
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Epilogue

	About the Author

	Coming Next From LV Lewis

	LV Lewis’s Backlist

	One



 
   
      
 
      
 
    WORLD 
 
    TOUR 
 
    (Rocking the Pop Star: Book #2) 
 
    By 
 
    L.V. LEWIS 
 
    


 
   
  
 



World Tour—Rocking the Pop Star—Volume 2/L. V. Lewis — 1st Ed. 
 
   
  
 

 Copyright © 2017 L. V. Lewis 
 
    [image: Description: JFP logo final small] 
 
    Vintage Carriage Return © Editorial via Dreamstime.com 
 
    Cover design by Cover Me Creative.com by © Kristy Charbonneau  
 
    [image: Description: https://sphotos-a-mia.xx.fbcdn.net/hphotos-frc3/1148922_160581590797569_770366575_n.jpg] 
 
    Photo Credits: 
 
    Cover Image – Depositphotos © Sasa Mihajlovic 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved in all media. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.  The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the email address below. 
 
    lv.lewis148@gmail.com 
 
    This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination, or used fictitiously and should not be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental. 
 
    Printed in the United States of America by Jungle Fever Press 
 
    World Tour/ L.V. Lewis 
 
    First Edition: May 23, 2017 
 
    14 13 12 11 10 / 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 World Tour 
 
    Rocking the Pop Star: Book #2 
 
      
 
    By L.V. Lewis 
 
      
 
    This HOT story contains sex, drugs (mostly in reference to past use), and rock & roll. 
 
    ___ 
 
      
 
    Brody Kent retired from music after the death of his girlfriend during the heyday of his rock band, The Savages. Now, he’s persuaded to take his alter-ego Savage Saban back into the limelight in front of a different audience. 
 
    Brody’s new girlfriend, pop icon Skylar Samuelson is preparing for the domestic part of her World Tour, where together they hope to merge their fan bases. 
 
    Grappling with the fame that his notoriety brings once again, Brody reluctantly takes the stage. On his first night performing he returns to his dressing room to find a message written in red lipstick on his mirror. 
 
    Could Kimberly Heart, his dead ex-girlfriend, really have written it? 
 
    Blotting out the possibility, Brody continues with the tour, but his relationship with Sky begins to suffer as his old band members turn up at the fourth concert and criticize him for selling out.  
 
    And then he receives another, chilling message. 
 
    As Brody’s life and relationship with Sky begins to implode, he finds himself pushed to the very brink by someone he never expected. He now stands to lose everything he now holds dear. Is there any way back for Brody and Sky? 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    SAVAGE SABAN RESURFACES THE MUSIC SCENE ROMANCING SKYLAR SAMUELSON  
 
      
 
    Los Angeles (AP) - The music world was stunned to discover the recent resurfacing of Savage Saban. The former lead singer of the legendary rock band The Savages has been living out of the spotlight since his last public appearance after being released from police custody and cleared of having any connections to former backup singer and girlfriend Kimberly Heart’s death. 
 
      
 
    Saban has been spending the last few years living under his real name, Brody Kent, and most recently took on the role of Skylar Samuelson’s personal assistant.  
 
      
 
    Our investigative reporters learned that Saban did a stay in rehab five years ago, but has been living under the radar for the last five years working odd jobs for I’m Your Man, Inc. 
 
      
 
    A source close to the couple confirmed that this was how the two met. “I had my doubts about him, but Brody turned out to be the best assistant for Sky. Now that we all know his true identity, I’m sure those two will make great music together.” 
 
      
 
    Although similarities to Saban and Kent were made, he wasn’t revealed to be the same person until the last stop of Samuelson’s European tour in Athens a week ago. 
 
      
 
    Videos taken by fans at Samuelson’s concert shows Saban serenading the pop singer on stage. The video shows Saban singing an unreleased song followed by an intimate hug and kiss between the singers.  
 
      
 
    Footage from that event has spread over the Internet and reignited music sales for both The Savages and Samuelson. Recent photos of Saban and Samuelson surfaced to show the couple holding hands and kissing in Madrid and Athens.  
 
      
 
    The couple announced their new relationship at Samuelson’s concert wrap up in Athens. What this new revelation means for a possible reunion of The Savages is unclear since Saban refused to take questions regarding his band and fellow band mates. 
 
      
 
    Whether this is a new relationship or not has yet to be confirmed as the couple has not officially announced their romance status or made a public statement on social media. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    One 
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    I could lie in bed like this forever and never get bored. Waking up next to the woman I love is a high point of my day. Sky is still sleeping next to me, and I refuse to wake her up before I have to. She only had a few weeks off after her European tour, and this is the last free day before we start touring in North America.  
 
    She fits perfectly against me as if she is made for me. I’m tempted to steal her away for myself. If I were even a little bit more selfish, I’d do just that. But I know I can’t.  
 
    Sky lives for her music and her fans. She would finish her tour no matter what. Her passion is just one of the things I love about her. It’s also a reminder of who I used to be.  
 
    Before the lavish parties, drinking, and drugs, there was always the music. That was who I was as Savage Saban. The music was at the core of my identity. 
 
    But who am I now? There is no more hiding. My life as Brody Kent disappears each day that the media and fans learn about my outing. I don’t regret it.  
 
    When I sang for Sky, it reminded me of the life I left behind, the high points mostly. I was in the moment and had to show her how much she meant to me. 
 
    Ever since then, the press and gossip rags have been persistent.  
 
    The demons of my past slip further away with each day I hold Sky in my arms and she tells me she loves me. 
 
    As if knowing I’m thinking about her, she stirs next to me.  
 
    I run my finger up her arm, and she sighs. I can’t stop myself from kissing her. Sky’s lips make me think of exotic fruit when I kiss her, so soft and sweet that I can’t help but crave more of her. 
 
    She doesn’t need much tempting before she’s kissing me back and entangling her fingers in my hair. In bed is one of the few times I wear it down, and her hands always finds the loose strands to get lost in. 
 
    I groan into her as her naked breasts brush against my chest. As much as I want to continue my erotic exploration, I also know the day that waits for us. It takes all my effort to pull away from her. 
 
    “You can’t wake me up like that and expect me to stop,” she says with a wicked grin on her lips. 
 
    “I couldn’t help it,” I say. “You were too delicious to resist, but we have to get up. You have an early press meeting this morning to discuss the tour.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we have a press meeting? I thought you were doing it with me.” 
 
    “Yeah about that, it may be better if they don’t interview me again. This is your tour, Sky. I’m just playing one set with you.” 
 
    “You’re still a big part of it, Brody. You’re my manager now, and people still love you. Those videos fans posted online of you singing for me have gone viral, and the tour has sold out since then. It makes sense that you’d be by my side for it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of. If I do this press conference with you, it’ll take all the attention off of your tour and turn it into an interrogation of me. I know it.” We’ve been lucky so far. People are focusing on my moment of singing for Sky. All they want is our love story, but I know how easily that can shift. Whenever I do an interview with Sky, I know it only takes one reporter to ask a question that’ll send all of them searching for gossip like dogs with sweet bone.  
 
    She shrugs and smiles. “I wouldn’t mind sharing the spotlight. Like some people say, all press is good press.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at that as I pull her close to me. “Could you tell my old rocker self that? He was on the side of bad press plenty of times.” My smile fades as I remember some of the depressing headlines that sold to readers ready to believe anything about their idols. The worst ones came after Kim’s death. 
 
    The press was all so ready to tail my life after she died. I couldn’t go anywhere without them following me. I had to disappear and find a rehabilitation center in the middle of nowhere before they finally gave up. I can’t bring that craziness into Sky’s career, no matter how much she loves me.  
 
    “Hey,” she says, rubbing my cheek. I’m sure she feels the stumble that lingers there. “Where’d you go?” 
 
    “Just thinking I’ll sit this one out if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “If you think that’s best, I don’t mind. You are my manager for a reason.” She kisses me with more determination this time and makes it even harder for me to let her go. 
 
    “That feels like you’re trying to get sexual favors from your manager.” 
 
    “Even if you were my set designer, I’d still claim sexual favors.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m easy then.” I nuzzle her neck and plant more kisses on her before we’re forced to get out of bed by the annoying alarm I set the night before on my phone. 
 
    Sky showers while I go over her itinerary for the tour and check in to make sure everything’s on schedule. Tomorrow night is the first show of the tour in Seattle. I double and triple check with each location and hotel. Sky’s entrusted me with so much, and I’ll be darned if I let that woman down. 
 
    Still there’s an unsettling nag in me. It’s not the responsibility. I know my trash when it comes to the music business. From negotiations to making sure the staff knows what they need to do so nothing goes wrong, I’m on top of it all.  
 
    Then it hits me. I’m happy. The last time I felt something similar was when The Savages were at their Zenith. When Kim was by my side. I rode the wave until it crashed down on me. 
 
    I finally have a woman who knows my messy past in completion and is still with me despite it. What’s stopping another crash from spiraling into the new good in my life?  
 
    I shake the ominous feeling off. It’s nothing. Probably anxiousness from the endless tasks that need to be done, but I don’t mind the busywork. It keeps me focused. 
 
    Malik, Sky’s most trusted head bodyguard, meets us in the hallway as we leave the hotel suite. He is an imposing figure in both muscle and height, but he has become a friend since I’ve been with Sky. He is one of the few people I trust to always make sure Sky is safe on all fronts. 
 
    He gives us a nod. “Morning Sky, Brody.” 
 
    I give him an appreciative nod.  
 
    “Morning, Malik,” Sky says. “Everything ready downstairs?” 
 
    “All the news outlets are here and ready for you,” Malik says. “Sure you’re up for this and what they may ask this time?” 
 
    He doesn’t have to look my way for all of us to know what he means. Seems like I’m not the only one worried about the media bringing up more than our relationship. They can be kind when they want to be. They also know how to dig the knife deeper in the wound, too. It’s just some of the territory that comes with being famous. 
 
    Sky takes my hand. “We’re ready.” 
 
    A small smile appears on Malik’s face but it disappears just as quickly. As Sky’s head of security, he’s got the intimidation look down to perfection. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Malik says. He takes the lead and another one of his men joins us in the elevator as we go to face the sharks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sky is a pro as she faces nonstop questions from the press representatives. I don’t know why I was so nervous. It’s just another thing to add to the list of reasons why I love that woman.  
 
