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Chapter 1

	Kin

	May

	Biting down on the apple I grabbed from the kitchen, I sat at my desk in my bedroom and opened up my laptop. Finals were over, thank goodness, but I still had some writing to do for myself. I promised Aunt Emmie a new song by Monday so she could sell it to some record producers. I didn’t want to know who was getting the song, because it didn’t really matter who sang it as long as it got recorded and I got paid.

	It meant my name was getting out there more and more, and with producers asking for me by name, I knew I was on the up-and-coming list. Or so Aunt Emmie and Jace kept telling me.

	Thinking of Jace made me smile. He hadn’t wanted to leave last night, but he had obligations on the East Coast this weekend, and he was going to spend today and Sunday with Alicia in Bristol before flying back Monday. Carolina Rebellion was going on, and Tainted Knights had gotten one of the best slots on the roster for Friday. They weren’t closing the show, that honor was reserved for Demon’s Wings and OtherWorld, but they weren’t anyone’s opening act, not by a long shot.

	My guy and his band weren’t on the up-and-coming list, they had already arrived, and I couldn’t have been prouder of him.

	After I typed in my password for my laptop, I saw there was a window already open. Since it was a social media page, I figured Jace had been the last to be on there. He was always messing around with a video or a teaser recording for one of the band’s newest songs, posting on the TK fan page that already had over two million followers.

	He needed someone just for social media these days, but he liked to do most of it himself. Between him and Kale, who was always posting the pictures Santana took of the band, their fans got their daily dose of all things Tainted, and then some.

	Shaking my head, I started to close the window when a message alert popped up at the bottom of the screen.

	Frowning, I glanced at the top of the page and instantly realized it wasn’t the band’s fan page, but Jace’s personal—and set to private—page. The name on the message at the bottom wasn’t one I recognized.

	Eden Smith.

	Who the hell was that?

	The picture of her beside her name drew my attention, letting me ignore the actual message for a moment, which was some picture that hadn’t yet downloaded. I clicked on her photo, unable to completely make it out. It was some blonde who was super skinny. Her face was scarred from either really bad acne or maybe even past drug use. I couldn’t tell which.

	But it wasn’t the scars that had me enlarging the picture even more, and they sure as hell weren’t responsible for my heart rate doubling. I scrolled over her face, taking in the beauty under the scars and bad makeup. The chick hadn’t learned to contour for shit, but that didn’t completely disguise just how pretty she was.

	Her hair was naturally blond, not the dyed and fried job some blondes tended to have going on. Her eyes were a piercing blue—or they would have been if they hadn’t been glazed from whatever the hell she was drinking that made the whites of her eyes more red than white due to being so bloodshot. She had a smoke in her hand, something hand-rolled. With her bikini top, I could see easily she had a decent rack and a tight stomach. The shorts she wore were jean cutoffs. There was nothing outstanding about the photo. She was pretty, sure, but not overly beautiful.

	So why the hell was my heart trying to escape my chest just looking at her?

	I didn’t understand it. I didn’t know her, even if she did look familiar—I just couldn’t put my finger on why. She had nothing to do with me. And I knew for a fact that she wasn’t friends with Jace on this social media page. He didn’t let fans become friends on his personal page. We agreed early on when we’d started dating again that he wouldn’t let work cross over into our personal lives, and that meant social media especially.

	I exited out of her profile picture and clicked on the message icon. The picture had finally loaded, showing the Eden chick with a huge smile on her face and the most adorable little baby in her arms wrapped in blue. The baby boy had a full head of blond curls, just like the woman holding him. As she was in what looked like a hospital bed and based on the small size of the baby, I could only assume he was her son and she’d recently given birth in this picture.

	As I was looking at the adorable baby, happily skimming my gaze over that cute as hell little dimple in his chin, a message appeared below the picture.

	Finally here! Our baby boy is perfect, Jace. I can’t believe he’s here! Wish you were here with me. I miss you. Love you more than anyone…except our beautiful boy.

	All the air seemed to be sucked from my lungs, and I nearly choked on the bite of apple still in my mouth. Hands trembling, I coughed up the apple and spat it into the small wastebasket under my computer table.

	Our baby boy.

	Our beautiful boy.

	Our.

	Why the fuck did she keep saying “our,” damn it?

	Then I started doing the math. If she’d just given birth, that meant she got pregnant the same time Jace and the band were on their summer tour the year before.

	The same tour Jace returned from acting like an entirely different person. Moody as hell. Always on his phone talking to someone but never telling me who. Keeping secrets. For a while, I was sure he was cheating on me. He was so distracted that even our sex life had started to suffer.

	Until Lucy and Harris had their bachelor and bachelorette weekend. Whatever happened then, I didn’t know, but things had changed between us. He’d been more open, swearing to me he wasn’t cheating. Promising me that nothing was going on with any other woman. He loved me. I knew that, never really doubted it, but there had been plenty of times I’d wondered if he was loving me and someone else too.

	But no, he swore there was only me for him. He was just going through some stuff.

	Stuff. That was how he explained it. Not what kind of stuff, just…stuff. I hadn’t been happy with the answer, but things had gotten better between us. He paid more attention, wasn’t on his phone as often when we were together. We made love every day now, and I thought we were going to be just fine.

	So what if he hadn’t proposed yet? He would when the time was right.

	Or so I kept telling myself.

	I wasn’t jealous of Kassa and her massive ring Gray had given her after only a few months of dating. Nor was I jealous of Lucy’s rings and the adorable baby bump she was now sporting with pride. Those things would all be mine one day, I was sure of it. Jace just needed a little more time.

	Right?

	Looking back at the picture now, my heart suddenly felt like it was being sliced in two. Was that Jace’s baby? Was he the father of someone else’s little boy?

	I looked closer, trying to find some resemblance to the man I loved.

	Not the dimple in his little chin, that definitely wasn’t from Jace. But there was something about the facial features that kept drawing me in. It was very much a possibility that Jace could be this beautiful little boy’s daddy.

	No! I didn’t believe that. I wouldn’t without more proof. Jace just wouldn’t do something like that to me.

	I scrolled through his past messages with Eden. Nothing much, just the occasional message asking why Jace hadn’t texted her that day or to remind him to call her. Some of the dates were from after the Vegas weekend, some from before. Checking the date on the very first message, I saw it was from September. With it, there was a picture…

	Thought you would want to see our little nugget. I don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet. What do you think? Either way, I hope the baby has your good heart, Jace. Love you.

	Right underneath that message, dated and time stamped just a few hours after the picture of the ultrasound and message was Jace’s reply.

	Love you too, E.

	I slammed the top down on the laptop, hiding those words from my eyes, telling myself I’d read it wrong. But my heart was already shattering. Tears pouring down my face, I threw the laptop across the room, not even caring when it landed on the floor with a loud thunk.

	“Kin?” Angie yelled from the direction of the living room.

	I was already in my closet, pulling out my carry-on case before the bedroom door flew open and my stepsister was storming in like the little whirlwind she was, ready to fight any danger that threatened me. I barely spared her a glance as I started tearing clothes off their hangers and throwing them into the case, uncaring that they would wrinkle.

	“What’s wrong?” she demanded, grabbing my wrists when a sob tore out of me without my permission.

	“He…lied,” I cried, pulling free so I could scrub my fingers over my soaked face.

	“Who lied?” She pulled me into her arms for one of her tight hugs. Normally, they made everything seem better, but not this time. Nothing could make this better. “Sugar bug, I swear, if you don’t start talking—”

	“Jace!” I screamed, pushing away from her and returning to my packing. “Jace lied. All this time, he’s been lying. He’s been cheating—” An intense burning in my chest robbed me of my breath as that realization began to rot what was left of my heart. “He’s been cheating on me this whole time.”

	That had my stepsister pausing. “Really?” I could only nod. “Huh. I didn’t imagine that was what was going on all this time. I knew you two were having problems a while back, but I thought you sorted all that out when we went to Vegas for Lucy’s bachelorette party.”

	“So did I,” I whispered brokenly.

	“Where are you going?” she asked as I continued to pack. “You flying out to North Carolina so you can kick him in the balls and tell him to go fuck himself?” She was practically rubbing her hands in glee. She and Jace had a love-hate relationship, only getting along for my sake.

	“No. I’m going home.” I didn’t want to be there when Jace got back Monday night. I didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to talk to him. If I heard his voice, I…I didn’t know what I was going to do. Fall apart, most likely. Three years, that was how long we’d been together this time. Three years of—for me, at least—perfection. I loved him; he loved me. We took on the world together. We were going to be together for the rest of our lives.

	Or so I thought.

	No wonder he hadn’t proposed.

	Fuck, he didn’t even want to talk about moving in together, always changed the subject whenever it happened to be mentioned. Three years apparently wasn’t long enough for him to determine if he wanted to live under the same damn roof, share the same bed, the same life.

	I closed the case, grabbed my purse and headed for the door. I just wanted to go home, to the house I grew up in. Crawl into the bed I slept in every night until my mom died, be beneath the same roof she used to live under. It was as close as I was going to get to her now that she was gone.

	“Let me drive you to the airport, at least,” Angie said as she followed me out of our apartment. I threw her the keys to my Range Rover and tossed my case in the back, not even second-guessing her.

	Once I was in the passenger seat, I pulled up my airline app and booked the first flight out. There was a single seat left on a nonstop to Roanoke that left in ninety minutes. I could easily make that one. Selecting it, I didn’t even care that the last available seat was close to the bathroom in the very back of the plane. I’d take whatever I could get as long as it meant I was going home.

	Angie was trying to get me to talk as she maneuvered through traffic. Normally, her driving scared the hell out of me, but right then, I wasn’t even paying attention to what was going on outside the vehicle. All I could see was that damn ultrasound picture and the one of Eden holding her son. Jace’s son?

	The truth was, I didn’t know, and that was what hurt the most.

	I didn’t know, because I’d lost all trust in my boyfriend months ago. I didn’t know if he would cheat or not, but all the proof was screaming that he had.

	“You should at least call Lucy and let her know where you’re going,” Angie tried to reason. “She’s pregnant and hormonal, and she’s going to be upset if you don’t tell her you’re leaving.”

	“I’ll call her later. I…can’t right now, Ang.” Lucy would understand. She knew more than anyone how things were between Jace and me. She would know this was killing me, and she’d understand why I had to leave.

	I just wanted to go home for a little while. To figure out what to do now that it was so glaringly obvious Jace and I could no longer be together.

	As Angie pulled up into the drop-off lane, I gave her a quick hug. “Love you,” I told her and pulled back. “I’ll call you when I land.”

	“I love you, sugar bug. Take care of yourself, and come back soon.”

	Seven plus hours later and I was parking my rental in the driveway outside my family home. The two-story house on the golf course was where I grew up, where the majority of my happy memories took place. It was also home to some of the worst memories of my life, the biggest one saying the final goodbye to my mother.

	Fuck, why had I come back here?

	Because even though I missed my mother, I needed to be as close as I could possibly get to her. I’d never needed her arms around me as desperately as I did in that moment, but this was as close as I could ever get to her now.

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	Kin

	Carter was gone for the weekend on business, but Caleb was home. My beast of a stepbrother took one look at my face and pulled me into a gentle hug.

	Once I felt his arms around me, the tears flowed with a torrent of pain that felt as if it was going to drown me. I couldn’t hold back the sobs I’d been fighting the entire flight and drive home. Now that I was where I wanted to be, there was no holding back the heartbreak rotting away at my soul.

	Caleb lifted me like I was nothing more than a pillow and carried me into the living room. Sitting me on the couch, he produced my favorite blanket and the remote to the huge flat screen mounted on the wall. Pushing what appeared to be a new box of tissues into my hands, he proceeded to pile the coffee table with enough junk food to feed a small army and Diet Coke.

	When my tears slowed and the sobs ebbed then faded completely, he put a bowl of freshly popped, buttery popcorn in my hands and told me to turn on whatever “girly-ass movie” I needed to make me feel better. There were no questions. No demand for answers I wasn’t ready to give yet. I was certain his twin had already filled him in on why I was there, so he really didn’t need me to tell him what happened yet.

	I shoved a handful of popcorn into my mouth, no doubt looking like a chipmunk. I didn’t care. There was no one I needed to impress. Only Caleb, who would never judge me.

	A Twilight marathon was on, and I could hear him grinding his teeth together, but he didn’t voice a single complaint as I cuddled into his side and watched stupid Edward tear poor Bella’s heart out when he broke up with her in the woods. When she got lost running after him, I could relate.

	I felt more than a little lost myself.

	My stepbrother sat with me all night, and I finally passed out as the sun was coming up, my tears still fresh on my face. When I woke up late Friday afternoon, he had a fresh box of my favorite Chinese and a new marathon of chick flicks for us to binge together.

	It was late when Caleb’s phone went off. He picked it up after kissing the top of my head. “I know nothing,” he spoke into the phone, and I immediately tensed up. Meeting my gaze, he mouthed, “Cash,” to let me know who was on the phone.

	I relaxed, but only slightly. If Cash was calling, that meant there was a good possibility Jace was close by. I didn’t know the band’s full schedule, but they were all probably partying hard after the exhilaration of playing for the masses. I leaned in closer to Caleb, trying to hear what his best friend was saying.

	“…she sent a cake, Caleb.”

	I lifted my brows in confusion, unable to make sense of that sentence. What about a cake?

	The brick wall that was actually a man beside me blew out a harsh breath. “That was probably Angie’s idea. Or Lucy. That totally sounds like one of them. Trust me, bro, if she finally decided she’s had enough and is ending things, she would have been too upset to do much of anything but cry. And that’s all she’s been doing for the last twenty-four hours.”

	I didn’t hear the rest of their conversation, still too caught up in the whole cake thing. By the time Caleb hung up moments later, I was still unable to understand.

	“What was that about a cake?”

	He scrubbed a hand over his chin. “Don’t know if you let Jace know you were ending things with him or not, but he knows now. Apparently, Ang sent a breakup cake.”

	“What is a breakup cake?” I asked stupidly, my brain too cloudy from crying for over a full day.

	“I guess she sent a cake with a message telling him it was over between you guys, from you.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Jace shows up here tonight. Pretty sure I slipped up and let Cash know you’re here.”

	My heart shuddered in my chest, and I had to touch a hand to it, begging it to calm the fuck down. The idea of seeing Jace so soon after finding out the truth wasn’t appealing. The thought of seeing him at all, in fact, was just too much. I smelled, my face was swollen from all the crying, my throat was raw, and I was fairly sure there was food in my hair.

	“Fuck!” Jumping to my feet, I nearly face-planted because my knees were weak from having sat in one place for too long. Cursing, I rushed up to my room and jumped in the shower.

	There was no way in hell I was going to face Jace looking and smelling disgusting. He already broke my heart; he wasn’t going to find me so vulnerable on top of that.

	The heat of the shower eased some of the tension in my shoulders, and I groaned as I let the powerful jets wash over my neck and back. I took my time, debating how I was going to handle seeing him. Screaming at him wasn’t something I favored. I was hurt and pissed, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing how emotional I really was—or so I kept telling myself.

	I would be calm, ask him why he’d cheated, got some chick pregnant, and then tell him I never wanted to see him again. It was over—no matter what he had to say. Three years was long enough for him to decide if I was his future, and if nothing else, this showed me that our futures were going in completely opposite directions.

	As I got out of the shower, I heard my phone ringing from my bedroom. Ignoring it, I dried and walked into my closet. I pulled on a pair of sweats and a matching top, forgoing a bra. I didn’t have the energy to do anything with my hair, so I brushed out the wet tangles and left it to air-dry.

	The shower hadn’t washed away my problems, but at least I no longer smelled like week-old trash and my hair was washed. A look in the full-length mirror hanging on the back of my closet door showed me that my eyes were still swollen from all the crying. There was no use in trying to hide that. Not when I could already feel the sting of fresh tears.

	Blinking them back, I grabbed my phone, looking through the long list of texts that had blown it up while I was showering.

	Jace had tried to call me no fewer than fifty times in the last thirty minutes, and there were just as many texts. Pleas for me to answer the phone, to tell him what was going on, why was I ending things.

	That he seemed clueless only pissed me off more, and I welcomed the anger, gladly letting the emotion overtake me so my pain could take a back seat.

	Mixed in with the long list of stupid messages from my ex were a few from Aunt Emmie, all of which asked me to call her as soon as possible. I loved my honorary aunt, had been thankful for her when she appeared in my life after I first became friends with Lucy. I was still thankful, and it wasn’t just because she had been responsible for so much of my success so far. She always let me know she had my back.

	And while I would have loved to hear her voice in that moment—or better yet, have her hug me—I didn’t think I could make it through a phone call with her without breaking down all over again.

	A tap on my door had me lifting my head to find Caleb standing in the doorway. “If they show up, you don’t have to face him. I won’t let him in the house if that’s what you want.”

	I thought it over for a moment, but I shook my head. I might not want to face what Jace did, but it was better to just get it over with so I could move on with my life.

	Right then, I wasn’t sure how that was possible, or even where my life was going now. For three years, my life coincided with Jace’s. We loved each other; we would always be together. The music world was ours for the taking. I would write him a number one hit song, and we would both get a Grammy for it one day. Or so I’d dreamed.

	Now, I didn’t know where I stood in the world without him beside me. The idea of writing another song made me sick to my stomach. And I hated him for making me feel that way about the one thing I’d always had a passion for.

	“No,” I told Caleb. “I need to talk to him. I want answers, and only he can give them to me.”

	The doorbell rang an hour later, and my heart started pounding painfully. I stood, my chin lifted proudly, and went to answer the door myself.

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	Jace

	The drive from Charlotte to Wytheville felt like it took forever, but Gray got us there quicker than expected.

	After getting that fucking cake, I would have taken off then and there if Kassa hadn’t stopped me. My little sister refused to let me go alone and threatened to turn Gray loose on me if I even tried to drive myself.

	I let her take charge, using the drive to text and attempt to call Kin the entire way. She didn’t answer, not once. And the texts were viewed but never replied to. That she wasn’t answering, wasn’t screaming at me, told me more than she probably wanted me to know. She was pissed, sure, but she was hurting more.

	I didn’t know what happened between the time I kissed her goodbye at the airport on Thursday and now, but that cake scared the ever-loving fuck out of me.

	You lied. Again. I’m done.

	I didn’t know which lie she’d found out about, but I would confess them all to her tonight. There was no way I was going to lose her. Not now, damn it. Not when I’d finally gotten everything sorted out and I could finally come clean to everyone.

	A familiar golf course came into view, and I realized we were already in Kin’s neighborhood. My knees began to bounce, and I tried to breathe deeply, hoping to calm my racing pulse. I needed to keep my cool, tell her the truth, no matter how much it hurt the people I cared about the most.

	Gray pulled the rental into the long driveway. A few lights were on inside the huge house, letting me know Kin was still awake. I jumped out of the back seat of the car and jogged up the walkway. Pushing down on the doorbell, I waited, my palms sweating with how nervous I was.

	I expected Caleb or Carter to answer the door, so when it opened and Kin stood on the other side, I nearly dropped to my knees then and there. Her beautiful blue eyes were swollen, her nose pink from crying. She had on a pair of shapeless sweats and a matching top that swallowed her.

	She’d never looked so beautiful to my aching eyes.

	I reached for her, needing to hold her, to make everything better. Fix what I’d unintentionally broken. But she took two steps back, the pain in her eyes replaced with a glare that damned me straight to hell, and my knees grew weak.

	“Baby, please, just talk to me,” I begged.

	She crossed her arms over her chest and my eyes lingered, noting she wasn’t wearing a bra. Fuck, now wasn’t the time to get a hard-on. That fast, no matter the situation, she could make me want her. I craved her night and day, couldn’t get enough of her, but I couldn’t allow my dick to get in the way now. This was too important. She was too important.

	“I asked you, point-blank, if there was someone else.” Her voice cracked. “You said no. You promised me, Jace!” She turned away from the door, marching toward the living room.

	I hurried after her. “There is no one else, Kin! I don’t even know what you’re talking about right now, but if you would give me a minute, I’ll—”

	“Eden Smith!” she screamed the name at me, and I felt the color drain from my face. Her eyes lit up knowingly. “More to the point, her son.”

	My gut twisted, because I could hear Gray and Kassa coming in behind me. Caleb appeared on the other side of the living room, coming from the direction of the kitchen. His normally good-natured smile was gone, and in its place, an intense hate directed straight at me for having made one of his favorite people cry.

	“Wait…” Kassa said hesitantly from right behind me, and I wanted to hit pause on everything around me except for Kin so I could explain everything to her without my baby sister finding out anything. “Did…Did you just say Eden?”

	The pitch of that name coming from her sounded strained, but I balled my hands into fists and focused on Kin. I would deal with my sister’s pain later. Right now, I needed to fix this with the woman I loved.

	“Yes,” Kin told her, wrapping her arms around her middle. “Do you know her?”

	“Kas?” Gray’s voice sounded tense, and I turned just in time for him to catch Kassa around the waist as she began to sway. “What’s wrong? Baby, talk to me!”

	“Eden…” she whispered, her voice weak. “I haven’t heard that name in a long time. I almost forgot about her.” Her gaze clashed with mine. “What does Eden have to do with you and Kin?”

	“Oh, nothing much,” Kin snapped. “Just that he’s been cheating on me with her. And they have a son together.”

	“The fuck you say!” I roared in surprise, turning on her. “Is that what you think? That I would cheat on you and have a kid with someone else? You think I would disrespect you like that, Kin?”

	“I think you’ve been disrespecting me for close to a year, and I’ve been stupid enough to put up with it.”

	“Kin.” My sister brushed past me to get to Kin. She wrapped her arms around Kin’s waist, hugging her tight. “I don’t know what’s going on, but please believe me when I tell you Jace hasn’t been cheating on you with Eden.”

	Tears spilled out of Kin’s eyes, gutting me. “I saw the Facebook messages, Kassa. Each of them saying they loved each other. Then there were those pictures.”

	“You looked at my Facebook messages? You snooped on me?” Shut the fuck up, dumbass, I mentally told myself. Who cares that she snooped? I’ve given her plenty of reasons to do just that.

	“Apparently, I should have done it a hell of a lot sooner!” she shouted, pulling out of my sister’s hug. “You forgot to log out the last time you used my laptop, and she was messaging you. It was right there. I didn’t go looking for anything until I saw the picture of your son.”

	I groaned at my own idiocy. I never even should have used Kin’s computer to look at my Facebook. I didn’t have the app on my phone because fans would drive me fucking crazy if I did, so I limited my time on there by only using actual computers to post.

	“Baby, he’s not mine, I swear to you.”

	“Bullshit,” she snarled. “She said ‘our baby boy.’ Who else would she have been talking about?”

	“Eden had a baby?” Kassa whispered.

	“Kassa, sit down before you fall over,” Gray commanded. He guided her over to the couch then turned to face me. “Whatever is going on, you better start talking. Now. Kassa is upset, and I’m about to smash your face in.”

	“Yes, Jace,” Kin sneered. “Start talking.”

	I glanced around the room, my gaze landing first on my sister who was pale and shaken, then on Kin. She was pissed, and I knew it was going to take spilling everything in front of everyone there before I would get her to believe me. Fucking hell, I hadn’t wanted this to happen. It was why I’d kept Eden a secret for so long.

	Now, I had no choice. It was either tell them all everything—or lose Kin.

	“Eden had a baby,” I confirmed. “I didn’t know she’d given birth until you just mentioned it, Kin. She’s not due for another few weeks, so he must have come early.”

	“He?” Kassa smiled sadly. “A son?”

	I nodded, hating the sight of her tears. “Yes.”

	“Who the hell is Eden?” Gray demanded.

	“She’s our sister,” Kassa told him, her first tears falling. “Our half sister.”

	Kin flinched, not expecting that answer. “Sister?” she breathed. I could see her realizing everything, probably coming up with all the right answers. But if I expected her to look relieved, I was mistaken.

	Before my eyes, she seemed to deflate, and that scared me more than anything.

	“Yes, baby. Eden is my sister, not someone I was cheating on you with.” I moved toward her, but she jerked back and I stopped, my gut twisting. Now that she knew, why wasn’t she letting me hold her, damn it? “I would never cheat on you, Kin. I fucking love you.”

	“Why would you hide her from me if she’s your sister?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “If you weren’t sneaking around behind my back, why wouldn’t you just tell me?”

	“Because of Kas,” I told her honestly. “I didn’t want to hurt Kassa.”

	“What does hurting her have to do with you keeping this from me?” She was pacing now, even angrier than she was when I’d first arrived.

	Her question gave me pause. “Kin—”

	“No.” She stopped to face me. Her voice was soft, but her eyes were blazing. “I don’t want some bullshit answer. And I don’t want to hear how you didn’t want to hurt your sister. I get that. Hurting Kassa is the last thing I would want to do, too. But you didn’t tell me. There was nothing about you talking to Eden that would have hurt me, yet you kept it from me. For almost a year now, you were sneaking around, and you slowly broke me. There were days I didn’t even know why I was still with you because you were hurting me with all the secrecy and your fucking moods. So explain to me why I, the woman you claim to love, was left in the dark.”

	I opened my mouth, but for once, I was at a loss for words. There was no answer that would appease her. I honestly didn’t know why I hadn’t told her when I’d happened to run into Eden at a party in Miami. All I’d known was that I had to keep Eden a secret from Kassa.

	Back then, I wasn’t even sure if it was safe for Eden to be around Kassa. My memories of my older sister were frayed and jumbled. She was taken away by child services before they stepped in to take Kassa and me away, and I thought it was because Eden had tried to hurt Kas. I wanted to protect my little sister, and Kin, from Eden if she was really as unstable as my memories made me think she was.

	Now I knew that wasn’t the case, but I’d still feared Eden’s existence would hurt my baby sister. Especially when Kassa went through her miscarriage, and there Eden was, pregnant.

	“Well?” Kin’s sharp voice commanded my attention. “I’m listening, Jace.”

	“Baby, I swear…” My voice trailed off, and her eyes filled with fresh tears.

	Scrubbing her fists across her cheeks, she laughed brokenly. “Yeah, I thought so. Have I really been deluding myself all these years thinking we had an actual chance at forever?”

	“Kin, no!” The distance between us disappeared, and I grabbed her arms. “You are my forever. I’m sorry I kept this from you, and I swear it won’t happen again.”

	She shrugged off my hold and stepped back. “I didn’t matter to you. All this time, you were holding on to this secret, and you didn’t even try to tell me about it. I wasn’t important enough to be in the know about what was going on in your life. Once again, I didn’t come first with you.”

	“It wasn’t like that,” I tried to explain. “I just didn’t want to burden you with Eden’s shit. Her life was fucked up and I wanted to help her, but I didn’t want to drag you into the middle of it.”

	“I’m your girlfriend. I want to help you when something is bothering you. We’re supposed to be a team, damn it. Only, you’ve shown me you obviously neither want nor need me to be a part of that team…if I ever was.” Her tears fell faster, and I suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe.

	I was losing her. I could feel her slipping further and further away, and I had no idea how to stop it.

	“All you had to do was confide in me, Jace. I never would have told another soul about Eden if that was what you wanted. At least then I wouldn’t have thought you were cheating on me. I wouldn’t have been caught off guard yesterday and thought you had gotten someone else pregnant.” She turned away from me, her shoulders shaking. “And I stupidly put up with all of your shit this entire time. I told myself you loved me and there was a perfectly good reason, and I was right. I was fucking right.”

	She jerked around, facing me with the full blast of her hurt shining out of her eyes. “Only, you’ve broken my heart even more than it was when I thought Eden was your side chick. You’ve held a part of yourself back, refused to let me be involved with what was going on in your life, and now I realize the truth. I will never have all of you.”

	“Kin, stop. You’re pissed, and you have every right to be, but don’t say things like that. It’s not true. You know I love you.” I tried to pull her into my arms again, but she shoved me back.

	“You love me, but not enough. I will never come first with you.” She closed her eyes, shaking her head so hard her hair fell into her face.

	Angrily, she pushed it back, and when she opened her eyes, they were blank. “Do you even want to marry me, Jace? Has that even crossed your mind?”

	I gulped, feeling the blood drain from my face, and another tear fell from her eyes. “Is that what you want?” I asked, avoiding answering the question, trying to hide the fact that the mention of getting married was making my palms sweat. I loved her, but it was too soon to think about marriage. We had our entire lives to get married. Our careers were just beginning to take off, for fuck’s sake. “You want to get…married…now?”

	“Relax,” she told me in a voice devoid of all emotion. “I can see the panic trying to choke you. You’re off the hook, Jace. You won’t ever have to worry about it again, trust me.”

	I was fucking this up even worse now and all because I’d kept my sister from her. Now Kin was talking about marriage, and I didn’t know what the right answer was to fix what I’d broken between us. What I was still breaking. “Kin, I love you. I’ve loved you from the first moment I set eyes on you.”

	“Sometimes, love isn’t enough. I was crazy to think it was. You don’t even want to live with me.”

	“Why are we talking about marriage and living with each other?” I demanded, frustrated.

	“Because that’s the next step, you idiot,” she exploded. “We’ve been together for three years. Everyone around us is getting engaged or married. They are moving forward with their relationships, and you won’t even discuss moving in together.”

	“Because there isn’t any rush,” I told her with frustration. “We know we’re going to be together for the rest of our lives, Kin. My future revolves around you. Baby, you’re my forever. I’ve always known that. So why do we have to rush to whatever finish line everyone else is hell-bent on getting to?”

	“You think marriage is the finish line?” she choked out.

	“Isn’t it?”

	“No! Death is the finish line. Marriage is just the beginning of the rest of our lives together. It tells me and everyone else in the world that you’re committed to me and only me for the rest of our lives. Yet you’re sweating bullets right now just thinking about it.”

	“Fine, if you want to get married, then let’s get married,” I yelled in complete desperation.

	My sister gasped, but it was the flash of pain on Kin’s face that told me I’d fucked up yet again. “No thank you. I’d rather not spend the rest of my life with a man who can’t even tell me what’s going on in his life, let alone one who treats me like an afterthought.”

	“Baby, that’s not—”

	“You should go,” she told me, backing away. “This—us—it’s over.”

	“No!” I bellowed and stalked toward her, knowing if I could just hold her, we could figure all of this stuff out. “Kin, you’re not going to throw away the last three years like it’s nothing. We belong together.”

	“I used to think so, but I was wrong. Go, Jace. I don’t want you here.” She turned her back on me just as I grasped her arm. She jerked at my touch, trying to shrug off my hold. But I knew—I fucking knew—if I released her, I wasn’t going to get through to her.

	“Kin, just listen to me. Please.”

	Caleb’s huge hand grabbed my wrist and he squeezed, forcing me to release her. “She doesn’t want you here, man. You need to go. Give her time to process all of this. She’s hurting, and you need to give her some space.”

	“I’m not leaving without her,” I bit out, pushing past him so I could get to her before it was too late. “Kin, baby, hear me out.”

	“There’s nothing you have to say that I want to hear, Jace. You’ve made your choices, and now I’ve made mine. Go home.”

	“Not without you. We can figure this out. I’ll propose to you more romantically. You can cancel the lease on your apartment and move in with me. Whatever you want, just don’t do this.”

	“It’s too late.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	Kin

	Tears filled Jace’s eyes, and my heart felt like it was going to explode from the agony I was in. In that moment, I wanted to give in, tell him I forgave him. But I kept my mouth shut, turned my back on him, and walked away.

	As much as I loved him, it was time I started respecting myself more. Staying with Jace, after his not putting me first yet again, was not respecting myself. I should have broken things off when I first thought he was cheating. Instead, I thought we could work through our problems, that our love would overcome any obstacle.

	Now, I knew it couldn’t.

	The panic I saw in his eyes when I brought up the subject of marriage told me plain as day where we both stood. We were miles apart and not side by side like I’d always thought.

	And then for him to throw it out there, as if it was putting him out but he would make the sacrifice and marry me, was like a slap to the face.

	“Kin!” he roared as I started up the stairs. “Baby, don’t leave me. I’ll fix this. I promise you, I will. Just… Don’t leave me.”

	I couldn’t speak, could barely see, for the tears that were choking me. In the span of twenty-four hours, my life had turned upside down. Now I felt lost, broken, and completely alone in the world.

	“Kin!”

	“Jace, we should go.” Kassa tried to reason with her brother. “Caleb is right. You should give her a few days, let her clear her head.”

	I pressed my fist to my chest as I opened the door to my bedroom. My head was completely clear. For the first time in a long time, I saw everything as if with new eyes. If I stayed with Jace, that meant putting myself second for the rest of my life because it was obvious Jace was never going to put me first.

	That hurt most of all. It was why we’d broken up the first time when he went to California. Back then, I didn’t want to stop him from taking the contract at First Bass. Even then, I’d loved him enough to want what was best for him, and I knew it was a once-in-a-lifetime offer. I was happy for him and the band. But all he could see was that I was too young to understand the difficulties of having a long-distance relationship. He broke up with me and left me to deal with the death of my mother all on my own.

	This whole thing with Eden… He couldn’t even confide in me something as important as finding his long-lost sister. I would have been happy for him, I would have helped him any way I could, and I never would have breathed a word about it to Kassa. Instead, he kept it all to himself, letting me think so many awful things—

	No, that was my own fault. I let him treat me like that. I let him lie, even when I thought he was cheating.

	I was pathetic. Wanting to salvage a relationship even though I thought he was fucking around behind my back. I despised other women who did that, and realizing just how far I’d sunk in the hope of saving our relationship made me physically ill.

	“Kin!” he roared my name again, and I stilled at the sound of his feet pounding up the stairs.

	“Jace, she doesn’t want you here,” Kassa yelled after him.

	“Kin, I love you.”

	“Leave her alone, man. I really don’t want to have to hurt you. But if you don’t get out now, I will.” Caleb, my gentle giant, who wouldn’t hurt a fly unless provoked, was all growly now, and I knew he wasn’t making an idle threat. My stepbrother could take a lot of shit being tossed at him, but if something were to hurt me or his twin, he could become a rage monster.

	At that moment, that monster was close to the surface, and I prayed Jace would listen to reason and just go.

	“Gray, please!” Kassa begged her fiancé. “Get him and let’s go.”

	I could almost feel the heat coming from Jace now, he was so close, but if he touched me, I knew I was going to shatter into a billion tiny pieces on the floor. There would be no putting me back together again, no matter how hard I tried. Yet I couldn’t move, was frozen in place right in front of my open bedroom door.

	“Kin, I’m begging you.” His gruff voice stirred my hair. “I’ll do anything, but please don’t break up with me.”

	He skimmed his hands down my arms, and I began to tremble. He pressed his forehead into the back of my head, and I suddenly couldn’t breathe for the pure agony that was pushing down on me. I wanted to shake him off, wanted to scream and rage at him for doing this to us, for not loving me enough. I felt like I was choking, the lump of emotion in my throat so colossally huge, it was killing me.

	Spots appeared around my vision and I knew I was going to pass out, that I was going to fall on my face at his feet, but there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

	Then suddenly, I could breathe again. Caleb was wrapping me up in his arms, taking my full weight. I sucked in life-giving air and found the energy to lift my head to see what had happened to Jace.

	Gray had him in a headlock, wrestling him down the stairs. Kassa was openly crying, begging her brother to just let her take him home, but Jace was struggling with everything in him to fight his way free so he could get back to me.

	“Kin, you’re my everything. Don’t fucking do this.”

	Caleb pulled my face back against his chest, his huge hands rubbing soothingly up and down my back as my entire body shook with the force of my silent sobs.

	That was the first time Jace had ever told me I was his everything, yet I didn’t believe him. If I were his everything, none of this would have happened. We wouldn’t be going through any of this. I would have been back in California, blissfully waiting for him to come back to me, and not having my heart torn out of my chest while it was still weakly beating.

	--

	Hours passed. Hauntingly quiet hours where I cried silently in my room. Caleb came in to check on me every twenty minutes or so, and every time, he found me in the same place. Curled into a fetal position, tears pouring out of me like an endless waterfall. My eyes throbbed, and my throat felt blistered and raw from my silent screams of anguish.

	Jace was gone.

	I was glad.

	I wanted him to come back.

	I needed to be as far away from him as was humanly possible.

	I wanted him to hold me, to tell me he loved me, that we were going to be okay.

	I wanted to go back in time and stop myself from ever going to that stupid bar in Bristol with Caleb all those years ago and meeting Jace for the first time.

	I wanted to relive our first kiss over and over again.

	My head was all over the place, and I couldn’t figure out if I was glad he was gone or pissed he hadn’t fought harder for me. Looked like it wasn’t nearly as clear as I’d thought it was earlier.

	Logically, I knew no matter how strong and determined he might have been, Grayson Knight was just as big a beast as my stepbrother. Only Gray was a hundred times harder to fight because he simply didn’t give a fuck about anyone except Kassa. Caleb, even in full-on beast mode, cared about virtually everyone in the universe—with a few exceptions.

	Logic had no place in my mind right then, however, and I was furious with Jace for not having come back for me. For not making me listen. For not proving to me that I was his number one priority, the one person in the world he would give up everything for just to have me.

	It wasn’t even like I would let him give up everything. I just wanted him to prove to me that he was willing to make that kind of sacrifice, damn it.

	But he didn’t. He never would.

	Because he might love me, he might even need me…but not enough. He could live without me. He did it once; he would again. Maybe he would even miss me, but in the end, Jace would be able to pick up the pieces and move on with his life.

	And that realization was killing me.

	“…she’s really got me worried.” Caleb’s whispering finally got through to me, and I lifted lashes that felt like they were being weighed down with fifty-ton barbells to find my stepbrother standing at the foot of my bed, his cell phone pressed to his ear. “I don’t know what to do, Ang. I’ve never seen her fall apart like this. Not even when Abby died.”

	“Caleb,” I croaked out in a hoarse voice.

	He jerked in surprise and sat down on the edge of my bed, facing me. “Hey, how are you feeling?”

	“She feels like shit, Caleb,” I heard Angie admonish him.

	Hearing how upset my stepsister was had my lips twitching. “I’m okay,” I lied.

	He brushed my tear-soaked hair back from my face. “What can I do, Kin? How can I help you? Please tell me. I hate seeing you like this, and I don’t know the first thing about how to comfort you. Do you want me to kill Jace? I will happily do it if it would make you feel better.”

	I caught his hand, holding on to it tightly. “No,” I whispered. “It wouldn’t make me feel better at all.”

	“It would make me feel better,” Angie grumbled from the receiver.

	We both ignored her. Caleb produced my phone from his pocket. “I turned off the ringer. Jace hasn’t stopped calling all night. Kassa texted me saying he’s losing his shit and not to answer any of his calls. I think she’s just as pissed at him as you are.”

	“Well, he did hide their sister’s existence from her for almost a year,” I reminded him, my throat throbbing with each word that left me.

	“I don’t think that’s why she’s so mad at him. She couldn’t believe how Jace treated you. Honestly, neither can I. He kept all of that from you for all these months… That just doesn’t seem like him, Kin. Maybe there was a reason. Maybe—”

	I sat up in bed, glaring at my beloved stepbrother. “Stop defending him!”

	His mouth snapped shut, and he held up his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I was just saying—”

	“Caleb, I love you, but I’m seconds away from beating the shit out of you.”

	His lips twisted, and I knew he was fighting a grin. As weak as I was, we both knew I couldn’t have balled up a fist to punch him, let alone beat the hell out of him. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll gladly let you use me as a punching bag, sweetheart.”

	“Nothing will make me feel better.” Fresh tears filled my eyes, and I couldn’t see him as they clouded my vision. “I hurt so bad, Caleb. It…It… It feels like I can’t breathe without him.”

	“I’m calling Lucy, and we will be out there on the first available flight,” Angie called out from the phone.

	“No!” I cried, wiping snot on the bottom of my shirt. “I don’t want you to come.”

	“Sugar bug—”

	I looked up at Caleb pleadingly. “Please. I feel like I’m being smothered right now. I just need to be alone. To figure out what I want to do next. If Ang comes out here, all she will do is plot Jace’s death, and I can’t fucking deal with that shit right now.”

	He lifted the phone back to his ear. “Angie, don’t do it. Stay where you are. I’ll take care of Kin. Just cool your shit and take a deep breath. This isn’t about you. It’s about what Kin needs right now.”

	“Fine, but you better not let that douchebag near her again until she’s ready,” Angie cautioned.

	I released the breath I was holding, hoping I wouldn’t have to face my stepsister’s temper anytime soon. But I felt defeated and trapped sitting there in the middle of my childhood bed.

	Jace would be back, so staying here wasn’t an option. Neither was going back to California. How was I going to sleep in my bed again, haunted by all the times Jace and I had slept in it together—made love there?

	I didn’t have anywhere I could go so I could figure out what to do with my life next. Now I was beginning to realize just how right Lucy’s mom had been to send her away to college when everything went down with Harris a few years back. At the time, I considered it running away from her problems, but now I understood the benefits of putting distance between yourself and the cause of your pain.

	Picking up my phone, I quickly deleted all of the messages from Jace without reading any of them. There were a few from Lucy, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at them yet. I didn’t want to rehash everything yet that happened earlier, not when I was still feeling so raw.

	I was starting to turn off my phone just as a new message came in. My heart throbbed painfully in my chest when I saw it was from Aunt Emmie.

	I’m here if you need me. Whatever. Whenever. Whomever. I’ve got your back, girl.

	My breath hitched as tears filled my eyes for a reason other than Jace St. Charles’s betrayal. My mom was gone, but it seemed she’d sent me a fairy godmother when I went to live with my father and stepmonster. She didn’t wear wings or have a magic wand. No, my fairy godmother was way cooler and a hundred times more powerful.

	I wiped the tears off my cheeks as I sent a reply.

	I want to disappear.

	Seconds later, a new message popped up, and I was finally able to take a deep enough breath.

	Done.

	 


Chapter 5

	Jace

	I was still a mess by the time Gray pulled the rental into the driveway at Alicia’s. As soon as they were out of the car, I was going to wrestle Gray to the ground and steal the keys so I could go back for Kin.

	We had to talk.

	She had to listen to me.

	We belonged together, and yes, this shit with Eden was my fault, but we could work through it. I wouldn’t keep anything from her ever again. I would swear on my life, on Kassa’s life, on a stack a bibles taller than the Empire State Building. Whatever the fuck she needed me to swear on, I would.

	If she would just take me back.

	I fucked up, but we would fix it as soon as she let me explain everything, damn it.

	Gray and Kassa didn’t immediately move when the car stopped. Instead, Gray sat there, refusing to unlock the doors. Not that it would have helped me any. The freaking child safety locks were engaged, so I couldn’t get out of the car until one of them let me out because I sure as hell couldn’t climb over the seats as big as I was.

	“Let me out,” I ordered. “Let me the fuck out. Now.”

	“Hold your horses, dickhead,” Gray snapped, at the end of his patience with me. I was fairly sure the only reason he hadn’t knocked my ass out was because of Kassa. And honestly, I would have preferred unconsciousness to suffering this debilitating agony coursing through me.

	From inside the house the three of us all grew up in, a light came on in the living room, and then the porch light flickered to life. It was early in the morning, dawn would be breaking soon, but Alicia was always up by six regardless of what day it was.

	My throat bobbed as I saw the woman who’d adopted Kassa and me, who’d kept us from having to experience the same hell Eden faced. The woman who loved us as her own and never judged us for the mistakes we made, no matter how catastrophic they might have been.

	Alicia was dressed in her night clothes with a robe tossed over them, the belt untied. Her hair was in disarray, rumpled from sleep, but there were pure love and concern on her beautifully aged face as she took the steps from the porch and practically sprinted toward us.

	“It’s time to tell us everything,” Kassa informed me as Alicia rushed forward. “I want to know what the hell has been going on, and I don’t want bullshit answers.”

	“Kassa,” I began, but she lifted her hands, urging me to stop.

	“Don’t. What part of no bullshit do you not understand, brother mine? The minute we walk into that house, you are going to spill your guts, or I will refuse to speak to you ever again, Jace.” Tears filled her eyes, but her voice was full of frost. “You not only destroyed what you had with Kin by keeping this from her, which I still don’t understand at all. But you have completely broken my trust in you. I want answers, and if you don’t give them to me, then we’re done as a family. Because, apparently, you don’t need anyone but Eden anymore.”

	I groaned, scrubbing my hands down my face. Kassa had never been mad at me like this in our entire lives. We had arguments growing up, but she always knew I loved her, and I never questioned her love for me. But I could finally see how keeping her in the dark about our older half sister had been a bad mistake all around. Even if I only wanted to protect Kassa, I should have told her regardless once I knew Eden wasn’t really a threat to her.

	The back door of the car opened, and Alicia stuck her head in. “Jace,” she cried, throwing her arms around me. “Kassa said you and Kin broke up. Ah, honey, I’m so sorry.”

	I hugged her back, realizing just how much I missed her now that we were living on the other side of the country. I’d just seen her on Thursday, when we spent the night before driving down to Charlotte for the festival, but before that, I hadn’t seen her in months. “We’re not broken up,” I told her, my jaw clenching in determination. “It’s all just a huge misunderstanding. As soon as we all talk, I’m going back for her.” No way was I going home without her. We could move in together as soon as we got back.

	Now that I knew just how much Kin wanted it, that was all I could think about. I shouldn’t have been such a chickenshit. I should have listened every time she brought it up instead of freezing her out because I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide the truth about Eden if we were living under the same roof full time.

	None of the reasons why I hadn’t wanted to move in together mattered any longer. I would move heaven and earth to give Kin what she wanted. But first, we had to talk.

	And before that could happen, I had to confess everything to Kassa and Alicia.

	Once in the house, we all ended up in the kitchen. Gray started pulling out leftover takeout containers, along with some fresh fruit for Kassa. I sat at the table, a mug of strong coffee in my hands, waiting for my sister to take her seat before I began.

	Gray placed the bowl of strawberries and raspberries in front of her, kissing the top of her head reverently before going back to the microwave to take out the food he’d just finished nuking.

	Once he was seated, Kassa lifted her brows at me. “Well? Let’s hear it. I want to know everything.”

	Blowing out a hard sigh, I placed the mug on the table and pushed it away. “Remember the Petrova party in Miami?” She frowned for a few seconds before nodding. “I ran into Eden there. She was with the drug dealer passing out coke and pills like they were party favors at the request of Petrova himself.”

	“Jace!” Alicia exclaimed, outraged. “How could you take your sister to a party where there were drugs?”

	“None of us touched the drugs, Alicia,” Gray assured her. “Emmie would have all our balls in a vise if we even tried that stuff.”

	“Thank God for her, then,” she grumbled.

	Kassa paid them no mind as she watched me closely. “Was Eden doing the drugs as well as passing them out?”

	“She was high off her ass,” I admitted, disgusted even now by the memory of how off the rails she seemed that night. “We recognized each other immediately, even though we hadn’t seen each other since we were kids. She looked just like our mother did. In every way, since she was tweaking out from the coke, some of which was crusted under her nose.”

	“Gross,” she whispered.

	“I was worried about her, so I gave her my number. It wasn’t long before she started texting me. I wanted to get her help, Kas, but she didn’t want to take it. Then she found out she was pregnant. That was when she decided to get clean. For the baby.”

	“So, you did what? Found her a rehab center to go into?”

	I nodded. “It took me a little while, but I got her into one and paid for the treatment. Once she was out, she told the baby’s father, and they got married a few weeks later. He’s one of Petrova’s people, and they’re both going to stay clean for the sake of the baby.” At least, that was what Eden promised me. I wasn’t completely sure whether I believed her yet or not. Addiction wasn’t easy to beat, even when there was something as precious as a baby to keep you on the straight and narrow.

	Kassa was quiet for a few minutes, digesting all of that. But then her nostrils flared, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “None of that explains why you kept this from me and Kin.”

	“Kas, it’s complicated. I didn’t know if it was safe for you to be around Eden.”

	“What does that mean, Jace?” she cried in frustration. “Why wouldn’t it be safe for me to know about our sister?”

	“Because she tried to hurt you!” I exploded, the words rushing out of me.

