwhelming need to hear Hayat’s voice would calm down. Maybe, just maybe, the ache in the pit of my stomach would ease, and I wouldn’t feel so fucking sick that she wasn’t close enough to touch.

      Our Hellion had twisted me up to the point that I was turning into someone I promised myself I would never be. Of the group, I was the fun-loving one. The people-pleaser. The one who attempted to avoid conflict at all costs. But since Hayat had walked out of our apartment Thursday night, I’d been a growly, grumpy, pissed-the-fuck-off bear.

      All I wanted was for her to pick up when I called or to respond to one of the hundreds of texts I’d sent. Let me know she was okay. Safe. Missing me like I missed her.

      Instead, all she gave us was silence.

      From the moment I’d watched her push Hamel aside and take over, rescuing Autumn’s Slumber’s audition, I’d felt a pull to the beautiful woman. The small taste I’d gotten of her Thursday night wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy the growing beast she’d turned me into.

      Picking up two more shots, I relished the burn with each swallow. When I reached for Ky’s drink again, he grumbled something unintelligible and tossed it back quickly before throwing down some cash. “We’re done.”

      “You’re done,” I argued. “I’m just getting started. Hey, bro. Give me two more. Nah, nah. Just grab me a bottle.” I pulled a wad of cash from my own pocket, already counting out a few fifties.

      Snatching my money, Ky stuffed it into his own pocket before grabbing my arm. Half dragging me out of the club, he kept his head bent so if anyone recognized him, they wouldn’t be tempted to stop and chat. Ky might have enough money to keep a few small countries funded, but in the end, it wasn’t worth it after all the shit that had been thrown at him since he was a kid.

      And now, a piece of his past could cost us our girl.

      Hot, late-night air hit me when we stepped out of the club. Ky had his phone out, already watching for the rideshare he’d ordered. I swiped for his phone, but he wasn’t as drunk as I was, making his reflexes faster. “What are you doing now?” he asked, sounding bored as he glanced down the crowded street for our ride.

      “Gimme your phone,” I commanded. “I’m gonna call that little prick Holden. Tell him what a worthless piece of shit he is.”

      Ky sighed, rolling his eyes at me. “You already did that. Yesterday. And then earlier today. Sparks had to do some weird block on your phone so you couldn’t keep calling the dipshit. Besides, his number isn’t in my phone. I don’t have any of those assholes in my contacts. Not even Hannah.”

      For a while, we’d held out hope that Hannah wouldn’t turn out to be like her mom. But a few years back, it became apparent that Ky’s sister was now Hadley 2.0. It was the last nail in the coffin of Ky trying to make peace with any of his family. His dad had made his choices long before Autumn ever died, leaving Ky to take care of his sick mom all on his own.

      Sparks had wanted to call in some favors from his own family, but I’d talked him out of it. He got lucky getting out of that nightmare when he did. No way would we allow him to risk getting pulled back in, even if it would rid the world of Renchford filth.

      A black Suburban stopped in front of us, the passenger window lowering. “Carver?”

      Ky nodded and opened the back door, pushing my drunk ass into the SUV before following me. As soon as the door was shut and the driver pulled into traffic, I fished my phone from my pocket. It wasn’t that late, but I was already trashed. Not even the alcohol could pull me out of the foul mood I’d fallen into, however.

      Swiping my thumb over the screen, I hit connect, knowing if I tried to text, it would just be a jumbled mess and Hayat would think I was either an idiot or having a stroke. It rang half a dozen times before voice mail clicked over. Of fucking course. “Listen to me, Hellion. When I get my hands on you again, you’re not gonna be able to sit for a week. I’m gonna spank that lush ass until you’re crying my name.”

      From the front seat, the driver coughed. I realized I hadn’t been all that quiet about my promise to my girl. Promise, threat. Whatever. I was going to turn that sweet ass cherry red and then cuddle with her in a bubble bath. I’d found some bath bombs that were supposed to smell like honeysuckles. When I’d opened the container, it reminded me of the scent of Hayat’s hair.

      Sparks had snorted when I’d come home from the mall with all the stuff I figured our girl used. Most of the things in the bags were from Havoc’s sponsors. A few of her sweats, hoodies, and sports bras. A couple pairs of her shoes. I’d had to guess about her shampoo and conditioner, as well as body wash. I would have even gotten her some feminine hygiene products, but I’d remembered she said she didn’t get her periods anymore because of her birth control shot.

      The memory of why I knew that little detail got me hard as steel. Groaning, I rubbed my hand over my crotch, attempting to reposition my throbbing cock. “I fucking miss you, Hellion,” I moaned into the phone before ending the call.

      Dropping my head on Ky’s shoulder, I saw he was texting her from his own phone. “Let’s go to Malibu,” I suggested. “We can walk around until we find her place.”

      Ky snorted. “Then what? Throw rocks at her window? She lives with her parents, dumbass. Her parents would have us arrested, and we’d lose our gig at the club.”

      “Fuck,” I grumbled. “We gotta get her to move in with us.”

      “Baby steps,” he said, jaw clenching. “Let’s get her to return our calls first.”

      Knowing he was right, I didn’t let that deter me. Sitting up straight, I started searching for shit on my phone. “What size bed do ya think we need?” I ask. “You move in to Hamel’s old room, and we’ll make the main bedroom suite hers. But it’s gonna be ours too. So the bed has to be big enough to fit all four of us so we can cuddle her. I’m not stingy. I’ll share the aftercare with you losers, but you gotta be gentle.”

      He grunted. “I can be gentle.”

      “Yeah, but only after you go feral. Jesus fuck, I bet she’s still sore after the other night.” A comforter set caught my attention while I was online shopping. It screamed Hellion. I added it to my cart, along with a few other things. “We’re gonna have to be really gentle with her for a while.”

      “Jamie, I need you to shut the fuck up,” Ky hissed, readjusting himself in the black slacks he’d paired with a dark-blue button-up. “All I can think about is the other night. She’s driving me crazy.”

      “Same,” I empathized.

      My online shopping cart was in the twenty-thousand-dollar range by the time the driver stopped in front of Carver Towers. Ky dragged me out of the SUV and passed the guard at the door. We didn’t look toward the one behind the desk, both of us still too engrossed in our phones.

      Hayat’s room was going to be a haven she would never want to leave. I just had to get her into it first.

      Ky texted one-handed while punching in the code to unlock our floor.

      “Whatcha think about silk sheets?” I asked Ky when we stepped off the elevator moments later.

      “I think you are an idiot. Silk sheets are not fun to sleep on. Besides, Hellion is more of a cotton or jersey kind of girl. High-thread count, but simple.” He pressed his palm to the reader and then opened the door.

      Hearing the TV on low, we figured Sparks was watching one of the crime documentaries he liked so much. Probably making sure he didn’t see any of his family members on there. Eventually, he would. He couldn’t avoid it forever. Being a cartel prince, or whatever the fuck you wanted to call the son of the head of the biggest cartel on the Pacific Coast, he was bound to see a distant cousin on one of the crime shows at some point.

      We walked into the living room. As expected, the TV was on, some true crime show playing but only as background noise. All the lights were off, casting a soft glow over Sparks as he was laid out on the long end of the sectional…

      And Hayat was curled up with her back to his front, her head pillowed on his arm. Her mouth was slightly open, soft sighs leaving her as she slept peacefully. Ky and I stopped dead in our tracks, neither of us sure we were still in the land of reality or if we’d stepped into our own fantasies.

      Sparks jerked awake, lifting his head to glance around for any danger. Seeing us standing nearby, he relaxed, then grinned. “You fuckers missed out. If you’d stayed home, you could have gotten some extra cuddle time in.”

      I dropped my phone. If I bitched him out for not letting us know Hayat had come over, I risked waking her up, and that was unacceptable. Careful, so as not to jostle her, I slid onto the plush cushion and lay down in front of Hayat. Thank fuck we’d gotten the extra-wide option when we’d furnished the apartment.

      Once I was settled, I draped one arm over her back, skimming my hand over her hips and pulling her closer. With a happy sigh, she snuggled against me, burying her face in my shirt. Sparks yawned and dropped his head back down on the pillow, already falling back to sleep.

      Ky stood over us, a pout on his face. “You get two hours, and then it’s my turn,” he groused before stomping off toward his room.

      I pressed my face into her jungle of wild curls, letting them wrap around me just like her arm did when she shifted to get more comfortable between Sparks and me. I wanted to memorize every inch of her, but the combination of the alcohol I’d consumed and the contentment of holding her was too much.

      Eyes closing, I let sleep take hold of me, knowing the world was right for the first time in my fucked-up life.
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      Tight arms and scruffy faces rubbing over my skin pulled me from a deep sleep. Slowly, I blinked my eyes open and found myself looking into a pair of stormy gray eyes. Before my brain could play catch-up, I smiled and pulled Ky in for a kiss.

      His tongue brushed against mine, playfully, enticing, but also insistent. I pressed into him, only to feel a rumble at my back. Breaking the kiss, I turned my head to meet Jamie’s lips. As dreams went, this was a damn good one.

      I’d fallen asleep on Sparks not long after we’d settled on the sectional. I didn’t pay attention to what he chose to watch. All I’d wanted was to lie there and be held by him. Because I knew if we’d stayed in his room for too long, I would have started asking him for things I wasn’t sure I was ready for yet. Both mentally and physically.

      My body was sore in places that not even the stretching from gymnastics had caused. But that wasn’t a bad thing. It kept reminding me of how I’d gotten those aches. And I wasn’t unhappy about that. But I was still trying to wrap my head around having a relationship—or was it a situationship? Whatever this thing with the four of us was called, I needed a little more time to sort it out in my head.

      I wanted to be with the three of them. But I needed time to figure out how to face Maddie.

      For all of two seconds, I thought of how strange it was that I was more hesitant to tell my friend about being with her ex’s brother than I was to tell my family that I was in a situation with three guys. But that was the thing about my family. They loved hard and unconditionally. Something they had proven to me over and over. We didn’t judge one another for who we loved or how we loved.

      Grasping my chin, Ky broke my kiss with Jamie. Another unhappy rumble vibrated against my back, almost making me smile. That was when I felt the steel rod pressing against the seam of my ass through my sweats. Which then made me very, very aware of the one trying to impale me from the front.

      And I realized I wasn’t dreaming. Sparks was gone. Jamie and Ky had taken his place with me on the long end of the sectional.

      “You came back,” Jamie murmured, awe and something else in his tone that made me think of a happy puppy wagging his tail, as he kissed the back of my head. I felt his chest expand with a contented inhale.

      “I missed you,” I told him, but I was looking into Ky’s eyes as I said it, wanting him to know I meant I missed him too.

      “Fucking missed you, baby,” Ky choked out, stealing another kiss.

      For a few minutes, I got lost in the taste of him, the feel of two of my men touching me, making me feel good. But then Jamie’s hand slipped beneath my sweats and panties. He was gentle as he thrust two fingers into me, but that didn’t stop my tiny whimper of discomfort that squeaked out.

      “Thought so,” he said softly, kissing my neck. “Have you been soaking in a bath to help heal?”

      “No,” I whispered, feeling like he was chastising me for some reason.

      “That’s why you’re going to let us take care of you from now on, Hellion.” Something in his voice changed, the only warning I got before he suddenly pulled my pants and underwear down and slapped his hand against my ass.

      “Ouch!” I cried out, shooting him a glare over my shoulder. “What… You can’t… Why did you…?”

      His cocked brow caused me to swallow hard. Jamie wasn’t happy with me. I didn’t like that. But he’d spanked me. It stung. My ass cheek was on fire from the two hard taps he’d given me. I felt like I was in trouble. A child who had done something naughty to displease him.

      And I was wetter than I’d ever been. My clit throbbed, a horny bitch who was demanding attention.

      Huh.

      As if he knew all the thoughts going through my mind—the confusion, the aching need, and how I was already thinking of things to do to get him to spank me again—Jamie smirked at me. His hand went around my throat, squeezing once before tipping my chin up for his slow kiss.

      When he lifted his head, the commanding dominant Jamie was gone, and my sweet boy was back. “I’m going to run you a bath. By the time you’re done, Sparks should be back with food.”

      “O-okay.” I swallowed a knot of emotion that suddenly filled my throat as I watched him crawl over me and Ky. With a lingering look at me, he smiled and walked toward the bedrooms.

      Ky didn’t give me time to process what I was feeling. Rolling me onto my back, he settled the lower half of his body between my legs and pillowed his head on my chest. It surprised me a little that I was still dressed. I wasn’t opposed to them stripping me while I was asleep. When it came to my three rockers, I didn’t think I would object to them doing anything they wanted to me while I was asleep.

      Realizing how much I trusted them, I stroked my fingers through Ky’s hair. A shuddery breath left him, and I heard him swallow hard. Understanding that his emotions were running high only heightened my own. “I’m sorry.”

      He jerked his head up at my apology. “You have nothing to be sorry for, baby.”

      “Yes, I do. The way I reacted when I realized you are…well, you.” Tears welled my eyes as it hit me what I’d done. “I hurt you.”

      “Hayat, I shouldn’t have just sprung it on you like that. Especially after how amazing we were together.” He wrapped one of my ringlets around his finger. “Things moved fast that night. Emotions were high, and we all made mistakes.”

      My heart skipped a beat at hearing him say “mistake,” but he rushed to correct me as my mind raced, wondering if he thought that we were a mistake. That I was going to lose him—and Sparks and Jamie. “I’m not saying that we’re a mistake, baby. Fuck no. This, us, is the best thing to happen to me since my mom died. I just mean that we could have handled certain things differently.”

      “All of this is new to me. Not just the multiple…” I rolled my eyes at myself, causing him to grin. “I’m not a shy person, Ky. But for some reason, I get flustered talking about this situation of ours.”

      “Maybe because my little hellion was a virgin.” I shrugged, causing his grin to turn into a smugness that should have made me want to slap it off his face, but I found myself grinning back. “Don’t worry, babe. We’ll unfluster you real quick once you’re feeling better.”

      We both liked that thought way too much. His cock flexed against my core, which was already weeping, my inner walls clenching in search of what they knew would give them the stretch that would make the aching so much better.

      Jamie appeared on the other side of the sectional and nudged Ky. Kissing me hard, Ky sat up with a groan, and Jamie bent to scoop me up. His ability to lift me so effortlessly only turned me on that much more. My height intimidated most guys, and I’d always thought that I’d never be carried around like girls who were so much smaller than me.

      Resting my head on his shoulder, I closed my eyes, enjoying the affectionate way he held me as he walked through his bedroom to his connecting bathroom. Steam was already filling the air, along with the familiar scent of honeysuckle. When he lowered me into a tub still filling with hot, sweet-scented water, I moaned my appreciation.

      “Need you to sit forward for me for a sec, Hellion.” Opening my eyes, I found him kicking off his pants and boxer briefs. Eagerly, I sat forward and waited for him to climb in behind me before snuggling back against him.

      He began to rub and squeeze the muscles in my neck and shoulders. Moaning, I went limp against him. Fuck, a girl could get used to this kind of treatment.

      After massaging me for several minutes, he picked up a cloth and began to wash me. As he cleansed me, he kissed up and down my neck. I couldn’t help squirming against him. His groans as my body brushed over his hard cock gave me a sensation of power. I loved that I could do that to him, that just holding me made him want more of me.

      Most of my hair was floating on top of the bubbles around us, but I didn’t even care. I’d already spotted a bottle of my shampoo and conditioner in his huge glassed-in shower. Emotion choked me. Jesus Christ, these guys were turning me into such a crybaby pussy.

      I didn’t know how long we stayed in the bath, Jamie taking care of my every need. Except for one.

      “Not until your soreness is gone,” he murmured against the shell of my ear. “Until then, let us care for you, baby.”

      “Fine. I guess it’s okay. I mean, having three hot rockers at my beck and call is such an inconvenience, but whatever. A girl’s gotta do what she’s gotta do to get laid.”

      He tickled my sides, making me squeal and try to get away, sloshing water over the sides of the tub. “I think you enjoyed that spanking a little too much earlier, Hellion. You’re going to be trying to make my hand all twitchy from now on, aren’t you?”

      “That was a spanking?” I huffed. “I barely felt a thing.”

      His cock jerked against the seam of my ass. “Don’t even start, or I’ll disappoint Sparks and take this tight ass right here.”

      “I’ll fucking slit your throat,” Sparks called out, walking into the bathroom. Dressed in jeans and a plain black T-shirt, he glared at his friend over my head. “I’m getting her ass first. But we need to take it easy on her. Work her up from baby plugs before she gets a cock in the ass.”

      My face heated, but so did the rest of my body. Biting my lip, I let my gaze drift over Sparks as he and Jamie argued over which size plug to start me off with and when. I must have won the karma lottery finding these men. I wanted to say screw it, forget about the discomfort between my legs and beg them to fuck me until we were all brain-dead.

      Ky walked into the bathroom, dressed in only a pair of sweats. Brows pulled together, he held out my phone. “Your phone keeps going off, babe. Your mom has called nonstop for the last ten minutes.”

      Unease twisting in my stomach, I took the phone from him and swiped my wet fingers over the screen. “Mom?”

      “Hayat, when was the last time you talked to Abi?” Every muscle in my body tensed. Not just from the worry in Mom’s voice, but from the question.

      “I…” Trying to think, I pushed my damp hair back from my face. “Friday? We didn’t talk long. Why? What’s going on? Is she okay?”

      Mom released a heavy sigh. “Kin just called me. Abi showed up at the house. Kin said she looked rough, and she just kept crying. All she would tell them was that she was tired. She didn’t have her phone. The one she did have was old as hell.”

      Mind racing, I got out of the tub. Three pairs of hands were already there to help me so I didn’t slip. Sparks grabbed a towel, wrapping it around me, his arms holding me in place when all I wanted to do was run. I needed to get to my godparents’ house. Abi was home. She needed me.

      “I’ll get there as soon as I can,” I told my mom.

      “Good. Maybe she will talk to you.” Mom paused for a moment, taking a few calming breaths. Knowing she needed to settle herself only amped up my anxiety for my bestie. “I’m going to call Lyric and find out if he knows anything. See you soon. Love you.”

      “Love you,” I returned automatically, dropping my arm at my side after disconnecting.

      “Baby?” Ky cupped my face, lifting my gaze to his.

      “Goddess, what’s wrong?” Sparks demanded.

      “I don’t know,” I told them, feeling weak. “Abi, my best friend, she showed up at her parents’ house.”

      “And that’s bad news?” Jamie asked curiously, wrapping a towel around his waist before hugging me from the side.

      “She should be at Trinity University for at least another week. Finals start tomorrow. But she came home, and she’s a wreck. That’s not Abi. Something must have happened. Fuck! I need to get to her.” I closed my eyes, pressing my forehead to Sparks’s chest, wondering what I’d missed in the last few days while avoiding my phone. Not only had I let all my calls go to voice mail, but I hadn’t even looked at anything online. With my Havoc persona having been discovered, I’d hidden away from all things social media. Afraid of what I’d find.

      Havoc was such a huge part of me, the safe place I’d used to burn off steam and let a piece of myself free that I couldn’t share anywhere else. Someone had ripped that away from me. I’d told myself I didn’t care—and for the most part, I didn’t—but it would be a lie to say I was one hundred percent okay with the loss of my anonymity.

      But that shouldn’t have turned me into a coward.

      Because while I was hiding out in my room, mind in chaos over my guys and Havoc, Abi had apparently been going through something huge of her own. Whatever it was, it had sent her running home.

      “Okay, goddess. Take a quick shower to wash your hair, and then we’ll drive you wherever you need to go.”
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      Ali was lying beside her sister when I silently entered my best friend’s bedroom. When she saw me, the younger girl’s face filled with relief, and she carefully untangled herself from my sleeping bestie.

      Downstairs, my parents were with Kin and Jace, all of them still bewildered as to what could have happened to cause Abi to leave school so suddenly the day before finals week began. On the drive to Malibu, I’d gone through my list of voice mails, pausing when I’d seen the unknown caller.

      It had been from Abi, but it didn’t explain anything, just left me with more questions.

      “Hey, babe. It’s Abi. I’m calling from a friend’s phone. Mine is…broken. I dropped it on my run this morning. But I didn’t want you to worry or send Lyric over to make sure I was still breathing. I’ll call you as soon as I pick up the new phone. But I’m so busy studying for finals, it might be a day or so. Love you!”

      I’d felt a twinge in my chest at the slight pause while she spoke, my ears straining as I replayed the message over and over while Sparks drove, hoping to find anything that might tell me something about what had happened the day before. Background noise. Other voices. But there had been nothing except that all-too-brief hesitation before she’d said “broken.”

      Fitting, because that was exactly how Abi looked. Broken.

      Lying down where Ali had just been, I ran my eyes over my bestie. The sun was already fading, dusk turning into night. The lamp on the side table would have been comforting at any other time, but right then, it only made the dark circles under Abi’s eyes more stark in her pale face. Her hair looked limp, her clothes wrinkled.

      She stirred, then snapped her eyes open. “Hayat,” she whimpered.

      I propped my head on my hand, unable to tear my gaze from her face. We’d FaceTimed earlier in the week, but I swore she appeared to have aged five years since then. Trying to be reassuring, to show her that I was there for her—I would always be there for her—I smiled. “Hi.”

      “Hayat.” She choked out my name again, throwing her arms around my neck. I fell onto my back, taking her with me as she buried her face in my hair. Sobs, the gut-wrenching kind that were so hard and painful that I worried if she would hurt her insides, came from her.

      Rubbing her back with one hand, I cupped her head with the other, letting her cry it out. Abi was the sweet one of the two of us. The emotional one. The loving one who cared about everyone and everything. She was the good one, my precious best friend. Her pain was mine, and I cried silent tears—in empathy for her, in frustration for not knowing what had caused her pain, a little for myself and the mayhem that had been my last few days.

      She cried until her voice became hoarse, and then she cried some more. My shirt and hair were soaked with her tears, but I just held her closer, my arms tight around her, hoping to fight whatever mental demons plagued her. Eventually, she fell asleep, too exhausted to keep going. And I continued to hold her.

      Her mom came in at some point, her blue eyes so like Abi’s silently asking me questions I had no answers to. But even if I did, Kin knew I would never spill her daughter’s secrets. Nor would Abi repeat mine. My mother joined her in the doorway, the two of them holding each other much like I held my Abi. Best friends, always ready to pick each other up during any crisis.

      Knowing I was there to protect Abi, they left, closing the door behind them. I kissed Abi’s brow, brushing her tangled hair back from her grief-stricken, aged face. While she slept, I finally looked at my phone again. It was on silent, so as not to disturb Abi’s sleep. My guys had texted me a few times, asking if everything was okay. If I needed anything. Telling me they missed me.

      I texted them back, letting them know I appreciated them getting me to my friend and that I missed them too. So damn much. After I hit send on my last message to them, I finally dared to glance at Havoc’s social accounts.

      Holding my breath, I watched the page load and went weak. According to my insights page, I’d lost two hundred thousand followers Thursday night into Friday afternoon. But then, the video Wes had posted linking me to Havoc had gone supernova viral. Since then, I’d gained over three million more followers, and I had emails from all my sponsors, plus a few others that wanted Havoc to represent them.

      Seeing an email from Aunt Emmie, I clicked on it.

      Just following up about the chat we had Thursday night. I know you’re going through a lot right now with Havoc, but if you are taking the drummer position for Autumn’s Slumber, we can use that to our advantage. Shane needs you all in the studio ASAP.

      Love you!

      Aunt E

      That was exciting news for the band, which I copied and pasted into a group text to my guys. But first, I needed to take care of Abi. Only once I knew she was okay could I focus on the band and my relationship with Ky, Sparks, and Jamie.
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      Abi was keeping secrets.

      I didn’t call her out on it. Seemed kind of hypocritical when I had some of my own. But it was something new for us, to not confide everything that was going on in our lives to each other. In truth, I was scared to ask her what she wasn’t telling me. The meltdown she’d had and the slow recovery wasn’t the Abigail St. Charles I knew.

      Sweet and precious, she might be, but she was also resilient as fuck.

      Yet I allowed her to stay quiet about the trauma that had sent her into whatever mental shutdown she was experiencing, and I didn’t bring up any of my own news. We didn’t talk about Havoc. Or Autumn’s Slumber. And I sure as hell hadn’t told her anything about my guys. She knew I’d kissed Kyrie Renchford, but that had been the tiny piece of my new discoveries about myself that I’d confessed before her own drama had unfolded.

      All week, I stayed at her house, sleeping in her bed, eating her food, binge-watching really bad comedies. I’d texted my guys throughout the week, letting them know how appreciative I was of their understanding that Abi needed me at the moment. And that I missed them.

      But I didn’t want to keep them from Abi like some dirty secret any longer. Her parents and mine were going on their usual Vegas trip to spend a little time together before Abi’s parents headed off for their summer tour in Australia. I figured the best time to introduce the three new important men in my life to the most important person to me ever was while our parents were away for the weekend.

      Kin had told us to go to First Bass Friday night, because we needed to get out of the house and be around people. I texted Ky to meet us at the club that night.

      I should have known those plans were going to go all to hell when Abi and I were awakened Friday morning to Aunt Emmie’s name popping up on Abi’s new phone. At first, I tried to hide from the noise and the morning by covering my head and desperately holding on to sleep. Sharing a bed with Abi wasn’t new for me. We’d been having sleepovers since we were little kids. But Abi was not fun to sleep with sometimes.

      She had this itty-bitty problem with getting sleep-drunk. A state somewhere between asleep and awake. She did crazy things during those episodes, like walking from her house to Poppy’s house in the middle of the night because she knew I was having a sleepover there that weekend. She didn’t remember much of what happened that night, but sometimes when she had moments like that, she did remember. Doctors, therapists, and other specialists didn’t fully understand it, but they attributed it to Abi’s stress levels.

      She and I had thought it was hilarious when we were kids. Now, however, it was kind of exhausting. Watching over her to make sure she didn’t sleepwalk out into traffic. I shuddered, wondering what she could have gotten up to, the dangers she might have unknowingly put herself in over the past few weeks, if she’d been so stressed out that she’d come home and crashed for a full week.

      “Oh shit,” Abi muttered, making me groan into my pillow.

      “What?” I mumbled.

      “Emmie.”

      Hearing my aunt’s name was enough to have me sitting straight up in bed, knowing that sleep was pointless if she had something to call my friend about. “That can’t be good. The last time she called me for no apparent reason, she told me the world knew I was Havoc. I already knew that, but she was doing what she does best. Trying to clean up the mess.”

      Abi stared down at her phone with wide blue eyes. “What should I do?” she whispered.

      She’d lost her damn mind if she thought she should do anything but answer when Emmie Armstrong called. For fuck’s sake. A person didn’t send Aunt Emmie to voice mail unless they wanted to have their flesh melted from their bones by her ferocious anger. “Answer it?”

      “Shit.” She worried her bottom lip with her teeth for a moment before finally swiping her thumb over the screen. “Hello?”