    It helps that the line of questioning stays on the tour and her music. She’s direct when she needs to be and coy when they least expect it. If she’d been The Savages’s press spokeswoman back in the day, the journalists wouldn’t have known what hit them. 
 
    Then one woman holds her hand up. I recognize her from a prominent music magazine in LA. Her people don’t cover Skyler Samuelson kind of music. It’s hardcore rock all the way from classics to indie. 
 
    Knowing this fills me with the start of dread. What could she possibly ask Sky? 
 
    “Loni from Grunge Nation,” the woman says. “Is it true Savage Saban is your new manager?” 
 
    Of course she asks a question that sets off a firestorm of others. 
 
    Sky gives her the smile she’s perfected for the public. Only I notice the small shift in her body, the one that shows the small tension in her shoulders. 
 
    “That’s true,” Sky says. “a blasted good one at that, but he’s Brody to me.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little odd?” Loni asks. “Dating your manager?” 
 
    Sky leans over the press table. “You work for a music magazine, Loni. You should know in this business nothing’s ever odd. Next question about the tour.” 
 
    I take a breath, happy she’s able to redirect the topic. I should have known she’d be able to handle herself. 
 
    “Does that mean you fired your mother?” another reporter asks. 
 
    “It means we have creative differences. That’s all,” Sky says. 
 
    “Isn’t such a drastic change like that risky before the domestic leg of your tour?” a guy in a blazer over a plain t-shirt asks. 
 
    “Not when she has my full support,” a voice in the back of the room says. 
 
    Everyone turns to the voice as Skylar’s mother stands up.  
 
    The woman wears heavy eye makeup and matching lipstick, a bright leather jacket fits her like she found the most exotic animal in the world and had it shot for her pleasure to wear it, and a gaudy string of pearls wraps around her neck. There is no doubt about it. She’s dressed to be noticed. 
 
    “Mrs. Samuelson?” long asks. “Does this mean you and your daughter still work together?” 
 
    Her mother smiles. “My daughter and I may have had a few disagreements in the past, but she’s still my daughter, and I stand by her choices as an artist.” 
 
    “Even her rumored performance with Savage Saban on her North American tour?” another reporter asks. 
 
    She looks over at her daughter and smiles. “Of course. I think having Savage Saba perform with Sky is a brilliant idea.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Malik says as he moves up to me. “Wish I could snatch her out of there.” 
 
    I nod. “You’re not the only one. I just hope her mother doesn’t cause more trouble for Sky.” 
 
    “Knowing her mother, that’s more likely than not.” 
 
    All I can do is watch as the press scene unfolds and hope the woman cared enough for her daughter to not embarrass her in a room full of cameras ready to capture everything on film. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    SKY 
 
      
 
    My mother always chooses the worst times to make an appearance. This time isn’t any different from the others. 
 
    Malik and Brody dismiss the press as I face her. I can tell how much they want to help, but I have to talk to her on my own. 
 
    “I thought I fired you, mother,” I tell her. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What a cold way to greet me,” she says. Her voice takes on that offended tone I’ve gotten used to over the years. She plays all innocent until she’s ready to strike back like a cobra. 
 
    I don’t buy her act. I know her too well. “Why are you here?” I ask again. I have no time for her games. Not after the little media stunt she just pulled. 
 
    “I may not be your manager anymore, but I’m still your mother. I care about you and your career, despite what you may think of me.” 
 
    “Then what was that in the press room? Why would you try to ruin my interview?” 
 
    “From the looks of it, I saved it,” she says. “Your boyfriend was hiding and left you to face questions about him all alone.” Her emphasis on boyfriend still shows her distaste for Brody, even if she tries to hide it. 
 
    “He didn’t want to be interviewed,” I say. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” she says. “He’s a famous rock star. They love the spotlight. All of them live for it.” 
 
    “Brody’s not like that. Maybe he used to be, but he doesn’t want public attention.” 
 
    “Is that what he told you?” She laughs. “Be careful, daughter, or he’ll outshine you before you know it. They’ll be shouting Savage Saban’s name and forget all about Skylar Samuelson.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen. Brody only agreed to play one song on the tour. He doesn’t want the life he had with The Savages. All of that is in his past.” 
 
    “I’m glad you know him so well then. If he’s not the attention-seeker I’ve made him out to be, maybe he should do more than one song with you.” 
 
    I watch her closely. Was this the same woman who hated Brody and thought he was only after my money? She’d been so wrong about him, and now she was advocating for him to perform with me? 
 
    “I don’t know what game you’re playing at, but I’m not bringing you back as my manager.” 
 
    “I’m not here to beg for my position back like some lowly dog,” she says, acting insulted. “I simply want to make sure you understand your little rocker may be an asset on this tour. He has a built-in fan base, so having him sing more than one song may be beneficial.” 
 
    “You mean so we can make great music together?” I throw the quote from the newspaper out because I need her to know I’m aware of her meddling. 
 
    Her eyes widen at that. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Quit with the innocent act, Mother. I know it’s you who’s been talking to the press, and that has to stop.” 
 
    “What makes you think I have time to talk to a newspaper?” 
 
    “When the news says they talked to source close to the couple, that usually means friends or family, and I’m pretty sure Malik and Alyssa would never do something like that.”  
 
    Malik has been my bodyguard for years, and Alyssa and I practically grew up in the business together. I trust both of them with my life, and they feel more like family than the woman calling herself my mother. “You’re the only one who’d pull a stunt like that,” I say. “Besides, I didn’t say it was a newspaper. You just did.” 
 
    She sighs heavily, making a show of that too. “Fine, but can you blame me for caring about how the public sees you? Sue me for giving a blasted about my own flesh and blood.” 
 
    “I probably could sue you,” I say. 
 
    Her face stiffens and she grabs her chest. Good. She needs to know I’m serious. The things she’s doing could cause more harm than good. 
 
    “You’d sue your own mother?” she asks. 
 
    “Keep testing me, and we’ll find out.” 
 
    “You may have fired me, but I know this business inside and out. You can’t deny that.” 
 
    She is right when she says this. Out of all the people I interacted with as a performer, no one knew how to work the system like she did. Still does. Her knowledge is what made me popular in North America, Asia, and Europe, the three places where I sell the most albums and concert tickets. 
 
    “I never doubted your business knowledge, Mother, but you repeatedly try to control my entire life. I’m not a child anymore. You can’t just move me around like your personal puppet.”  
 
    “Let me guess. Brody treats you like the grown woman you are?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, he does and more than that. He asks for my input on issues concerning me and my brand. There’s not a change that we don’t discuss first.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she says. 
 
    I have a whole argument plan to counter the bad things she wants to say about Brody, but I replay what she says in my head. 
 
    “You think that’s good?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s good he consults you. I also meant what I said that it would be great to see him on stage with you more.” 
 
    Who is this woman, and what has she done with the aggressive person known as my mother? 
 
    “Just consider it,” she says. “Having him perform may help you reach listeners you haven’t reached before.” 
 
    She leaves me standing in the hall with that statement. I’m not sure what to make of her appearance or her change in supporting Brody. 
 
    Malik walks up to me after my mother leaves. “All the press has left.” He turns in the direction she left in before staring back at me. “You okay?” 
 
    “Taking it all in. That’s all.” 
 
    “Some advice?” he asks. 
 
    “Always, Malik. You know I value your input.” 
 
    “Your mother never does anything without an end goal in mind. Just don’t forget that.” 
 
    I nodded, having the same thoughts filling my head. “Mother always does. I only wish I knew what she has planned. She makes business sense, but then she goes and does something outrageous.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my eyes out, Sky. Believe me.” 
 
    Malik takes care of me, not just as a bodyguard but as a person who really cares about me without seeing his job as a paycheck. I don’t know where I’d be without him having my back. 
 
    “I know you will. Thanks, Malik.” 
 
    As we prepare to hit the road, I know I have to talk to Brody before we leave. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “As much as I hate it, she does have a valid point.” I sit on the edge of the bed as Brody paces in our suite. I’ve already told him about my mother’s nonsense and getting her to admit that she’s been to the press behind our backs, but one thing she said stays with me. 
 
    “We agreed on that one song, Sky,” Brody says. “I’m better at working behind the scenes.” 
 
    “I know, but what if performing does help bring in a new audience? I can’t deny that it makes business sense.” I pick up my tablet from the nightstand. “The comments on your old music videos have exploded with activity.” 
 
    “People watch old videos online all the time,” he says. “That doesn’t mean anything. Besides, you can’t trust video comments. Most of that stuff is nonsense or written by people who have nothing better to do.” 
 
    “Then what do you make of the video posted of you singing to me? It has over a million views. Your fans want to see you make music again. I can’t say I blame them.” 
 
    He sits down next to me. “This tour is about you, Sky. Not me. I’d rather keep it like that.” 
 
    I see the seriousness in his eyes, and I’m prepared to do as he asks. There’s just one problem. I’ve seen him play, and it’s a big part of him just as music is a major part my life. 
 
    “I’ll let it go on one condition,” I tell him. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You can honestly tell me you didn’t love the thrill of being on that stage with me in Athens. That hearing the audience cheer your name didn’t make you crave more of it.” 
 
    “Fine,” he says. “I admit that it was amazing. Reminded me of the good times I had performing.” 
 
    “Then what’s stopping you?” For a minute, I wonder if he’s still worried about Kim. After her death, he went into hiding. I was glad when he finally told me about how much she meant to him. Now, I can’t help but wonder if her memory is what keeps him from going back to the music he’s so great at creating. I can’t imagine him not sharing such a special gift with the world. 
 
    “Have you ever heard about addictive personalities?” Brody asks. 
 
    “A little.” Ever since Brody shared that part of himself with me, I’ve been looking up addiction and the struggles former addicts go through to stay sober. I haven’t told him, because the last thing I want is for him to think I’m doing it for the wrong reasons. If anything, I want to do my best to keep the music world I live in, that we both have to live in, from making it harder than it has to be for him. 
 
    “That’s me. At least, that’s what my therapist diagnosed me with. I can easily replace one addiction for another, and I use to. Taking up MMA helped me to find an outlet, a way for me to turn all of that into a positive thing. Performing, in a way, is like an addiction for me.” He stops and looks away from me. 
 
    I take his hand in mine. It’s difficult for him, but I know I need to hear what he has to say. 
 