	“What?” Kassa and Gray demanded at the same time that Alicia put a supportive hand on my arm. She knew about how Kassa and I lived before we were taken into foster care. There was plenty of documentation on just how deplorable and dangerous our mother was back then. It was a nightmare I’d only ever wanted to put behind us once we came home with Alicia. But finding Eden had brought all of it back, and I was still trying to work through what were memories and what was just my overactive imagination at the time.

	“Before Eden was taken into child services, she tried to smother Kassa with a pillow.” I groaned and pushed my free hand through my hair. “Or so I thought. I was a kid, Kas. My memories were little-boy memories, and my imagination altered things. I talked to Eden about it, and then I did some digging into our own case once we were put into the foster system. It wasn’t Eden who tried to smother you. It was our mother.”

	“Wh-why would she do that?” my sister whispered, horrified.

	Gray put his arm around her, kissing her temple reassuringly. “It’s okay, butterfly.”

	“Hell, I don’t know what to tell you, Kassa. She was a junkie, loved her parties more than she loved us, or anyone else, for that matter. Eden was put into foster care, but then when her dad was located, she went to live with him in Florida. That was why we never heard from her again. But when our mother relinquished her rights to us, our father was never mentioned, so Alicia was able to adopt us.”

	“I don’t even remember our dad,” she said sadly.

	“I don’t either. I mean, I have some memories of him, but I can’t see his face clearly. I guess I was too young the last time he was around.”

	We were all quiet for several long minutes, the only noise the annoying sound of Gray chewing his food from time to time.

	“Okay, so what happened once you realized Eden wasn’t a threat to me?” she asked after a brief hesitation. “How long was it before you came to that conclusion?”

	“A few months. It wasn’t until after she got out of rehab that we had a conversation that didn’t involve one of us screaming obscenities at the other.” I tapped my fingers on the tabletop. “But afterward, she begged me not to tell anyone. Eden wasn’t ready to face you, and she had a lot on her plate with the baby on the way and sorting out her relationship with her new husband. She made me promise not to tell anyone, not even Kin. Otherwise, she said she would disappear, and I didn’t trust her not to start using again if I wasn’t holding her accountable. I was worried about the baby, Kas. I didn’t want what happened to us to happen to our niece or nephew.”

	“Dude, I get you keeping all this from Kassa,” Gray surprised me by saying. “I’m not happy you’ve upset her, but I understand. What I don’t get is you not telling Kin. That’s just not right, man. She’s your woman. You two have something good. You should be telling her everything that goes on in your life and trust her to keep it just between the two of you. She deserved to know regardless of your promise not to tell anyone. Your loyalty should be to her, first and foremost.”

	“I know,” I told him, realizing the magnitude of my fuckup.

	“That’s all you can say? ‘I know’ seems pretty damn inadequate if you ask me.” Gray pushed his nearly empty plate aside, glaring at me. “I tell Kas everything. Even when I know she might be mad or hurt, I still tell her. It’s not that I want her to know everything. Sometimes, I could really do without her bitching at me. It’s because I need her to know. Because I love and respect her enough not to blindside her with secrets that could tear us apart.”

	“I don’t need a lecture from a guy who fucked everything with a pussy up until he grew a pair of balls and then handed them over to my sister,” I snarled at him, pushing to my feet.

	“Jace,” Alicia scolded. “Watch what you say, mister. And be respectful of your sister before I smack you upside the head.”

	Kassa hmphed at me. “You should really take a close look at the words that come out of your mouth sometimes, big brother. You make it sound like Gray treating me like his life begins and ends with me is a bad thing. Why is that? Don’t you love Kin enough to let her have every part of you?”

	“Of course, I do. Stop putting words in my mouth, Kas.”

	My life did begin and end with Kin. That was why it was killing me to be away from her. When we went on tour the year before, I nearly quit the band then and there because I didn’t want to go without her. She was my everything.

	But I hadn’t done a very good job proving that to her this past year. My actions gave her cause to distrust me, and now I had a fight on my hands to get her back.

	I would, though.

	--

	It was hours later before I was able to sneak out of the house. Gray and Alicia both hid their keys, so after Gray and my sister went to bed and Alicia went to work even though it was a freaking Saturday, I booked an Uber. The driver dropped me off at the local car rental place, and I rented the last vehicle they had to drive back to Wytheville.

	The hour drive felt like it took longer because I was going on more than twenty-four hours without sleep. I would sleep after I knew I still had Kin, I promised myself as I pulled into her stepfather’s driveway. Jogging up the walkway, I rang the doorbell and waited impatiently for someone to answer.

	It was a few minutes before the door opened, Caleb standing on the other side with a mug of coffee in his hand. “She’s not here,” he told me without preamble.

	“Did she go home?” I asked, already pulling up the airline app on my phone.

	“Nope,” he said, popping the p.

	I looked up from my phone. “So, where is she?” He shrugged, and I felt panic begin to choke me. “You don’t know where the fuck she went?”

	“Nope. She said Emmie was helping her, told me she would keep in touch so I wouldn’t worry, then threw her things into the back of her rental and took off. That was two, maybe three hours ago.”

	I grabbed him by his shirt, making him drop his coffee, but the fucker was so weighed down with muscle he didn’t even budge when I got in his face. “You just let her go? The fuck, man? She was upset, and you let her go alone to who the fuck knows where!”

	For the first time, I wished Angie were around, because as much of a ballbuster as she was, she never would have let Kin just leave.

	“Kin’s a big girl. She knows what she’s doing and what’s right for her.”

	I released him and flipped him off before calling Kin for the thousandth time.

	It went straight to voice mail. Cursing, I jogged to the rental, but when I got to the highway, I didn’t know which way to go. One way took me back to Bristol, the other toward North Carolina, and then West Virginia was just a twenty-minute drive away. She could have gone in any direction, could have been anywhere since she’d left hours before. Two-and-a-half-hours’ drive would have taken her to Charlotte, less time than that could have taken her to Roanoke, both of which had major airports. She could have been on a fucking plane to another country for all I knew.

	Exhaustion and frustration had my eyes burning, and I sent her a text, praying she would see it before deleting it.

	Baby, come back to me. I love you.

	 

	 

	Kin

	Nashville was a seven-hour drive from Carter’s house, but Tennessee had some of the most beautiful scenery, even from the interstate. Any other time, I would have been lost in the mountainous views and all those green trees. I would have stopped at the Sevierville exit to get some chocolate and a milk shake from the Russell Stover’s store, or even taken a side trip all the way up to Gatlinburg.

	Jace and I used to do that every time we came back for a visit with Alicia and Carter. We had even talked about taking a few days to ourselves up in the Smokies after Christmas with our families this year. The plans were made right after Lucy’s bachelorette weekend, when things felt like they were getting better between us. I thought making future plans meant that we were going to be okay, that we were getting over the rough patch all couples went through.

	I thought wrong.

	Annabelle Brockman lived in a gated community with her rocker husband and their adorable son, Jaco. Lucky for me, Emmie’s business partner was home for once, and she was already waiting at the door when I pulled into her driveway.

	As I got out of my rental, she came out of the house with her purse tossed over her shoulder. Zander waved from the doorway, his piercings glinting in the sunlight. “Love you, Anna,” he called. “See ya, Kin.”

	I waved to him as I got into the passenger seat of my car, and Annabelle blew him a kiss before getting behind the wheel so she could drive me to wherever the hell Aunt Emmie set up for me. The entire drive down, all I could think was that I was running away, just as Lucy did. But instead of feeling guilty or disappointed in myself for doing what I once thought was the coward’s way out, every mile I put between me and the person responsible for my aching heart was a relief.

	“You okay?” Annabelle asked as we got on the road again.

	I leaned my head against the passenger window, contemplating my answer. “No?” I honestly wasn’t sure how I was any longer.

	Ghosting Jace seemed wrong, but I felt zero remorse for doing it. Last night, I’d wanted him to fight harder for me, while at the same time wishing him anywhere but in front of me. Three years was a long time to be with someone and just walk away without a word about where I was going, how long I was going to be gone, or if I would ever come back.

	Right then and there, I didn’t ever want to come back. I just wanted to be alone, to contemplate how I put up with him holding back so much of himself during the past year. I didn’t like how I’d let him keep his secret for so long, how even though I’d thought he was cheating, I still stayed with him. I loved him more than any other person in the world, yet I was realizing I’d stopped loving and respecting myself somewhere along the way.

	That only added to my anger at him, because being mad at myself wasn’t something I was ready to examine just yet.

	Annabelle drove for two hours up into the mountains, up the steepest, most winding mountain in the whole region, it seemed, before coming to a cabin at the top. The view took my breath away, but the realization that I was going to be there all on my own for Lord knew how long was starting to set in.

	“Are their bears?” I asked her, looking around as if one were going to jump out at us and eat us whole any second.

	“That is a big fat yes,” she told me with a grimace. “But the cabin is equipped with guns, and there is a CB radio that is already programmed so you can contact the local ranger station if you need assistance. The fridge is stocked, and either I or my daughter, Mieke, will bring you groceries every few weeks if you need it. This is my own personal cabin. Z and I bought it right after we got married, but you are more than welcome to stay as long as you want, sweetie.”

	“Thanks, Annabelle. I really appreciate you lending it to me.”

	“Ugh, I know good and well just how stupid guys can be, Kin,” she said with a twist of her lips. “Z and I spent seventeen years apart because he was such a dumbass.”

	She opened her door, and I followed. “The garage has one of those caged ATV things. Everything you need for that is in there with it, including helmets. Z loves his big-boy toys just as much as Jaco does. It is actually the easiest and quickest way to get down the mountain, so if you need to go anywhere in a hurry, that’s the way to go.”

	She showed me around the inside of the cabin, making sure I knew where the guns were and how to use the CB radio. Growing up, Carter made sure all of us kids knew how to use a gun. I knew how to handle one, but I wasn’t nearly as good as Angie, who scared the living hell out of even her dad when we were kids.

	Cell service was pure shit, but the internet was fast, which would let me text everyone I needed to stay in contact with, or Skype with those most important to me—mainly Lucy and Angie.

	After Annabelle left, taking my rental with her so she could turn it in for me, the house was too quiet. I hadn’t been this alone in my entire life, and it was definitely going to take some getting used to.

	Exhaustion fully hit me as I dropped down onto the sectional in the spacious living room. My eyes felt too heavy to keep open and began to water when I tried to fight it. Pulling the afghan down off the back of the deliciously comfortable couch, I pillowed my head on one of the soft, fuzzy pillows.

	As I finally gave in, letting my lids stay down, my heart squeezed painfully. Jace should have been with me up here in this mountain paradise. We should have been cuddled together, taking a nap together.

	Instead, my heart was broken, and I was running away from the man I’d thought I was going to spend my life with.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	Kin

	September

	Pulling my Range Rover up in front of Lucy and Harris’s Malibu house, I leaned my head back into the headrest and closed my eyes.

	Other than on Skype, I hadn’t seen my best friend in a little over four months. We talked every day by text, yet I was nervous as hell right then. Spending so much time holed up in a secluded cabin with only my manager for company had given me a bit of anxiety when it came to being around other people. Something I was going to have to get over quickly if I was going to be able to go through with the plan Aunt Emmie had for my career.

	I sucked in a deep breath and met my own gaze in the rearview mirror. “Suck it up, Kin. You can do this. Get your shit together, and go see your best friend.”

	My reflection only glared back, and I groaned. With a curse, I forced myself to stop hiding and get out of my vehicle.

	The smell of the ocean filled my senses as I walked up the stone path to the front door. I could hear the waves hitting the beach that was Lucy’s backyard. I’d missed that sound. Having grown up in Southwestern Virginia, surrounded by mountains and hours from any beach, I’d never really thought about living anywhere else.

	Until I was forced to.

	I’d hated living with my father when I came to California at seventeen, but I fell in love with the ocean. The past few months, I’d missed it almost as much as I missed Lucy and Angie.

	The door opened before I even made it to the front porch, and my beautiful friend came out, waddling only slightly from the extra weight of the baby girl growing in her belly. Tears filled her eyes when her gaze met mine, and seconds later, we were hugging.

	“I missed you so much,” Lucy laughed emotionally as she hugged me tight.

	I swallowed the lump trying to fill my throat and hugged her back. “Missed you too, Preggo.”

	Stepping back, she grasped my hands and pulled me into the amazing house her parents and in-laws had given them as a wedding present. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? How was the flight? How is that Amara chick? Is she showing yet? Does she know what she’s having? Should we plan her a baby shower or something, do you think?”

	“Whoa, sweetness,” Harris said with a laugh as he came down the stairs. Dressed in dark jeans and a black button-up over a gray T-shirt, he looked amused and maybe glowing just as much as his pregnant wife was. But he’d been doing that ever since the wedding. “Maybe give Kin time to answer one question before moving on to the next one.”

	She grimaced. “If I don’t ask them all now, this stupid pregnancy brain will make me forget. It’s better just to get them all out of the way now, and she can answer them in her own time.”

	Reaching us, he bent to kiss her. Considering he was over a foot taller than her, he had to bend a good bit before his lips touched hers. I looked away, unable to handle seeing how much in love they were now. Before everything started going downhill with Jace and me, I never once was jealous of these two. There was no need to be when I had a man I thought loved and cherished me just as much as Harris did Lucy. Now that I knew better, I couldn’t bear to see the proof of someone else’s happily ever after.

	Lifting his head, Harris pulled me into a welcoming hug. “About time you came home,” he grumbled as he stepped back. “Lu was scared you were going to miss the baby shower and Hayat’s birth.”

	“Nothing could keep me from being here for that,” I told him honestly. “Can’t have my goddaughter coming into the world without me there.”

	“I have to head to work, but Lucy wants to have dinner together tonight. You’re coming, right?” he asked expectantly.

	“Depends. Will it be just the three of us?” Because if Jace was going to be there, no way in hell was I going. I’d spent four whole months away from anything and everything that could remind me of him. I didn’t know how I would handle seeing him again now, and I didn’t want to find out.

	Harris and Lucy shared a quick look, having a silent conversation before my best friend nodded. “Yes. Just the three of us.”

	“Then, yes, I would like to have dinner with you.”

	Harris kissed Lucy again. “I’ll see you two later, then. Sweetness, Marcus will be by to pick you up around six. If you need anything before then, call me.”

	“Bye, babe,” she said with a dreamy look in her eyes as she watched him leave.

	I linked my arm through hers, urging her into the kitchen and distracting her from the absence of her delicious husband. “I’m starving and thirsty,” I said, answering her questions from earlier. “The flight was okay. Amara tried to sleep, but I couldn’t. She’s good, by the way, got the boot off her fractured foot a while back and has the cutest little baby bump. She, like you, is having a girl but hasn’t picked out a name yet. I guess she wants to talk to Cash about it before deciding. I would really like to do a shower for her, but that can wait a few months, I think. There is time to plan it.”

	In the kitchen, Lucy pulled out a carafe of water from the fridge. A tray of glasses was already on the island in the middle of the room, and she poured us each a glass before going back to the fridge to pull out everything needed for sandwiches.

	As she placed the deli packages of ham and turkey in front of me, she paused to look at me. “Have you been home yet?”

	I shook my head. “Seeing as Angie moved recently so she didn’t have to be in our apartment by herself, I haven’t had time to check out the new place yet.”

	“Aunt Emmie set it up for her, but it’s not like she’s ever there anyway. She’s always at Jenna and Santana’s place.”

	“She should have just moved in with them,” I told her as I started stacking two sandwiches with meat and slices of tomatoes.

	“You know she didn’t because she wanted you to have a place for when you came home,” Lucy reminded me softly.

	I shrugged. “I could have found my own place. I’ve gotten used to being alone.”

	“You had Amara with you.”

	“I like her—a lot, actually—but she gave me my space. Which I’m thankful for. So it was like I was alone more often than not.” I smothered the top slice of bread with deli mustard and then cut the sandwich down the middle before doing the same to Lucy’s.

	She took hers and placed it on a plate, pushing the tray of sliced veggies toward me. “Do you want me to go with you to check out the new place? We can go before we meet Harris for dinner.”

	“Sure. Why don’t you call Marcus and tell him to meet us there so we don’t have to take two vehicles?” I took a bite of the sandwich, watching as she lifted the top piece of bread from her own and loaded it with slices of pickled jalapeños and thin slivers of radishes. I wasn’t surprised by the choice. After catering to Amara’s cravings the last two months, I found nothing weird surprised me anymore.

	“Yeah, okay. Let me text him before I forget.” Wiping her fingers, she pulled her phone out of the pocket of her maternity dress and texted quickly. “I kind of miss him. Since we moved out here and he started working for both me and Aunt Emmie to shadow Mia, I don’t see him a lot. For years, I hated having a babysitter, but it’s a little lonely without him. I guess he was just as much my security blanket as he was Daddy’s.”

	“I have a feeling as soon as Hayat is born, Harris and your dad will freak out again. Only it will be Hayat who has the scary bodyguard.”

	“Probably.” She grinned as she tossed the phone onto the counter before picking up her sandwich. The look she gave her food was similar to the look she gave her husband as he was leaving, making me laugh.

	“You’re adorable when you get that dreamy look for your food, Lu.”

	“Don’t make fun of me. Wait until you are pregnant and food becomes the love of your life.”

	I snorted. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon, but I’ll take your word for it.”

	She was quiet for a few minutes, eating her food in silence. But I knew her well, and could tell she had something on her mind. I finished the rest of my sandwich, waiting and dreading what would come out of her mouth when she did speak again.

	When several minutes passed and she still hadn’t spoken, I wondered if maybe her forgetful pregnancy brain was going to save me, but then she set down her water glass and opened her mouth. “Jace has been a mess.”

	“Stop,” I ordered, holding up my hand. Noticing my fingers were trembling, I clenched them into fists and dropped them onto the counter, when really, I wanted to press them to my chest and try to ease the pain there that just the sound of his name produced. “I don’t want to hear about Jace. I don’t want to know what he’s been doing, how he’s been doing, or who he’s been doing.”

	“I know, I know,” she said, her voice sad. “He’s an idiot. What he did wasn’t right. I hate him for breaking your heart, Kin. But he’s still my friend, and I care about him almost as much as I do you. He doesn’t eat, looks like he never sleeps, and the first thing out of his mouth every time he sees me is to ask about you.”

	I was not going to let that make my heart hurt. I wasn’t. I wasn’t. All of those times he’d left me hanging, thinking he was cheating, shutting me out… I wasn’t, damn it. “What do you tell him?”

	“I never tell him anything other than you’re okay. But I’m really glad Aunt Emmie wouldn’t tell me where you were because I honestly don’t know if I would have been able to keep that from him.” She rubbed her hand over her stomach, and I saw her belly moving even through the dress she wore. I didn’t know if it was the food Lucy just ate or what she was feeling, but Hayat was super active all of a sudden.

	“He and I are over, Lucy.” My gut clenched at those words.

	“I know that. Honestly, I really do. You know I’m behind you one hundred percent. I watched you for months as he lied over and over again, and then when everything came out, I was just as pissed at him as you were.” She bit her lip, her hand moving in little circles against the tiny feet kicking her. “I just don’t like seeing either of you in pain like you have been.”

	“We will get over it eventually,” I assured her, not completely sure I believed what I was saying. “Stop worrying about us so much, babe. I’ll move on, and so will he. It’s just going to take a little time, is all.”

	But I knew I was only kidding myself. Four months had already passed, and I still felt as hurt and angry as the day Jace shattered my heart. I didn’t know how I was going to move on without a lobotomy to erase him from my memories.

	I just knew I couldn’t go back. No matter what I still felt for him under the anger and the hurt, I couldn’t go down that road with him for a third time. He’d broken my heart twice.

	No way in hell was he getting a third shot.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Kin

	The apartment was empty when we got to the large three-bedroom rental in West Hollywood. From what my stepsister had told me, I knew we had a roommate already, and even though Angie had been there for a little over two months, she hadn’t met the other chick yet.

	Probably because Angie was rarely home, spending most of her time at work or with Jenna, only coming home to sleep.

	I liked the place as soon as I entered the apartment, maybe more than the apartment my stepsister and I had shared the past few years. The only downfall was that I couldn’t see the ocean from my bedroom window, but that was more than okay with me.

	“Nice,” Lucy commented as she glanced around the living room and kitchen. “Really homey. Any idea who your roommate is?”

	“No clue. Angie probably knows, but we haven’t really talked about it. I was just happy not to have to come back to the old place and all the memories.” Especially my old bedroom. I didn’t need to be haunted by all the times Jace had slept in that room with me, made love to me there. It would have been unbearable, and I would have lost my freaking mind.

	The sound of keys and the door opening had us both walking out of the kitchen. My breath caught as I waited to see if maybe it was the new roommate, but Angie came in with Jenna and Santana right behind her.

	Seeing me, she screamed, and seconds later, the small blonde was throwing herself in my arms. I caught her at the same time her legs wrapped around my waist. Laughing with pure happiness, I swung her around.

	“I missed you,” we both said in unison, making us giggle.

	Jumping down, Angie gave me a tight hug before stepping back, her eyes scanning me from head to toe. “It’s so good to see you. I was scared you would look like a damned wraith, but your color is good, and it doesn’t look like you’ve lost much weight.”

	“Amara kept me fed with some crazy concoctions,” I admitted. Fried Oreos were addictive, minus the sriracha for me that my pregnant manager liked to dip hers in.

	Jenna and Santana were glancing around the place curiously, as if they hadn’t been there before.

	“Nice place,” Jenna commented.

	“You haven’t visited Angie here yet?” I asked.

	The tall brunette shook her head, but it was Angie who spoke. “About that…” She started hesitantly. “The truth is, there was only one room available when Emmie and I talked about moving in here. I took the offer because it was lonely in our old place, but I always planned on letting you take the room. Jenna and I have been talking about me moving in, and now that you’re back …”

	“Really?” Lucy squealed excitedly.

	Jenna grinned, her blue-gray eyes shining with happiness, and nodded. “Really.”

	“Oh my gods!” she screamed and threw her arms around the older girl, her long curly hair tangling around her. “I’m so happy for you.” Tears started pouring from her eyes as she laughed and hugged her friend. “I can’t wait to tell Harris… I can tell him, right?”

	“I called him earlier,” Jenna admitted. “But I was going to tell everyone else Saturday at your baby shower.”

	My eyes were on my stepsister. Moving in was a huge step for her, especially when she hadn’t officially come out to her dad yet. Angie never hid who she was from Caleb or me, but she’d never openly admitted she was a lesbian before. Even though she and Jenna had been officially dating since right after Thanksgiving the previous year, she still hadn’t told Carter as far as I knew. If she was moving in with her girlfriend, that meant she was going to have to face others’ opinions about her sexuality.

	But Angie was all smiles, not an ounce of uncertainty coming off her, and that made me happier than I’d been in months.

	“I’m really happy for you, Ang,” I told her as I pulled her in for another hug. “It’s about time you got your head out of your ass.”

	Choking on a laugh, she pushed me back. “I’ve already told Dad.”

	“And?”

	“And nothing,” she said with a shrug. “He already guessed.”

	“Told you he wouldn’t care.”

	“Yeah, well, we still have to tell Jenna’s parents.” Her jaw tightened, and she lost some of that happy glow.

	Lucy’s phone went off with a text, announcing Marcus’s arrival downstairs. A glance at my phone screen told me we had to get moving so we could meet Harris on time. “We’re heading to dinner, but maybe we could hang out tomorrow?”

	The other girls nodded. “Time and place, we’ll be there,” Angie assured me.

	After locking up, the five of us took the elevator downstairs. “I need to go down to Aunt Emmie’s office tomorrow to record a couple of the new songs I’ve been working on so a few record labels can hear the demos, but I’ll text you afterward.”

	“Should I invite Kassa?” Santana asked hesitantly. “I wasn’t sure if…yeah.”

	“Kassa is invited,” I assured her as we walked out of the building.

	Marcus was already pulled up right in front of the entrance. Seeing us, he jumped out of Lucy’s Rover and opened the back door for her. After hugging everyone goodbye, she walked over, letting him help her into the vehicle.

	I paused, giving my stepsister another once-over. “I really am happy for you, Ang. Don’t let anyone pull you down, okay?”

	“I won’t,” she promised. “Now, go. You don’t want to keep the pregnant woman from her food. We’ve seen the carnage she can wreak when she doesn’t get fed regularly.”

	Laughing, I waved and jogged over to the Rover to climb into the back with my friend.

	“I’m so freaking happy for Jenna and Angie,” she said as she got comfortable and turned to face me. “But I’m a little worried about what her mother is going to do when she finds out.”

	“Jenna’s been in relationships before,” I reminded her.

	Lucy lowered her eyes, a grimace twisting her lips at the memory of Jenna’s last girlfriend. Tessa was still in prison after taking the plea deal for what she’d done to Harris, and I hoped she stayed there. “Yeah, she’s had other girlfriends, but none of them have ever been this serious. I can see how much Jen loves Angie. This relationship means a lot to her. And her mother has never really taken Jenna’s sexuality seriously. When she finds out that Angie is living with her daughter, she might cause trouble.”

	“Would Jenna break up with Angie if her mother decides she doesn’t want them together?” Concern for Angie had me holding my breath, waiting for Lucy’s answer. It took a lot for Angie to come out to her father, to go public and move in with her girlfriend. I didn’t want to see her hurt.

	“No, of course not. Jenna can’t stand Stella. But that doesn’t mean her mother won’t try to break them up through other avenues.”

	“Bitch better watch herself if she tries to hurt Angie. My stepsister can hold her own, but Caleb and I will destroy this Stella cunt if she tries anything.”

	 

	--

	 

	Dinner with Harris and Lucy took up most of the night. We lingered over dessert and drinks afterward, and I was glad to be there with them. I’d missed them both so much while I was hiding from the rest of the world, and it wasn’t until I was with them again that I understood just how much I really did enjoy hanging out with them.

	But it also made me remember all the times we’d hung out in the past. Jace always sat beside me, feeding me bites off his plate.

	Harris went back to work, and Lucy and Marcus dropped me off back at my new apartment. The lights were off except for a single lamp in the living room so I could see how to get to my room.

	I could hear my new roommate moving around in the room next door, but I didn’t have the energy to knock on her bedroom door to introduce myself. I was tired all the way to my bones, having spent hours on a plane and then hanging out with my best friend. On top of all that, the memories of Jace were shredding me.

	I face-planted on the bed, already made up with my sheets and comforter thanks to Angie, but I could have sworn I caught the scent of Jace on the pillowcase. Had my stepsister not washed the linens before putting them on the new bed?

	Gross.

	But as I breathed in the scent deeper, I realized it really was Jace’s scent. His body wash and cologne clung to the pillow itself. Tears instantly stung my eyes, and I pulled the pillow to my chest as a sob tried to break free from my throat.

	No.

	I couldn’t think about him, not now. Back at the cabin, I was getting better, able to function without crying or wanting to blow up the entire world with my anger. I put all my rage and pain into the many, many songs I wrote. It was cathartic but left me raw. Still, I thought I was ready to face the real world again.

	And yet, with the scent of him on my pillow reminding me of the last night we spent together, I was shattered all over again.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	Jace

	I was downtown at Emmie’s office before the sun even came up.

	Kin was back, and from what I overheard Santana telling my sister the night before, she was going to be in the studio working on a demo all morning.

	Realizing she was within touching distance after four of the worst months of my damn life, I ached to go to her apartment. But that wasn’t possible. I didn’t even know where she was staying.

	Angie had moved out of their old place, something I found out the hard way because I finally broke down the damn door when she refused to answer it, only to discover the apartment was completely empty.

	I knew Kin wasn’t staying with Lucy, because I’d gone over there after overhearing Santana and Kassa talking. As always, Lucy didn’t divulge any details about her friend’s whereabouts or well-being, other than to tell me she looked good. I still searched the entire house before leaving, needing to make sure Kin wasn’t there.

	Instead of going home, I stayed out, contemplating where Kin could possibly be. A hotel? A friend’s house? I called Jenna to see if maybe Kin was there, but other than to tell me she wasn’t, Jenna didn’t tell me much else.

	I drove to Emmie’s office building in the early hours of the morning, dozed in my car when I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, and waited.

	Pulling on a baseball cap and tucking it low, I walked into the building when the first guard arrived to take over for the night shift. The guy knew me, even though I couldn’t remember his name, and I told him I had a meeting with Emmie I didn’t want to be late for. Grinning, the guy let me through, but instead of getting on the elevator, I waited just out of sight.

	Fuck, I felt like a damn stalker, but Kin left me no choice.

	She’d blocked my number, making it impossible for me to call or text her. I sent email after email, pleading with her to just talk to me, but they got kicked back. I even snatched my sister’s phone once and tried to call Kin, but the call went unanswered. Kassa busted my balls when she realized I’d taken her phone, not that I cared.

	I didn’t care about anything these days but finding Kin.

	Unable to talk to her, not knowing where she was or how she was doing, I lost my mind quickly.

	Now she was back, and I was acting like some psycho, waiting to pounce on her the second I set eyes on her.

	Soon the building began to come alive. People were arriving to work, but no one paid me much attention as I waited. Emmie would be arriving soon, and she would probably verbally beat my ass—again—but I could withstand her bitching at me if it meant I got the chance to see Kin.

	Shane Stevenson walked past me with his son. When his eyes landed on me, they narrowed. “You look like some serial killer waiting there, man,” he told me with a shake of his head. “What are you doing?”

	“Waiting on Kin.”

	“Well, come wait with us in the studio. Emmie finds you down here looking all stalker-like, she’s gonna eat you for breakfast.”

	“I’m good here.”

	His blue-gray eyes darkened. “Wasn’t asking, Jace. Get your ass on the elevator.”

	Mason looked up at me with eyes identical to his father’s. “Better listen. When Daddy uses that voice with me, it means I’m about to get grounded.”

	I ruffled the kid’s hair as I stepped onto the elevator with him and his father. If given the choice between having to deal with Shane or Emmie, the rocker would be my pick every time, hands down. He was producing the demo for Kin, so that meant he would be seeing her soon anyway. Which meant I would get to see her soon. “What are you doing here, little dude? Don’t you have school or something?”

	“No school today. I came to work with Daddy, and Violet went with Mom.”

	Shane hit the button for the recording studio and leaned back against the wall. “When’s the last time you slept? You look like a walking corpse.”

	I shrugged. “I got a little last night.”

	“Let me rephrase, then. When was the last time you got a full night’s sleep?”

	I glared at the opposite wall, trying to remember what it even felt like to sleep for more than an hour or two at a time. I missed Kin so fucking much, but it was worse at night. “May,” I choked out.

	“Dude. You’re going to burn yourself out. Emmie is going to go off the rails if you keep this up. You won’t be any good to your band, and you’re going to end up killing yourself if you aren’t careful.”

	“I’ll sleep when I have Kin back,” I gritted out. “Can’t sleep without her.”

	Shane dropped his hand on my shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “I’m sorry, Jace. But you still need to take care of yourself.”

	“I don’t care about myself, man,” I told him honestly. “All I can think about is if she’s okay or not, and no one will freaking tell me.”

	The elevator stopped, and Mason ran off. Shane and I followed, heading straight for the studio. Shane produced all the demos for Emmie’s clients. It was just a hobby to him, but he could turn it into a new career if he wanted to during his downtime from Demon’s Wings.

	“Take a seat,” Shane instructed as he turned on the lights in the control room. “Could be a little while before Kin gets here. She’s not due until nine.”

	“Why are you here so early, then?” Shane wasn’t one to just wait around.

	“Got a few things I’m working on,” was all he said as he started turning everything on.

	Mason grabbed the small toy box his dad kept for him there out of the corner of the room. Upending the box, he scattered his toys all over the floor and dropped down to start lining up cars and dinosaurs. I watched him, wondering if my nephew would be like Mason when he got older. Eden sent me pictures every few weeks, but I hadn’t met the newest member of my family yet. I doubted my older sister wanted me around her kid when I was barely functional on a human level the majority of the time.

	My phone vibrated, and I pulled it out of my pocket to see I had a text from Kassa, asking where I was.

	She kept track of me more and more lately, probably worried I was going to drive my car into a tree or off a bridge or something. I didn’t have a death wish, however. I just fucking wanted Kin back. But even though Kassa tried to keep track of me, we didn’t talk much. This thing with Eden had put up a wall between us.

	I didn’t bother sending her a reply. She would only guess what I was doing and try to stop me. Or warn Kin I was waiting on her, and then Kin wouldn’t show.

	Turning off the phone because I didn’t put it past my baby sister to use the GPS to try to find me, I pocketed the device. For the next two hours, I divided my attention between watching the clock on the wall tick away the minutes, Shane doing his thing with some song he was remixing for another one of Emmie’s clients, and Mason having a cars vs. dinosaurs war.

	It was pretty quiet on this floor, and it wasn’t just because both the control room and the recording booth were soundproof. There was rarely any traffic here because this was Shane’s domain. If a person didn’t have a reason to be there, or Shane didn’t want them there, then they knew better than to step into his territory.

	Shane Stevenson was pretty laid-back, if he liked you. If he didn’t, that was another story entirely. With as much muscle as he had on him, he could have given Gray a run for his money, even in his forties. He was always running, day or night, no matter the time of the year. There had been plenty of times he’d talked Kin and Lucy into running charity 5K events with him. Some of them were sponsored by his wife’s magazine, sometimes as a representative for his band, but always for one of Emmie’s charities.

	I’d only ever seen him pissed once in the years I’d known him, but that was enough to show me I never wanted to be on the receiving end of his temper.

	“Heads up,” Shane said with a twist of his lips as he picked up his phone. “Em says she just heard from Kin. She’s going to be here soon.”

	My heart began to pound, my hands growing damp with nervousness. I felt sick and weak-kneed, yet I couldn’t take sitting down for a second longer. Standing, I pulled off the baseball cap, ran my fingers through my hair, and replaced the cap. Only to take it off and toss it on the chair I’d just vacated.

	Shane watched me, caution on his face as he rolled his chair back to put himself between me and his son, as if he thought I might explode and cause his kid bodily harm. I didn’t blame him, because right then, I didn’t know what might happen with me. My skin suddenly felt too tight for my body, my breaths coming in pants as I paced to the door and back to my chair.

	“Have you seen her yet?” I asked him, not sure why I hadn’t already.

	Of the four Demons, though, it was more likely Jesse Thornton would see Kin regularly than Shane or his brother. Lucy and her dad were close, so that meant he was close to Kin too. They all treated her like family. From the first time Lucy brought Kin home from school, they took her in as one of their own. Every single one of them was a misfit, a mishmash of family more by choice than actual blood for the majority of them. Kin was no different, just another member of their family. Emmie was even her honorary aunt who treated her more like a daughter than Kin’s stepmother ever tried to.

	He shook his head, his blue-gray eyes following my every step to and from the door. “Can’t remember the last time I saw Kin, honestly. Maybe when we ran the half marathon back in April for the children’s home Emmie started up in Ohio? Yeah, I think that was the last time I saw her.”

	I scrubbed my hands over my face, wiping away the thin sheen of sweat that was beading on my forehead. I was starting to panic more with each passing minute. Why wasn’t she here yet? What was taking so fucking long?

	Twenty minutes passed, and she still wasn’t there. I continued to pace, Shane watching me the entire time. He didn’t yell at me and tell me to park my ass, or to calm the fuck down, or even to stop acting like a pussy and just chill out. I appreciated that, because I wasn’t sure I could have done any of those things.

	And then the door was opening, and the way my heart was beating my chest to death was no longer a problem. It completely stopped the second my eyes landed on her as she walked into the room, a stack of music sheets under one arm, her guitar case in her hand.

	Her long red hair was pulled back into a simple ponytail, her face completely free of any makeup. She wore jeans and an old OtherWorld T-shirt, one of her favorites. There were dark circles under her eyes, but other than that, she didn’t look much different from the last time I saw her.

	I drank in the sight of her, feasting my eyes on her like a starving man. Her blue eyes locked on mine and I couldn’t breathe, yet I found myself suddenly in front of her, pulling her roughly into my arms.

	I began to tremble, or maybe that was her. I couldn’t tell. I cupped the back of her head in one hand, anchoring her body to me with the other, and inhaled deeply for the first time in months. The scent of her shampoo filled my nose, and I nearly groaned as a sense of peace washed over me. One by one, every muscle in my body began to relax.

	This was where I was meant to be, with her in my arms, the feel of her against me. It was home. No matter where I was in the world, as long as she was in my arms, I was home.

	Her fingers fisted in my shirt for a flash of an instant before she was pushing me back, her blue eyes turning to ice. “What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded, setting her guitar case on the floor and throwing the music in my chair from earlier, making my cap fall to the ground. Putting her hands on her hips, she glared up at me.

	I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I had no words to explain why I was there, and for a second, I was concerned for my ability to form a cognitive thought, let alone speak in a full sentence. Swallowing hard, I cleared my throat and tried again, still eating up the sight of her.

	She looked beautiful. All long limbs, alabaster skin, and flashing blue eyes. I wanted to pull her back into my arms, hold her there until I could breathe without it hurting. But everything about her was screaming at me to stay the hell away. Rationally, I knew it was going to take more than an “I’m sorry” before I had her back. But my fucking heart didn’t understand why the one person who belonged solely to me wasn’t in my arms where she belonged.

	“Let’s take a coffee break, Mason,” Shane told his son as he got to his feet.

	“Mom won’t let me have coffee.”

	“How about a hot chocolate break instead?”

	“Heck yeah!” Jumping up, Mason took his father’s hand, and they left the room without looking back.

	Kin stood there, her nostrils flaring as she silently seethed. I deserved her anger, welcomed it. Because as long as she was pissed, that meant she cared, damn it.

	“Well?” she snapped after another minute passed with me still unable to figure out how to make my voice work.

	“Where were you?” It came out harsher than I realized, accusatory, and it was only then I realized how pissed I was at her.

	She left, didn’t give me a chance to explain everything better, to fix what I broke with us. I knew it was all my own fault, but Kin wasn’t one to just run away from a problem. Hell, she stayed with her father and stepmother even after all the hell that woman put her through, simply because of a promise Kin’s mother made her make when she was on her deathbed.

	“You don’t need to know,” she told me, her voice so cold I was surprised the room didn’t frost over. “We’re not together anymore, so where I am at any given time of the day isn’t any of your business.”

	I stabbed my fingers through my hair. “I’ve been worried, damn it. We’ve never spent more than a day without speaking in some shape or form, and you have made it impossible to so much as get you to answer a damn email.”

	“I know how to take care of myself, Jace. It’s something I’ve had to do for a long time now. There was no need to worry, especially since you no longer have that right.”

	“Stop fucking saying that!” I exploded. “I have every right. I love you!”

	She flinched, stepping back from me. “Maybe once upon a time you did. Somewhere along the way, things changed.” She lowered her eyes, swallowing hard before whispering, “I’m still trying to figure out where.”

	“Kin, baby…” I crossed the distance between us. Cupping her chin, I tilted her head back, my eyes drinking in her every feature. With the exception of those dark circles telling me she hadn’t been sleeping well, there wasn’t a sign that any time had passed since the last time I saw her. “Nothing has ever changed about what I feel for you.”

	She jerked back, pain flashing in her eyes as if I’d physically hit her. “Then that is exactly why it all went wrong. Every day, I loved you more than the day before. Every goddamn day, I woke up beside you, I fell a little deeper for you.” Tears spilled over her lashes so quickly I didn’t have a warning. She angrily scrubbed them away as they trailed down her cheeks. “I loved you so much, Jace, that I loved you more than myself.”

	My heart cracked a little more with each tear that spilled, but hearing her say “loved” and not “love” rocked me to my soul.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	Kin

	I didn’t think it was possible for Jace to hurt me more than he already had, yet there I stood, my heart hemorrhaging from the direct blow he’d made to it. I felt like I was exsanguinating, as if I might actually die from the pain at the realization that Jace actually didn’t love me as much as I did him.

	I sucked in a breath, trying to make the pain stop, but there was no way to escape it.

	“Kin, that’s not what I meant. Baby, I… I… Fuck, why can’t I find the words to fix this?” he groaned, scrubbing a hand over his jaw before raking his fingers through his hair.

	“Let’s face it, Jace,” I told him, blinking back the tears that just kept coming. “What we once had is over. You keeping secrets from me showed me just how far off course we have really gotten.”

	“No. I can fix this. We can work through this.” He went to grasp my hand, but I pulled back. “Counseling. Yeah, that’s it. We can go to counseling. Whatever you want, baby. Anything.”

	“I asked you to go to counseling with me back in January,” I reminded him in a tired voice. “You couldn’t be bothered. It’s too late, Jace. I’m done.”

	Panic filled his eyes, but I couldn’t let his anguish dissuade me. I had to respect myself, love myself more than I loved him, or I was never going to get through this.

	“You should go,” I told him, suddenly feeling like there was a ten-ton weight on my chest.

	“Kin, baby, I love you.” Tears replaced the panic, and I couldn’t look at him. His pain only magnified my own. “I love you so fucking much.”

	“Please go.”

	“Look at me, damn it!” He was in front of me, barely an inch separating us, but I couldn’t lift my eyes to meet his gaze. If I did, I knew it would be game over. I would want him to hold me, to make this all better. But that would be like putting a bandage on a mortal wound. It couldn’t save us; it wouldn’t even stop us from bleeding out.

	His chilled fingers touched my chin, urging me to look up at him, but I clenched my eyes closed. He lowered his head, his breath brushing over my cheek seconds before his lips touched the corner of my mouth. “I love you,” he whispered. “I will love you every day for the rest of my life. Nothing will change that, ever.”

	“Please, just go,” I choked out, fighting back a sob.

	“I will, for now.” His thumb caressed over my jaw and down my neck before pressing into the pulse at the base of my throat. “But this isn’t over, Kin. I won’t make the same mistakes I’ve made in the past.”

	My eyes were still clenched shut tight, so I couldn’t see what he was doing, couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His lips skimmed across my cheek until he reached my ear. “You are my life, my soul. I won’t ever give up on us.”

	His arms came around me, holding me so tight that I thought for a moment he could put me back together, but then he kissed the top of my head. He stepped back and I instantly missed the warmth of his body, but I still kept my eyes closed, holding on to the sobs that wanted to be set free until I heard the door click closed behind him.

	A pained cry left my lips, breaking the dam that held back the sobs. My knees gave out, and I dropped to the floor. I was thankful the room was soundproof, because the noises that left me scared me, and I knew they would terrify anyone outside those four walls.

	 

	--

	Somehow, I managed to pick myself up and find the bathroom. I blew my nose and washed my face, trying to regain some semblance of control over my emotions. I couldn’t let this pain rule me. There were other things to worry about instead of a broken heart.

	Like getting the demos recorded so Aunt Emmie could jump-start my new career. I was taking a year off from college to see what could happen. The royalties from the songs I’d already sold were enough to live off for years if I needed to, so it wasn’t like I needed money, but Aunt Emmie really wanted me to turn singing into something substantial. With her help, I knew I could.

	First, I needed to get the demos ready for her. Then she could get me a record deal, and we could move on from there.

	That she wanted me to sign with the same label as Tainted Knights didn’t make me particularly happy. Any other musician would have been jumping through hoops even to be considered by Petrova. Me, on the other hand…I couldn’t really stand the guy behind the music label. It wasn’t like I had a reason to dislike him either, but from the first time he was introduced to me at a party to celebrate TK getting the contract with his label, I’d hated him.

	But if Aunt Emmie thought it was the best route to take, I would have to trust her.

	After cleaning up, I noticed more than an hour had passed since my meltdown with Jace. Shane was back in the control room when I got to the recording booth, and thankfully, Amara was in there with him and Mason.

	But I still felt like I was going to implode.

	“Relax, Kin.” Shane’s voice filled the booth, as if he thought I was nervous. “It’s just me, Amara, and Mason in here. Give me all you got, sweetheart, and I’ll do the rest. Yeah?”

	I nodded, but I knew I couldn’t start. Not yet. It was too much, and if I didn’t do something, I was going to…

	I threw my head back and screamed out my frustration, knowing no one in the world could hear me through those soundproof walls, not even the three people staring at me like I was losing my mind.

	Arms wrapped around me, and I sagged against Amara, letting my pregnant friend slash manager comfort me. I hesitated for only a minute before wrapping my arms around her in return and closing my eyes.

	“I hate the world right now,” I told her in a hoarse voice. “Maybe we should just wait a few days to do this.”

	“Nah,” Amara said, leaning back to look down at me with a reassuring smile. “I think you’re going to do great today. Artists need passion, and no one said it had to be happy passion.”

	“This isn’t passion,” I mumbled. “It’s a desperation to eradicate all the liars in my life—and the inability to accomplish such a feat without going to prison.”

	Her snort of laughter was adorable, and I wondered how Cash had ever let this chick get away. “Yeah, I’ve been there a few times. But experience has taught me that the best way to get back at those idiots is just to move on.”

	“Easier said than done.” Sighing, I pushed my hair back from my face. “But you’re right. It’s definitely time to move on. I’m just glad it’s Friday.”

	“You need a night out,” she informed me, pulling out her phone. “This calls for a girls’ night. I’m taking you out, getting you drunk—and maybe laid if you’re up for that. I’m making you turn off everything even remotely related to Jace St. Charles.”

	“Fuck yeah,” I laughed, but it came out more than a little shaky. Remembering I’d told Angie and Lucy we would have a night out, I asked Amara to make sure to invite them. “You two preggos can watch the rest of us shoot tequila together.”

	She grinned. “Sounds like a date. Riley is making all the plans as we speak.”

	I grasped her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Thanks, Amara. I honestly don’t know how I would have gotten through the last few months without you beside me to keep me straight.”

	She hugged me again. “Just remember you’re not alone, babe. I’m here anytime you need me.” Stepping back, she squeezed my shoulders. “Now, deep breath. Suck it up and put all the feels into your music. You got this. You’re going to be a motherfucking rock star.”

	For the first time all day, my excitement was enough to push down thoughts of Jace. “Yeah.” I nodded, feeling the confidence filling me, and straightened my shoulders with determination. “Yeah, you’re right. Fuck Jace. Let’s do this.”

	 


Chapter 10

	Kin

	After spending most of the morning in the studio letting Shane work his magic on my demos, I was exhausted. Forgoing lunch, I went back to my new apartment for a nap, knowing I wouldn’t be able to go out later if I didn’t get some rest.

	The sound of slamming doors pulled me out of a deep sleep hours later. Groaning, I searched blindly for my phone. Pulling it close to my face, I saw it was after six.

	“Shit,” I groaned as I noticed the many texts on my phone’s screen. I must have turned off the ringer.

	Ignoring the few from Jace from a number I didn’t recognize, I shot Lucy a reply, telling her I would meet her at the club Amara and her friend told me about earlier. My stomach was growling hungrily, so I grabbed a shawl to pull over my pajama shorts and tank top before walking out to the kitchen.

	Rubbing my grumbling stomach, I walked barefoot through the apartment.

	“Holy shit, you mean the new roomie actually exists?” an amused feminine voice asked from my left. “I was seriously starting to think there was a ghost living in Lindsey’s old room. I was cool with that, though. I mean, if the ghost can afford a third of the rent, I don’t mind being haunted.”

	A grin teasing at my lips, I ran my eyes over my apparent new roommate. She was small and curvy. Her chic bob was dyed jet black and made her blue eyes even more striking, especially with her golden tan. Her full lips were tilted up in a half smirk as she walked around the kitchen in shorts so tiny the cheeks of her ass half hung out. Her top barely covered her flat, toned stomach. When she turned her back, I saw that the material was shredded, revealing a single peacock feather tattoo inked along the length of her spine.

	“Not a ghost,” I assured her as I opened the fridge, pulling out the jug of orange juice. “But sometimes I feel like I’m dying, so don’t be surprised if one day I suddenly start floating through walls.”

	“I’m Riley,” she introduced.

	“Kin.” Finding the cabinet with glasses, I pulled one out and poured the juice.

	“If you’re hungry, I just ordered some pizza. Me and Mar are going out later, but you’re welcome to come with.”