      My bestie relaxed a little when Aunt Emmie wanted to talk about how she’d made a few calls to try to sort out Abi missing her finals that week. I wasn’t sure how my aunt made the connections she did, but if anyone needed something done, we normally just went to her and it got sorted. All of us kids figured people were just too terrified of the little redhead with the big green eyes to tell her no, which only doubled our own fear and awe of the woman.

      But then I felt Abi tense. “Married?” she squeaked. “I didn’t get married.”

      Laughing, I fell back on the pillows. “Are you kidding me? That’s hilarious!”

      Abi wouldn’t get married, especially not without me. And even if she did, who would she marry? She’d never been interested in anyone, male or female, until this past semester when she’d gotten a little attached to her history professor. So much, that she’d sort of been stalking him around campus. Nothing too crazy, just giving herself extra chances to see him. Her crush had grown—I was well aware of that. She might even be half in love with the man. But marriage?

      She shushed me as she listened to Aunt Emmie. Whatever was said had Abi gasping like she’d just been punched in the chest. I turned on my side, watching her face. Abi tried to speak, but Aunt Emmie wasn’t happy now. That much was evident from the look on Abi’s pale face.

      Suddenly, she dropped the phone and jumped out of bed, her pained cry ringing in my ears. Surprised by what was happening, I was slower to move, but I hopped out of bed and followed her as she ran downstairs and outside.

      “Vaughn!” she shouted when she reached the porch.

      I was only a few steps behind her. “Abi, what are you doing?”

      But she wasn’t paying attention to me as she jumped down the steps and twirled around in front of the house, looking around wildly. I followed her gaze, tensing in case something or someone was actually waiting to harm my friend.

      “Vaughn!” she cried again, at the top of her voice.

      “You’ve officially lost your mind,” I muttered, moving cautiously until I reached her and wrapped an arm around her waist. Gently, I urged her back to the porch, but she kept frantically looking around. “Come on. I’ll make you something to eat, and then you can explain to me what Aunt Emmie was all hyped up about.”

      “Vaughn?” she whimpered.

      “Sorry, babe,” I murmured, soothingly stroking her hair as we entered the house. “There’s no Vaughn here.”
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      Abi bit her thumbnail as she paced in front of me, her eyes stuck to mine, but all I could do was attempt to process everything she’d just confessed. It sounded like some crazy action movie that would have a kick-ass opening weekend at the box office, but it had been my friend’s reality.

      “While you were stalking Professor Hotpants, he was stalking you too,” I repeated. She nodded. “Like, he had cameras in your dorm room and was pretending to be a professor, when in reality, he’s, what, some mafia prince?”

      “Yup,” she muttered, tears filling her eyes. Her red hair was in limp tangles around her shoulders. She’d showered throughout the past week, but it just looked dry and brittle for some reason. Her skin was looking off too. I’d put it down to her exhaustion and whatever trauma she’d experienced, but it was taking me a minute to fully understand what she’d told me.

      “That new friend you recently made, Sammy, who knows Uncle Lyric, is his sister? And she’s a mafia princess with Daddy Warbucks money who lives in what would be considered America’s idea of a palace, complete with secret service and safe rooms?” Abi kept pacing and nodding. “And all that hot dream-sex you’ve been having has actually been ‘Professor’ Vaughn sneaking into your room.”

      Tears spilled down her face when I said his name. “It was really good sex. I never imagined sex was that much fun.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered, ducking my head. My own first experience had been wild and crazy fun. My vajayjay was still feeling the pounding that Ky had given me after Jamie had stretched me out for him. But damn if I wasn’t excited for the next time I got to have a little fun with my guys. I kept thinking about Sparks and his fascination with my ass, and the random texts he kept sending me. Pictures of the plugs he promised he was going to put in my remaining virgin hole while he fucked my pussy.

      Clearing my throat, I mentally shoved those naughty thoughts into a box to play with later. Right now, Abi needed my full attention.

      “And that sex was completely consensual, right?”

      “Yes! Absolutely.” Abi was vehement in her answer, making me hold up my hands in surrender.

      “Okay, okay. I just need to be clear on that part, babe. You were having your sleep-drunk episodes, and some people might consider that…” I trailed off with a shrug, letting her fill in the blank. “But as long as you were on board with all that, then no judgment.”

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” she whispered, finally stopping in front of her dad’s favorite chair and sinking down. A sob choked out of her, cutting me in two. “And now Aunt Emmie is telling me that we’re married? How?”

      “Yeah, that’s crazy. Whoever filed that bogus marriage certificate would have had to bypass Mieke’s cyber security, not to mention forge your signature.” I sat down on the coffee table in front of her, taking her hands in mine. “What are you going to tell your parents?”

      Scrubbing at the wetness on her face, she shook her head. “I have no idea. It’s going to be hard to drop something like that on them. ‘Hey, Mom, so I fell in love with my history professor this semester. But he wasn’t really a professor. He was this really hot, much older than me, Russian-Italian mafia prince. Was being the operative word since he’s dead now. It’s okay, though, because somehow, I’m now his wife. Yeah, I’m kind of Mrs. Christian Victor Vaughn. Well, great talk. Hope you have a fun time in Australia.’”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, so I’m not going to be telling them any of that. At least not yet. Maybe I can wait until they get back from tour.”

      “As long as Mieke can keep the media from getting wind of the marriage, then you could potentially take that little secret to the grave,” I offered in an attempt to soothe her anxiety.

      Biting her lip, she nodded, staring down at her hands for a long moment. In my gut, I knew she was still keeping something back, but at a glance, I could tell she was barely holding on to her sanity with her fingernails. Understandable, considering that the man she was in love with had died the same day he’d told her he loved her. Abi didn’t know the full details of how he’d been killed since she’d been locked in a safe room with Vaughn’s dad, but she’d been told it was Sammy who had killed him.

      On the list of reasons for ending a friendship, having a friend kill your boyfriend kind of topped them all.

      Which made me think that having a relationship with Kyrie Renchford shouldn’t even bother Maddie by comparison.

      I could hope, at least.

      Pulling my sleep shirt over my head, leaving me in my sports bra, I used it to clean up all the tears and the tiny bit of snot on Abi’s beautiful face. “I know this has been hard on you. I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that on your own. Fuck, babe, I’m sorry you had to deal with it at all.”

      “I-I feel a little better, finally telling you.” She flopped back against the plush cushions of the chair. “I guess I was still in shock over losing him. Sorry I didn’t tell you about any of this sooner.”

      “You have nothing to apologize to me for.” More tears spilled, but I only wiped them with my shirt. “I will never judge you, Abi. It’s your life. I’m just happy to be part of it.”

      “Hayat, you’re my person. There’s no one who can replace you.” She threw her arms around my neck, another sob tearing out of her throat. “I love you so much.”

      Emotion stinging my eyes, I hugged her back. “Love you too, babe.”

      I thought she would be too drained after the insanity of the morning, but she insisted we still go to First Bass that night. After texting my guys in our group chat to let them know I would be at the club, I put my phone in my pocket and drove into the city. Abi appeared to have a little more color to her cheeks than she’d had all week, so I was hopeful that introducing her to my three rockers would go well.

      Instead of parking in the employee area, I turned my car over to the valet, ignoring the flashing of cameras and the calls of the paparazzi who were always camping across the street from the entrance to my dad’s club. They called out to Abi, then to me.

      “Hayat!” Some of them yelled, while others tried to force a reaction by shouting at me, “Havoc! Over here! Hey, Havoc, give us a smile.”

      I wanted to give them the finger, but I’d spent my entire life learning to center myself and blocking out the demands of the vultures who lived off getting a few random pictures of celebrities and making up stories to go with them. I took Abi’s hand, and we linked fingers as we bypassed the long line waiting to get inside.

      “Hayat.” Tiny, who was working the front door, gave us a nod, stepping aside so we could enter. His name was definitely ironic, given his height. He’d worked as the head of security for First Bass since the club opened. Even as a kid, I’d been in awe of his size, but then my baby brother had come along, and now Evan was even taller than Tiny. Evan just didn’t have the muscle mass the security expert used to intimidate and keep patrons in line. “Abi.”

      “Hi, Tiny,” Abi greeted with a small smile.

      “We’ve missed you around here, little one.”

      “Ah, you’re so sweet. I missed you too.” She blew him a kiss, but I pulled her through the door and toward the VIP.

      Friday nights were always busy. Nate usually worked the bar up there on his own. When he wasn’t, it took at least three other staff members to fill in for him. I spotted him behind the bar and caught his gaze as we worked our way through the crowd of VIPs. To get on this floor, there was a price to pay. If you weren’t close to my family, then you had a required membership fee to get upstairs at First Bass.

      Nate smirked at me, turning to hit the blender on the virgin strawberry daiquiris that Abi and I always ordered.

      “He saw us coming,” I told Abi, glancing around in hopes of seeing any of my guys. I wanted to check my phone to see if they had replied, but I didn’t want to be too obvious to my bestie yet.

      “No, he saw you coming,” Abi corrected. “Did your hair get even curlier while I was at school?” She twirled one of my ringlets around her fingers as we walked, something she’d always done. Maybe it was a security blanket kind of thing, something she’d done without realizing it to calm herself when she was feeling overwhelmed. Or maybe she just couldn’t bear not to touch me. Either way, I loved when she did it.

      I’d noticed my guys doing it a few times.

      By the time we reached Nate, he was pouring the drink into two glasses already on the bar top before adding whipped cream and sliced fresh berries on top for garnish. He grinned at Abi. “It’s good to have you back. This one gets into way too much trouble when you’re not around.”

      Abi laughed weakly, but it was a hell of a lot better than the sobbing she’d been doing earlier in the day. Thankful for the small sign that her grieving heart was hopefully mending, I turned to the bartender/assistant manager. “The amount of trouble I get into doesn’t go up or down according to whether or not my bestie is in town.” I tapped him playfully on the nose.

      He was a good-looking man, around my dad’s age, and covered in ink. His wife, Riley, was a big part of the Tainted Knights side of my family since her best friend was married to one of the bass players of the band, Cash. Nate and Riley didn’t have kids, but they were Cash and Amara’s two kids’ godparents, which they said was all the parental responsibility they wanted.

      “Strongly disagree,” Nate argued. “I don’t have nearly as much paperwork to deal with when Abi is here. She’s been home for what, five days? And I haven’t had to kick a single person out of here since she’s been back. That’s a new record, cupcake.”

      It had been longer than five days since he’d had to throw anyone out because of me. The last time was Hamel when I interrupted Autumn’s Slumber’s audition, and that was only after Dad and Jace had kinda sorta beat the shit out of the asshole. Which had been at least three weeks ago.

      “Why do I put up with you?” I grumbled, taking a sip of my drink.

      “Because this place would go to hell in two point three seconds without me,” he reminded me with another smirk.

      A group beside us caught his attention, and he started pouring drinks for them. “You two be good,” he warned as he got back to work.

      “I can’t make any promises,” I called after him, watching Abi pop a slice of strawberry into her mouth. It was probably the first thing she’d eaten all day, despite me cooking meals for her earlier.
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      While Abi people-watched, I glanced around again for any signs of Ky, Sparks, or Jamie. When I didn’t see any of them, I pulled my phone from my pocket. Jamie had sent a reply to my earlier messages, letting me know they wouldn’t be able to join me until later.

      Disappointed, I took a gulp of what was basically a strawberry smoothie, wishing Nate would have at least added something hard to my drink. My birthday wasn’t too far away. What was a few more months and the legality of consuming a little alcohol? I missed all three of my guys. I hadn’t even heard their voices all week since all we’d done was text because I was so focused on Abi.

      “Two-thirds of the Terror Trio walking around this place. I’m scared, Damien.” I didn’t immediately turn when I heard Mason’s voice. My cousin was six years older than me, but he mostly hung out with our cousin Damien, who was only a few months older than me.

      My mood determined how I felt about the two of them. All the entertainment media wanted to do was compare the two of them to their dads. Uncle Drake, who was Damien’s dad, and Uncle Shane, Mason’s dad, were brothers. They were also the guitarist and bass player for Demon’s Wings, my poppy’s band. According to rumors, Drake and Shane were wild for decades. I wasn’t sure how much truth was in all the stories, but my instincts told me that they were not overembellished. But then they’d met their wives and calmed down.

      It was hard for me to imagine the men I knew as the degenerates the media portrayed them to have been. They were old men now, with grandkids and aching joints.

      When I didn’t hear my brother’s voice, however, I quickly turned my head toward the two cousins. Evan would have been easy to spot. Six-ten and still growing, he stood above most of the people in the room, except for the few NBA players walking around.

      I glared at Mason. Evan had told me earlier in the day that he was going to be out with Mason and Damien and would meet up with us later. “Where is my brother?”

      “We’re not Evan’s keeper,” Damien grumbled, getting defensive. Leaning back against the bar top, he had that stupid scowl on his face as he glared at everyone around us who dared look our way. He thought he was intimidating, and maybe, to anyone else, he was. But to me, he was just the boy I slapped on the back of the head when he said stupid shit. “He ditched us for Bentley.”

      “They went to a party without you?” Abi asked, her brows raised.

      “Fuck if I know.” Damien kept up that same grouchy tone. “Bentley rolled up outside, and Evan jumped in the back with Ali.”

      Every muscle in my body went stiff while Abi whisper-shouted at the idiots in front of us. “My sister is hanging out with Bentley and Evan? Was Sixx with them?”

      “Didn’t see him.” Mason finally spoke up, ignoring Abi’s ire to signal Nate for a drink.

      “Shit,” Abi groaned, while my stomach turned to lead. “What are they up to?”

      I wished I knew. Bentley and Sixx were best friends, but Sixx and Evan? Nope. They barely tolerated each other on a good day. And the sole reason for the animosity between them was Ali. She was blindly in love with Sixx, but when it came to Evan, he was only her friend. Evan might have let himself fall for Ali, but he wasn’t dumb enough to do that when he knew she would never see anyone but Sixx.

      Evan hanging out with my sister without Sixx shouldn’t have been an issue, but Sixx was a deranged possessive asshole when it came to Ali. It didn’t matter that Evan was more like a brother to her than a friend. The two boys had gotten into so many fights over Ali, I’d lost count. And those fights had only gotten bloodier as they’d gotten older.

      A basic giant, my brother might be, but he was gentle. Not the psychotic nutjob that Sixx could turn into with the flip of a switch. His temper was nuclear, especially when it came to Ali. Sixx had aspirations of going into MMA when he got older. His mom wasn’t a fan of his career goals, but there wasn’t much she could do about it once he turned eighteen.

      But that was still two years away.

      “You let my brother get into a vehicle with Bentley and Ali, but you didn’t see Sixx?” I hissed at the two dumbasses before me. Damien’s scowl only deepened, and Mason’s shoulders hunched up a little in defense. “And neither of you saw a problem with that? Your spidey senses didn’t go off and tell you that was a bad goddamn idea?”

      “If Sixx has issues with his best friend hanging out with other guys, then he should grow a pair of balls and claim her,” Mason said dismissively. “Besides, if it comes down to it, Evan can take Sixx. He’s a fucking beast.”

      “Idiots,” Abi growled at them, already pulling her phone from her back jeans pocket. She swiped her finger over the screen, and I saw her connect with Ali. “Where are you?”

      I didn’t hear what her sister said, but Abi’s voice was almost shrill when she spoke again. “Ali. Tell me where you are. Hayat and I will come get you… Ali, don’t hang…up.”

      Abi went from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye as she stabbed her finger into Damien’s chest, getting in his face without fear, a snarl on her beautiful face. “If anything happens to Evan, I’m holding you two responsible.”

      I felt slightly sick, wondering what state I would find my brother in once we got to him. If Sixx was in a bad mood, he might hurt Evan. All my brother wanted to do was play basketball. One leg injury could risk all that.

      Throwing some cash on the bar top, Abi grabbed my hand, glaring at Mason. “Older obviously doesn’t mean smarter. All those good looks, but not a single working brain cell in your head. Pathetic.”

      Mason flinched. “I didn’t have time to stop him. One minute, he was beside us. The next, Bentley slammed his brakes at the curb and was yelling at him to get in the vehicle. What should I have done, Abi?” Remorse flickered over his face as he realized he should have done something. “Where are they? We’ll come with you.”

      “Fuck off,” my friend snarled at them, pulling me toward the exit.

      As we rushed outside, I tried to call my brother, but he wouldn’t answer. At least he hadn’t turned off his GPS, unlike Ali. Fuck. Abi screenshotted the address of where they were on her phone, before waving down a cab. Given the line that was waiting for valet, it would have taken forever to get my car. And from the sick sensation in my stomach, I couldn’t risk waiting that long.

      I was still trying to call Evan, but he continued to ignore me. “Answer your fucking phone,” I shouted when it went to voice mail while Abi pushed me inside the waiting cab.

      Closing the door, she read off the address to the driver. He slowly turned to look at us in surprise. “Are you two girls sure that’s where you want to go?”

      “Of course we are!” I cried.

      “Why do you ask?” Abi asked, unease in her voice.

      He shrugged. “Just didn’t figure you two for the warehouse fights. Well, not you. You’re too delicate-looking,” he said to Abi, before looking straight at me. “Havoc might fit in, though.”

      “Warehouse fights?” Abi and I squeaked out.

      Nothing about those two words sounded good at all, and then there was the whole thing with the driver knowing I was Havoc.

      I felt like I was going to puke, imagining Evan and Ali at some dirty, underground fighting warehouse. I barely heard Abi when she screamed at the driver. “Oh my God, drive. Please, hurry.”
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      I’d lived in SoCal all my life, but I’d never been to the warehouse area where the driver dropped us off. Getting into the building was easy enough, finding my brother and Abi’s sister, not so much. Over a thousand people were stuffed into the building.

      Lights flashed overhead in time to the music being played from a platform that was hanging overhead, while a DJ mixed songs that had my blood thumping in my ears. Or maybe that was the fear. I didn’t scare easily, but fuck if I wasn’t terrified then and there.

      This was gang territory, and I knew that because I was seeing some shit that didn’t just suggest it but screamed it loud and clear. Like the guy with the word “Lunatic” inked across his forehead, waving a gun around his group while appearing to laugh maniacally. I wasn’t sure, because all I could hear was the music and the buzz of voices that blended into a bad symphony of chatter. All the people around him were dressed in gang-specific colors, which, according to the snippets I’d gotten from the news over the years, meant they were the worst of the worst.

      Trying to put distance between ourselves and Lunatic, I desperately looked around for my brother, hoping to see his mop of curls above everyone else. But an hour later, we still hadn’t seen anything but a lot of shit that was going to give me nightmares later.

      As we squeezed through another group, getting closer to the center of the warehouse where the fighting was taking place, the lights flashed over a face that had me stopping in my tracks for a moment. I blinked, the nausea in my stomach churning faster. That couldn’t be…

      Sparks wouldn’t be at this place.

      I shifted closer to the man, his arm tossed around a girl with dark hair slicked into a high ponytail. She looked up at him with unfocused eyes, but I was more caught on him. When he shifted again, he kissed her, and my knees went weak. Stiffening them, I locked my spine, ready to tear the ponytail off that bitch’s head.

      But then I caught sight of the guy’s ink, and the jealous, possessive monster that had taken hold of me calmed down. Not Sparks’s tattoos. Although there was one that was all too familiar. Just like Sparks’s face, but an older version of it. Like the hands of time had fast-forwarded, showing me what he would look like in ten years.

      As if he could feel my gaze on him, the older version of Sparks turned his head, his eyes finding me in the crowd. A frown pulled at his brows as our gazes stayed locked. Every survival instinct within me screamed to run, but I was frozen in place. The ink on this man I’d seen, the same tattoo that was on my Sparks, wasn’t the same as what was branded on the gang members. This was different.

      Warning bells were going off in my head, but still, I kept my eyes on the man.

      With a blink of his brown eyes, his brow smoothed out, and he smirked at me. “Havoc.” I watched as his mouth shaped the name, and I whimpered.

      Something told me that my guys would not be happy that this man knew my name, even if it was just my social media persona.

      Jamie was going to spank me so hard for this.

      That thought barely formed, causing me to shiver in a blend of fear and excitement, before I spotted Sixx.

      “There!” I shouted at Abi, pointing. He was on the fighting mat. Leaner than the other opponent—but at sixteen, that would eventually turn into a mass that rivaled every other fighter in the building—he was dominating the other guy. “There’s Sixx!”

      Abi looked over at them, shook off my hand gripping hers, and started running. I lost her in the crowd, but I was too desperate to get to the mat to worry about her. The closer I got, the more people I recognized. Bentley and Evan stood with Ali, the two of them trying to hold her back as she screamed at Sixx to stop.

      “Sixx, you don’t have to do this. We’ll figure it out. Please!”

      Finally reaching my brother, I saw relief fill his face when he realized I was there. “What the fuck?” I shouted at him over the roars of the crowd around us trying to amp up the fighters. A glance at the mat showed me that Sixx was destroying the other guy. Fuck, he was brutal.

      For all of two seconds, I was relieved that he was beating the shit out of someone else and not my baby brother. Then the reality of the danger they had put themselves in, had dragged Abi and me into, hit me.

      And where the fuck was Abi?

      “Abi!” I shouted, trying to crane my neck to find the redhead.

      Ali almost got free from Bentley, and I grabbed on to her, keeping her off the mat as she struggled like a wildcat to get to Sixx. She was smaller than Abi, but Ali fought the three of us like her life depended on it. As the people around us grew more and more excited, Ali became more ferocious. The lights kept flashing around, highlighting the splatters of blood that Sixx was beating out of his opponent.

      And then the music stopped. Stark silence was filled with only the sounds of flesh pounding against flesh, and the groans of the man Sixx was beating into unconsciousness.

      When the lights went out, I had a moment of true panic hit me.
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      I glared down at my phone before stuffing it into my front pocket. My brother could go fuck himself. Since I’d left the family, he randomly texted me. Usually to shoot the shit, ask how I was doing, make sure I was alive.

      Ky and Jamie had helped me make a fresh start with a new name. But it was my brother who had been the most instrumental in making this new life a possibility. He’d been supportive of my passion for playing the guitar, wanting me to do something other than selling drugs or taking over the fights. That didn’t mean he didn’t get in a random pissy mood and try to mess with my head, though. Usually when he’d gotten too into the coke or was drunk off his ass.

      Any other time, I would let his texts roll off me. I had a future that didn’t include blood and blow. Between my two best friends, the band, and now Hayat, I couldn’t have asked for more.

      But Miguel had just played the one card that would make me forget about everything but the blood I’d once craved draining from my enemies.

      Jaw clenched, I breathed in deeply through my nose, trying to block out the words I’d read that were branded to my brain with a hot iron.

      Miguel: Havoc looks tasty. If you haven’t already sampled what’s between those endless legs, then hook your brother up, hermano. You owe me.

      Why he was playing with my head over her, I didn’t know. Her online persona being revealed and the news that she was now Autumn’s Slumber’s new drummer was all over the internet. Ky handled all the social media for the band, but he hadn’t been able to keep up with it lately.

      Miguel wasn’t one to be scrolling social media, though. Which was why his mentioning her in a random text was putting me even more on edge.

      I would never introduce Hayat to anyone in my biological family. Not Miguel, and sure as fuck not our father. I’d kill them both before I let their dirty hands touch my goddess.

      My phone buzzed with a new message, but I didn’t pull it out. I wasn’t going to play this game with him. He was right. I did owe him. But I’d slit his throat before I let him get within touching distance of Hayat, let alone taste her.

      Popping my neck, I glared out the window as Ky drove us toward First Bass. We were running later than expected because Jamie had been busy turning Ky’s old room—the biggest one in the apartment—into Hayat’s sanctuary. We’d been working on it all week, switching Ky’s things into the spare room, which was much smaller. The last of the things Jamie had ordered arrived that afternoon, and he wanted them in place so he could tempt her to come home with us.

      And never leave us again.

      I couldn’t wait to see her. Get my hands on her. It wasn’t just my body that ached without her, but my heart. Hayat, my goddess, our Hellion. She’d quickly buried herself beneath my skin, going deeper, into a part of me that I’d never allowed anyone to get close to before.

      It wasn’t just me either. Jamie and Ky were gone for her too. She wasn’t just a piece of ass to share. She was everything that I never knew I wanted, but now that I had her, I couldn’t survive without her.

      We didn’t even want to try.

      From the back seat, I heard Jamie’s breath hiss out of him. “The fuck is she doing?” he growled.

      Curious, I turned around in the passenger seat to look at him. But his eyes were glued to the video he was watching on his phone. As whatever played out on the screen, my friend began to morph into someone I didn’t recognize. By the end of it, his chest was heaving with each breath he struggled to take in.

      “What’s up?” Ky asked as he maneuvered through the busy LA streets.

      “Hayat.” Jamie bit out her name, his fingers swiping over the screen. Turning his phone around, he replayed the video for me.

      I instantly recognized the inside of the warehouse. It was Friday, which meant fight night. Nausea churned in my gut as I watched a younger guy tear apart a fighter that was vaguely familiar to me. I couldn’t remember the guy’s name, but if he was still in the fights years after I’d gotten out of the business, he must have been good enough for my brother to keep around. But the younger guy, some kid I didn’t recognize, was covered in blood that I would bet good money wasn’t his own.

      The video zoomed in, going past the fighters, to a scene that had the air in my lungs turning to ice. My next breath came out as a wheeze, fear for the woman who was my heart gripping me so hard, I knew I would give up everything to get her out of there, to keep her safe.

      What the fuck was she doing there?

      Hayat was helping two guys hold back a little slip of a redhead. The taller boy was her brother, Evan. He looked just like his dad. He even had those same damn dimples as Hayat. Evan was a giant, predicted to go into the NBA one day, but even he was having trouble holding on to the little redheaded girl.

      I grabbed the phone from Jamie just as the screen went black. A notice popped up, saying the video couldn’t be found. It would take a computer genius to get something that was about to go viral taken down. But when I tried to search for anything on Hayat, nothing from the warehouse came up. Wiped clean. As if it had never happened.

      Fuck, I wished that were true.

      Tossing the device back to Jamie, I felt my fingers shake, making it difficult to fish my phone out of my pocket.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Ky demanded, shooting me a look before turning his attention back on the road, slamming on the brakes so he didn’t rear-end the car in front of us.

      “Miguel sent me a text a little while ago. He mentioned Havoc.” Jamie’s fist hit the seat beside him as he cursed. Ky made a choking noise but kept driving. Just the mention of my brother’s name was enough to tell them what kind of trouble our girl might be in. Heart pounding against my ribs, I unlocked my screen and read the new message from my brother.

      Miguel: Havoc has some interesting friends. Are you helping Vitucci expand his pipeline out west, hermano? PCC runs the snow on this side of the country. There will be consequences if you betray us.

      Vitucci?

      How did she even know someone within the Italian mafia? She was a pampered little rocker princess. She shouldn’t even be aware that people like the Vituccis existed.

      “Sparks, you better tell me what the fuck is going on,” Ky barked. “What happened to Hayat?”

      Frustration and concern for our Hellion made my voice shake. “I don’t know. She was at the warehouse tonight. Miguel said something about—” I broke off, not wanting to speak the name aloud.