    “The way you light up when you perform, I’m sure you feel that rush too. It’s like a runner’s high but sweeter because you feel the emotions of the crowd.” 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons I love performing. All artists do. I can see how it can be addictive.” 
 
    “But that’s just it. That thrill eventually wasn’t enough for me. I needed more to make it better each time. First, booze helped. Then I moved on to the hard stuff.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re afraid of? You’ll love performing again so much you’ll fall back into old habits?” 
 
    “That’s one reason.” 
 
    “What’s the other reason?” 
 
    Although he looks at me, he’s looking right through me. I’ve seen that look before and I know what it means.  
 
    “It’s about Kim, isn’t it?” I ask. 
 
    When he’s back from wherever it is his mind wandered off to, he nods. “The last time I performed as Savage Saban, she was alive and on that stage with me. I’m not sure I could be that singer again and not think of the past.” 
 
    Sometimes when he speaks about Kim, a tiny part of me can’t help but feel a little bit jealous. She knew a side of Brody I’d never see, a freer side that gave birth to so much talent. I can tell he even misses that part is f him at times. 
 
    I squeeze his hand. “I think you’re going about this all wrong. You shouldn’t try to forget your past, Brody. You should embrace it. That doesn’t mean you have to become that man again. If anything you can become better by accepting him and everything and everyone that came with him.” 
 
    A smile slowly spreads across his face and reaches his eyes. “Have I ever told how much I love that mind of yours?” 
 
    I can’t help but smirk. “Only my mind, Mr. Kent?” 
 
    “Not just your mind. I love everything about you.” 
 
    “Maybe you should show me how—” I’m pressed up against him before I can say more, and his mouth collides with mine. I get lost in the way he kisses me. It’s the kind of kiss that can go on forever and never make you bored. His tongue explores me, and I taste the fresh mint flavor on it. 
 
    He pulls back. “I want you out of those clothes, and then I’ll gladly show you how much I love every part of you.” 
 
    His fingers trace the hem of my shirt before he pulls it up and over my head. 
 
    He kisses me one more before moving to my cheek and then my neck. Each place his lips touch leaves a trail of heat behind. It hits deep to my stomach and directly between my legs. His hand rests on my thigh as he nibbles my ear. I feel his other hand behind my back and his fingers in clasp my bra. 
 
    “You’re too good at doing that with one hand.” My voice is breathy as his fingers graze my back.  
 
    A gleam is in his eye. “Blame it on years of mastering those guitar strings. Not just useful for making music.” 
 
    I can’t help the laughter that seeps out of   me. “Then you better undress quickly so I can see what else you’ve got stored away.” 
 
    I shimmy out of my jeans and crawl up the bed. I turn around in time to see him unbutton his shirt.  Each line and muscle is visible as he pulls it off. I can hardly wait to roam my hands over him and fell the hard plains of him. 
 
    He unbuckles his pants slowly, knowing I’m watching him and every move he makes. When they fall to the floor, my eyes move down to the bulge in his boxer briefs. I lick my lips on instinct, and his eyes moves to my mouth as he crawls on the bed. 
 
    His head bows down as he kisses the side of my foot and ankle before copying the same movements on my other leg. When he moves to my calves, I know he’s dragging this out.  
 
    My need for him keeps me restless as he slowly makes his path up my body. 
 
    “Brody,” I cry out when he kisses the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. His hands tease the edge of my panties without going where I need him most. 
 
    “Tell me what you want, Sky,” he says. His voice is sensitive yet commanding all at once. 
 
    “I want you,” I say, wiggling under his ministrations. 
 
    He grins before placing a kiss above my panties and on my stomach. “Where do you want me?” he asks. 
 
    “Your mouth,” I say, dragging his hand to my center. “Right here.” 
 
    That gleam in his eye is back. “My pleasure.” In one swift motion he slides my panties down my legs. The speed in his motions leaves me breathless until his lips are on me. He laps at me, and I squirm under him. Brody holds me in place, not letting me go until he’s finished with me. 
 
    His tongue flicks my clit before delving deeper inside me. My fingers find his hair and remove the band holding it in place. I love weaving my fingers through when he’s taking me closer and closer to the orgasm of my life. It’s no different now as his hands grip my rear to pull me closer to him. That contact pushes me over into the first tremor’ and all I can do is hold on to him. 
 
    I close my eyes to find my balance. When I open them he’s discarded his boxer briefs and pulled out a condom, which he rips open with his teeth. 
 
    I take it from him, because I want to feel him before he enters me. He trembles as I grip the base of his cock with one hand and ease the condom on slow. It’s my turn to tease him. I squeeze gently and a gasp escapes his lips. 
 
    “Keep that up, and we won’t finish this,” he says. 
 
    I finally slide it down the length of him, and he pushes me back on the bed with a long kiss. I’m wet enough for him to enter me. When he enters me in one long thrust, the air is knocked out of me as I adjust to his size. 
 
    He doesn’t move until I breathe again. He’s precise with each sway of his hips and hits me at different angles each time. He pulls my second orgasm from me immediately.  
 
    He’s still moving when I come back down, and I hold on tighter to him. He lifts my legs higher around his waist, and the new position brings back that sweet tension. His breathing quickens, and I know he’s close, but he doesn’t let go until breaks into a million pieces around him once more. One last thrust and I feel him still inside me as he lets out his release. 
 
    He falls down beside me and tosses the condom in the trash can beside the bed. He pulls me close. 
 
    “Get some rest, baby,” he says. “We head out early tomorrow.” 
 
    I snuggle closer to him and rest my head on his chest. 
 
    Lying next to him, I can’t help but be sad that his fans will never see their idol in the same way again. They’ll never be satisfied with just one song. I understand and respect Brody’s decision, but my heart still breaks knowing that deep down he wants to perform as much ask want him to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seattle, WA  
 
    World Tour Opening Night 
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    I stare back in the mirror and realize it has been a while since I’ve seen a glimpse of my former self up close. Sky has given me full use of her costume designer and wardrobe team. When they suggested a classic Savage Saban style, I rejected it immediately. Although I’m performing again, the last thing I need is a reminder of those days, drunken and doped-up chaos. I was so messed up then that I didn’t even care what our label branded us with. Leather and metal made up our performance. Mine usually involved leather pants with metal chains and a leather vest to show of my bare chest and tattoos. 
 
    That’s when Sky suggested a mashup of my old look for fans and something new so I didn’t feel smothered by my old life.  
 
    “It needs to be sophisticated rocker,” Sky had said. 
 
    I grinned. “You mean old rocker?” 
 
    “You say old. I say seasoned and hot.” 
 
    As I stare at my reflection, the leather pants remain, but the vest has been replaced by a dark denim jacket over a cream-colored top with a deep V-neck. The shirt feels very Prince-like with a ruffled collar, but at least the designer didn’t make me look like a clown wannabe. It’s like becoming Savage Saban but an updated version of the man so many saw as a rock god. The feel of the clothes is both comfortable and unnerving at the same time.  
 
    I hear the audience cheering backstage after one song ends. They are so loud it rumbles the floor and walls around me. That energy is hard to resist. 
 
    Sky moves on to her latest release as someone knocks on my door. 
 
    This was a time when a drink would be good, but I made sure everyone knew to keep alcohol out of my assigned dressing rooms. Old habits die hard when you’re an addict. 
 
    “Come in,” I say, adjusting the collar of my shirt. In the large mirror I see Molly, the stage manager open it.  
 
    “You’re on in five,” she says. 
 
    I nod, finally feeling the nerves make a bigger knot in my stomach.  
 
    “I’m ready,” I say and follow her out. I grab my specially crafted Gibson guitar and ease the strap over my shoulder. Even the weight of it in my hands sends a rush through me. 
 
    This is the special Les Paul edition that Kim bought me in the heyday of The Savages. Before the drinking and drugs filled our off hours. I hadn’t picked it up since I played the last song for Kim after I realized she wasn’t going to show me those gorgeous blue eyes of hers anymore.  
 
    Her ghost doesn’t follow the piece like I thought it would. I let out a sigh of relief since it’s my favorite. There’s something about hearing the strings of a Gibson that makes you rock harder, that makes the world fade away until there’s nothing left but the music. 
 
    A stage hand fixes a microphone on my head and sets it into place. The nerves come back some as she adjusts it. 
 
    When she’s done, I watch Sky from stage left as she belts out her number, a mid-tempo beat to tease the audience before my entrance ups the rock beat for them.  
 
    Even while performing, she’s dedicated to her fans, holding the hands of a few who reach out for her and kneeling so she’s closer. Malik isn’t too fond of that interaction since it makes her safety vulnerable, but Sky is headstrong when it comes to her listeners.  
 
    “They pay for my tickets,” she always defends. “I’ll be darned if I don’t give them the show they deserve.” 
 
    Her dedication is inspiring as I wait for my entrance. She turns her head in my direction until she spots me. Sky smiles as she finishes her song. Ours is meant to be the last number of the night to close out the show. 
 
    Sky walks closer to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, may I introduce a special guest?” 
 
    The crowd screams and shouts their agreement as I adjust the guitar strap around my neck. 
 
    “Give it up for Savage Saban!” Sky shouts. The audience screams just as I play my way onto the stage. Bright lights blind me when I step out, so I focus my attention on Sky as I play her song, “Masquerade.” The last time audiences heard that song, it had been performed by Pit Viper using my unique spin on the riff. I’ve changed it since then. I don’t want there to be any question who strums the notes on this version. 
 
    My left hand moves up and down the neck of the guitar with ease as the other strums the strings. 
 
    Sky’s soft vocals drift in with the lyrics and the crowd screams. The energy in the stadium is addictive, and I can’t help but play my heart out. 
 
    I glance up briefly when the lights move to Sky. She’s nothing less than a pop goddess as she sings. Our eyes meet, and it’s as if I’m compelled to gravitate closer to her at center stage. 
 
    She smiles as I circle her. I can hear the audience go wild as we play off each other. My vocals finally join in on the chorus, and I can barely hear myself sing as the cheering picks up a notch. 
 
    The audience erupts into applause as I strum the last keys of the song. My skin tingles with the vibrations they make.  
 
    It isn’t until then that I notice many people dressed in metal and leather with some signature looks of The Savages. A few wear my old leather choker around their necks and some have even died their hair neon colors like our former drummer, Dylan Castle, in the punk-rock way he used to wear his spiked locks.  
 
    It’s surreal seeing rock fans among Skylar’s dedicated pop audience. I take it all in as the cheers begin. 
 