	My brain was still fogged with sleep, so it took me a few seconds to put everything together. “Wait…” I groaned and dropped my head, shaking it as a grin lifted my lips. “Of course.”

	“What?” Riley asked, twisting the lid off a beer.

	“Aunt Emmie,” I told her with a laugh. “You’re Riley.”

	She looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Uh, yeah. I just said that.”

	“No, I mean you are Amara’s Riley. Riles. Yeah, that’s what she calls you.” Shaking my head again, I held out my hand. “I’m Kin Montez.”

	Her eyes widened with surprise and maybe a little fear. “I thought you looked familiar. You’ve really been holed up in the backwoods of nowhere with Mar?” I nodded. “Then who the hell has been coming and going the last few months? Someone has been in this apartment.”

	“That would be my stepsister, Angie. Aunt Emmie set everything up, but Angie decided to move in with her girlfriend and give me the room,” I explained. “Don’t worry. There wasn’t really a ghost roaming the apartment the last few months.”

	Relief flashed in her piercing blue eyes. “Thank fuck for that. Well, it’s good to meet you. Mar has told me about you.”

	“Where is she anyway?” I asked, glancing toward the living room.

	“Napping. She had a run-in with Cash’s grandmother earlier, and it drained her.”

	My lips twisted in sympathy for her. I remembered his grandmother well from the few times I’d met her. Even Angie was a little afraid of the old woman. “Doris Mathias will do that to anyone. Is she okay?”

	“Seems to be, just tired.”

	“Yeah, she naps a lot.” Back at the cabin, I found her sleeping on the couch in the living room many times. Growing a human seemed to be an exhausting job. “When she wakes up, she’s going to be hungry, though.”

	“The pizza will be here soon.”

	“No. She always has a craving after a nap.” I set my empty glass on the counter. “Do you have Oreos and pancake mix?”

	“Probably. Should be in the pantry.” She pointed to the small door beside the fridge.

	“Sriracha?”

	“Oreos. Pancakes. Sriracha.” She gave me an odd look. “Do I want to know?”

	Laughing, I opened the pantry and pulled out the dry ingredients I needed. “Trust me. When Amara gets up, you’ll be thanking me.”

	Washing my hands, I got everything ready to fry the Oreos. By the time I was pulling the last from the oil and sprinkling them with powdered sugar, Amara walked into the kitchen. Her eyes still half closed, she walked right up to the stove and grabbed one of the fried Oreos. “Sriracha,” she mumbled sleepily.

	“Here, Mar,” Riley told her, putting the dish of hot sauce in front of her so she could dip her cookie in it.

	As she bit into it, she moaned in pleasure. “Perfect,” she said with a sigh as she chewed. “Riles, how did you…” She trailed off as her eyes finally lifted and she spotted me standing by the fridge, fighting the temptation to grab a few of the Oreos for myself. “You stopped by to make these for me?” Then her gaze took in what I was wearing. “And decided to spend the night?”

	“I live here apparently,” I told her, finally giving in and snatching a cookie.

	“Wait, what?”

	“Aunt Emmie set up the apartment for Angie because she didn’t want to live on her own while I was gone. But then Jenna asked Angie to move in with her, so Angie gave the room to me,” I summarized for her. “Riley said you had a run-in with Doris Mathias. You okay?”

	Amara took the plate of cookies, stuffing her mouth with one while she contemplated my question. “I don’t know,” she said after swallowing. “She said some things that made me want to bitch slap her a few times. But then I realized she was just looking out for Cash. She isn’t going to be around much longer. I could sense it. I think she’s just trying to make sure he will be okay when she dies.”

	“That makes sense,” Riley agreed, eyeing the plate of cookies her friend was hoarding hungrily. “Sounds like everything she’s been doing the last few months was to ensure her grandson has people to love him when she isn’t around to take care of him herself.”

	“Yeah. I’m still not particularly happy with how she went about it, though.” Two more cookies disappeared before she pushed them away. “Ugh. I need a shower. We’re still going out, I swear. I just need to get myself sorted.”

	“I ordered pizza. We can go after we eat,” Riley assured her.

	“Save me a slice,” she ordered, leaving the kitchen.

	I watched her go, thankful Aunt Emmie and Angie had set up this new living arrangement for me. I had gotten so used to having Amara around, catering to her pregnancy cravings and enjoying having someone to vent to, I’d been sad to leave the cabin.

	Somewhere along the way, Amara became important to me. She was one of my closest friends now. Lucy was my best friend, nothing would ever change that, but Amara had become just as close to me.

	--

	We all met up out in front of the club Riley chose a few hours later. Angie, Jenna, and Santana surrounded Lucy, with Marcus just feet away when our cab pulled up out front. I helped Amara out then waited for Riley as I took in the others standing with my friends.

	Sin’s girlfriend, Roanna, was there with the Blondes, but it was Kassa my eyes locked on. I hadn’t spoken to her since the night Jace and I broke up, and I honestly didn’t know what to do or say to her now. The first time Jace and I broke up, I lost all contact with her. But even though I’d gone months without speaking to her, I didn’t want to lose her friendship this time around.

	She was laughing and nodding at something Lucy was saying, sticking close to Santana. My heart ached a little when she glanced over and caught my gaze. She was one of my closest friends. The day she asked me to be her maid-of-honor, I nearly cried. She was close to Santana too, and I knew it was hard for her to decide between the two of us. But we both always thought we would end up sisters-in-law one day, and that was why she picked me over Santana.

	Now, we would never end up as sisters of any kind, but I didn’t want her to tell me she no longer wanted me to be a part of her bridal party.

	As if she could read my mind, she walked toward me with determination in her blue eyes.

	“Kassa,” I began when she drew closer, but her arms wrapped around my waist and she hugged me tight.

	“I missed you,” she said with a sigh, squeezing me.

	Swallowing hard, I hugged her back. “I missed you too.”

	Stepping back, but keeping one arm around me, she called to the others, “Let’s go! I need a drink so I can shake my ass with you bitches.”

	Everyone seemed to know each other already, which felt weird to me. I was just meeting Riley, yet she was pulled into the Blondes like she was one of their besties. Amara and Riley met them the same day Jace and I broke up, so it was I who suddenly felt left out, having missed so much the past four months.

	That feeling quickly faded as we all got drinks in us—minus the two pregnant women. We had a private corner of the VIP floor to ourselves, roped off with a few extra security guys and Marcus standing over us like we were royalty or some shit. That was the way it was whenever Lucy ever went anywhere without Harris, though, and I knew the extra security was something he must have set up when Lucy told him she was going out with us.

	While Lucy and Amara caught up, talking everything baby, I let the others pull me out onto the dance floor. Already three drinks in, I was tipsy and gave the music control of my body, letting myself go. Surrounded by my friends, I felt carefree for the first time in months.

	The dance floor quickly filled up, making it crowded and impossible to dance without bumping into the others around us. A chick drunk off her ass bumped hard into Jenna and Angie. Since I was dancing so close to my stepsister, I got pushed back a little and felt myself start to fall.

	Strong arms caught me before my ass could hit the floor, righting me. Breathless from the near-miss, I turned around to thank my rescuer and squealed when I saw it was Nate. “What are you doing here?” I asked, throwing my arms around him.

	“I’m out with friends. My buddy just got engaged, so I took the night off and came to celebrate with them.” He gave me a brief hug and pulled back, his eyes scanning my friends before pausing on Riley.

	Hiding my grin, I watched his eyes eat up the sight of her. Of all of us, Riley was probably the most beautiful, yet I wasn’t the least bit jealous of her. In a dress that barely covered her ass and gave more than an eyeful of her assets, every eye in the club was glued to her.

	“What did I say about leaving your apartment dressed like that?”

	I nearly choked in surprise at the possessive note in Nate’s voice. He was so nice, so laid-back. Even when he was frustrated at work, I’d never heard him use that tone. It was all growly and full of dark promises.

	Riley glared up at him. “You don’t own me, asshole,” she snarled before turning her back on him and flipping him off. Without another word, she stomped over to the bar.

	“Ladies, excuse me,” Nate gritted out and followed after her.

	“Holy shit,” I said when he was out of earshot, my eyes following him to the bar where he joined Riley. She was ordering, and when she went to pay, he was already placing a few bills in front of her. She turned, her face a mix of hate and lust, as she poked him in the chest while yelling at him. “When did Nate get all alpha? He’s like the sweetest guy on the planet.”

	Kassa laughed. “It was about two seconds after Amara and Riley came into First Bass the first time. It was love at first sight, and he’s been all growly ever since.”

	“Have they hooked up?”

	“Not yet,” Aubree said. “But it’s only a matter of time. Her stubborn ass will give in eventually.”

	Even as she was talking, Nate lifted Riley by the waist until she was eye level with him. Her feet kicked back and forth as much as the crowd at the bar would allow before she wrapped her legs around his waist. She snaked her arms around his neck, her fingers thrusting into his hair, and then she was kissing him.

	“Well, there goes the first one of the night,” Jenna said with a snort. “Who do you think will be next, babe?” she asked Angie.

	“Sin or Gray,” my stepsister predicted. “My money is on Sin, though.”

	“Ours too,” the three Blondes chimed in with a laugh, while Roanna blushed and flipped them off.

	Sweat running down my back, I told the others I needed to take a bathroom break. Angie and Santana went to sit with Lucy, while Jenna decided to come with me when the others stayed to dance. The line for the bathroom was long, like always, but Jenna was easy to talk to, so the time passed quickly.

	“How is Carolina?” she asked as she came out of her stall and joined me at the sink to wash her hands. “Angie hasn’t mentioned her much lately.”

	My brows drew together as I thought about my other stepsister. “You know, I haven’t really heard anything from her lately. I guess college is kicking her ass. Thanks for reminding me. I need to call her soon and check in.”

	“She likes Virginia Tech?”

	I shrugged. “Last time I spoke to her, she seemed to like it.” I pulled a few paper towels from the dispenser and wiped my hands. “Her mom was still giving her a hard time for choosing an East Coast school, though. But Caro is happier away from her and Georgia and my dad. That was why she took all those extra-credit classes so she could graduate a year early.”

	“I’m sure Caleb is checking in on her regularly.” Jenna’s brow was puckered as she held the door open for me. “He hasn’t come to visit Angie much the last few months, though. She’s been missing him.”

	“He’s been busy with work,” I excused for him, but I wondered if there was another reason my stepbrother hadn’t been making regular trips to the West Coast to visit his twin like he’d done in the past. Normally, he would fly out at least twice a month, more if his work schedule permitted it. But from what Angie had told me recently, he hadn’t been out in more than six weeks.

	Instead of going back to the dance floor or returning to our seats, Jenna and I went over to the bar to get another drink. There was no sign of Riley or Nate, so I could only assume they’d left—or were in the alley out back.

	The bar had gotten busier, so it took a while before we could even place our order. Jenna ordered for both of us, a beer each for her and Angie and a rum punch for me. As we waited, I people-watched. Friday nights were always crazy busy, no matter how good or bad the club was. The one we were at was one of the more popular ones, but not nearly as upscale as First Bass.

	Still, there were plenty of celebrities to watch on the VIP floor with us.

	Seeing someone I recognized, I quickly turned away, trying to smother my groan.

	“What?” Jenna asked with concern when I attempted to hide my face.

	“Five people down,” I muttered, keeping my head turned in case he looked my way. “My dad is here, and he’s not with the stepmonster.”

	She snuck a glance the way I was avoiding looking, and I watched her face. The instant she set eyes on him, her brows knitted together. “Oh fuck. Yeah, that is definitely not her. He’s being pretty ballsy, isn’t he? Didn’t his last affair take place on set? This is pretty close to home.”

	“From what all the trash mags indicated, yeah. Caro didn’t know the details, and I don’t ever keep up with dear old dad.” Our drinks were finally set in front of us, and I lifted mine to my lips quickly, downing a third of it in one gulp. Thinking about my father always put me on edge. Being in the same club with him was making me want to drink the entire contents of the bar, alcohol poisoning be damned.

	It was weird as fuck to be out at the same place as my fiftyish father. Most fathers that age were home in bed by ten on a Friday, not out looking to score pussy in a place where the majority of the patrons were in their twenties.

	“Wait, isn’t that the actress he was cheating with?” Jenna squinted, watching them over my shoulder for another minute. “Yeah, that’s her, I’m pretty sure of it.”

	I snorted. “I’m not surprised. Jillian is a cold bitch. Pretty sure Scott rarely got laid.”

	“He’s looking this way,” Jenna informed me. “Shit, I think he recognizes you. His eyes are all squashed together as if he’s trying to tell if it’s you or not from behind.”

	I downed another third of my drink. “Damn, and I was having such a good time too.” I pulled on her shirt. “Come on. Let’s go sit down before he decides to come talk to me.”

	But I barely got a few feet away from the bar before my name was being called. “McKinley.”

	I tensed up, hating the name he’d forced my mother to give me. They got married because of me and got divorced just as quickly after I was born. Until my mother died when I was seventeen, I hadn’t seen him since I was a toddler other than on magazines and occasionally on TMZ. Even after I moved in with him and his wife, I didn’t see much of him, and what I did only made me glad he was on set most of the time.

	Scott Montez was still a good-looking man, but I was forever thankful to have gotten all my looks from my mother, with the exception of my eyes. The gray in his dark hair was a little less noticeable now as he pulled his girlfriend behind him, stopping just a few feet away as I waited reluctantly.

	He was probably using one of those shampoos that washed out the gray a little at a time, I figured as he stood before me. “How have you been, sweetheart?”

	I nearly laughed. Sweetheart? He’d never called me that a day in his life. What the hell was going on with him?

	“What do you want, Scott?” I demanded, getting straight to the point. The quicker this was over with, the better.

	The chick beside him, a woman I only knew from her movie roles as Hollywood’s latest “it girl,” gave me a kind smile. I heard she was nice from all the talk about her, and she was definitely better-looking than Jillian. Lean with simple curves and a megawatt smile, she had dark hair that was glossy but untouched by chemicals. It was kind of refreshing to see her so natural in a sea of plastic. Still, she was screwing around with a married man, so there was obviously something wrong with her.

	“I saw you and wanted to say hello, McKinley.” He tucked his girlfriend closer to his side, and she looked up at him adoringly. Yeah, there were definitely a few screws loose upstairs if she was so madly in love with a sleazebag like Scott. “I thought maybe we could have dinner together one night soon. Catch up.”

	“No thanks.”

	He gave me a grim smile. “Jillian is out of the picture, if that’s what you are concerned about, honey.”

	I blinked at him, not sure how to take that announcement. I didn’t care one way or the other if he was still with Jillian, but Carolina would be upset. Scott was as close to a father figure as she’d ever had. “You and Jillian are getting a divorce?”

	He nodded, and his new girlfriend shoved her hand forward, showing off the huge rock on her finger. It glittered in the lights, nearly blinding me for a second. “The divorce will be final next month. Shannon wants a spring wedding.”

	I tried to keep my eyes from widening, but it was virtually impossible. Shannon Stewart was maybe five years older than me. And that was a huge maybe. Yet here was my father, telling me she was going to be replacing my current stepmother. It was one thing for her to be my father’s girlfriend on the side, but it was something completely different to have her as yet another stepmother.

	“Wow,” I choked out and tipped my glass up to finish my drink with one last gulp. As soon as it was lowered, Jenna was taking it out of my hands and pushing something else into it. The beer she’d gotten for Angie. “I guess you wanted to lock her down before she realized what a dirtbag you really are, huh, Scott?”

	His face tightened. “McKinley—” he started to scold me.

	“Kin,” I snapped, cutting off his attempt to lecture me on parental respect. “My fucking name is Kin! I hate McKinley. Something you would have known if you had ever tried to be my goddamn father for five minutes.”

	“Maybe we should go,” Shannon murmured, looking uncomfortable. “My brother will be here soon.”

	“Perfect. Let’s meet my dear old stepuncle,” I sneered at her, knowing she didn’t deserve my bitchiness but too pissed at Scott to allow her to escape it.

	“Kin, let’s go sit down,” Jenna suggested, touching my shoulder.

	“No,” I said, shrugging off her touch. “I want to meet my new stepmommy’s brother.”

	The beer she’d just pushed into my hands was promptly taken away. “Yeah, okay. I think you’ve reached your limit. Let’s go.”

	“I’ll go when I’m ready,” I bit out, and I stood there, arms crossed as I glared my father down.

	“You’re just like your mother,” Scott said with amusement in his eyes, but his lips were still pressed in a grim line.

	Pain kicked me squarely in the chest at the mention of my mom, and suddenly all the anger drained out of me. Tears burned my eyes, and I turned away…

	Only to walk into a mountain of hard muscles.

	Gasping, I blinked back my tears to look up at the man whose hands were suddenly on my elbows, keeping me from bouncing back and falling onto the floor. He was beautiful, in a Greek god kind of way. Olive skin, muscles sculpted by Zeus himself, and the most amazing face I’d ever set eyes on. Gray dress slacks were tight over his hard thighs, his baby-blue button-up clinging to his chest and thick arms.

	Just looking at him, I couldn’t tell if he was twenty-five or thirty-five, but he could easily have been anywhere in between.

	Gulping, I met dark eyes.

	“Okay?” he asked in a voice that didn’t go with his body. It was soft, with just a hint of kindness. His eyes latched on to my mouth for a moment, hunger flashing in his gaze and making my stomach tighten, before those dark orbs moved on to the rest of my face.

	There was absolutely nothing soft on his body, however. His jaw was sculpted, his cheekbones high and sharp. And I could tell by the set of his shoulders, the rest of his body was like steel. His fingers bit into my flesh, and I felt oddly safe even though I didn’t sense a drop of danger in the air. Concern darkened his handsome face, his eyes scanning over mine and taking in the glassiness from the tears and my tipsiness.

	When was the last time someone looked at me like that? I couldn’t remember the last time Jace had, and I realized it was something else our relationship had been missing. Jace knew I could take care of myself, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t wanted him to step in from time to time so I didn’t fucking have to.

	Pushing back thoughts of my ex, I opened my mouth but was suddenly tongue-tied and could do nothing more than nod.

	“Is Montez bothering you?” he demanded, shooting my dad a glare over the top of my head.

	I liked the way he seemed to growl at my dad. It soothed something deep inside me to know someone disliked the man just as much as I did. “No,” I choked out. “I was just leaving.”

	“Derrick,” Shannon said, and it took me a second to realize she was speaking to the man still holding me protectively. “This is Scott’s daughter, Mc…er, Kin.”

	Realization hit me in the face, and I jerked back. “You’re her brother?”

	Oh dear Lord. I had the hots for my future stepuncle.

	Gross. Gross. Gross.

	But he was so fucking hot.

	“You’re his daughter?” he said at the same time, his hands falling to his sides and balling into fists.

	“Awkward,” Jenna muttered beside me, and I was thankful she hadn’t abandoned me. “You ready to go now?”

	“Definitely,” I assured her, but as we walked away to rejoin Lucy and Angie, I couldn’t help looking back.

	And I was rewarded by seeing Derrick’s gaze locked on me, hunger still darkening his chocolate eyes.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	Jace

	Getting out of the shower, I wrapped a towel around my waist and grabbed another to dry off. After leaving Kin at the studio that morning, I went straight to the gym and worked out until I was nearly puking. My body was now physically exhausted, but I still knew sleep would be almost impossible.

	She wasn’t on my bed, rubbing lotion into her legs, making my room smell like vanilla and roses. There weren’t long, red strands of her hair sticking to every surface in the bathroom and littering the floor. Her bra wasn’t hanging from the hand towel rail beside the sink, and there wasn’t a damn box of girl products beside the toilet.

	Even though all of that shit would annoy me, make me gripe at her, it was only after she was gone that I realized I needed all of those things in place before I could relax. I didn’t care that her box of tampons was just sitting there or that her hair was everywhere or that my room smelled all girly. It was all proof that she was present.

	But she wasn’t.

	And I fucking needed her.

	Hearing the doorbell, I waited for someone to answer it, but less than a minute later, it went off again.

	“Kas!” I called out as I opened my bedroom door. “Get the door.”

	“She’s not here,” Gray said as he came out of their room, his hair still damp from his own shower but dressed in jeans and a black button-up, and headed for the door.

	My brows lifted. My sister wasn’t home, yet Gray was? I didn’t know where the hell she was, but it wasn’t usual for Gray to let my sister out of the apartment without him. He was so overprotective, it bordered on unhealthy, but I was glad she was with someone who loved her that much. It had taken me a while to accept it, but I knew no one would ever take care of my sister as well as Gray did.

	Seconds later, I heard him opening the front door. “You ready?” Sin’s voice growled impatiently. “They’ve been at the club for an hour. That’s long enough.”

	“Chill out,” Kale told him with a chuckle. “Angie is with them and so are the rest of the Blondes. They’re fine.”

	“Give me five, and I’ll be ready,” Gray told them. “And yeah, man, you need to relax. Lucy has Marcus with them. He will watch out for the girls until we get there.”

	“How is he so calm?” Sin’s voice rumbled as Gray came down the hall again. “Isn’t he the one who usually has to be restrained when Kassa leaves his side for five seconds?”

	“Pretty sure your caveman ass has shown him he needs to calm down and let her have a little space every now and then,” Kale responded.

	“Where is Kassa?” I asked Gray as he opened the door to the bedroom he shared with my sister.

	He shrugged. “Out with the girls.”

	My muscles tightened. “Kin with them?”

	“I’m assuming since it’s a welcome home girls’ night out,” he informed me from inside his room. “We’re heading out to meet up with them. Sin can’t seem to go ten minutes without being up Roanna’s ass.”

	“Says the man who can’t seem to breathe without Kassa by his side,” I reminded him.

	His shoulders lifted in another careless shrug. “Better to keep my girl close and safe than let her think I don’t love her enough, and her running off on me.”

	My stomach knotted at his direct hit, my hands fisting at my sides. But no matter how badly I wanted to deny it, the truth was, he was right. “Where?” I gritted out.

	“You don’t need to know,” he called over his shoulder as he came out of the bedroom with his keys and wallet. “I tell you, you show up, Kassa gets pissed at me, and then my life turns to shit until I can find a way to make her forgive me. Not happening. Later, fucker.”

	I slammed my door and collapsed down onto my bed so I didn’t punch the damn thing in frustration. Dropping my head into my hands, I curled my fingers in my hair, pulling on the damp locks. When Kin left me, it was like Kassa turned against me. We didn’t talk much anymore, and I didn’t know if it was because I’d kept Eden a secret from her or because of what happened with Kin. Kassa wouldn’t even stay in a room long enough for me to even fucking ask.

	Exhaling long and hard, I grabbed my phone as I fell back on my bed. Seconds later, Harris picked up. “I’ll text you the address,” he said in greeting.

	“What?”

	“That’s why you called, right? Lucy is out with Kin and the girls. She said I could tell you, but only if you asked. Check on my wife while you’re at it, too, would ya? She should be home resting.”

	I was already on my feet, moving toward the closet. “Yeah, anything, man. Thanks.”

	“You screwed up, but that doesn’t mean you don’t love her. I’ll help you all I can, bro. You had my back when everything went to hell with Lucy and me. I’ve got yours now.” A text came in even as he was talking, and I glanced down to see the name of a club. “Also, Lu wanted me to remind you to be at the house at noon on Sunday for the baby shower.”

	I paused in the process of pulling out a shirt from my closet. “I still don’t know why you want me at a freaking baby shower. I thought that was a chick thing.”

	“It’s a couples thing too,” Harris informed me. “And Kin will be there. Also, you’re going to be Hayat’s godfather, so you need to be at all the events. That includes the baby shower.”

	“Right. I’ll be there.” I pulled my shirt over my head before putting the phone back to my ear. “Don’t know what kind of gift I’ll bring because no one is willing to help me figure that shit out, but I’ll be there.”

	“Call Nat. She’s got all the links to the baby registry Lucy signed up for. Pick something off there. Problem solved. Now get your ass over to the club and check on my pregnant wife so I can get some work done instead of having to sit in this damn office worrying about her.”

	Thirty minutes later, I walked into the club after having to tip the bouncer at the door a hundred dollars. There was a line long enough to equal the normal crowd at First Bass outside the building, and the guy didn’t instantly recognize me as the front man of Tainted Knights, but the five girls waiting to get in next did, screaming my name and jumping up and down in excitement. Before Kin left me, that kind of thing would bring a smile to my face. Now, it just annoyed the hell out of me.

	Inside, I moved through the crowd, determined to find Kin and talk this out.

	Upstairs, I spotted the Blondes out on the dance floor. Sin was right in the middle, letting the four of them move around him, but his eyes were solely on Roanna. A little bit away from them were Kale and Santana, along with my sister and Gray, all of them dancing and laughing.

	I bypassed them, not wanting to hear my sister bitching. I wasn’t there for any reason other than to check on Lucy and talk to Kin.

	Spotting a roped-off area, I noticed Marcus standing with three guys who looked like the club’s security. Figuring that was where I would find Lucy at least, I headed in that direction. The closer I got, the more I could see of their group. Jenna and Angie were off to one side of the overstuffed round sectional. Amara and Lucy were sitting beside them, drinking bottles of water.

	My gaze barely scanned over them, searching for Kin. When my eyes landed on the redhead sitting at one end all by herself, her eyes glued to something happening at the bar to my left, I felt myself begin to relax for the first time since leaving her at the studio earlier that day.

	She looked good with her hair down over her shoulders, dressed in a black skirt that thankfully fell to midthigh even though she was sitting and a silky dark green top that ended halfway down her torso, showcasing her flat stomach. She wore ballet flats on her feet that were crossed over each other as she leaned back, sipping a beer.

	I moved up to the group, giving Marcus a chin lift in greeting before leaning between him and one of the club’s security to speak to Lucy. She smiled up at me when I touched her shoulder. “You good?” I asked, my gaze going to her stomach under her maternity dress.

	Her hand rubbed over her belly. “We’re good.”

	“Text your husband and reassure him of that,” I told her with a smile. “Daddy is having separation anxiety, it seems.”

	I glanced down at Amara, unable to remember the last time I’d seen her, and was surprised when I saw that she had her own baby bump. “Cash know you’re knocked up?”

	She snorted water out her nose. Coughing, she laughed up at me. “Pretty sure,” she choked out.

	“That why you haven’t been around lately?” I asked, nodding down at her stomach.

	“No, I was gone for work. I’m Kin’s manager.”

	I leaned in closer, glancing at Kin for a second and noticing she was still too enthralled with whatever she was watching happen at the bar to realize I was even there, before looking back down at the two pregnant chicks. “You’ve been with Kin the last few months?”

	“Yup.”

	“Where?” I wanted—fucking needed to know—in case Kin ran off again. If she disappeared, I would know where to find her.

	She rolled her eyes. “That’s none of your business.”

	“Hey, douchebag.” Angie’s sharp voice hit me like a blast from the left. Reluctantly, I looked over at her where she was cuddled up against Jenna. My eyes widened seeing them together like that. It wasn’t that I didn’t know Angie was a lesbian, but she’d never really openly shown the world she was either. Obviously, I’d missed something. “What are you doing here? I don’t remember you being invited.”

	“Ang.” Jenna tried to shush her. “This isn’t our business.”

	“The hell, it isn’t. I told him what would happen if he broke her heart again.” Angie started to get to her feet, but Jenna pulled her back down and lowered her head. When the little blonde started to yell at her, the beautiful brunette swallowed it with a kiss.

	Angie immediately melted into her girlfriend, but my eyes were drawn back to Kin. She hadn’t even glanced away from the bar during the whole exchange, making me wonder what the hell held her attention so thoroughly.

	Following her line of vision, I straightened when my eyes landed on her father. He stood at the bar, some chick with dark hair who looked vaguely familiar cuddled up against him, while she spoke animatedly to a guy in front of them. I couldn’t tell who the guy was and instantly dismissed him, but even from this distance, I could tell the chick wasn’t Kin’s stepmother. Had Kin had a run-in with her father and the woman who was so obviously Jillian’s replacement?

	Concerned, I walked around the sectional and sat down beside her.

	“I’m not thirsty,” she grumbled, not even looking at me.

	“Me either,” I told her and felt her stiffen. “I could eat, though. Let’s go grab a burger.”

	Blue eyes jerked away from the people at the bar, filling with ice as she glared at me. “Go away, Jace.”

	I leaned back, draping my arm along the curve of the sectional. “I just got here, babe.”

	“I don’t want you here,” she bit out.

	“Did you run into your dad?” I asked, ignoring the way she was shooting daggers at me with her eyes. I touched her cheek, but she flinched and pulled her head back. “Did he do something to upset you?”

	“Why? Are you going to go rearrange his face if he did?” She rolled her eyes skeptically and scooted over a few inches, putting space between us.

	I would have broken his neck if that was really what she wanted, but I knew she didn’t. She hated Scott Montez, but I knew deep down all she really wanted was for the man to care enough to put her first. We both knew that would never happen, though. Her actor/director father was too narcissistic for that. He barely remembered Kin existed.

	“Who is the bimbo with him?”

	She pressed her lips together for a moment before blowing out a rough sigh. “Jillian’s replacement. She wants a spring wedding,” she mocked with a shake of her head.

	“Why does she look familiar?”

	“Probably because she’s Shannon Stewart.”

	“The bitch he was cheating with a while back?” Kin nodded, her lips pressing into a hard line. “I’m assuming since you knew about the spring wedding thing, you spoke to them earlier. What did you think of her?”

	She lifted her shoulders in a careless shrug, but she couldn’t hide the flash of pain that crossed her face. I touched her back, stroking my fingers over her shoulder through the silky material of her top. She shivered, leaning into my touch, unconsciously seeking the comfort I offered.

	“She seemed nice,” Kin said after a small pause, as if she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to be mad at me, but she knew she could tell me what she was feeling and what had happened without judgment. “But if she’s as blindly in love with Scott as she appears, then I fear for her mental health. Or maybe she’s just a really good actress and wants people to think she’s in love with him. I don’t know.”

	Jenna and Angie moved past us, holding hands and whispering to each other.

	“You’re leaving?” Kin whined, making the couple pause.

	Angie leaned down to hug her stepsister. “Call me when you get home. If I don’t see you tomorrow, we’ll see you at the baby shower Sunday.” Her eyes landed on me as she straightened. The glare should have frozen me solid on the spot, but it had no power over me. I was beside the only person who mattered, and I would endure even Angie’s shit for Kin.

	“If you need us, call,” Jenna told Kin, pulling Angie away. “And that’s the last beer you’re getting. I already told Lucy you are cut off.”

	“I was done anyway,” Kin called after her. “I need a clear head.”

	As they disappeared into the crowd, her attention went back to the bar. I glanced back over at the couple still talking to that guy. Of the three of them mixed in with the others at the bar, Scott looked out of place.

	The guy needed to grow up and start acting his age. I hated the fucker for hurting Kin for so long, and if I knew she really wanted me to knock his ass out, I would have done it years ago. But she’d always stopped me, and I’d realized she didn’t want to cause her father actual physical pain.

	The guy with her father looked over his shoulder, and Kin’s breath hitched. I knew in my gut he was looking right at her. Guys checked her out all the time, and I saw that same hungry look in their eyes every single damn time.

	But there was something different in the air when his eyes landed on her.

	Because she was looking right back.

	Was this guy what had held her attention the entire time?

	It was like a switch was flipped inside me. Jealousy spiked white-hot and stronger than anything I’d ever felt in my life. “What the fuck?” I growled, grasping her chin and forcing her to meet my gaze. Guilt flashed in her beautiful eyes before she blinked, and the guilt turned into anger. “Who the hell is he, Kin?”

	She jerked away from me, slapping my hand away. “Fuck off.”

	I jumped to my feet and grabbed her arm without thinking. That part of my brain was turned off. I needed to get her out of there, away from that motherfucker, and back in my arms. I needed to sink so deep inside her, she didn’t have a choice but to remember I was the only one to ever make her come on my cock. The only man to ever claim her sweetness. It was mine and mine alone. “Let’s go. We need to talk. Now.”

	She didn’t move, so I pulled her up forcefully, instantly attracting everyone’s attention around us. Kin slapped at my hand that was locked around her wrist like a steel band. “Let me go, Jace. I’m not going anywhere with you when you’re like this. Let. Me. Go.”

	“Kin.” Desperation made my voice harsh. I’d seen the look on her face when she met that guy’s gaze. I knew it well, but I had only ever seen it directed at me. It was killing me, my body already breaking out in a sweat, and I realized I might actually lose her for good. “We’re leaving. Walk, or I’ll carry you.”

	“Jace.” Lucy’s voice drilled into me, trying to reason with me. “This isn’t going to solve anything. Let her go.”

	I ignored her. “Why the fuck were you looking at that douchebag? Who is he?”

	“None of your business.” She finally pried my pinkie free and pulled it back. It hurt like hell, but I didn’t release her. I couldn’t. My fucking life was on the line, and I was a desperate man. “Jace, you asshole, leave me alone.”

	“Jace!” Kassa was behind me now, slapping at my other arm, trying to shake me off. “What the hell are you doing? Stop manhandling her!”

	“Stay out of it,” I snapped at my sister without taking my eyes off Kin. “This has nothing to do with you.”

	“Dude, not cool,” Gray said from right behind me. His heavy hands fell on my shoulders, squeezing hard, and I couldn’t shrug him off. “Release the redhead and step away before I have to make you.”

	“Kin.” I pulled her against me, begging her with my eyes to look at me again like she’d just looked at another guy. “Do you want him? Do you want to fuck him?”

	“You’re disgusting,” she seethed. “He’s her brother! He’s going to be my uncle.”

	“Then why the fuck were you looking at him like you want to ride his cock?” I roared in her face.

	I realized I was overreacting a millisecond before her hand slapped my face. I dropped my hold on her as twin tears spilled down her cheeks. “I hate you,” she whispered, and her words sliced my heart open. I gasped for my next breath, but I couldn’t fill my lungs. “If even a small part of me thought we still had a chance, you just proved me wrong. Don’t ever touch me again, Jace. Because if you do, I’ll bring you to your knees.”

	Shoving me back, she walked around me and stormed away. But not before I saw the guy with her dad rushing after her.

	“No!” I yelled after her, and I would have gone after her then and there, but Sin had shown up now, helping Gray hold me back. “No,” I choked out, feeling the panic try to swallow me whole as my eyes followed after Kin until I couldn’t see her any longer. “I’m losing her.”

	“You already lost her,” Kassa informed me, devoid of sympathy. “And you have no one else to blame but yourself.”

	 

	 


Chapter 12

	Kin

	Strong arms caught me around the waist before I even reached the exit. I kicked backward in rage, wanting to make Jace hurt as much as I was. I couldn’t believe the way he’d just behaved, but I wasn’t going to put up with his shit anymore tonight.

	“Jesus,” a voice that was definitely not Jace St. Charles’s laughed in my ear. “Feisty little thing, huh?”

	I gasped and turned my head to see it was Derrick Stewart who had his arms around me. The chill that had started to invade my body began to fade, replaced with something white-hot and edgy. Guilt flooded through me all over again. The only person to ever incite that kind of reaction in me was Jace, and I felt like I was betraying him in some way for feeling it now with Derrick.

	But that was crazy. Jace and I were over. I was allowed to lust after anyone I freaking wanted.

	Not this guy, though.

	I couldn’t want this guy.

	He was going to be related to me, and that just felt wrong. As I thought about letting him kiss me, the lust that had been eating at me since I literally ran into him earlier dissolved and turned to feelings of disgust. Kissing him would be like kissing Caleb.

	Gross and wrong.

	So I turned in his arms and shoved him away. “I thought you were Jace,” I told him, pushing my hair back from my face.

	“The guy who was in your business earlier?” I nodded, crossing my arms over my chest.

	His dark eyes fell to the wrist I was keeping close to my stomach. Long fingers caught my arm and pulled it away gently. Turning it over, he skimmed his fingers over the red marks Jace had left. A lump clogged my throat, not at how tender he was being, but because Jace had touched me so forcefully. He’d never done something like that before, and I knew he’d done it because he was upset with me—the desperation had been coming off him in waves, the panic making his eyes manic. But that didn’t excuse the way he’d just treated me. It wouldn’t make the fucking bruises go away.

	“He your ex?” Derrick asked, his jaw clenched as his thumb skimmed over a particularly tender red spot.

	“Yeah,” I choked out, tugging my arm free. “Look, I need to go. It’s getting late.”

	“Do you need a ride?”

	“I can hail a cab or get an Uber,” I assured him, unsure why. This guy was no one to me. He was going to be family, but it wasn’t like we would ever see each other again. Scott couldn’t have cared less about me, and we never saw each other. Out of sight, out of mind—that was how our relationship worked.

	“Let me drive you home,” Derrick urged. “You’re still upset, and I think you need someone to vent to.”

	He held out his hand. I looked down at it, then back up at his face. Fuck, he was male perfection. Just looking at him made it hard to remember he was going to be family one day. But the hunger I’d seen on his face earlier was banked now, and only concern for me shone out of those dark chocolate orbs.

	“I’m a really good listener,” he said, sweetening the deal. “My sisters all tell me I’m good boyfriend material because I know how to pay attention.”

	My teeth sank into the inside of my bottom lip. “I’m not shopping for a new boyfriend.”

	“No more than I’m looking for a girlfriend. But we’re going to be family, so that means you are important, little niece. I have two ears that hear perfectly, and my shoulders are strong enough for you to cry on without breaking me.”

	My heart clenched when he said I was important, and I suddenly found myself putting my hand in his.

	“I only have one ear I can hear out of,” I confessed as we walked out of the club.

	He glanced down at me in surprise. “Really? Is that something you were born with?”

	“No. I had a lot of ear infections when I was a toddler, but apparently, I never cried or did anything to alert my mom to the fact that I was in pain. By the time she realized what was wrong with me, I’d already lost hearing in my right ear.”

	Derrick handed over the valet ticket to the attendant before turning his full attention back to me. “You’re totally deaf in that ear? A hearing aid wouldn’t help?”

	“It’s completely gone.”

	“Want to know something weird about Shannon?” I lifted a brow, waiting for him to answer. “She had webbed toes when she was a kid. Both her big toes were connected to the second toe with this weird membrane thing. It was really gross, and it freaked me out to look at her feet. When she decided to get into acting, she had surgery to get rid of it, but I still can’t look at her feet without shuddering.”

	His confession about his sister was so unexpected, I couldn’t help but laugh. The sound surprised me even more because it was so natural.

	“That is a really pretty sound,” Derrick murmured, stepping closer to me, his eyes scanning my face. “I’ll have to remember to make you laugh more often.”

	I gulped as a blush filled my cheeks. Quickly, I averted my gaze.

	Derrick cleared his throat. “Tell me about your dad and his soon-to-be ex-wife,” he said, changing the subject.

	“I can’t really help you with that,” I told him.

	“Can’t or won’t?”

	“Can’t,” I affirmed, and for some reason, I was sorry I couldn’t help him. “I didn’t grow up with Scott. After he broke up with my mom, we moved to Virginia, and he stayed here to continue his career. When she died, I was forced to move in with him and Jillian, but he was always on set in Canada or wherever.”

	“I take it you didn’t get along with your stepmother?”

	“Every Disney movie that portrays the poor little stepdaughter and the big, bad stepmother?” His brows arched. “They didn’t get it completely wrong. Although, Maleficent seems pretty tame compared to Jillian.”

	“That bad, huh?”

	“Jillian is consumed with wanting to be famous. With my mother’s death and my arrival on the West Coast, I was suddenly in the spotlight, and she wanted it on her. She hated me for it and because I wouldn’t use my new friends to make her oldest daughter just as famous.” I grimaced, remembering the time in my life when it felt like I was never going to be free of that house, wishing I had someone in my corner who cared.

	But I did have people who were and did, though, I reminded myself.

	It was just the person I really wanted there hadn’t been.

	Scott.

	Whatever. I was over it; there was no reason to even go down that road again.

	“Do you think she’s going to make trouble for Shannon?” he asked with concern as the attendant pulled up a white Jaguar in front of us and Derrick moved forward to open the passenger door.

	“Honestly?” I asked once we were in the car and he was pulling into traffic. “Probably. Celeb divorces are always publicized as much as possible, and Jillian will be in the spotlight the way she craves. She’s going to milk that for everything it is worth. If that means making it ugly for everyone involved, she won’t care. Any attention, good or bad, is still attention in her eyes.”

	His jaw clenched. “Yeah, I was afraid of that.”

	--

	The drive to my apartment in West Hollywood passed with comfortable conversation. It was easy to talk to Derrick, and as he’d said, he was a really good listener.

	When he pulled into the parking lot outside my apartment, I wasn’t ready to go in, but I still reached for the door handle.

	“You never did vent,” Derrick said, making me pause before I had the door open. “You should do that. Get it all out of your system. It will be good for you, help you move on.”

	“I’ve been venting for four months now,” I told him. “I’ve put it into music and screaming at the mountains while I was away. Amara even let me rage out a few times. If it’s not all out of my system by now, I don’t think it ever will be.”

	“Did you ever stop to wonder why?” he asked quietly.

	“Many, many times. But I already know the answer.” I blew out a pained exhale. “I still love him. I probably always will.”

	“And you two can’t work it out?”

	I closed my eyes, trapping the stupid tears that suddenly stung my eyes. “Have you ever been with someone who put you first?” I choked out.

	“Girlfriend-wise or we talking family?”

	“Either. Both.”

	“My family has always put each other first, no matter what. We’ve all martyred ourselves for each other plenty of times, actually. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for Shannon and my other sisters. But I’ve never been in a relationship long enough for it to matter if I put her first or she reciprocated.”

	I swallowed hard and forced my eyes to open. “I have people who love me enough to put me first. I would never ask them to give up something important to themselves for me. Never. Yet they would do it without even blinking. I never doubted they cared about me. Not once. But there have been two people in my life who have never put me first. I’m just an afterthought to them. And for some fucking reason, they are the two I need the most.”

	“Scott and Jace?”

	I nodded, unable to speak for the emotion choking me.

	“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he murmured. His fingers were soft when he rubbed his thumb over my cheek. “I wish I could change that for you.”

	For a second—only for a second—I leaned into his touch, believing he would if he could. But just as quickly, I moved back and opened the door. “Thanks for the ride…and listening,” I said when I was standing. Leaning down to look at him, I offered him a small smile. “Be safe on your drive home.”

	“Goodnight, Kin.”

	“Night.” Shutting the door, I waved and stepped back.

	I turned and went into the apartment building, and this time, I didn’t look back.

	 

	 


Chapter 13

	Kin

	I woke up the next morning determined to drop all the negativity in my life and start moving forward.

	I climbed out of bed, threw on a pair of running shorts, sports bra, and a tank top, and went for a long run. I had a million things to get done later in preparation for Lucy’s baby shower the following day, but first, I needed to get my ass in gear and start keeping in shape again. I’d gotten lax while secluded in the mountains of Tennessee. Shane would have given me so much shit if he knew I hadn’t been running regularly.

	After a five-mile run that kicked my ass, I went back to the apartment and took a long shower.

	As I walked into the kitchen in search of something to eat, it was to find not one but two shirtless men. I paused, taking in both Cash and Nate as they moved around the kitchen making breakfast and coffee, joking around with each other.

	“Oh hey, Kin,” Nate greeted. “You want coffee?”

	It took me a few seconds to pull my eyes away from the sight of his chiseled chest and abs before I noticed he was lifting the coffeepot in my direction. Realizing I was staring—and drooling—I quickly averted my eyes. “Yeah, coffee would be good, thanks.”

	Grinning, he poured me a cup and handed it over. I carried it to the counter and pulled creamer out of the fridge before looking for the sugar.

	“You hungry?” Cash asked, turning bacon in a skillet. “I can make you eggs while I’m at it.”

	“No thanks,” I told him, trying not to look at his chest as I had Nate’s. Cash’s physique was just as amazing as the bartender’s, but I’d known Cash longer than anyone else in this apartment. He’d been Caleb’s best friend long before I even grew boobs. I couldn’t drool over him and not feel dirty about it. “I’m just going to eat a bagel.”

	Replacing the creamer, I snatched the cream cheese spread and popped a bagel into the toaster. While I waited for it, I kept my eyes on my cup of coffee.

	“Heard about what happened with Jace last night,” Cash said as he plated the bacon and started scrambling eggs. “Want me to rearrange his face?”

	My thumb brushed over the sore skin on my wrist, but I shook my head. “Don’t mess with your bandbrother, Cash. I don’t want to cause issues. I just want to forget about it.”

	“He shouldn’t have put his hands on you,” he said between clenched teeth.

	“He didn’t realize what he was doing. Jace was upset. He didn’t mean to hurt me.”

	“Why are you defending him?” Nate demanded, his eyes going to my wrist where faint bruises had formed.

	“Because Jace isn’t like that. He would never touch me with violence, and he didn’t last night. He was just freaking out, and he didn’t understand he was holding me so tight.” I pushed my hair back from my face, frustrated they were turning on Jace.

	Was I pissed at him? Yes, there was no doubt about that. But I didn’t want people villainizing him. He’d broken my heart—repeatedly—but he wasn’t a bad guy. If anything, I was hoping we could at least find some middle ground and be friends, if for no other reason than our shared responsibility of having a goddaughter.

	My bagel popped up, and I dropped it onto a saucer, turning my back to the two guys as I smeared cream cheese over it.

	“You’re right,” Nate said after another tense few moments passed. “Jace would never hurt you. I know that. I just don’t like seeing you with bruises, Kin.”

	“I’m not fragile,” I told him with a small smile, trying to lighten the mood. Lifting one half of the bagel, I bit into it.

	“I’m actually surprised you left him standing, from what Amara told me,” Cash said as he plated the rest of the food and handed a dish over to Nate. “I know you’re not fragile, honey, but don’t let him touch you like that again, or he’s going to end up with a few bruises of his own.”

	As he passed, he dropped a kiss on my forehead and carried his loaded plate back toward the bedrooms. It was so much like Caleb would have done that it made my eyes sting.

	“That goes double for me, sweetheart,” Nate told me with a wink as he followed after the rocker.

	I stood there, waiting until both Riley’s and Amara’s bedroom doors shut before I tossed my bagel in the trash and downed the rest of my coffee. I was no longer hungry, and what little I had already eaten felt like a stone sinking to the bottom of my gut.

	Sighing, I grabbed my keys and purse and went out the door.

	First stop on my list was a maternity and baby boutique downtown. I’d reserved a present for Lucy weeks before, once everything on her baby registry was finalized. I paid extra for them to wrap it for me, and I just needed to pick it up.

	Walking into the popular little store, I wasn’t surprised to see the many women in various stages of pregnancy out shopping. This place had some pretty cute clothes for pregnant women and their expected bundles of joy, all of which was one of a kind that couldn’t be found in big chain department stores around the country. Everything from nursing bras to cloth diapers and monogrammed pacifiers.

	Lucy and I had found this place after her first doctor’s appointment just a few weeks after her wedding. Ever since, she’d been coming back at least once a month. She restricted herself to only buying the small things like onesies and gender-neutral blankets and clothes, knowing her family and friends would want to buy her all the major things. Especially her dad.

	She and Harris had already picked out the crib, which they’d put up the month before and she’d sent me pictures of while I was still in Tennessee. Once they knew they were expecting a girl, they went from buying everything in yellow and white headfirst into everything pink and purple and glittery.

	As I approached the sales counter, I noticed the guy standing there talking to one of the managers I remembered from previous shopping trips with my best friend.

	Jace.

	My heart rate picked up as I contemplated coming back later to pick up my present for Lucy. But even as the thought was forming, I clenched my jaw and squared my shoulders. No. I couldn’t be a coward and just keep avoiding him. Not if we were going to try to be friends.

	We weren’t together anymore, but our best friends were married to each other. We were going to be Hayat’s godparents. I needed to get used to being around him because we were still going to be connected through Lucy’s precious baby girl.

	As I drew closer, he seemed to sense me behind him and turned his head. When his eyes landed on me, I saw the heat that instantly filled his eyes along with the relief. His gaze skimmed over me from head to toe, and his throat bobbed as he completely turned to face me.