      The Vituccis owned this damn country. My father and brother liked to think they held power, and on some level, they did. People shit their pants when they had to face my father’s ire. But nothing compared to Ryan Vitucci and his family. They had a direct line into the States from Colombia, something they’d been building for decades that had continued uninterrupted by the Feds. If Vitucci wanted to expand from the East Coast to the West, it would start a war. One that would turn the streets red with blood, most likely that of the Pacific Coast Cartel.

      “What?” Jamie demanded, leaning forward from the back seat. “What, Sparks?”

      Before I could choke out the words, my phone rang. But it wasn’t my brother’s name that popped up. It was an unknown caller. Not even a number accompanied it. Gritting my teeth, I lifted the device to my ear. “Yeah?”

      “Ignado Guerrero? Or should I call you Sparks Carver?” a voice I didn’t know greeted. It held a hint of an accent. Not Spanish or even Italian. It was slight, but I thought I caught something harsher, maybe Russian.

      “Who is this?” I demanded, staring straight ahead.

      “Let’s say that I am a new friend. I need a meeting with Sancho Guerrero.”

      “Why the fuck would I do that?” Contacting my father would do nothing but put his attention on Hayat. My mind was already scrambling, trying to figure out how to keep her off Miguel’s radar. I popped my neck again, wondering how on guard my brother would be if he was worried about Vitucci. He wouldn’t expect me to sneak through the shadows and slit his throat.

      How long would it take for him to bleed out? Licking my lips, I fought against the voice in my head telling me to do it. He’d never see me coming.

      That was my old life, the silent killer my father had made me. I’d left it behind for Ky and Jamie. For Autumn’s Slumber. But for Hayat, I’d return to being the PCC’s assassin in a heartbeat. However, this time, I’d take out every single member of the cartel instead of their enemies.

      I’d give up every goddamn thing I had to keep her safe.

      “You’re invested in the safety of Havoc,” my new friend said casually, putting me on higher alert. “But so am I. If something were to happen to the hellion, that would make someone very precious to me cry. The world becomes a very unsafe place for anyone who makes tears spill from my sweet girl’s eyes.”

      “Give me twenty-four hours,” I told him. I had no idea who this guy was, but something in his voice told me to trust him. It held a rasp, a hint of madness, that a part of me recognized. I felt it. For Hayat.

      Not that I had much choice. It was either trust a stranger or risk Miguel and my father going after the girl who already owned a piece of my soul.

      “You have twelve hours,” he countered.

      “Twelve hours will get you a sit-down with Miguel Guerrero. Sancho will be a more difficult arrangement. Which you will know if you’re who I think you are.”

      “And who do you think I am?”

      “Ryan Vitucci,” I gritted out.

      There was silence and then a grunt. “If that’s who you need me to be to make this easier for me to speak to Sancho, then I will be Ryan.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          
            Hayat

          

        

      

    

    
      We survived a nightmare. I didn’t remember much besides screaming, hands grabbing at my arms and legs as I was guided out of the warehouse, and the scent of blood everywhere.

      Muggy summer air had never felt as good on my skin as it did when we were finally free of that terrible place.

      It took me a minute to catch my breath. To calm my fear. Ali and Evan were right there. I could see them. Touch them. That was all that mattered.

      Relief caused the adrenaline rushing through my veins to calm, and I would have fallen on my face if it weren’t for my rage. At Bentley for taking Evan and Ali to the warehouse. At Sixx, but I honestly understood why he’d gone there to fight the teacher who was sexually harassing his girlfriend. At Ali for not telling anyone what was going on, so all of this could have been avoided.

      That anger kept me going until we were home, and then I tried to stay away from the others as much as possible. Abi and Sixx both needed a doctor. Sammy Reid made sure that one came to the house, while I attempted to stay in the kitchen. Making tea, soup, and quesadillas. Anything to stay busy.

      To keep from calling my guys and dragging them into this nightmare.

      Sammy promised to take care of everything. Eliminate the creeper teacher who had been terrorizing Ali at school for weeks. I shuddered at the thought. She and her brother were supposed to deal with the cartel so Sixx didn’t have to join the fight clubs they ran every week. Sammy wasn’t just a new friend. She was a Vitucci, whatever the fuck that meant. But Bentley was scared of her after what he’d read about her online. And Abi had told me Sammy was the one who had taken Vaughn from her.

      She’d killed her eldest brother, but then she’d risked her own life to save all of us from a fight club?

      It didn’t make sense, but then again, nothing about that night did.

      All I knew was that I couldn’t risk Ky, Sparks, and Jamie.

      My phone pinged with a text from Jamie. Blinking back tears, I didn’t allow myself to read it. I’d been up all night, hadn’t even tried to go to bed, knowing that sleep wouldn’t come. There was too much in my head, too many thoughts racing through my mind.

      Who was that guy who’d looked so much like Sparks?

      Sometime around dawn, I’d done a Google search on his name, but nothing came up. It didn’t help that I wasn’t sure what his surname had been before he and Jamie had changed theirs to Carver when Ky did. It shouldn’t matter—it didn’t matter, damn it.

      I was just worried about Sparks.

      “You’re still up?” Sammy asked quietly as she walked into the kitchen.

      Opening the fridge, I pulled out one of the energy drinks Poppy was the spokesperson for. The company had begged him for the recipe for his coffee, then turned it into one of the most popular energy drinks in the country. He received a lifetime supply of it and kept everyone’s fridges full of the damn things.

      Offering the drink to Sammy, I gave her a tight smile. “Just a lot on my mind.”

      Understanding filled her blue eyes as she popped the top on the can. “I realize that last night was a lot. My brother and I are going to do everything we can to make sure that Abi never has to deal with anything like that again. I swear, we’re going to keep her safe. You can trust her with us.”

      “See, I’m on the fence here about how you keep her safe.” I crossed my arms over my chest, eyeing her from head to toe. She hadn’t been to bed either, but while I’d been mostly in the kitchen, she’d been everywhere in the house. Not in a restless kind of way, but almost like she was keeping watch over everyone. It had unsettled me—but also made me feel safe. Everything about Samara Vitucci Reid was a conundrum. I got so many different vibes from her that it was giving me whiplash. “Abi showed up here last Sunday. Broken in a way I’d never seen her before. You and your family did that to her, Sammy. You destroyed a piece of her that I can’t bring back. She’s lost a part of herself, of her heart. And from what she’s explained to me, you’re the reason.”

      Sammy took a big drink from the can, her blue eyes flicking from me to the door to the windows in quick movements. If I weren’t paying such close attention to her, I might have missed it. She checked all the exits, all the points of entrance. Vigilant for what? A sniper?

      And why the fuck did I think that wasn’t a freaking exaggeration?

      Setting the can on the counter, she ran the tip of her index finger over the rim. “My only excuse is that I was trying to protect her during a time when I had to deal with too many variables. But I swear to you, I’m going to fix what I broke. I just need a little time.”

      “And if you don’t?” I challenged her. “Tell me how you’re going to fix this? You killed her husband, your own brother, for fuck’s sake. That’s not how our family works. We don’t throw one another to the wolves, let alone take their lives. We protect one another—with our own lives if we have to. Although, that has always been a rhetorical rather than a literal scenario, until last night. But a few times while we were in that warehouse, I thought it might come to it. Me or one of the people I love. Abi, Evan, Ali. I might have hesitated for Bentley and Sixx, but ultimately, I would have stepped in front of that Lunatic guy who was waving his gun around if it meant saving one of them.”

      Her lips tipped up in a half grin. “Yeah, I would second-guess Bentley for sure. Sixx, though, I think he’s a keeper.”

      Shaking her head, she turned serious again. Her ability to go from sweet and perky—the perfect version of an innocent little kitten—to feral and ferocious like a rabid lioness moved quicker than the snap of my fingers. It was a stunning sight, with all of Sammy’s pretty turning into dangerously beautiful. “But that is how it is for me with Abi. I will always put her first. There may be times when it doesn’t appear that way, but that’s because my world doesn’t work like yours. Something might look one way but is completely another.” She took one of my hands, giving it a firm squeeze. “You have my vow. Abi is safe with me in every way. I will protect her from any danger—to her life and her happiness. No matter what I have to do to accomplish it, I will mend what I broke.”

      “I hope you can,” I murmured. “Because it has been killing me to see her the way she was this past week.”

      “We’re working on it,” Sammy assured me, giving my hand another squeeze. “I’m going to meet my husband and brother now. I’ll be in touch.” She hesitated, but then she gave me a hug. “Thank you for taking care of Abi. Not just this week, but all her life. Thank you for…letting me share some of her light. I know you’re her best friend, but she’s mine. And… I’m very grateful, Hayat.”

      Before I could say anything, she was walking through the back door. It barely closed behind her before my phone went off. I saw Jamie’s name on the screen and turned away from the sight of the device, gripping the counter with both hands so I didn’t reach for it.

      Sammy had been gone barely a few minutes when there was a knock on the back door. Only our family used that door, knowing that on any normal morning, the St. Charles family would be in the kitchen at that time of the day. Biting back a groan, I crossed to the door. Seeing a familiar blond head, I realized that karma or fate or some other bitch was cackling at how shitty my life had gotten in a little over twelve hours.

      And for once, I didn’t think I had the energy to fight back against whatever the universe wanted to throw at me.

      Opening the door, I stepped aside as Maddie blew past me like the little torpedo of energy she was. Going to the coffeepot, she started brewing a pot and pulling down mugs, talking faster than I could have kept up with if I’d had the energy to try.

      Instead, I got busy pulling out everything I needed to make waffles. Maybe they would tempt Abi to eat a little. She hadn’t eaten much all week, but I wasn’t convinced it was solely because of Vaughn’s absence. Sammy had been too concerned about the elbow that Abi had taken from some prick in the warehouse while we were separated. Abi was pretty banged up, with a lot of swelling and bruising, but they kept whispering about something else.

      It was only a matter of time before my bestie confided in me whether she was pregnant or not. Until then, that was her secret that she could hold on to as tightly as she wanted. I’d do everything I could to keep her healthy and mentally stable until she was ready to face the rest of the world as a single mother.

      “What’s with you?” Maddie demanded, snapping me out of the autopilot I’d fallen into while the waffle maker heated. “You look shell-shocked.”

      What I wanted to say was: Hey, Maddie. I had the most incredible sex with all three of the band members of Autumn’s Slumber. And I want to keep doing it. With all three of them. But you should know that one of them is… Well, he used to be Kyrie Renchford. Now he’s Ky Carver. You know, the uberbillionaire who owns the luxury apartment complex on Sunset Place along with about a hundred other properties around the world, because why the fuck not? I realize that having a relationship with Ky could be a little triggering for you. And I’m sorry if it is, but I don’t think I can live without him and my other two guys.

      Instead, I gave her a condensed version of the previous night’s events, knowing she wouldn’t blab to anyone. Not her stepmom, my aunt Trinity. Or her dad, who co-owned the security company that we used for personal protection, as well as for huge events and on tours. She was the third in the Terror Trio, as our family liked to call us. Which was fair. When she, Abi, and I were together for longer than a few hours at a time, we tended to get into mischief.

      But Maddie also had a full-time job working with Aunt Trinity, learning the ropes so she could one day take over running tours. Nana and Aunt Emmie were giving Maddie more responsibilities, trusting her with smaller things as they built her up to possibly inherit a portion of the company that managed the elite of the entertainment world.

      Clutching her mug of coffee, she hung on my every word as I told her of our adventure into gang territory and the whys and hows of Sixx tearing his knuckles open. As the doctor had been stitching him up the night before, Sixx had been grumbling about not having enough time to tape his hands before the fight.

      He and Bentley were going to give me an ulcer. I couldn’t imagine how bad their parents worried about them on a daily basis. How Bentley had made it to adulthood without losing a limb or two along the way was a miracle all its own.

      Once my waffles were done, I offered Maddie some, but she only wrinkled her cute nose at all the food. Shrugging, I made myself a plate, smothering the waffles in syrup, fresh berries, and whipped cream.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” Maddie exclaimed, which was my first clue that Abi must have joined us. She gaped at the redhead as she entered the kitchen. “What happened to your face?”

      “Caught an elbow,” Abi said with a shrug. Her face did look like she’d been someone’s punching bag. We’d have to make sure the parents didn’t think Sixx was the reason for her swollen lip and the bruise that went all the way up to her eye. An idiot Sixx might be, but a woman beater he was not. He could even be gentle at times. With Ali definitely, but he had a soft spot for Abi as well.

      “Whose elbow, the Incredible Hulk’s?” Maddie snarked, her eyes filled with horror.

      It hurt to look at the damage to Abi’s face. “Sammy told me that some guy saw her trying to get to the mat and coldcocked her. The asshole was apparently laughing about it too. Sammy said she made sure he regretted it, though.”

      Abi quickly turned away from us, crossing to the fridge and opening the freezer. “Did she say how she made him regret it?”

      Her back was to me, but I could hear the unease in her voice. She’d been up close and personal to whatever Sammy had done to make the guy regret touching her. I could only guess what had happened. From the set of Abi’s shoulders as she waited for my answer, I figured that Sammy had done a little pop-pop with a pew-pew and the bastard was now sleeping with the fishes.

      Wasn’t that what mafia people did with their enemies? Threw them into a body of water and let them become fish food?

      “She didn’t elaborate, but I bet that guy is feeling it this morning,” I told Abi instead of voicing my assumptions, and I noticed her shoulders relaxed a little.

      “Where is Sammy anyway?” Abi asked as she took an ice pack from the freezer.

      “Dunno. She said she had something to do and left about an hour ago. Maddie got here right after.”

      Maddie took another sip of her coffee, her second or maybe her third cup. Soon, she was going to be bouncing off the walls with suppressed energy, and I was too exhausted to keep up with her. “You guys had an adventure. I’m not sad I missed it. Although, one of you should have called me. I could have sent security to help you.”

      “We didn’t think about that at the time,” Abi murmured.

      “How would you have explained that to Jarrett without it sending up red flags and getting my brother murdered by our parents?” I asked, taking another bite of my food. Whether it was any good or not, I had no clue. My senses were starting to shut down from lack of sleep, and I couldn’t taste anything.

      “Easy. I wouldn’t have gone through my dad. Bosco owes me a few favors.”

      Bosco, her dad’s second-in-command and closest friend, handled another branch of the security company. I didn’t miss the pretty pink color her cheeks turned when she said his name. She called him Bosco to fuck with him, because I knew his name was Briscoe. But she’d been calling him Bosco for so long, Abi and I had both started referring to him as Bosco too. Now I was wondering when her teasing him had turned into more.

      Maybe he was exactly what Maddie needed.

      “Bosco, huh?” I playfully taunted. “Your dad’s second-in-command happens to owe you a favor or two? And what exactly did you do to earn these…favors?”

      “Things,” she mumbled into her mug.

      I’d never considered it before, but Bosco was actually kind of hot. In an older-guy, military-commanding kind of way. There was something in his eyes that suggested he’d seen some crazy shit in his lifetime.

      Abi’s brows went just as high as my own at that confession. “Sexual things?”

      If that was the case, then good for my friend. After the diabolical mess of Holden Renchford, Maddie had become somewhat repressed. Her first time had not been as good as my own with my rockers. She’d been left feeling disappointed, wondering if that was how sex was every time. If she was using Bosco to explore her sexuality, then I was happy for her.

      “We’re not talking about me today. I came to ask a few questions of my own.” Setting down her mug, she turned to Abi. “Like, how did Abi get married and not invite us to the wedding?”

      While she interrogated Abi, I mostly stayed quiet, eating the food but not tasting it. Nausea was roiling in my stomach, and my gaze kept going to my phone that was still charging on the counter across the kitchen. I’d flipped it to silent when Maddie first arrived, but the screen lit up every few minutes, and I could see Jamie’s name popping up every time.

      But only Jamie’s.

      Why hadn’t Ky or Sparks tried to call?
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            Jamie

          

        

      

    

    
      Slamming my foot on the brakes outside of the St. Charles’s house, I put the car in park and stabbed my fingers through my hair. I needed to calm the fuck down, but that wasn’t going to happen until I had my hands on Hayat.

      A few other vehicles were already in the driveway, but I was on the street. I jogged up to the front porch and pressed down on the doorbell. A dog barked from the backyard of the house next door, sounding big and pissed off. I was still pressing the bell when the door swung open a few minutes later, and some guy in nothing but Superman boxers and socks stood there, squinting at me.

      He wasn’t Hayat’s brother or the guy I’d seen fighting in the video that I’d found the night before. What I could see of his eyes, they were an unusual sand color. He was roughly my height, lanky, with dark baby stubble on his chin. With a fist, he rubbed at one eye.

      “The fuck are you?” he garbled, sleep still thickening his voice.

      “Bentley, why are you walking around the house in your underwear? Eww. No one wants to see your morning wood poking out. Gross!”

      Hearing Hayat’s voice calmed my pounding heart somewhat, but it did nothing to settle any of the chaotic emotions swirling around inside me.

      Bentley turned toward the sound of her voice, his eyes blinking a few times as they refocused. “Some jackass wouldn’t stop leaning on the doorbell. It was better that I checked it out like this than risk Sixx being the one to answer the door. Would have wasted too much time if I stopped to put on pants.”

      She appeared behind the guy, slapping him on the back of the head. When she saw me, her face paled, but her eyes filled with tears. Both reactions only spiked my emotions higher. “Jamie,” she whispered.

      “Who?” Bentley grumbled, still sounding half asleep, rubbing at the spot where she’d just smacked him.

      She shoved him out of the way. “Go back to bed. Do not wake up Sixx or Evan. And for the love of God, do not come out of the spare room again without pants on. Jesus Christ. What if one of my grandfathers had driven by just now? Do you know how dead you would be?”

      “Damn it, Hayat! Why are you always pushing me around?” He stumbled aside but kept clomping deeper into the house.

      Hayat stood there, unmoving, not even seeming to breathe. I had the opposite reaction, my chest rising and falling with heavy breaths as I struggled to calm the fuck down. Flexing my fingers at my sides, I tilted my head to the side, wondering if I looked as manic as I felt. I wanted to touch her, but I knew if I made the first move, there would be no containing the storm raging inside me any longer.

      A few tears spilled over her bottom lashes. With a strangled sob, she threw herself against me. Her honeysuckle scent filled my nose, the heat of her body pressed against mine, and then she was wrapping herself around me. Some of the riot of noises in my head that had started as soon as I’d seen her on the video began to quiet.

      “Don’t be mad,” she begged. “Please, I can’t stand it. I’m sorry. So sorry. Last night—”

      Unable to take it another second, I wrapped her hair around my wrist, pulling her head back, and slammed my mouth down on hers. With a whimper, she kissed me back, her hands fisting my wrinkled, untucked button-down that I’d been wearing all night.

      She tasted like sin and heaven. All the things that were right and wrong and everything in between flavored her lips and teasing tongue. Backing her into the house, I kicked the door shut, thankful I was already cupping her head as I pushed her up against the wall.

      No, she didn’t get to do this shit. She wasn’t going to go silent after scaring the fuck out of all of us and then beg me so prettily not to be mad. There were consequences for making me go through the hell I’d been living. Imagining she was in the crosshairs of Miguel or Sancho Guerrero had kept us all sweating. Ky and I had gone with Sparks to talk to his brother. But after Vitucci—or whoever the fuck he was—had given us assurance that Hayat wouldn’t be at risk, I’d come straight for her.

      Ky and Sparks had wanted to come with me, but Sparks had to sit in on the meeting with his brother. Miguel refused to call their dad unless Sparks was in the room. Ky and I wouldn’t leave our friend there alone, even if Vitucci had been present as well.

      We knew Sparks could handle himself. His dark past wasn’t something he talked about, but it haunted him at times. It wasn’t his physical self that Ky and I worried about while he was around Miguel. His heart was only starting to soften, his mind finally clearing of the bloodstains he’d been helpless in creating for the sake of his family.

      Ky was the more level-headed of the two of us, which had been the deciding factor in who stayed with Sparks and who went to check on our girl.

      Breathing hard, Hayat broke the kiss, her eyes glassy as she met my gaze. “Jamie.”

      “Don’t,” I snarled, releasing my hold on her hair to take her wrist in one hand. I didn’t know where I was going, but when I spotted the partially open door of the downstairs guest bathroom, I guided her inside and locked the door behind us.

      Confusion and need were in those aquamarine eyes as she watched me cautiously. Leaning back against the closed door, I crossed my arms over my chest. “Sweats and panties off. Now.”

      Sucking her bottom lip between her teeth, she took a step back from me, shaking her head.

      “Off,” I repeated, struggling to keep my voice low and not shake with all the emotions trying to take control. “You can either do it yourself, or I’ll take them off for you. But you might not appreciate the way I do it, Hellion.”

      Taking another step back, she finally reached for the drawstring of her sweats. Untying them, she slowly began to push them and her panties down her thighs. My cock thickened, straining against the zipper of my jeans. Groaning, I undid the button, giving the huge fucker a little room.

      Hayat kicked off her clothes, leaving her standing there in a hoodie and sports bra. How could something so simple look so damn hot? Tucking a few ringlets behind her ear, she stood before me, one hand covering her bare pussy.

      “Come here.” She didn’t hesitate to come to me, her hips swaying as she walked across the bathroom.

      When she reached me, I turned her around. Our eyes locked in the mirror. Goddamn, she was too beautiful for this world. Those kiss-swollen lips, her dimples that teased me even when she wasn’t smiling. All that hair I could get tangled in, but I never wanted to be free of. Taking her hands, I guided them to the sink.

      “Hold on. Don’t let go,” I instructed, pressing a kiss against her ear.

      “Wh-what are you going to do?” she whispered, her breathing becoming choppy.

      I nipped at her earlobe. “You know what I’m going to do, Hellion. And you’re going to take it. Aren’t you, baby?”

      Fire sparked in her eyes, her nostrils flaring as if she wanted to smart off to me, but after a small pause, she nodded. She gripped the sides of the stone sink, pressing her naked ass back into me. Feeling her swirling her hips against my aching cock, I had to swallow a groan. Rubbing one hand over her silky soft flesh, I stepped back so she wasn’t touching me. Wasn’t tempting me.

      The first smack had her gasping and jerking away. I grabbed her waist with my free hand, holding her in place. “Stand still and don’t make a sound. This is between me and you.” Seeing the pink handprint I’d left on her right ass cheek, I stroked it lovingly with my fingertips for a moment. “So pretty,” I murmured reverently, spanking the left cheek a little harder so the color would stand out more.

      Her ass jiggled ever so slightly, and I’d never seen anything so beautiful in my life. Pink darkened to red as I swatted her again, enjoying the sound of flesh connecting with flesh. Savoring the sight, even as I released some of the pent-up tension that had invaded every muscle and tore my mind apart seeing her inside that warehouse, in danger.

      A humming noise vibrated out of her throat, but she pressed back, accepting the next half-dozen smacks to each side of her lush ass. In a frenzy, I freed my cock, entering her fast and hard from behind. Her legs turned to jelly, but I held her up by the hips as I fucked the storm out of me.

      The fear and anger and frustration of being helpless to do nothing but follow Sparks into cartel territory. Wanting nothing more than to hear our girl’s voice, to know she was alive and not in some hole or on a truck on her way to Mexico, trafficked to be sold or turned into a PCC prostitute.

      Her walls clamped around me, sucking me deeper into her soaked pussy. Watching her face in the mirror, I saw her eyes glow, felt the ripple of pleasure as her walls fluttered around my cock deep inside her. She was dripping, the sound of her squishy wetness adding to my euphoria as I began to pound her harder. Spanking her had been a punishment, but it had drenched her with honey, and I couldn’t hold back.

      “Don’t scream,” I commanded between clenched teeth. “Save those noises for only us, baby.”

      Hayat covered her mouth with her hand, muffling her greedy, needy sounds as she arched her back in a way that took me even deeper. In the mirror, I saw her eyes roll back in her head, and I was lost. My release snuck up on me. With the first spurt of my come inside her, she detonated. Her pussy convulsed around me, milking every drop out of me as her body shook from the force of her own orgasm.

      The lights dimmed around the edges of my vision, and I had to lock my knees to keep us both standing. Clenching my jaw to hold back the noises of my pleasure, I was sure I’d cracked a tooth as I leaned my forehead against her shoulder, trying to catch my breath.

      “Jamie, please,” she whined when we’d both regained a little composure. “I’m sorry. Forgive me. I can’t handle you being angry with me.”

      Half high off my release, I groggily lifted my head to look at her in the mirror. “You don’t get to do this to us, Hayat. Do you know how hard it was to breathe all night, how insane we became worrying about you? All we needed was to hear your voice, and you denied us.”

      Her gaze lowered, shifting away from mine in the mirror. “You were the only one who called.”

      “We are not playing that game either,” I growled, landing another smack to her ass. Her backside was already cherry red, and the sting had her biting back a moan. She clenched around me, squeezing a few more drops of come from my shaft.

      Fuck, this girl.

      I was still hard, ready for round two despite having nearly blacked out from how hard I’d come only moments before. The noise in my head had only now calmed down, but she was trying to amp it up again. “That’s not how this works. We’re a unit. All four of us. There is no singular in our equation. Ky and Sparks were with me, both of them losing their minds just as rapidly as I was, but they had shit to deal with besides trying to get you to answer your fucking phone. Were you trying to be petty, because only I was showing you attention?”

      “No!” she whisper-shouted. “I was scared that I would drag you three into the nightmare I got thrown into with Abi last night. All I wanted to do was protect you guys from the stupidity, some of it my own for going in there blind, but mostly Ali for not seeking help.”

      “We’re going to talk about that later, when we get home. I’m glad you weren’t trying to be childish and play us off each other for attention.” Normally, shit like that would have turned me off any other relationship. It just showed me how far gone I was for Hayat that I was chasing after her repeatedly and not once had I been tempted to call things off with her.

      She rolled her eyes at me in the mirror. “Despite what some trash social media sites say about me, I’m not an attention whore.”

      “I can see that, babe. As I said, we’re going to discuss last night, in detail, when we get home. Ky and Sparks will want to hear about how you ended up at the PCC warehouse just as much as I do.” I kissed her neck, pumping my hips one last time.

      Her breath hitched, but I pulled out of her, another form of punishment. She wasn’t getting another orgasm until we were home with the rest of our band. Reaching for a hand towel, I bent and wiped the mess from between her legs before stuffing my cock back into my jeans.

      Hayat turned around to face me, her brows pulling together. “What were Ky and Sparks doing that whole time while you were calling me?”

      “Do you even know where you were last night?” She stiffened, a shudder rushing up her spine. I saw the flicker of fear in her eyes and nodded. Good, she needed to be afraid. “Those fights are sanctioned by the PCC.”

      Her confusion deepened. “Who?”

      “Pacific Coast Cartel.” I educated her. “Run by the Guerrero family. Sancho, Miguel, and, until a handful of years ago, Ignado Guerrero. Or, as you know him, Sparks.”

      “Oh my God,” she whispered, slapping a hand over her mouth as her eyes widened in realization. “There was a guy who looked almost exactly like Sparks last night. He stared right at me and…”

      “And what?” I demanded, a barrage of images filling my head of what Miguel could have done to her. “What did he do?”