    “Encore! Encore!” 
 
    “Saban! Saban!” 
 
    “Encore! Encore!” 
 
    “Skylar! Skylar!” 
 
    Their chant has words I’m not expecting. Hearing my name in the crowd throws me off, and now they want more. I turn to Sky for guidance. 
 
    You don’t have to, she mouths to me. I know she means it. 
 
    I should leave, since we agreed on one song. She’s even giving me a way out, but I can’t leave her on that stage alone.  
 
    The Savages have crazy fans. They can fall out of love with you just as easily as they fell in love with you. Many of them were the most dedicated people I ever knew, and realizing that some of Sky’s audience remembers me pushes me forward. I want to give them more. 
 
    Follow my lead, I mouth to Sky. Her curious look disappears as I strum the opening to “Hardcore Love,” a classic song from the band’s old lineup. 
 
    My fingers remember each key as if they never forgot them. 
 
    “This is one of the first songs The Savages released,” I say to the audience. “If you know it, sing along.” 
 
      
 
    Baby your love fills me up all night long 
 
    Like the thrumming beat of a rock song 
 
    It’s a thinning line living on the edge 
 
    And I never want to come off that ledge 
 
      
 
    There’s nothing like hardcore love 
 
    To keep my world spinning right 
 
    I need all of your hardcore love 
 
    To make my darkness turn to light 
 
    When the pain gets too strong 
 
    And angels stop singing up above 
 
    Don’t you ever stop giving me 
 
    Every bit of your hardcore love 
 
      
 
    Sky joins in the chorus like we’ve been rehearsing the duet all our lives. Soon the audience joins in, too, and the music becomes a force all on its own. The next verse and bridge seem to come out naturally. I sing and play with a passion I long forgot. 
 
    It’s surreal as the music takes over. I’m not even sure it’s me playing anymore as I absorb the familiar sensation that kept me going for so long before I left it all behind. 
 
    When I finish, there’s a moment of silence. No one speaks or moves until the audience cheers their approval.  
 
    Sky smiles at me and takes my hand. I swivel the guitar on my back and pull her into a kiss as the crowd screams louder. It’s a rush, and I hate to pull away but know I have to. 
 
    “Thank you, Seattle,” Sky says’ gripping my hand tight. “We love you!” 
 
    It’s not until then that I notice one girl standing in the pit. I blink twice before staring at her again, and my skin goes cold. Kimberly stares back at me with a smile on her face and claps with the people around her. Everything about her is as I remember, before addiction hollowed her out and made her frail. A healthy version of her with the short blonde hair, heavy blue eyeliner, and a few strands dyed pink and blue makes a halo around her. 
 
    What the heck? I think. She’s dead. Kim is dead. I say it over and over in my head until I close my eyes once more. I got to get my trash together before I embarrass the heck out of Sky. 
 
    This time when I open my eyes, strobe lights fall on the audience and lights up Kim’s face, but it’s not her. Another woman stands in the place where Kim’s ghost stood. She wears her hair and clothes in the same style, but she’s a stranger. Not the woman from my past.  
 
    Sky and I wave to the audience, but I can’t release her hand. I pull her off stage with a purpose.  
 
    I yank my headpiece off and toss it to the nearest stage hand. Someone grabs Sky’s microphone and audio pack, and I lead her back stage. 
 
    “Brody,” she says, “where are you going?”  
 
    I can’t answer her. My head is muddled and my body still hums from performing. We get looks as we rush past Sky’s people and the venue workers, but there must be a determined look on my face that keeps them from stopping us. 
 
    I don’t stop until I reach Sky’s dressing room.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sky asks as I pull her inside and lock the door. 
 
    My only answer is to kiss her until she melts into me. Taking her is the only thing that gives me focus. 
 
    It’s a blurry rush as we undress with our clothes still partly on, but Sky doesn’t question my eagerness. I need her like she’s the sustenance that’ll keep me alive. My cock strains against my pants. I need to be inside her. 
 
    I push her back on the dark red couch that lines one side of her dressing room. I get frustrated when I realize I don’t have protection. 
 
    She must realize the same thing, because she says, “In my cosmetic case. Side pocket.” 
 
    I find the foil wrapper and waste no time to go back to her. I turn her over so she’s on her knees and bent over the arm of the couch. My fingers find her opening, making sure she’s prepared for me. With my pulse beating wild, I can’t do slow. She stares back at me with a look mixed with longing and anticipation. 
 
    One push forward and I’m inside her. Sky grips the arm of the couch and bends over. Her hair is in a long ponytail, and I pull her by it until she’s against my chest. Her moans increase at my force as I hold her tight.  
 
    I nibble at her neck and bite down until she shakes under me. She grips me tight, even from this position, and I struggle to hold it off. I explore more of her from this angle. My fingers find her taut nipples. All it takes is a roll and a pinch of those points and she comes around me. I’m right behind her as I pick up speed. The pressure builds until I explode inside of her, the walls of her tightness pulling out everything I have left. 
 
    Even after our intense lovemaking, I’m still riding a high of energy mixed with confusion. Confusion at the thrill, the familiarity, and seeing a glimpse of Kim. 
 
    We’re spent on the couch in her dressing room. My head rests on her bare breasts as she strokes my hair in a calming motion. 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” she asks. 
 
    “Nothing to talk about,” I say. “Just the adrenaline rush.” 
 
    She doesn’t pressure me for more, and I’m thankful for that because I don’t even know how to explain it all to myself. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Edmonton, Alberta and Minneapolis, Minnesota  
 
      
 
    SKY 
 
      
 
    It’s no wonder people see Brody as a rock god. When his long fingers move on his guitar it is an experience. Sometimes I forget to sing my part because he has me so mesmerized by his presence on stage.  
 
    I finally saw videos of him when he was with The Savages, and he was something else. Even through the computer screen, I could see he had a hold of his audience. They may have loved the band, but they were there for Savage Saban.  
 
    Still, after watching video after video of him performing, there is nothing like seeing him make music in the flesh. Nothing exists but him when he plays. His voice, the perfect blend of soft and hardcore, puts the nail in any listener’s coffin to make them long for more of him. 
 
    After our performance in Seattle, I was surprised when Brody agreed to do two songs to close out each show with me. 
 
    When he performs, it’s like seeing another side of him that he never showed before. 
 
    What also surprises me is how the audience remembers The Savages and pays homage to them in style and the signs they make. 
 
    Not that it’s hard to see why. Their sound captures everything there is to love about rock music from the grunge sound that stormed out of the U.K. to the heart-melting and head-banging rhythms of American sounds. 
 
    There are only a few free hours before the show, so I do a run around the stadium. I ask Brody to join me, but he’s busy ensuring the next stops and appearances are in place after we leave the Alberta. I swear sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing making him my manager since he’s overcommitted to my Skylar Samuelson brand. He’s great at his job, just like I knew he would be, but it leaves little time for us as a couple since the tour started.  
 
    Alyssa agrees to join me instead. At least we get some time together before the show starts, even if it is in the guise of exercise instead of the fun girl time Alyssa prefers. 
 
    It’s refreshing running for real rather than being stuck on the treadmill. The air around the stadium is nippy, but the movement keeps me from feeling cold. 
 
    “Slow down some,” Alyssa says, trying to keep up with my pace. “Not all of us have a rock idol to keep up our jogging stamina.” 
 
    “You just need to push yourself more,” I say. I run back some and circle around her before passing her again. 
 
    “Cute,” she says. “This is why I stick to yoga. Flexibility works for me without the painful burn.” 
 
    I turn to run backwards so I can look at her. “You can’t get the runner’s high without the burn first. It’s like Running 101.” 
 
    “Dang, Sky. Stop showing off.” 
 
    “One more lap and we’re done.” 
 
    “Thank goodness.” She pushes through until we get back inside the stadium. She collapses on the carpet as soon as we get back to my dressing room. 
 
    “Don’t pass out on me,” I say and throw her a bottle of water. “I need my opening act for the rest of this thing.” 
 
    Alyssa gulps down some water after sitting upright. “Speaking of acts, you haven’t told me what it’s been like performing with Brody or should I call him Savage Saban?” She bares her teeth and claws at the air. 
 
    I can’t help laughing at her antics. “He’s not an animal, Alyssa.” 
 
    “You sure about that? From what everyone’s been saying about the Seattle show, he practically dragged you off stage caveman style.” 
 
    “Who’s been saying what?” I’m mortified knowing my staff’s been gossiping about us, but I shouldn’t be surprised. Gossip from the dancers and backup singers is bound to happen. It always does. Hard to avoid it when you’re on the road for weeks at a time with such a small group of people. 
 
    “They can’t help it, Sky. Not much to do on the road but practice, perform, and repeat. Besides, these dressing rooms weren’t made to block out sex noises.” She grins. 
 
    I shake my head. “Some of them heard us?” 
 
    “Apparently, you two gave two shows that night. Did he go all ‘Me Tarzan, You Jane’ on you?” 
 
    “No! I mean he was a little more hyped-up than usual. I tried to talk to him about it, but he said he was fine.” I’ve never seen Brody so energized as he was after our performance. It was almost like he was another person. Part of me likes seeing him that way, but another part wonders if I should be concerned. Although I don’t voice that part, Alyssa looks at me as if I’m holding something back. 
 
    “He’s not using again, is he?” Alyssa asks. Her voice takes on a serious tell-me-the-truth tone. 
 
    “No,” I say. “Of course not. He’s put that part of his life behind him. Besides, I’d know if he was. We do share a room together.” 
 
    “You’ve never been around addicts, Sky. They’re good at hiding that side of themselves from the people they love.” Alyssa drifts. 
 
    I know what she’s thinking. There’s no way we can talk about addiction without her thinking about her dad.  
 
    Alyssa and I both were child actors, and while my mother became my strict manager and Alyssa’s father became an alcoholic and gambler. He’d used most of the money she made to feed his habits, until Alyssa filed for emancipation from him when she was sixteen. When she won, she told him she’d only help support him if he went into rehab. The result was him going in and out for the last five years, each time promising to do better the next time. 
 
    “Brody’s not like Jacob,” I tell her. “He’s not going to relapse like that.” 
 
    “Hon, you know I want you to be happy. That’s all that matters, and I’m not blind. Brody makes you happy. I just don’t want you to get your hopes up and have to go through what I did.” 
 