	Diverting my gaze, I was welcomed with a smile from the manager who was tending to Jace. “I’ll be right with you, miss.”

	“She’s with me,” Jace informed the woman without looking away from me. “Thank fuck you’re here, baby. I’m trying to get Lucy something for tomorrow, and I don’t understand what any of this shit is on her registry. Harris said just pick something but…” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Will you please help me?”

	He looked so adorably helpless, I couldn’t tell him no. Unfortunately, that was something I’d never really been able to do in the past either. Sighing, I moved up beside him at the counter. “What’s left on the list?” I asked the woman behind the counter.

	“I was just telling Mr. St. Charles there are still several items that any first-time mother would be happy to have,” she said with a smile. Typing something into her computer, she turned the screen to show us what items hadn’t been purchased yet.

	By several, the woman was overstating the small list dramatically. Of the hundred or so items Lucy had picked, there were only three items left, and all of them would make the badass rocker beside me blush at giving them to his best friend’s wife.

	Biting back a laugh, I shook my head. “I think we’re going to go off-script for his gift,” I told the woman. “Excuse us while I help him shop.”

	She beamed at me. “Take your time. We do have a sale going on right now on pamper goodie bags for mommies-to-be. That includes everything mom needs during and after baby’s birth.”

	“Thanks, we’ll keep that in mind,” I told her with a giggle as I pushed Jace toward the back of the store.

	“Would it have been bad if I’d actually picked something off the list?”

	“Remember that time you walked in on Harris and Lucy having sex in his office at First Bass and you couldn’t look her in the eye for a month?” He groaned but nodded. “Well, I’m pretty sure that would have happened again.”

	“Gotcha.” He glanced around at all the baby stuff, his shoulders drooping in defeat. “So what do I get her instead? One of those mommy pamper things she was talking about?”

	“You want to give Lucy breast pads, nipple butter, hemorrhoid wipes, and feminine pads?” I asked, tilting my head to the side as I stared at him in amusement.

	His face turned beet red. “What?” he whisper-shouted. “Oh, motherfuck, I need a drink.”

	“It’s not even noon.”

	“Doesn’t matter. I need alcohol for this shit.”

	Laughing out loud at him, I pushed him toward the girl section. “Relax. I’m going to help you out. I’ve seen every outfit Lucy has already purchased for Hayat, as well as what the grandmothers have gotten. You can buy our goddaughter a few dresses, a stuffed animal, and like a truckload of diapers, and Lucy will love you forever.”

	Seeing a particularly pretty little dress that I instantly fell in love with, I grabbed it in two different sizes and handed them to Jace.

	“That’s the same dress,” he stated the obvious.

	“Yeah, but it’s so pretty, and Hayat won’t be able to wear the smaller size for long. This way, Lucy will have another one to dress her in when she outgrows it.”

	“Oh. Yeah, good thinking.” For the next few minutes, I thrust several more outfits at him, then made him pick out a stuffed animal on his own. “The nursery is decorated in pink with purple trim, but they went with a zoo theme with all kinds of adorable little animals, so you won’t go wrong with any of these.”

	He picked up a gray elephant. “This is cute.”

	I lifted the one beside it, noting how soft it was. I rubbed it against my face. “Very nice. Get it if you want,” I told him.

	Adding that to the basket another saleswoman had offered earlier when she passed and saw how full Jace’s arms were, I led the way toward the diapers. “Lucy said she preferred this brand, but her mom said she would need more size one diapers at first than the newborn ones, especially if this baby takes after her daddy.”

	He handed me the basket and grabbed three large boxes of the size ones. “What else?”

	“This should be plenty,” I assured him.

	Silently, we carried his items back to the sales counter. I stood with him while the manager scanned everything, waiting for her to get done with him so I could let her know I needed to pick up my present.

	“Do I wrap these up? Put them in a gift bag?” He frowned at the large bag the woman was placing the folded clothes into. “You usually do all that shit for Christmas and birthdays, so I don’t really know what to do with this stuff.”

	“I can wrap everything in tissue paper and place them in a gift bag for an extra charge, sir,” the woman assured him.

	“Oh. Uh, yeah. Thanks.”

	“Teddy bears or blocks?”

	He looked at her like she was talking gibberish. “What?”

	“The bag, sir. Would you prefer teddy bears or blocks? We have the blocks in both pink and blue, but from all these dresses, I would suggest pink if you go with that.”

	“Kin?” he asked, uncertainty in his voice and mirrored on his face.

	“It’s a gift bag, Jace,” I told him with a snort. “Either will be fine.”

	He sighed and nodded. “Teddy bears, then, I guess.”

	The woman smiled kindly. “Perfect choice, sir.”

	Jace paid for everything, and the woman started to take the items into the back to put into the gift bag for him. I stopped her as she turned to go. “I’m picking up a present, actually. Kin Montez.”

	“Right. I’ll have someone bring it out for you,” the manager assured me.

	Jace leaned back against the counter as the woman left us. “What did you get her?”

	“It’s a dream glider. A bassinet type of swing that Hayat can be rocked to sleep in. It was at the top of Lucy’s list, and I snatched it up before any of the grandparents could.” I laughed, remembering the text I’d gotten from Jesse Thornton for getting the dream glider before he could, and then the email from Devlin Cutter.

	Hayat didn’t know how lucky she already was with how much her grandfathers were going to spoil her.

	Jace’s hand caught mine, his fingers interlocking with my own. I went still in surprise, fighting my body’s instant reaction to his touch. Helping him, even laughing with him over the last half hour, had been nice. It was easy to fall back into old habits with him, but with his skin caressing mine, it was difficult to separate friendship from relationship. “Thank you for helping me.”

	I tried to tug my hand free, but his other hand had caught my wrist, his fingers gentle as he lifted it and examined my bruises.

	His throat bobbed, remorse and shame clouding his face. “I’m so sorry, baby. I swear, I didn’t mean to do this.”

	I caught his hands and pulled mine back. He released me instantly. “I know you didn’t mean to. That’s why I didn’t drop you on your ass then and there.”

	“Can we talk?” he asked, his eyes pleading.

	I looked away, knowing if I didn’t, I would give in. “There really isn’t anything left to talk about, Jace.”

	“Maybe you don’t have anything to say, but I have plenty.” He leaned down, his face coming closer. I tried to turn my head, but his scent filled my nose anyway, and my body began to shake in reaction. It had been so long since the last time we’d made love, and I wanted him so fucking badly. His nearness alone was making my breasts swell and my nipples harden, pressing painfully against the material of my bra. “Just give me a chance, Kin. Let me explain about Eden and why—”

	“Stop,” I whispered fiercely, stepping back from him. “All the chances for explanations have come and gone.” I looked at him then, letting him see my tears, my pain. “You had a year to tell me, and you stayed silent. You blocked me out even more than you normally do during that time, and I’m disgusted with myself for letting you treat me like that.”

	“I’m sorry,” he groaned. “Baby, I never meant to push you away. Fuck. I just didn’t want her crap to touch you.”

	“All I have ever wanted was to come first with you, Jace. That was why we broke up when you first came out here with the band. I thought…” I sucked in a shuddery breath. “I thought when we got back together, things would change. We loved each other, we were finally back together after months of fighting, and I thought we could move forward. But I was living in a fool’s paradise. You couldn’t even bring yourself to confide in me about your sister, and I get that you were trying to protect Kassa. Really, I do. But you could have told me. You should have told me.”

	“I know,” he agreed, cupping my face in both his hands. “I know, baby. And I’m sorry about all of that. It’s not going to happen again. I promise you.”

	“I wish I could believe you, but you’ve already broken my heart twice. I’m not giving you a third chance to stomp all over it.”

	“I won’t. Not ever again.” Tears filled his eyes, and he didn’t seem to care that anyone in the store could see us. “Take me back, Kin. Let me prove how much I really do love you.”

	“I can’t.”

	“I bought a ring when I got back to LA after you left me in Virginia,” he announced, and my heart leaped in my chest. “I was stupid for not asking you to marry me the second you turned eighteen. I was crazy to think we didn’t have to get married until later on. You are the most important person in the world to me, and I fucked up by not showing you that every single day.”

	I pushed his hands away, stepping back. “Don’t. I’m not arguing with you about that here.”

	“Marry me, Kin,” he commanded, his voice rough with emotion. “Let’s stop this madness and get back the happiness I took for granted.”

	“I said, stop it, Jace.”

	“Why?” he demanded. “I love you. You love me. Let’s get married.”

	“Because you being sorry isn’t reason enough to get married!” I exploded. “Marriage wasn’t even on your radar until I brought it up the night we broke up. You freaked out, like I was asking you to commit murder instead of asking you why you didn’t even want to move in together.”

	“Kin, just let me explain.”

	“Here we are,” the manager said merrily as she appeared with Jace’s large gift bag in one hand and pulling a small cart with my own present behind her. As soon as she felt the tension between us, she paused. “Is everything okay?”

	I put some much-needed distance between Jace and me, giving the woman a tight smile. “Thanks for everything. I’ll take that, thanks.” I bent and lifted the wrapped box. I was glad it wasn’t overly heavy so I wouldn’t have to struggle to get it into my Range Rover. Avoiding Jace’s gaze, I walked away.

	Outside, I set the gift on the ground and opened the back of my Range Rover, but before I could lift the box again, Jace was there to do it for me. Placing it securely inside, he turned to me and cupped my face. “I love you.”

	My chin began to tremble. “Stop.”

	“I know you’re not ready yet. That you need more time. But we will discuss this, and you will listen to what I need to tell you, baby. I can wait, barely, but I can.” He touched his lips to my forehead before stepping back. “Don’t cry,” he ordered, his voice hoarse. “I don’t want you driving upset.”

	“Jace—”

	“I love you,” he said again before walking toward his car.

	 

	 


Chapter 14

	Kin

	Lucy’s five-bedroom house felt suffocating with all the people there to attend her baby shower. Every member of her father’s band, as well as Harris’s father’s band, were in attendance, along with their wives and the majority of their children. I knew most of them, considered them all family.

	That was what I loved the most about Lucy’s misfit family. Each and every one of them had taken me in without blinking. I was Lucy’s friend, and that made me special. It meant I was family to them. With the Demons and OtherWorld, you didn’t have to be blood to be a part of their inner circle. You just had to love at least one of their own, and you instantly became one of them.

	“Daddy, Devlin,” Lucy said with a laugh as she stood still so both grandfathers could touch her stomach. Their hands were so big, they swallowed up most of her expanded stomach. And it was so damn cute, I melted a little.

	A look of wonder crossed both drummers’ faces as they stood there, feeling their granddaughter kick against their hands. I’d only been there an hour, but it wasn’t the first time I’d witnessed them doing this. It was like they were moths and Lucy’s pregnant stomach was the brightest flame in the universe, too irresistible not to be drawn to.

	“Let’s get her into karate,” Devlin suggested. “Then we won’t have to worry so much about anyone messing with her. She can just kick their scrawny asses.”

	“Good thinking,” Jesse told him with a grim nod. “Don’t they have classes near the gym?”

	“We should check it out tomorrow. Maybe have Emmie do a background check on the people who run it.”

	“It’s okay, I’m not really here,” Lucy said with a roll of her eyes. “Please continue mapping out my daughter’s future karate career.”

	Jesse’s gaze finally landed on her just as Devlin’s name was called from across the room and he went over to speak to them. “How are you feeling, Lu? Maybe you should sit down. You look tired.”

	Her smile was warm, but she shook her head at him exasperatedly. “I’m fine, Daddy. I’ve told you that five times already. How about getting yourself a drink? Kin helped me make some punch earlier, and it’s really good.”

	“Please sit down for a little while,” her dad urged, concern lacing his voice. “It’s your baby shower. Let everyone pamper you. You still have a week before your due date. Here, sit down.” He grabbed one of his sons by the back of his shirt and jerked him up out of the chair where he was talking to one of the other kids.

	“Jesus, Dad,” Lyric complained, straightening his shirt and moving to sit on the arm of the couch beside his twin. “You could have just asked me to move.”

	Lucy started to move toward the chair, but apparently she wasn’t waddling fast enough, because Jesse picked her up and deposited her in the now-vacant chair. Grabbing a decorative pillow off the couch, he pulled the coffee table closer and propped Lucy’s feet on the pillow.

	“Mom!” Lucy called out. “Daddy’s freaking out again.”

	“You sit here. If you need anything, someone will get it for you,” Jesse instructed her. His dark eyes landed on me. “Won’t you, Kin?”

	Unable to hide my amusement, I nodded. “Of course, Mr. Thornton. That’s why I’m here.”

	“Daddy, could I have some ice water?” Lucy asked him with a flutter of her lashes.

	“Of course, baby.” He kissed the top of her head and practically sprinted into the kitchen.

	Lucy fell back against the chair. “This pregnancy is going to give him a heart attack.” She rubbed her hand over her stomach. “Hurry up cooking in there, little one. We have to get you out into the world so Poppy can stop freaking out so much.”

	“Poppy?”

	Lucy grinned up at me. “They have all picked out the names they want Hayat to call them. Daddy is Poppy, and Mom is Gammy. Devlin is Pop-Pop, and Natalie will be Nana.”

	“It feels really weird to me that Natalie is only in her early thirties but will be called Nana,” I told her, glancing across the room to where the woman was currently standing with both her brothers. She was gorgeous with her long dark hair and those killer blue-gray eyes that seemed to be a Stevenson trademark. Every one of them, including the children, with the exception of Violet, had those same eyes, even Drake’s newborn son, Damien.

	“Everything about my family is weird,” Lucy said with a laugh. “I mean, my sister’s sister-in-law is my mother-in-law. But it’s perfection to me.”

	“Here, Lu,” Jesse said, appearing as if by magic, and thrusting her glass of ice water into her hands. “Your mom needs my help in the kitchen. Kin, I’m trusting you to make sure she stays right here and wants for nothing. You hear me?”

	I patted him on the arm. “Of course, Mr. Thornton. You go on and help Layla. I’m going to be right here with your daughter.”

	“Thanks, sweetheart.” He dropped a kiss on his daughter’s head, then one on mine.

	I closed my eyes, savoring the love of the Demon for a moment. I adored Lucy’s parents, even if her mother had become a bit much for a little while during the wedding planning the year before. But they had always treated me like one of their own children, and it was something I would always cherish.

	“Don’t stand there,” Lucy complained. “It’s making my neck hurt looking up at you.”

	I glanced around, looking for somewhere to sit in the large, yet overcrowded living room, but finding none.

	“Here, baby,” Jace’s deep voice murmured as he produced a folding chair and placed it beside Lucy’s.

	My heart contracted as I looked at him. In dress pants and a black button-up, he looked beyond yummy. The skin on my forehead where he’d kissed me the day before tingled and burned with the imprint of his lips at the memory, and I had to quickly avert my eyes before he could see I was still replaying our last meeting over and over again.

	“You two need anything?” he asked, glancing at Lucy before turning his attention back to me. “You want more food?”

	“We’re good,” Lucy answered for us, and he nodded before heading back to the side of the room where he’d been for the last half hour talking with Harris and a few members of OtherWorld.

	“So, you two talked yesterday,” Lucy whispered, leaning closer to me. “That’s all you would tell me before everyone started arriving.”

	I blew out a frustrated breath and nodded, leaning in a little. “I helped him shop for a gift for today, and it was nice, you know?” She just stared at me with curious brown eyes. “It felt like we could be friends. And that’s exactly what I want. You and Harris appointed us both as Hayat’s godparents, and I want to take that seriously. Which means Jace and I need to get along.”

	“Friendship is a step in the right direction,” she agreed.

	“But then he wanted to talk about what happened. About the breakup and…everything.”

	Lucy’s brows lifted slightly. “And?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it, Lu. What’s done is done. We can’t go back.”

	“But maybe if you talked to him, you could find some middle ground. Maybe you—”

	“No, Lucy,” I whispered fiercely, stopping her before she could finish. “I let him break my heart twice. I don’t have the courage to let him do it again.”

	“He told me he bought a ring,” she confided after a tense moment passed between us, earning me a glare from the twins who sat just a few feet away. Those two baby Demons were just as fiercely protective of Lucy as their beast of a father was. They couldn’t possibly have heard our conversation, but that didn’t matter. They could feel their sister’s tension, and obviously, I was the cause of it.

	“He mentioned that yesterday.” And my heart had been doing funny things ever since. I honestly didn’t know how I felt about him buying a ring, or him asking me to marry him the day before. Everything was jumbled in my head, and I didn’t know how to clear it. My heart was doing cartwheels in my chest just thinking of his proposal, even if it hadn’t been romantic in any shape or form. He still said those words, and they weren’t because he was distressed and throwing it out there to try to appease me like he’d done the night of our breakup. They seemed sincere.

	But marriage was a million miles away from where I wanted to be with him or anyone else right then. I needed to focus on myself, learn to love and respect myself all over again before I would ever be ready for a relationship of any kind with anyone, least of all Jace.

	“And?” Lucy grasped my hand, squeezing.

	“And nothing,” I hissed, shooting Jace a look to make sure he wasn’t paying attention, only to find him looking straight at me. There was no way he could hear what we were saying, and from the look on his face, he didn’t.

	That look was hungry, and I felt like I was starving. I wanted him…so fucking badly, damn it. But sex wasn’t going to fix anything. Certainly not my aching heart.

	I looked away from him before he did and met Lucy’s hopeful eyes. “I want him to want to marry me because he can’t live without me. Not because he’s sorry or thinks that’s the only way to get me back. I want him to… Fuck! I don’t know what I want from him, but I do know I don’t want it like this. It feels like he’s paying a ransom to get me to be with him again, that I’m holding myself hostage from him, and he’s negotiating with a ring to get me back.”

	“Yeah, I get it,” she released a sad-sounding sigh. “But you shouldn’t give up, Kin. He loves you and—”

	“And I still love him,” I told her honestly. “But loving someone isn’t enough sometimes, babe. This is one of those times.”

	“I’m sorry, Kin.”

	“It’s fine. I’m dealing with it and trying to move on.” I turned my hand over in hers, interlocking our fingers. “I know you love us both, and I’m sorry you are stuck in the middle. Just stop trying to push us back together. Okay?”

	She blew out a frustrated breath. “Yeah, yeah. Fine. I’m done. I won’t do it anymore.”

	“Promise,” I commanded, knowing if she didn’t promise, I couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t stop.

	Another sigh left her, but she nodded. “Yeah. I promise.”

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	Kin

	By the end of the shower, Lucy’s house was flooded with new baby essentials and furniture. Harris enlisted all the Tainted Knights guys to help him carry everything up to the nursery, while Kassa and I hung up all the new outfits and put away all the other items so Lucy could remain in the chair her father had refused to allow her out of.

	Downstairs, Layla and Natalie were busy cleaning up, and Lucy was still sitting where I’d left her. She had a pained expression on her face, but when she noticed me watching her as I came down the stairs, she gave me a bright smile. “Thanks. I could have done it. Apparently I’m on lockdown.”

	I kept my eyes fastened on her as I moved closer, not wanting Jesse, who was just a few feet away talking with Zander Brockman and Nik Armstrong, to hear what I was about to ask his daughter.

	Reaching her, I bent so I could speak close to her ear. “Are you having contractions?”

	She was quiet for a moment but finally nodded. “It’s okay. Nothing to worry about. It’s just Braxton Hicks. They come and go. I’m fine.”

	I leaned back, watching her face. She looked uncomfortable as hell, but that just as easily could be because she was so close to her due date and her stomach was huge. I rubbed my hand over the baby bump, felt Hayat kick at me as if she didn’t want me to bother her mother, and grinned. “I’m not going home,” I told her. “I’ll crash in the guest room. I have this strange feeling things are about to get very, very interesting very, very soon.”

	She shifted restlessly. “Just don’t tell my dad,” she whispered. “He will lose his mind.”

	“He nearly lost your mom when she had the twins early. Of course, he’s worried.” I picked up her empty water glass. “Need anything? I’m going to help out in the kitchen.”

	“My back is killing me.”

	Since we were no longer whispering, Jesse heard what she said and was on red alert. “Lu? You okay?”

	She rolled her eyes at me but smiled warmly up at her dad. “My back is hurting from sitting in the same spot for so long, Daddy. I think I just need to stretch.”

	“Go lie down, Lu,” he urged. “Stay off your feet.”

	“Yeah, okay. Love you, Daddy.”

	“Love you, baby.”

	I set down her glass and offered her my hands, helping her stand. As she did, she gasped, her face twisting in pain. I moved to block her from Jesse’s eyes, keeping a hand around her back as I walked with her to the stairs.

	“Tell Harris,” she said with a groan as I helped her sit on the edge of the bed in her room. “Wait. Don’t tell Harris. Just ask him to come here. I don’t want him getting hysterical. It’s just a few contractions. Even if this is labor, it could take forever before I’m even able to go to the hospital. The contractions have to be so far apart before they will even consider me in active labor.”

	I backed out of the room, worried about her. “I’ll be right back. Okay?”

	“Yeah,” she said nervously.

	The nursery was only across the hall, but I sprinted the short distance. Inside the baby’s room, Jace and Harris were setting up the dream glider and a few other things with Cash and Gray’s help, while Kale and Sin unboxed several other items.

	I didn’t want to make a scene in front of all of them, so I tapped on Harris’s shoulder. “Your wife is asking for you,” I told him. “She’s in your bedroom, about to lie down.”

	His head snapped around, worry and concern already shining in his aquamarine eyes. “Is she okay?”

	I forced a smile. “She just wants to talk to you.”

	“Oh, okay.” He straightened to his full six-and-a-half-feet height and dusted off his hands. “You got this?” he asked Jace.

	“How hard can it be, right?” Jace said with a laugh.

	“You would be surprised,” Harris said with a snort, his long legs eating up the distance to the door. “If you can’t figure it out, see if my dad is still around and get him to help.”

	I went to follow him, but Jace caught my hand, stopping me in my tracks. “She okay?”

	“I don’t know,” I told him, keeping my voice quiet. “It could be nothing. She’s just uncomfortable, I guess.”

	“Yeah, she’s been pretty miserable lately. Keep me updated?”

	I nodded, smiling down at him. “Good luck with that.” I nodded toward the glider he was trying to put together, and his lips twisted in grim amusement. 

	“For some reason, I feel like you being one of Lucy’s birthing coaches is the easier of the two jobs.”

	Laughing, I walked away.

	Back in Lucy and Harris’s bedroom, I found Lucy lying in bed, body pillow cradled around her while Harris rubbed her lower back. His face was pale, but Lucy was smiling with contentment.

	“Feeling any better?” I asked as I shut the door.

	“I think today just drained me,” she said with a sigh as Harris rubbed what must have been a particularly tender spot. “I feel so much better now.”

	“What can I do?”

	“Tylenol is in the bathroom medicine cabinet,” Harris instructed. “Can you grab her two? Them maybe go down and pretend like everything is okay so her dad doesn’t freak out and make things more stressful for her?”

	“You got it,” I assured him as I went into their huge bathroom and found the bottle of Tylenol.

	There was a bottle of water already on Lucy’s bedside table, so I uncapped it and handed over the two tablets. Harris helped her raise up long enough to swallow them as I made my way to the door. Closing it behind me, I headed downstairs and went about everything like nothing had just happened.

	Only a few people remained in the house now. Lucy’s brothers were out on the beach with a few of the other kids, and I could hear them screaming and laughing through the open back windows. I picked up stray glasses, paper plates, and balled-up napkins on my way to the kitchen.

	Layla was putting away the last of the food and Natalie was doing the dishes when I walked in. Lucy’s mom beamed at me as I came into the room. “Hey, sweetheart. Haven’t had time to talk to you much today. How are you?”

	I handed Natalie the two glasses I’d found and moved to help Layla wrap up the last of the platters with cling wrap. “I’m good. How about you two? Today must have been exhausting for you both.”

	“We wanted this day to be perfect,” Layla said with a smile. “After we fucked up so abysmally with the wedding, throwing this shower for Lucy was the least we could do.”

	“You guys did a great job,” I assured them. “I’ll have to enlist your services when I throw a baby shower for Amara.”

	“Cash’s girlfriend?” Natalie asked as she closed the dishwasher and wiped her hands on a dish towel.

	“Yes. She’s actually one of my new roommates.” I lifted two of the wrapped platters and slid them into the huge fridge. “I don’t know if you met the other one or not, you two were so busy. She came with Nate.”

	“Pocket Venus with the black bob haircut?” Natalie asked.

	I beamed. “Yes, that’s Riley.”

	“Angie isn’t living with you now?” Layla asked with concern.

	“Oh no. She moved in with Jenna…” Natalie gasped, her jaw clenching as she turned away. “You didn’t know they are dating? But they were both here earlier.”

	“We… We don’t talk,” Harris’s stepmother muttered, busying herself with wiping down all the flat surfaces in the kitchen.

	I looked at Layla. Her brown eyes locked with mine, and we both sighed. Natalie and Jenna used to be really close. But then the Tessa thing happened, and Natalie hadn’t forgiven her sister. Everyone else was willing to let it go, especially Lucy and Harris, but Natalie loved Harris like a son, and she couldn’t get over what her sister’s ex did to him.

	I got it, but at the same time, I loved Jenna. It wasn’t her fault she had a psycho ex. She’d just fallen for the wrong person and gotten in over her head. Between rehab and staying clean for two years, she’d worked hard to show everyone she was someone they all could rely on now.

	“So they’re serious?” Layla asked after another minute passed without Natalie speaking.

	“Very. Angie came out to her dad, which was really hard for her. She’d never told him or my mom before, although I’m pretty sure Mom suspected. But she never asked her, and I don’t know if they ever talked about it before Mom died.”

	“Has Jenna told Stella and Clyde?”

	I glanced at Natalie. From the set of her shoulders, I knew she was listening intently. “Not yet. I don’t think either of them is ready for that kind of crazy in their lives yet.”

	“Of course not. Dad probably won’t care. But Mom will never accept Jenna’s sexuality. Every time she’s ever tried to come out to them in the past, Mom always cut her off.” Natalie tossed her cloth in the sink, her jaw clenched angrily. “She knows, but as long as no one says the words out loud, she doesn’t have to face the fact that her daughter is a lesbian. God, I hate that bitch.”

	“Your mom?”

	Natalie looked at me with pained eyes. “Stella Stevenson is a narcissistic, manipulative cunt. I hate her. She still hasn’t accepted that I’m married to Devlin. She’s only met my daughter twice, and that was because Dad forced her to when we were in Ohio for a concert. It doesn’t matter to her that I’m happy and in love. It won’t matter that Jenna is either. She has her standards, and neither of us has ever or will ever meet them in her eyes.”

	“I’m sorry, Nat,” I told her, crossing to her and hugging her.

	She hugged me back. “It’s her loss,” she said after a moment, giving me a small, tight smile. “That’s why Jenna and I have always had each other’s backs. We don’t need Mom if we have one another.”

	I met her gaze, hoping she would realize what she as saying. Her chin began to tremble, and she bit her lip, hard. Swallowing, she glanced at Layla. “Uh, Lay, could you maybe…”

	The other woman smiled. “No problem. We got this, don’t we, Kin?”

	I nodded. “Yeah. Don’t worry about it.”

	She grabbed her purse. “Could you tell Dev that I don’t know what time I’ll be home?”

	“Dev knows,” a deep voice said from the kitchen doorway. We all turned to look at the rocker, a loving smile on his face making his dimples pop. “Go on. Trinity and I can walk home from here. That’s a perk of living so freaking close to our son. Just drive carefully, baby.”

	She rushed across the room and kissed him. “I love you.”

	“Love you, Nat.” He stroked his hands over her hair. “It’s about time you two cleared this up.”

	“Yeah,” she whispered a little shakily. “I’ll be home later.”

	“Take your time. Don’t rush on my account.” He kissed her again. “I know you’ve missed her.”

	Natalie hugged me on her way out the door. “Thanks, Kin,” she breathed.

	“I didn’t do anything.”

	“You did more than you realize,” she said with a laugh, dashing tears off her cheeks. “I owe you one.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 16

	Jace

	The sound of my phone blasting beside my ear had me jerking upright in bed. Heart pounding, I didn’t even glance at the clock before answering.

	But before I could ask what the fuck was going on, Harris was already talking a mile a minute. “Get here, man! I’m about to be a dad.”

	“She’s in labor for real?” I was slightly skeptical.

	Lucy had been having contractions on and off since her baby shower on Sunday. It was the middle of the night now, Tuesday going into Wednesday. Kin had been sending me various texts letting me know Lucy’s progress, and I’d been a little grumpy because that was all she would talk to me about. If I mentioned anything heavier than that, she would go radio silent on me, and I’d be left staring at my phone, begging those three dots to appear.

	“Her water broke. We’re at the hospital, and she’s being wheeled up to a room right now.”

	“Hey, Jace!” Lucy’s voice called out. “Please hurry. Harris needs you to keep him calm.”

	I grinned as I got out of bed. “I’m on my way. Be there as soon as I can.”

	“Pick up coffee,” my best friend instructed, and I could hear the stress in his voice under all the excitement. Lucy was right; I would need to keep him calm.

	“Kin there?” I asked as I pulled on sweat pants and grabbed a shirt. Picking up my keys and wallet, I sprinted through the apartment and out the door.

	“Right here beside me.”

	“Good. I’ll pick up enough for everyone, minus Lucy.” The elevator arrived seconds after I pressed the call button, and I stepped inside. “I’ll be there as soon as I can, bro.”

	Coffee in hand, I walked into the birthing center of the hospital where Lucy had planned on having the baby from the moment she found out she was pregnant. The place was like a fortress, and I had to show ID to get through. Luckily, my friends had already put me on the list of guests who could be allowed entrance. I still had to step through a metal detector and then be wanded down before I was allowed to proceed to the room Harris texted me earlier.

	In front of the double doors to the labor and delivery floor, Marcus was already standing at attention, along with the guard I remembered normally shadowed Emmie’s daughter, Mia. Seeing me, the man who had been a part of Lucy’s life for as long as I’d known her opened the door for me.

	A closer look at him made me realize he was gray under his normal tan, the only outward sign he was nervous. The guy loved Lucy, and I figured this was going to be hard on him, especially since he was out here while she was inside somewhere, going through the pains of labor.

	Moments later, I was inside the spacious private room where Lucy would eventually deliver baby Hayat. Lucy was sitting on a workout ball, her hips shifting from side to side. Harris’s long legs were stretched out in front of him as he sat behind her on a rolling chair, rubbing her back. There was an IV hooked to Lucy’s hand, some kind of monitor I didn’t understand attached to her stomach, and a pained look twisting her beautiful face.

	Kin sat in front of her, showing her how to breathe through the pain, but I wasn’t sure how much help that was because Lucy looked like she was in agony.

	As I entered the room, the three of them looked up. “How is it going?” I asked as I set down the drink carrier filled with coffees. “We going to have a baby soon?”

	“Not even close to soon,” Lucy grumbled, her body seeming to droop, and I could only guess her contraction was over for the moment.

	“She’s only dilated to a three,” Harris explained. “This will probably take a while.”

	“Good thing I got extra shots of espresso in all the coffee, then,” I said with a grin, passing him his cup and then taking Kin’s and mine so I could sit beside her.

	She took her cup, sipping it like it was liquid gold, and moaned when she realized I’d gotten her the chocolate mocha with caramel drizzle just the way she liked it. I sat back, dropping my arm across the back of the surprisingly comfortable couch, watching her enjoy her coffee. “Did they make it right?”

	She nodded. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

	Her blue eyes met mine, and fuck, I wanted to kiss her so damn bad. If I hadn’t screwed everything up, I wouldn’t have hesitated. But I didn’t have the right to kiss her freely now, and that realization made my chest feel like it was being squeezed in a vise. Instead, I pushed a few strands of hair that fell from her ponytail back behind her ear and reminded myself it was my own fault.

	“I’m surprised your dad isn’t already here, Lu,” I told her a few minutes later, after she’d gone through another painful contraction.

	“We’re waiting to tell everyone I’m in labor until I’ve progressed a little further. I don’t want Daddy freaking out the entire time.” Kin fed Lucy a scoop of ice chips, and she started crunching on them. “Let him sleep through most of this.”

	“But Emmie knows?”

	“We had to call her so she could get in front of security issues and keep the paps from trying to sneak their way in.” She pressed her lips together, disgusted. “That’s all I need—for one of those assholes to sneak in and get a picture of me with my legs spread and my baby’s head crowning.”

	“Gross, Lucy,” Kin said with a snort.

	“Ah, fuck,” Lucy groaned, her face a mask of pure pain.

	Kin thrust her coffee into my hands and then grabbed both of Lucy’s, helping her focus and breathe through the worst of the pain. Harris rubbed her back the entire time. Sitting there, unable to do anything to assist, I felt useless. But at the same time, I didn’t want to be anywhere else but with the three of them.

	Hours passed, sunlight began to peek through the windows, and suddenly, Jesse Thornton was there and making the room feel suffocating. I stayed back, keeping quiet in the corner of the room while the Demon freaked out with every small sound that left his daughter’s throat. I didn’t know who I was more concerned about—Lucy, in so much pain from the labor, or Jesse, who looked like he was going to pass out at any moment. He was sweating just as badly as his daughter, his face ravaged by worry.

	Not long after the Thorntons arrived, the Cutters made an entrance. With all the people filling up the room, I knew it was only a matter of time before the staff started kicking out the nonfamily members, and I wasn’t ready to leave my friends yet.

	But no one told me to go, and I stuck around, thankful to be a part of this crazy experience with them.

	And to be with Kin.

	She was amazing with Lucy and even got Jesse to calm down and laugh a few times. But those moments were short-lived, and when she wasn’t helping Lucy breathe through her contractions, she tended to come back to sit beside me. She looked exhausted, but damn was she still beautiful. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with lack of sleep, and her hair was now in a messy bun because her ponytail had fallen twice already.

	I would have been content just to sit there and look at her for a million years.

	I was a little relieved, however, when the doctor came in and announced it was time to push. Lucy’s pain was escalating, and those moans she was making every time the contractions hit were making me sweat. I didn’t like that she was in so much pain. I wanted to take it all away from her, and I could tell Harris was about to lose his mind if this wasn’t over soon.

	I was ready to sprint out of the room, but Jesse didn’t want to leave, and I was wondering if Devlin and I were going to have to physically drag him out of the room.

	“Daddy!” Lucy suddenly snapped. “I’m about to have my bottom half exposed for the entire world to see. Please, for the love of gods, just go before you see something neither one of us can come back from.”

	Jesse’s face paled, and he nodded. “Okay, Lu. Okay. I’ll be out in the waiting room. If you need me, just scream.”

	“I’m about to scream now,” she cried. “I’m not pushing this baby out until you are out of this room.”

	Kin, Natalie, and Layla stayed behind with Harris, and I heard a few laughs as the door shut behind me and the two grandfathers. They both seemed shell-shocked, and I herded them down the hall to the waiting room.

	There wasn’t a free seat in the place, as all of Lucy’s family and friends had filtered in to await the birth of baby Hayat. It looked like a party was taking place in there, and I heard a few of them telling stories about when Lucy and Harris were younger and how hard it was to believe those two babies were having a baby.

	Lana stood as soon as she saw Jesse and came over to usher him to a seat between her and Drake, who was holding their newborn son in his arms. Lana patted Jesse on the arm every few minutes, trying to comfort her brother-in-law, but he looked like he didn’t hear a word she or anyone else said to him.

	Kassa and Gray were just walking through the door when I pulled a cup of weak-ass coffee from the vending machine. Seeing me, my sister came over to join me.

	“How is she?”

	I scratched my chin, the lack of sleep starting to make itself known. “She’s pushing right now. Hopefully it won’t be long now.”

	Twenty minutes later, Kin walked into the room, and everyone seemed to hold their breath. Beaming, she announced, “She’s here!”

	As everyone cheered, Kin went straight over to Jesse and hugged him. “Lucy says you can come back now. She’s all covered up, and she wants to introduce you to your granddaughter.” His throat began to work as her gaze went to Devlin. “You can go back too, Pop-Pop,” she told him with a wink.

	If I hadn’t seen how fast the Demon moved to get out of the room, I never would have believed it was possible. He ran out the door, Devlin right behind him.

	The entire room watched him with a mixture of amusement and loving concern. Devlin gave Kin a quick hug, thanked her for coming to tell him, and rushed after the other drummer.

	Kin looked like she was about to drop, and I moved toward her as Lana and Emmie started throwing questions at her about the delivery. While they talked about Hayat’s weight and length and the mop of dark curls she had come into the world with, I slowly eased in beside Kin and then edged her away from the group.

	“Are you hungry?” I asked, steering her toward the door.

	“Starving,” she said with a groan, and I heard her stomach growling. “But more than anything, I need coffee.”

	I hit the call button for the elevator. “Cafeteria or one of the fast-food places across the street?”

	She pressed her lips together in thought before shaking her head. “Cafeteria. I don’t want to go too far. I know Lucy is going to be surrounded by family for the next few hours, but I’m itching to hold Hayat as soon as I get the chance.”

	Her face glowed as she spoke about the baby, and I could almost picture her with our kids years down the road. Kin was going to make a great mom, and as soon as I fixed what I’d broken with us, I was going to give her as many babies as she wanted.

	As we stepped into the cafeteria a few minutes later, her phone rang, and she pulled it from her back jeans pocket to see who was calling. I glanced at the screen over her shoulder, saw the name Derrick flash across the screen, and instantly went cold inside.

	Who the fuck was Derrick?

	Jealousy began to eat at me, but it calmed down somewhat when she declined the call and picked up a tray. “I’m glad it’s lunchtime. I don’t think I could stomach hospital eggs right now.”

	I picked up a sandwich and added it to her tray as she picked up one for herself. I grabbed us Styrofoam cups and filled them with ice, and poured Diet Coke in one for her before getting myself a Dr. Pepper. Hopefully the soda would be enough of a caffeine kick for both of us because the coffee smelled burned, making Kin’s face scrunch up in disgust as she passed the carafes.

	Before she was ready to check out, she grabbed a few desserts and two bags of chips for us. I paid for our quick meal, and she led the way to a table in the back. She was eating her sandwich before I even had time to sit down across from her.

	“Harris ordered pizza last night, but Lu was so uncomfortable, we were more worried about trying to ease her pain than feeding ourselves.” She chewed quickly, swallowed, and then took another big bite before I could get my sandwich unwrapped. “I’m so glad this is over and that our goddaughter is here.”

	I grinned, watching the excitement fill her tired eyes, brightening them even more. “Me too, babe.”

	Her phone rang again. It was lying faceup on the table, and I immediately saw it was Derrick again. “Who the fuck is that?” I growled before I could stop myself, my jealousy churning in my stomach, making the sandwich taste like dust in my mouth.

	She wiped her fingers, moving casually, like it was completely normal for her to get random calls from a guy I didn’t even know. Fuck, I wanted to smash her phone in. But first, I wanted to answer it and find out who the hell was calling my girlfriend.

	“It’s Derrick,” she said as she declined the call again and picked up her sandwich once more. Like that should have been explanation enough.

	It fucking wasn’t.

	“And Derrick is?” I snarled.

	“My soon-to-be stepuncle,” she answered calmly, as if I wasn’t about to rage out and destroy the entire goddam cafeteria.

	Motherfucker.

	The guy from the club the other night.

	“What is he doing calling you, Kin?”

	She lifted a shoulder. “He probably heard the news that Lucy was in labor and was calling to ask about her. Or he just wanted to talk. Or maybe he wants me to have dinner with him. I don’t know. I’m too tired to find out.”

	“The fuck you say.” I grabbed her phone, punched in her passcode that I knew just as easily as I knew my own, and pulled up the guy’s details.

	Before I could block him, Kin snatched the phone out of my hands. “Excuse you,” she bit out. “What are you doing?”

	“Blocking that motherfucker.”

	“I don’t want him blocked,” she told me with a glare, putting the phone into her back pocket and out of my reach. “He’s a nice guy.”

	“How did he get your number?”

	“I’m assuming from Scott,” she said with another casual shrug, eating her sandwich once more. “That is the only way I could think he got it.”

	“How long have you two been talking?” I felt like I was going to puke, so I picked up my drink and started chugging it instead of sipping it through the straw.

	“A few days.” She sighed when she looked up at my face. “Jace, it’s really none of your business.”

	“I don’t want you talking to him, Kin. I saw the way you were fucking looking at him the other night.” I put down my cup and scrubbed my hands through my hair. “Let’s work this shit out between us. Come back to me. I miss you so damn much, baby. I know you miss me too. It’s written all over your beautiful face.”

	Her sandwich landed on the tray with a thump, and she pushed it across the table toward me. “I do miss you,” she confessed in a quiet voice. “But you know what I don’t miss?” I held my breath, afraid of what she was about to say. “Waking up in the middle of the night to you texting some area code I didn’t recognize because you didn’t program her name into your phone. I don’t miss you lying to me when I ask who you’re talking to, or why you had a new lock code on your phone, or you getting a call and walking away from me. I don’t miss wondering what the fuck you’re doing because you’re late to pick me up, or for dinner, or you completely cancel plans. I don’t miss crying myself to sleep because I thought you were cheating on me. All of it was for Eden, I know that now. You didn’t cheat, but I sure as hell thought you were. And I don’t miss those times at all.”

	“Baby, I’m sorry,” I groaned, reaching for her hand, and was surprised when she let me touch her. I lifted her fingers, kissing each one. “That’s over now. Eden and I barely even talk now that she’s busy with the baby and her husband.”

	“I didn’t want you to stop talking to your sister, Jace. I just wanted you to include me.” The pain in her voice was sharp enough to cut through me. It melted through my flesh and bone, embedding itself in my soul.

	“I didn’t stop talking to her because of you. I’ve been so fucked up from our breakup that I haven’t been coherent half the time. It was her choice to back away from me, and I can’t really blame her. I wouldn’t want my crazy ass around any little kids with how I’ve been lately.”

	“Yeah, I get that. I was pretty messed up myself. Poor Amara had to deal with me all on her own.” Her lips twisted, and we shared a small smile.

	I kissed her palm. “Take me back, Kin,” I whispered the plea, but she flinched as if I’d shouted it at her.

	“I can’t.”

	Tears burned my throat, filled my eyes. “Wh-Why not?” I choked out.

	“Because nothing is resolved, Jace. You’re sorry? Yeah, I understand that. I even forgive most of it. You’re making promises not to do any of that stuff again, to include me? I don’t believe you.” She pulled her hand free from my slackened grip. “All I’ve ever wanted was to come first with you. And you’ve never done that. You never will. And I can’t go through the rest of my life being in the background, always second and third and sometimes even fourth in line for your love and loyalty.”

	The tears broke free, and I sat there, staring at her as they poured down my face. “Kin, it’s not like that,” I half sobbed.

	“It’s exactly like that,” she said, her voice so full of sadness, it broke my heart all over again. “You don’t even know how to put me first.”

	“I was only trying to protect Kassa,” I tried to explain again, but she was shaking her head.

	“And you pushed me right out.” She swallowed hard. “I know you love your sister. She loves you too. But don’t you understand that if it came down to protecting you and protecting Gray, she would pick him every time? Don’t you understand that I would never make you choose, but that you should want to put me first, regardless?”

	“It’s just been her and me for most of my life,” I whispered. “Of course, I’m going to worry about her.”

	She balled her hands into fists. “I’m not saying I don’t want you to protect your sister, Jace. Fuck. You don’t even understand what I’m trying to tell you.”

	“Then dumb it down, goddamn it,” I exploded. “Tell me what I have to do to get you back.”

	“If you don’t know by now, then there really is no hope for us.” She pushed back her chair. Standing, she looked down at me with regret and pain darkening her eyes. “I love you. I always have. Stupidly enough, I probably always will. But it’s time for me to move on, Jace. Because you can’t give me what I need.”

	 

	 


Chapter 17

	Kin

	After no sleep the night before, as soon as I held my precious baby goddaughter, I went home and crashed. My brain shut down, refusing to think about what happened with Jace in the hospital cafeteria, and for that, I was grateful. Making my dreams blissfully nonexistent.

	My phone was what woke me up the next day. Groaning, I peeked an eye open, trying to determine what time it was from the way the sun was shining through my bedroom window. My phone was still ringing, sounding almost shrill to my still sleepy ears.

	Wanting it to stop, I picked it up, ready to send the caller to voice mail, only to see it was Derrick. Again. He’d called multiple times the day before, but I was too tired to talk to him. And then after the whole scene with Jace, I didn’t want to talk to anyone.

	Curious as to what he wanted that had him calling so often, I picked up before it could go to voice mail.

	“Hello?”

	“Wow, she’s alive,” he murmured with amusement lacing his voice. “I was starting to wonder after getting your voice mail all day yesterday.”

	“Yeah, sorry about that,” I sat up in bed, pulling the covers up to my chest. I was dressed in my usual tank top and short pajamas, but I felt oddly exposed. As if he could see me sitting there with my messy bedhead and crusty eyes. “Lucy had the baby yesterday. We were at the hospital all night, and then she finally had the baby in the afternoon. It was kind of chaotic.”

	“That’s cool. How is she?”

	“When I left the hospital last night, both mommy and baby were perfect. Hayat has Lucy’s dark curls and her daddy’s dimples. It’s too early to tell, but I suspect she’s going to have Harris’s eyes.”

	“I bet she’s beautiful,” he said, sounding wistful. “I was starting to worry about you, though. Next time, send me a text or something so I know you haven’t been kidnapped.”

	A smile teased at my lips. “Sure thing, Dad.”

	Derrick laughed, and I suddenly felt more at ease. The first time he’d called me, I didn’t know what to think, but he was a nice guy and I couldn’t hold who his sister was marrying against him. It wasn’t his fault Shannon had sucky taste in men.

	“Are you busy today?” he asked, surprising me.

	“I was going to stop by the hospital to check on Lu and the baby, see if Harris needs anything, but other than that, I don’t have much on my plate.”

	“Would you like to grab some dinner with me?”

	I hesitated, unsure how or even if I wanted to answer that question. I drew my legs up to my chest, pushed my hair back from my face, and pressed my forehead to my knees. It was a simple question, but I didn’t have a simple answer.

	Derrick was hot, and I would grudgingly admit I was still attracted to him. But I knew nothing could ever happen. For one, there was no way I was going to mix up the family with his sister marrying my dad. That was just gross to me on so many levels. I couldn’t even picture myself kissing the guy.

	Yet, I liked his company, and it would be nice to find out more about him, maybe even learn more about the woman who was going to be my new stepmother come spring.

	I was torn.

	“Just as friends, Kin,” he assured me when I didn’t answer. “I admit I find you incredibly attractive, but the truth is, it freaks me out a little that you’re going to be my niece. I mean, hell, girl. I have two nieces already, and it creeps me out to even think about you like…that.”

	Relief filled me, and I laughed at the disgusted tone of his voice. “Yeah, that was kind of what I was worried about. If I’m honest, I pictured kissing you, but then I imagined it would be a lot like kissing my stepbrother, and I totally grossed myself out. Sorry.”

	“Don’t be sorry. We know where we stand. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to get to know you better. You’ll be family soon, and we keep family close.”

	“Does that mean I need to start calling you Uncle Derrick?” I teased.

	“Please don’t,” he groaned. “You’re what? Twenty-two?”

	I laughed. “You’re funny. I’ll be twenty-one my next birthday.”

	“I’m only twenty-five, and hell, but Shannon is only twenty-three. This is fucked up, so no, please don’t go calling me Uncle Derrick.” He grunted. “And what the hell were you doing drinking in the club the other night? Huh? Do I need to take away your fake ID?”

	“You touch my fake ID, and I’ll kick you in the balls, buddy!” I threatened, knowing he was only kidding—I hoped.

	His deep laugh filled me with warmth, and I relaxed once again. “That’s something we can discuss over dinner. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

	“I didn’t say I would have dinner with you,” I reminded him.

	“We both know you want to.” He sounded so sure of himself but not necessarily cocky. “Seven. Dress nice. I’m taking you somewhere special.”