      “He called me Havoc and grinned at me. But then things got crazy, and I didn’t see him again.” She shrugged, so casually, like she hadn’t been through some life-altering experience, having the second-in-command of one of the biggest cartels in the country know her fucking name.

      Loving this girl was going to be the end of me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          
            Hayat

          

        

      

    

    
      In the mood Jamie was in, I didn’t think it was the best time to introduce him to any of my family yet, especially not to Abi. Thankfully, she’d gone back to her room after Maddie left, resting with an ice pack on her face.

      “Abi, babe, how are you feeling?” I asked quietly, tucking the blanket up around her.

      “I’ve been better,” she mumbled, keeping her eyes closed.

      “I need to take care of something with the band. The guys need me, and I—”

      “Oh my God, Hayat!” She lifted her head to glare at me. I winced when I saw how swollen her face was. “Don’t you dare let all this bullshit with Ali from last night, and me in general, fuck up what you have going with Autumn’s Slumber. Go, or I’m going to kick your ass.”

      Promising I’d check in with her later, I left as quickly as I could get Jamie out the door. I could hear movement in the spare room where Evan was, and since Bentley and Sixx were both in there with him, I didn’t want to chance all the testosterone setting off anyone’s temper. My brother tried to be a peacekeeper, but rarely did situations end the way he hoped. His kind heart wasn’t mangled by anger and distrust like everyone else’s was.

      Jamie drove us back to Carver Towers. No sooner had we walked into the penthouse than Ky was on me, with Sparks only a few feet behind him. I didn’t have time to process the emotions that crossed Ky’s handsome face or the guilt that attempted to bombard me. Grasping my waist, he lifted me. Automatically, my legs wrapped around his waist. Gray storm-cloud eyes scanned my face for a count of five seconds before he was pressing me up against the nearest wall.

      My ass was still stinging from the spanking Jamie had given me earlier, but that wasn’t the only reason I moaned when Ky thrust his lower half against mine. Whimpering, I let my head fall back against the wall as he lost control, rubbing his length against me through our clothes.

      “You ever pull shit like this again, and—” His jaw clenched, cutting off his words.

      I gulped at the unfinished threat. “Wh-what?” I whispered. “Will you end this?”

      “Fuck you, Hayat!” he snarled. “You’re the one acting like this isn’t what you want. If we’re going to be together, then that means you don’t go silent on us. Especially when you get into trouble. You are ours to protect, in all ways, and from the way you just ignored us, it’s obvious you don’t trust us to do our jobs of taking care of you. If this isn’t what you want, if you can’t handle this relationship, then say it now. Put us all out of our misery, and let’s end it here and now.”

      “That’s not what I want!” I cried. “Last night wasn’t about me trusting you. It was about me protecting you. Things got crazy way too fast for me to think clearly. My priority was to get my brother and Ali out of that hellhole and home safe. I didn’t realize what I was walking into.”

      “You should have called us. Told us where you were going and why. We would have helped you. Last night would have ended a hell of a lot more peacefully if you had just paused long enough to reach out to us. But you didn’t even think about us. Are we even a priority to you? Or just some fucking afterthought?”

      I pressed against his chest, but he only pushed his lower body into me harder, trapping me in place. “That’s not fair. I’m not used to having a boyfriend—or whatever this is. I’ve always taken care of shit myself. Or with Abi. Whatever type of girls you’re used to, they aren’t me. I can take care of myself.”

      “And you did such a spectacular job of that last night, huh?” he snapped.

      “That was uncharted territory for all of us. But you weren’t some afterthought. I was scared, Ky! I didn’t know what was going to happen, but what I did know was that I didn’t want any of it to affect you three.” Tears filled my eyes and I tried so hard to hold them back, but he was so angry and I was so tired. And scared. I didn’t want to lose him. These guys had changed my life in a way I still didn’t fully understand, but what I did know was that I didn’t want what we had to end. “I’m sorry you got pulled into Ali and Sixx’s bullshit. All I wanted was to get my family out of there, safe and whole, without putting anyone else at risk.”

      He dropped his forehead to mine, a tortured groan rumbling out of his chest. “This doesn’t happen again, Hayat. Something happens, you call us. You’re scared, you call us. One of your friends or family runs into trouble, you do not fucking go running off to save the day, putting yourself at risk for who the fuck knows what kind of dangers. You call us, trust us. We take care of your every need, in every way.”

      “O-okay,” I choked out.

      “But if you go silent on us again, blocking us out like we are nothing to you, then I’m going to take that as you telling us that this thing with us isn’t worth your time.”

      “Ky,” I whimpered, a lump filling my throat as the reality of what he was saying caused my heart to clench. I felt like he’d slapped me—and not the fun kind Jamie gave me earlier.

      Was that how he thought a relationship worked?

      A few small fuckups and game over. Nice knowing you, but I’m done. No do-overs. Not a second—or third—chance.

      There wasn’t a rule book for this kind of situationship. Or at least, not one I’d been given. Fuck’s sake, I’d never had one boyfriend, let alone three. What did he expect?

      I’d been scared, worried, and not thinking straight. I would own that. But trusting him and the others hadn’t been the issue. They wanted to protect me, and I was trying to protect them. How was I to know that they were already being dragged into the same bullshit?

      I’d never been in any type of relationship before, so this was all new territory for me. I’d been misguided in how I’d attempted to protect the guys who meant everything to me. But it wasn’t done with malicious intent. My friends and family had been in trouble, and my instincts had kicked in to help them. I wasn’t used to asking for help, damn it. I was the one Abi, Ali, and Evan came to when they needed it.

      Now, however, I did have a trust issue.

      With Ky.

      He wasn’t all in. That much was clear.

      If he were, then he wouldn’t have so callously given me that threat—or ultimatum.

      As much as I wanted to be with these guys, I wasn’t going to become that girl. The one who was always worried that her boyfriend already had one foot out the door, just waiting for her to mess up, no matter how big or small.

      “I’m serious, Hayat.” Lifting his head, he locked his gaze with mine, his jaw so tight the muscles in his neck were twitching. He was pissed, but so was I.

      “Let’s get a few things straight,” I gritted out between clenched teeth, my tone chilly enough to cause Jamie to stiffen where he stood nearby. From the corner of my eye, I saw him shift closer, but I kept my focus on Ky. “I’ve known you all of a few weeks. We’ve texted, fooled around a little, and now you expect me to trust you wholeheartedly?”

      He opened his mouth, but I lifted my hand, cutting him off. “I’m not saying I don’t trust you. Because I do. Or rather, I did. I trust Jamie and Sparks. But you? After what you just said to me, holding this relationship over my head to control me? I’d be an idiot to trust you, Ky.”

      His storm-cloud gray eyes widened, his throat working convulsively as if he had something stuck in it. “All of this may not be new to you, but it sure as fuck is to me. I’ve never been in a relationship before with one guy, let alone three. I’m going to make mistakes. We’ve had maybe five minutes to get to know one another. What I do know about you, that information can’t even fill a Post-it. And now you’re throwing out threats that the next time I mess up, you’re going to end everything with us?”

      “That’s not what I meant—”

      “It sure as hell sounded like it,” I snapped, pushing at his chest, trying to put distance between us. But he only shifted, tightening his hold so I couldn’t move away. “I don’t do well with ultimatums, Ky. I’m all in with this thing between us. Or I was, until you started trying to intimidate me by placing a proverbial anvil over my head and this relationship.”

      “Hayat—”

      “Just stop. You want me to trust you? Earn it. Fucking me and then texting me a few times a day doesn’t give you any type of authority over me. For me, as of this moment, you and I don’t have anything going on but sex and being in the same band.” I pushed at his chest again, hard, but he remained unmoved. Growling my frustration, I struggled against his hold. “Let me go, Ky. I’m done with your bullshit.”

      “What the fuck is your problem, man?” Jamie demanded, grabbing Ky’s arm. “You’re making her think we don’t want her. She’s already about to kick your ass and leave. If you think I’m going to lose her over your issues, then you’re dead wrong. You want out, there’s the door. Get your shit and get the fuck out. Or we’ll go. Sparks and I have plenty of money. We can get our own place and take care of Hayat without any problem.”

      Surprise jolted through Ky. “You’d leave Autumn’s Slumber for her?”

      “Without hesitation. I’ll give up you and the band, but I’ll never let Hayat go.”

      “Ky, stop acting like an asshole,” Sparks snapped. “You’re not going to talk to her like that. I’m not going to let you treat her like this. She was scared last night, with good reason. And we have done nothing to show her how much we care about her, what she means to us. There hasn’t been time to prove anything to her. If you keep running your mouth, then she’s not going to give any of us a chance. I’m with Jamie on this. Hayat means more than the band. And if you’d stop letting those voices whisper doubts in your ear, you’d realize that you’re about to ruin everything.”

      Jamie and Sparks were both causing butterflies to flutter in my stomach. They cared about me. More than their friendship with Ky. More than Autumn’s Slumber. It was a soothing balm to all the bullshit Ky threw at me.

      “It came out wrong!” Ky yelled, his fingers biting into me, as if he was scared to let me go. His breathing picked up, making his chest lift and fall rapidly as the air whooshed out of his mouth, almost as if he was close to a panic attack. “Fucking hell, girl, I love you! And you broke my heart last night. Even as we were scrambling to deal with all that shit, you were ripping me apart. You weren’t the only one scared over the warehouse craziness. All of us were. Because we didn’t know what was going on with you. For all we knew, you could have been dead.”

      His confession made me dizzy.

      Love?

      Ky loved me?

      Did Jamie and Sparks feel the same way?

      Love was a big word. One that held so many levels of power. All my life, I’d been surrounded by people who loved me, but this was a different type of L word. This one was the kind that turned me into a we.

      These three guys had been in my life for all of a quick minute, but suddenly, I was looking at what we were to one another through different eyes. Not just as the drummer for their band. Or the girl they fooled around with a few times. Or even as their friend.

      Love changed everything.

      “Ky,” I breathed, a piece of my heart breaking while simultaneously being healed. I was so damn confused by everything I was feeling at that moment. Elated that Ky loved me. Afraid that he would break up with me. In hindsight, I did realize that I’d been hiding. It wasn’t all about protecting my guys. I’d been independent all my life. If something needed to be handled, I handled it. Although, often enough Abi, and at times Maddie, was in on it, I was the one who got things done, who protected my baby brother, Ali, and the rest of our group. “I—”

      “Don’t say anything,” he interrupted, some of his angry fire burning down to banked embers. His throat bobbed as he swallowed convulsively a few times. “I’m not even sure I’d believe you, even though I can see it in your eyes, Hellion. That’s a conversation for another time, when our emotions aren’t working against us and I might say even more things that I’ll regret later.”

      I was so conflicted, it took me a moment to realize Sparks had ripped Ky away from me. He had a bruise along his jaw, and I immediately let out a cry of distress. “Sparks, are you okay?”

      A few of my tears snuck out, but I didn’t care. All the conflicting emotions swirling around in my head and chest were put on pause as I focused on Sparks. He was stiff as a statue, his dark eyes dull brown and not the warm melted chocolate that I loved so much. “Who did this to you?”

      He gave me a tight smile, only to wince when it pulled at the sore muscles on his jaw. “This? It’s nothing, goddess. Some families hug each other in greeting. Others punch each other in the face when they see them.”

      That was when I saw the scraped knuckles on his right hand. “Did you punch him back?”

      “Broke the fucker’s nose,” Ky grunted, dropping down on the short end of the sectional, combing his fingers through his hair in frustration as he propped his elbows on his knees and squeezed the back of his neck with both hands. “Nothing the bastard didn’t deserve.”

      Skimming my thumb over the raw flesh, I lifted Sparks’s hand to my mouth, kissing the swollen, distressed tissue. “I’m so sorry you were pulled into my family’s shit. Everything moved so fast last night that I didn’t know which way was up. We didn’t know what was actually going on or why my brother and the others were at the fight club until after Abi and I got out of there. Then once things calmed down, I was scared to pull you three into the mess. I mean, Samara Vitucci was already there, and that was bad enough. I didn’t know you were connected to the PCC. My only thought was to protect you three from…all of it.”

      With his free hand, he combed his fingers through my hair, tightened his hold at the roots, and pulled my head back enough that our gazes caught. “The only thing you need to be sorry for is not telling us what was going on to begin with. It turns my stomach to think of you in that warehouse with no one to protect you from the monsters that inhabit that cesspool.”

      Lowering his head, he gently brushed his lips over mine. I leaned into him, kissing him back, but it only lasted a few moments before he pulled back, concern darkening his brown eyes. “Are you okay, goddess? Did anyone hurt you?”

      “I’m fine. My friend Abi took an elbow to the face, and then there was Sixx. But his injuries were only from nearly beating some perv to death.” I stroked the backs of my fingers over the angry bruise on his jaw. “This needs ice. And I should put some ointment and bandages on this hand.”

      “No, babe. I’m fine. Honest. This isn’t my first time scuffling with my brother.” Tenderly, he pulled me against his chest. When he kissed my forehead, I heard his deep inhale, and most of the tension released from his body. “I’m so damn glad you’re okay.”

      His gentleness after the extreme reactions of both Jamie and Ky left me trembling. Of the three of them, Sparks should have been the one most upset with me. It was my fault he had been thrown back into a life he must have struggled to get out of and put behind him. Jamie had hinted that Sparks—once upon a time Ignado Guerrero—had helped lead the PCC. I couldn’t picture the man I knew being a part of a cartel. He might look all grumpy and tough on the outside, but he’d given me his soft, loving side repeatedly.

      Shaking away the thoughts, I leaned against Sparks. He ran his fingers from my cheek down my throat, my sides, then around to my front. Teasing my belly button, he slipped his fingertips into the top of my sweats. “We have a surprise for you. It was Jamie’s idea, but we’ve all been working on it this week. That was why we were running late last night, putting the finishing touches on everything.”

      “A surprise?” I repeated eagerly, allowing excitement to push away the hurt Ky had inflicted, the fear that still lingered, and all my doubts about where our relationship might be going. “Can I see?”

      Jamie laughed and took one of my hands, pulling me away from Sparks, which caused the other guy to grumble unhappily. “Come on, Hellion.”

      They both linked their fingers through mine as we walked toward a closed bedroom door. Unable to help myself, I glanced over my shoulder to see if Ky was following. When I saw him a few steps behind, a little of my uncertainty about the two of us eased.

      His stormy gray eyes softened on me when he caught me looking his way. Remorse filled his gaze. I hoped he was regretting his initial reaction when I’d arrived. He needed to suffer. To feel guilty. He wasn’t going to walk all over me or verbally threaten me. I was not some fragile little flower who was going to sit back and wait for permission to speak—or to go out with my friends—from the big, strong man.

      Fuck that, and fuck him.

      If we were going to make this work between the four of us, we all had to trust one another. But he and I were walking a very fine line at the moment.

      Their penthouse took up the entire top floor of Carver Towers. The sliding blinds that hid the pool directly above the living area were in place, blocking out the glow of the pool lights that had felt so seductive the first time I’d visited the apartment. The penthouse was over three-thousand square feet, and the kitchen and living room had an open floor plan, but all the bedrooms were spread out. Jamie’s and Sparks’s were on the other side of the apartment from the one he and Sparks guided me toward.

      Jamie opened the door, and Sparks covered my eyes, the two of them making me giggle at how they were acting. Feeling the heat of Sparks’s body at my back, I slowly walked toward Jamie’s voice. “Just a few more steps forward,” he said seriously. “Wait…right…there. Perfect. Ready?”

      “Yes!” I laughed. “Show me.”

      Sparks kissed my neck just below my ear before dropping his hands. “Welcome home, goddess.”

      Blinking open my eyes, I rapidly glanced around, unsure where to look first. The gigantic bed in the center of the room was hard not to focus on. It was as if they had welded two king-sized beds together, but even with how large it was, there was plenty of room for everything else. Like the entertainment center against the far wall that was stocked with game systems for the seventy-five-inch flat-screen mounted to the wall.

      A custom-made comforter was already on the bed, a blend of Autumn’s Slumber’s signature colors with skulls that had drumsticks for their crossbones. Eight pillows in matching cases were across the head of the bed, along with an array of fuzzy and decorative pillows. A soft, fluffy beanbag chair was near the entertainment center, along with shaggy rugs that decorated the floor. There were pictures on the walls, all of them photos of both my grandfathers playing onstage, some with their bands, but most of them on their own. Each of them brought a smile to my face, my heart squeezing in a way it never had before.

      “You needed your own space here, Hellion. Somewhere that is just for you,” Jamie explained. “I thought the photos of Devlin Cutter and Jesse Thornton would make it feel more like home.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I murmured, fighting a fresh wave of emotion. “And I love the pictures.”

      “This is your room, goddess. One we hope you’ll use more often than not.” Sparks crossed to the bed and sat before flopping back on the mattress and stretching out his long limbs. With a wicked grin, he turned onto his side, propping his head up on one hand. “But we also hope you’ll be up for sharing the bed.”

      Strong arms wrapped around me from behind, fingers rubbing low across my belly while Ky pressed his hardness into me. Goose bumps popped up along my entire body, and I half melted into him. But I couldn’t seem to help hiding a part of my emotions deep inside myself. Unsure of him, but too weak to deny how much I wanted him.

      Until he’d said those horrible things to me, I had been sure I was falling for him. And the reality of it was, I probably still was. But that didn’t mean I wanted to. Jamie and Sparks had shown me how good we could be together. All Ky had done was prove that I’d been smart to keep as far away as possible from any relationship.

      “Maybe we should christen the bed,” Ky murmured, nuzzling my hair aside so he could kiss my shoulder. Clit throbbing, I squirmed against him, hating my instant reaction to him. But just because I was hesitant to have an emotional relationship with this man didn’t mean I had to give up a physical one. I could have sex with him and keep my heart out of the equation. “Make sure we all fit comfortably.”

      “I second that,” Jamie said, walking toward me with a smirk on his handsome face. I loved that smirk just as much as that dominating side of him. When he spanked me earlier, I’d been overwhelmed by the intense burn of his large hands landing slaps on my ass cheeks. But damn if it hadn’t gotten me wet. With each spank, my inner walls had quivered, convulsed, gripped at nothing in desperation to be filled by his huge cock. “That is, if Hayat is up for it. How are you doing, Hellion?”

      I returned his grin. “I won’t be sitting comfortably for a few days, but I’m not going to deny that it was a warranted punishment. I don’t break easily, Jamie.”

      “You spanked her?” Ky demanded, rubbing a hand over one of my stinging cheeks.

      “Told you I would,” he said with a shrug, already reaching for the hem of my hoodie. “Come here, baby. Let me unwrap you. Show Sparks and Ky the glow of that pretty pink ass I gave you.”
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      Jamie was wrapped around the front of my body, his arm pillowing my head, while his own was cushioned against my naked chest. His even breaths blew against my hard nipple. After the night we’d spent together, we were all exhausted. Jamie was sleeping so deeply, not even the rough way Sparks was fucking me from behind could stir him.

      Holding Jamie’s head to me with one hand, I reached behind me with the other, my nails biting into Sparks’s thigh as he mindlessly rocked in and out of me. “You feel so good, goddess,” he groaned, biting my shoulder when I moaned his name. “Ah fuck, the way you clamp around me when you’re close. Such a greedy pussy, wanting every drop of come I’ve got for you.”

      “Please,” I whined, arching my hips back to take him deeper, tempting him to take me harder.

      He slid his hand between Jamie and me, down my belly and between my legs, spreading my pussy lips so he could strum my clit. He played my pleasure button like he was playing his guitar, so skillfully, so demanding.

      Without thinking, I leaned down, kissing Jamie, needing his taste to ease the growing throb deep, deep in my core. He woke in an instant, his lips dancing over mine while he grabbed a fistful of my hair and deepened the kiss. I was so close but so far away from the orgasm that Sparks had been working me toward. After being with all three of my guys repeatedly all night, my pussy should not have been as greedy for another release, but I was desperate for one more before the day started.

      From the bathroom, I heard the shower turn off. My nails bit into Sparks harder, silently begging him to finish me. Call me petty, but I didn’t want Ky to witness my pleasure this time. When he’d gotten up to shower, I’d teased Sparks awake. Without hesitation, he’d thrust into me from behind.

      Breaking the kiss, Jamie lowered his head back to my tits, sucking one nipple into his mouth hard. That was the extra stimulation I needed to see fireworks exploding in front of my eyes. Moaning, I pressed my head back against Sparks’s chest, my entire body shaking in reaction to the pure euphoria.

      “Fuck!” Sparks roared, emptying inside me.

      Breathing hard, he’d barely pulled from my body before Jamie rolled me to my back and buried himself balls deep. Crying out in surprise, I lifted my knees, opening myself up for him to take his pleasure from me. In only a matter of minutes, he pressed his forehead to my chest and finished deep inside me.

      Groaning, Jamie dropped his full weight on top of me, once again pillowing his head on my chest. Sparks stayed on his side, gently combing his fingers through the tangles my curls had turned into throughout the night. Turning my head, I kissed him while I scratched my nails over Jamie’s scalp, earning me a hum of pleasure from my rocker.

      Opening the bathroom door, Ky released a gust of steam as he walked out in nothing more than a towel wrapped around his waist. I peeked over at him before glancing away. He’d been the most attentive of my three guys during our lovemaking all night, ensuring my pleasure was met repeatedly before seeking his own. It felt like an apology, but my heart was too raw to accept it. Sex was definitely not our problem. It was the threat of him ending this thing between us at any moment.

      He made me feel like I was walking through a minefield, and with one wrong step, boom. We would be over. No more chances.

      Ky telling me he was in love with me had only made this uncertainty that felt like it was suffocating me worse. How could he say those things if he cared so deeply about me?

      My own emotions were already too far gone to want to walk away from any of my guys. Even with the potential of triggering something dark for Maddie, I didn’t want to end what I had with any of my rockers. In a matter of days, my feelings for these three had grown from curiosity to lust to infatuation and headfirst into love.

      It was an intense, mind-spinning experience.

      And Ky was ruining it for me.

      One of our phones ringing had Sparks lifting his head after one more soft kiss to the tip of my nose. Rolling over, he looked at the phones sitting on the bedside table, all of them charging. “It’s yours, goddess,” he said, picking up the phone to offer it to me. “Says it’s Maddie.”

      Sighing, I swiped my thumb over the screen as I took the device from him. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “I totally forgot to talk to you yesterday about Autumn’s Slumber,” Maddie said, sounding distracted, but her voice was its usual, hyper tone. She was kind of adorable when she was going a million miles an hour. “Congrats on the drummer gig, by the way. Sorry, Abi’s situation kind of distracted me from celebrating with you. Forgive me?”

      Jamie snuggled deeper into my chest, his cock still half inside me. I could feel his—and Sparks’s—come flooding out of me. The sheets would have to be changed, and I was in desperate need of a shower. Blinking a few times to focus on my friend, I told her, “Thanks. But everything going on with Abi is more important. What did you need to talk to me about regarding the band?”

      “Emmie already told you Shane wants you and the guys to come in to discuss the first single, right?” I hummed my agreement. Jamie seemed to enjoy the sound, because he pressed the side of his face deeper into the valley between my tits, listening. “Well, while he’s working on that, I’ve been instructed to take over the social media for Autumn’s Slumber. From the looks of it, one of the guys has been the one attempting to keep up with it. He’s done a decent job, but after your successful audition, it’s gotten out of hand. I think it became too much for him. That has become an issue that Mom wants me to take over to ensure they are meeting the full potential for reaching their fan following.”

      “Okay, do you want me to discuss it with them?”

      “No. Actually, what I need is for all four of you to come into the office this week so we can discuss it in detail. Not only will I need to record some of your practices, but I’m going to take pictures and maybe go live while you record the first single.” I heard papers rustling. “Then there will be the material I’ll have to get from your Thursday night shows at First Bass once the band starts. Which is soon, right? Like next week or something?”

      “Yes, we’re scheduled to start in two weeks,” I confirmed.

      “Great, I needed to double-check that for the calendar. Don’t worry, I’m going to give all four of you a full itinerary with the timeline of what and when I’ll be posting. We’ll stagger between each platform. I’ve got like ten bands whose social media accounts I’m in charge of. I’m trying to work out the schedule so nothing overlaps and each band gets the same amount of attention.” She huffed. “Remind me to ask my mom for a raise, because I have exactly two hours to call my own each week at this point. I like being busy, but a girl’s got needs, and two hours is not enough time to fulfill all of them.”

      I grinned. “Bosco can’t get you off in two hours?”

      “Shh,” she hissed. “You and Abi are the only ones who know about that, and my brother is hanging out at my apartment for the afternoon.”

      “Like Banks would care who you’re getting your freak on with,” I laughed, only to bite back a moan when Jamie’s cock nudged at my entrance. My guys were insatiable. “I bet he’s fucking half the student body at school.”

      “Eww, you are not allowed to put pictures of my brother like that in my head.”

      Ky came back into the room, a pair of jeans hanging low on his hips as he walked toward the bed. I licked my lips, forgetting all about Maddie for a moment. Forgetting I was not fully in with him. Sex. That was all this was with us. And thankfully, sex was the only thing on my mind right then.

      “Are you free tomorrow?” she said, causing me to jump at the sound of her voice.

      “For…?”

      “You and the rest of the band to come into the office for a chat about the social media plans I want to get your approval for,” she said a little impatiently. How long had I not been paying attention? Shit. “Then you can go straight to the studio for a meeting with Shane since his afternoon is free. It’s either tomorrow or Wednesday. I have another new band coming in for the same meetings this week with both Shane and me, but since I love you so much, you get first dibs. What works better for you and the guys?”

      “Hold on,” I told her, putting her on mute. “We need to go into Aunt Emmie’s office to talk to Uncle Shane about the single he wants us to record. Also, we have to meet with Maddie. She’s going to take over the social media accounts for Autumn’s Slumber. Does tomorrow work? If not, we can go Wednesday. What’s a better time for everyone’s schedule?”

      I looked at Ky first, trying to decipher his reaction to meeting with Maddie. But he just shrugged. “Tomorrow works the best for me. I’m excited to see what Shane Stevenson has planned for our first single. Jamie, Sparks?”

      “I’ll take sooner over later,” Jamie agreed. “Besides, I’m gonna drool all over Shane Stevenson. Babe, do you think he’d give me some pointers? He’s, like, the best bass player in the world. And then there’s Zander Brockman. Ah, fuck. You know so many incredible rockers. Tomorrow, I’m going to have a geek-out for a moment or two. You all have to stop me from embarrassing myself. Hellion, you gotta have my back.”

      “Uncle Shane is going to adore you just as much as I do,” I assured him.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from grinning. Jamie was so endearing at times, it was hard to imagine he was the same guy who bent me over a bathroom sink and spanked me the day before. I loved both sides of him.

      “Tomorrow is fine,” Sparks agreed, shoving Jamie aside so he could place his head on my chest instead. Jamie rolled over with a grumble, but not before stealing a kiss. “I might have to meet with Miguel and Sancho, along with Vitucci and his sister, later in the week.”

      His answer made my stomach queasy. I didn’t want to think about him having to see his father and brother again. I trusted Sammy—a little—but not enough for her to keep my guy safe if things turned ugly during their meeting. Maybe he would let me go with him.