    It’s been a year since she’s heard from Jacob, but I know she still thinks about him. He’s still her father just as my mother is still my family. They just make nasty decisions when it comes to their children. 
 
    “I know he still struggles with it, but we talk about it. He’s not going back to who he was, and he knows I’m here to support him.” 
 
    “I know,” Alyssa says. “You guys are great together. I just hope it’s enough.” 
 
    Deep down, I know Brody is nothing like Alyssa’s father. He cares about others and not just himself.  
 
    Still, Alyssa’s worry has spiked a new one in me, and it’s a feeling that’s hard to shake off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think I’d enjoy performing again, but with each stop it gets easier, almost as if I never left it. With each performance, more fans seem to come out to show their love for what The Savages used to be, but I’m reminded that it’ll never be like it was. There’s no band left, and whoever I was as Savage Saban isn’t the same as it was when we were at the height of our success. 
 
    I still manage Sky, and it’s in that normalcy that I’m reminded that I can’t fall too deep into my past. Nostalgia is nice, but too much of it can send me spiraling. 
 
    Canadian audiences in Alberta aren’t as fanatic as the American ones with less dressing up, but there are a lot more signs to show their support. When the spotlights aren’t blinding me, I spot the banners and posters hanging from the balconies. “We Love Sky & Saban” one reads. “Saban & Sky Rock” is painted on another with a microphone and a guitar crossing each other under the words. 
 
    There’s something about singing with Sky that calms me. When The Savages performed it was a high and thrill like no other. It was addictive, and I fed off it. Maybe there was no stopping my path to the addiction. I would like to say that if I had a chance to do it over, I’d do it differently, but that would have changed the course of everything. Just maybe Kim would still be alive, but I know that I wouldn’t have found Sky, and right now, she’s the brightest part of each day. 
 
    That’s why when we start our set together, I sing to her first before even looking at the crowd. I find her soft eyes and make sure each note flows to her. I love making her blush like that. It’s like a small secret between us among the thousands of people in the stands. 
 
    This time when we wrap up, I keep myself from claiming Sky again. The last thing I want is for her to lose face around the people who work for her. I have a feeling if I keep seducing her after each concert, it may just feed the rumor mill the backup dancers and singers have created. 
 
    Instead, I simply walk her to her dressing room. When we get to her door, I turn her around and kiss her senseless. She moans into me, and I can feel my hardness swell against the jeans. I stop before I change my mind and lock her in the room with me for the rest of the night. As much as that sounds like bliss, the manager side of me knows she has appearances to make while we’re on tour. I regrettably pull back from her. 
 
    “You should get changed,” I tell her “You only have an hour before you have to meet the manager at the new club opening.” 
 
    “You’re not coming in?” The lust in her eyes nearly weakens me to say yes, but if she breaks this night club opening, the press will have a field day with speculations like they always do. 
 
    “Not tonight, but I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “Promise?” she asks with a mischievous grin. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. No matter what she wants from me, I am sure I’ll let her to have it. “Promise. Don’t stay out too late tonight. We leave early tomorrow for Minneapolis.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she says in a mock salute. 
 
    I like the way she says that. We may have to try some role playing in the near future. I kiss her one more time before heading to my dressing room. 
 
    I walk, regretting my decision to let her go alone. At least I feel safe with Malik watching her.  
 
    My dressing room is quiet compared to the crowd. It takes my ears a bit to adjust to the silence. 
 
    I’m halfway undressed when I am frozen in place. All of a sudden, the quiet is too much and my breathing quickens. 
 
    No. It can’t be, my mind pushes out. Yet, it’s right there in front of me. I read over the short message again and again. 
 
    It’s written in a lipstick shade I haven’t seen in years, but there’s no mistaking the ruby champagne color she loved so well when we were together. 
 
    I close my eyes and count to ten. When I open them, the message is still there: Loved your singing tonight. See ya soon, babes.  
 
    Only one person I know signs off a message like that. Only one makes a heart with her kiss in the middle and a period below it to end a sentence. The only one to ever do all of it is supposed to be dead, her ashes in an urn in Downers Grove, IL. Each stroke of the words feels like punches to my gut, because all of it looks like a message from Kim. 
 
    I stare at it so long that I lose bits of time. 
 
    This isn’t possible. It can’t be. Even with the evidence right in front of me, I can’t accept it. 
 
    I’ve never been one to buy into those trash and nonsense shows on ghosts. I believe in what you can feel and what you can see. 
 
    I move closer to the mirror. I swipe my finger through the heart and look at it. There’s no mistaking that color, one that looked so good on her but looked like blood when it got on my skin after her kisses. Even now, the color stains my skin like blood. 
 
    A knock on the door makes me jump. 
 
    “Yeah,” I call out without looking away from the message. 
 
    “It’s me,” Malik says behind the door. “Just letting you know we’re headed to the club. Place checked out, so we’re taking Sky over now.” 
 
    “Good, good,” I tell him. “I’ll see you back at the hotel later.” 
 
    He pauses a bit and then asks, “You okay in there, Brody.” 
 
    “Fine. Just tired. Watch out for Sky tonight.” 
 
    “Always do,” he says. ”Something I should know?” 
 
    “No,” I call back. 
 
    When I don’t hear him for a few minutes, I figure he’s gone. 
 
    I use a towel to scrub away the message but it only smears lipstick on the mirror. I wet one end of the towel with soap and warm water from the adjoining bathroom. I scrub hard, almost to the point of breaking the mirror. If this is some fan’s idea of a joke, I’m not laughing.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    Minneapolis, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    I’m jumpy on the entire flight to Minnesota. Sky asks me what’s wrong, but I dismiss it as being tired. The way she eyes me cautiously, I’m certain she doesn’t believe my answer too well. She stares at me with concern before letting it go. 
 
    I’m relieved because I don’t know how to tell her the truth without her freaking out or thinking I’m nuts. It was a cryptic thing to read, but Sky has more than enough to think about for the rest of her tour. 
 
    Maybe it’s nothing to worry about. Lots of entertainers have obsessed fans. Not all of them are dangerous, even though some can be overzealous. For all I know, it could have been some diehard music lover who can’t separate reality from fantasy.  
 
    I keep checking around us to see if anyone is following us or acting suspicious. I spot no one, and from the looks Sky and Malik give me, I know I’m not being subtle about my paranoia. 
 
    Sky is scheduled to make an appearance at a small charity event in Minneapolis right after our concert. I scheduled it weeks ago because of both good publicity and convenience for her to interact with the public. 
 
    “We should go together,” Sky says when we get to our room.  
 
    “Go where?” I ask, setting out our suitcases. 
 
    “To this charity fundraiser.” 
 
    I shake my head. “They want to see you, Sky. Not me.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it.” 
 
    “It’s your tour, Sky. I’m not going to hijack it from you by hogging the spotlight.” 
 
    “First, I’d never think that of you. I know you hate promos as much as I do. Second, did you ever think that I just want my boyfriend Brody with me sometimes and not Brody my highly proficient manager and amazing singer?” 
 
    She pouts at me, and I can’t help but laugh. It feels good after the stress I’ve been under since finding that message.  
 
    I pull her close to me. “I’m an idiot sometimes,” I say. “Sometimes the business side of me takes over when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Which is one of the reasons why I love you. You’re always looking out for me.” 
 
    “And part of that means being the dutiful boyfriend you deserve.” 
 
    “Dang straight,” I hear Alyssa yell from behind us. “Sometimes a girl just needs her guy.” 
 
    Sky nods. “What she said.” 
 
    “I’d be honored to go to the fundraiser with you,” I say with a mock bow, although it’s hard to do it without looking silly buckled in. 
 
    Sky’s face brightens up as she smiles up at me, and I realize I would do anything for this woman. 
 
    “It’s a date,” she says.  
 
    I can’t hold myself back from kissing her, lips soft and pliable. I could do this all dang day. 
 
    “Easy you two,” Alyssa says. “Some of us are sans loving back here.” 
 
    I grin against Sky’s lips before kissing her once more. 
 
    “Better, Alyssa?” 
 
    “It’ll do,” she says before going back to her fashion magazine.  
 
    “Happy to please,” I say as Sky rests her head on her shoulder. 
 
    Sky’s right. I hate promo events. It’s usually full of wannabes, jerks, and showoffs, not always in that order. Charity events are worse because most of the people who go love to flash their money. I wonder about the characters who will be there tonight, but with Sky by my side, I may be able to handle the nonsense. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The fundraiser takes place in a museum with abstract art I don’t begin to understand that also has a wide entrance that leads into a ritzy bar next door. It appears to be the retro craze for the elite: confusing art and expensive liquor combined into one cultural experience.  
 
    The only reason I set it up as a stop for Sky is because the owner has been a big donor to Sky’s charities like her Sky Girl leadership program for middle and high school girls and other similar programs in the local area. That meant good publicity for Sky’s charity and her tour. 
 
    I walk around with Sky and meet most of the people in here. Some are a little too excited for my taste, and I wonder if any of them fit the profile of someone who writes crazy messages in dressing rooms from dead people. 
 
    Sky and Alyssa talk to some of the artists selling their work for charity, and I nod to the bar so Sky knows I’m nearby. The last thing I can do is trash an understanding of the pieces on display. 
 
    I move to a VIP section in the bar, which the owners have set up for Sky and occupy myself with my one bottle of beer that I know I’ll never finish, even if it’s triple the price in a liquor store. 
 
    “Dang, Saban. Almost didn’t recognize you.” 
 
    I look over to a familiar voice to find my past staring back at me. 
 
    “Dylan?” I asked. “What are you doing here?” I shake the man’s hand and give him a friendly hug. I am not expecting to see my old band mate, but here Dylan Castle is in the flesh, the best drummer I ever heard on a rock stage. 
 
    “Just had to see it for myself,” Dylan says. “I almost didn’t believe it. You’ve been out of the spotlight for so long, and I just had to see if it was real or complete trash that you really did come back into the business.” 
 
    “Not sure about being back,” I say. “Sit, man.” 
 
    He sits in the leather seat next to me. He looks good for someone I haven’t seen in years. His former shoulder-length hair is trimmed down but still long enough to cover his ears. He used to rock a long mane as the drummer for The Savages, but now it’s a more managed style than the instant bedhead look he used to wear. I know his arms still sport his colorful tattoos, but they’re covered by the black jacket he has on. 
 