	I blew out a long sigh in mock annoyance. “Fine. I’ll see you at seven.”

	“Good girl.”

	“I hate you,” I grumbled.

	“But you’ll love me before the end of the night.” And with that, he hung up.

	Laughing, I sank back down onto the mattress and pulled the covers over my shoulder. A glance at my phone’s screen told me it was just after eleven, so I had plenty of time to make it over to the hospital and back before I had to get ready for dinner with him.

	No one was home when I finally pulled myself out of bed in search of something to eat. I made myself a bowl of cereal and ate it in front of the television before washing my dish and going back to my room for a shower.

	As I was grabbing my keys on my way out the door, my phone rang. Seeing it was Aunt Emmie, I answered it just as the door swung closed behind me.

	“What’s up, Auntie Em?” I greeted her with a grin.

	“Ugh, I suddenly feel like I’ve been sucked into the Wizard of Oz.”

	“You would make a hot Auntie Em,” I assured her as I stepped into the elevator. “What can I do for you?”

	“Right, so in the craziness of the baby drama yesterday, I missed a few things at work. I’m just now getting to the email from Petrova Records. Petrova himself listened to the demos I sent him Friday, and he’s demanding I get you signed right away.”

	“Aunt Emmie, you know how I feel about him,” I told her, not nearly as excited as I should have been.

	“I know, I know. But he’s letting me call the shots on this, sweetie. And he basically said to name our price. He wants you signed, and he wants it bad.”

	“What if I came up with a ridiculous number?” I thought aloud. “Do you think he will laugh in my face and back off?”

	She snorted inelegantly. “Not even Petrova would laugh in my face. He knows I’ll kick him in the balls. Please, Kin, I’m begging you, and you know I don’t beg. Like, ever. Consider this offer very, very seriously. Think it over for a few days, and get back to me. I need to tell him something before Monday.”

	I sighed as I walked off the elevator and out of the building. “Okay, okay. I’ll consider it. But I don’t want to have to deal with him personally. Ever. I think he’s a total sleaze.”

	“They all are in some shape or form, baby. But that’s why you have me and Amara. I will handle Petrova for you. You won’t ever have to deal with him, I promise you that. I can get you on tour starting in December, actually, if all goes as planned.”

	The sudden realization I was really going to have to perform my songs live, and not just for the small group of people at First Bass on open mic nights either, had me going statue-still with my hand on the door handle of my Range Rover.

	Oh shit.

	I hadn’t considered that part yet.

	I gulped, which must have been loud enough for Emmie to hear because she immediately started trying to reassure me. “It won’t be so bad, Kin. You can be the opening act for the Blonde Bombshells and TK. Which means the crowd will be considerably smaller because the seats don’t really start filling up until closer to the end of the second act to prepare for the main attraction. I’m not going to throw you to the wolves, I swear. This will just be like a warm-up for you. Get your feet a little wet.”

	“I feel sick,” I groaned, leaning my head against the window of my vehicle.

	“You’re going to do amazing,” she promised me. “I have complete faith in you, honey.”

	“But…” I was panicking, trying to find a way out of actually having to go on tour. “I can’t go onstage by myself. I need a band. No one will want to listen to just me playing the guitar and singing.”

	Her sigh told me I was being overly dramatic. “Do you honestly think I would let you go out there alone? I’ll put a kick-ass band together for you, Kin. Relax. I’ve been doing this long enough to know what you will need, girl.”

	“But… But…” I groaned, stamping my feet like a toddler about to have the world’s biggest tantrum. “I don’t want to!”

	There was complete silence on the other end of the phone for a whole minute before she burst out laughing, long and loud. “Okay, I realize you’re freaking out right now, but I really needed that laugh. I love you so much, Kin.”

	“I still don’t want to do it,” I pouted.

	“Yes, you do. Because you rock, and you know it. So you are going to stop the pouting and tantrums, and you’re going to trust your Auntie Em to take care of you.” Her voice suddenly held no amusement and was full of the take-no-prisoners businesswoman slash mom I needed her to be. “Now, go think about Petrova’s offer, and get back to me. Before Monday!”

	The phone went silent, and I tossed it into my purse as I jerked the door open and jumped into the driver’s seat. Groaning, I slunk down, having a good pout despite her commanding me to stop.

	Stage fright sucked. I didn’t know if I had what it took to actually get on a stage with hundreds, even thousands of people watching me. My voice wasn’t the best, and I had pretty good guitar skills. It was my songs that were the real draw, and that was where I always saw my career staying. I could write them and stay behind the scenes while someone else performed them.

	But then I got it into my head that I needed to change that, and now look where I was! I had an open offer from not just one of the biggest record labels, but the number one record label. The deal they gave Tainted Knights had been crazy huge, and people were still talking about it. The one they gave the Blonde Bombshells wasn’t nearly as big, but that was because even the music world was sexist and discriminatory. Fucking assholes.

	Yet, no matter who I ended up signing with, I still would have to go on tours. That was where the real money was.

	I sniffed, shaking my head. Like I needed the money. I was comfortable just living off the songs I’d already written and sold. I didn’t even have to touch the trust fund Carter set up for me that I gained access to when I turned eighteen. I was independent and secure financially.

	Still, I decided as I started the car several minutes later, once I was over the worst of my panic and annoyance, it would feel really good to stick it to Petrova by throwing out a crazy number and seeing if he really would give it to me.

	By the time I got to the hospital, the idea was holding more and more merit.

	 

	 


Chapter 18

	Kin

	Dressed in the best outfit I had, a knee-length white dress that hugged my figure but didn’t flaunt it and a pair of strappy silver heels I’d bought with Lucy during all those hours of planning her wedding, I walked into one of the best restaurants in LA with Derrick at my side.

	He was in slate-gray dress pants and a soft yellow pastel button-up with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, causing every female eye to turn and eat up the sight of him as he walked past them. I wasn’t unused to having the female population gawk hungrily at the man beside me. It was something that happened daily when I was with Jace. But where, with my ex, I was always consumed by jealousy, with Derrick, I was just oddly amused.

	The hostess showed us to a table with a view at the back of the restaurant, overlooking the city below. With the lights starting to come on below us and the sun beginning to set in the distance, it made for a spectacular sight.

	One that not every patron in the place was gifted a view of, I noticed. We were in a more secluded part of the restaurant, which was situated on the top floor of one of the posher buildings. The tables were spaced out more, with only three others getting the glorious view below.

	I caught my breath at the beauty as Derrick held out my chair and I dropped down, my mind already floating with lyrics to describe this moment in time.

	“This is why I bought this building,” he said, and I looked up to find his eyes on my face instead of the breathtaking view.

	“You own the whole building?”

	He nodded, glancing for a moment out the window before turning his dark gaze back on me. “I’m into real estate, but when I got a look at this view, I knew I wanted this place for myself. So I bought it and rented out the building to a few of my friends for a decent price. Which is good for me because I get to eat at this table anytime the urge strikes me.”

	Touched that he was sharing this with me, I reached across the table, touching his hand. “Thank you for bringing me here.” Stupidly, tears stung my eyes, and I hurriedly blinked them away.

	He saw them anyway, and his face dropped. “Did I do something wrong?”

	I shook my head, swallowing hard. “No. I’m just not used to… Yeah.” Sighing, I picked up my water glass, taking a moment to collect myself before giving him a smile that I hoped rivaled the setting sun. “Thank you.”

	He cleared his throat, glancing away for a moment. “They serve some of the best tequila lime chicken here,” he informed me when he finally met my gaze again. “And I have it on good authority that it’s one of your favorites.”

	The breath whooshed out of me. “Who told you that?” I half whispered, half shouted. It wasn’t common knowledge that tequila lime chicken was one of my all-time favorites. It was one of my addictions as a child that followed me into adulthood.

	His ears turned pink, but he held my gaze. “Scott told me.”

	If I’d had a mouthful of water, it would have sprayed all over his face and chest. Nothing he could have said would have ever surprised me more. “My dad knows that about me?”

	His eyes turned sad. “It hurts me that you have to question that, sweetheart.”

	I glanced down at the table, my mind a whirlwind.

	His hand caught mine, turning it over and rubbing little circles on my palm. “He and I sat down over the weekend and talked. I ripped into him about him being a shitty dad, and I told him if he and Shannon ever have kids—Lord help us all if that happens—but if they ever do, I will castrate him if he ever treats the kid like he’s treated you over the years. This was after a few shots, so I was feeling pretty good. But here’s the thing about Scott Montez. He’s a sad-ass drunk.”

	The idea of my father having more kids was kind of disturbing. He was in his fifties. Shannon was only a few years older than me, and I figured she deserved to have all the babies she wanted. It was just weird to think the father would be my dad.

	“The guy started getting all sappy, telling me about what a good baby you were, and that you never cried much. So sometimes, he would forget all about you.” Derrick grunted. “Which was when I punched him in the arm. Something my sister called to bitch at me about the next day because it left a huge bruise.”

	I wrapped my fingers around his, stopping his circle drawing, and squeezed. “I think I just fell a little in love with you.”

	He grinned, and I found myself returning it. “My bucket list is complete, then. I got the most beautiful redhead in the world to fall for me. I can die a happy man now.”

	A giggle escaped me, and I released his hand.

	“After I punched him and he whined like a little bitch, he started telling me all kinds of things about you. Like how you would get pissed at him and take your diaper off and hide it in his dresser. It was always his underwear drawer, and it was always a messy kind of diaper.”

	My cheeks flamed as red as my hair, and I covered my face in embarrassment.

	He laughed and went on. “Whenever your mom would leave you with him to run errands, you would always hide from him and only come out when he started screaming in panic.”

	“I don’t remember any of this,” I mumbled behind my fingers.

	“My favorite, though, is how one time your parents were arguing, and you ran straight at him and headbutted him right in the balls. He grabbed himself like he was remembering the pain, or maybe the pain was so bad it still lingered, from the way he described it.”

	“He deserved it, I’m sure.”

	“Agreed,” he said with a deep, throaty laugh.

	A waiter appeared, and since I hadn’t even looked at the menu yet, I just ordered the tequila lime chicken. Derrick ordered the same, along with some wine to pair with our meal. But as soon as the waiter was gone, he was back to telling me more about what my father had drunkenly confessed to him. His face turned serious, though, the amusement fading from his eyes. “Scott told me all about you, things I think surprised even him that he knew about you, Kin.”

	“Like?” I got out hoarsely.

	“The chicken, for one. The way you always made up songs, for another. You would dance around the house, making up songs so easily he even wrote a few of them down. He says he still has them. He showed me one, actually. It was old and folded up on a piece of notebook paper. I was scared to touch it because it looked like it was falling apart, but he read it to me, and then he started crying.”

	A lump filled my throat. “Why are you telling me this, Derrick?”

	“Because I’m not sure he ever would have told you any of this himself. Hell, sweetheart, I’m pretty sure he never meant to tell me any of this. But I’m glad he did. It tells me he loves you. Yeah, he seems to have lost his way for a while and I still want to kick his ass for that, but he cares about you, Kin.”

	It went against everything I knew about Scott to accept that, but for some reason, what Derrick was telling me was making my heart jump with hope. Maybe my dad did care. Maybe he did love me.

	“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” I demanded, glaring at him. “Maybe you’re just making all of this up in hopes I’ll be the first to mend our fences, or whatever bullshit metaphor you want to use here. You love your sister and want her to be happy. Maybe this is just to trick me into welcoming her with opening arms.”

	He sighed heavily. “I get it. You’re stubborn, and you don’t want to believe me. But it’s the truth, honey. And as much as I love my sisters, I wouldn’t hurt you in any way just to make Shannon happy. Because, yeah, I do love them all. They’re crazy, and I wouldn’t change them for anything. But I would kill for my nieces, Kin. And you’re one of them now.”

	“Not yet,” I grumbled.

	He grinned. “As good as.”

	“Whatever.” I leaned my elbows on the table. “I want to see this song.”

	“Why would I lie about a song you made up as a kid?”

	I shrugged. “Perhaps I don’t think you’re lying about it. Maybe I just want to make sure I’ve got my copyrights taken care of and he can’t profit from it.”

	Derrick threw his head back, laughing hard and pulling others’ gazes to him. I leaned back in my chair, smiling a little myself. Begrudgingly, I believed him because I couldn’t figure out what he would have to gain by lying about anything he’d told me regarding my father.

	“Are you normally the fixer of all your family members’ problems?” I asked once the wine arrived and was poured.

	“Depends on the situation. We tend to take turns a lot. I just got lucky that this particular problem fell—almost literally—into my lap.” He winked, lifting his glass and taking a drink.

	“I’ll believe you under one condition.” His brows lifted. “I get to call you Uncle Derrick.”

	“No deal.”

	I found myself giggling for the second time that evening, and it was my turn to wink. “It was worth a try.”

	“It’s official. You are definitely one of my nieces now. You’re acting just like them.” He touched his wineglass to mine. “Welcome to the Stewart family, Kin.”

	 

	 


Chapter 19

	Jace

	Hearts of Stone was the new band playing every Thursday night at First Bass. With a female lead and three guys making up the band, they didn’t necessarily have a unique look, especially with all the other mixed-gender bands out there these days. But their sound had them standing out from all the rest and was why the masses kept trying to get in for the weekly live shows.

	I stood at the banister overlooking the first floor and the stage below, taking in the crowd’s reaction to the band, rather than the band themselves. The people in the front row weren’t being rowdy or trying to get onstage like they used to do with the Blonde Bombshells, but there was no denying that most eyes in the front row were glued to the lead singer. I guess the fact that the bassist and guitarist were intimidating as fuck was enough to keep the dickheads at bay for the most part.

	Lifting my beer to my lips, I started to push away from the railing when a soft hand touched my arm. Looking down with narrowed eyes, I saw a curvy little blonde with big brown eyes gazing up at me with a coquettish smile on her Kylie Jenner-wannabe lips. She was hot, there was no way of denying that, but I wasn’t interested.

	“You’re Jace St. Charles, aren’t you?” she asked over the loudness of the music below.

	Ugh. She was already annoying me. “Last time I checked,” I told her with an irritated roll of my eyes.

	She didn’t seem to notice the shift of my eyes as she stepped in closer, crowding my personal space. “I’m Tessa—”

	“Nope.” The name alone had me walking away with a shudder. I already had all I could take with one Tessa, and her crazy ass was still locked up for what she did to my best friend. No way in hell was I touching that even if I were tempted.

	Which I wasn’t.

	The only chick I wanted was Kin, and until I fixed us, my cock wasn’t going to be seeing any action. I belonged to her. I wasn’t fucking around just because she kept saying we were broken up.

	It wasn’t surprising to find most of our usual crew sitting in the back corner. Thursday nights seemed to be our night to hang out lately. Kassa and Gray were sitting on one of the two couches, with Santana perched on Kale’s lap beside them. Across from them, Amara was sitting with Cash and Riley, while Sin had taken one of the two chairs. Ro sat on the arm of his chair, a beer in her hand as she people-watched, while Aubree and London shared the other chair across from her. They were minus a Blonde, but I thought I’d seen her earlier making out with some baseball player on my way in.

	“Have you gotten to hold Hayat yet?” Kassa asked as soon as I was close enough for her to speak without having to yell the question.

	I shook my head as I bent and leaned my forearms on the couch beside her, happy she was talking to me rather than ignoring me like she’d been doing all too often lately. “She’s too tiny. Pretty sure I would break Harris’s kid if I touched her.”

	“Kin was at the hospital when we stopped by to check on Lucy earlier,” my sister told me, her bottom lip starting to pout. “She was greedy and wouldn’t share too much. I only got to hold the baby for a few minutes before she was taking her away from me.”

	I kissed the top of her head. “Get married first, then you can start thinking about babies of your own.”

	“That’s the plan,” she assured me. “Right, babe?”

	Gray nodded. “Whatever you want, little butterfly.”

	I wanted to roll my eyes at him, but I stopped myself. Maybe I could take some pointers from the douchebag. Fuck, maybe I could take pointers from all four of my bandbrothers. They had happy relationships, even if Cash and Amara were just now getting back together after a two-month split.

	Glancing around at Sin, Cash, Kale, and even Gray, I realized that their girlfriends looked pretty damn happy. I needed to pay better attention, and maybe if I were lucky, I would figure out what Kin kept saying she needed from me.

	Because I didn’t understand what she wanted. She was my life, my entire world. Had I not shown her that? Hadn’t I always put her first, other than keeping the whole Eden thing from her?

	The scary part was, I didn’t know.

	When I getting ready to go on the summer tour the previous year, I didn’t want to leave her behind to help Lucy plan the wedding. I wanted to stay with her since she couldn’t come with me. Fuck, I nearly even said I would quit the band just so I could stay home with her.

	But she wouldn’t let me. Instead, she dried her eyes and put on a brave smile as she pushed me toward the bus.

	Wasn’t that putting her first?

	No, I realized with a sudden moment of clarity. No, that was me putting me first because I didn’t want to be without her. It had nothing to with wanting to make her happy but everything to do with my own selfishness.

	Fuck!

	“You all look cozy over here,” a deep, familiar voice said with amusement.

	Looking up, I saw Zander Brockman approaching with his wife, Annabelle. They lived in Nashville, and Annabelle took care of Emmie’s and her East Coast clients. But they’d come out for Lucy’s baby shower and stayed for business reasons regarding OtherWorld, or so Zander had told me Sunday when we had the chance to talk.

	The blonde smiled at us as they drew closer to our group. “Mind if we join you?” she asked, her eyes meeting mine. “We just came from the hospital visiting with Lucy and thought we would stop by for a drink.”

	“Was Jesse still there hovering?” Kassa asked her with a grin.

	“Him and Dev both,” she said with a laugh. “Z tried to get Dev to go home and let the new parents relax, but he was too caught up in that new granddaughter—” She broke off, blinking. “Holy shit, Devlin Cutter is a grandfather.” She touched a hand to her chest. “Z, Harris has a baby. You realize that Mieke could make us grandparents at any time now, right?”

	“Do you want me to kill someone tonight, Anna?” he groaned. “Let’s not talk about our baby girl and grandbabies for my sanity’s sake, yeah? I’d be just fine if we didn’t have grandkids until Jaco is old enough to provide them.”

	I found another chair and pulled it over for the couple to sit. But while Annabelle sat, already pulled into conversation with the others, Zander asked me to help him bring over another round of beers for everyone. Shrugging, I followed him.

	At the bar, Nate was busy as always, so there was a wait. Zander didn’t seem to mind as he leaned back against the bar, his eyes landing on me after people-watching for a moment. That was one of the things I liked about coming to First Bass. The VIP floor was flooded with celebrities, and for the most part, everyone left each other alone. From time to time, a few people who didn’t belong upstairs got through and pretended they were allowed there, but they were fairly easy to spot because they were the ones who didn’t have any understanding of other people’s privacy.

	“Harris asked me to talk to you,” he surprised me by saying.

	“What?” I blinked at him in confusion. “Why would he do that?”

	Zander shrugged, his green and gold eyes going back to the corner of the room. He couldn’t see his wife from where we were standing, but I was sure he was imagining her in his mind. “That’s what I asked, but he just said he thought I could give you some advice. You and Kin are still broken up?”

	“Not my choice,” I told him, my shoulders drooping under the weight of missing her. “I fucked up and kept something from her. Now she thinks I don’t love her enough. That I don’t put her first, ever. But I’m starting to see that she was right.”

	“And you don’t know how to fix that?” the rock legend demanded, his brows lifted in surprise.

	“Man, I don’t even know where to begin,” I admitted honestly.

	He sighed, scrubbing an inked hand over his face. I caught sight of the tattoo of his wife’s name on his neck. When he shifted, on the wrist of the hand rubbing over his face, I saw the name Michelle scripted there.

	“For seventeen years,” Zander spoke quietly, as if the memories were painful, “I put myself first over the woman I love and, unknowingly, our girls. It was only when I saw Anna again that I realized just how stupid I really was. I had the life I always wanted and dreamed of when we were kids. But I didn’t have her, and that made those dreams feel hollow.”

	I stood there, quietly watching the emotion playing across his face. I understood his pain, that hollowness. It was what I felt every second of the day without Kin beside me.

	“I can’t tell you what to do to show Kin you will put her first. It’s different for every relationship, dude. I mean, hell, I tried to quit the band to show Anna I was picking her this time, but she wouldn’t let me. If I didn’t have her, nothing else would matter in my life. The money, the fame, the fans? None of that compares to having the woman who fucking owns me lying beside me every night.”

	“I almost quit the band once,” I confessed. “But I think that was more for my sake than hers.”

	“Being selfish is part of a rocker’s DNA, it seems,” he said with a grimace. “We’re jaded and narcissistic at times. The only people who can stand us are the ones who really love us.”

	“I still don’t know where to begin,” I muttered, leaning my forearms on the bar top.

	“Start small and build from that. You kept something from her?” I nodded, remembering my mistakes. “Well then, begin there. Tell her everything. No matter how big or small, tell her everything. Even if it’s just about how much you hate the damn weather, talk to her about it. Communication is key to every relationship. Don’t hide anything, and for the love of Christ, don’t try to take on the world by yourself. When you love a woman and want her to spend her life with you, that makes you a team. Teams work together. Share the stress, the pain, or you are going to forfeit sharing the happiness.”

	I took all of it in, soaking up the knowledge from a man I’d always respected and idolized. That I could call him a friend now blew my mind, that I’d been on the same stage as him and his band, still tripped me out.

	Nate appeared, and Zander ordered enough beers for thirty people, making me think he planned on sticking around for a little while tonight. Producing two ice chests, Nate placed them on the bar top, and Z handed over a wad of bills. Lifting one of the chests, the rock legend thrust it into my arms. “Take that on over, kid.” He tipped his head in the direction of our group. “I thought I just saw your redhead come in.”

	He didn’t have to tell me twice. Just the mention of Kin was enough to have me almost sprinting back to the others, but I made myself walk at a calm pace, exuding a confidence I didn’t know I actually felt. Fuck, there was no use in kidding myself or anyone else. I was desperate for just a glance of my girl. If she was there to hang out, then that meant I might get to take her home.

	Wherever the hell “home” was these days. I still didn’t know where she’d moved to, and I was on the verge of actually stalking her to find out.

	Before I could reach the back corner, I saw the flash of Kin’s red hair. It flowed over her shoulders and down her back. She was wearing a white dress that was anything but virginal with how it molded over her curves. I wanted to rip it off her and mark every inch of her body as mine. The urge was strong and only grew when I saw the tool standing beside her, his hand at the small of her back.

	Annabelle said something that had Kin grinning. Kin pushed her hair behind her ear as she dipped her head to hear what the older blonde was saying over the music. With a nod, she sat on the corner of the chair beside Annabelle.

	I dropped the ice chest down at her feet, my shoulder bumping purposefully into the guy in the yellow shirt. What was his name? Derrick or something like that? As I met his gaze, my hate for him blazing out of my eyes, I saw a flash of irritation mixed with amusement, and I wanted to punch him in the mouth.

	Kin glared up at me, brushing droplets of water off her leg from where the melting ice had splashed her. “Manners,” she growled at me. “You could at least say you’re sorry.”

	“You don’t like it when I lie, baby,” I told her with a shrug.

	Her nostrils flared, and she jumped to her feet. She was seconds away from getting in my face, and I was itching to argue with her—no, that was a lie. I was itching to have her get in my face so I had a reason to kiss her quiet. I flexed my fingers, ready to grab her ass and pull her in as close as I could physically get her.

	Yellow shirt douchebag put out his hand, catching her around the waist effortlessly before she could take more than a step toward me. “Easy, sweetheart. We came to have a drink and unwind. Not get tossed out before the first beer.”

	“Tiny won’t toss me out,” Kin assured him, but she was already calming down, and that only made me want to punch Derrick that much more.

	“Who’s thirsty?” Zander asked, finally putting down his own ice chest and grabbing two beers. Uncapping one, he thrust it into Kin’s hand and passed the other to the guy with his arm still around my girl, before holding out his hand to introduce himself. “Zander Brockman, brother. How you doing?”

	A bemused expression crossed Derrick’s face, but he shifted his hold on Kin so he was holding her and the beer and shook the rocker’s hand. “Derrick Stewart. Kin’s soon-to-be uncle.”

	“No shit?” Zander laughed. “I thought everyone wanted to be called ‘daddy’ these days, not ‘uncle,’ but whatever gets your rocks off, man.”

	“Z!” Annabelle snapped at the same time a growl left me. “Tact, baby. Please, use it.”

	Kin’s face looked like it was on fire with embarrassment, and she quickly tipped up her beer, draining most of it in one long swallow.

	“No,” Derrick said with a smirk. “I’m actually going to be her uncle. My sister is marrying Kin’s old man.”

	“Oh,” Annabelle murmured, then her eyes widened. “Oh! Shannon Stewart is your sister?”

	“One of them.”

	“While I would love to stand here and discuss my new family tree with you all,” Kin gritted out, “I think we’re going to go.”

	“I haven’t drunk my beer yet, sweetheart,” Derrick told her calmly before casually tipping the beer to his lips and taking a lazy swallow. “Relax, we’re all friends here.” His gaze locked on mine, hardening. “Right?”

	“Right,” Kassa said with a forced laugh. She moved onto Gray’s lap, making room for someone else to sit. “Jace, come on.”

	“I’m good here,” I told her without looking at her, staring down the man who was touching what was mine.

	“Derrick?” she asked hopefully.

	“I’ve been sitting behind a desk all day, so I need to stretch for a little while,” he evaded, his gaze locked on mine as we continued to glare at each other.

	“Fuck it, I’ll sit there,” Zander said as he dropped down between Gray and Kale on the couch, a beer in his hand. “I’m lazy. I like propping my feet up.”

	Annabelle tugged on Kin’s arm, urging her to sit back down beside her. After a small hesitation where I felt her eyes drilling into my head, she did. “Emmie reminded me earlier to make sure you think over what you two discussed earlier.”

	“What did you and Emmie discuss earlier?” Amara spoke up for the first time. “Is she forgetting I work for her again? Does she never actually relax?”

	“I don’t think she meant to leave you out,” Annabelle assured the pregnant chick. “This was just a little tricky because Kin has been a bit…reluctant.”

	Kin sighed, propping her chin on her hand on the chair’s arm. “I got a record label offer, and they need a decision by Monday.”

	That was huge enough news that it pulled me from the stare down I was having with Derrick to look at Kin. But she looked anything but happy, while all I wanted to do was celebrate her accomplishment. It took years for some music artists to be offered a record deal. For others, even though they had the talent, it never happened. “Baby, that’s great news. What label?”

	She glared at me for another few seconds before giving in and telling me, “Petrova.”

	Now I knew why she hadn’t already given Emmie her answer. I didn’t understand why, but Kin hated Petrova personally. She’d never explained it to me, but I knew she felt uncomfortable around the guy when I introduced her to him. Maybe she saw something in him no one else could, not even Emmie, who could see through anyone a mile away.

	“So what’s the problem?” Aubree demanded. She was sitting all alone in the chair she’d been sharing with London earlier, and I just then realized the other Blonde was suddenly absent. “I’m not gonna lie, I screamed and jumped around like a Barbie girl on speed when we got the call that Petrova Records wanted to sign us.”

	“Ugh! I don’t know what my problem is,” Kin told her, frustration lacing her voice. “Just thinking of that old man makes me irrationally angry, and all I want to do is junk-punch him.”

	Annabelle wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Okay, don’t worry. How about me, you, Amara, and Emmie have lunch tomorrow, and we can discuss everything? I would include Natalie, but she was saying she wanted to be at the house tomorrow when Lucy and the baby get home.”

	“Yeah,” Kin said, dropping her blue gaze down to the beer in her hands. “I think I need to talk this out with all of you.”

	Frustrated and wanting to talk to her about the deal she was being offered, to give her advice or just an ear to bitch in, I took a step toward her. Derrick moved to block me, standing protectively in front of her.

	Did he think I was going to hurt her? My hands fisted at my sides, and I tried to remind myself I would only alienate Kin if I punched out her almost-uncle.

	“Good Lord!” London’s voice suddenly cut through the tension. “That bathroom line was fucking ridiculous. I nearly pissed my pants waiting… The beers are here. Yay! Thanks, Z-man.”

	Zander lifted his beer with a wink. “I’ve got a soft spot for pretty blondes.”

	“You’re awful,” Annabelle said with a roll of her eyes.

	“Relax, baby. The only blonde I’m going home with is your beautiful ass.”

	She blushed, blowing him a kiss.

	While Zander and Annabelle were having their exchange, I noticed Derrick’s eyes were now glued on London. Or rather, her ass as she bent over the ice chest and grabbed four beers. Straightening, she handed one each to Roanna and Sin and returned to the chair with one for herself and Aubree. But before she could sit down, Derrick had moved and pulled her around to face him.

	She opened her mouth, yet whatever verbal ball-buster she was about to throw at him dried on her tongue as she looked up at him and met his gaze. “What’s your name?”

	London blinked up at him, then swallowed hard before answering. “London.” Then she shook her head and shrugged off his hold on her arm. “Who is this guy?” she asked Aubree as she flopped down beside her band sister.

	“Kin’s weird ‘uncle.’” Aubree made air quotes, making it sound dirty, and I couldn’t hold back the growl that rumbled in my chest.

	“I always knew she was freaky like that.”

	“I’m right here,” Kin snapped at the Blonde. Standing, she put her now empty bottle on the side table. “Derrick, I’m leaving. You can either come with me and take me home, or I’ll call an Uber.”

	“I don’t like you taking an Uber,” I told her, moving forward. “Let me take you home.”

	“Ubers are perfectly safe,” she snapped at me. “I never heard you complaining in the past.”

	“Because you were always with Lucy, and that meant Marcus was there to keep you safe. Let me take you home,” I repeated.

	“I’ve taken Ubers plenty of times all by myself, asshole. I don’t need you to hold my hand.”

	“When have you ever needed to take an Uber?” I demanded, frustrated that this was what we were actually arguing over.

	“All those times you zoned out on me and forgot I was even beside you and I got pissed and just wanted to go home.” Her smile was bitter. “Uber was my best friend when I was stranded with you because I was stupid enough to put up with your shit.”

	“What?” I was suddenly gutted, realizing I’d put her through even more than I ever realized. Damn it, was there no end to my fuckups? “I don’t remember any of that, Kin.”

	“I’m not surprised,” she muttered, pain lacing her voice so thickly my throat filled with a lump.

	“I got ya, sweetheart,” Derrick said, seeming to snap out of whatever daze he’d been momentarily under. With one last look at London, he caught Kin’s hand, tucking her close. “Everyone, it was a pleasure to meet you. Thanks for the beer, Zander.” He tipped his head at Annabelle, shot me a glare, then started to walk away.

	He was walking off with his hand locked around my girlfriend’s, keeping her close like she was the most precious person in the world to him. A savage sound left my throat, and I was moving to follow them before I even realized what I was doing.

	“Ease there, bro.” Gray’s voice hit me at the same time his arms locked around my shoulders from behind, trapping my arms at my sides. “Can’t let you go off killing people.”

	The prison time might have been worth it if it meant I got to break Derrick’s neck.

	 

	 


Chapter 20

	Kin

	I wasn’t in much mood to discuss the record deal as I sat down to lunch with Aunt Emmie and Annabelle the next afternoon. After fielding calls from Jace all night once I got home, then again earlier that morning, I wasn’t sure how stable my irrational anger at a man I’d only met once really was.

	Annabelle and Aunt Emmie seemed completely at ease, however. Ordering their lunch like they were starving and discussing Lucy and Hayat and how glad Aunt Emmie was that Jesse could relax a little now that the baby had been born and Lucy was doing so well. Amara was next on their conversation list, and I wished she were there with us, but she’d had a last-minute doctors appointment. 

	It was only as the waiter placed our food in front of us that Aunt Emmie got down to business. “I have a number that I would like to throw at Petrova. It’s on the high side to give us room to negotiate for the number I think would make us all happy in the long run.”

	“Why does it have to be Petrova?” I demanded suddenly, my voice snappy.

	The two women shared a look I chose to ignore because I didn’t want to see their mom-minds working overtime.

	Aunt Emmie’s fork landed on her plate with a loud clatter, and she grabbed both my hands across the table. “Kin, why are you so against Petrova?”

	“I don’t even know, okay?” I swallowed roughly and met her gaze. “I’ve only ever met him the one time when Jace introduced us the night TK got signed. He… I guess he made me feel insignificant. Like he thought I was just Jace’s arm candy or something.”

	Big green eyes narrowed. “Did he do or say anything to you?”

	“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I felt overlooked, I guess. Replaceable.”

	“That is typical Petrova,” Annabelle told me, her voice sensible. “He’s a misogynist. The only woman he even considers on his same level is Emmie, and I’m pretty sure that’s because he’s scared shitless of Jesse and Nik. But the bastard knows talent when he hears it, and he knows you’re dripping in it. Not only do you have a sound—and an entire brand that could sell millions of albums—you also have a gift for writing songs that has already gotten Petrova Records artists on the charts for consecutive weeks. You have at least five different songs on the radio daily. That’s huge, and he’s not going to let you slip through his fingers.”

	I felt myself start to glow under her praise. I knew it was her job to reassure me as her client, to stroke my ego and get me to do what she wanted, but nothing she just said was untrue. I knew my talent, knew my worth.

	And I never should have let one old man make me feel like I wasn’t good enough to be with Jace.

	Even if he had been right.

	Fuck no. I wasn’t going to think about that.

	“Let’s hear the numbers,” I finally told Aunt Emmie, giving in.

	For the next half hour, we talked shop, and I had to admit I was happy with the starting number she was going to toss at the record execs. Hell, I was happy with the number she was really aiming for if they turned down the original one.

	The only issue I had with any of it was touring.

	“I can pull you together a band,” Aunt Emmie assured me. “One that will grab enough attention that they will draw fans out to see them and, in the process, pull the attention to you once they hear you. Or I can arrange for local bands in each city to have the chance to come out and get a little exposure for themselves by performing with you.”

	“A new band every city?” That just made me more nervous. I would have to depend on new people every single time I got on a stage.

	“It’s just a possibility I’m throwing out there,” she said with a smile that said I could trust her. “Whatever you are most comfortable with, I’ll make it happen.”

	“Yeah,” I muttered, my voice weak.

	“What if the band was made up of people you’re already comfortable with?” Annabelle tossed out the idea. “Between Demon’s Wings and OtherWorld, we could mix and match a few of them for a week or two until you’re more comfortable with bigger crowds. Shane would be willing to help, I’m sure, and I can get Z to fly out for a few concerts. Wroth can make an appearance or two as well. Maybe Liam. I’ve been promising the Blondes that Gabriella would do a live performance with them for a while now. That would work out for all of you.”

	I bit my lip, giving the idea some consideration. Singing onstage with guys who were like family to me? It might help with my stage fright a little. Shane knew how to put me at ease, as would the others. “Would they be up to helping me?” I asked, unsure. They were all busy men. They had families that needed them, and they rarely toured anymore.

	“Are you kidding me?” Aunt Emmie sighed, her green eyes running over me. “They would be happy to help. You’re family, Kin. We might not have loved you as long as we have Lucy, but we do love you like one of our own.”

	“I’ll just have to find a drummer for a few concerts,” Annabelle said, already making plans. “Neither Dev nor Jesse are going to want to go far from home with the new grandbaby. Hell, you would think they were new daddies.”

	“Let’s say two, three weeks tops with the legends,” Aunt Emmie told her, punching all the ideas into her phone. “I’ll find you a full-time band for after that. By then, I know you won’t be as nervous. You’ll be a pro, sweetheart.”

	The waiter cleared away our plates before pouring us coffees. Aunt Emmie’s phone rang, and she quickly excused herself after shooting me a look out of the corner of her eye. I shrugged it off, figuring it had to do with Petrova.

	Annabelle lifted her coffee to her lips, her eyes examining me over the top of her cup.

	“What?” I asked with a laugh. “Did I get dressing on my face again?”

	“No, you’re fine. I’m just concerned for you.”

	I was touched she cared enough about me to be concerned. “I’ll be fine, Annabelle. I’m not the first woman to have a broken heart.”

	Her lips pressed together for a moment. “Oh, honey, I’m well aware. I’ve been there. Z and I, we had a long history before we got married. We spent seventeen years apart because he couldn’t put me first. Or even second.”

	I lowered my lashes, unable to look at her as the memories flashed over her face, causing her pain. She sighed heavily before putting on a smile. “I hated him for a little while, or so I kept telling myself. But the heart wants what the heart wants. Still, I had my pride, and I couldn’t let him know that I never stopped loving him.”

	“I’m sorry, Annabelle. That must have been hard. I know…a little of what you went through from Lucy.”

	“There are days I don’t even want to get out of bed because I miss Michelle so much,” she murmured, her eyes filling with tears. “But Z helps me through those days. We usually lie in bed and hold each other. We have a really good cry, and then we go visit her little grave.”

	I reached over, squeezing her hand. “You’re so strong. I wish…I really wish I were like you.”

	“We all face our own obstacles, sweetheart. Losing your mom must have been just as hard as me losing my baby.”

	I nodded, my throat clogging with emotion. “I miss her every day.”

	We were quiet for a moment, both of us trying to get hold of our emotions. Needing a change of topic, I asked the one question I’d always wondered about her. “How did you forgive Zander? How do you forgive and trust someone after they’ve proven that you weren’t their number one priority?”

	“It wasn’t easy. I mean, we still work hard on that, even today. He tried to quit the band once, to show me I was more important to him than all of that, but I couldn’t let him do it. I don’t think I could have lived with myself if I let him, you know?”

	I nodded, knowing exactly what she meant.

	“But that was the start of putting us back together. And I can’t honestly tell you when it all just fell into place. It was little things every day that he did to show me he loved me, that we belonged together, and that I meant more to him than anything else ever had or ever would.”

	She pushed her cup and saucer away and squeezed my hand. “All I’m saying is, if you love Jace, it will all eventually work out. He will pull his head out of his ass and realize exactly what his priorities should be. Don’t give up on each other.”

	“That’s easier said than done,” I grumbled.

	“True. But anything worth having is worth fighting for. If you love him, if you need him, things will work out in the end.”

	While I was digesting that, my phone rang. Seeing Riley’s name on my screen, I picked it up. “Sorry,” I told Annabelle, but she waved her hand as I lifted the phone to my ear. “Hey, what’s—”

	“Oh my God, Kin!” Riley was freaking out. “Nate was just arrested, and I can’t leave this fucking store because I have zero help.”

	“What?” I cried. “What do you mean, he was arrested? Calm down for two seconds and tell me what is going on, Riley.”

	I heard her suck in a deep breath and then release it. “I had to come into work on my day off because my mom is out of town and there was only one of our staff that isn’t out with the damn stomach bug. Nate slept over last night, and your psycho ex showed up, pounding on the door. It woke Nate up, and I guess it looked bad because Jace started throwing punches before Nate could even explain he’s with me. I don’t fucking know!” She was sobbing now. “The neighbor broke them up. He’s a cop or something. The guy called the super, and now Nate and Jace are both in a jail cell for trespassing and disturbing the peace and assault.”

	“Oh shit,” I whispered, and Annabelle asked me what was wrong. Shaking my head, I looked around frantically for Aunt Emmie, who hadn’t returned yet. Seeing her near the bathrooms, I saw that her phone was still pressed to her ear, and she looked anything but happy.

	The look she gave me earlier made sense now. She’d gotten a call from Jace.

	Of course, he would call her. She would need to be the first person he called because this was going to blow up all over entertainment news and social media. It probably already had.

	“Kin!” Riley screamed in my ear. “Kin, please get him out of there. I can’t leave. Fuck. I can’t go and take care of him, and it’s killing me.”

	“It’s okay. He’s going to be fine,” I assured her, my tone soothing. “I’m leaving right now. Do you know where he’s being held?”

	“I wrote it down. I’ll text it to you.” Her breathing hitched, and I could hear her sniffling. “Tell him I’m sorry I can’t come myself. I want to. I need to. But this goddamn store is overflowing with people today with our Friday sale, and I can’t leave Cindy all by herself.”

	“He will understand, Riley. Don’t worry about him. I’ll handle everything. Just stay calm. I’ll get him out.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	Jace

	After Kin left the night before and Gray kept me from following after them, I waited ten minutes before sneaking out with an excuse of having to go to the bathroom. Zander had been telling stories that had everyone but me rolling with laughter, and Gray probably figured Kin had plenty of time to have gotten well on her way home by then.

	As I took a back exit Harris showed me before, I pulled up the phone locator app on my phone and punched in Kin’s number and passcode, hoping she hadn’t changed that on her own app. I was acting like a fucking stalker, but she was leaving me no choice. I just wanted to talk to her, damn it.

	The app let me in, and I got a hit right away on the GPS. I ran to my car and followed it.

	By the time I got to the apartment building in West Hollywood, Kin was still sitting in Derrick’s car. I turned off my headlights and parked, watching them. After talking for a few more minutes, she got out and waved as she walked toward the front entrance.

	Holding my breath, I waited until she was inside before getting out and going in after her. She was already on the elevator, and I watched to see which floor it stopped on before following up after her. Once I was on her floor, I called her, straining to listen for the rings until I finally found the right apartment.

	I lifted my hand to knock on her door, but I was too disgusted with myself to face her right then. Shit, I really had lost my mind. I’d stalked her all the way home. I was being selfish yet again.

	Pissed off at myself, I went home, but I couldn’t sleep. She didn’t invite Derrick up. That had to mean something. She wasn’t ready to move on from me. I should have been happy, but my mind wouldn’t be at ease.

	I needed to see her, fix this once and for all.

	Around dawn, my brain finally shut off, and I was able to grab a few hours of sleep.

	Once I woke up, I threw back the covers, took a shower, and then grabbed some breakfast, noticing it was getting close to lunchtime. Hoping Kin was up and finally would be ready to talk, I drove back to West Hollywood.

	Knocking on her door, I waited. Whoever her roommates were, they weren’t answering, and neither was she. I tried calling her, but like always, she wouldn’t answer. Cursing, I pounded on the door one more time.

	Hearing footsteps, my heart started racing. Maybe she’d just been in the shower…

	The door opened, and everything inside of me turned to ice. Nate stood before me, eyes closed, rubbing a hand over his bare chest. The only thing he had on was a pair of boxers, and they looked like they’d just been tossed on.

	“Motherfucker!” I roared, losing my mind as jealousy and possessiveness clouded my eyes in a red haze. His eyes were still closed, so he didn’t see my punch coming straight at his face.

	Nate’s head jerked from the force of my blow, and he stumbled back a step before he was able to find his footing once again. His eyes were wide open now, his gaze feral as he charged at me. We were both throwing punches as we landed on the floor, half in the apartment, half in the corridor.

	“I’m going to rip your fucking head off!” I shouted, twisting and flipping him so I could beat the living hell out of him. I’d always known he had a thing for Kin. He was constantly flirting with her, hugging her. Now he thought I was out of the way, and he could have a go at her?

	Fuck that. Fuck him.

	She was mine.

	“What the hell?” Someone growled above us, seconds before I was being dragged off Nate. I struggled, but the guy put me in a headlock, and suddenly my throat was being blocked by a thick arm. “You two idiots are ruining my day off, you know that?” the guy holding me snarled. “How’s a man supposed to get any sleep if you’re causing all this noise?”

	Nate jerked to his feet, holding his ribs. His lip was bleeding, and there was a big red spot on his jaw that was going to bruise. I struggled harder despite not being able to breathe, wanting to finish the fucker off.

	“You,” my capturer snapped at Nate. “What’s your name?”

	“Nate.”

	“What are you doing here, son? This isn’t your apartment. I know the girls who live here, and I ain’t ever seen you before.”

	“My girlfriend lives here.”

	I kicked out at the cop, ready to end Nate once and for all. “No,” I choked out. “My girlfriend lives here.”

	“Shut up, Jace,” Nate told me, his voice hard, but he was calming down. “You stupid fuck, you don’t even know—”

	“She’s mine, do you hear me? Kin is mine. You can’t fucking have her.”

	The arm around my neck tightened. “Shut up, the both of you. I’m calling the super, and then you two are going downtown.”

	Which was how I ended up in a holding cell thirty minutes later. Nate sat in the one directly beside mine, glaring off into space, his arms folded over his chest. The neighbor who broke up our fight turned out to be a cop and was too pissed we woke him up to let us go with a warning.

	I’d already made my phone call, which hadn’t been pleasant. Emmie busted my balls during our call, and I wasn’t looking forward to having to deal with her when she showed up.

	The sound of a buzzer alerted us that someone was coming just as the door opened and Emmie stormed in. But it was the sight of Kin that had me on my feet. The two redheads stopped in front of our two cells. I was expecting the pissed-off look on Emmie’s face, but Kin was seething as she met my gaze.

	“Baby—”

	“Shut up, Jace. I’m not here for you.” She moved closer to Nate’s cell. He was already at the bars, his eyes raking over her. “I came as soon as I heard. I’m so sorry.”

	I gripped the bars, shaking them in my fury. “Is it true?” I demanded. “Are you with him?”

	She ignored me. “I’ve already talked to the arresting officer. You’ll be out of here as soon as he finishes the paperwork.”

	“Are you fucking with him?” I yelled.

	“Riley wanted to come, but she was short-staffed.”

	Nate nodded. “I know. Her mom called this morning, and she didn’t want to get out of bed, but there was no one else. I hated bothering her at work, but I didn’t know who else to call. I don’t have a lot of people I can depend on.”

	“Kin!” I reached through the bars, trying to grab at her, but Emmie was there, slapping my hand away.

	“Have you completely lost your mind?” she asked me, her voice cold but quiet. “I would expect this kind of shit from the other four TK guys but not you. I thought you had more sense.”

	“Just get me the hell out of here so I can talk to my girl,” I yelled at her. “That’s your job, right? To clean up my messes?”

	Her eyes flashed fire, but I didn’t care. She could have blasted me with the full force of her rage, and I wouldn’t have felt it. Kin stood there, talking quietly with Nate now, her hand covering his on the bar, touching him like he was precious.

	“You know what?” Emmie said with a smile that should have chilled me, but that wasn’t possible when my entire body was already a block of ice. “I think this is the best place for you. You want to act like a spoiled little brat? I’ll treat you like one. You need a time-out, Jace. I think a little time locked in here will do you good.”

	Kin’s head snapped around, her eyes huge. “Aunt Emmie, what are you doing?”

	“His head’s fucked up, Kin. He needs a little time to clear it before he can be out around normal people again.” She patted Kin on the arm then walked away. “See you later, dickhead.”

	“Oh good Lord,” Kin muttered. “This is ridiculous. Apologize to her, Jace.”

	“Are you with Nate?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

	“No!” She stepped closer, poking me in the chest. I caught her hand, pressing it against my heart, and was finally able to breathe again. “You idiot, of course I’m not with Nate. Do you think I could date him when you still own my heart?”

	“Then why the hell was he in your apartment in nothing but his boxers?”

	“Because I’m with Riley, dumbass. You know, her roommate?” Nate glared at me then went to sit down on the bench.

	“Shit,” I groaned, leaning my head against the bars. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t know. I didn’t… I’m sorry. I just saw you, and my brain short-circuited.”

	Kin tugged at her arm, but I didn’t release her. “Let me go. I have to go talk to Aunt Emmie and try to get you out of here.”

	“I don’t care when I get out of here,” I told her honestly, bending my head so I could kiss the back of her hand. “I’ll stay in here for a year if you’ll just talk to me.”

	“Really? You want to pull that now? No, Jace. Can’t you understand that we’re over?”

	“No,” I told her honestly. “I won’t ever understand it. I love you, Kin. I want to spend my life with you. I want to marry you.”

	She jerked back, her lashes lowering, blocking me out, but not before I saw the tears fill her eyes. “I…I need to go get you released,” she choked out before hurrying away.

	“You’re such a dumbass,” Nate said with a snort from the other cell. “Do you ever listen to yourself? You use the word ‘I’ a hell of a lot, man.”