      But even as the idea formed, I knew Sparks’s head would explode if I so much as voiced that option.

      Unmuting the call, I put the phone back to my ear. “Mads? Tomorrow works for us. Text me the time, and we will be there.”

      “Perfect,” she said, sounding distracted again. “Once I have the time figured out, I’ll send you the details. I gotta go. Love ya.”

      “Love you,” I repeated, disconnecting. Dropping the phone on the bed beside me, I looked at Ky again. “Is this going to be a problem?”

      His brows pulled together at my question. “What?”

      “You and Maddie. Are you going to go to the meeting in your band gear, or should we go ahead and rip the bandage off, confess to her who you really are, and see how that works out?” I grimaced. “She’s come a long way with therapy and other treatment. I’m just… I don’t know. Triggering her is something I’ve been worried about. We nearly lost her after what Holden put her through. And while some of that can be explained by the postpartum psychosis that she was suffering from, on top of the guilt of giving Avalyn up for adoption, your brother had a lot to do with her mental state back then.”

      Crossing to the bed, he crawled up the mattress until he was leaning over me. Jamie and Sparks both shifted out of the way so he could have my full attention. “The last thing I want to do is unsettle Maddie. But she and I are actually on good terms.”

      I jerked in surprise. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Really. There are no hard feelings between us or anyone in Maddie’s family, including her dad. They even send the occasional picture of my niece from certain milestones. Birthdays. Christmas. It’s nice seeing how happy Avalyn is with her adoptive parents.”

      “Then what was with the subterfuge at the audition?” I grumbled. “After I realized who you were, I thought your connection to the Renchfords was the reason you didn’t say anything about being Kyrie.”

      Lowering his head, Ky kissed me tenderly for a moment. I melted, kissing him back. When he lifted his head, he gave a casual shrug. “I wanted to earn the spot at First Bass on talent, not who I am. If we wanted to, we could start our own record label. It wouldn’t be nearly as big as ASM, but the three of us have enough cash to grow the business into something successful. But we want the world to see us first and foremost for how good our music is. Wasn’t that why you hid behind the Havoc persona for so long?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. “Havoc was just a talented drummer playing great music. If they knew I was Hayat Cutter, they would have only been talking about how I expected the world to praise me because of who my family is. They would have seen my name and not my abilities.”

      “Well, that’s exactly what we want to do—and why we will continue with the masks and paint. It’s your choice if you want to do the same. We won’t push you to wear the mask or makeup if you’d rather just be Hayat.”

      “Fuck that shit,” Jamie cut him off. “She’s Hellion. Mask and paint or not. In Autumn’s Slumber, she’s Hellion Carver.”

      “I second that,” Sparks said, lifting his head to look down at me and wink.

      Ky grinned. “There, it’s settled. Hellion Carver will do as she pleases.” Kissing me quick and hard, he stood. “I’m going to go grab us some breakfast. Unless you want to eat out?”

      I considered it for a moment, then sat up. “I’d like that.”

      “Our first date,” Sparks murmured, kissing my bare shoulder before he sat up. “I like it.”

      “Brunch?” Jamie asked hopefully, rolling out of bed. “I love brunch. I’m going to shower. Don’t leave without me, douchebags.”

      “Can I borrow some sweats and a top?” I asked them. “I didn’t bring a change of clothes.”

      “Your closet is fully stocked,” Ky informed me. “Jamie thought of everything.”
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      Hayat’s fingers were covered in syrup when her phone’s screen lit up. Seeing her brother’s name, she groaned, sucking her thumb into her mouth. Sparks grabbed her other hand, licking away the maple goodness from each finger. Her eyes blazed at him, but she giggled, using her now-clean thumb to answer the call. Jamie picked up the device, placing it to her ear.

      And I had to sit there, at the end of our round booth, watching them flirt and tease her. Those aquamarine eyes that fucking owned me barely glancing my way all during brunch in our quiet, hidden booth so we didn’t have to deal with speculating eyes.

      “What’s up, brat?” she answered, picking up another piece of bacon with her free hand since Jamie was still holding her phone in place. “You’re home? Where are Bentley and Sixx?” She rolled her eyes. “Did they at least drop you off at home? Good. I don’t want you alone with Ali at the moment… Because Sixx is a psychotic idiot. I don’t want him doing to you the same thing he did to the creeper Friday night… Ugh! This is not up for debate. I will personally take out one of your kneecaps if you don’t listen to me, Evan!”

      She chomped angrily on another slice of crispy bacon. “No, I’m not coming home tonight. I’m staying with friends.” Sparks, Jamie, and I all grumbled our displeasure. Friends? We were a hell of a lot more than that. But I got it. She wanted to wait for the right time to disclose to those who mattered most to her that we were in a relationship. “I have a meeting with Uncle Shane in the morning, so I’m staying close to the office. That way, I don’t have to rush in the morning. We’re discussing business stuff for Autumn’s Slumber. Yeah, yeah. Just tell Mom what I told you. It’s not rocket science, Evan.”

      I cut a piece of waffle from my own plate, making sure it had whipped cream and berries in it. She’d devoured her own earlier before starting on the scrambled eggs and bacon. Leaning across Jamie, I lifted it to her mouth. She hesitated before accepting the bite. While she chewed, she grunted. “I don’t ask you about the girls you dick around and drop as soon as they start clinging, Evan. It’s none of your business which of my friends I’m spending the night with… Abi is fine. She has Ali there, and their parents will be home soon. Did you call to interrogate me?” Her eyes narrowed on the table, as if she were picturing her baby brother’s face and slamming a drumstick on top of his head. “I’m going to pretend like you’re not a total idiot, baby bro. Because if I let myself remember how smart you are, I’m likely to smash your face in with a basketball the next time I see you. Bye, asshole. Love you.”

      Leaning her head away, she let Jamie know she was done with the conversation. He hung up and dropped the phone on the table facedown.

      “Brothers are annoying,” she complained, using her napkin to wipe her mouth.

      Our waiter dropped off our bill. I placed my black AMEX card on top before he could ask if there was anything else we needed, his gaze glued to how Sparks was still sucking on Hayat’s fingers. Slapping my hand on the table caused the guy to jump back a step.

      “That will be all,” I groused, cutting another bite of my waffles to feed to my girl.

      But when I lifted my fork to her lips, she shied away. “I’m stuffed. If I eat anything else, my stomach is going to pop.”

      “Finish your juice, goddess,” Sparks urged. “Then we want to show you where we practice.”

      Her eyes danced with excitement. “Why am I just hearing about this now? That is definitely something you should have led with.” Her brow puckered. “Ugh, the drums were Hamel’s, weren’t they? I’m going to have to get mine moved in.”

      “We can get that taken care of this week,” I assured her.

      “Pop-Pop and Poppy will help me. I don’t trust just anyone with my babies.” She gulped down her juice, placing the glass on the table just as the waiter returned with my card and the receipt.

      I scribbled a gratuity and my signature before standing. Jamie slid out, and we both held our hands out to Hayat as she followed. Her soft fingers slid into Jamie’s first, then more hesitantly into mine. A knot formed in my stomach, but I knew I’d fucked up. It was going to take a while before she trusted me with her heart again.

      But I wasn’t going to give up. What I’d said to her had been harsh, but hopefully not unforgivable.

      Sparks stood behind her, stroking his hand down her spine. Glancing at him over her shoulder, she gave him a smile that made my breath catch. I’d give anything to have her look at me like that.

      Back at Carver Towers, we stopped the elevator on the floor directly below the penthouse. We’d turned the entire level into a soundproof practice room. Sometimes we shot videos for our social accounts in there, but mostly, it was where we practiced the cover songs we played for gigs and worked on the songs Sparks and I wrote. Sometimes Jamie collaborated with us, but words weren’t his thing. He was amazing on the bass, but he preferred not to be a part of the creative process, unless it was to suggest where a bass solo would be good.

      Holding Jamie’s hand, she walked around, examining the guitars and the microphones we had set up, along with the amps and the computers we used to adjust anything we recorded. After a few minutes, she finally walked over to where the drums Hamel used were set up. Her nose wrinkled as she touched the snare, her feet shifting away from the pedals on the floor with disgust when she sat on the throne.

      Crossing her arms over her chest, she glowered at Jamie, then over to Sparks. Briefly, her pretty eyes flickered over me before going back to Sparks. “How many of your groupies have been in here?”

      He moved behind her, his hands gripping the back of her neck to tip her head back, a grin on his face. “No groupies, goddess.”

      “Fuck buddies, then,” she grumbled.

      “Zero,” Jamie answered. “This is a band-member-only area. Until you, it was a boys-only club. You’re the first girl.”

      “And last,” I vowed, joining them.

      She rolled her eyes at that before checking out different angles. “I could mount a camera there,” she pointed. “And there. I try to record new Havoc material every day if possible. With a few extra cameras in strategic places, we could get enough content for Maddie to use. It will help her out since she’s going to be handling Autumn’s Slumber’s social media. With the right placement, it will just record us from the chest down, so we don’t have to worry about masks and makeup every time we practice.”

      “Whatever you think is best, goddess,” Sparks said, kissing the top of her head. “When do you want to get your drum set in here? Give me a day and time, and we can rent a moving truck to get it here safely.”

      Hayat shrugged. “Let’s get through tomorrow, and then I’ll talk to my grandfathers. I would like their help packing everything up. Some of my set is really expensive, but there are a few pieces that are sentimental. Having their help would make me feel more comfortable.” Picking up a drumstick, she twirled it between her fingers. “And while we’re at it, I’ll introduce you three to them.”

      Sparks and Jamie looked straight at me. All three of us had huge eyes. “You want to introduce us to Jesse Thornton?” Jamie clarified.

      She nodded, lightly tapping the drumstick to a rhythm that was familiar but I couldn’t name because a whirlwind was swirling around in my brain. Her hands moved like magic, creating sounds that should have no rhyme or reason, but opened the creative part of my mind, made me want to put words to paper. For her. With her. Because of her.

      “As your band members?” Sparks asked quietly.

      “Poppy already knows I’m a member of Autumn’s Slumber,” she said, still lightly beating out the song.

      “As friends?” I asked. “That’s what you told your brother earlier. That you were staying with ‘friends.’”

      She huffed, her eyes rolling hard, the sarcasm thick in her voice. “Yeah, because the first person I want to tell about my relationship with you three is my baby brother. Evan may look like our dad, but he’s a lot more like our godfather, Jace. Neither of them can keep a secret to save their lives. No, the first person I would normally tell something this fundamental about my life would be Abi. Then Poppy.” She smiled to herself, tucking a few ringlets behind her ears. “But Abi is going through a lot right now. She’s only just starting to cope with the new changes in her life. So, that leaves Poppy.”

      Sucking her bottom lip between her lips, she kept tapping with her drumsticks, as if the song she was playing soothed her. “I mean… Well, if you guys are ready. Maybe I’m wrong. We can wait, if that’s what you want. I’m okay with that, if you’re not comfortable going public. Not that telling my family means we have to go public. They’re really supportive. Normally. No one will go around selling gossip about us to anyone waving a handful of cash around.”

      Realizing she was rambling, I caught one of her drumsticks in my hand. “Tell who you want, when you want, Hayat. We’re ready to show the world that you are ours. No shame. No dirty secrets. Just us. The four of us, ready to be a unit.”

      One side of her mouth tipped up, and she looked at Jamie. “We’re a unit.”

      He grinned. “For eternity, Hellion.”

      Sparks hugged his arms around her chest from behind, holding her arms at her sides. She laid her head on his shoulder, giving him perfect access to touch his lips to her ear. “Whenever you’re ready to share what we are to one another with the people who mean the most to you, we will be right there with you, goddess.”
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      The ASM building had a hidden garage entrance. Something Hayat explained to us on the ride over in the car with the driver who had been sent to collect us for the meeting. It was to protect client privacy since Emmie Armstrong managed so many celebrities, and she didn’t want to have to deal with vulture photographers every day.

      Opening the door, the driver held out his hand to Hayat. I grunted and moved so that I was the first one out of the back of the limo. When I held my hand out for her, she rolled her eyes at me but placed her elegant fingers in mine. She’d been doing that a lot. Rolling those beautiful aquamarine eyes at me. I took it as a good sign—hey, at least she wasn’t telling me to fuck off or that she was done with me.

      Jamie climbed out next, followed by Sparks, who carried the gear we would need if we did get into the studio to record later. Maddie wanted to go live if that happened today, and because we wanted to keep our identities a secret, we could put on our masks and makeup beforehand.

      But for a simple meeting, we felt like it was more appropriate to go in as the real us. Let them see who Ky, Jamie, and Sparks Carver truly were without the paint and makeup before the music began.

      Two security guards stood by an elevator. One used a wand to wave over each of us, Hayat included. She was familiar with both men and made small talk with them, laughing and teasing. They joked with her, grinning at her sense of humor. Jamie and Sparks grumbled under their breath the entire time, but I stayed silent. My eyes never left the two guys in jeans and black polos with SECURITY written in yellow across the front and back.

      One of them punched in a code to unlock the doors then used another code that was supposed to take us straight to the floor where we would be meeting with Maddie Dawson.

      “See ya later, boys!” Hayat called, stepping into the elevator with us right behind her. “Don’t work too hard.”

      “You’ve been the highlight of our day so far, Hayat,” one of them told her, his eyes grazing over her in appreciation. “Stop back for a chat before you leave, huh?”

      “Fuck off,” Jamie snarled as the doors closed.

      Hayat lost her grin. “What was that about?” Her eyes snapped from Jamie to Sparks and then to me. “Do not start this meeting off by being assholes.”

      “You seem awfully friendly with the security staff,” I commented, crossing my arms over my chest, trying my best not to glare at her.

      “I’m a friendly person. Typically.” She crossed the elevator as it ascended, putting distance between the three of us. Sparks started to follow her, but she pointed a finger straight in his face, hissing at us, “If you’re going to be alphaholes, you can stay on your side of the metal box.”

      “Alphaholes?” Jamie repeated with a smirk. “I kind of like that. Hellion, how about you bend over and let me be an alphahole while I tan that lush ass of yours.”

      “Keep your hands to yourself, Jamie Carver,” she snapped. The elevator slowed, and she shot us one more glower, a warning, before the doors slid open.

      Stomping off, she walked past another set of security guards and straight to a reception desk. “Could you please tell Maddie Autumn’s Slumber is here,” she groused at the twentysomething girl seated behind the desk, forcing a smile so she didn’t intimidate the poor girl.

      The girl’s eyes were wide when she looked at the four of us, but Hayat had told us earlier that anyone who worked for Emmie had to sign an NDA. They weren’t allowed to talk about anyone who came into the building or anything they might overhear or read. Not even to other employees within the company. If they did break the NDA, they wouldn’t be able to find a job in any industry, including fast food.

      “I—um… J-just a moment, p-please.” She picked up a phone, but her eyes kept flickering over Sparks, Jamie, and me in a way we were all familiar with. Appreciation. Interest. Hunger.

      Hayat’s jaw clenched, and she began to tap her foot impatiently.

      “Never mind,” she snipped, her wild hair hitting me in the face as she walked past the desk. Fuck, she smelled good. “Maddie!”

      “What are you yelling about?” her friend demanded, coming out of an office down the hall. “Jesus Christ. I was on a phone call with Annabelle and a client in Nashville. Now I’m all flustered because I had to rush off…”

      She trailed off when her eyes found me. After she stopped in her tracks, I saw her throat work a few times, but then she gave me a beaming smile. “Ky! It’s so good to see you again. It feels like forever. When’s the last time we saw you, Christmas? I was so excited when I saw your name come up. Mom and I immediately got busy on your contracts. I’ve been working nonstop on your social media plans. You’re going to love them!”

      Walking around Hayat, I opened my arms. Without hesitation, Maddie stepped forward. Pushing herself up onto her tiptoes, she kissed my cheek right beside the corner of my mouth and then hugged me hard.

      “How have you been?” I asked, ignoring the kiss as I leaned back enough to look down at her face. Her blond hair was pulled into a high ponytail. Dressed in jeans and a simple top, she wasn’t trying to draw attention to her body, but there was no hiding how beautiful she was. My brother was an idiot for fucking things up with Maddie. She had a lot to offer. Not just looks, but she had a brain, work ethic, and she came from a great family. Holden didn’t know how to hold on to the good things in life, always thinking there was something better waiting for him out there.

      “I’m good,” she murmured, using her thumb to wipe away what must have been a smear of lipstick on my skin that she’d left behind. “Better than good, actually. Oh! Did you get the pictures of Avalyn from her preschool graduation? She received so many awards. Including the most helpful citizen badge…” She bunched her brows together in thought. “Or something like that. Anyway, Mom and Dad were so proud. We took like a million pictures. God, I can’t believe how fast she’s growing up. It seems like yesterday she was…born.”

      Not wanting her to dwell on the past, I filled the silence that had descended on us. “I got the pictures and added them all to the photo album that I have reserved just for her. Soon, I’m going to have to start a new one with all the pictures you and Trinity send me. She’s beautiful. Looks just like her mom. All I can say is that I’m glad she takes more after the Dawsons than our side of the family.”

      Her smile was bittersweet. “Small miracles. She’s an angel. Maybe a little bit of a diva, but that’s because everyone spoils her, including you. That doll you gave her for her last birthday is still her favorite. She carries it everywhere. Kylie is what she called the thing, after her bestest friend, Ky. Mom and Dad are taking her on tour with them over the summer, but I’m not doing anything for the Fourth. How about you join—”

      Several clearing throats had us both turning before she could finish her question, my arm still around Maddie’s shoulders. Sparks and Jamie shared a weird look before glancing at Hayat and then at me. I felt a new tension in the air, and my gaze went straight to our girl. She stood there with her eyes rapidly flickering from me to Maddie, the slightest frown squeezing her brows together. I couldn’t read what she was thinking, which wasn’t new. Since Jamie had brought her home Saturday, she’d been closing herself off more and more with me.

      Letting me touch her. Kiss her. Fuck her. But cuddles were reserved for Jamie and Sparks. Sweet giggles, sexy laughs, soft, loving touches, lingering kisses, those were for our two other bandmates. With each passing day—fuck, each hour—I could feel her slipping further away from me emotionally.

      I’d fucked up badly by letting my hot temper get the best of me. But I was trying, damn it. If she would just give me half a chance, I wouldn’t mess up again.

      Maddie moved from under my arm, her hand already extended to Sparks and then Jamie. They each shook her hand, although they were quick brushes of their fingers over hers before they were each throwing an arm around Hayat.

      Maddie gave her friend a frown before standing straighter, falling back into work mode. “Right. Well, I have everything set up in one of the conference rooms. My office is about as big as a shoebox, so there is no way all five of us will fit in there. Plus, I have a PowerPoint I want to show you.”

      Turning, Maddie led the way. I walked beside her, half listening to her ramble about the social media plan she had for Autumn’s Slumber. Glancing over my shoulder, I watched as Hayat cuddled more into Jamie since Sparks was holding our bag, but they both had their arms around her. Jamie kissed the top of her head, murmuring something too quietly for me to hear while shooting me a scowl.

      Not knowing what new fuckup I was responsible for, I paused outside the conference room Maddie showed us to. While the little blonde went inside, I waited for my bandmates. “What?” I asked, my eyes glued to Hayat’s face.

      “Nothing,” she muttered, looking at something over my shoulder. I was only two inches taller than she was, so there wasn’t much she could have seen since I was mostly blocking the doorway. “Looks like I was worried for nothing. You and Maddie get along great. Actually, you two make a beautiful couple. Maybe if you’d been around more back then, Avalyn would have been yours and not Holden’s.” She gave a scratchy laugh, a sound that made my stomach knot up. There was no humor in it. Only suppressed…anger? Pain? “And maybe Maddie wouldn’t have gone through everything else.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I whispered, lowering my head so she had no choice but to see my face. “First, you were upset that I used to be a Renchford. Now, you’re acting all weird because she and I are friends?”

      Hayat cocked her head to the side, her eyes glowing with something I couldn’t name. “Friends. Okay, sure. I wonder how you’d feel if I hugged my guy friends the way you just hugged her? If I allowed them to kiss me?”

      “The fuck you say!” Sparks and Jamie snarled at the same time.

      I was confused and pissed off because I didn’t understand what the fuck was going on. What had I done wrong? “How was I hugging her? And that was an innocent kiss. She always does that when we see each other.” I’d never thought about it, because there was nothing between us except for our connections to Avalyn.

      “Everything okay, guys?” Maddie called from behind me, still across the room. I could hear her shuffling papers around.

      “Be right there,” Hayat assured her. “Just a quick band meeting, Mads.”

      “Babe—” I started, but she cut me off.

      “No, this is not the place. But let me ask you this, Ky.” She folded her arms around her middle, the walls she’d slammed up lowering for only half a second to let me see how hurt she was before they were raised again. “You three got jealous of me talking to the guards downstairs. Talking. There wasn’t any physical contact, but all three of you went all caveman. Then you expect me not to feel anything when one of you hugs and allows another girl to kiss you? Not just a simple peck on the cheek, but practically on the mouth. And that wasn’t just a friendly hug. You were practically absorbing her into your body.”

      She snorted, shaking her head in annoyance. “I shouldn’t even be feeling this shit right now. Especially over you. But once you turn on an emotion, it’s damned hard to turn it off again. Whatever. I’m glad you and Maddie have a good relationship despite all the shit the Renchfords put her through. I can sleep a little easier at night now, knowing she won’t fall back into the darkness your brother shoved her into.”

      “Wait,” I choked out, not sure if I should be elated she was upset about this or scared out of my fucking mind. I’d thought she would be glad that Maddie and her family were close with me. “You’re jealous?”

      Silver filtered through her eyes before they turned back to that beautiful aquamarine. “Nope. Not anymore. I already learned one lesson from you. I’m not about to be taught another.”

      Too stunned to figure out how to make my voice work, I watched helplessly as she turned to Sparks. “I would appreciate it if you sat in on this meeting with Ky and Maddie. I’m not currently in a healthy frame of mind to pay attention. Ask her to email me everything, but I’m sure it will all be straightforward.”

      She grabbed Jamie’s wrist and tugged, still speaking only to Sparks. “I’m going to go introduce this guy to Uncle Shane. If you want, I’ll do the same with you and my other uncles later. You’re going to love Drake.”

      Brushing past me, she took a few steps into the conference room. “Hey, Mads. Jamie and I have something really important I need to handle. But Ky and Sparks are going to be here. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “Hayat, you’re acting weird. But okay. We’ll talk later.” Switching her focus from Hayat to me quickly, Maddie waved me in. “Ky, come sit here. This first part is going to be focused on you anyway. Front men are always the spotlight person, and that is something we are going to really have to force down the fans’ throats. Otherwise, Hayat’s popularity might risk the rest of Autumn’s Slumber’s fanbase.”

      All around me, I felt like the air was filling with a flammable gas. One wrong move, one tiny spark, and the place was going to erupt into flames.

      “Strongly disagree,” Hayat snapped, facing off with her friend, suddenly forgetting about taking Jamie to introduce him to her uncle. “Autumn’s Slumber has a strong fanbase already. You should be focusing on the band as a whole. Don’t pull any Yoko Ono on them, Maddie. What makes this band so amazing is how they interact together. Each of these guys has a talent only a few people in the world could understand.”

      “That’s not my intention.” Maddie defended herself. “I’m simply saying that front men are the face of a band. We want people to see Ky and immediately think of Autumn’s Slumber.”

      I didn’t agree with that even a little bit. For one, I didn’t want any of our fans to know who I really was. Their attention should be on our music, not me specifically. Or any of the rest of us individually when it came to Autumn’s Slumber. From the tension I could feel rolling off Sparks and Jamie behind me, I could imagine they were feeling the same way.

      Hayat sighed heavily. “Maybe you aren’t the right social media content creator to be working on Autumn’s Slumber if you’re going to be dividing everyone up. And then there is this whole thing about throwing my own notoriety in their face? Yeah, no. We’re not doing that.”

      Maddie’s eyes widened in shock. “That wasn’t what I was doing. If you would sit down and look at the plan I have mapped out, you would understand.”

      “Telling them that my popularity as Hayat Cutter or Havoc would mess with their fanbase isn’t playing us against one another?”

      “Babe,” I murmured, rubbing my hand down her back. She flinched, moving away from me. A dagger felt like it was being stabbed straight into the center of my heart, slicing it open, but I tried to keep the peace between the two girls. “Take it easy. We can at least listen to what she has to say.”

      Jamie and Sparks both made noises that I should have realized were warning signals, but I was only trying to de-escalate the growing tension filling the room.

      Hayat turned her head, hitting me with an expression that was full of hurt, but also resignation. As if she’d just been waiting for me to say or do something to strip away the frayed threads that I’d felt like I was clinging to in order to keep us linked together.

      “Why are you acting like this?” Maddie demanded. “Are you mad at me? Because I don’t know what I’ve done to piss you off.”

      Blinking a few times, Hayat schooled her face so it was completely neutral, not giving away a single thing she was thinking. And fuck if that didn’t hurt like a sonofabitch.
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      I could see steam coming out of Maddie’s ears, but that was nothing to the flames I could feel burning my face from my own anger. I loved this girl. She was one of my closest friends, my stepcousin. We were family. I had her back. And I’d thought she had mine.

      Finding out Ky was Kyrie Renchford had sent me spiraling for a little while. Terrified I would hurt her. That she would fall into that empty space where she’d wanted to end her own life. I’d tried to set my own feelings aside to protect her, when in reality, there was no need. Ky had made peace with Maddie and her entire immediate family. Possibly even Pop-Pop and Nana. Which also meant that she and the others had known that Kyrie was now Ky Carver. That was a private matter, I understood that, but it would have been nice to have known while I was tripping over my own heartstrings because I’d let Ky fuck me.

      But this was something else entirely. Her social media plan was to exclude me and, from the looks of it, Jamie and Sparks as much as possible to focus solely on Ky.

      I couldn’t help wondering if she’d made that plan to get closer to Ky.

      Then there was that bigger pile of shit she’d thrown right in my face. Whether she was joking about my messing with Autumn’s Slumber’s popularity, I wasn’t sure. Her tone would have sounded teasing to an outsider, but I knew her too well. She was being a total bitch about it.

      Switching my gaze to Sparks, then Jamie, and finally Ky, I smiled, but it felt strained, almost brittle. Like I might break at any moment. And, in all honesty, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t. “I’m going to see Uncle Shane. Alone. Jamie, you stay here and listen to Maddie’s amazing plans for all of you. I’ll introduce you to my uncle later. Right now, I need a moment to clear my head. When I get back, someone other than Maddie will be handling Autumn’s Slumber’s social media accounts.”

      Jamie grasped my hand, his eyes turning into those earnest, sweet, puppy-dog eyes that I loved. “No, baby. I’ll come with you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I told him in a voice that was tight with so many suppressed emotions, it physically hurt to speak. “I just need a little breather. I’m okay. Really.”