    “So you finally decide to crawl out from your bat cave and grace us with your precious voice again?” he asks. 
 
    I laugh. Anyone else, and I’d think they were insulting me. Dylan has always been honest and snarky at the same time. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, man,” I say. “It’s only a few songs.” 
 
    “A few songs, huh? Well, tell that to the music world, which has been in a trash storm since you came back.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say. I drink a small sip of beer, but it’s no longer cold and tastes bitter in my mouth. I’m not sure if it’s really the beer that annoys me or if it has something to do with old memories flooding through my head after seeing Dylan again. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Dylan says. “You sure know how to make a reappearance. Always did have a flair for the dramatic. Not only do you come back out in the music spotlight, but you do so with pop royalty. I got a handed to you. It’s genius.” 
 
    I immediately feel defensive for Sky and any implications as to why I’m with her. The way he says it sounds like I’m using her in some way. “I didn’t plan for that to happen. It just did. If I had it my way, I would’ve stayed hidden.” 
 
    Dylan looks away. “You can’t still be hung up on the past. I told you then and I’m telling you now, none of that trash was your fault. We were all adults and knew what we were into. Kim was no different. In fact, she’d probably come back just to beat your rear if she knew you were still on that guilt train.” 
 
    I smile a little, because he describes Kim to perfection. Before the drugs, she was a wildcat when it came to setting people straight, especially those she cared about. 
 
    I take another sip of putrid beer. “Let’s not talk about that now.” I shift in my seat. “I’d rather talk about what you’re doing here in Minnesota.” 
 
    “Well, to be honest, it’s not just me.” 
 
    I look at Dylan, who nods the roped-off area of the VIP section. I spot three other guys, who I immediately recognize as the rest of The Savages. Finn, George, and Stephen look older, like life has caught up with them, but there’s no mistaking who they are. 
 
    “We heard you might be coming to the charity thing tonight,” Dylan says, “and since those guys wouldn’t be caught dead at a pop idol’s concert, figured we’d try to catch you here. Hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Seeing them all again under one roof is a little jarring at first, but I can’t say it is nice to see you. 
 
    “Heck, no. I don’t mind,” I say and beckon the rest of them over. 
 
    “What’s up, man?” Finn asks when they get over to us. 
 
    “A lot now that you guys are back around,” I say, not really sure if I mean it genuinely. Although it is nice to see the guys again, there so much past history in the air, but I would rather soon forget than remember everything again. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Savage,” George says. “Been a long time.” 
 
    “Too long,” I say. 
 
    Stephen is the last to come up to me, and I can’t say it isn’t awkward. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing much,” I said. 
 
    Stephen shakes my hand and leaves it at that before taking a seat far away from me at the end of the section. I don’t miss the fact that he can’t look me in the eye for long. 
 
    “Nice surprise seeing you all here,” I tell them. “You guys have aged well.” 
 
    “Like fine wine,” George says with a chuckle. “You don’t look so bad yourself Savage. Not as wild looking as you usually sport.” 
 
    “Can’t look that crazy now,” Finn says. “He’d scare those pop kids senseless.” 
 
    “Funny,” I say. Then something Dylan said earlier comes to mind. “How did you guys find me anyway?” I ask. 
 
    They all look at each other, but it’s Stephen who answers. 
 
    “Come on, Savage,” Stephen says. “As famous as you are now, you’re not hard to find at all.” 
 
    His tone doesn’t sound as teasing as the others. In fact, it sounds downright bitter.  
 
    I choose to ignore it and move on. “So you decide to take a road trip to Minnesota just to say hi?” 
 
    “We just wanted to see if it was true,” Finn says. 
 
    “I’m not some mythical creature, guys. I just needed a break to clear my head, you know? After everything.” 
 
    I think I hear a scoff from Stephen, but I don’t press him. 
 
    “Can’t old band mates just hang out and shoot the trash for a bit?” George says.  
 
    I grin. “Although it’s good to see you, I have a feeling it’s more than to see me back out here. Besides, you guys were never good at keeping trash to yourself.” 
 
    They all look at each other before turning back to me. 
 
    Dylan clears his throat. “I think we were hoping to ease into this a little better,” he says. “But you’re always one to get straight to the point, Saban. Since you’re back in the game, it kind of got us thinking.” 
 
    “Thinking what?” I ask. The way they keep looking at each other before talking is making me nervous, but I don’t show it. I’m as still as I can be until the next one of them speaks. 
 
    “We were thinking maybe we should give it another go,” George says. “You know? Maybe get the band back together.” 
 
    “Now that you’re back, it kind of makes sense,” Finn says. “After all, there’s no Savages without you.” 
 
    I’m quick to imagine our moments as a group all of a sudden. I remember the feel of the music with Dylan beating the drums like a madman, George strumming the bass with a skill that can only be described as possession, and Stephen playing the keyboard only his fingers can glide out into perfect rock beats. Back then, I played and sang like I was giving away part of my soul. Maybe I did leave part of myself on the stage with every performance.  
 
    There is something about singing that connects you and your audience on another level. It’s hard not to give pieces of you away with each intimate song, whether it be fast or slow. 
 
    “Snap out of it, man,” Stephen says. “Are you game or not?” 
 
    “For what?” I ask. 
 
    “Bringing back The Savages,” Finn says. 
 
    “There’s no band without Savage Saban,” George says. “We may have played the music, but you were the voice.” 
 
    “Not the only voice,” Stephen says, his eyes boring into me. 
 
    “Of course not,” I say. “Kim was a major part of our success, and we all know it.” 
 
    He nods his head, seeming satisfied at my acknowledgement. I never once forget that since I retired from the band. I may have neglected her back then, but I’m wiser now. Kim was our backbone. Without her, we would have crumbled a lot sooner. 
 
    “Hey, Brody,” Sky says as she moves over to us. 
 
    I stand up and put my arm around her waist as she comes closer with Alyssa in tow. I’ve never been so relieved to see her. 
 
    “Guys, this is my girlfriend, Sky, and her best friend, Alyssa. Ladies, meet the rest of The Savages.” 
 
    Dylan stands immediately and nods his head in a greeting. When his eyes land on Alyssa, he moves closer to take her hand and kisses it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Alyssa. I’m Dylan.”   
 
    “Hey, Dylan.”  
 
    He holds her hand a lot longer than necessary. I forget Dylan can lay on the charm like a pro. Guess things don’t change that much. 
 
    “What are you guys talking about over here?” Sky asks. I can tell she means it as jest, but it only brings the question they want me answer back to the surface. 
 
    At this point, I’m not even sure anymore and don’t know where to begin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    SKY 
 
      
 
    I can see the tension rolling through Brody from the art gallery side of the building. I quickly cut off the meaning of art conversation with the artists from tonight and drag Alyssa over to the bar with me. 
 
    “Hey, what’s the hurry?” Alyssa asks. 
 
    “Brody needs me,” I say. 
 
    “Okay, and what does any of that have to do with me?” 
 
    “You’re my backup.” 
 
    “Do you know how close I was to having an artist to take home? Painter hands is what I need, Sky. Not all of us can have rock idols to warm us up at night.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You’re too good for the tortured-artist types.” 
 
    “Beggars can’t be...dang. Who is that sitting next to your man?” 
 
    I turn back to Brody and immediately recognize his band mates with him. They’re the ones I’ve seen behind him numerous times in the videos of them performing. I can just imagine what it was like for them at the height of their success and seeing them live. 
 
    I zone in on the one Alyssa mentioned. “That’s the former drummer from The Savages.” 
 
    “Nice,” she says. “I think you’re right. I’ve forgotten about the artists already and replaced them with drummer hands.” 
 
    I shake my head. Alyssa and her one track mind. 
 
    When we arrive, I notice the tension isn’t just around Brody but all of them. None of them answer my question about what they’re talking about, but I don’t push. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” I tell them. “It’s great to meet the legends in person.” 
 
    The two men in the middle blush a little, but the other two seem elsewhere. Dylan appears to be infatuated with Alyssa and vice versa.  
 
    The guy on the far right stares at Brody with a look I can’t decipher. When he catches me staring he stiffens up. “We should go,” he says. 
 
    “Just think about what we said,” one of the others says to Brody. 
 
    “I hope you’re not leaving because of me,” I say. “You should stay. Better yet, why don’t you all come and see Brody perform. He’s amazing on stage, but I’m sure you know that. We’ll be in Chicago in a few days from now. You have to come. I insist.” I can’t help rambling. Each one of these guys has more experience than I could ever dream of. It’s one thing to be a successful performer and an entirely different thing to be a legend. 
 
    They look at each other, and I regret saying anything. They probably hate the kind of music I sing.  
 
    “Thanks for offering, baby,” Brody says, “but I think they have other—” 
 
    “We’ll come,” the odd guy on the end says. “We’d love to see this new version of Savage.” 
 
    “Good,” I tell him. “Show starts at eight so get to the ticket booth early, and I’ll make sure they’re waiting for you. 
 
    I hope the invite eases the tension I feel between them. If it doesn’t, I only hope I didn’t just make things worse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I need a shower,” Brody says as soon as we get back to our suite. 
 
    “Okay,” I say as I unhook my dress strap from around my neck.  
 
    It doesn’t take long for the shower to run and steam to billow from under the door. Brody was so quiet on the way home, and I wonder if he’s upset at me. Maybe I shouldn’t have invited his old band. 
 
    Instead of waiting and wondering, I go to meet Brody in his shower. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” I ask him after I have the door cracked open. 
 
    He looks back at me with a smile. “You can always join me, Sky. No permission necessary.”  
 
    I slip into the large shower with him. I sigh out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. I plant kisses on his back. My lips graze his warm skin, and I realize how much I miss being this close to him whenever I want. Since the tour started, it feels like we have less time together. I want to tell him this, but I’m afraid of how needy I sound. 
 
    “You’re not angry at me?” I ask. 
 
    He turns and takes me in his arms. “My gorgeous, Sky. How could I ever be angry with you?” 
 
    “Because of earlier when I invited your band mates to the concert. I should have asked you first.” 
 
    His grin makes it seem like it’s only for me, and a deep longing fills the center of me. No one else has ever made me feel like I’m cared for and loved with just one look. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. It was a little jarring at first, but I’m over it. Heck, may be a good thing if they see me perform with you.” 
 
    “Why would it be?” 
 
    “They want me to come back to The Savages.” 
 