	Groaning, I dropped down onto my own bench. “Yeah, I’m a selfish prick. She loves me and hates me all at the same time.”

	“Just give her some time and some space. Your crazy is a little exhausting.”

	Nate was out less than an hour later, but it took longer for me. Resisting arrest tended to piss a cop off, apparently. I didn’t know what strings Kin had to pull, but I was pretty sure if she hadn’t been able to talk Emmie into helping me out, she’d had to call Alicia.

	I walked out into the lobby just as the sun was starting to set. Kin stood there waiting for me. As I walked toward her, she folded her hands together. “Alicia wants you to call her.”

	“I’ll do it when I get home,” I told her, my eyes eating up the sight of her. “I’m sorry you had to bail me out.”

	“I just made a few phone calls. Aunt Emmie is pissed at you, by the way. Please, just smooth things over with her.” She touched my arm, her blue eyes pleading up at me. “I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry I’m stubborn and I’ve made you miserable. I’m sorry you hurt right now and your mind isn’t clear like it should be. I’m even sorry I ran off and didn’t tell you where I was. I know…I know I’ve fucked with your head, and I’m partially at fault for all this mess. But you have to calm down. You can’t go around getting into fights, Jace. I love you, but you have to chill out, or you are going to ruin your life.”

	I covered her hand, my fingers skimming over her wrist. “Without you in my life, it’s already ruined. None of this is your fault, baby. Not one single thing. This is all on me. I caused all this pain. All the bullshit that is clouding my head right now is on me.” I cupped her elbow, pulled her closer, and hugged her. I breathed in deeply, savoring the scent of her shampoo in my nose. “I love you, Kin.”

	She melted against me. “I love you too,” she whispered.

	“Jace!” Lifting my head, I found Kassa storming into the police station, and she was pissed. “What the fuck? Gray and I were on our way to Vegas for the weekend, and Kin called to tell me you were arrested?”

	Kin pulled back and turned to face my sister and Gray as they crossed the mostly deserted lobby. “You didn’t have to come back,” Kin assured my sister. “I got it sorted out with Alicia’s help.”

	“Why didn’t Emmie help?” Gray asked, brows lifted.

	“I ran my mouth,” I muttered. “She’s pissed at me now.”

	“Do you have a death wish?” he yelled at me. “You don’t piss off the fire-breather for any reason. Ever.”

	“Thanks for helping, Kin. I’m sure it wasn’t easy and my brother has probably eaten up the last of your sanity and patience.” Kassa grabbed my forearm. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep him out of trouble from now on.”

	Kin gave her a tight smile. “It’s okay. I was happy to help. It was my fault anyway.” She lifted her purse strap over her shoulder. “But I do need to go. I have some work to do before I get into the studio next week.”

	“So you made up your mind?” Gray asked her before I could. “You’re signing with Petrova?”

	She nodded. “Looks like it. And it also looks like you’ll have company for the winter tour. Think you can put up with me?”

	Gray snorted, but I could tell he was happy for her. “You need a guitarist until you get a band?”

	She patted him on the arm. “Aunt Emmie is getting me sorted, but thanks anyway.”

	“Kin,” I reached for her just as my phone rang. I groaned, knowing exactly who it was.

	“Talk to Alicia,” she urged. “I’ll…see you around.”

	Blowing out a long sigh, I nodded and pulled out my phone, answering it as I watched her walk away.

	“Jace?” Alicia’s voice filled my ear. “I want you to come home. Now!”

	“Yeah,” I told her as Kin glanced back at me over her shoulder. “I’ll be there as soon as I get a flight out.”

	“Just you,” she said, sounding tired. “We…We really need to talk, honey.”

	 

	 


Chapter 22

	Kin

	One month later

	The wind bit at my cheeks as I walked past the line of limos and got into my rental. As I started the car, my gaze caught the view, and I had to pause to take in the beauty of the mountains in the distance framed by the kaleidoscope of brown, yellow, red, and orange leaves on the trees.

	Today had been harder than I expected. Watching the pain on Cash’s face as he laid his grandmother to rest brought back memories of my mom’s funeral. My gaze turned, and I could almost see Mom’s headstone. My fingers trembled, and I wrapped them around the wheel tightly to keep them steady.

	After I got into town the evening before, I went straight to Mom’s grave with flowers, knowing there wouldn’t be time today. The last time I was home, I didn’t get the chance to visit her, and I just wanted time to talk to her on my own before the craziness of the media took hold of everyone for Doris Mathias’s funeral.

	My passenger door opening had me gasping with surprise. Putting a hand to my chest, I expected to see Angie sitting in the seat beside me, but I was surprised to find Jace there. I’d been so lost in thoughts about my mom, I’d completely zoned him and everything else out today.

	“Hey!” I punched him in the arm. “Warn a person before you just jump in their car, dickhead.”

	He rubbed at the tender spot where I’d hit him. “Jesus, baby. That fucking hurts.” He groaned and leaned back in the seat, pulling on his seat belt. “You headed for the airport?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t have a flight for another two days.”

	His relief at my answer was evident in the way his face relaxed slightly. Turning his head, he glanced out the windshield, swallowing hard. “Do you mind driving me back to Bristol? I know it’s out of the way, but I need to talk to you.”

	“About…us?” I didn’t know how I wanted him to answer.

	Fuck, I didn’t know much where he was concerned these days. The past four weeks, I hadn’t gotten so much as a text from him.

	What I did know? I missed him.

	He flexed his fingers on his thighs, but he shook his head. “As much as I would love to talk to you about that, I have something else I need to discuss.”

	Concerned, I reached for his hand. The tone of his voice told me something was wrong. He hadn’t been in California as far as I knew. He flew out to Bristol the day after he’d been arrested for fighting with Nate, and he didn’t come back. Kassa said he was just decompressing with Alicia, but I wondered if she even knew what her brother had been doing.

	Jace turned his hand over, his fingers intertwining with mine and squeezing for a moment. But then he was releasing me and shifting back into the seat so he could face me better. “Thanks, Kin.”

	He was quiet until I got on the interstate, but he didn’t seem like himself at all. I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or just upset from the funeral.

	Hating the silence, I cleared my throat. “You’ve been in Bristol all this time?”

	“More or less. I wanted to be close to Alicia.”

	There. I could hear it, the change in his voice, the sudden tension that was starting to spill off him. My heart rate picked up, and my palms began to sweat. “Is everything okay? I mean, I know Nate got off with just paying a fine, but did you get in more trouble for the fight?”

	“Nah, it’s all straightened out. Don’t worry about it, babe. Alicia is still a hell of a lawyer. She got me off with just paying a fine like Nate.” He gave me a tight smile, and I chanced a glance at him. His eyes were so full of agony it made my heart squeeze painfully.

	“Jace, you’re scaring me,” I whispered.

	“I’m scared too,” he choked out, running his fingers through his hair.

	The next exit was coming up, and I took it. I didn’t stop until I found a McDonald’s and pulled into a parking spot. Unbuckling my belt, I threw my arms around him. I felt his hands on my back, and I thought they might have trembled a little.

	“What’s wrong?” I didn’t know why I was crying, but the tears were suddenly blinding me, and there was a huge lump in my throat.

	“I don’t know what to do,” he whispered, his voice breaking.

	“What about, baby?” I asked, pulling back so I could see him.

	His throat bobbed, and it took him a few seconds before he could speak. “It’s Alicia. You remember all those headaches she was having a while back?” I nodded, my gut clenching as I waited for him to continue. “She kept telling us it was just migraines brought on from stress at work. Fuck, there were all kinds of excuses. We were worried, but she played it off like they were nothing. And then Kassa came to live with us, and we all thought Alicia was relaxing enough that the headaches went away.”

	“They didn’t?”

	“It was never just a migraine.” The tears were flooding out of him now, his forehead pinched. “She has a mass. It’s in a part of the brain they can’t get to without causing more damage than good.”

	“No,” I whispered, not wanting to believe it.

	He nodded. “She didn’t do a scan until like six months ago because she’s so stubborn and was busy with work. But the headaches got worse and she passed out one day, so she went back to the doctor. She…she has a tumor.” His head fell back onto the seat, his eyes closing.

	My own tears were flowing freely now, a sob trapped in my chest. Alicia was an amazing person. There was nothing she loved more in the world than Gray, Kassa, and Jace. She treated me like one of her own from the first time Jace brought me home to meet her. It didn’t seem fair that she was going through this.

	“Do…Do the others know?”

	“No,” he said, shaking his head adamantly. “And you can’t tell them. Fuck, Alicia swore me to secrecy. She doesn’t want to worry Kassa and Gray, especially with them planning their wedding. I don’t think she wanted to tell me, but I found her in bed covered in sweat and her own puke. She confessed everything to keep me from calling an ambulance.”

	My breath caught in my throat, and I had to swallow hard before I could speak. “Why are you telling me?”

	Jace cupped my face in both hands, his fingers trembling even more now as his damp blue eyes met mine. “Because this secret is killing me, Kin. I needed to share it with someone, and I’ve wanted to share it with you from the moment Alicia told me everything. I knew you would understand, that… Fuck, I don’t know. I just need you.”

	Despite how much my heart was breaking, it didn’t feel so beat-up all of a sudden. But instead of letting myself think about that, I kept us focused on Alicia. “What’s going to happen with her now?”

	He closed his eyes, pressing his forehead against mine. “I don’t know. She wants me to go back to California, but I can’t. Not yet. Gray and Kassa are driving down before they head back, and I want to tell them so badly, but I also get why Alicia doesn’t want them to know. If they know she is so sick, they would cancel their wedding to take care of her. And that’s exactly what she doesn’t want. You know how independent she is, babe. She can’t stand for people to hover over her. She can barely tolerate me there because I freak out if she so much as yawns.”

	“We’ll figure this out,” I promised him, stroking my hands down his arms.

	I needed to touch him, to comfort him, to make this better for him. Rationally, I knew there was no stopping the inevitable. If the cancer was becoming aggressive, there might be nothing else the doctors could do. But the part of me that loved this man, that never wanted him to feel the pain of losing a parent, that part of me wanted to make it all better.

	“I don’t want her to die, Kin,” he said, his voice hitching with a sob. “She and Kassa are all the family I have, you know?”

	“I know, baby.”

	He pulled me closer, pressing his face into my shoulder, his breath hot on my neck, his tears soaking into my dress. “I’m sorry, Kin. I don’t mean to put all this on you. I just—”

	“No,” I cut him off. “I’m glad you told me. I want to help you through this, if you don’t mind?”

	Jace lifted his head, his eyes drilling into mine. “Are you sure?”

	Wiping a few of his tears away with my thumb, I nodded. “If you’d called me, I would have flown out to help you.”

	“It took all the courage I have just to tell you today,” he confessed, his eyes closing as he leaned his head back into the seat. “Kin, you know I can’t keep a secret.”

	It was a running joke among everyone who knew Jace that he couldn’t keep a secret to save his life. Which was why it was so difficult to believe he’d kept Eden to himself for as long as he did.

	“I know,” I said in a voice barely above a whisper. “That’s what made it hard to digest when you kept everything with Eden a secret. If you had just told me about her when you first met her again, we might not have broken up.”

	Who was I kidding? We wouldn’t have broken up if he’d just been honest with me. That he was confiding in me now, when Alicia, who was just as important to him as Kassa, had made him promise not to tell anyone, was a game changer for me.

	Leaning back into the driver’s seat, I glanced out the back window. The parking lot was pretty bare, but the smell of coffee coming from inside McDonald’s was enough to catch my attention. “Let’s get something to drink, and then we can get back to Alicia. I’ll stick around until you figure out what you want to do. Okay?”

	“Yeah.” His eyes opened, and he gave me a tight, pain-filled smile. “Thanks, babe.”

	Giving him a smile I hoped was reassuring, I reversed the car and went through the drive-thru. Ordering large coffees for both of us, I insisted on paying and then got back on the interstate.

	--

	Kassa and Gray were already at the house by the time we got there. When I walked in with Jace, the three people sitting in the living room couldn’t keep their mouths from dropping open in surprise.

	I gave them all a small smile, waving. “Hi. Sorry to drop in like this.”

	Alicia got to her feet, and if I hadn’t known just how sick she was, I never would have realized. She gave me a warm smile as she pulled me into a hug. “You’re always welcome here, sweetheart. I’m so glad you could come see me.”

	I hugged her tightly, my eyes burning with tears that I quickly blinked away before anyone could notice them. “Do you mind if I spend the night?”

	“Not at all. You can sleep in Kassa’s old room if you want. It’s not like she uses it anymore.” She urged me to sit, and I took the smaller couch where Jace was already sitting.

	His blue gaze met mine, and my heart twisted at the paleness of his face. This secret was eating him up, and all I wanted to do was hug him. I touched his arm, silently offering him all the support and love I had to give, before dropping my hand onto my lap.

	“Did you two talk?” Kassa asked, getting straight to the point after watching her brother and me for a few minutes. “You left the gravesite service so abruptly when Jace tried to talk to you that I’m a little concerned for you right now. Did he kidnap you? Are you here under duress? Be honest. I’ll let Gray kick his ass, just say the word.”

	My eyes met Jace’s again. “You tried to talk to me at the gravesite?”

	He shrugged. “Yeah, but you must have been lost in your own head.”

	“I was just having flashbacks of Mom’s funeral,” I told him, my voice quiet, and his eyes softened. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

	“I’m starving,” Gray announced, pushing to his feet. “You want fruit, babe?”

	“I’ll make us some sandwiches,” Kassa said as she followed him toward the kitchen. “Kin? You want one?”

	I shook my head. “I’m not hungry, but thanks.”

	As soon as they were out of the room, Alicia turned to Jace. “You told her?” she hissed.

	With Kassa and Gray gone, Alicia suddenly looked very tired. Now that she had no one to have to pretend for, I could see behind the mask she put on for the world. Alicia was in pain even right then, and I wanted to cry.

	Jace sat there, staring straight ahead, his jaw clenched, his throat working.

	“Please don’t be mad at him,” I told her before she could start yelling at her adopted son. “He needed me.”

	“I’m not mad,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “If anything, I’m relieved. He’s been stressed out ever since I told him, and that was the last thing I wanted. That’s why I didn’t want him or the others to know at all. But if you know—”

	“Jace, you want turkey or ham?” Kassa called, sticking her head out of the kitchen.

	“Both,” he yelled back. “No tomatoes.”

	“I know, I know,” she complained, stepping back into the kitchen.

	Alicia looked at the spot where Kassa just was, her eyes so sad I had to lower my gaze before I lost the control I had on my tears. “Please don’t tell her.”

	“What do the doctors say? Can they treat this?” There had to be something they could do. I didn’t want to lose Alicia like I lost my mom. I didn’t want Jace to have to go through that. No matter what was going on between us, I loved him. His pain was mine, and I would have given anything for him not to have to say goodbye to the only mom he’d ever really known.

	“I’ve already started chemo, and we’re doing some experimenting with a few new drugs, trying to find the right dosages. The last couple weeks have been a roller coaster because it’s a guessing game what will work without making me so sick I can’t even get out of bed.”

	“She doesn’t want me to stay,” Jace muttered, slouching beside me, his hands balled into fists as he glared at the ceiling.

	“You have the winter tour to prepare for,” Alicia reminded him. “Besides, you’ve been under my feet for too long as it is. If you ask me if I’m okay one more time, I’m going to strangle you.”

	I lifted my hands, drawing both their attention back to me. “I think Jace has a right to be concerned, Alicia. You can’t expect him to be okay with being thousands of miles away when you’re in this condition. Chemo…” Fuck, I hated that word. Just speaking it aloud made me shudder. “Chemo will drain you, make you so sick you can’t lift your head.”

	“This is nonnegotiable. I’m not interrupting his life and career because I’m sick.”

	Jace muttered a curse that had her swatting at him, while I just sat there, trying to find a compromise that would make them both comfortable. But before I could come up with anything, Gray and Kassa came out carrying plates of sandwiches and a bowl of fruit.

	Kassa handed Alicia one and the older woman gave her a thankful smile, but I could see the way her face turned slightly green. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

	Jace took his plate with a nod in thanks. Lifting a half of one of his sandwiches, he put it to my lips. “Eat, baby.”

	I wasn’t hungry until I bit into the sandwich. I took it from him, eating it slowly while the others talked about the funeral earlier. Cash and his father hadn’t said a single word to each other. Nothing strange about that as the two hadn’t spoken in years as far as I knew. The Mathias’s hadn’t even acknowledged Amara, though, and she was pregnant with their granddaughter.

	“Speaking of babies,” Alicia commented. “How is Hayat doing? I’ve been seeing all kinds of beautiful pictures Harris sends Jace.”

	“She’s growing like a weed,” I told her with a genuine smile as I remembered my goddaughter. “I see her every few days, and I can’t get enough. She’s started smiling at everyone, and every time I see those dimples flashing at me, I fall in love with her all over again.”

	“And Lucy? Has she recovered fully yet?”

	“She’s been good for a few weeks now, but you wouldn’t know that because Harris treats her like she’s made of glass.”

	Alicia laughed. “As he should. That boy knows how to treat his wife as she deserves.”

	“Is that a crack at me?” Gray grumbled.

	“It’s a crack at men in general,” his aunt told him with a roll of her eyes. “We all know you treat Kassa like a princess.”

	“Actually, since we’re on the subject of babies,” Kassa said, her voice shaky with nerves. “Well, the thing is…”

	“What my little butterfly is trying to say is that we are pregnant,” Gray announced. “We weren’t sure if we should tell anyone yet because she’s only a few weeks, and after what happened last time… Yeah. But since we’re all together now, we wanted to tell you in person, Alicia.”

	I felt Jace tense beside me, and I gave his hand a squeeze, trying to remind him it was okay. Kassa was an adult now, and she was engaged. This wasn’t a bad thing. He could be happy for her, and probably—most definitely—should not kill his future brother-in-law.

	“That’s great news!” Alicia squealed, jumping up to hug the happy couple.

	Kassa beamed as she wrapped her arms around the woman. “I don’t know why I was so nervous.”

	“I thought you were going to wait until after you got married,” Jace commented, setting down his plate on the coffee table and standing.

	“This wasn’t part of the plan,” Kassa agreed. “It was just as much of a surprise to us as it is to you. But I’m really excited, Jace. Scared out of my mind, but excited.”

	He hugged her, holding her against him carefully as if he thought he might break her if he didn’t. “Then I’m happy for you, little sis.” He kissed the top of her head. “Does this mean the wedding date is moving up?”

	“Well…” She bit her lip for a second before nodding. “Actually, planning this wedding is a major pain in the ass. It’s just as stressful as Lucy made it out to be. And now that I’m pregnant, Gray and I have decided just to be done with it.”

	“You are not getting married in Vegas,” Alicia scolded.

	“No, of course not,” Kassa assured her. “Actually, we thought we would all go down to the courthouse tomorrow.” Her blue eyes met mine. “I mean, we have everyone here who matters the most.”

	“Are you sure, honey?” Alicia asked softly.

	“We’re sure,” Gray answered, pulling Kassa against him for a quick kiss. “A traditional wedding doesn’t matter to us. All I want is for her to be my wife.”

	The way Kassa looked up at him, her entire heart shining out of her eyes and making her glow, had a lump filling my throat. “I love you,” she whispered.

	“I love you more.”

	“Okay then, it’s settled.” Alicia was crying now, but her smile was so bright it could have lit up the room. “Two of my babies are getting married tomorrow. I’m so happy right now.”

	“You don’t even have a dress, though,” Jace grumbled.

	“I brought something with me. It’s not a wedding dress, but it is white.” She patted her brother on the arm. “Don’t worry. At least now you won’t have to wear a suit. Just some slacks and a button-up.”

	“Kin, do you have something to wear?” Alicia asked.

	I nodded. “I brought a few dressy things with me. My case is in the car, actually. I didn’t take it out last night since I still have clothes back at Carter’s.”

	“See?” Kassa laughed, hugging Gray happily. “This is fate, babe. We were meant to get married this week.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 23

	Jace

	The house was quiet as I walked downstairs. With everything going on in my head with Alicia and now with Kassa and Gray, I couldn’t sleep.

	It didn’t help that Kin was right next door, in my sister’s bed. She was within touching distance, but I couldn’t touch her the way I wanted. It was taking every ounce of willpower I possessed not to climb into bed beside her, which was why I was putting as much distance as the house would allow between me and temptation.

	Exhausted from all the sleepless nights I’d had over the last few months, I walked into the kitchen. I wasn’t even hungry, but I needed a distraction before I did something that would have Kin running off on me.

	“Want to share this pint of ice cream with me?” her voice asked as she closed the freezer door and turned to face me.

	I blinked, for a moment thinking I was only seeing what I wanted to see. Kin stood by the fridge, a pint of slow-churned vanilla ice cream in her hands, dressed in one of my old T-shirts and not much else from what I could see. Her hair was in a messy bun on top of her head, making her look both beautiful and adorable. The lights over the sink and stove were on, the only illumination in the room, casting her in a soft glow.

	She waved the ice cream at me. “Please don’t make me eat this all by myself. I’ll feel like a total cow in the morning and run myself to death. Kassa will kick my ass if I don’t look good for her wedding.”

	Swallowing hard, I walked over to the silverware drawer and extracted two spoons. After I offered her one, she leaned back against the sink beside me and took the lid off the ice cream.

	I grabbed a paper towel, wrapping it around the container and holding it so we could both eat from it.

	For several minutes, we ate in silence, and I soaked up the feeling of being beside her. Fuck, I’d missed this. It wasn’t until I’d lost Kin that I realized how comforting it was just to be in the same room with her.

	“You’re awfully quiet,” she murmured.

	“Got a lot on my mind, baby. Everything is spinning around in there.”

	“It’s going to be okay,” she told me, and I wanted to believe her so fucking badly, I ached.

	Unable to answer, I nodded, taking another bite. We fell back into a comfortable silence for a few more minutes. Just standing there, pigging out on ice cream with her, put me at ease. She was my calm, my safe place. The one person I knew wouldn’t judge me, who would have my back when I needed her the most. Kin was my other half, and I felt like a ghost floating aimlessly through life without her.

	“I love you.”

	I blinked down at her, unsure if she’d actually said those words or if I’d imagined them. “I love you too,” I said, not caring if she’d said them or if my mind was just playing tricks on me.

	“I’m not saying that just to hear you say the words back,” she said, and I was able to breathe a little easier because she really had said those three powerful words. “Or because I know you’re going through a lot right now and I feel sorry for you. I am sorry about Alicia, but that isn’t why I said it.”

	She was rambling, and it was so adorable, it brought a smile to my lips. “Good to know.”

	“I’ve done a lot of thinking the last few weeks. About me, about you. Mostly about us.” She took another bite, letting the frozen sweetness melt on her tongue before swallowing. “No matter how hard I want to fight it, I’m never going to stop loving you. Being away from you, it only makes me hurt more. I hate that I love you that much, Jace.”

	My stomach bottomed out, and I didn’t think I could handle another bite of ice cream. “Kin—”

	“If you could go back in time and tell me about Eden the first time you saw her, would you?”

	“Yes,” I told her honestly, not hesitating. “If I could reverse time, there are a lot of things I would change. I didn’t realize how shitty I treated you until I lost you. Looking back, I can see how much you really do love me because you put up with my crap for so long. I regret not showing you that you are the most important person in my life. You are, though, Kin. You’re everything. I love you so fucking much, and I took you for granted. I swear to you on my life, on my soul, I’ll never do that again, baby.”

	She dropped her spoon into the half-empty ice cream container. “But reversing time is impossible,” she murmured. “We can’t go back, no matter how much we want to.”

	“No,” I agreed, swallowing with difficulty. “But if you give me a chance, we can start over.”

	Kin sucked her bottom lip between her teeth, and I waited for her to speak, holding my breath. Her lids lowered, and she exhaled slowly before looking up at me. “I’m not going anywhere, Jace. But right now, I think we should keep our relationship to just being friends. You’re hurting, and your head isn’t on straight. That isn’t the way to start over.”

	I dropped the ice cream into the sink, turning away from her so she couldn’t see my face. “Yeah, okay.”

	“Jace.” Her soft hands touched my bare back and my entire body began to heat, but I couldn’t turn around. I couldn’t let her see the tears that were already blinding me.

	“It’s okay. I get it,” I lied, surprised my voice didn’t betray me. I didn’t get it. I didn’t understand why, if she loved me, we couldn’t simply be together again. I needed her, damn it. I needed something I knew I could hold on to because everything else was fucked up in my life.

	“No, you don’t,” she said with a sigh. She wrapped her arms around my waist, her face pressing into my back. “I’m not going anywhere,” she repeated. “But you need time to sort through all the things going on in your life right now. I want everything to be perfect, and it’s not right now.”

	“There will always be something going on in our lives, baby. Life isn’t perfect for more than ten minutes at a time because everything is constantly changing.” I covered her hands on my stomach, rubbing my thumb over the backs of her knuckles. “But if I have you, none of that fucking matters. I can face all of that shit. I can find a way to handle anything that happens as long as I have you.”

	She squeezed me, and I felt her lips touch my shoulder. My body instantly reacted, my cock hardening and my heart pounding. “You do have me,” she whispered.

	“Do I?” I shook my head. “If we’re not together, then I don’t have all of you.”

	“That’s not fair.”

	I turned around to face her, lifting her hands to press against my heart, not giving a damn that my tears were pouring down my cheeks. “I’m a selfish son of a bitch, Kin. I always have been. But where you’re concerned, I can’t seem to help it. I want all of you. Every inch of your heart, every drop of love you can give me. I want it all.”

	“You have it all,” she breathed, her pulse fluttering at the base of her throat.

	“Then take me back. Put me out of my misery and be mine again.” I released her hands, only to grab her ass and lift her off her feet. Thank fuck, she was wearing panties, but hell, she was already soaked.

	Without hesitation, she wrapped her legs around my hips, her arms going around my neck. Her breath hitched when my hardness flexed against her core, her lids lowering but not before I saw the flash of need shining out of her blue eyes.

	“J-Jace,” she moaned when I pressed her harder against me, squirming against my cock.

	I turned us so she was sitting on the edge of the counter. Lowering my head, I kissed the corner of her mouth. When she tried to turn her head so I would kiss her fully, I pulled back, denying us both. With my hands now free of her perfect ass, I tugged her shirt up, revealing her bare tits. I cupped each one, squeezing and massaging, teasing around the nipples without actually touching them and making her squirm even more.

	The scent of her arousal was driving me crazy. Fuck, I hadn’t tasted her in months, and I was dying for the flavor of her sweet pussy on my tongue.

	I dropped to my knees, spread her thighs with my shoulders, and shifted her panties out of my way. She gripped my hair, her fingers tightening at the roots as I sucked her clit into my mouth.

	“Fuck,” she whimpered, her back arching as she ground her pussy against my mouth. I pulled her closer to the edge, giving me better access, and thrust my tongue into her opening. “Oh God.”

	Her juices were flowing faster, flooding into my mouth as her walls contracted around my tongue. I pulled back, looking up at her. She was mine; the look in her eyes told me everything I needed to know.

	Cursing, I stood, pushed down my sweats, and thrust into her. We both groaned as I pushed balls deep into her. She was beginning to shake, and I was no better. She felt so damn good. “So tight,” I groaned, thrusting into her again. “So wet.” I twisted my hips, rubbing that spot deep inside her pussy with my cock and making her mewl in pleasure. “So mine.”

	“Yes,” she moaned, her nails slicing into my back, urging me on. “Oh God.” She leaned forward, her mouth seeking mine, but I pulled my head back. “Jace,” she whined, wanting my kiss.

	“You want all of me?” I growled, and she nodded, her mouth falling open as she began to pant with her building need. “Then give me all of you,” I commanded. “Tell me you’re mine.”

	“Just kiss me,” she pleaded. “I can’t come until you kiss me.”

	I thrust harder, picking up my pace, but I knew she was right. There was something about my kiss that always sent her over the edge. We could go all night, and she wouldn’t come until my lips were on hers, my tongue tangling with hers.

	“You want to come, baby?” She whimpered. “All it’s going to take is two little words, and I’ll give you everything you need.”

	“Jace,” she gasped, her walls starting to convulse around my girth. “Please.”

	I stopped, my cock half inside her, her greedy pussy trying to suck me back in the rest of the way. Sweat was pouring down my back, and I knew it was a matter of only seconds rather than minutes before I was spilling everything I had deep inside the wonderland of her pussy. But I wanted her back so fucking badly. If she wanted to come, I needed her to be mine first.

	“I love you,” I told her, our gazes locking. “I’m a fucking idiot, and I know I don’t deserve you, but I need you, Kin. I’ll spend every day for the rest of my life proving to you that you are the most important person in my world. I won’t take you for granted again. I won’t keep anything from you, ever. Just take me back. Please.”

	She gulped in one deep breath after another, her eyes filling with tears. “I love you too,” she whispered.

	I thrust into her so deep we both gasped, but I stopped again, holding myself completely still inside of her tight heat. “Kin, I’m dying without you.”

	“Me too,” she sobbed.

	“Then say it. Put us both out of our misery, baby.” I kissed her cheek, drinking away the tears that were flowing freely. “Be mine.”

	“I am,” she cried. “I always have been.”

	Everything inside of me clenched. “Yeah?” She nodded. “We can be together again?”

	“Yes,” she moaned, nodding. “Yes. Now, kiss me. Please, just kiss me.”

	I gripped her ass in my hands, holding on as I thrust into her again, my mouth sealing with hers. She kissed me back, hungry for more, her needy little moans and whimpers muffled by my lips. My tongue brushed hers, and her pussy began to convulse as her orgasm hit her.

	I kissed her through it, my hips pumping harder. Her nails clawed at my back just as I began to spill into her. My legs started to go weak from the power of my release, and I locked my knees.

	Kin broke the kiss, her forehead pressing into my shoulder as we both attempted to catch our breath. But even as my body began to cool, my cock remained hard inside her. She squirmed against me, her pussy walls clenching around me all over again.

	“Bed,” she whimpered, her lips brushing over my neck. “Take me to bed.”

	Reluctantly, I pulled free from her and tugged my sweats up to cover my still-throbbing cock. I swung her up into my arms and raced upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. In my bedroom, I kicked the door shut and locked it before setting her on the edge of the bed. Pushing her back, I followed her down, her hands already shoving my sweats over my ass and down my thighs.

	I yanked her shirt over her head, tossing it across the room. Her lips sought mine, and this time, I let her take control, kissing me as hungrily as she wanted as she twisted until she was on top of me. I reached between us, moving her panties out of the way again and positioning my cock at her entrance and pushing up into her. My come mixed with her own release made it easy to slide in, but it didn’t keep her from moaning as I flexed deep inside her.

	“We have a lot of time to make up for,” I told her, tearing the sides of her panties away and then slapping her ass. She clenched around me, and I slapped her again. Her eyes darkened in pleasure as she began to move her hips, riding me slowly.

	“I love you,” she breathed, leaning down to suck on my neck. “Fuck, oh God, Jace. I missed you so bad, baby.”

	“Kin.” She was teasing me with how slow she was going, knowing it would only drive me wilder for her. “Marry me.”

	Her hips went still, and she slowly lifted her head. I held my breath, waiting for her answer. But she shook her head. “No.”

	My heart stopped. “Why?”

	“You still haven’t gotten the proposal right,” she said, a smile teasing at her lips, and she began to move her hips again. “When you get it right, I’ll say yes. But until then, the answer will always be no.”

	Groaning, I grabbed her ass and flipped her under me. “I’ll try again until I get it right,” I vowed.

	“Good,” she whispered. “Don’t ever give up.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 24

	Kin

	The bed was empty when I woke up the next morning. There had been little sleep for either of us the night before, leaving my mind foggy with exhaustion. But my body seemed to hum with the remembered pleasure Jace had spent the entire night giving me.

	I walked sleepily into the kitchen, barely glancing at the four people sitting at the table eating breakfast. I’d grabbed a pair of Jace’s sweats and another one of his shirts before coming downstairs, and they hung off me as I crossed half blind to the coffeepot for a cup.

	From behind me, I heard Gray snickering. Knowing the reason why, I felt heat fill my face. Keeping my back to the table, I sipped my coffee and tried to pretend he hadn’t heard me losing my mind the night before while Jace fucked me.

	Thickly muscled arms wrapped around my waist seconds before Jace kissed my neck. “Hungry?”

	I melted back against him with a shake of my head. “Not up to eating.”

	“Not even if I made you an omelet?” he enticed, but I shook my head, my stomach protesting at just the thought of eggs.

	“I’m good with coffee for now,” I assured him.

	“Then come sit with me.” Taking my hand, he tugged me over to the table and pulled out a chair between his and Kassa’s. “We were just talking about the wedding.”

	Kassa tossed her fork into her bowl of fruit. I didn’t know how long she’d been eating, but the bowl was nearly full, and that wasn’t like her at all. Even if she’d been there five minutes, that fruit should have been nearly gone, she loved it that much. Wondering if she was just having morning sickness, I gave her my full attention.

	“The courthouse closes at five, so that gives us plenty of time to get ready. Alicia is taking me and you to the spa for the morning…”

	I sipped my coffee, nodding along with the rest of her plans for the day. The excitement on her face and filling her voice told me she really didn’t care about all the other wedding stuff. Kassa had been all about the bachelorette party when we’d spent a weekend in Vegas for Lucy’s. I’d planned some pretty kick-ass things for us to do, and Kassa had asked me to do something similar for her own party. Yet that didn’t even seem to be on her mind as she ticked off her list of what she expected of the day.

	Jace and Gray were going to the gym for the morning. Considering that was Gray’s favorite place in the world when he wasn’t with Kassa, I figured that was plenty of excitement for him. His sand-colored eyes watched her talking animatedly, love flooding out of them as he smiled whenever she looked at him like he hung the moon. To her, he probably did.

	With the day’s activities all mapped out, I went upstairs to take a shower. Since my things were still in Kassa’s old room, I used her bathroom to shower and get ready. We were coming back after the spa to get dressed for the civil ceremony planned for three, so I pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, leaving my hair down since it would get styled at the spa later.

	Tossing everything back into my case, I turned to leave the room just as there was a knock on the door. Frowning, I opened the door to find Alicia standing hesitantly on the other side.

	Licking her lips nervously, she gave me a small smile. “Do you have a minute, sweetheart? I would like to speak to you for a moment.”

	Concerned, I stepped back. “Sure. Come in.” She walked in, and I closed the door. “Are you okay?”

	“Just a bit of a headache, but it’s not nearly as bad as these things tend to get.” She clasped her hands together in front of her, glancing around the room for a moment before finally turning to face me. “So, you and Jace are back together? You worked everything out?”

	The hopefulness in her voice made my heart squeeze. “We’re back together, but I’m not sure we have everything figured out yet. I’m hoping we can sort it out as we go.”

	“Well, I’m glad you two are on the right track. It was hard watching him miss you so much.” She pressed her lips together, growing quiet again.

	I crossed to her, grasping her hands and giving them a reassuring squeeze. “Alicia, I know things are crazy for you right now. I, more than anyone, know how stressful being sick is when you want to be strong for everyone else. But you should really consider telling Kassa and Gray what is going on. You think you’re doing them a favor by not putting this stress off on them, but if something does happen, you’re only going to hurt them more.”

	She swallowed hard. “I know, Kin. Really, I do. But I just can’t do that to them. Not yet, anyway. I have a solution for getting Jace to agree to go back to California and going on his winter tour without having to worry about me.”

	“What is it?”

	“I’m quitting my job. The people of Bristol won’t be too happy knowing their district attorney is making important decisions when she has a brain tumor, so I’m resigning.” I couldn’t keep the surprise off my face. Sure Jace, Kassa, and Gray were her babies, but her job had always been her life. I hadn’t expected her to give that up even if she was so sick. “And I’m going to hire a nurse. Someone to come in every day to clean and cook a little, as well as help out with my medical needs.”

	“That…” I stopped when my voice cracked, and I tried again. “That is a good start. I know it will help him relax, knowing someone is looking after you.”

	“Actually, I was hoping you could assist me with finding someone. I remember when your mom first got sick, she and Carter hired someone to help them out. Do you remember which service they went through?”

	“I don’t, I’m sorry, but I can talk to Carter. He could help you set all of that up.”

	She lowered her gaze to the floor, pink filling her cheeks. “Would you do that for me?”

	I hugged her. “I will do anything I possibly can to make this easier on you. All you have to do is say the word. And yes, I’ll call Carter this evening, if that’s okay? He’s out of town for work this week, but he should be free by dinnertime.”

	She nodded, blinking back tears. “I really appreciate this, Kin. And I’m so glad you and Jace are back together.”

	Behind me, the door opened, and I knew without looking it was Jace. The door shut as soon as he saw us and then his arms were wrapping around Alicia and me. “What are you two doing?” he demanded in a quiet voice.

	I leaned back against him, soaking up his warmth. “We were just talking about getting Alicia a home health nurse or something close to that. And…” I squeezed Alicia’s arm, encouraging her to tell him what she told me.

	“And,” she said, “I’m resigning from my job.”

	“Really?” He sounded skeptical, but when I looked up at him, he seemed relieved.

	“Yes,” she said with a tiny smile. “It’s better for everyone if I’m not making life-altering decisions for anyone.”

	“True. But I still wasn’t expecting you to give up your career. Hell, Alicia, you never really had to work, but you devoted your life to that job.”

	“I needed something to fill my time while you kids were at school,” she grumbled.

	“You’re really going to get a nurse?” She nodded. “Good. When are you going to tell Kas and Gray?”

	“Don’t push me on this, Jace,” she warned. “I’ll tell them after I find out if the chemo is going to work or not. Okay?”

	His shoulders drooped, but he nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

	I wrapped my arms around his waist. “She knows what she’s doing, Jace. Let her do this her way.”

	His fingers contracted in the material of my shirt. “Okay,” he groused. “You two better hurry, I guess. Kassa is already downstairs waiting with Gray.”

	Alicia made a quick exit, seeming relieved to be out of the room and away from the current conversation. I lingered, wanting a few minutes alone with Jace before I had to leave.

	His lips found my neck, his hands falling to my ass and squeezing. “Last night was amazing,” he murmured close to my ear. “Are you okay today? You were walking a little slow downstairs.”

	A content smile lifted my lips. “I just had to use muscles that haven’t gotten a workout in like five months, so I’m a little sore today. But it’s a good kind of sore.”

	“I’m glad they haven’t had a good workout, baby. Fuck, I was scared you moved on.” He pressed his forehead against mine. “Especially with that Derrick asshole.”

	I snickered at that. “That is definitely never going to happen. Even if Derrick doesn’t actually become my uncle, he’s gotten in over his head with someone else.”

	“I don’t care as long as he keeps his hands off you.” He kissed me, long and deep, before reluctantly lifting his head. “You better go before I throw your beautiful ass on the bed and keep you there the rest of the day.”

	I fell weakly against him, my legs shaky from the power of his kiss. “Why is that a bad thing?”

	He hugged me close for a second then stepped back. “My baby sister is getting married today, babe. She needs you to go with her and do all the prewedding ritual things.” He winked. “And then we can spend the rest of tonight just like we spent last night.”

	“Promise?” I asked, pouting.

	“I promise.” With a groan, he kissed me again then pushed me toward the door. “Go, before Kassa comes up here looking for you.”

	The rest of the day was spent being pampered. The three of us had massages and facials before getting our nails and hair done. By the time we got back to the house to change, it was already two-thirty, and Jace kept texting Kassa and me to find out where we were.

	I had a baby-blue dress that hit my knees and some nude flats to go with it. Alicia coordinated with a pantsuit that matched in color and tan heels. We didn’t look like we were going to a wedding, but Kassa was happy with our outfits when she walked downstairs.

	The sleeveless, cream-colored maxi dress she wore could have easily passed for a wedding dress. The keyhole cut in the front gave a small flash of cleavage while still being classy. Paired with strappy gold heels and her hair pulled up into a chic twist, she looked gorgeous.

	Alicia was crying before Kassa even got to the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, my sweet girl. You’re so beautiful.”

	Beaming, Kassa hugged her. “So I look okay? Do you think Gray will like this?”

	“I know he will,” I assured her, more than a little choked up myself. “He won’t be able to take his eyes off you, Kas.”

	“Let’s go.” She was practically dancing with excitement. “I can’t wait to become Mrs. Grayson Knight.”

	Alicia looked like her head was hurting more, so I offered to drive us in my rental. Gray had made a few calls that morning before we left, and Alicia had asked one of the judges she knew to officiate. The guys were already waiting in Judge Welsh’s office when we arrived, and I stuck my head in to get Jace. It might not be a traditional wedding, but Jace was going to walk his sister down the aisle regardless.

	As he came out to join us, Gray handed him a bouquet of flowers. “Give this to her,” he instructed his soon-to-be brother-in-law. “And tell her I love her.”

	Jace nodded as he came out of the office. His blue eyes widened when he got a look at his sister after she took off her coat. “I thought you said you didn’t have a wedding dress,” he choked out, his eyes taking all of her in.

	She shrugged. “It’s not one. Just a maxi I found a few weeks ago while I was shopping with Santana. Do you like it?” She twirled around, letting him see the laced back. “Do I look okay?”

	“You’re beautiful, little sis.” He bent and kissed her cheek, then handed over the bouquet of white and pink roses. “Gray picked these out for you, and he said to tell you he loves you. He’s sweating bullets, by the way. I think he’s worried you might bail on him.”

	She snorted. “Yeah, as if that is likely to happen.” Lifting the roses to her nose, she inhaled, a smile playing at her lips. “Oh my God, this is really happening,” she whisper-shouted. “I’m getting married.”

	Alicia patted her on the arm. “Yes, sweetheart. Now, are you ready? Can we go in now?”

	“More than ready.”

	Laughing, I opened the door and let Alicia walk in ahead of me. I followed her to the judge’s desk, where the thin man with salt-and-pepper hair came forward and shook her hand. “Thanks for doing this, Harold. It means so much to me to have you officiating.”

	“It’s my honor, Alicia. I’ve seen these two grow up. I’m happy to be the one to join them in matrimony.” He glanced behind us and saw Jace standing at the door, but Kassa remained out of sight. “Are we ready?”

	Jace gave a nod, and Gray wiped his hands nervously on his slacks. I moved to stand beside him, giving his arm a pat as I took my place in front of the desk. He relaxed slightly at my touch, as if he’d needed someone to ground him. I took a closer look at him, realizing he wasn’t the same Gray I used to know. In the past, he’d always been a selfish asshole, only really caring about one other person in his life.

	Now, he was still an asshole, and at times still selfish, but he’d grown a lot since getting with Kassa. He wasn’t as big a prick as he used to be, and yeah, there were times I still wanted to slap him upside the head, but he wasn’t nearly as annoying as he used to be.

	My eyes were still on him when Jace and Kassa finally stepped into the room, so I knew exactly when his gaze landed on his bride. His chin trembled, and he sucked in a deep breath as his hands came up to scrub over his face, wiping away the tears that instantly filled his eyes and spilled onto his cheeks.

	Seeing his reaction had tears welling up in my own eyes, and I turned to watch Kassa walking toward him, her arm through her brother’s. Her tears were like diamonds as they fell from her lashes and onto her cheeks, and I saw her mouth “I love you” to him seconds before she reached him.

	The whole ceremony took less than fifteen minutes, and then Jace and I were signing our names at the bottom of the license as witnesses, while Gray continued to kiss his wife.

	Alicia cleared her throat, attempting to remind them there were others still in the room. “Gray,” she hissed when he didn’t even flinch. “Let the girl breathe.”

	While Judge Welsh chuckled and Alicia blushed like she’d never been kissed the way her nephew was kissing Kassa, Jace turned me to face him. Before he opened his mouth, I was shaking my head. “No. This is definitely not the right time.”

	His face fell, but he bent his head to kiss me. “I’m not giving up. You’ll say yes someday.”

	I bit my lip to keep from saying anything. I lost count of how many times he’d asked me to marry him now, and even though a part of me wanted to scream Yes and jump into his arms, I couldn’t help but hold myself back.

	Yes, we were back together.

	Yes, I loved him more than life itself.

	Yes, I wanted to marry him.

	But no, I couldn’t give him the answer he wanted to hear.

	I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know when I would be and, if I were truly honest with myself, if I ever would be. Part of me was still broken, and I was afraid he would demolish what was left of me if I gave him too much of myself again.

	 

	 


Chapter 25

	Kin

	Gray and Kassa left for their honeymoon, deciding to spend the next few weeks before the winter tour in Hawaii and then going on to Paris for a little while. Alicia seemed relieved they were gone, because she didn’t have to hide how sick she was with them out of the house.

	Over those five weeks, I took care of finding Alicia a live-in nurse. Carter even flew back a few days early from his business trip to help us vet the nurses the home health service sent. He was still there when Jace and I finally went back to California, saying he wanted to keep Alicia company when she went for her next chemo treatment.

	My album was still in the production phase, and I had things that needed my attention. Jace came with me, and he seemed mostly content to leave Alicia in the nurse’s capable hands, as well as my stepfather’s.

	“Come home with me,” Jace pleaded as we stepped out of the airport, waiting in line for a cab.

	I was tired and, more than anything, I just wanted to sleep in the same bed with him. His place would be completely empty, whereas mine would be filled with Riley and Nate, maybe even Amara and Cash if they weren’t at Cash’s place.

	Leaning into him, I nodded. “Okay.”

	His eyes flashed with triumph, and I sighed, knowing what was going to come next. But just as I wasn’t ready to say yes to marrying him, I was no more ready to move in with him. It was something I’d wanted before our breakup, but now, it didn’t feel right. Not yet.

	I needed time to learn to trust him again, I guess.

	Still, I wanted him all to myself, along a few hours of sleep, so I didn’t say anything as we rode back to his apartment.

	Sleep, however, was the last thing on his mind, and as soon as we walked through the door, he was lifting me into his arms and carrying me into his room. Bypassing the bed, he carried me straight to the shower, and the moment my feet were on the floor, he was stripping me.

	“Fuck, I can’t get enough of you, baby. I’m starving for you, and we just made love before we left this morning.” His lips were on my neck even as his hands were unfastening my jeans and pushing them roughly off my ass. “I can’t wait to get inside you,” he groaned, cupping my pussy. “So wet for me.”

	I whimpered as he thrust two fingers deep into me, my back arching as my hips rocked against his hand. With his other hand, he turned on the shower, barely paying attention to the temperature of the water as he focused on driving my body higher.

	“Jace. Forget the shower,” I whined, cupping his face and pulling him in for a kiss. “I need you. Now.”

	“Soon, babe.” He stepped back enough to pull off his shirt and push his jeans and boxers down his legs, showing me just how badly he wanted me. Kicking off the clothes, he took hold of my hips and walked me backward into the shower.

	The spray of the hot jets on my back felt amazing, but not nearly as good as when he dropped to his knees and started tonguing my clit. Lifting one of my legs over his shoulder, he licked down to my opening and dived into my center. “Ah,” I cried, fisting my fingers in his hair. “Shit, that feels so damn good.”

	He pushed me higher until I was panting, begging him to finish me off. Then he was on his feet, lifting me higher by the hips so I could slide down onto his rock-hard cock. He thrust deep into me, stretching my inner walls to mold around his thickness. I wrapped my legs around his waist, trapping him in place so I could savor the fullness as he buried his face between my tits.

	“I love you so much, Kin,” he groaned, pumping his hips into me. “I want to spend the rest of my life right here, deep inside your tight body.”

	“Then do it,” I pleaded, lost in how much I wanted him. “Don’t stop fucking me. Just stay right here, pounding me until we both die from the pleasure.”

	His thumb found my clit, and I saw stars. “Come for me,” he commanded, his voice raspy in my ear. “Let me feel it, baby.”

	I didn’t want it to end, but I couldn’t hold back. My thighs began to tremble from the force of the orgasm that hit me so hard, I screamed.

	The water was still running over us when we both caught our breath sometime later. My legs shook slightly as he helped me stand, then washed me from head to toe. I leaned weakly against him as he washed himself then helped me out of the shower.