      “Hayat, you’re being ridiculous. I’ve got everything already mapped out. You just need to sit down and listen.” Maddie huffed dramatically. “Look, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings just now. But you know Havoc has caused a stir. And that’s going to become an issue for the rest of the band. If we aren’t careful, it could do some real damage. All the attention will be on you and not the talents of the others, especially Ky.”

      Funny how that wasn’t something anyone else had mentioned to me since I’d won the audition. If I was going to be so much trouble for a band Emmie Armstrong was representing, wouldn’t she have already informed me and been on top of that craziness? She would have been all over my ass to get it worked out, do an interview for one of Aunt Harper’s magazines. Make me go live on TikTok to address it. Something. But not wait for Maddie, who was only starting to get her feet wet in the business, to tell me how much trouble I would cause a band that had so much potential.

      Instead, Aunt Emmie had emailed me, saying we needed to use this new turn of events with Havoc being unveiled to our advantage to promote the band.

      “Sparks, do you think Havoc will cause issues with Autumn’s Slumber?” I asked, not looking at him.

      “No, goddess.” His words caressed me, trying to soothe, but my heart hurt too badly for it to heal.

      “What about you, Jamie? Will my being the band’s drummer cause problems for you? Do you think I’m going to overshadow anyone? That I’ll harm Autumn’s Slumber in any way?”

      “Fuck no, Hellion. After your audition, I can’t see us being whole without you with us now.”

      Swallowing around the thick lump in my throat, I didn’t look at Ky. I couldn’t and wouldn’t break down, and I refused to shed a single tear over anyone today. “And you?” I murmured. “What do you say, Ky? Is my presence in your band going to ruin anything?”

      “Fuck,” he groaned, scrubbing a hand over his face in frustration. “Hayat…”

      I willed myself not to cry, to not even change the way I was breathing so he wouldn’t know how his hesitation hurt. How it fucking killed a piece of me. That first blow Saturday had knocked me back a few steps, but it sure as hell hadn’t taught me any valuable lessons. That much was apparent. This one, the way his voice was full of uncertainty, like he was considering Maddie’s words and agreeing with them, opened a wound in me that I didn’t think could ever be healed.

      And he still hadn’t said anything past my name. I counted the seconds that turned into a full minute before moving. “Someone should call Atticus. He won’t ruin anything for Autumn’s Slumber.”

      Keep it together. Keep it together. Keep it the fuck together.

      I chanted over and over in my head as I turned and walked back to the elevator. Cocking a brow at the two guards standing on either side, I garbled out, “Studio. Now,” and one of them jumped into action to unlock the door and the floor I needed access to.

      “Hayat!” Ky yelled behind me. “Wait.”

      He wanted me to wait, yet I didn’t hear him coming after me. Did he expect me to be the one to come to him? After he’d destroyed me not once, but twice now?

      Fuck him.

      “Goddess, wait for us. We’ll come with you.” Sparks sounded pissed, and I could hear stomping feet behind me.

      “Babe, let’s just leave.” Jamie, my sweet boy, had a note in his tone that made me feel protected. Why did I ever think he was a golden retriever? He was my cute, cuddly, vicious pit bull. And I loved him so fucking much. All of them. Jamie, Sparks, and—God, why do you hate me so much—Ky.

      “Hurry. Hurry. Hurry,” I begged the guards.

      Keeping my back turned to the doors, I whispered a choked “Thank you” when they closed before any of the guys could reach me.

      Let them go talk to Maddie. Let her convince them to focus on Ky and drown out the others in the band. Did Aunt Trinity know her stepdaughter was trying to Yoko Ono my band?

      Not my band any longer.

      I would only ruin it.

      Hurt them.

      They needed someone else.

      Someone who wouldn’t pull all the attention away from the others.

      It didn’t take long before the elevator doors opened again. Yet another pair of security guards were waiting there. I stepped through the doors, fighting my tears for all I was worth. “Shane?” I rasped.

      Recognizing me, one of them pointed toward a door I knew well. He was in the studio. Whether he was working on music already recorded or with a band to lay down tracks, I didn’t know, and I really didn’t care. My fingers fumbled opening the door, and then I walked in and carefully shut the thick door behind me just as the first tear spilled free.

      Shane Stevenson sat in front of a sound board that looked like something from a sci-fi movie. But when I entered, he jerked his head up, his blue-gray eyes turning on me with an angry glare. Seeing me, he jumped up out of his seat, crossing the distance to the door and wrapping me in his arms.

      “Hayat, sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Cupping my tear-soaked face in his hands, he tried to brush away the curls that were sticking to my cheeks. “Honey, why are you crying?”

      Of course he was worried. How often did I cry?

      Well, recently, it had been at least once a day. But before meeting my rockers, it had been a rare occasion. I let things roll off my back. Amusement and anger were the primary emotions that I allowed through. Tears had no place in my busy life. What the fuck did I have to be sad about anyway?

      Nothing.

      Until I met Autumn’s Slumber.

      “I-I…” I didn’t know what to say. Or do.

      I could not go back to the floor where my guys where—two guys who were mine, and the other…

      I didn’t know who he belonged to.

      Fuck him.

      He could be whoever’s.

      I didn’t need him.

      And Sparks and Jamie?

      I would just be ruining things for them. Their friendship with Ky. Their band. Autumn’s Slumber was the three of them. It didn’t matter who their drummer was. But it was very obvious that it shouldn’t, couldn’t—fucking would not—be me.

      “Poppy,” I whispered. “I want Poppy.”

      Uncle Shane kissed my temple and guided me over to one of the rolling chairs in front of his spaceship board of buttons and dials. Thankfully, no one was in the recording studio next door, or they would have seen me sobbing and snotting all over the place through the thick window of the soundproof room.

      Through my crying, I heard some of what Uncle Shane said. “…showed up. In the studio… No fucking clue what’s wrong… All she says is she wants you… You’re here? Thank fuck, bro. Get down here. ASAP.”

      Tossing the phone in the other chair, Uncle Shane knelt down and took my hands in both of his. “Jesse is on his way, babycakes. Don’t you worry. Your poppy will be here to take care of everything.”

      All I could do was nod, not bothering to wipe my drenched cheeks or the snot bubbling out of one nostril. Gross. My guys would have probably puked at the sight of me like that. And that only made me cry harder.

      Through blurry eyes, I saw Shane’s face morph into something scary. “I need you to tell me if someone hurt you in any way, Hayat.”

      I shook my head, slinging tears and who knew what in the process.

      “You’re not bruised or bleeding?” Again with the vehemently shaken head. “Did you bump your head? Anything broken or swollen?”

      Only my heart.

      “N-no,” I whispered just as the door opened.

      Tensing because I was half expecting one of my rockers, I was able to release a relieved breath when Poppy stormed in. His eyes rapidly swirled from one shade of brown to another, a comforting sight in the middle of my emotional, chaotic breakdown.

      “I fucked up,” I whispered, looking up at the one man I knew would never judge me. Who, if it was possible, would make anything better if it meant I was happy. But I knew that not all things were possible. And this thing, with my three rockers? When only two of them truly wanted me?

      Impossible.

      Poppy flipped the lock on the door and then crossed to me in quick strides of his long legs. Bending made him grimace, because his knees weren’t as great as they used to be. But his callused hands were tender as they tucked my tear-dampened hair behind my ears, his swirling brown eyes full of wrath and love and all the terrible things he was going to do to whoever had caused my tears.

      “Tell me everything, Hayat. I’ll fix it,” he promised, just like I knew he would.

      “I fell in love,” I choked out, and his eyes widened. “But I shouldn’t love them, right?”

      Some of the brown of his eyes softened. “Them, meaning more than one person, precious?”

      Using the sleeve of my hoodie, I wiped it over my nose and cheeks, smearing away the snot and tears. “Autumn’s Slumber.”

      “The new band we’re signing?” Shane asked from somewhere, but all I could see was my poppy.

      “She’s their drummer,” Poppy told him.

      “W-w-was,” I corrected. “I was the drummer. Ky doesn’t want me. And Maddie…” Another sob tore from my chest, making my entire body ache. “Maddie said I’ll mess it all up. It will be my fault. So Ky doesn’t want me. I-I don’t think he ever really did.”

      Wiping his thumb under my right eye, Poppy lifted a brow. “And he said that? This Ky idiot, he told you he didn’t want you?”

      “I don’t wanna talk about him,” I rasped, my throat on fire from all the crying and sobbing. “I’m gonna have to leave Sparks and Jamie. I can’t take them away from Ky. Or Autumn’s Slumber. It’s better if they get Atticus to replace me. He won’t mess with their popularity. They won’t have to worry if fans love them because of their music or because of me. Atticus won’t cause the drama that I do. He won’t hurt their following. I’ll just mess it up for them. And they deserve a chance. I-it’s okay. I don’t want to fuck it up for them any more than I already have.”

      “Hayat—”

      “I thought I found where I was supposed to be, Poppy,” I told my grandfather, trying to smile through the pain and tears. “I thought I’d found my home. With them. All three of them. They each… They made me love them. And I can’t have them. Or the band. Because Havoc will fuck it all up.”

      “You love them,” Poppy repeated quietly. “These three rockers of Autumn’s Slumber, the same band that is going to be working at your dad’s club for the next year.”

      “Sparks and Jamie, I love them. Yeah. They’re great. Sweet and kind of adorable at times. And just so damn lovable. Jamie’s like this pit bull. You know how vicious they can be, Poppy? Well, they aren’t really. And they protect the people they care about. And Sparks, he had it rough growing up, but he didn’t let that change his heart. He was grumpy at first, but then I got to know him a little, and he took such good care of me.” I sniffled, my head starting to throb. “I shouldn’t love Ky. He’s an asshole. He agrees with Maddie that I’ll mess everything up. But…”

      I pressed my fist to my chest, my vision blurring again as giant tears spilled down my cheeks. “Why isn’t there an off button, Poppy? Why do I still love him, even though I know I shouldn’t? Even after he already showed me that I was stupid to trust him with my heart. Why won’t it stop? It hurts. It hurts so bad.”
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      Sparks’s fist landed against my shoulder. “You stupid motherfucker!” he roared, getting in my face. “Open your eyes, you dumb shit. All you had to do was reassure her that we need her, that we aren’t us without her. That Autumn’s Slumber is nothing without her. And you just stood there, looking at her like you believed everything this little twit said was true.”

      “No,” I denied, shaking my head vehemently. “She knows I wasn’t agreeing with Maddie. Hayat has more self-confidence than that.”

      Jamie’s fist connected with my other shoulder. His muscles were leaner than Sparks’s, but he packed a hell of a punch. “You fucked everything up. Everything, Ky.” His eyes cut across the room to where Maddie stood, looking unsure, her fingers crumpling the papers in her hands. “Little girl, I suggest you get back to your office, and you let Emmie Armstrong know that we’re waiting for her. Because Hayat was right. You are not going to be in charge of our social media accounts.”

      “You guys haven’t even given me a chance yet,” she argued. “Can you three calm down for five minutes and listen to what I have to say?”

      “No,” Sparks and Jamie said in unison. “Because you have nothing we want to hear,” Sparks continued.

      Raking my fingers through my hair, I paced a few steps then turned back. This was bullshit. Hayat was just overreacting. Once she calmed down a little, we could figure everything else out. I wouldn’t make threats like I did last time, not when I’d seen the jealousy in her eyes over Maddie. Which had been ridiculous, but valid to a point. I wouldn’t have been pleased if she’d let anyone not related to her by blood hug and kiss her cheek.

      “Let’s listen to her plan,” I told my bandmates. “By the time this meeting is over, Hayat will have calmed down enough to have a rational conversation. Then we can go to the studio to talk to Shane Stevenson about the single and—”

      “Dumbest fucker I’ve ever met,” Sparks muttered under his breath. Waving a hand toward the conference table, he said snidely, “Go ahead, Ky. Listen to whatever Blondie has planned for you. Because that’s what this is going to be about. You. Not Autumn’s Slumber, not Hayat or Jamie or me. You and only you.”

      “Whatever, man. Maddie knows what she’s doing.” I turned to face my niece’s biological mother. “Tell them, Maddie. Lay it out so they will understand how wrong they are.”

      She squared her shoulders. “Well, first, we’re going to need more videos of you in the studio. Preferably with no makeup or masks. The world needs to see the real you. Then I’m going to push you vocals on all the platforms. TikTok videos, YouTube, reels on Facebook, Instagram. Your voice is the draw we’re going to focus on, and then we’ll slowly incorporate the other members of the band, so they don’t overshadow your talent.”

      Jamie barked a dry laugh. “Hellion was right. All you care about is Ky. There are four of us in this band. We’re a unit.”

      Disappointment and frustration crashed over me in powerful waves. “Why are you so focused on me, Maddie?”

      “Because we’re going to show Hadley Renchford how amazing you are while she struggles to get Holden to pass intro classes in college. This can be your revenge, Ky.”

      “Fuck’s sake,” Sparks grunted.

      “Shut up, man,” I growled at him, keeping my eyes on Maddie’s. Hers had a wildness to them. Her need for revenge against my stepmother and the rest of my family was something I understood, but I’d thought she would be over this shit by now. Maddie had a successful career of her own. Hadley and Holden should have been wiped from her mind. They didn’t deserve to live rent-free in her head, twisting her up inside the way they continued to do.

      “Maddie, honey,” I said softly. “You have to let that go. I don’t want revenge against the Renchfords. And sweetheart, you shouldn’t either. We both moved on from them. We have lives that are full of love and success and the kind of happiness they will never understand. Because they are greedy, selfish pieces of trash.”

      “But, Kyrie—”

      “Ky,” I corrected her. “I won’t let you use me in this vendetta you still have against them, Maddie. And I sure as fuck won’t let you hurt my band and Hayat to accomplish it. I’m sorry, but Hayat was right. We don’t want you having control over any aspect of our band, especially our social media.”

      Tears filled her eyes, spilling like diamonds down her pretty face. She looked so fragile, breakable. Not the strong, fierce woman Hayat was—the woman who owned me. And I’d fucking let her get on that elevator and leave me.

      Fuck!

      I wanted Sparks and Jamie to punch me again, until the pain and the panic inside me dissipated. Beat the fuck out of me until I couldn’t stand and had to crawl to Hayat on my hands and knees to beg her to forgive me for hesitating. For not immediately reassuring her that we were in this together. That Havoc wasn’t going to hurt Autumn’s Slumber, because we weren’t a band without her now.

      We were nothing without our Hellion.

      “But I thought you understood,” Maddie whispered.

      “I do, Maddie. More than anyone, I understand the pain they can inflict. But you’re letting it rot a piece of you that they never should have touched. And if I let you use me and Autumn’s Slumber to continue to punish them, you’re never going to fully heal.”

      “I-it would have driven them crazy,” she murmured, looking down at the papers in her hands. “Seeing your face everywhere, hearing your voice on every radio station. Holden would have gone dark, knowing he would never measure up to you. And Hadley, she would have gone into a rage. I bet she would have broken everything in their house. It would have eaten at her, every minute of the day. Just like they deserve for all those horrible things they said about me, about Avalyn. About my family.”

      Her pain and heartache, both caused by Hadley, was something I was familiar with. I’d let my stepmother get into my head. She’d turned me into a person I didn’t like for many, many years. But I’d moved on. Maddie’s trauma from them went deeper than my own. She’d given birth, then had to face the guilt of giving her child up for adoption, all while being called a whore to her face by people who didn’t know the real her.

      Jamie nudged me, causing me to turn my head to find three women walking into the conference room. One looked so much like Hayat, my breath caught. That had to be Trinity, her aunt and Maddie’s stepmom. The other was Natalie Cutter, but the one we all couldn’t take our eyes off was the green-eyed woman with gray-streaked red hair.

      Emmie Armstrong was a legend in the rock world, and her temper was something that even powerful men in the business cowered away from. Right at that moment, her eyes glittered at Maddie for a long moment before the blonde ducked her head, her cheeks heating with shame.

      “Mom, I know I messed up,” Maddie started, sounding remorseful.

      Trinity held up her hand, cutting off her stepdaughter. “We’re going to sit down and discuss that later, honey. Right now, let’s focus on work.”

      Turning slowly, Emmie drifted her gaze over my bandmates and me assessingly, looking for any and all faults. The longer she looked at us, the more her eyes glittered, her lips pressing into a hard line.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said in a voice devoid of any emotion. “Maddie is going to go to her office, and she will not be involved in any capacity where Autumn’s Slumber is concerned. Actually, Maddie, we will be hiring two more social media content creators to help lighten your load.”

      “But—” Maddie tried to interrupt, appearing unhappy about this new development.

      “I’m still speaking.” Emmie cut off the younger girl, not sparing her so much as a glance. “I will personally find a social media content creator for Autumn’s Slumber. They will be focused solely on your band because, as I told Hayat in my email earlier in the week, her popularity is going to drive the numbers into another orbit for you. That is, if you still want Havoc as your drummer. If, however, you’ve changed your mind, I will hand your social media calendar over to one of my other content creators. Someone mentioned a drummer named Atticus. If he’s who you prefer, speak up now.”

      “We want Hayat,” Sparks told her, speaking for the three of us. Jamie nodded.

      One light-red brow lifted at me. “Is that a unanimous decision?”

      “Hayat is ours,” I told her point-blank. “We’ve been waiting our entire lives for her.”

      “Smart choice.” Emmie turned her back on us to speak to the other two women. “She goes back into therapy starting now. Get her in to see someone this week. Today, if possible.”

      Trinity nodded. “I already called Dawson. He’s making a few calls.”

      “I don’t need therapy!” Maddie whined.

      Ignoring her, Emmie shifted her gaze to Natalie. “This puts you and Trinity in a tight position. Your loyalties are pulled in opposite directions. Natalie, they are both your granddaughters. I understand how hard this must be for you to handle. That’s why I’m stepping in. Autumn’s Slumber is my responsibility from here on.”

      Natalie nodded. “I agree. Maddie made some very questionable choices, and I’m going to let Trinity sort that out. I don’t want to cause more friction between Hayat and Maddie, so it’s best I stay out of the business side of this. That doesn’t mean I have any control over how Devlin handles what took place today.”

      “That’s family business, not work,” Emmie said with a shrug. She glanced over her shoulder at us. All three of us stood up a little straighter. “Jamie and Sparks, if you would please follow me?”

      My friends rushed forward, ready to follow her anywhere. I took a step in the same direction, but green eyes zeroed in on me, freezing me in place. “Ky Carver, your services are no longer needed today. Security will show you out. You can leave the same way you came.”

      “I need to see Hayat,” I argued.

      “What you need is irrelevant to me. Hayat has no wish to see you. And since there will be no meetings for Autumn’s Slumber here today, your presence is no longer required or desired.” She sneered at me. “In case you can’t understand basic English, let me dumb it down for you. My niece doesn’t want to see you, so get the fuck out of my building before I have you thrown out of a window. Which would be a pity, really. I’ve seen the videos of your performances. It would be such a waste of talent. But trust me, I’d have you replaced before the end of the week.”

      And now I understood firsthand why her clients called her the fire-breather. She had just roasted the skin from my bones, leaving me in a pile of ash.

      But I wasn’t going to back down until I saw my girl. “Hayat can tell me she doesn’t want to see me herself. If she does, I’ll leave willingly.”

      “Of course,” Emmie said with a sigh. Dialing something on her phone, she placed it on speaker, and we heard it ring twice before someone answered.

      “Em, is it taken care of?” a deep voice demanded. In the background, I heard a few sniffles, and I clenched my hands at my sides. Hayat. She was crying.

      Sparks whispered something vicious in Spanish, while Jamie’s hands curled into fists.

      “Almost, Jesse. I’ll be down with Sparks and Jamie momentarily. First, let me speak to Hayat.”

      “Emmie,” Jesse warned.

      “Just a few moments,” she soothed. “And then I won’t bother her again.”

      Cursing, I heard him shift and then Hayat’s soft voice. “Aunt Emmie?”

      My knees went weak at the sound of her hoarse, tear-filled tone. “Sweetheart, are you sure you don’t want to see Ky?”

      “No!” she cried. “Please don’t bring him down here. I can’t… I won’t deal with him right now, Aunt Emmie.”

      “Hayat,” I rasped, stepping closer so she could hear me more clearly.

      “Go home, Ky,” Hayat commanded in a voice that was suddenly hard and assured. “Call Atticus and ask him to be your drummer. I don’t want to see you.”

      Taking the phone off speaker, Emmie spoke softly into the receiver before hanging up. “Jamie, Sparks, if you care for Hayat, please come with me. Ky, security will escort you out.”

      Without waiting for us to comply, she turned on her heel and walked from the room. Sparks and Jamie snarled at me as they passed, Sparks pushing the bag with our band gear in it against my chest before jogging to catch up with Emmie and Jamie.

      And I stood there, frozen, knowing I’d fucked up yet again.
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      At some point, Uncle Shane left the studio, leaving Poppy and me sitting in the rolly chairs. All my crying, something I wasn’t used to doing, had left me with a stuffy nose and a pulsing sinus headache. Poppy sat with his chair rolled close enough to mine to hold my hand.

      Sometimes, that was all I needed. Big, bald, scary Jesse Thornton to sit in silence and hold my hand for me to know that the world hadn’t ended—even if it felt like it had. We were still there. His warm fingers wrapped around mine. I could hear his even breathing. See the shift of the shades of brown in his eyes.

      My uncles Luca and Lyric had that same gene. Both sets of Luca’s twins had it too, all of the boys. But Lyric had two sets of twins as well, and only one pair of them shared that same gene. To strangers, it could be a little creepy at first. Like watching a person’s eyes turn all demonic in an episode of Supernatural, depending on their mood.

      But I loved the change. When I was a little girl, I would lie on his chest for hours, watching his eyes change shades of brown, trying to decipher what each one of them meant. It took a long time for me to figure it out, but now I was confident in what each color signified. Right then, they were telling me he was holding back his anger. He was sad for me, but he loved me.

      I wished with all my heart he was my biological grandfather, so that I might have something of him living inside me. But he and Gammy had adopted my mom when they got married, so the only thing I had that belonged to him was a piece of his heart hidden safely inside my own.

      “Is it wrong that I love all three of them?” I finally asked, not because I needed to fill the silence, but because I wanted his opinion.

      Still holding my hand, he turned so he was facing me more. “Some people are going to tell you it’s wrong, Hayat. But those people aren’t anyone who matters. These boys, do they treat you well?”

      “Sparks and Jamie are intense, but they make me feel like I’m the only person in the world good enough to belong to them. They can calm me with a smile or a simple brush of their fingers down my cheek. When I’m not with them, they worry nonstop.”

      Poppy nodded as I spoke, his lips slightly tipping up at the edges. “And the other one, Ky?”

      “He told me he loves me, Poppy,” I admitted. “But…I don’t think he understands what that word means. Because he hasn’t done anything to actually show me. Sparks and Jamie, they haven’t said the words yet, but I can feel it. Like an electrical current just beneath my skin.”

      “But you love him, this Ky?”

      My stomach did a somersault. “Yes. As much as I don’t want to, I love him.”

      “That fast?”

      Despite my swollen eyes and red, snotty nose, I smirked at my grandfather. “Really, Poppy? How many times have you told Evan and me about how you walked into Aunt Emmie’s office, saw Gammy sitting across from her, and were gone for her?”

      “True,” he agreed. “And then I saw Lana and Lucy, and I knew those girls were meant to be my family too. Lana was too old to adopt, but Lucy became my baby the moment I put that ring on Layla’s hand.”

      “And then you had to have the demon twins?” I lightly teased.

      My uncles had given my grandparents ulcers, I was sure of it, but when they weren’t causing mayhem, they were great guys. Just like Poppy, the man who didn’t care what I did—as long as it didn’t get me thrown in jail or dead, and even then, the jail part was negotiable. All he wanted was for me to be happy.

      For a hot minute, I had been.

      Maybe I could be with Jamie and Sparks, but would something always feel like it was missing?

      I thought I’d found my band, something that had always seemed to be absent inside me, like an organ that hadn’t been strong enough to fully develop yet. Auditioning for Autumn’s Slumber had been the Miracle-Gro that I’d needed, and I’d finally found the place I’d thought I was meant to be.

      Then came Jamie and Sparks—and Ky.

      That was when my hot minute turned to ashes, and I’d been floundering ever since. Even when Jamie took me from Abi’s house, back to my guys, nothing had gone right since. Because of Ky.

      I shouldn’t have felt greedy. Having Jamie and Sparks—if they still wanted me—should have been enough for me. I’d find another band. It wouldn’t be the perfect fit like Autumn’s Slumber, but I’d make do. And I’d have two of the three rockers who possessed my heart.

      It was more than poor Abi had. Her maybe-husband was dead at the hands of his sister, and she was likely pregnant. Not that she’d told me yet, but we were both keeping secrets from each other left and right. Keeping things from my bestie was why I was having such bad karma, or why fate had a hair stuck up her ass and was being such a bitch to me. Karma and fate needed to get laid and leave me the fuck alone. I didn’t actively go out and screw around with their existence. They needed to show the same courtesy, damn it.

      Two taps on the studio door were all the warning we got before it opened. Aunt Emmie walked in, but she barely cleared the doorway before Jamie was rushing past her and lifting me into his arms. Instinctively, my legs wrapped around him, and I buried my face in his thick, blond hair that hung around his shoulder, hiding my swollen eyes and red nose from him.

      Sparks came up behind me, his hands rubbing up and down my spine in firm strokes, attempting to melt away the tension that was causing my body to ache. Lifting an arm, I reached for him, pulling him closer so I was hugging them both.

      Fresh tears filled my eyes, but I kept my face hidden in Jamie’s hair so it didn’t upset my guys. Sparks did not do well with tears. He got this look in his eyes that reminded me of something I’d seen in Sammy’s. A little touch of insanity, a huge dose of blood lust. It was scary and kind of hot when I saw it in Sparks’s brown eyes. But I didn’t want to be the reason he went around stabbing people.

      “Boys, I expect you to take her home—her parents’ house,” Poppy clarified. “She doesn’t want to be around Ky. And I think she needs a day or two to think about what she really wants.”

      “She wants us,” Jamie told him, not sounding the least bit intimidated by my grandfather. Which was kind of hot. Jesse Thornton could be scary as fuck at times. Jamie talking back to him could have got him a beatdown.

      “She wants you and… Are you Sparks?” Poppy asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Sparks muttered respectfully, making me smile despite the tears that kept flowing.

      “That your legal name?” Poppy questioned.

      “Jess,” Aunt Emmie cut in. “Let’s talk later.”

      Oh shit. That meant she knew exactly who Sparks had been before he’d joined the band. She knew, but she wasn’t going to stop representing him and Autumn’s Slumber. Fuck, I loved her. After her own screwed-up childhood, she had empathy for others and believed in second chances. For the most part, at least.

      But it made me curious about Jamie and what she’d learned about him. He hadn’t told me much about his past, but I didn’t need to know. Not his or Sparks’s or Ky’s.

      What mattered was the men they were now.

      Even if Ky was a jerkface prick.

      “Lucy and Harris are expecting her home. They’re both at work, but they are aware that Hayat isn’t feeling the best, so they will be home this afternoon,” Poppy announced. “And I’ll be stopping by later tonight to make sure she’s there. Until she’s certain about what she wants—and who she wants—you will let her have time to think.”