    “Oh.” I can’t think of anything else to say to that. I have always thought Brody should perform again, ever since he sang in my home studio to put my mom in her place for doubting his intentions with me. It breaks my heart to think that he’s keeping that gift from those who need to hear it. I suddenly regret inviting them to the concert, especially if they have plans of taking Brody, but this is bigger than what I want. 
 
    The Savages is a part of who he is, but I’ve gotten comfortable with having him on stage with me. It’s a collaborative chemistry like I’ve never known before. Maybe that’s why I feel a pang of jealousy at the possibility of him rejoining them. 
 
    As if reading my mind, he says,” I’m not going to do it.” 
 
    My eyes widen with that revelation. “Why not? You can’t just not go back, Brody.” 
 
    “Watch me.” His arms circle around my shoulders as his bare chest brushes against my breasts. “If they see me sing with you, they may finally get it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “They’re my past, but you’re my future, Sky.”  
 
    I’m grateful for the steam and water masking my tears. This man in front of me has opened me up in more ways than I ever thought possible. It scares me sometimes how much I need him. He makes me feel like I’m perfect when I know I’m not. He allows me to believe in things I never would have thought possible to share with another. 
 
    My body, heart, and soul crave him on some incomprehensible level.  
 
    Brody finally kisses me and turns all of those parts of me into a big ball of need that only he can release from me. His lips start out soft and increase in pressure with each exploration. My nipples harden from the friction between us, and it feels like we’re still not close enough to relieve the ache building up inside me. 
 
    His fingers weave through my wet hair and pull back hard enough for me to sense both pleasure and resistance in the action. He licks and nibbles on my exposed neck, and it’s not enough. I need the roughness of his touch and attentions to make my body hum. 
 
    He senses my needs and grazes his teeth along the sensitive flesh and ends it in a bite just underneath my ear. Not leaving the other size neglected, he traces the same hard pressure to the other side. I am left panting and moaning in his arms, and he’s only on my neck. 
 
    When he moves back, I whine in protest. 
 
    He chuckles, and I realize he only leaves me to reach for the liquid soap and sponge.  
 
    “I love it when you’re wanting more,” he says. “I’m far from done with you, Sky. I’m going to take my time washing every inch of you.” 
 
    As good as it sounds, I need him to put out the fire that travels from my belly and straight to my core. It’s torture as he takes his time using the sponge on my shoulders in small circles and moves out to my chest without touching my breasts. 
 
    “Brody,” I whisper as he slides it between my breasts and down to my stomach. “Please.” 
 
    “Please, what?” he asks.  
 
    I’m so frustrated that it’s hard for me to process the question. “I need you.” 
 
    “What do you need me to do, Sky?” 
 
    “Touch me.” I’m begging now, not caring how it sounds. 
 
    “I am touching you,” he says. His smile turns mischievous.  
 
    “Not where I want you.” I grip his shoulders tight as he continues his slow journey over my body without going anywhere. 
 
    “Then tell me where you want me. In fact, show me.” 
 
    I take his hand and guide it to my breast. The gleam in his eyes says he’s far from done playing with me. He circles my breasts at a turtle’s pace, brushing against my nipple lightly. I’m about to scream at him that I need more, when he surprises me and pinches the other nipple with his free hand.  
 
    The shock of it forces the first orgasm from my body, and I hold on tight to his shoulders so I don’t fall. I don’t need to worry, because his muscular arms circle around me to keep me supported against him.  
 
    “I’m so not done with you yet, beautiful,” Brody growls in my ear.  
 
    My body still trembles from the unexpected orgasm. My eyes are closed as I savor the bits of release. I don’t know his hand is on the move again until he brushes it against my opening, and my eyes open at the sensitive touch.  
 
    “I thought you were washing me from head to toe,” I say, chiding him. 
 
    “Apparently, plans change.” His fingers brush against my clit, and I push against him to get even closer. 
 
    Brody bends downs takes one of my perky nipples into his mouth, and I melt into him. His gentle sucks turn into a tight pull on it. His teeth lightly graze the tip, sending new prickles over my skin. Moans escape my lips as his fingers slip between my wet lower lips. In and out, he glides through me until I’m panting. 
 
     He pulls back from my breast with a soft pop. His lips brushes against my ear. “Come for me again, Sky. I love when you come for me.” 
 
    Brody’s command is all it takes for me to shatter into tiny little pieces. If his hands weren’t supporting me and keeping me close, I would fall into a soaking wet heap on the shower floor. 
 
    He holds me up as he turns the water off. The he carries me out and dries me off with the gentlest care. My man knows when to be rough at the right times as much as he knows when to take his time with me. 
 
    He lifts me back up to take me into the bedroom. He pinches an exposed nipple and I arch up off the bed. I’m still so sensitive and full of desire. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my beautiful Sky,” Brody says as he crawls over me. “I’m nowhere near done with you. Seems like we’re both still unsatisfied.”  
 
    This time he takes my mouth firmly and probes his tongue into me. He’s taking over, and I can’t help but submit. 
 
    “I have to taste you,” he says. He slips down my body, tracing small kisses on his way down me. 
 
    I feel his breath on my heat as his fingers dig into my thighs. He’s taking his time, and my body squirms with expectation. 
 
    “Tell me what you need, Sky,” he demands. 
 
    “Your mouth on me,” I cry out. 
 
    He shakes his head. “I got to hear the right words.” 
 
    He knows I’m not use to saying it, but I know he wants me to. The more I’m with Brody, the more I want to give him any and everything he asks of me. 
 
    “I want your mouth on my pussy. Please!” I don’t care about words anymore as long as his mouth works me properly, and I know he’ll do it only when he’s good and ready. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” he says right before he takes a long, lazy lick of me. His mouth is on me, licking and sucking all of me. His tongue dances between my folds before he even flicks at my clit. It’s a back and forth game that has my body on edge. 
 
    My fingers dig into the bed to hold on as Brody pulls me closer. I feel like a sexy feast made only for him. He knows the right combination of pressure to constantly switch between pleasure and pain until I don’t even know the difference anymore. 
 
    His deep suck on my clit is what pushes me into oblivion. Spots burst behind my closed eyes and I feel him lapping up all evidence of my arousal. 
 
    He lays back next to me as his hardness stands up, begging for attention. As always I’m anxious to show him how much he’s taught me on how to please him in return. 
 
    “My turn,” I say.  
 
    The tip glistens and I lick at it before swirling my tongue around the thick head. 
 
    “Idiot, Sky,” Brody says, his voice deep and throaty.  
 
    I smile before I take more of him in my mouth and twist my hand at the base. Each groan pushes me farther and makes me pick up my pace. He tastes like man and everything Brody, a flavor I’ve become more addicted to. 
 
    I’m enjoying myself tremendously when he pulls me up. “Keep doing that and I won’t get to be inside you at all.” 
 
    He tears the condom foil, but I take it from him. I like doing it myself whenever I can. I’m slow and methodical as I slide it over his length. 
 
    Brody smirks down at me. “If you don’t hurry, this will be over too soon. Straddle me, love.” 
 
    I smile as I comply. I enjoy this position so much. Brody’s knows how to take from me and let me take from him.  
 
    I guide his tip to my entrance and press down. Brody doesn’t take his eyes off me, although I can see he’s tempted to throw his head back from the connection. 
 
    I’m stunned for a minute when he slaps my bare rear. That’s what you get when you torture me and test my limits. He slaps my other cheek before I rise up and fall all the way back down on him gripping him tight inside me. 
 
    “You devious little minx,” he says. “That’s not playing fair.” 
 
    “I only learn from the best,” I say, tightening my walls around him again before I move. My little game doesn’t last as long as I want, because I need him as much as he needs me. 
 
    I circle my hips and play with the movements as I go up and down on him. When his fingers dig into my hips, I know he’s close. The slight pain from his grip adds to the pleasure.  
 
    Only a few more strokes, and I’m crashing right before Brody explodes inside of me. 
 
    I fall on top of him, unable to move. 
 
    Brody slides me to the side as he discards the condom and throws the comforter over us. 
 
    I nuzzle his neck, smelling his skin and feeling sleep envelop me. “I love you, Brody.” 
 
    “I love you, too, Sky,” he says. “Get some sleep. Long day tomorrow.”  
 
    I don’t need any more prodding to close my eyes. 
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    Chicago, Illinois and Foxborough, Massachusetts  
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I need Sky to remind me how much of a jerk I’m being. Whenever I’m close to her, I remember all the things that are important to me now. Things that weren’t important to me back then.  
 
    I couldn’t tell the guys yes or no when they asked me to come back. Part of me didn’t want to say no because of the guilt I felt for tearing them apart. I couldn’t continue singing with them after Kim’s death, and I knew it wasn’t going to be the same without her. What was the use of singing music I loved when the woman I loved was gone? But that’s the madness of it all. I loved Kim, but Sky reminds me that I am still capable of it. With her, I’m not completely broken. 
 
    But it wasn’t the band’s fault I couldn’t keep my trash together. They got the cruelest part of the deal when I left, and I felt like I have owed them the past few years. 
 
    I’ll always be Savage Saban, but The Savages was in my past. My future rests with Sky and whoever I may be with her, whether it’s Savage Saban or Brody. I’m not sure which. I’ll figure it out as we go. 
 
    I have to tell them the truth. I can never go back. If I do, I’m not sure I would be able to pull myself back out again. 
 
    The Chicago audience is the wildest one yet, with people screaming and hollering before we even get on stage. They know Sky’s songs by heart. I even spot some crying tears of utter joy as she reaches out to touch their extended hands. 
 
    I don’t look for the guys in the audience. The last thing I need is to see them staring up at me with anything other than the excitement flooding through my veins before each performance. 
 
    I focus all my energy on one person: Sky. She’s the reason why I’m back on stage to begin with, so I use her as my anchor as we go through two songs. 
 
    We end on a slow melody and watch as people sway and hold up their phones, which has replaced the sea of lighters I’m used to. The screams and applause explode around us. There’s no possible way it can get any louder, until I pull Sky in for a kiss. The noise becomes a thrumming that goes beyond sound and flows through us. 
 
    I told Malik prior to the show to allow Dylan, Finn, George, and Stephen back stage after we’re done. I don’t expect them to be right there when I exit the stage. 
 
    “Pretty good, man,” Dylan says. “You two make great music together.” 
 
    I pat him on the shoulder. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know where Alyssa is, would you?” 
 