	I had zero energy, and he had to dry me before carrying me to bed. I was asleep before my head even hit the pillow.

	--

	When I opened my eyes again, Jace was snuggled up against my back and sunlight was flirting through the blinds on the window. I blinked a few times, trying to get my eyes to focus, and glanced at the clock on the bedside table.

	It was nearly eight in the morning, and my bladder was screaming. Untangling Jace’s arms from around me, I ran for the bathroom. After I was finished, I washed my hands and used his toothbrush to get rid of my morning breath. My hair was a tangled mess because I hadn’t had the brain power or the energy to brush it the night before while it was still wet.

	Yawning, I turned on the shower and stepped under the hot jets once it warmed up. I took my time, letting the steam ease the last of my tense muscles.

	I wasn’t surprised to find all the stuff I’d left there still in its usual place. I had a hair dryer and an entire case full of makeup under his sink that I made use of. Once I was ready, I walked out into the bedroom and grabbed a change of clothes from my case. Jace was still sound asleep, and I didn’t want to wake him, but I had things to do.

	Leaning over him, I kissed his cheek. “Call me later,” I murmured at his ear. “Love you.”

	“Love you, baby,” he grumbled, turning onto his stomach, and I knew he hadn’t even woken up.

	Laughing softly to myself, I got my things and headed home. After dropping off my case and tossing my laundry into the washer, I went to Aunt Emmie’s office. She had a list of bands I needed to listen to and would bring in the ones I liked the most to audition with me. I was nervous but also excited. If I could get over my stage fright, then maybe this whole touring thing might actually be fun.

	“What’s different about you?” Aunt Emmie asked the second she saw me. “Girl…” She shook her head, her green eyes narrowing on me. “You got back with Jace, didn’t you?”

	Grinning, I nodded.

	“Of course you did.” She sighed heavily. “You sure about this?”

	My grin dimmed slightly, and I lifted my shoulders in a slight shrug. “No, but I missed him so much, it was physically hard to breathe at times. You know?”

	“Yeah,” she said, her eyes darkening with memories. “I know what you mean.”

	“We’ll just have to wait and see what happens,” I told her as I sat in front of her desk. “I’m taking it day by day.”

	“Makes sense,” she agreed. “And it will probably make the winter tour go smoother. I hope, at least. I’m sending out three of my best road managers to help Amara, so I’m sure everything will be okay.”

	I pushed my hair back from my face and leaned forward. “You said you had some bands for me to listen to?”

	“I do, but I was hoping you would just come home with me and listen to them with Nik. We can have dinner, and it gives me a reason to skip out on work for the rest of the afternoon.”

	“So you’re using me,” I said with a smirk.

	“Shamelessly.”

	“What’s for dinner?” I asked with a lift of my brows.

	“Nik is making lasagna,” she said with a moan. “I’ve been so hungry all morning thinking about it, too.”

	“Damn, that’s a hard bargain to turn down.”

	She rolled her eyes. “Invite Jace.”

	I already had my phone out, sending him a text. “Have you forgiven him for what happened when he was arrested?”

	“Please. I’ve dealt with guys like him all my life. I didn’t hold a grudge.” My brows lifted even higher. “Much,” she grumbled.

	Laughing, I put my phone back in my bag. If Jace wanted to join us, he could, but I wasn’t going to wait around for him.

	Aunt Emmie shut down her computer and grabbed her bag and phone. “My driver is downstairs. Ride with me?”

	Seeing I had a text from Jace saying he would meet me there, I nodded and followed her out.

	“Jagger is over at Axton’s for the night, and Mia has extra dance rehearsal, so it’s just going to be us,” she told me as we climbed into the back of her SVU. “She’s Clara in The Nutcracker again this year, and after last year’s performance, she could probably dance it in her sleep, but her teachers are pushing the entire dance company for perfection.”

	“She did so well last year,” I praised. “Are you sure you won’t let her go to New York?”

	“She doesn’t want New York,” Aunt Emmie said with a grimace. “She doesn’t want to focus on just ballet but every dance anyone is willing to teach her. Dancing is her life, but she doesn’t want to settle for one school and focus on one style. This past summer, Nik took her to India, and last year, we all went to Ireland for the summer. She loves the new experiences, and then she comes back and dives straight into ballet again.”

	“Is she going to turn it into a career?” There was no doubt Mia had the talent. She’d had offers to study at some of the most prestigious dance academies in the country with a full scholarship. Yet, she’d turned them all down. I’d always wondered if Emmie had talked her out of it. But I knew Mia almost as well as I knew her mother, and something told me there wasn’t anything anyone could do if the girl set her mind on something.

	“I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” But there was pure pride for her daughter glowing out of Aunt Emmie’s eyes.

	“Are any of the Demons’ kids going to follow in their fathers’ footsteps?” I mused aloud.

	“Maybe,” she said with a secretive smile. “Jagger is definitely interested, but Jesse’s boys are too into sports to care about music. Violet has no musical inclination, but there’s always Mason. And Drake has five that could always go down that road. Well, four,” she quickly amended. “We all know Nevaeh is way too smart for this shit.”

	“You don’t seem too disappointed,” I observed.

	“I’m not. Whatever any of them decides to do with their lives, I’ll support a hundred percent.”

	My phone buzzed with a text. Glancing down, I saw that it was from Derrick, asking if we could have drinks. I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. Lucy and Angie both knew Jace and I were back together, but I hadn’t mentioned it to Derrick.

	I shot him back a quick reply, telling him I’d see him later in the week then put my phone away.

	“Something wrong?” Aunt Emmie asked, and I lifted my gaze to find her watching me closely.

	“Just a friend wanting to have drinks,” I evaded.

	“A male friend?”

	“Scott’s soon-to-be brother-in-law,” I gave in and told her.

	“Derrick Stewart?” I shrugged. “He’s an up-and-coming real estate genius. Shannon is pretty cool, too. Hell of a lot better than Jillian.”

	“I don’t disagree,” I muttered. I’d only met Shannon the one time, but she showed me more warmth and compassion in those few minutes than Jillian had the entire time I’d lived in the same house with her and my father.

	“Did the divorce get finalized?”

	“Wasn’t it announced in the papers?” She shook her head. “Then I guess it hasn’t happened yet. The paps know more about my father than I do.”

	She patted my leg. “Fuck him. You got me, kiddo.”

	My heart lifted. “I know, Auntie Em. Love you.”

	Her eyes softened. “Love you too, Kin.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 26

	Jace

	The drive home from Malibu after spending the evening with Emmie and her husband was quiet. Kin seemed distracted as she scrolled through her emails while I drove us back to LA.

	“Want me to sit in on your auditions tomorrow?” I asked, wanting to help her as much as she would let me.

	“If you can spare the time, that would be great,” she murmured as she typed a reply to a message she’d just gotten.

	“Even if I couldn’t, I would make time for you, baby.”

	Her fingers stopped typing, and I could only assume she’d sent her return message since I had to switch my gaze back to the road. “I would appreciate your input.”

	“Did Emmie find you a drummer for the first few weeks? You’re still using the legends?”

	“Yeah. Wroth Niall will be my guitarist. Shane, Zander, and Liam are going to alternate to fit their schedules, but I still don’t know who will be my drummer.” She dropped her phone in the cupholder, turning in her seat so she could face me better. “I really don’t want to bother Jesse or Devlin, but I’d feel more comfortable with either of them.”

	“We’ll figure it out,” I promised her, reaching for her hand.

	Her phone vibrated, and she quickly snatched it up before I could entwine our fingers. I shot her a glance and saw her brow pucker with a frown as she read the message.

	“Something wrong?” I asked when she started typing furiously.

	“Derrick asked me to meet up with him for drinks earlier, but I told him I was busy and would see him later in the week. But he’s insistent we meet tonight.”

	My fingers clenched around the wheel. “You were going to meet him without telling me?”

	“I would have told you.”

	“Before or after you two went out?”

	“Before, because I would have invited you to join us,” she snapped.

	Appeased by that answer, I stopped for a red light and leaned over to kiss her. It was a quick, hard kiss, but she tried to make me linger. Grinning, I rubbed my thumb over her full bottom lip. “Let’s meet him now, then.”

	“I’m not in the mood,” she grumbled.

	“If he’s being insistent, then maybe he wants to discuss something important. Get it over with.”

	“Fine. Let me text him, and we’ll meet at First Bass.”

	When the light turned green, I changed lanes and turned us toward the club. As usual, there was a pack of paps outside the club, but Kin and I ignored them as I turned my car over to the valet attendant and we went inside.

	Tiny greeted us with a nod, letting us pass up the stairs to the VIP floor without comment. I kept my hand on Kin’s hip as we walked over to the bar.

	“You want a beer or something else?” I asked as we waited for Nate to come over to take our orders.

	“Just ginger ale,” she told me, glancing around distractedly. “My stomach is bothering me.”

	“You barely ate earlier,” I commented, worried about her. She’d been skipping meals all week and didn’t finish anything when she did finally eat.

	“I’m just nervous about the tour,” she dismissed. “I’ll be fine.”

	I cupped her face, making her focus her attention on me. “You’re going to do amazing,” I told her when she lifted her gaze to meet mine. “You’re the most talented person I’ve ever met. And no, I’m not saying that just because I love you. It’s true. Stop stressing over your stage fright, baby.”

	She sighed but nodded. “Easier said than done, but I’m trying.”

	I brushed a kiss over her lips, felt some of her tension leaving her, and hugged her against me. “I’ll be right there beside you the whole time,” I vowed. “Just keep your eyes on me.”

	“What can I get you two?” Nate asked as he leaned on the bar top, his eyes shifting from Kin to me and back again. “You two sorted out now?”

	I tightened my fingers on Kin’s waist. “Yeah. Sorry again about your ribs.”

	He lifted his shoulders in a careless shrug. “Don’t sweat it, man. We’re cool. You want a beer?”

	“And a ginger ale for Kin,” I told him, tossing a few bills on the bar.

	He handed both over, and Kin sipped thirstily at her drink, going back to watching everyone around us.

	“You nervous about seeing this guy?” I asked, studying her closer.

	“No, why would I be?”

	“You look nervous.” I leaned back against the bar, cradling her between my legs.

	She blew out a sigh. “I haven’t told Derrick we’re back together yet.”

	“So? It isn’t his business if we’re together or not. You don’t answer to him.” I didn’t know why her answer was pissing me off, but it was. “Does it matter what he thinks?”

	“Why are you getting mad?” She set her glass down on the bar top before rubbing both hands over my chest.

	“Why aren’t you answering my question?” I countered, locking my hands around her wrists to stop her from caressing me. It was distracting as hell.

	“Because it’s a stupid question,” she snapped. “It doesn’t matter to me what he thinks about us being together, but he is my friend, and he is important to me.”

	“Why?” I gritted out.

	“Why, what?”

	“Why is he so important to you?”

	She pulled her wrists free and wrapped her arms around my waist. “Because he’s going to be part of my family. Please, let’s not argue about this, okay? You don’t need to be jealous.”

	I swallowed a curse and hugged her, letting go of the anger that wanted to push through my sanity. Jealousy over the other guy was already eating at me, but I didn’t want to fight with Kin over it. The past few weeks had been great with us, even with the stress of Alicia’s illness and treatments, and Kin had been beside me the entire time. I didn’t want to fuck things up between us again over petty jealousy.

	Over Kin’s head, I caught sight of Derrick. Spotting Kin, he started toward us. I dropped my head, kissing her possessively. Her fingers tightened in my shirt, kissing me back. I felt Derrick stop beside us, and I lifted my head, triumph in my eyes as I pressed my lips to Kin’s forehead.

	He cleared his throat, and Kin jerked, startled to find him right beside her.

	Clearing her throat, she pushed away from me to greet him. “Hey.”

	Derrick’s eyes drilled into me for a few more seconds before he looked at her. When his gaze floated over her face, his dark eyes softened. “You’ve lost weight.”

	She hmphed at him. “I haven’t seen you in over a month, and that’s the first thing you say to me?” She rolled her eyes, leaning back against me and crossing her arms over her chest.

	“I missed you too,” he assured her.

	“That’s more like it.” Smiling, she gave him a hug then turned to me. “I think you two should be properly introduced this time. Jace, this is Derrick, my future uncle. Derrick, this is Jace, my boyfriend.”

	The other guy held out his hand, and I knew if I wanted to make Kin happy, I needed to shake it. Clenching my jaw, I grasped his hand, squeezing. Derrick squeezed back, a smirk on his face. “So you won her back. Good.” The smirk disappeared. “Break her heart again, and I’ll break your neck. Clear?”

	“I won’t break her heart again,” I growled. “She’s mine, and I’m not letting her go again.”

	“Good. You keep her happy, and I’ll be happy.”

	Kin reached around me for her glass, sipping it again as she watched our exchange. Nate came over, producing a beer for the newcomer before moving on to other customers.

	“What was so important it couldn’t wait until later in the week?” Kin finally asked as she set down her now-empty glass.

	“Jillian is trying to stall the divorce.”

	“Of course she is,” Kin muttered. “I told you she’s an attention whore.”

	“Shannon is upset,” Derrick told her, his face clouding with displeasure. “She thinks this is a sign she shouldn’t marry Scott, after all.”

	“If she’s smart, she won’t. He’s only going to break her heart in the end.”

	“She loves him, Kin. He makes her happy, and I think he’s happy with her too. Is there anything you can think of that can help them?”

	I stood there, watching them quietly, waiting for the other guy to look at her with that hunger I’d seen in his eyes the first night I’d caught him watching Kin. But it didn’t happen. His eyes were clear of lust and want. He looked at her like Caleb did, with brotherly affection.

	That made me relax a little, and I stepped into the conversation with them. “Maybe you could talk to Carolina,” I suggested. “Get her to talk Jillian into backing off.”

	“Caro doesn’t talk to her mom,” Kin said with a regretful shake of her head. “Jillian cut her off when she didn’t give in and change her mind about going to Virginia Tech.”

	“Maybe if you could have dinner with Shannon and Scott, show my sister you’re on board with their marriage, Shannon will relax a little.”

	Kin went still, her eyes narrowing on the other guy, but her voice was full of hurt when she spoke. “Oh, I see now. You’re just trying to get me to see Scott.”

	“No,” he said with a grunt. “This has nothing to do with you and Scott and everything to do with my sister’s future happiness. Please, Kin. One dinner, that’s all I’m asking. A single meal where you’re nice to Shannon and tell her everything will be okay. You don’t even have to look at Scott if you don’t want to.”

	“You want me to lie to her, and I won’t do that.”

	Frustrated, Derrick held out his hands pleadingly. “You wouldn’t be lying to her. I believe Scott really loves her. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t even bother trying to keep them together. I think those two are good for each other. My sister has never been as happy as she is with Scott.”

	“My opinion wouldn’t matter to him,” Kin told him, her shoulders stiff.

	“It’s not his opinion I’m concerned with.” Derrick glanced at me, imploring me to help him.

	“Having dinner with your dad won’t kill you.” Kin glared up at me, but I didn’t backtrack. She needed to sit down with her dad and sort out their relationship. And if he did or said anything that upset her, I was going to knock his fucking ass out. “I’ll go with you.”

	“Fine.” She gave in, her voice tight. “Friday night. If he doesn’t show, I’m done.”

	“I’ll make sure he’s there,” Derrick promised, relief flashing across his face. “Thanks, sweetheart. I owe you big-time for this.”

	“You’re damn right you do,” she grumbled. Pushing me out of the way, she waved at Nate for a refill, and he left the three NFL players in front of him to attend to her. The bartender’s eyes scanned over her face. “You okay?” he asked as he set her fresh glass in front of her.

	“Peachy,” she told him, and I heard the catch in her voice seconds before her chin began to tremble.

	Before I could say anything, she stepped back from the bar and walked away, not even touching her drink.

	“Shit.” I caught her around the waist before she could get far, but she jerked away from me. “Kin—”

	“Leave me alone,” she yelled over her shoulder. “Tell Derrick I’ll see him Friday night. I don’t want to see either one of you until then.”

	“Baby, don’t do this.” I followed her down the stairs and past Tiny, who only lifted his brows at me. I shrugged as I passed him, hurrying after Kin.

	She didn’t stop until she was outside, and only then to flag down one of the taxis lined up outside the club. I lifted her by the waist, keeping her locked against my side as I gave the valet attendant my ticket.

	Kin’s hair hit me in the face in her effort to unlock my arm. “Let me go,” she growled.

	“You’re stirring up the vultures across the street,” I warned.

	“I don’t give a fuck. Let them take their pictures and print whatever shitty story they want to make up,” she seethed. “Let me go. I’m not going home with you.”

	“Then we’ll go back to your place,” I assured her, keeping my voice calm.

	“There is no we,” she yelled at me, her nails raking over my forearm. “I’m going home, and you can rot for all I care.”

	Gut twisting in apprehension, I released her so I could turn her to face me. “What does that mean?” I demanded, paralyzed with dread.

	She tossed her hair out of her face, her eyes full of tears. “It means maybe we shouldn’t be together, after all.”

	“Don’t say that,” I begged.

	“You’re still not putting me first. Everyone else in the world comes before me, including my dad.” Two fat tears fell from her eyes, and I wanted to hit rewind, redo the last ten minutes.

	“Baby, I am putting you first,” I tried to explain, but from the tilt of her chin, I could tell she wasn’t really listening. I still had to try, though. “I want you to see Scott for you, not for him. Fuck him. He doesn’t deserve shit. But I know how much it matters to you. If you don’t sit down and at least talk to him, you’re going to regret it, Kin.”

	“I have no regrets where he’s concerned,” she said, turning her face away. “I gave him months of my life to try to repair our relationship after Mom died. He blew it, and he doesn’t get another chance. I’m done giving anyone more chances to hurt me.”

	“Kin, baby, just listen—” I was cut off as her face suddenly turned green and she bent, her stomach heaving as she puked at our feet. I jumped back out of the splash zone and reached for her hair, pulling it away so she didn’t get vomit in it. “Fuck, are you okay?” I rubbed her back, and she only groaned as she puked again.

	I pulled off my shirt and used it to wipe her face. When the valet attendant pulled up beside us, I lifted her and placed her in the passenger seat. I buckled her in before going around to the driver’s side where the attendant was waiting patiently. I barely remembered to tip him before climbing behind the wheel.

	“Where are we going?” I asked her as I pulled out into traffic.

	“I don’t care,” she said weakly, pressing the side of her face against the window.

	I grasped her hand, bringing it to my lips. “Is it okay if I take you back to my place? You probably have a stomach virus. It will be easier to take care of you there.”

	“I don’t care,” she repeated, closing her eyes.

	Glad she wasn’t fighting me any longer, I drove back to my apartment as quickly as I could. Pulling into my usual parking spot, I turned off the car. Kin didn’t even move, her eyes still shut. Figuring she must have fallen asleep, I walked around to the passenger side and lifted her into my arms, carrying her to the elevators.

	A few people were already waiting, but they took one look at me with no shirt and Kin asleep in my arms with the shirt clutched in her hands, and they kept their mouths shut. She didn’t even stir as I unlocked my apartment door and carried her into my bedroom. But as I placed her on the bed, she moaned and jerked upright, her hand covering her mouth.

	I lifted her back into my arms and ran with her to the bathroom. There was barely enough time to get her to the toilet before she was puking again. I carefully placed her on her knees, holding her hair back from her face. As she vomited, I found one of her hair ties in one of the sink drawers and used it to make a semi-decent ponytail.

	With my hands now free, I grabbed a washcloth and dampened it with cold water. Placing it on the back of her neck, I grabbed another to wipe her face with.

	“Ugh,” she moaned. “Make it stop.”

	“Wish I could, baby,” I told her as I filled the glass on the sink with water and offered it to her so she could rinse her mouth. But no sooner had she spat it out than she was heaving again.

	Pulling a towel from the cabinet, I lifted her legs and positioned it under her so her knees weren’t digging into the cold, tiled floor. She was going to be there a while from the looks of it.

	When she was done for the moment, I helped her take off her clothes and then dressed her in one of my T-shirts and a pair of my boxers, wanting her to be as comfortable as possible. She leaned weakly against me as I pulled the shirt down over her hips.

	“Want to try lying down again?” She nodded, and I carried her into the bedroom and laid her down. Covering her up, I went in search of a bucket. Kassa had one in her and Gray’s bathroom, thankfully.

	Only when everything was taken care of did I pull off my own clothes and get ready for bed. Climbing in behind her, I rearranged the cool, damp cloth on her forehead and cuddled her close.

	“I’m sorry about earlier,” I told her, pressing a kiss to the back of her head. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I thought I was helping.”

	She sighed tiredly. “No, I overreacted. You were right. I do need to see him.”

	“Not if it’s going to upset you. I only want you to be happy, Kin. I’ll support whatever you want to do.” My arms contracted around her for a moment, my eyes clenching shut as I fought back the emotions that had been choking me when she’d started throwing up earlier. “Just don’t leave me again.”

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean it. I was just hurting.”

	“I know, but you scared the hell out of me,” I confessed. “You had me sweating bullets, baby.”

	“You and Derrick seemed more worried about Scott and Shannon than what it would do to me,” she choked out.

	“No, baby, no,” I kissed the back of her head again, stroking one hand down her side soothingly. “I don’t give a fuck about them. I just want what’s best for you. If you never want to see Scott, I’ll make it happen, I promise.”

	She turned slowly, as if afraid moving too quickly would disrupt her stomach again. Her arms curved around my waist, and she looked up at me. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was pale. She looked miserable. “I’ll have dinner with them Friday. I’m not looking forward to it, but I’ll see him.”

	“Whatever you want, Kin, I’ll support you. I’m not going anywhere.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 27

	Kin

	Two days later and I was still feeling like crap. No sooner did I start feeling better, than my stomach would start protesting all over again. But I pushed through because I had a million things to do to prepare for the winter tour that was quickly approaching.

	Friday morning, I had auditions with the two bands I thought would sound best with my style. Jace drove me to Aunt Emmie’s office, staying beside me through the whole thing because I was so nervous. The last few days, he’d been pretty great, taking care of me while I was so sick I could barely lift my head. He hadn’t left my side once, babying me so much that I should have been annoyed, but I only loved him more for it.

	Walking into the studio where Shane would record the two auditions so I could listen to them afterward, I set my sheet music on the stand and reached for the guitar case Jace carried up for me. In the other room, I saw Shane and Nik waiting, and I appreciated them both being there for this. As with Jace’s opinion, I valued both the Demons’ as well.

	“You look like crap,” Shane’s voice filled the recording booth, his tone laced with concern. “You sure you’re up for this?”

	“I’ve been sick,” I told him. “But I’m feeling better today.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I was feeling better than I had been. At least I hadn’t puked—yet—that day. Of course, I hadn’t eaten yet either. I was lucky I was keeping down the sports drinks Jace kept shoving into my hand.

	“Well, just take it easy. You don’t want to puke on your new band,” he said with a grin.

	I flipped him off and finished setting up. “I’m ready when they are,” I told Nik. “Let Aunt Emmie know.”

	He nodded and lifted his phone to his ear, alerting his wife that she could send down the first band.

	The next two hours were spent going through some of my playlist with both bands. The first one was an all-guy band that could keep up with me easily. I liked them a lot, and they even had me laughing a few times despite how shitty I felt.

	The second was just as good, also all-male, but they didn’t put me at ease as much as the first. I needed a band that could make the whole getting onstage thing easier, and it definitely wasn’t them.

	After the second band left and I went in to talk to the others about it, they were in complete agreement. But it wasn’t until I heard the recordings that my mind was made up. I could even hear a difference in my voice between the two bands, and I liked how I sounded with the first band so much better.

	“I like them because they weren’t eye-fucking you the whole time like the second band was,” Jace said as we walked out of the building a while later. “I swear, if that bassist had looked at your ass one more time, I would have knocked his ass out.”

	“He was kind of a creeper, huh?”

	“He was kind of a dick,” Jace grumbled. “Glad you decided on the other one, babe.” He kissed my lips before opening his passenger door for me. “You feeling okay? Want to go home and rest?”

	“I wanted to go see Lucy and the baby, but I’m afraid I’ll get them sick. So home it is.”

	He was grinning when he got behind the wheel.

	“What?” I asked when he started the car.

	“You keep calling my place home. Let’s make it official and get all your stuff moved in before the tour,” he suggested.

	I frowned, realizing he was right. I had called his place home a lot in the last few days. But I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to make it official yet. “I’ll think about it,” I told him.

	“That’s not a no,” he said with a smirk as he pulled into traffic. “I’d call that progress.”

	Rolling my eyes, I turned my head toward the side window, hiding my smile from him.

	For the rest of the day, Jace watched TV in the living room, and I napped with my head pillowed on his lap. I slept deeply, but I still woke up feeling tired when I needed to get up for our dinner with my dad. When Jace pulled up in front of the restaurant a while later, I was fighting back a yawn.

	“Are you sure about this?” Jace asked, his brow pinched as he looked at me. “You look like you could fall asleep at any minute.”

	“I’m fine,” I assured him. “And I’m hungry. Come on. I need food.”

	Handing his keys over to the valet, he met me on the sidewalk and took my hand. “If you start feeling sick again, let me know. We don’t have to stay.”

	“Okay.”

	“And if you’re not feeling better tomorrow, I’m taking you to the doctor,” he threatened.

	“Okay,” I repeated, walking into the restaurant in front of him. He stopped me, turned me to face him, and put his hand to my forehead. “What are you doing?”

	He felt his own head with the same hand, then mine again. “Seeing if you have a fever. You’re not arguing with me, and I’m a little concerned.”

	I playfully smacked his hand away. “Stop it. I’m fine.”

	“Still not arguing. Maybe I should take you to the doctor now. That urgent care place is open for another half an hour, I think.”

	Laughing, I hugged his waist. “Honestly, I’m okay. Stop worrying.”

	“Start acting like yourself, and I will,” he grumbled.

	“I’m just tired. I’m more malleable when I’m sleepy.”

	“Well, it scared the fuck out of me.” He kept one arm around me as we walked up to the hostess’s podium. “Reservations for Montez,” he told the older woman dressed in a chic black button-up and long black skirt.

	She didn’t even blink at the name. No doubt the woman saw her share of celebrities walk through the place every night, and she was immune to them at this stage of her life. She consulted her list and stepped away from the podium. “The rest of your party has already arrived. Follow me, please.”

	Jace urged me in front of him, but he kept one hand on my hip, letting me know he was right there with me.

	For some reason, I felt a sense of calm as we approached the table where I could already see Derrick sitting with Shannon and Scott. The Blonde sitting beside him shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Seeing London, I smiled, already liking her more than anyone else at that table. Derrick had hurt my feelings more than I expected the other night, which was probably why I’d overreacted to Jace.

	Derrick had become a really close friend, and I hadn’t been expecting him to use me just to make his sister happy. I should have, I realized that now, but it still stung.

	Scott and Derrick stood as we reached them, but I ignored them both as I took the empty chair beside London. As I sat, the Blonde touched my leg under the table. “Thank fuck you’re here,” she whispered as she leaned in. “I was seriously about to make myself puke just get out of being here.”

	I covered her hand, giving it a squeeze. “No purging tonight,” I whispered.

	Her eyes darkened. “I make no promises. Not a fan of the sister. She’s way too judgmental for me.”

	“You two know each other?” Shannon asked in a sweet voice as she picked up her water glass, watching London and me over the top of it.

	“London is a good friend,” I told her, my eyes narrowing on her when hers passed over the Blonde with a look of disdain. “And I always take care of my friends,” I told her with a cold smile that warned her to back the fuck off.

	The other woman’s eyes widened, and she set down her glass. I shot Derrick a glare as he and Scott shook Jace’s hand. He’d better keep his sister off London’s case, or I wouldn’t hesitate to kick him in the balls.

	Jace took the seat beside me, draping an arm over the back of my chair. “Sorry we’re late,” he told them. “Kin was sleeping really peacefully and I hated having to wake her up, so I let her nap longer than I should have.”

	“Have you not been feeling well?” Scott asked, those eyes identical to my own skimming over my face. “You do look a little peaked.”

	“I’m just getting over a virus,” I excused, avoiding his gaze in favor of examining the menu. “It took a lot out of me.”

	“Thank God,” he muttered, and my eyes snapped up as he continued. “I thought you were going to tell me you were pregnant or something. I’m too young to be anyone’s grandfather.”

	“Funny,” I bit out. “But no. I have the implant. It’s not due to be changed out for a few more weeks. I’ll get it done before we go on tour.”

	“Is that easier than the pill?” London asked, interested. “Because I’m getting tired of taking that damn thing every day.”

	“I kept forgetting to take it,” I told her. “Plus, with the implant, I stopped having a period after the first year or so.”

	“Hell yeah. Sign me up.”

	Scott cleared his throat. “As entertaining as this conversation is, let’s order dinner, shall we?”

	Jace didn’t bother to pick up his own menu, just looked over mine. “You want to try some pasta?” he asked. “I’ll share my steak with you if you do.”

	“The sauce is too acidic for me tonight. I was just going to get a salad.”

	He kissed the corner of my mouth. “Get some protein on it. Steak might put some color back in your cheeks.”

	The waiter appeared and took everyone’s order, but as soon as he left, the entire table seemed to fall into an uncomfortable silence. As several minutes ticked by, I grew more and more impatient to get this over with.

	“Jillian is contesting the divorce, huh?” I commented. “Doesn’t surprise me. What does she want? More money? The house?”

	Scott sighed heavily. “She wants me to stop paying Carolina’s tuition and pay the money to her.”

	“And you said no?” He nodded, and I felt myself starting to soften toward him. “I didn’t know you were paying for her college.”

	“When she decided she wanted to go to an East Coast college, I promised her I would help out any way I could. Jillian put a freeze on Carolina’s trust fund, so I’ve been footing the bill.”

	“Ugh, I really hate her,” I muttered. “She’s nothing more than an attention whore. Caro knew she wouldn’t have any peace if she stayed local.”

	“Well, she’s doing spectacularly at Virginia Tech. She really seems to be finding her footing in life.” His voice was gentle, full of love and affection for his stepdaughter when he spoke of her. I might have been jealous if I didn’t love Carolina so much. Maybe if he’d been talking about Georgia, I would have been, but not the girl who was just as much a sister to me as Angie.

	“She busted her ass for midterms,” I told him. “She called me a few times stressing over them, but when she got her grades, she was really happy with herself.”

	“Why aren’t you studying this term?” he asked.

	I shrugged. “I was busy when the semester started, but I don’t think I’m going back. It’s not really my thing.”

	“I’m really proud of your music,” he surprised me by saying. “I always knew you would write some great songs when you grew up.”

	Pleasure filled me, surprising me even more than his praise. “Derrick told me you still have one of my songs in your wallet.”

	“I’ve carried it with me since the day you started running around the house singing it.”

	“I never knew that until Derrick told me.”

	Scott pulled his wallet from his dinner jacket pocket and pulled out a delicate-looking folded piece of paper. “I’ve recopied it a few times over the years,” he admitted as he offered the paper to me. “It got ripped once or twice and I spilled coffee on one, so I had to redo it. But that is word-for-word the song you would sing at the top of your lungs.”

	My fingers shook as I carefully unfolded the piece of paper. When I read the verses, my eyes began to sting with tears. It was just gibberish words I must have made up as a kid; they didn’t even really make sense to me. Yet he’d kept them in his wallet, carried them around with him for years when I wasn’t with him. When I didn’t even like him most of that time.

	I gave it back to him, watching with tear-filled eyes as he lovingly refolded the creased paper. “Why did you treat me like I didn’t matter when I came to live with you after Mom died?” I demanded in a choked voice.

	He raked a hand through his hair. “I knew if I paid you any attention, it would have only made things harder on you with Jillian. You’re right, she is an attention whore, and my attention is what she craves the most. If I let her know I loved you more than her, she would have turned your life upside down, sweetheart.”

	“Then why didn’t you divorce her?” I cried.

	“Because I was a coward,” he admitted, his voice pained, regret shining out of his eyes. “I didn’t have the balls to face another divorce at the time. When your mom left me, it destroyed me. I missed her, yes, but she took you away from me, too, and moved to the other side of the country. I went from having you there to make things brighter to being all alone. Georgia and Carolina weren’t you, but they filled some of the void of missing my little girl, and I didn’t want to lose that again. So I hid my head and tried to protect you as much as I could.”

	His hand reached for Shannon’s, and I blinked, startled because I’d almost forgotten we weren’t alone. No one had spoken or even so much as coughed while Scott and I were talking. It was almost like they’d been holding their breath, afraid to interrupt in any shape or form as my dad and I actually talked for the first time in—ever. “Then Carolina went off to college, and the darkness was back again. Shannon and I ran into each other at an award show, and everything I gave up when I broke up with her flooded back in. I no longer had anything to lose, and I love her so fucking much. With her, I finally realized what happiness really is, and I knew I would face anything to get to have her for the rest of my life.”

	“I love you too,” Shannon whispered, blinking back tears.

	“I have a question,” London spoke up. All eyes fell on her, including my own. “If you missed Kin so much, why didn’t you share custody with her mom?”

	“Legit question,” Jace agreed, his thumb rubbing soothing circles over my shoulder.

	Scott’s face became pained again. “We did for a while. I would fly out and bring Kin back with me for a week or so. But then my schedule got crazy with back-to-back movies, and by the time I had was done, Abby was with Carter, and Kin didn’t want to leave her new stepsiblings to come visit me like she used to. The one time I did force the issue, she cried the whole week, and it broke my heart to see her so unhappy, especially when I was the cause of it.”

	My heart was pounding as I listened to what he had to say. I didn’t remember any of that because I was too young at the time, but from the moment I met Angie and Caleb, they became everything to me. But I never knew he had tried to stay in my life. I always thought that when Mom and I left, I was no longer important enough to him for him to bother trying to keep me in his life.

	“I thought you just didn’t care enough to want to be a part of my life,” I whispered.

	“There hasn’t been a day that has gone by where you haven’t been on my mind. But you got mad every time I came to visit you, thinking I was going to tear you away from the twins again. So I stopped coming as much, and then I met Jillian and her girls, and I guess I stopped trying. You being mad at me so much broke my heart, and I couldn’t keep putting either of us through it.”

	He reached across the table, his warm hand grasping mine and squeezing so gently, another tear spilled free. “I don’t ever want you to think I don’t love you, sweetheart. Because I do. I always have, and I promise you, I always will.”

	A sob got caught in my throat, and I turned my head away. Jace was there, folding me into his arms, letting me bury my face in his chest as he stroked his hands over my hair. I felt his lips at my ear, but it was my right one, so even if he’d said anything, I wouldn’t have heard it. It didn’t matter, though. I didn’t need more words from anyone right then.

	I just needed Jace’s arms around me, while my dad still held on to my hand.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 28

	Jace

	I lifted Hayat into my arms, breathing in her little baby smells and kissing her cheek as I settled her on my shoulder. I was still terrified I was going to break my little goddaughter, but she didn’t seem nearly as breakable now that she was growing.

	She grinned up at me, her dimples popping, and my heart squeezed with love for the little beauty in my arms.

	A burp left her, and the grin disappeared, making me pout at her and her godmother laugh at me.

	“She’s going to break your heart repeatedly today, I’m afraid,” Lucy said with a giggle. “She’s got a lot of gas going on.”

	Proving her mother right, she burped again as I rubbed her back. I kissed Hayat’s cheek again. “It’s okay, you little brat. I still love you regardless.”

	As I walked over to the couch where Kin was sitting, she lifted her hands, wanting the baby. I knew from experience that as soon as she got her hands on our little goddaughter, it was game over. I wouldn’t get to cuddle Hayat for the rest of our visit because Kin didn’t share.

	My arms tightened around the baby’s back, shaking my head at Kin as I carefully sat. “Nope. I need Hayat cuddles before you steal her from me.” I rearranged the baby in my arms so I could see her beautiful face. “Isn’t that right, my little cuddle bug? Yes, you want Unc to love on you before mean Auntie Kin tries to hoard all the baby kisses.”

	“You suck,” Kin grumbled but leaned over my arm to look down at the baby, fingering one of her dark curls. “Auntie Kin is not mean,” she told the baby. “But I probably shouldn’t hold you today. I don’t want to get you sick.”

	“You’re still not feeling well?” Lucy asked, concerned. “It’s been a week. You should really see the doctor, babe.”

	“I saw the urgent care doctor a few days ago when Jace insisted. They just said my stomach needed time to settle down after the nightmare of the stomach bug. But I have my gyno appointment Monday, so I’ll talk to Dr. Baric about it if I’m still not feeling well.”

	My phone went off with my text tone, and I shifted so I could pull it out of my pocket while still holding on to Hayat. Seeing the name on the screen, my fingers tightened around the phone case.

	Eden.

	I hadn’t heard much from her the last few weeks. The last time I talked to her, she said her son was teething and she wasn’t getting much sleep. Now that I had Kin back, I was reluctant to even talk to my half sister. I knew it wasn’t Eden’s fault, that I was the one responsible for my breakup, but part of me felt like if I’d never met her again, none of what happened would have.

	Reading over the text Eden sent, I swallowed a curse and dropped the phone onto the couch, not bothering to reply yet.

	Kin noticed my reaction, her brows lifting at me in silent inquiry, but I turned my attention back to Hayat. “Soon there are going to be a lot of babies running around my feet. But don’t be jealous, beautiful. Unc loved you first.”

	“Who else is pregnant?” Lucy asked, sipping on her glass of lemonade. “Did I miss something?”

	I froze, then groaned. “I wasn’t supposed to say anything about Kassa, was I?” I muttered to Kin.

	“Nope.”

	Lucy let out a tiny squeal. “Oh my gods! Really? I’m so happy for her and Gray. Is that why they did the quickie courthouse wedding?”

	“They didn’t like the stress of wedding planning,” Kin told her. “So they just figured they would tie the knot and get it over with. Since everyone was already at Alicia’s, they decided to tell us, but they aren’t telling anyone else until she’s further along because they’re nervous.”

	“This makes me so happy,” Lucy cried.

	“Don’t tell anyone but Harris, or Kassa will kill Jace.”

	“My lips are sealed, and I’ll make sure Harris doesn’t spill the beans to anyone,” Lucy promised.

	My phone got another text, but I didn’t bother looking at it. I didn’t want to talk to Eden or bring her up to Kin. But when two more texts came in back-to-back, Kin began to tense when I didn’t even look at my phone.

	“Oh, look at the time,” Lucy murmured, standing to take the baby from me. “Time to feed Hayat or she’s going to start getting cranky.” Her gaze bounced off me and then Kin. “I’ll be in the nursery.”

	“Actually, I think we’re going to go,” Kin told her, her voice tight. “I have a never-ending list of things I have to do before we leave next week.”

	“You’ll come see me before you leave, though, right?” Lucy asked hopefully, her eyes sad.

	“Of course I will.” Kin hugged her, making sure not to breathe on Hayat. “Love you, babe.”

	“Love you too.” Lucy’s brown eyes landed on me as I stuffed my phone in my pocket and moved in for a hug and to kiss Hayat’s head. “Don’t start being stupid again, dumbass,” she hissed at me.

	Had I been acting shady again?

	Fuck.

	I was.

	Lucy walked us to the door, and I scrambled with how to make things right again. As we walked to my car, I reached for Kin’s hand. She jerked away from me before I could even touch her and opened the passenger door.

	Groaning, I climbed in behind the wheel and offered her my phone. “Here,” I said when she just glared out the passenger window. She turned her head and turned her glare to the phone in my hand. “Eden’s in town. She wants to get together for dinner, but I didn’t want to ruin our fun with Hayat. Looks like I fucked that up anyway.”

	“Why couldn’t you just say that?” she whispered, not bothering to take the phone from me. “Why can’t you just talk to me about her? Is she that important to you that, when it comes to her, I don’t matter?”

	“That’s not it,” I rushed to assure her.

	“Then what is it?” she cried, tears filling her eyes. “You kept her a secret from me for a year, Jace. You let me think you were cheating, and even when you promised you weren’t, you still didn’t bring her up. She is so much more important to you than me, and I want to fucking know why!”

	“Stop.” I didn’t mean to yell, but I felt like I was losing control again, and I just needed her to listen. “No one is more important to me than you. You are my number one priority, baby. Always. I didn’t tell you about Eden because I was scared.”

	“Of what?” she screamed. “Because the only thing I’m scared of is that you’re going to start lying and keeping shit from me again.”

	Frustrated, I raked my fingers through my hair. “Eden always seemed to hate Kassa because I showed her more attention, but I loved both my sisters equally when we were all together. Kas was just a baby, though, and she needed taking care of. That sure as hell wasn’t going to be done by our mom. Eden was older than me, but she didn’t understand that we needed to have each other’s backs and take care of our little sister.”

	“How old were you?”

	“I was eight when social services stepped in and took Eden. By then, I was relieved she wasn’t around. She’d started acting weird around Kassa, and I didn’t trust her. Then one night I woke up because I kept hearing something coming from the room Eden and Kassa shared. When I got in there, I saw Mom and Eden fighting over a pillow. I thought Eden was trying to smother Kas and Mom was trying to fight her off. But after Eden and I met again and we started talking, I realized it was the other way around. Eden saved Kassa that night.”

	“Oh my God.” Kin’s face was pale, her eyes full of horror. “How could she do that?”

	I caught her hand and kissed her palm, needing to touch her as I relived the nightmares of my childhood. “Our mom was a drug addict, baby. She wasn’t in her right mind half the time. Eden told me Kas woke up crying that night, and Mom was high off her ass.”

	“I’m so sorry the three of you had to go through that. You and Kassa are so well adjusted, it’s hard to imagine that was your childhood.”

	“Alicia helped us a lot once she adopted us. She put us in therapy and did everything she could to reassure us we were safe and she loved us.” I closed my eyes, shaking my head. “But Eden didn’t get that same treatment. She lived with her dad and ended up on drugs just like our mom. Her life was spiraling out of control when I met her again. I felt guilty that she hadn’t been raised like Kassa and me, and I wanted to help her. But at the same time, I was still afraid of her. In the years since I last saw her, I had built her up as this monster in my head, and I couldn’t trust her around those I loved the most.”

	“Jace…”

	I leaned in, pressing my forehead into hers. “I love you so fucking much, Kin. And if I let Eden fully into my life and she suddenly turned back into the monster I remembered—if she hurt you or Kassa because I brought her into our lives—it would have killed me.”

	She wrapped her arms around me, pulling my head down to her chest. “You were really that scared for us?”

	“You and Kassa are my life. All I could think about was protecting you, but the guilt was choking me and I needed to help Eden out as much as I could. It was driving me crazy keeping her a secret, but I honestly thought I was doing the right thing.” Her fingers combed through my hair, and I closed my eyes, savoring her touch. “She told me she was pregnant and wanted to get clean for the baby’s sake. I got her into a rehab and kept up with her progress. I love my sister, Kin. Really, I do. But you have my full loyalty, you own my heart. I only wanted to protect you.”

	She was quiet for a moment before releasing a heavy sigh. “I get it,” she muttered. “I just wish you would have said something. You didn’t have to lie to me about her. I would have understood if you’d just told me, Jace.”

	I straightened and cupped her face in my hands. “I’m so sorry. I swear to you, it won’t ever happen again. I won’t do anything to make you doubt your place in my life.”

	She covered my hands, leaning into my touch. “Can I meet her?” she asked hesitantly. “You don’t seem to be afraid of her now.”

	“You want to?” She nodded, the expression on her face determined. “She wants to have dinner with me. I guess we could meet her.”

	“You guess?” Kin lifted a brow at me.

	I kissed the tip of her nose. “Are you sure you want to? We don’t have to go.”

	“Yes, I’m sure. She’s important to you. I think you owe it to me to introduce us, don’t you think?” She kissed me, just a light brush of her lips over mine, then sat back in her seat and pulled her seat belt on.

	I just sat there, watching her, thankful she wasn’t walking away from me again.

	“Well?” she grumbled when I didn’t start the car. “Let’s go. I need to change and get ready if we’re having dinner with your sister.”

	Sighing, I pushed my phone into her hands. “Text her back. Tell her we’ll meet her at seven.”

	--

	The restaurant was crowded when we walked in a few minutes before seven. I was surprised we weren’t late since Kassa and Gray had come home early. When Kin told them what we were doing for dinner, Kassa decided they were coming too.

	I’d wanted to protest. I felt like I was panicking enough with introducing Kin to Eden; to have Kassa with us too was making my heart pound so hard, it was shaking my chest.

	Eden wouldn’t hurt either of them, I knew that now, but that old fear was hard to overcome.

	Kin and Kassa walked over to the hostess’s podium, arm in arm. I couldn’t get the reservation I’d wanted, so I’d ended up calling Emmie to have her work her magic. The initial reservation was for four, but Kin had texted Emmie on the way to ask her to add Gray and Kassa. When Kin gave our name, there weren’t any issues about the addition to our party, and the hostess took us straight back to our table.

	Gray stayed beside me as we walked. “You sure this is cool?” my brother-in-law asked in a low voice. “Kassa will be okay?”

	Fuck, I hoped so.

	Rubbing my hands together, I tried to push down my nervousness. “It will be fine.”

	“Fucking better be,” he muttered.

	Ignoring him, I pulled out Kin’s chair for her. She kissed my cheek as she took her seat, accepting one of the menus the hostess offered. As soon as we were all seated, a waiter appeared, taking our drink orders. Gray and I both asked for beer, while the girls stuck to water.

	Minutes ticked by, and I noticed the waiter keep looking over to see if the rest of the seats were filled, but Eden hadn’t shown up yet. I glanced at my phone. It was quarter after seven now, and Eden hadn’t even texted to let me know she was going to be late.

	“She’s got a baby,” Kassa excused for her. “Of course she’s going to be running late.”

	By seven thirty, we decided to just order, but as the waiter started over to us, I spotted Eden walking toward us alone. As she reached the table, I stood. She gave me a quick hug, then stepped back, looking frazzled.

	“Where’s Dean?” I asked, glancing behind her for any sign of her husband.

	Her face, so similar to our mother’s, was lined from the years of drug use and hard living she’d experienced before we’d met again. “Jason was running a little bit of a temperature from all the teething he has going on, so Dean stayed back at the hotel with him. Sorry I’m so late.” Her eyes went over my shoulder, and I felt her tense when her gaze locked on Kassa. “Oh… I thought it was just the three of us…”

	Kassa got to her feet, looking just as nervous as Eden now was. My two sisters stood there, anxiously watching each other, and my own nerves began to skyrocket. My hands started to sweat, and I seriously needed a shot of something strong so I could get control of myself and the situation.

	A soft hand grasped my own, squeezing it reassuringly. I closed my eyes, thanking God that Kin was there, that I had her to ease my frayed nerves and help me through this.

	When I opened my eyes again, it was to find Kassa wrapping her arms around Eden’s waist. “It’s so good to see you,” my baby sister told Eden. “I’ve wanted to meet you so badly, but every time I got up the nerve to ask Jace about it, I always chickened out.”

	Eden hugged her back, squeezing her tightly. “I was too scared to even ask Jace if I could meet you. It was a miracle he let me into his life. I was terrified if I asked, he would drop me on my ass.”

	Kassa stepped back, waving her hand at Gray. “This is my husband, Grayson Knight.”

	Eden gave a small smile and a wave. “Hi. I guess that makes me your new sister-in-law.”

	Gray held out his hand, giving her a tight smile as she shook it. “I guess it does. Good to meet you.”

	Eden and Kassa both looked down at Kin. My redhead stood, offering her hand. “Hi,” she greeted, her voice soft and calm, which helped soothe my nerves even more. “I’m Kin. Jace has told me so much about you.”

	A flush filled Eden’s face. “Oh God, I hope not.”

	Kin waved her comment away. “It’s okay. We’re all family here. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We all have a past.”

	“I doubt any of yours is half as colorful as mine,” Eden tried to laugh.

	I pulled out one of the spare chairs between Gray and me for her. “Let’s order dinner, and we can all catch up,” I told her with a smile.