      “She can think at our place,” Jamie argued, not backing down. I snuggled closer, needing his pit bull cuddles and the feeling of being utterly safe in his arms. Not just safe in the from danger kind of way. But safe in that I knew my heart was protected with this man. “She has her own room. If she’s mad at Ky, we won’t let him in there.”

      “Jamie, I want to go to my parents’ place,” I told him quietly, and I felt him turn to stone. “I’m sorry. But Ky… I just need a little distance from him until I’ve thought about a few things.”

      “Do they have a spare room Sparks and I can bunk in?” Jamie asked hopefully. “I don’t want to be so far from you, Hellion.”

      “I’ll make sure Lucy and Harris let you two visit often,” Poppy promised, his tone firm but reasonable. “Hayat’s tired. You two boys take her home.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sparks said again, grumbling under his breath, “Wait until I get my hands on Ky.”

      “Play nice, boys,” Aunt Emmie warned, but in that sweet tone that said she was only saying the words for whatever legal reasons. What she really meant was Whatever you do, don’t leave any evidence behind. And if you decide not to kill him, don’t leave any marks that can easily be seen. “I’ll be in touch. Take good care of our girl.”
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      Sparks opened the back door of his car and then helped me out while I still had Hayat wrapped around me like a cuddly koala. When I was out, he combed his fingers through her tangled hair, his face tormented as he saw the trails left behind from her tears.

      Muttering a curse, he took her from me. With a growl from me, but a happy sigh from Hellion, I relinquished her to him. Wrapping herself around him exactly as she had me, she pressed her face into his neck and let her hair fall over his shoulder. Kissing her forehead, he reluctantly started up the pathway to the Cutters’ front porch.

      Following behind them at a slower pace, I pressed the doorbell and waited for someone to answer. It was the middle of the day. Would her parents even be home?

      It took a few minutes, but the door finally opened, and Evan Cutter stood there, staring at me with sleep-blurred eyes. He was a more welcome sight than that Bentley motherfucker. Added bonus for the kid wearing long basketball shorts and a tank top. The top of his head reached past the top of the doorframe. He would have to duck to get through. He was only seventeen, so he still had a few more years of growing to get through.

      Seeing his sister in Sparks’s arms, he snapped fully awake. “What the fuck did you do to my sister?”

      Hayat finally lifted her head and gave her brother a weak smile, sniffling because her nose was still stuffy from all the crying she’d done. “Hey, baby bro. This is Sparks and Jamie. They’re mine.”

      Eyes the same shade as his sister’s narrowed, brows puckered up like a wrinkled bulldog. “What do you mean by that, Hayat? They’re your friends? Or they’re your fuck boys or—”

      Sparks’s snarl had the kid’s voice fading, and he took two steps backward into the house. “Right. Not my business. Got it. Come on in. Mom and Dad are at work. Don’t worry, I’ll let you be the one to give Dad that aneurysm by explaining who these guys are to you.”

      As Sparks carried her inside, she sniffled again, which had Evan grabbing my arm when I followed. “She’s been crying?”

      “Little bro, right now, the only thing you need to know is that Sparks and I are not the reason for her tears. You have an issue with someone making her cry, get the fuck in line.”

      “Who made her cry?” he whisper-roared, flames of wrath shooting high in his aquamarine eyes.

      “Ask Maddie Dawson,” I suggested, following my friend as he carried our girl up the stairs.

      Hayat’s room was a mixture of darks with a random splash of purple. Band posters were framed on her walls, all of them signed. Her bed was a simple queen-size with a lavender-colored comforter that had a huge black skull in the middle. A desk sat near a window that held her laptop, a few books, and a rolling chair.

      Placing Hayat on her bed, Sparks started to step back, but she grabbed hold of his shirt. “Could you…stay?”

      Hearing that quaver in her voice, seeing the uncertainty in her eyes, killed me. Ky’s bullshit was rolling over onto us, making her unsure of our feelings. How much we worshiped this girl I would give up everything for. Every. Fucking. Thing.

      Sparks caught my eye, his expression reflecting the torment I felt. Hayat gave a tug on his shirt, and he didn’t hesitate. Kicking off his shoes, he climbed into bed beside her. Hayat pressed her face into his chest, her arm going around him. But then her head popped up, and she looked right at me. “Jamie, please.”

      That was all I needed, and I was pulling my shirt over my head, toeing off my shoes, and crawling in behind her. My hand slid between her and Sparks, flattening against her stomach and tucking her back against me. For a little bit, Sparks and I played a mild game of tug-of-war, until she giggled and just closed her eyes.

      “I love you both,” she mumbled, already falling asleep. “So much it hurts.”

      Hearing Sparks gulp, I met his gaze over her head. Tears stung my eyes, but that was nothing to the emotions in my friend’s brown eyes. Hayat sighed in her sleep, burrowing between us as if she was cold. I grabbed the end of the covers and pulled them up over us.

      “I swear, Jamie. If Ky ever makes her feel like this again, I will take pleasure in hanging him upside down and draining him of every drop of blood in his body.” Sparks brushed a light kiss over Hayat’s forehead.

      “Do it,” I encouraged. “I’ll put a few drops in a vial for her to wear as a pendant around her neck. A warning she can show off to anyone who so much as thinks about hurting our Hellion. Fuck with our girl, we’ll just add your blood as a token of our love around her neck.”

      For all of two seconds, Sparks’s feral frown shifted to a half smile. But then it was back, and he was tucking Hayat’s head to his chest, letting her even breaths soothe the darkness inside him.

      We didn’t stay long, not wanting to cause a commotion when her parents got home from work and risk waking her up. On our way out, we waved at Evan, who was eating cereal out of a giant Tupperware bowl. It was filled to the brim, but he was a literal giant, so I figured it took a lot of food to keep him going. I stopped long enough to talk to him and give him my cell number, along with Sparks’s. Letting him know to call either of us if his sister needed anything.

      Sparks drove back to Carver Towers, neither of us talking much. We were both lost in our own heads, our own fears, our own rage. Seeing Hayat’s swollen, bloodshot eyes, her red nose, the tracks from her tears down her face, had ripped something open in me. And while I knew Maddie had played a part in that, it was Ky—along with Sparks and me—who was responsible for keeping our girl’s eyes dry.

      He hadn’t protected Hayat’s heart. Hadn’t given her the reassurance that she needed. Hadn’t gone after her when she’d walked away.

      She’d been hesitant with him since Saturday night, but what happened back at the ASM office had felt like the final nail in his coffin. His actions—or, rather, his lack of reaction—had hurt Hayat. And I couldn’t let that stand.

      Ky had told Hayat he loved her, but what had he done to show her?

      Words were so easy to utter, but actions were a labor of the love a person performed for the ones who meant the most to them.

      Parking in his usual spot, Sparks turned off the car but didn’t reach for the door. He glanced over at me for a long moment, and I saw his throat bob before he turned his gaze out the front window, his hands clenched around the steering wheel. “Are we…” He closed his eyes, knocking his head against the seat over and over. “Are we going to lose her, Jamie?”

      Pain I hadn’t felt since the last day I’d seen my biological family tore through my chest, but this time, it was a hundred times worse. My parents had always been absent, my siblings fucked up from the unchecked choices they’d made since our nannies had switched so often that they didn’t have any actual supervision. I’d left because I didn’t want to become like any of them. Any fuckups would be my own and not something I would blame on others. Not my parents, or my older brother and sister, or the nannies. I was responsible for me and no one else.

      But losing Hayat?

      That wasn’t going to happen. I wouldn’t accept it. Ky’s fuckups wouldn’t destroy my current and future happiness with the best thing to ever happen to me.

      Before Hayat, I would have said all I needed was my two best friends, my bass guitar, and Autumn’s Slumber.

      Now?

      I would walk away from everything, everyone, just for her. She was the one thing I couldn’t live without. And I sure as fuck wasn’t going to try.

      “We’re not losing her,” I gritted out, pissed that it was even a thought in his head. That because of Ky’s stupidity, it was a possibility.

      “What if she doesn’t want Ky anymore? And what if by her not wanting him, she doesn’t want us?” His eyes were still clenched closed, his olive skin turning gray, but his cheeks were pink with the emotion he was desperately trying to hold back. “I love her, Jamie. And I never thought I would love anyone, not like this. She’s this sassy goddess with legs for days and hair that smells like heaven. When she smiles, everything shitty that I ever did doesn’t matter. My demons don’t terrorize me when she holds my hand. And that sassy mouth. Fuck! I want to hear her tear me or you or anyone else apart, while at the same time stuff my dick in her mouth to shut her up. Losing her means losing all the good parts that I’m only just now discovering about myself.”

      Grasping his shoulder, I squeezed, hard. “You and I aren’t losing her. Ky has his own choices to make. Although, I’m not sure that’s going to matter to Hayat, but whatever. She’s got plenty of reasons to block him out. But that girl is ours, Sparks. We’re going to take care of her. Love her. Ensure every one of her needs is met. And if that means saying goodbye to Ky and Autumn’s Slumber, then that’s what we do.”

      Breath rushing out of him, Sparks swallowed roughly and glared around the garage of our apartment building. An attendant sat in his little office, feet propped up, watching something on an old-school mini-television, maybe a baseball game. Sparks and Ky had been friends before I’d joined their little group, so I knew this was a hard decision for him.

      Stabbing his fingers through his hair, he screamed from between clenched teeth before reaching for his door. I followed, the two of us walking to the elevator that would take us straight up to the penthouse.

      Walking into the apartment, we took two steps inside, and Ky came out of the living room. His hair was sticking up in all directions, his gray eyes so wild, I expected lightning to flash across them from the storminess within. “Where is she?” he demanded, his eyes flickering around, as if we were hiding her behind us.

      “Where is she?” Sparks repeated quietly, each word barely a whisper. Snorting a laugh that held no humor, he drew back and punched Ky straight in the face.

      Staggering back, Ky held his jaw, now sporting a growing, matching bruise to the one on Sparks’s face that Miguel had given him days earlier. “What the fuck is your problem?”

      “You!” Sparks yelled, his chest heaving as he flexed his fingers. His knuckles were split open again, blood slowly dripping down his fingers. “You’re the fucking problem, Ky. You let some chick come up to you and hug you, practically fucking kiss you on the lips, and you didn’t correct her. Didn’t put distance between you. Didn’t even tell her that you have a girlfriend who was standing right there watching you like her heart wasn’t breaking. Then that same girl attempted to alienate us, all of us, when this band is about unity. About family. You know, the one we created together. But you tell us to hear her out. To listen to this grand plan to promote us across social media. All of this after Hayat told you she didn’t think Maddie was the right fit, that the plan wasn’t how we wanted to present Autumn’s Slumber. But instead of correcting Maddie, again, you let her treat our girl like she was going to fuck everything up.”

      Ky shook his head. “I was just trying to de-escalate the growing tension. We were there to discuss work, not for the girls to throw down in an all-out brawl.”

      “Right,” Sparks said with a snort, but he was practically shaking with his anger. “Of course that was what you were doing. Fucking moron. You were still attempting to make up for whatever it is that you think you owe that girl. Some shit you weren’t a part of and didn’t even know about until after it all happened. You put her feelings first over Hayat’s, when she is the one who matters. Hayat comes first over anything and anyone.”

      Shaking his head in exasperation, Sparks walked away from Ky, all the way to the other side of the living room, before turning on him again. “And then when Hayat asked our opinions? You just stood there…what? Tongue-tied because you weren’t sure how to ‘de-escalate the tension’? Or because you didn’t want to hurt poor, pitiful Maddie’s feelings?”

      He rubbed at his throbbing jaw. “I…I don’t know why I hesitated.”

      “Right,” I sneered. “You’re so full of shit, Ky. Seeing that Maddie girl got you all flustered.” I shook my head.

      “Hayat thinks she’s going to fuck up the band,” I informed Ky, because he didn’t seem to be focused on that. “She let your little friend get in her head, because you allowed her to. Now, she’s telling Emmie Armstrong to get Atticus to take her place.”

      All the color drained from Ky’s face. Taking a stumbling step back, he dropped down on the edge of the long end of the sectional. I glanced around the room, taking in the space that we’d created as a comfort for all three of us. Now, without Hayat there, it felt empty. Lifeless.

      Fuck that.

      “We’ll fix this,” Ky muttered, scrubbing a hand over his face and into his hair. “Once we talk to her, she’ll understand why I hesitated, and we can erase all that bullshit from her head.”

      Sparks shot me another look, and we both rolled our eyes. “There is no we in this plan of yours, motherfucker. You’re the one who hurt her. You were the one who made her think that shit. You will be the one to convince her that Autumn’s Slumber is the band she was meant to be in. And if you don’t?” Sparks shrugged. “Well, then that’s a conversation for another day.”

      Ky jerked as if Sparks had just punched him again. “What are you saying, man?”

      “You know what he’s saying, Ky,” I answered. “There are plenty of things I can live without. But there is one that I can’t. And I’ll walk away from you and the band before I ever chance losing Hayat.”
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      I didn’t remember when Sparks and Jamie left, but when I woke up, I reached out blindly for either of them and was disappointed when I came up empty. Swallowing roughly around the dryness in my throat, I scrubbed a fist against a gritty eye before glancing at the digital clock on the bedside table.

      9:45 a.m.

      Blowing out a sigh, wondering how much trouble I was in and how many people I’d worried, I got out of bed and quickly hurried to the bathroom. My bladder was screaming after sleeping for so long. Once I was finished, I washed my hands, brushed my teeth, and took a long, hot shower.

      Hair still damp, I walked into the kitchen at ten minutes to eleven to find my parents sitting at the kitchen island. Large cups of coffee sat in front of them, their faces grim as they watched me walk barefoot to the kitchen and pull out the container of orange juice. There wasn’t much left in it, so I unscrewed the cap and took a swig from the bottle.

      Any other time, Mom would have chastised me for not using a glass, but her brown eyes only softened as she sat back in her chair and waited. When Evan and I got into trouble, sometimes our parents yelled, but sometimes they remained quiet.

      I would have preferred the yelling.

      Ducking my head, I crossed to the island, keeping to the side they weren’t seated on, needing my space. Needing… Fuck, I wasn’t sure what I needed. To erase everything that had happened the day before? To go back to right before Maddie hugged Ky—when she kissed him, almost on the lips, leaving a smear of her dark rose lipstick on his skin.

      When the guys had been jealous of my talking and teasing with the guards in the garage, I’d been a little annoyed. But I soon realized what they must have been feeling when I saw Maddie with Ky. My friend, my stepcousin, the girl I loved and considered part of my inner circle, had sliced her sharp nails down my heart.

      Not that she knew that. The guys and I hadn’t gone public with our relationship yet. But it still felt like a betrayal. For both her and Ky. How could he let her touch him like that? So casually, like there was something between them that was definitely not friendship.

      And then she started with her little jabs, nit-picking, teasing. At least, to an outsider, that was what it must have looked like. But I’d seen the glint in her eyes, the irritation, the spitefulness that felt like she was digging her nails deeper into my heart, wanting to rip it apart.

      But why?

      What had I done to cause her to treat me like I was her enemy?

      Then came the big plan to promote Autumn’s Slumber—or rather, promote Ky. All while she told me that I was going to hurt the band because I was already so popular. Havoc would bring Autumn’s Slumber down. Ruin them.

      Which was the last thing I wanted.

      They might have felt like the band that was meant for me, but I wouldn’t do anything to mess up their future. Not when they had so much talent, with or without me. Those three brought magic to the stage when they performed, and I wouldn’t be the reason they didn’t succeed.

      Tipping the bottle back, I drained the last of the juice in three big gulps. Then because I wasn’t feeling much like a lady, I used the back of my hand to wipe my mouth and finally looked at my dad. “A few things happened yesterday, and I’m dealing with them.”

      His aquamarine eyes darkened. “Sweetheart—”

      I held up my hand, stopping him. “Maddie is right. I’m not the right fit for Autumn’s Slumber. Please, reach out to Atticus, if you haven’t already. He had some sick talent, and if I hadn’t been trying to show off, he would have won the audition.”

      “Is that what the guys in the band want?” Dad asked.

      I shrugged. “Some of them do, some of them don’t. In the end, it’s what needs to happen. I’m not going to chase after anything or anyone who doesn’t value me. Ky made his opinion obvious.”

      Ky who holds our relationship over my head.

      Unable to tell him that part, I went to the sink to rinse the bottle and tossed it in the recycling bin.

      “Maddie isn’t Autumn’s Slumber’s content creator,” Mom spoke up. “Trinity and Jarrett are putting her back in therapy.”

      “I hope she gets whatever help she needs. But that has no bearing on whether I’m the band’s drummer or not.” Looking at her over my shoulder, I let her see how deep my pain went and saw tears fill her brown eyes. “To be honest, Mom, I have about five things I care about in the world right now, and I’m sorry, but Maddie isn’t on my list. That probably sounds selfish of me. She went through something that nearly took her from us because of her mental health. And I was right beside her back then. But now, I’m going to put myself first.”

      “That doesn’t make you selfish, Hayat,” Dad said in that deep, reassuring tone of his. “You’re allowed to prioritize yourself. Maddie is Trinity’s responsibility. But you’re mine. And what you want, what will make you happy, is my only goal. Tell me what you want me to do, honey.”

      Pulling my thick, wet hair over my shoulder, I turned away from them. “I want you to hire Atticus for the band. That’s it. That’s all I want or need.”

      Walking out of the kitchen, I heard both my parents blow out heavy sighs, but I had no words of comfort or reassurance. I didn’t even know what my own plans were now, but I’d figure it out. Karma and fate had knocked me on my ass for a minute, but I’d get back up, dust myself off, and move on.

      Without Autumn’s Slumber.

      But would I be doing it without Sparks, Jamie, and Ky?

      I didn’t have the answer to that yet.
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      Abi bounced excitedly in front of me, her face more animated than I’d seen it in weeks. Maybe even months.

      The giant diamond glittering on her left hand might have had something to do with that. “You’re going to be my maid of honor,” Abi informed me. “And Sammy will be Vaughn’s best woman.”

      Sammy nodded from the other side of the table where we were all seated after they had called me to have breakfast with them in their hotel room. A man I vaguely recognized as a member of the Angel’s Halo MC from Creswell Springs sat at Sammy’s side, a sling on one arm, his lips lifted in a ghost of a smile as he watched Abi and Sammy. Uncle Lyric had introduced Elias Reid to me a few times when we’d visited him, but Abi knew him better since she’d been going to college in Creswell Springs, and he was now married to Sammy.

      “Then we need to go dress shopping,” I told my friend with a laugh, the first one that felt natural in the past few days. “Especially since you’re rushing everything and getting married tomorrow!”

      “I have a designer on her way here now for you ladies to choose from,” Sammy assured me.

      I’d expected the elusive Vaughn to join us, but he was busy making all the other wedding preparations. Like venue and reception decisions. Even though I had yet to meet the man, he was already taking good care of my friend.

      It made me miss my own guys. I hadn’t seen them since Sparks and Jamie had tucked me into bed Monday morning. We’d shared a few texts and they had called me each night before I went to sleep, but there had been nothing but silence from Ky.

      Which should have told me everything I needed to know about where he and I stood. But a part of me still held out hope.

      After a few minutes, Abi finished chewing her latest bite of pineapple and gave me a beseeching look. “I still have to tell Mom and Dad.”

      Groaning, I set my fork and knife down, no longer pretending to eat. Abi was the pregnant one, so why was I the one with an upset stomach? “Let me guess. You want me to go with you to explain everything to Kin and Jace?”

      “Plus Aunt Lucy and Uncle Harris,” Abi said with a nod. “Please, please, pretty, pretty please? They might not kill me if you’re there to protect me.”

      We both knew she was being overdramatic, but Sammy growled something low in a language I didn’t understand. Abi wiggled her finger at the other woman. “Stop with the Russian. Remember your manners.”

      “Fine,” Sammy said petulantly.

      For the next few hours, Sammy, Abi, and I played dress-up, selecting dresses for the wedding the next day. Abi went simple with a long-sleeved, sparkly, A-line, boho, sequined wedding dress. Sammy and I stuck with the boho style that had a bobbinet skirt, low back, and a plunging V neck. Both of them were in a vibrant blue that Sammy and I agreed matched the shade of Abi’s eyes.

      Once the dresses were sorted, Vaughn put us in the back of a car that looked futuristic with all the safety features. Sammy mentioned that it could take a dozen IED hits and still keep going. I chose to think she was teasing, but Abi didn’t laugh when I did.

      On the way to Abi’s parents’ house, I called my own to make sure they would be there for our little chat. I had very little faith that this meeting with our parents would go well, but I would stand beside Abi through anything. She wasn’t just my best friend. She was my person.

      Our driver, a large man by the name of Walter, opened the back door for us, but Abi instructed him to wait by the car. I took her hand, entwining our fingers as we walked up the driveway and onto the front porch. It felt like we should knock, but then I scoffed at the ridiculousness of such a thought and used my own key to unlock the front door.

      In the living room, all four of our parents were already sitting, chatting quietly as they drank coffee. Abi froze in the doorway, but I pulled her the rest of the way inside until we stood in the middle of the room.

      “Girls,” Jace greeted, sounding intrigued. “You both made it sound like this was important. Care to enlighten us as to what the fuck is going on with you two?”

      Sucking her bottom lip between her teeth, my bestie looked up at me pleadingly. I lifted a brow at her, daring her to grow a pair—and as far as I knew, she might already be doing just that if she was pregnant with a boy.

      Huffing at me, she clenched her fingers around mine to the point of pain then stuck out her free hand, showing off the engagement ring that could no doubt be seen from a space shuttle on the moon. Vaughn seemed to have a penchant for marking his wildfire.

      “I’m getting married!” Abi exclaimed.

      Complete and total silence followed her announcement. No one even blinked as they looked from her hand to her to me and back again. Over and over and over, until Jace shot to his feet. “The fuck you are!” he roared.

      Which was absolutely the worst possible thing he could have said to convince Abi she wasn’t going to do something.

      Releasing my hand, she crossed her arms over her chest and cocked a hip. “Dad, I’m getting married. Tomorrow, actually. Because I want to have the ceremony before you and Mom leave for tour.”

      “What? But we haven’t planned anything,” Kin whisper-shouted. “There are a million things that need to be done, including the cake and dress. Venue. Everything!”

      “All that has been taken care of,” Abi reassured her mom soothingly. “Vaughn has it all handled. All you have to do is show up at the wedding tomorrow. Dad has a tux already. He wore it to that awards show just a few weeks ago. And you have a hundred different dresses you haven’t worn yet.”

      “Abi, this is ridiculous. We don’t know this boy!” Jace tried again.

      “Man,” she corrected. “Vaughn is a man. I met him in Creswell Springs. We fell in love.”

      “I’m calling Lyric,” Mom grumbled. “He will know who this guy is.”

      “No, he won’t, actually,” Abi informed her. “Because he wasn’t around the Angel’s Halo MC. He’s… His name is Christian Victor Vaughn Vitucci. He’s the eldest son of Cristiano and Anya Vitucci.”

      All the air was suddenly sucked out of the room, maybe even the house. “Vitucci?” Dad choked out. “As in… Fucking fuck, Abi! A mafia prince?”

      Sighing, because they were being way overdramatic in her opinion, Abi straightened her shoulders and met each adult’s eyes before making an even bigger announcement. “I am marrying Vaughn tomorrow. And you are all coming to our rehearsal dinner tonight to meet his family. Because that is exactly what we are going to be from this day on.”

      “Abi—”

      She glared at Jace, who snapped his mouth closed. “And you will be kind and cordial. Because whether you like it or not, I love Vaughn. And…” She sucked in a breath and released it in a rush. “I’m pregnant with his baby.”

      And as expected, pure pandemonium erupted.

      But our parents showed up at dinner that night, along with Ali and Evan. Jace and Kin shook Cristiano’s hand and hugged Anya, and the beginning of what was going to be Abi’s new adventure in life was set in place.

      Now, it was time for me to grab hold of my own new adventure.
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      Sparks gave me the code to the elevator that would take me straight to the penthouse floor, but he hadn’t scanned my handprint to add to the system in order to unlock the door. I stood in front of it, bouncing on the balls of my feet, much like Abi had done earlier that morning, and rang the doorbell.

      Abi had wholeheartedly encouraged me to invite my guys. At first, she’d only thought it was Ky, but then I’d spilled the beans a little later, when it was just her and Sammy in the bathroom. Telling them about Sparks and Jamie.

      Which had led to Sammy laughing her ass off, because she’d apparently already met Sparks and Ky since she’d been with Vaughn when they’d all had a sit-down with first, Miguel Guerrera, and then Sancho, Sparks’s father.

      “Oh my God!” Sammy had giggled, throwing her arms around me. “Welcome to the underworld.”

      Abruptly, her laughter ended, and she grasped my shoulders. With her in heels, we were the same height since I was in flats. Her blue eyes had darkened, making Abi hum uneasily. “If anyone bothers you, or something happens that you don’t like, you call me, Hayat. Abi is my sister, and you are her best friend. Which makes you my dear friend too. I will take care of any problem. All you have to do is say the word.”

      Abi grimaced but nodded. “Seriously, Hayat. Don’t hesitate. Sammy has our backs, and we’re going to have hers from now on. Even if I am still displeased she lied to me about killing Vaughn.”

      “I apologized,” Sammy whined.

      “I’m working on forgiving you,” Abi mumbled, hiding her smile.

      After all the anguish Abi had gone through thinking she would never see the man she loved again, I decided I was going to be brave and announce to those most important to me that I was going to be with my three rockers.

      It took a few minutes before the door opened, and when it did, Jamie stood there in nothing but a pair of pajama pants, eating a slice of pizza. “Hellion!” he shouted, grabbing me with his free hand and pulling me inside, kissing me hard even though the taste of garlic and tomato still lingered on his tongue.

      Kicking the door shut, he slung his arm around my shoulders and guided me into the living room. Sparks was on the long end of the sectional, while Ky had taken the chair. Their eyes snapped up when they saw me with Jamie.

      “Goddess,” Sparks greeted, tossing his own slice of pizza into the open box on the coffee table and grabbing hold of me. “Baby, I missed you so much.”

      His kiss made me dizzy, but I held on tight and was still smiling when he lifted his head. “Tell me you all own suits of some kind,” I demanded, my fingers twisting in the material of his muscle shirt, glancing over a Ky briefly so he knew I was including him. “Because I need a date for my best friend’s wedding tomorrow afternoon.”

      The silence that followed my announcement was more deafening than when Abi had confessed everything to her parents earlier in the day. Something sour twisted in my stomach. Why had my best friend telling her parents she was marrying a complete stranger and having his baby felt less stressful than asking my rockers to be my dates to a wedding?

      Sparks’s hand slipped down to my ass and squeezed. “Jamie and I have a few suits. Come to our rooms and help us pick them out. Whichever ones you like best, we will wear.”

      He took a step, but I couldn’t seem to make my feet move. Turning my head, I looked at Ky again. His eyes were glued to my face, but he hadn’t said anything. Not so much as a word. Not even a fucking “Hello.”

      Jamie cursed low under his breath, too quiet for me to hear, but I could tell it was vicious. Sparks released a heavy, harsh breath that stirred the curls close to my cheek. But I was focused solely on the man who had his fingers clenched around his phone tight enough to shatter it.

      “Do you not have a suit?” I asked. “The wedding isn’t until three in the afternoon, so we could get you one really quickly before the ceremony.”

      His lashes lowered before he clenched his eyes closed and swallowed roughly. “I have a suit already picked out.”

      Both of Sparks’s arms wrapped around me, but I wasn’t sure if it was to soothe me, support me, or keep me from turning into a feral lioness and slicing apart the man still sitting in the chair several feet away.

      “You’re going somewhere special tomorrow?” I asked softly, my hands covering Sparks’s, wishing Jamie’s were around me too.

      “A wedding,” Ky choked out.

      “Whose?”

      “Abigail St. Charles,” he confirmed. “Maddie called a few minutes ago. Asked me to go. But just as friends. She wanted me to go with her so we could both tell you we’re sorry. To try to fix—”

      Inhaling slowly through my nose, ignoring the sharp pains that tore through my chest and stomach, I held back the sting of tears with a force that must have come from a secret superpower I didn’t know I possessed. “You’re going to Abi’s wedding. With Maddie.”

      “Yes,” was his rasped answer.

      “But only as friends,” I repeated snidely.

      He flinched. “I wanted to see you, talk to you, and that seemed like the best way—”

      “The best way to speak to me is by picking up your fucking phone and calling me. Or texting. By asking to see me.” My next breath hurt worse than the first. “The wrong way is by going to my best friend’s wedding with the girl who has already shown me that she has feelings for you, as her date.”

      Ky jumped to his feet, dropping his phone on the floor. “It’s not a date. We’re friends. It was a chance to see you, tell you I was sorry, and see my niece.”

      “Ah,” I murmured with a nod. “There it is. Avalyn was your reason. I was just secondary, right? Or maybe third on the list? Huh, I’m not sure.” Clenching my jaw, I took another slow breath, hoping it wouldn’t hurt when the air filled my lungs, but it did. It burned, and then it tore something apart inside me, slicing through a piece of my heart as I exhaled.

      Sparks rubbed his hands over my belly, trying to wipe away the pain that he must have felt was tearing me apart. Jamie took my arm, tugging me around so that I was still in Sparks’s arms, but facing the two of them. Turning my back on Ky.

      “Come on, Hellion. Help me pick out a suit. What color is your dress?”

      My throat felt too tight to answer, but I let them lead me to Jamie’s room. Where I found a suit that was perfect, because he had a button-up that was the same color as my dress. Deciding on something for Sparks was a little more difficult. He had more of a selection. They joked around, teasing, both of them touching me, kissing me at random times, anything to distract me from thinking about the man in the living room. Or the ache where my heart was supposed to be. Or how much I wanted to rip Maddie’s pretty blond hair out of her head.

      “Your friend Abi is the one getting married?” Jamie asked, pulling different options out of Sparks’s closet.

      “Yeah. His name is Vaughn. Well, she calls him Vaughn, and it seems like what he prefers. But his legal name is Christian Vitucci.”

      Sparks nearly swallowed his tongue. “Does she know who she’s marrying?”

      For the first time since seeing Ky, I smiled a true smile. “She knows, and she’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her. Seeing her down the last few weeks, and then so happy today, made me realize that I want that. To be with the people who make the world feel like a better place when I’m with them. The ones who own parts of my heart I wasn’t even aware existed until I met them.”

      “That makes me so damned happy, goddess,” Sparks murmured, touching his lips to my forehead.

      Jamie dropped the clothes on the bed and wrapped me in a hug from behind. “You own our hearts too, Hellion.”

      Leaning my head against Jamie’s chest, I blinked back the sting of tears when I looked at Sparks. “I’ve been waiting my entire life for you two. Please… Please don’t break my heart.”

      “Never, baby,” he vowed.

      “Your heart is safe with us, Hayat,” Jamie promised.

      It took me a moment to get my emotions in check, but then I shifted away so I could inspect the suit options. Choosing a black one for Sparks with a black button-up, but a blue tie that was close to the same color as my dress, I was happy with their suits for the next day.

      By then, it was getting late, and I needed to get back to the hotel with Abi. Ali and Sammy were with her, and we were all going to have facials and watch bad movies and eat enough junk food that we would all be a little sick by morning. Maddie should have been invited to join us, but Abi was still upset at her for what she’d said to me at our meeting Monday. So, it was just the four of us.

      Vaughn would be nearby with Elias and Walter. Out of sight, but close enough in case anything happened. I seriously didn’t want to think about the things that could happen. After everything Abi already told me, constant worry about Abi and her baby was top of my list now.

      Kissing both of my guys, I reluctantly said goodnight. They both threw their arms around me as they walked me to the front door, which meant we had to walk past Ky, who was back to sitting in his chair, phone in hand, furiously typing away.

      Seeing us, he jumped to his feet, urgency in his face. “What time should we pick you up for the ceremony tomorrow?” he asked, as if he hadn’t shattered another part of my heart earlier. Third strike. I didn’t know all the rules of baseball. My brother was into basketball, and my uncle had retired from the NFL. But I knew enough to know that three strikes were all you got, and then you were out.

      “I’m not sure what time you should pick Maddie up for the reception,” I told him coolly. “The wedding itself is only for very close family so as not to overwhelm Vaughn’s dad. The reception will be bigger. Maddie isn’t invited to the ceremony, so you’ll need to figure out logistics with your date.”

      Ky flinched. “We’re your date.”

      “Jamie and Sparks are my dates,” I corrected. “And they already know what time to pick me up.” Turning, I kissed Jamie’s cheek, then Sparks’s. “Night, babes. See you in the morning.”

      “Night, babe,” Jamie murmured, twirling his fingers around my ringlets before releasing me. “Love you.

      “I love you too,” I told him with a warm smile.

      Sparks walked me to the front door, giving me a long kiss before opening it. “Can’t wait to see you tomorrow. Love you, goddess.”

      “See you soon. Love you.” He watched me step onto the elevator, and I wiggled my fingers at him, a smile just for him on my face.

      But the smile slowly faded as the elevator descended. Maddie asking Ky to go with her to the wedding reception was unexpected. I didn’t have any right to be angry with her because she didn’t know that I was with Ky, Sparks, and Jamie. But Ky did. Or at least, I thought he considered us all together. Which, to me, meant he should have declined Maddie’s offer, even if it was just as friends. After everything else, all the other pain he’d put me through, the way he’d treated me—despite telling me he loved me—I couldn’t continue thinking he was mine. This was the last strike. I couldn’t be with him.

      As I walked out to the car where Walter was waiting for me, all I could do was hope Sparks and Jamie still wanted me even though I wasn’t going to be with Ky.

      Sitting in the back, I waited for Walter to shut the door before looking up at Carver Towers. “Goodbye, Ky.”
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      There was a garden area at the hotel Abi and Vaughn were staying at where they had set up flowers and chairs and an arbor for the small wedding ceremony. Jace, Kin, both my parents, Vaughn’s parents, his brother Ryan, and his wife Nova were all present, along with Ali and Evan. Poppy and Gammy were there with Pop-Pop and Nana because Abi considered them grandparents. Abi’s aunt Kassa and uncle Gray were there but not Bentley or their daughter Caprice. Aunt Emmie and Uncle Nik came as well, but that was the extent of the small wedding’s guests.

      When the music started, Vaughn appeared at the arbor with the minister. Offering Sammy his good arm, Elias escorted her down the makeshift aisle so that she could stand beside her brother. Once she took her place, I slipped my hands through Jamie’s and Sparks’s arms, and they walked with me down the aisle.

      Seeing my guys, a few people started murmuring quietly, but I simply smiled and kissed both their cheeks before they took their seats beside Ali and Evan. Poppy caught my gaze and lifted a brow before winking at me. I grinned back just as the wedding march began, and all eyes turned to watch as Jace walked Abi down the aisle.

      Tears filled my eyes as soon as I saw her. She was the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen, glowing with love and pride as she walked toward the man she loved more than life itself. At one point, I heard Vaughn choking back a sob, but then Jace offered him his daughter’s hand, and the minister began.

      I cried during the entire ceremony, but so did almost everyone else, especially Kin and my mom.

      Once the minister pronounced them husband and wife, he didn’t have to tell Vaughn to kiss his bride because he already had her lifted off her feet and was kissing her in a way that Jace should not have been witness to.

      A million pictures later, we entered the ballroom where the reception was being held at the same hotel. Sparks and Jamie were back at my side, both with a hand on me somewhere. Jamie’s playing with my hair. Sparks’s rubbing over my ass whenever my dad or Uncle Jace wasn’t around.

      Over ten minutes passed before the DJ announced Mr. and Mrs. Christian Vaughn. Bride and groom walked in, hand in hand, my bestie glowing even more, which made me wonder what she and her husband had been up to during those ten minutes before their entrance.

      They went straight into their first dance, and then Elias and Sammy joined. Not wanting to be left out as the maid of honor, I pulled Jamie and Sparks onto the dance floor with me, and the three of us swayed together. Laughing happily, I laid my head on Sparks’s shoulder and stroked my fingers down Jamie’s cheek. He needed a shave, but I liked the scruff he had going on.

      Our dance was over far too soon, but then it was time to take our seats and eat. Sammy and Elias were at the same table with the bride and groom, and there were three empty spots for me and my dates across from my bestie. Leaning forward, I wiggled my fingers, and Abi instantly placed her hand in mine. Then I did the same to Sammy. The three of us held hands, making a triangle at the round table with the men we loved surrounding us.

      I wasn’t going to think about Ky being there somewhere. Sitting with Maddie, letting her touch him. Hug him. Maybe even kiss him. No, I wasn’t going to let that kind of heartache and jealousy ruin this day for Abi, the sweet, amazing girl who deserved every happiness in the world.

      Sammy’s fingers tightened in mine, giving me one of those smiles I’d realized in the short time of knowing her that she reserved only for Abi. In that moment, it felt like the three of us were a tribe, connected by our love for Abi.

      “A biker, a mafia prince, and a cartel assassin walk into a wedding,” Jamie began. “There’s a joke in there somewhere. Give me a minute. I’ll find it.”

      Everyone at our table laughed, even if Sparks shot his friend the middle finger. I kissed Jamie quickly before turning to Sparks. “Assassin, huh? Am I going to get any bedtime stories about these assassin adventures?”

      Leaning his face in close, he rubbed his nose over mine. “No, goddess. Because for as long as there is breath in my body, you will never know the nightmares I’m capable of creating. You’re my light and outshine all the darkness that lurks inside me.”

      My heart felt like it was going to explode with all the love I felt for him. I shouldn’t have had any room left over for Jamie, but I did, because he took up the same space Sparks did. Lightly brushing my lips over his, I whispered, “I’ll absorb that darkness anytime you need me to. I’m not going to break, knowing your past, Sparks. I’ll love you no matter what you’ve done. Because that was the you before me.”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, but before he could find his voice, someone grabbed the mic and started making toasts. Anya, Vaughn’s mom, went first, and I found myself crying again. Turning in my chair so my back was cushioned against Jamie’s, I dabbed at my eyes while she wished her son and Abi all the happiness. A few other people stood and spoke, but Sammy and I had already told Abi we weren’t going to be doing all the heartfelt sobbing bullshit.

      Abi agreed she didn’t want to stir up Sammy’s crazy—whatever that meant. But she kicked me under the table. “Go on. You have to say something. Even if it’s an embarrassing story from when we were kids.”

      “Why do you hate me?” I whined, placing my napkin on the table and picking up my glass of champagne. My parents couldn’t complain that I was drinking since it was to make a toast, so I was going to take advantage as much as possible.

      Sparks tapped me on the ass. “You got this, goddess.”

      Cheers and a few good-natured groans filled the ballroom when I walked over to take the microphone. Sending Abi one last glower, I focused on the people around me. This was my family—biological or honorary, it didn’t matter. We’d been through some truly rough times together, but also some amazingly happy ones as well.

      “I’m up here under duress,” I said into the microphone, my voice filling the entire room. “But this is Abi’s big day, and I can’t tell my bestie no. Not even when I knew it might get us grounded for six months—which happened a few times, if I remember correctly.”

      “It only happened one time,” Abi called out. “And it was all your fault, so stop blaming me.”

      “Agree to disagree,” I argued over everyone’s laughter. Taking a sip of my champagne, I caught sight of Aunt Trinity sitting with her family. Her husband Jarrett was to her right, with Avalyn, who they had adopted six weeks after Maddie gave birth to her, between them. Banks was with Maddie, and there, sitting close to Maddie, with his storm-cloud gray eyes on me, sat Ky.

      Maddie leaned her head toward him, a smile on her face as she got so close to him, she might as well have licked him.

      Turning so I couldn’t see them, I caught Poppy’s gaze and forced myself to relax. “Abi has been my best friend since the day she was born. We’ve been through everything together. I thought it would always be just her and me. But slowly, we added more misfits to our group. We went from the Dynamic Duo to the Terror Trio, and anyone who messed with one of us knew they would get the wrath of the other two. We fought the silent battles side by side, just like we destroyed those who thought they could crush the ones we loved with their stinging words.”

      I took another sip, daring to look at Maddie, letting the glitter in my eyes remind her of how Abi and I had once had her back. But I wasn’t so sure she’d ever had ours. She quickly glanced away, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip. To keep it from quivering? Or to stop herself from running her mouth?

      Lifting a brow at her in challenge, I turned my back on her again. “No matter what’s happened along the way, it was always—will always—be Abi for me. If I hadn’t already seen how much Vaughn cherishes Abi, I probably would have staked him with a drumstick by now. But I can see it in the way he looks at her, the way his entire face morphs into something that screams ‘I love this girl. I will kill for her. I am going to make it my life’s goal to always make her happy.’ I see it, Vaughn, as I’m sure everyone else here has too. And for that reason alone, I’m going to let you live. But only if you promise not to take my bestie away from me forever.”

      Vaughn’s brown eyes met mine, and I saw the promise there, the one that told me I would always be welcome in his home, his life, his world because Abi loved me. I mouthed “Thank you” to him, before lifting my glass. “To some of you, Abi and Vaughn are moving way too fast, but having fallen fast myself, I understand the need to grasp hold of the person—or people—who kidnap your heart and attach themselves to your soul. So I’m going to toast to my best friend and the crazy man who loves her most in the world.”
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      Dinner had already been served, and most couples were out on the dance floor, including Maddie’s dad and stepmom. Her brother, Banks, had even taken Avalyn’s hand and twirled her around a few times before she’d run off to play with some of her cousins.

      All I could do was sit there, watching Hayat as she sat at the head table, laughing and talking. Flirting with Jamie and Sparks. Touching them because she had the right to. Because she was theirs, and they were hers.

      And I was sitting across the room, what felt like a million miles away from the girl I loved, unable to find my voice or the will to get to my feet. Walk over there, tell her I loved her and how sorry I was for being a dick.

      Eyes still on her, I saw her stand, take the hand Jamie offered to her, and then boop Sparks on the nose, as if promising him he was next. Grasping her hand, Sparks lifted it to his lips and kissed her palm, saying something that made her throw her head back and laugh. Everyone around her turned at the musical sound.

      Beside me, Maddie sighed. Resting her elbows on the table, she propped her face in them. “This was a mistake,” she said after a few moments passed of both of us watching her dance with Jamie. “I can’t believe how big of a bitch I was to Hayat this week. She and Abi were the first friends I made when we moved here from Texas. She welcomed me into her family without hesitation. Before, during, and after everything with Holden, she was the one friend I could count on to always have my back.”

      Looking at me, she gave me a grim smile. “Do you know she broke some guy’s nose for calling me a whore? He was one of Holden’s friends and, at the time, a good six inches taller. Not to mention about sixty pounds heavier. And she just drew back and walloped him in the face. Took three surgeries to fix it to something that resembled the original version of his nose, but no one ever called me a whore again. At least not where she could hear them.”

      “She’s fierce,” I agreed. “Loves hard. Fights hard. But when she’s done, she doesn’t do anything. Just walks away and shows you how big of a fuckup you are.”

      “Yeah,” Maddie nodded. “You’re in love with her?”

      “She owns my soul.”

      “Then you’re even stupider than I am,” she muttered with a shake of her blond head. “My excuse was I wanted to shove your success in Holden’s and Hadley’s faces. And then tonight, I wanted to make this guy jealous. That’s why I asked you to come with me.”

      “You said you wanted to go as friends so we could apologize to Hayat together,” I reminded her.

      “Which is true. But not the whole truth.” She turned so she was glowering at me. “I had nefarious reasons, but none of them were meant to hurt Hayat. Although, if I’d thought it through a little more, I would have realized how I went about my revenge would hurt someone important to me. What’s your excuse?”

      “I inherited the Renchford dumb-fuck gene?” I offered, making her grin.

      “Obviously. But you’re also smarter than that. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have Autumn’s Slumber, and you definitely wouldn’t have had a piece of Hayat’s heart.” She shoved at my arm. “Stop being a dumbass, Ky. Go cut in and talk it out with her.”

      I scrubbed my hands over my face in frustration. “Where would I even start?”

      “How about with, ‘Hey, sorry I was the world’s dumbest boyfriend, but I realized my mistakes and I was hoping you would find it in your beautiful, generous heart to give me another chance.”

      My brows rose skeptically. “And you think she’s just going to forgive me? Take me back and love me?”

      Maddie shrugged. “You won’t know unless you ask. Come on, Ky. You’re already admitted to having the Renchford dumb-fuck gene. Don’t tell me you inherited the pussy gene too.”

      Realizing she was right, I wouldn’t know unless I tried, I stood and weaved through the other guests to the dance floor. Jamie was showing off, twirling Hayat every other step, making her giggle so sweetly that it was hard not to smile as I watched them. When I was a few feet away from them, Jamie saw my approach, and after a lengthy staredown that promised me a long, painful death if I hurt our girl again, he twirled her one more time.

      Right into my arms.

      With a squeal, she landed against me, still laughing.

      Until she lifted her gaze and met mine. All the light faded from those aquamarine eyes, her body stiffening. She was no longer dancing to the music but standing like a statue against me.

      “Hi,” I murmured, carefully placing my hand at her waist and urging her to sway to the music with me. After a long moment, she finally gave in.

      “Hey,” she grumbled, looking at something over my shoulder.

      “I know you’re mad at me, and I understand that. All I’ve done is fuck up with you.”

      Her lashes fluttered, but she didn’t look at me. “At least you can admit it,” she groused after a few beats passed.

      “I can make up a hundred different excuses, but the truth is, I’m scared, Hayat. Love wasn’t something I ever saw up close and personal, but falling for you was so damn easy. And that terrified me. What if something happened to you? You could get sick, like my mom. Or you could have gotten hurt or worse when you went to that warehouse. So, yeah, I was scared.”

      Top teeth sinking into her bottom lip, she finally gave me her eyes. “You let Maddie kiss you.”

      “I did,” I admitted and felt her flinch. Seeing the pain cross her face, the way her body gave a ghostlike jerk, was the equivalent of being kicked in the gut. It didn’t feel good. I didn’t like it, and I would do anything to keep it from happening again. “But that was because that is how she always greets me. Neither of us has ever really thought anything about it, because we don’t have anything but friendship. Still, I realize that must have hurt you, and I promise you it won’t happen again.”

      “You think I will ruin Autumn’s Slumber,” she whispered, back to looking over my shoulder.

      “No, baby, no!” I released her waist and cupped her face, needing her eyes on me.

      “You hesitated, didn’t even deny that I would cause trouble. Sparks and Jamie didn’t even blink. But your opinion, that was the one that mattered the most, because Autumn’s Slumber is dedicated to your mom.” Her bottom lip wobbled. “I don’t want to mess that up for you, Ky.”

      “I wasn’t worried about you messing up the band. If anything, I think you’re the best thing to ever happen to it. Us. Me.”

      She rolled her eyes at me. “Then why hesitate when Maddie said what she did?”

      “Because I was struggling to find the right words that would make you understand that no matter what any outsider says, there is only one Hayat. And she is mine. She belongs to Autumn’s Slumber. To Ky, Jamie, and Sparks Carver.”

      A tear spilled down her cheek, and she looked down at my shirt, hiding the diamond-colored liquid filling those pretty eyes. “You went no-contact for the rest of the week.”

      “Because I didn’t know what to say to fix what I’d broken. Jamie and Sparks were giving me shit, but all of this comes easy for them. Loving you is as easy as breathing to them. But me? I’m second-guessing everything I say or do in fear of pushing you further away.”

      Hayat huffed exaggeratedly, stabbing her index finger into my chest. “You know what you should do not to push me away, Ky? Don’t agree to be a date for someone else to a wedding you know I’m going to be at.”

      “I didn’t know you would ask us to go with you. She called, and I thought it was my only way to see you again. To talk this out and beg you to forgive me.”

      “And instead of calling and canceling on her in order to be my date, you still came with her when we could have had this entire conversation last night and I could have been dancing with you and Sparks and Jamie right now.” She tossed her hair, causing a few ringlets to smack me in the face. “You’re such a fucking coward, Ky.”

      “I know.”

      “This wasn’t how I expected to fall in love,” she admitted. “Fuck, I don’t even know what I pictured, but it wasn’t this. Falling for one guy is scary enough, but here I am, in love with three of them. And one of them—that’s you, by the way, just in case your small brain can’t keep up—doesn’t have the balls to admit when he’s wrong and fix what he breaks when he breaks it. Did you expect me to come crawling back to you?”

      I grimaced. “I didn’t expect anything. Because I told you, I have no experience with how love goes. I have no expectations and don’t know any rules. Yes, I’m an idiot when it comes to love and relationships. The closest I’ve ever been was when I was fifteen and had sex for the first time. I confused lust for love and got carried away. She told me I was a jerk and smacked me, then ghosted me.”

      “Good for her,” she muttered, but I heard a new tone in her voice. It had a grumpy, jealous edge to it. “You listen to me, Ky Carver. And you listen good. My heart hurts because of you. In a way it never has before. And that’s on you. If I were smart, I’d tell you to fuck off and never talk to me again. But apparently, I’m just as stupid as you are. Because I’m going to give you one more chance.”

      Relief made my knees weak, but I locked them in place, hoping it kept me from falling on my face at her feet.

      “But I swear to all those gods my aunt Emmie prays to, if you hurt me, even one more time, I will destroy you.”

      Air rushed out of me, and I crushed her to me, kissing her hair, her cheek, her forehead. “Thank you, baby. Fuck, thank you so much.”

      “I’m not kidding, Ky. If you hurt me, I will shove my drumsticks so far up your ass, they will be able to pull them out of your mouth.” She pushed at my chest, but it was a weak move. Lowering my head, I brushed my lips over hers, kissing her sweet and soft.

      Movement behind her had me shifting my gaze to find Jamie and Sparks standing there, arms crossed over their chests, but smirking at me. I eased my hold on Hayat enough for them to join us, each of them taking a side as we slow-danced to the song for several minutes.

      Until we heard a rough voice being cleared, and I glanced over Hayat’s shoulder to find Harris Cutter standing there with murder in his aquamarine eyes.
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      Turning slowly, I met my dad’s gaze and gave him a bright smile. “Hey, Dad. Great wedding, isn’t it? Are you and Mom having a good time?”

      His eyes drifted over the three men around me, his nostrils flaring as flames burned in those blue depths. It didn’t help that Jace came to stand beside him as backup.

      I hummed softly, discreetly glancing around until I spotted Poppy and blinked at him in our SOS signal. He nodded and started our way.

      “What the fuck is this?” Jace demanded, circling his finger to indicate me and my rockers.

      “Oh, sorry, did I not introduce you?” I threaded my arm through Ky’s while linking my fingers with Jamie’s and sending Sparks a sweet smile that he returned. “These are my boyfriends. Ky, Jamie, and Sparks. Again, sorry, but since they’re the new band at First Bass, I figured you already knew them. My bad.”

      “Hayat,” Dad snapped. “You’re dating three guys. At the same time?”

      “Basically,” I said with a nod.

      “And are they seeing other girls while you’re seeing the three of them?”

      “No!” I squawked, while all three of my guys were quick to assure Dad that it was just me for them.

      “We love Hayat, sir,” Sparks told him.

      “We only want Hellion,” Jamie told him, sounding wounded that he even had to explain that.

      “She’s all we could ever have asked for. Beautiful, sassy, puts us in our place, and kicks ass at the drums,” Ky gushed. It was a bit over the top, but I kind of liked that he exaggerated a little. “Hayat is all we need to be happy, sir. And that’s not ever going to change.”

      Dad and Jace both opened and closed their mouths like fish for almost a full minute, unable to find more questions to throw at them or argue that I shouldn’t have three boyfriends at the same time.

      “You said you didn’t plan on getting married,” Dad finally said, as if he’d caught me in some lie.

      “Um, I’m not planning any weddings for myself anytime soon, Dad,” I told him with a roll of my eyes. “Marriage isn’t on my radar. But why does it have to be marriage or nothing? I mean, Jace was with Kin for years before they got married.”

      With a grunt, Jace muttered something under his breath. Ears turning red, he walked away. He definitely didn’t like to be reminded of how long it took him to pull his head out of his ass and finally marry Kin. But thankfully, by that time, Poppy came up beside Dad, slapping him on the back. Maybe a little harder than needed, but he was a tough-love kind of person when it came to his only daughter’s husband. We all knew Poppy respected Dad. He just liked giving him shit.

      “I see you three are finally in the same place at the same time.” Poppy held out his hand, shaking Sparks’s hand first and then working his way to Jamie then Ky. “Nice meeting you boys. Heard good things about you from my girl here. Mostly good, anyway.” His eyes narrowed briefly on Ky, the swirl of brown not the shade anyone wanted directed on them.

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh, because Ky deserved it—a little.

      “Nice meeting you, sir,” Ky greeted Poppy. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Mm-hm,” Poppy grumbled. “Jury’s still out on that. I’ll be keeping my eye on you, boy.” His gaze went to Sparks and Jamie, the brown swirls softening somewhat. “All of you.”

      “Yes, sir,” all three of my rockers said in unison.

      Poppy winked at me. “Well, you four enjoy the rest of the reception. Cake will be cut soon if what Emmie said means anything.” What Aunt Emmie said meant everything. “Harris, find your wife. Maybe dance with her and stop terrorizing your daughter.”

      “See you later, Poppy,” I called after him. “Save me a dance.”

      “Sure will, sunshine,” he said, throwing up his hand.

      I blinked up at Dad, giving him a sweet smile. “I think Mom is over there with Kin. Don’t you want to dance with her?”

      Grumbling to himself, he scowled at my boyfriends and stomped away. No doubt plotting murder, but at least I had a biker, mafia prince, and a cartel assassin as allies to keep my rockers safe. Plus Sammy. I really didn’t want to know what her special skills were, but I was certain karma and fate could eat a bag of dicks as long as I had Sammy on my side.

      

      
        
        Want more Hayat and her three rockers?

        They’re coming soon.

        And then I’m giving them another book!
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