	The atmosphere at our table started off tense at first, but Kassa and Kin pulled Eden into talking about her son, and she quickly began to relax. As we ate our meal and the evening passed, I watched her open up a little more. By the time dessert was served, I had relaxed almost completely and was finally able to enjoy the fact that my older sister was going to be a part of our lives from now on.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 29

	Kin

	I had less than a week before the tour was supposed to start, and I was scrambling to get everything finished in time. I was glad Kassa was back from her honeymoon because she helped me with a lot of it since she basically had to do the exact same things I did so she could go with Gray.

	She looked like she was glowing after her weeks away in both Hawaii and Paris. I was jealous of the tan she was sporting, and the way she kept touching her stomach like she was caressing her baby every minute of the day was super adorable.

	The last thing on my list was a trip to the gynecologist. That was also something Kassa did with me, because she needed to go for her first OB exam. Gray was with her, and I was kind of jealous they were going to hear the baby’s heartbeat while I had to go into another room for my exam and to have my implant replaced. They got to do the fun stuff and I had to go through torture, but they looked so happy when Kassa’s name was called that I couldn’t stop smiling even as I was told to strip and put on a paper gown for my own exam.

	I was just getting comfortable when my doctor came in, my chart in her hands and a nurse behind her. I was freezing, the sheet over my lap doing nothing to keep me from shivering as Dr. Baric sat on her little rolling chair in front of me.

	“How have you been, Kin?” she asked with a smile that was probably supposed to put me at ease. Nothing she said or did right then was going to accomplish that. She was about to look at all my lady parts, and all I wanted to do was pretend I wasn’t about to flash my vag at her.

	“I’m still getting over some stomach bug,” I admitted.

	“Those are a pain in the rear,” she said sympathetically. “How long have you been sick with it?”

	“A week or so,” I hedged. “Just a lot of nausea and fatigue at this point, though. I haven’t vomited in a few days.”

	“Good. And you’ve been keeping your fluid intake high?” I nodded. Jace had forced Gatorade and water on me for the past week. “Perfect. This bug has been one that likes to linger, but you should be good in a few more days hopefully.”

	She popped on her gloves and told me to sit back, doing the breast exam first. I grimaced as she felt me up, my boobs feeling tender and sore.

	“When was your last period again?” she asked casually as she felt around my areola.

	“I haven’t had one in over two years. The implant stopped them after about twelve months.”

	“No spotting during that time?”

	“Nope. Not a single drop in two years.” And I hadn’t missed it the entire time.

	“Scoot down for me and we’ll get your smear done, then we can exchange the implant for you,” she requested, and her nurse started putting everything on a little tray for her easy access.

	I scooted my ass down to the edge of the table and put my feet in the stirrups. I was glad the sheet was still over my lap so I didn’t have to see her face as she examined me. The speculum went in and I tried not to tense up, knowing from experience it only made it more uncomfortable, but it was cold and metal and I couldn’t keep my ass from clenching as her gloved hands touched my inner thighs.

	I felt her doing her thing, then she was lifting her head. “You’re sexually active, right?”

	“Yes,” I said, drawing out the word because there was something about her tone that had me suddenly on edge.

	“Only one partner?”

	My eyes widened. “I’ve only ever been with my boyfriend,” I assured her. “We broke up for a few months, but we’ve been back together for like six weeks now.”

	“And you’ve been having sex?”

	I leaned up on my elbows, looking down at her with terrified eyes. “Yes. Why? What’s wrong? Do I have an STD? Oh fuck, I have an STD, don’t I?” Tears stung my eyes. “He said he wasn’t with anyone else while we were apart. Did he give me something—”

	Her eyes softened, and she was shaking her head before I’d even started my freak-out. “No. Everything looks great down here. It’s just…” My heart was pounding, and I felt light-headed. “Sometimes the implant can finish early. Sometimes they are defective. Sometimes…”

	“What the fuck are you saying?” I cried out, unable to take her hedging a second longer. “Spit it out, damn it.”

	“Your cervix is soft and, with how sensitive your breasts were when I was examining them, I’m fairly sure you’re pregnant.”

	I sat straight up on the exam table, not even caring that the speculum was still in me. “No! No way. You’re wrong. I can’t be pregnant. I can’t. You are wrong.”

	“Just take it easy,” she soothed. “Let me finish up the smear, and then we can do a really quick pregnancy test.”

	“I can’t,” I moaned as I let the nurse push me back onto the pillow so the doctor could finish her exam. “This is crazy. I’m not pregnant.”

	The nurse patted my hand. “We’ll get you all sorted out,” she promised, her wise eyes full of kindness.

	“I’m about to go on tour,” I muttered, not sure whether I was telling her or talking to myself. “I still haven’t decided if I even want to move in with my boyfriend yet. My dad and I are just now starting to have a normal relationship. What the hell am I going to do with a baby right now?”

	There was a tap on the door just as the doctor was standing and I was closing my legs. The door cracked open, just enough for whoever was on the other side to speak. “Hey, Kin?” Gray’s voice called out, and I screeched. “Take it easy, I’m not coming in. We heard you yelling over here earlier, and Kassa wanted me to find out if you were okay.”

	“I’m fine,” I shouted at him. “Go away.”

	“You sure?” His voice sounded like he didn’t believe me, and I had to swallow the rising panic because he must have heard it. “Kassa is getting dressed. She can come in and sit with you if you need her to.”

	“No!” I rushed to tell him. “No. You two go on. I still have to get my implant replaced.” The doctor opened her mouth, and I shot her a glare, cutting her off, mentally screaming at her not to say a single word about my potential pregnancy. There was no way in hell I wanted Gray Knight to find out I might be pregnant before I even had time to absorb that possibility.

	“We’ll wait for you in the waiting room,” he assured me.

	“No, no,” I told him. “You two just go ahead and finish what you need to do. I’ll call an Uber.”

	“Okay. See you later, then.”

	The door closed, and I blew out a relieved sigh. The nurse assisted me into a sitting position, and I tucked the sheet around me tighter in an attempt to regain some sense of normalcy. In the matter of ten minutes, suddenly my life had been turned upside down.

	It was ridiculous the speed at which something as small as a single word could upend everything in a person’s life. I covered my face with my hands and waited for the doctor to finish what she was doing.

	“Kin, we’re going to step out and let you get dressed. When you’re finished, come out, and we’ll give you a cup to pee in. The test won’t take two minutes, and then we can talk again, okay?”

	I nodded mutely without uncovering my face. I heard them both leave and only dropped my hands when I heard the door click shut. Jumping up, I jerked on my clothes, trying to breathe through the panic which had triggered a new wave of nausea.

	The nurse was waiting with the little plastic cup, and I took it into the bathroom, my fingers shaking so badly I nearly dropped it into the toilet when I tried to pee in it. When I was done, I put it in the little window and turned the dial so it would appear in the lab next door. I washed my hands and went back to the exam room to wait.

	I couldn’t sit, my legs were too restless. I pulled out my cell phone as I paced. Jace was handling his own list of things to do, and I knew he was busy. I wanted to talk to him, tell him what was going on.

	It wouldn’t be just my life that changed if the test came back positive.

	I didn’t make this baby on my own.

	If there even was a baby.

	Shit.

	Did I want there to be a baby?

	My free hand touched my stomach, unsure what I wanted anymore.

	What I did know was that Jace was going to freak. Fuck. Oh God, what was I going to do?

	Sure, he wanted me to move in. And yes, he’d even asked me to marry him multiple times, but I wasn’t sure he was truly ready for that. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for it either. Not when we’d only just gotten back together. I didn’t want to jump straight into that big of a commitment yet.

	But a baby, that was the biggest commitment a person could ever make in their lives. To create and raise a child. To be responsible for another human being who was so vulnerable and fragile.

	How would I even tell him anyway?

	Oh hey, yeah. So, the doctor looked at my vagina today and thought I was pregnant. Turns out, you’re going to be a daddy in blah-blah months.

	A hysterical laugh left me at the thought just as a tap sounded on the door. Seconds later, the doctor returned, minus the nurse. I caught my breath, waiting for her to deliver the news.

	Her face serious, Dr. Baric clasped her hands together. “Have a seat, Kin.”

	“Oh God,” I muttered but took the seat by the window.

	The doctor took her place on her rolling chair and scooted it over so she was only a few feet away. “The pregnancy test was positive.”

	“Fuck,” I breathed, closing my eyes.

	“You have options. This doesn’t have to be life-changing.”

	My eyes snapped open, and I glared at her. “I wouldn’t even consider that option,” I growled at her, my hands covering my stomach protectively.

	Dr. Baric’s eyes softened, and she smiled. “Okay then. The first thing we need to do is get that implant out of your arm. I’ll send it in to have it examined, see why it stopped working. The second, let’s get you an ultrasound done right away. I would like to determine just how far along you are before you head off on this tour of yours. Third, I’m going to write you a prescription for a prenatal vitamin you should take every day. I advise my patients to take them at bedtime because they can upset the stomach, so it’s easier to take them before going to sleep.”

	An hour later, I walked out of the doctor’s office with a handful of ultrasound pictures and my prescription. My eyes were on the top picture, my fingers tracing over the tiny little blob that was supposed to be my baby. I was almost exactly six weeks pregnant. It was crazy. As soon as Jace and I got back together, we made a baby.

	“Hey!” Kassa called out, and my head jerked around at the sound of her voice.

	She and Gray were sitting in the corner of the waiting room. Surprised to see them still there, I quickly thrust everything into my purse and zipped it closed before she could see what I’d been holding.

	“Hey. I…I thought you two were going on without me,” I told her with a tight smile. “You didn’t have to wait.”

	“Gray was concerned,” Kassa told me, glancing at Gray for a moment.

	His sand-colored eyes were trained on me, and I quickly looked away. “You okay? You look… Sick?”

	I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Just nervous, I guess. The closer we get to the tour starting, the more anxious I get.”

	“Don’t be. You’re going to do amazing,” Kassa assured me. She linked her arm through mine. “Guess what?” I lifted my brows as we started out of the building, trying to focus on her excitement. “Because we have to wait so long for the next visit, when we come back, we will probably know what the sex is.”

	“That’s awesome!” I gushed, genuinely happy her for her even though my head was a chaotic mess.

	“How did your exam go?” she asked as we reached Gray’s car.

	“What?” I asked, distracted as I put on my seat belt.

	“Your exam,” she repeated. “Was everything okay? You were in there forever.”

	“Yeah, it went okay.” I slouched down in the back seat. “Gray, do you mind dropping me off back at my apartment? I just remembered there are a few more things that need my attention.”

	“No problem.”

	In the front seat, the two were talking nonstop about their first prenatal exam. I barely heard anything they said on the whole ride, too lost in the realization that I’d just had my first one too. Kassa and I were going through the exact same thing, only she was over the moon about her pregnancy, and I was still freaking out. Gray seemed just as happy as she was, but I didn’t know what to expect from Jace when I told him.

	What if he got mad?

	What if he didn’t want the baby?

	What if—

	“You want us to wait for you?” Gray’s voice cut through me like a blade, and I jerked in surprise, realizing he’d parked in front of my apartment building in West Hollywood.

	I scrambled to unbuckle my belt, my fingers feeling numb as I fumbled for the door handle. “No, no. I’ll be fine. Th-Thanks for the ride.”

	“Kin, are you sure everything is okay?” he asked, his hand catching my arm when I would have jumped out of the vehicle.

	I nodded. “I’m good. Just a lot on my mind.” Totally not a lie. I patted his hand, touched by his concern, then pulled away and got out. “See you two later,” I called with a wave.

	He stayed where he was until I was in the building and I waved to them again. But as soon as they drove off, I began to crumble. I tried to hold on until I was upstairs in my room, and as soon as I had my door locked, I slid down to the floor, unable to control the sobs any longer.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 30

	Jace

	It was getting late when I finally got home. Since Kin had to take care of her doctor’s appointment, I’d gone over to Kale’s to make sure we had everything we needed. I ended up having dinner with him and Santana before stopping at First Bass to grab a beer with Harris now that he was back at work a few nights a week.

	“Kin?” I called out when I heard chatter coming from the direction of the kitchen. Pushing open the door, I looked in, surprised when I saw only Kassa and Gray sitting at the island eating a bowl of fruit. “Oh, hey. How did your prenatal visit go?”

	“We heard the baby’s heartbeat!” my sister squealed. “And next time, we get to see if it’s a boy or a girl because we’ll be gone for so long on the tour.”

	I walked into the room, pulling a beer out of the fridge. “That’s great. What do you want?”

	“I want a girl, but Gray says he doesn’t care.”

	“Just want Kassa and the baby to be healthy,” Gray told me, popping a strawberry into Kassa’s mouth. “Son or daughter, I’m okay with either or both.”

	I choked on my beer. “Both? Are you having twins?”

	My sister’s laugh was precious, but she shook her head. “No. Gray’s just already thinking of more babies.”

	“We only have the one extra bedroom, Kas,” I reminded her. “One for now is enough until you two find a house.”

	“We’ve been looking,” Gray said. “Just not where you would think we should be looking.”

	“What the fuck does that mean?” I demanded. “I know you two enjoyed your time in Paris, but you’re not moving there.”

	“Of course not!” Kassa exclaimed, rolling her eyes. “Actually…” I lifted my brows at her when she paused. “We’ve been talking to realtors in Bristol, Jace,” she finally mumbled.

	Relief hit me like a wrecking ball to the gut, and I let go of the breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding. “I saw a few For Sale signs up a few blocks from Alicia’s,” I told her, and my sister’s face brightened. “How many bedrooms were you thinking?”

	“Oh, well, we want at least three for now. More, if possible.” She jumped up, wrapping her arms around me for a tight squeeze. “You’re not upset?”

	“Why would I be?” I asked, perplexed. “Bristol is home.”

	“But I’ll be moving away from you,” she explained.

	“We will see plenty of each other, though. The band will be touring a lot in the next few years. We’ll be on the road together more often than not.” And it would make me feel better if at least one of us were closer to Alicia. I kept my mouth shut about her illness, but it was eating away at me. I wanted to tell them about it so damn bad, but I’d promised Alicia, and I wouldn’t break my word. Not yet, anyway.

	“You’re the best big brother ever,” she said with a little crack in her voice, and my guilt over keeping Alicia’s secret only mounted.

	“Kin in our room?” I asked, changing the subject.

	“She’s not with you?” Gray asked, and I shook my head. “We dropped her off at her place after the doctor. I figured she would come back with you since her Rover is in the garage downstairs.”

	“Why didn’t she tell me?” I muttered, pulling my phone out to check to see if I’d missed a call or text from her. Dropping the untouched beer into the sink, I called her as I headed for the door. “I’m going to get her,” I called back to them as I waited for Kin to pick up.

	“Be careful. Love you,” Kassa yelled as the kitchen door closed behind me.

	My call was still unanswered when I reached the elevators. Finally, it went to voice mail, and I called her back. Still no answer.

	Everything okay? I texted as I got into my car. I’m on my way to get you.

	A reply came in before I even reached the garage exit.

	Don’t come over. Just going to spend the night here. I have a headache.

	Warning bells starting going off in my head. Something was wrong. I didn’t know what, but there was no way in hell I was going to let her sleep away from me. We hadn’t been apart for a single night since we’d gotten back together. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, but I wasn’t going to let her put up walls between us.

	When I knocked on her apartment door, there was no answer. Amara and Riley had been at First Bass while I was there. Cash joined them before I left, letting me know he was all packed and ready to go for the tour.

	Pounding on the door with one fist, I pressed down on the doorbell with the other. It would annoy the hell out of Kin, and she wouldn’t have any choice but to answer the door. A full minute passed, and I was beginning to sweat when the door swung inward.

	“Baby…” I began and stopped when I got a good look at her face.

	Tears streaked her cheeks. Her nose was bright red, and her eyes were so bloodshot, there was barely any white visible. She was dressed in pajamas and a thick cardigan like she was freezing.

	“I told you not to come,” she muttered, her voice breaking.

	I pulled her into my arms. “What’s wrong?”

	She stood stiffly in my arms. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

	Walking her into the apartment, I closed the door and then urged her over to the couch. I sat and tugged her down onto my lap. “Did something happen with your dad? I thought you two were trying to have a relationship now.”

	“Haven’t talked to Scott,” she mumbled.

	“Then why have you been crying?” I demanded, my heart shuddering in my chest. She looked like she’d been crying for hours, yet she hadn’t called me all day. What had I missed? What the fuck had I done this time to make her cry? When she remained silent, I cupped her face, trying to get her to meet my eyes. “Baby, talk to me.”

	“It’s nothing,” she said, pulling away. “I’m just nervous about the first concert.”

	“You’re that anxious?” She nodded, and I tucked her head under my chin. “You don’t need to be. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Kin. I’ll be right there beside you the whole time, cheering you on.”

	“I know,” she whispered.

	For the next few minutes, we just sat there. I began to relax, glad I hadn’t done anything to make her cry again. Everything that upset her made me second-guess anything I said or did for fear she would leave me again.

	Her muscles began to loosen, the tension in them too, and when I looked down at her, it was to find she’d fallen asleep.

	Shaking my head at her, I stood with her in my arms and carried her into her room. The bed was unmade, and there was a pile of crumpled tissues spread all over the sheets. I laid her head on the pillows, tucking the covers around her before picking up the trash and tossing it into the wastebasket in the bathroom.

	Going back into the bedroom, I kicked off my shoes. Taking out my keys and wallet, I tossed them on the side table and pulled off my shirt and jeans before crawling into bed behind her. With a sigh, she turned, pressing her face into my chest, her arm going around my waist.

	“Love you,” she murmured in her sleep.

	I kissed the top of her head. “I love you, Kin.”

	--

	I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, there was blinding light coming through the window.

	Squinting my eyes against the glare, I sat up. Kin wasn’t in bed beside me, and the bathroom door was open with the lights off. I sat there, listening for some sign of life in the rest of the apartment.

	When I heard footsteps outside the door, I got up. Pulling on my jeans, I grabbed my T-shirt and walked out to the kitchen where I found Riley and Amara eating breakfast together.

	“Morning,” Amara greeted. “Hungry?” She held up a plate of pancakes, but I wasn’t sure she was actually offering me one. I knew she wasn’t much of a sharer these days. Cash teased her about it all the time, but it was kind of adorable. Her baby bump only got bigger every time I saw her, and she was always eating something.

	“I’m good,” I told her, even though my stomach was growling. “Where’s Kin?”

	“She’s not in her room?” Riley asked, her brows lifted.

	“No.” I grabbed the coffeepot, pouring a cup full, and swallowed it in two big gulps.

	“We haven’t seen her,” the little brunette informed me, and my heart started to jackhammer.

	She’s okay, I told myself. She’s just nervous. She would have told me if something was wrong.

	But even as I tried to reassure myself of all that, I couldn’t get my own anxiety to calm down. I excused myself and ran back to Kin’s room to grab my keys and wallet, only my keys were gone. Shit. She must have taken my car.

	Picking up my phone, I called her and blew out a relieved breath when she picked up on the second ring. “Hey. Sorry I took your car. I need to run out to see Lucy really quick.”

	“That’s fine. I don’t care if you use it. I was just worried when I woke up and you weren’t here. If you’d woken me up, I would have gone with you.”

	“I’m sorry. You were sleeping so peacefully, and this won’t take long.”

	I dropped down onto the edge of her bed. “Take your time. I’ll just hang around here.”

	“Jace…” She paused then exhaled heavily. She wanted to tell me something; I could feel it all the way to my bones. But when she spoke again, it was only to say, “I love you.”

	I rubbed a hand over my chin. “I love you too, babe. Kiss Hayat for me, and I’ll see you later. Okay?”

	“Okay. See you.”

	After she hung up, I fell back onto the mattress and closed my eyes. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t just because of her stage fright. I knew my girl, knew she was strong enough and amazing enough that she could face a crowd no matter how big or intense it really got.

	No, there was something else going on. I just had to give her time to tell me.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 31

	Kin

	All the way to Lucy’s house in Malibu, I wanted to talk to her about what happened at the doctor’s the day before, but by the time I actually got there, I couldn’t do it.

	It didn’t seem right to discuss my pregnancy with her when I hadn’t even told Jace about it. He deserved to be the first person to know about our baby.

	Instead, I cuddled with Hayat and let her sweet innocence soak into me and soothe all the chaos trying to run riot in my head. I held her and made her giggle and found myself almost crying a few times, but thankfully I stopped myself before Lucy could see the tears and demand to know what was going on.

	I only stayed an hour before driving back to my apartment.

	I needed to tell Jace, and I needed to do it now. Before I chickened out. Before I fucked up and started going down the same road he’d gone down with keeping Eden a secret from me. This was bigger than what happened with Eden. This was bigger than anything else I’d ever had to face in my life, and I needed him.

	But I was terrified. This was huge, life-changing. It wasn’t just us talking about moving in or him randomly proposing. We were going to be parents. If he fucked this up, it was going to destroy us completely this time.

	As I walked through the apartment toward my bedroom where he’d texted me he still was just a half hour before, I pulled out the stuff the doctor gave me the day before. On my way to Lucy’s, I’d filled my prescription, and the vitamins were lying on top of the ultrasound pictures in my purse.

	Opening my bedroom door, I pulled them out and walked in.

	Jace was lying on his stomach in the middle of my bed, swiping through his phone. When he saw me, his face lit up. “I didn’t think you would be back so soon.”

	I sat on the edge of the bed and put the pictures and the pills on the comforter beside him. His eyes narrowed on them as he picked up the bottle of prenatal vitamins. “Are these Kassa’s? Why do you have them?”

	I twisted my hands in my lap, but I forced myself to watch his face as I told him, “They aren’t hers. They’re… The doctor prescribed them to me yesterday.”

	“These are for pregnant women, though. Right?” His blue gaze met mine, and I watched as all the color began to drain from his face. “Are you telling me you’re pregnant, Kin?”

	Swallowing hard, I slowly nodded.

	He jumped up out of bed. “But…you have that implant thing. It’s supposed to keep you from getting pregnant.”

	My chin started to tremble, but I clenched my jaw until I had myself under control. “Dr. Baric said sometimes they fail. Or stop early. She sent it off to the lab to be examined after she took it out yesterday. When she did my pap smear, she saw that my cervix was soft, and with the way I’ve been feeling lately, she did a pregnancy test and it came back positive.”

	“Fuck,” he groaned, rubbing his hands over his face.

	I sat there, my head bowed, waiting for him to get his freak-out over with, inwardly cringing as I anticipated the moment he would start exploding and yelling.

	This wasn’t part of our plan.

	Fuck, we didn’t even have a plan anymore. But this wasn’t part of the immediate future I foresaw for us. Babies were for the distant future, when I had my life straightened out perfectly, when Jace and I had figured us out. We still had so much we wanted to do. Our careers were just starting to take off; we didn’t have time for a baby.

	Yet, as I waited, none of those things came out of his mouth.

	Instead, he was quiet, and I chanced a glance at him, only to find him standing there with tears in his eyes.

	“Are you okay?” he choked out.

	I shook my head. “I don’t know. My head is a jumbled mess right now.”

	He dropped to his knees in front of me, clasping my hands in his as he tried to blink back his tears. “I mean, physically. Are you sick? Is the baby okay? How far along are you? Did you hear the baby’s heartbeat yesterday?”

	The bombardment of questions stunned me for a moment, and I had to rush to keep up with them. “I still feel nauseous, but other than that, I’m okay. The doctor said the baby is doing great, and I’m only just now six weeks along. I heard the heartbeat, and it was really strong.” I lifted my chin toward the bed where the pictures still were. “She did an ultrasound to determine how far along I am, and I got to keep all the pictures the tech took.”

	Holding both my hands in one of his, he picked up the pictures with the other. His eyes scanned the paper, trying to make sense of it. For the first time since my appointment the day before, I found myself laughing at the look of concentration on his face. Leaning forward, I pulled one hand free and pointed out what was our baby.

	“Our blob is the size of a sweet pea,” I told him as I ran my nail over the tiny spot. “Or at least, that was what the tech told me yesterday. But it will double in size by next week.”

	“That’s… Fuck, that’s amazing,” he whispered in complete awe.

	“Jace…” I clutched his hand tightly, all my fears crashing back down on me. “What are we going to do?”

	“Have a baby. Love him or her. Hope we don’t fuck it up.” He sounded so confident. Still in awe, but so sure of himself.

	A helpless sob left me. “But what about us?”

	Dropping the pictures to the floor, he cupped my face in both his hands. “Why would you ask something like that?”

	“I don’t know. Because I’m scared? We’ve broken up twice. What if we break up again? What if we hurt this baby the way my dad hurt me when I was growing up?” His brows pinched together, but I couldn’t stop the words now that they were free. “I know he didn’t mean to. I really do. But when I was growing up, I didn’t understand it. And it hurt, Jace. If we break up again and the baby is put in the middle… I don’t want our baby to hurt like I did.”

	“We aren’t ever going to break up again,” he growled. “Nothing—do you hear me, Kin?—nothing is ever going to come between us ever again. I can’t live without you. I won’t. This is it for us. We’re not going to spend another day apart. You are my best friend, the love of my life, and I love you more and more every day. Baby, you are the other half of my soul.”

	“But—”

	“But nothing.” He kissed me, hard. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark with determination. “We will always be together. Always.”

	“Jace—”

	“Do you love me?” he demanded, his voice thick with emotion.

	I nodded, blinking back my tears. “Yes. More than anything.”

	“Then stop second-guessing us. Everything will fall into place, I promise you. Don’t worry about the what-ifs. They don’t matter. You and I are forever, Kin Montez.”

	“How can you be so sure?” I whispered, but I was starting to calm down, starting to realize he was right. My heart wasn’t going crazy, and the weight that had pressed down on me for the past twenty-four hours was starting to fade.

	“Because I was forced to live without you, and it nearly killed me. That shit isn’t happening again, Kin. I’ll weld our shadows together if I have to, but I’m not ever letting you go again.” He brushed my hair back from my face, his thumb wiping away my tears. “I love you so fucking much it hurts. And I swear to you, I’ll always take care of you and our baby. You two will always come first with me. But if I ever make you feel like you aren’t, you better set me right, and quick.”

	A smile teased at my lips even as my tears continued to spill down my cheeks. “I promise to kick you in the balls anytime you do something stupid like that, babe.”

	“Does this mean you’ll marry me now?” he asked hopefully.

	But I shook my head, and his face fell. “I’m not marrying you just because you knocked me up.”

	“You’re killing me, woman,” he groaned, his hands going to my stomach and rubbing so tenderly, I had to swallow another sob. “Do you hear that, little sweet pea? Your mommy still doesn’t want to marry me. What the hell am I going to do to convince her to say yes?”

	“Get the proposal right, would be my guess,” I teased.

	He blew out a frustrated sigh. “I’ll make sure to work on that.”

	Tapping my leg, he urged me to scoot back on the bed. I kicked off my shoes and moved so I was lying down. He climbed in beside me, but instead of spooning me, he lay so his head was pillowed on my stomach, his ear against my lower abdomen.

	“What are you doing?” I asked when he pressed his head firmer against me.

	“Trying to hear our sweet pea,” he muttered, his face adorable the way it was scrunched in concentration.

	“You need a doppler for that,” I advised.

	“Crap. Give me your phone.”

	“It’s in my purse.”

	He sat up, grabbed his own phone off the end of the bed, and pressed his head back into my stomach. I stroked my fingers through his hair as he flipped through his phone for a few minutes.

	“I don’t think there is an app for what you want,” I warned when he kept grumbling.

	“Funny. I’m not looking for an app. I’m trying to find the best home doppler so we can hear the baby whenever we want. But all the ones I’m finding won’t let us hear it until nine weeks.” He muttered a curse then clamped his lips shut. “Sorry, little sweet pea. Daddy didn’t mean it.”

	I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at how he was talking to the baby. A soft giggle escaped me as two tears slipped over my lashes, and I hurriedly wiped them away before he could see them.

	“I can get this one here tomorrow, and we can save it for when you’re nine weeks,” he said as he used his thumb to flip through his phone. “That way we have it on the tour with us.”

	“Whatever you want, babe.”

	He finished checking out then jumped to his knees. Tossing his phone aside, he leaned over me, kissing me softly. “I’m really happy, Kin. I don’t know what to do with all this happiness.” His lips trailed to my jaw and then down my neck. Every part of me that had been soft just moments ago grew tight with arousal, and I began to squirm. “What should I do to keep myself from exploding with it right now, baby?”

	My breath caught when he cupped my pussy through my jeans. “I’m all for what you’re doing right now,” I said with a moan as his thumb pressed down on my clit.

	He grinned against my flesh. “Yeah? Only this?” His lips pressed into my left ear. “Or do you want more?”

	“I want everything you have to give,” I whimpered.

	His head snapped up, the smile gone, the passion banked. “Is it safe? Will we hurt our sweet pea if we have sex?”

	I wrapped my legs around his waist and twisted until he was on his back and I was the one leaning over him. “Jace, you are so freaking adorable right now, it’s killing me. Yes, it’s safe. No, the baby won’t be hurt. Lucy and Harris had sex all the time while she was pregnant.”

	Pink filled his cheeks. “I don’t want that picture in my head. Lucy’s like a sister to me.”

	Laughing, I leaned back so I could pull my shirt off and unclasp my bra. “She’s hot, though. It’s okay that you liked what you saw when you caught them having sex. I would totally fuck her.”

	We both knew I was only teasing him, but the way his cock jerked against the inside of my thigh through our jeans told me he was picturing it.

	“You’re evil, you know that?” He groaned when I rocked against him. “Putting that sh—crap in my head.”

	“Why are you censoring yourself?” I giggled.

	“The baby has ears. Our sweet pea can’t hear that kind of filth.”

	“Aw, babe, you’re so damn cute.”

	His hand slapped against my ass. “Don’t cuss around the baby.”

	“But I like seeing you get so overprotective,” I goaded, a smirk on my lips. “Are you going to be worse if we have a girl?”

	“You’re really killing the mood right now, woman. You want me to make you feel good, or you want to make me crazy thinking about all the little dickheads I’m going to have to murder when they see how beautiful our little girl will be?”

	My pussy tightened, but my heart was melting into a puddle of goo in the middle of my chest. “Thank you,” I whispered.

	His hands caught my hips, holding me in place. “For?”

	“For making everything okay again.” I leaned down to brush my lips over his and stayed there, just holding on to him. “I love you so much.”

	“I love you, Kin.” His arms folded around me, his lips touching the top of my head. “You’re my everything, you know that, right?”

	I closed my eyes. My body was still amped up, but right then, I needed this more. “I do now.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 32

	Kin

	My palms were sweating as I stood backstage with the legends who were supposed to make this first concert easier for me.

	So far, it wasn’t working. I wasn’t calm. I didn’t feel at ease. All I felt like doing was hurling at Shane’s and Wroth’s feet. The little sweet pea was not liking the way my heart was pounding, disrupting its slumber. I tried taking deep breaths, but that didn’t do very much to help ease the roiling in my stomach.

	It was the first stop on the winter tour. The arena was sold out, but I wasn’t expecting all the seats to be filled just for my opening act.

	I should have, though. With the mix-and-match band of legends backing me up, I really should have expected people to be breaking down the doors to get the chance to see members of both Demon’s Wings and OtherWorld live for the first time in years.

	Shane patted me on the back. “You’re going to do great. Just keep breathing. Your music is amazing, but no one expects you to achieve perfection your first time onstage with twenty thousand people watching.”

	Twenty thousand people.

	Oh God.

	“Your pep talk isn’t working,” Jesse said as he pushed his way up between his bandbrother and Wroth.

	When he announced the day before that he was going to be my drummer for the first two weeks, I’d nearly fallen at his feet sobbing. With Carter in Virginia, Jesse Thornton had become my father figure when I first moved to California. Having him put his own life on hold for two weeks to help me with my stage fright wasn’t something I ever would have asked of him. He hadn’t even offered, just informed me he was going with me, and I’d never felt so loved in my entire life as I had in that moment.

	The bald Demon pulled me into a warm hug, and I felt myself begin to relax. “You’re going to be fine. The lights make it nearly impossible to see past the first few rows, so just pretend they’re the only ones out there. If you start feeling panicked, just let Wroth fill the void with a solo.” He leaned back, holding my elbows as he smiled down at me with affection. “You trust us?”

	I nodded, swallowing the knot filling my throat, and smiled. “Yeah. I trust you guys with my life.”

	He kissed the top of my head like I’d seen him do to Lucy a million times, then released me. “If you lose focus, just look at me, Shane, or Wroth. We got you, sweetheart.”

	Feeling better, I let my excitement overrule my nervousness. The baby seemed to appreciate that, because my nausea began to fade. “Okay. I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

	“That’s my girl.” He winked and then pulled his drumsticks from his back pocket. “Kick their ass, Kin.”

	I grinned and followed him out onstage.

	The crowd was deafening when each of the three legends stepped out, and I knew it wouldn’t have mattered if my songs were the worst any of these people had ever heard. I didn’t matter to them…

	Determination began to burn in my veins.

	…but I was going to before my set was over.

	 

	Jace

	I stood to the side of the stage, watching with Kassa as Kin won over the entire arena.

	I’d been there from the moment she’d first stepped out onstage, watching from the sidelines as she had her moment. And just as I knew she would, she put them under her spell the second she started singing the magic she created with her songs.

	Every single one of those people out there had come early to see Jesse Thornton, Shane Stevenson, and Wroth Niall. But by now, those three legends didn’t matter to them. Their full focus was on the redhead who suddenly had all twenty thousand of them eating out of the palm of her hand.

	She was about to sing the last song of her set, and I was the one so nervous I felt like I was going puke at any second.

	“You can do this,” my sister told me as she clutched my hand in hers.

	I gave a stiff nod, not sure I believed her.

	Holding my breath, I tried to calm my racing heart, then took the microphone our tech guy thrust into my hands. The first notes of the song began, and I hesitated, not sure I was confident enough to go through with this.

	Kassa pushed me forward, and I stumbled a step before righting myself and walking out behind Kin.

	My voice singing the first verse of her most popular song had the crowd going crazy, but Kin turned to face me with her mouth gaping open. Her surprise lasted less than a second before she was singing the chorus with me.

	Her face was dripping with sweat from the last thirty minutes of exertion and the lights beating down on her. Her makeup was perfectly in place, though, and I wondered what kind of voodoo she’d had to perform to accomplish that. But she looked beautiful, especially with that glow of adrenaline I was all too familiar with from being onstage with people screaming my name.

	As the song came to an end, she sang the last verse, her body facing the crowded arena, and I gulped down the return of nerves trying to choke me as I dropped to both my knees behind her and fished out the ring I’d been carrying around for months now.

	The crowd was going crazy now, screaming so loud it was fucking with my head, and Kin looked out at them, confused.

	Then she turned and saw me on my knees for her. She covered her mouth with her hand, tears filling her pretty blue eyes.

	She wanted the perfect proposal before she would say yes. I didn’t know if this was the perfection she wanted, but it was all I could come up with. Me, at her feet, offering her everything I had to give. My heart. My soul. My entire life. Everything was laid out for her, right there onstage with the world watching because there were twenty-thousand phones recording every second of this, and it would all end up on YouTube in the next hour.

	Tears choked me as I lifted the microphone to my mouth. “The first time I saw you, I knew you were mine. The first time I walked away, I lost a part of my soul. When I held you again, I knew the perfection of true happiness. And I want that for the rest of my life. Marry me, Kin.”

	Her shoulders began to tremble, and I was ready for her to shake her head, to tell me no, while the crowd was chanting for her to “say yes, say yes, say yes.” This wasn’t enough. It wasn’t what she really wanted. Maybe she didn’t want to marry me at all. Maybe I fucked all that up when I broke her heart. Maybe—

	“Yes!” she screamed into her own microphone as she threw her arms around me and started kissing me.

	My heart suddenly felt like it was exploding with relief and happiness, and I kissed her back. Grinning like a fool, I pulled back long enough to put the ring on her finger, and then I was kissing her again.

	It was only when Wroth nudged me with his foot that I came back to my senses. I stood, taking her with me, and faced the crowd. “Thank God she said yes. I was about to die if she didn’t.” They all screamed in reaction.

	Kin pressed her face into my chest, but I turned her to face the other side of the stage, where Lucy, Angie, Caleb, Carolina, Carter, and Scott were all standing. More tears spilled from her eyes as she screamed in delight and ran over to hug them.

	She wrapped her arms around Angie first, Caleb folding his arms around the both of them. I waved to the crowd and joined them just as Carter was stepping back from hugging Kin.

	Scott stood there, watching, waiting his turn. As soon as Carolina released her, he didn’t hesitate to wrap his daughter in his arms and kiss her cheek. She hugged him back, laughing and crying all at the same time.

	“I didn’t know you guys were coming tonight,” she said, wiping her eyes.

	“We wouldn’t miss your first live show,” Lucy told her, wrapping her arms around her for the second time but not letting go this time. “You were so good out there, babe. I’m so proud of you.”

	“But you were all so busy. And Lucy, you have Hayat to think about.”

	Lucy put her hand over her best friend’s mouth. “Harris has her back at the hotel. She’s fine. I wasn’t going to miss this. Especially when Jace told us he was proposing tonight.”

	Kin’s gaze met mine, and I stepped in beside her as the roadies started clearing away her things to prep for the Blonde Bombshells’ set. “You arranged for them all to be here to see you propose?”

	I lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, not letting her see just how scared I’d been. “I knew you would want them to be here.”

	“What if I’d said no?” she whispered, her eyes huge with wonder.

	“I had faith that you would give me a yes,” I lied, and I knew she understood.

	I’d put everything on the line tonight. She could have said no and walked away, and I still would have gotten up and followed after her, still would have tried again. And again. And again.

	“I love you,” she cried.

	“Baby, I love you too.”

	 

	 


Epilogue

	Kin

	Three years later

	I adjusted the bride’s veil and then picked up the bouquet of flowers her groom had pushed into my hands earlier to give to her.

	Beside her, Riley was making last-minute adjustments to Amara’s makeup, wanting to make sure she was perfect before her best friend had to walk down the aisle to marry her besotted husband-to-be.

	In her adorable little flower girl dress, their daughter, Charlotte, was dancing around, showing everyone just how prettily her skirt floated around her legs. “Look at me, Auntie Kin! Look at this!”

	I crouched down in front of her, a beaming smile on my lips. “You are gorgeous. Are you ready to show Daddy your dress?”

	She nodded, her dark-blond hair swinging over her shoulder. “Can I? Please, Mommy?”

	Amara grinned down at her. “Go on. Give Daddy a kiss for me, okay?”

	Clapping her hands with excitement, Charlotte ran to the door, and I hurried after her. Across the hall was the groom’s room, and she was already knocking on the door. Caleb opened the door, his eyes skimming over me and then his goddaughter before stepping back.

	“Daddy! Daddy!” Charlotte squealed as she raced into the room, twirling the whole way. “Look at my pretty dress.”

	Cash swooped down and scooped her up, kissing her cheek until she giggled for him to release her. “You look so beautiful, I might cry, Charlotte bug.”

	Setting her on her feet, he straightened, and I was surprised to see not a single ounce of nerves on his handsome face. “You look nice,” he commented, adjusting his tie so it was perfect once again. “Everything okay with my bride?”

	I shook my head. “She’s screaming she changed her mind and is about to run out on you any second. But she said you can keep the kid.”

	His skin paled, and I realized he’d just been putting on a brave face. I hugged him quickly. “I’m kidding. Amara is practically dancing with excitement. She’s so ready to marry you, she’s yelling at the clock to hurry up so she can do it already.”

	He clutched at his chest. “You scared the crap out of me, Kin.”

	Laughing, I stepped back, offering my hand to Charlotte. “Give Daddy one more kiss, and tell him you’ll see him at the altar.”

	She threw her arms around Cash’s leg, then waved up at Caleb. “See you soon, Daddy!”

	Back in the bridal room, Angie and Carolina had joined the party, making the room crowded, with Santana and Roanna already sitting with Kassa on one of the long couches.

	“Mommy, Daddy looks so, so, so handsome,” Charlotte told her mother as she started dancing around again, showing the two newcomers just how pretty her dress was. “Can we go marry him now?”

	“Soon, baby girl. Soon.”

	A knock on the door was the only warning before Aunt Emmie stuck her head in. “Are you ready? It’s about that time.”

	Amara’s hands shook as she took her bouquet in one hand and Charlotte’s hand in the other. “Is he already out there?” she whispered.

	Aunt Emmie nodded, her smile full of motherly affection as she skimmed her eyes over Amara in her wedding dress. “And he’s shaking like a leaf. But he looks good.”

	Riley and I stayed behind while the others rushed to take their seats with everyone else. This wedding was considerably smaller than my own had been, but almost every pew was overflowing in this tiny chapel.

	Jace had pulled out all the stops with ours, and I was glad Aunt Emmie hadn’t pulled any of the crap she’d done while planning Lucy’s wedding, because I’d needed her help with the entire thing. A girl needed a mother figure the day she said “I do,” and I’d missed mine so badly that day. But Aunt Emmie, Alicia, and even Shannon had stepped up to the plate to make the grief of not having Abby with me that day bearable.

	It had been a magical day, with both Carter and Scott walking me down the aisle. There hadn’t been an empty seat in the entire church that held two thousand. Of course, I’d had a baby bump at the time, but that didn’t seem to matter to anyone, least of all Jace, who’d looked at me like I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever set eyes on.

	Charlotte held my hand as we both walked down the aisle together, while behind me, Riley walked in front of the bride.

	As we walked, and the toddler threw flowers along the path while we passed rock legends Charlotte only knew as her uncles, my gaze caught Jace’s halfway up the aisle. His eyes scanned hungrily over me before winking, and I had to refrain from fanning my hot face at the hunger I’d seen in his blue eyes.

	Beside him, Kassa was holding her newborn baby girl, while Gray kept their toddler son on his shoulders. But my gaze skipped over the family of four to land on Alicia. Her hair was only just now starting to get long again. She’d lost all of it during her yearlong battle and the powerful chemo treatments. But she hadn’t had to go through any of it alone.

	After the winter tour, Alicia finally confessed everything to Kassa and Gray, and they bought a house just a few blocks away from her. Jace and I had moved out there until her treatment was over too, living in her house and giving her all the support she would allow us to give her while she fought and won against the brain tumor that tried to steal her from us.

	In Alicia’s arms was my sleeping daughter. Abigail was a heavy sleeper, just like her father, but that was the only thing she got from Jace. Everything else, from her red hair and the shade of her blue eyes, all the way to her personality, was one hundred percent me. And Jace was just as much a slave to her as he was to me.

	Abi adored Alicia, and even though we lived in California again since Alicia had been in remission, the two were still close.

	As I passed them, my eyes landed on the other members of Tainted Knights. Kale stood with Santana, Angie and Jenna right behind them in the pew. The ring on Santana’s hand was so big, it nearly blinded me as it caught the light, and I hid my grin.

	Santana had said over and over again she never wanted to get married, but after my wedding, she’d proposed to Kale. She even had a ring, but he’d surprised her by producing one of his own and sliding it onto her finger even before she’d finished asking him to marry her.

	They hadn’t done the whole church wedding but had flown out to Hawaii and gotten married on the beach alone. We’d all been surprised when they came back with glowing tans and wedding rings on their fingers.

	On the other side the aisle, Sin stood with Roanna and the other Blondes. I joked that he was their daddy now, and he always rolled his eyes, but he never told me to fuck off, so he probably considered himself their father figure. He’d sure acted like a papa bear when London had been dating Derrick and then when Genesis started dating the guitarist in my band. And God forbid Aubree ever found someone to have a relationship with, because he was the most protective of her.

	Roanna shifted, her hands rubbing over her barely there baby bump, making the normally stoic rocker’s eyes flash with a happiness I’d only ever seen in his dark eyes when he looked at his wife.

	“Daddy! Look at me,” Charlotte yelled at her father, pulling my attention back to the little girl at my side.

	This was why it had been decided I would walk up the aisle with her. Charlotte was a total ham for attention, especially her father’s. If I weren’t holding her hand right then, she already would have been throwing herself into his arms, and then the ceremony would have to be put on hold until she was ready for her parents to say their vows.

	Cash lifted his finger to his lips, grinning but motioning for her to hush. Thankfully, she clamped her lips shut, nodding.

	I breathed a small sigh of relief when we finally got to the front of the church and the two of us took our places across from Cash and Caleb. Riley reached me seconds later, silently laughing as her goddaughter spun around and around.

	The ceremony was over in half an hour, and when Cash kissed his bride, there wasn’t a dry eye in the church. Not even the other four Tainted Knights members could say they didn’t shed a tear.

	As soon as Cash lifted his head, Charlotte decided she was done being left out and threw herself into her father’s arms. “Are we married now?” she demanded, so loudly the entire church heard and chuckled.

	He gave her a watery smile. “Yeah, Charlotte bug. We’re married now. Are you happy?”

	“Does this mean I can have cake?” Laughing, Cash nodded. “Then I’m happy, Daddy.”

	Hours later, my feet were killing me, but I wasn’t ready to leave the reception yet. I wanted to dance with my husband, and I wasn’t leaving until I got to. All night, I’d had to dance with everyone else, and whenever I happened to be free, it was to find Jace dancing with someone else or talking to a group of people that I didn’t have the heart to pull him away from.

	I folded my arms over my chest, waiting for him to notice me as he laughed with Harris and Kale at the bar where Axton Cage was ordering shots for all of them. Harris’s newborn son, Evan, was sleeping in Gabriella Bryant’s arms as she sat with her sister-in-law and Dallas Cage close by, while Hayat danced around with Charlotte and Abi on the dance floor. Lucy was close by, half watching the girls while she danced with her dad.

	Gray’s son, Bentley, rushed up behind his cousin, tugging lightly on Abi’s hair to get her attention before holding out his hands to her, wanting to dance with her. They were pretty close despite having an entire country between them. But when we all went on tour together, they were inseparable. Bentley was the sweetest little boy I’d ever met, and I was hoping he didn’t go through that whole phase where he turned into a teenage asshole, like his dad had.

	Abi rolled her eyes at him, shaking her head no. He pouted, making him look so much like Gray I had to stifle a laugh.

	Charlotte took pity on him and took the hands he’d offered to Abi, dancing with him just like her own parents were dancing only a few feet away. She put her little hands at his shoulders while Bentley put his on her waist, and they began to step side to side to the music. The other two little girls giggled.

	Seeing how close Hayat and Abi were warmed my heart. I hoped they were always best friends like Lucy and I were.

	While I was watching them, strong arms came around my waist, pulling me back against a hard chest. “Have I told you how beautiful you look in that dress?”

	I smiled, melting back against him. “Not since this morning, no.”

	His lips caressed down my neck. “Shame on me.” Turning me in his arms, he began to sway to the music. “I saw our nephew out there getting some action and figured I needed to show my beautiful wife some too.”

	I laughed. “So you’re using Bentley as a role model now? That doesn’t bode well for our future son.”

	He snorted. “Son? Funny. I’m only having daughters. No boys allowed in my wife’s heart but me.”

	As we danced, I rested my head on his chest, loving the feel of his arms around me. I was exhausted, but so happy, I felt like I was glowing. Or maybe that was just the baby growing under my heart. We’d only found out the week before and no one but Lucy and Harris knew, but I was excitedly planning our baby announcement.

	“I love you so much, Kin,” Jace breathed in my ear, his fingers contracting on my waist. 

	I snuggled closer. “I love you too.” 

	 

	 


Playlist

	 

	“Ihateit” by Underoath

	“This Feeling” by The Chainsmokers (ft) Kelsea Ballerini

	“Head Above Water” by Avril Lavigne

	“Without Me” by Halsey

	“Craving You” by Thomas Rhett (ft) Maren Morris

	“Love Lies” by Khalid & Normani

	“Dream” by Amaranthe

	“Let Me Down Slowly” by Alec Benjamin

	“All We Know” by The Chainsmokers (ft) Phoebe Ryan

	“A Little Braver” by New Empire

	“Somebody New” by The Struts

	“Unified” by Amaranthe
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