    “Not happening,” I tell him. 
 
    “Come on. She’s hot.” 
 
    “She’s also my girlfriend’s best friend, and I’m not letting you hurt the poor girl.” 
 
    Dylan rubs the back of his neck. “I’m not like that anymore. I’d never intentionally hurt a woman. Besides, Alyssa looks like she can handle herself.” 
 
    I ignore his interest. The last thing I need is Sky angry at me for letting him get involved with someone she cares about. She already has a very short list of people she trusts, and I can’t say I blame her. In this business, everyone is always looking out for themselves first. 
 
    “Hate to admit it,” George says, “but that performance was pretty good.” 
 
    “Yeah,” says Finn. “You actually created something you can call your own. Can’t be mad at that. It’s just good to see you back on stage where you belong.” 
 
    “What is this?” Stephen asks. “Some boy scout campfire bonding time? Are you all cowards or something?” 
 
    “Calm down, Stephen,” Dylan says. “We knew there were no guarantees he’d say yes to getting the band back together. Isn’t it enough to see our friend happy?” He tries to put a hand on Stephen’s shoulder, but he shakes it off. 
 
    “Happy? He didn’t seem to care about our happiness when he walked away from our band.” 
 
    I don’t like his tone one bit. The thrill from the concert is slowly being replaced by annoyance.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say with some bitterness. “I apologize that my nasty addiction and rehabilitation put off your music career.” 
 
    “Not just us, you jerk. We had dedicated fans who rushed out to buy our albums, no matter how much they cost. People who would stand out in cold rains just to hear us play. You owe them even more than us.” 
 
    He’s right. The fans probably saw me leaving as bad as giving them two middle fingers. That was never my intention. 
 
    “I bet your girlfriend’s fans would turn on you the first chance they got. Make it up to our true rock fans by coming back,” Stephen says. “Show them you still care and ditch this candy pop nonsense.” 
 
    “Really? You’re going to use our fans to guilt trip me into coming back?” I ask. 
 
    “Apparently, that’s the only way to get you to care about something important.” 
 
    “Sorry, Stephen, but I’m not coming back to The Savages. Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    “I guess your girlfriend better be careful. Who knows when you’re going to leave her like you left us?” 
 
    Before I realize what my body is doing, I’m punching him and he punches back. It happens so fast that I really don’t have time to process it. All I feel are Dylan and George pulling us off of one another, while Finn acts as a referee. It’s not long before Malik and a few other bodyguards interfere to break us up. 
 
    Malik stares at me. “Go to your dressing room. Now!” Just in case I don’t follow his command, another bodyguard walks me back, while others take the other guys away. 
 
    At least when I get back to my dressing room, there are no new creepy messages waiting for me. In an odd way, I’d actually prefer it over arguing with my ex band mates. 
 
    It’s not long before Malik and Sky are with me.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Sky asks me. “You’re not hurt are you?” 
 
    “I’m a little sore, but I’m not hurt bad.” 
 
    “Good. What were you thinking, Brody?” She punches my arm. “Malik said you drew a good size audience who watched your little fight fest. Was it worth it?” 
 
    “I was defending you, so, yeah. It was more than worth it.” 
 
    Her anger at my antics subsides a little. “I don’t need you to defend me, Brody. I’m a big girl.”  
 
    I want to tell her it has nothing to do about age and more about standing up for the woman I love. Then my phone beeps on the counter. I grab it and glance at it. 
 
    Incredible. Incredible. Incredible. 
 
    “What the heck is wrong now?” Malik asks. 
 
    I sigh out a breath to calm me before I respond. “I set my phone to notify me if new publicity comes out for Sky or me to help us do damage control. 
 
    “What does it say?” Sky asks. 
 
    “It’s probably better if I show you. I hit play on the video that was just loaded up online.  
 
    We all watch as my argument with Stephen escalates and then fight replays on my screen. The video headline reads, “Savage Saban Refuses Reunion and Fights Former Band Member after Skylar Samuelson Concert.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Sky says. Her look is a cut to my heart, because in those eyes I know she’s disappointed in me. 
 
    Yeah. That sums it up perfectly, and it’s all thanks to me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few hours focuses on public relations and damage control before we head off to Massachusetts. The video goes viral immediately. Everyone wants to weigh in, from local news stations and international rock magazines to music bloggers and commenter trolls are all quick to toss out their views on me and my reasons for hitting Stephen. 
 
    I don’t like it, but I can take it. It’s Sky’s reputation that worries me. She doesn’t deserve any of this negative attention 
 
    I hold back the information about the message in my dressing room. It seems like only one isolated incident of vandalism to that tour stop. No need to worry them about something that doesn’t seem to be a repeat occurrence. One problem at a time. Too much is bound to make us all go crazy before we can even get halfway through Sky’s world tour. 
 
    I am not sure what it’s going to take, but I’d do anything to fix the negativity thrown at Sky. I do what I do best. Make Skylar look great. 
 
    I immediately find another event for Sky to attend in Massachusetts upon our arrival. It’s not a charity fundraiser like before. This one is an electronic dance club to put Sky in the heart of her fan base. We all agree to let Sky go without me, because it’s going to be the best way for her to calm the trash storm I’ve gotten her into.  
 
    I put my manager hat on and go to work to correct the incident. I send press lists to the radio stations in Massachusetts, so they see all the good Sky has to offer her fans and the communities she visits. 
 
    Over the next day or two, the magazines have a field day with me. Saban Finally Kills The Savages. Savage Saban Returns to His Wild Side. Skylar Releases the Violent Savage.  
 
    The worst part is that Stephen can press assault charges against me if he wants to, and I expect it. He was bitter right after Kim’s death, but I couldn’t blame him when I blamed myself, too. I didn’t see him after I was cleared of any wrongdoing, but I figured he and his family were upset since they saw me as the reason for Kim getting addicted to drugs. I’m man enough to at least accept that responsibility.  
 
    I call my lawyer for counsel, and he says all we can do is wait for him to press charges or let it go. I hate waiting. MMA helps with some of my impatience, but it’s still there gliding under the surface somewhere. 
 
    Sky has radio interviews to do, and her PR manager has assured us that all of them know not to ask her anything about the fight or viral video. If they do, she’s going to have no comment for every question. 
 
    I go with her to each interview just to make sure they don’t harass her. All of them stick to the allowed questions. Everyone except for Mad Dog Boomer. A New Englander through and through, he doesn’t hold back on anything. It’s why he has one of the highest rated satellite radio stations, despite his disregard for guests’ feelings. I didn’t want Sky on his show before the incident, and now I know if anyone is going to go off script, it’ll be his crazy rating-seeking rear. 
 
    I try to get Sky out of it, but she refuses. “I’ve dealt with people worse than Mad Dog, and they were worse because they hid their true nature,” she says. “At least he’s upfront about it.” 
 
    “I just don’t like it,” I say as we ride to the station. 
 
    “You mean you don’t trust me to handle myself,” she says. Sky looks more hurt by this than she did after seeing the video. 
 
    “It’s not that. I just want to protect you.” 
 
    “You can’t always be there when someone comes after me, Brody. Sometimes I’m going to have to stand up for myself. You just have to put some faith in me.” 
 
    I know she’s right. I’ve seen her handle her business with more wisdom than people twice her age, but I can’t help the way I feel. Call it a hang up. I let Kim down, in a way, and I refuse to do that for anyone else I care about. 
 
    Mad Dog actually seems friendly when we meet him, but I’ve heard his show. He can turn into a rabid beast worse than his name when he’s looking for information. 
 
    “You’re all clear on the acceptable topics, right?” I ask him. 
 
    He shows a full-teeth smile, and I immediately don’t trust it.  
 
    “Absolutely,” he says. “Let’s get on air, Skylar. My listeners are eager to hear what you have to say.” 
 
    “Ready when you are,” Sky says. She squeezes my hand, silently reminding me to have faith.  
 
    I have no problems having faith in her. It’s the leeches like Mad Dog I don’t like or trust. 
 
    The “On Air” sign lights up, and each second is like holding the longest breath ever.  
 
    “Welcome to Mad Dog Boomer Hour,” Mad Dog shouts into the microphone. “We have music and pop sensation Skylar Samuelson with us this morning. Say hi Skylar.” 
 
    “Hey, Boomerangs,” she says, referring to the name for Mad Dog’s fans. “Happy to be here.” 
 
    “Let’s get right into it.” 
 
    Skylar smiles. “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    The stay on topic and talk about her music and then the tour. Maybe this guy isn’t a threat. 
 
    Mad Dog’s big smile fills his face as they near the end of the segment. “So rumor has it your ex Connor Weatherby was into some freaky stuff in the bedroom. Is that true? Was golden boy a nutter in the sack?” 
 
    What. The. Idiot. That is definitely not on the list of things allowed. The idiot added new trash that has nothing to do with Skylar or the tour.  
 
    Skylar stills and Mad Dog takes that as a sign. 
 
    “Maybe I’m wrong here and you’re the freak in the sheets,” he says. 
 
    I try to run in there and pull her out, but Malik holds a hand up to me from inside the booth. He’s got to be joking if he thinks I’m going to let this jerk berate Sky on live radio. 
 
    Still, Malik holds a finger up. He’s been with Sky longer than I have, and knows what it takes to protect her. If I’m going to start trusting her to handle herself, I have to start with him, too. 
 
    Except for brief look of shock, Skylar recovers quickly. “I’m here to focus on the tour, Mad Dog. But since you brought it up, I’ll say this. What Connor does or doesn’t do in his bedroom is his business. So if he is a ‘nutter in the sack’ as you say, I think that question would be best to ask him. I mean, no one knows your true desires better than yourself, right? As for me, a lady never tells, Mad Dog. You know better than that, so you and everyone else out there listening will have to just keep guessing, won’t you?” 
 
    That woman is not only hot, but she’s smart as a whip and snarky enough to dance with the big dogs. Literally. I even see a small smirk on Malik’s face to match mine. 
 
    Mad Dog goes quiet, probably shocked Sky didn’t lose her stride and yell at him like some guests have done. From what I hear, one or two have even tried to strangle him. I can relate. 
 
    One thing is certain. I will never doubt my woman in high pressured situations again. She’s a natural in interviews.  
 
    I trust her, but now I need answers. As soon as the sign goes out, I storm into the booth and head straight for Mad Dog. I don’t touch him, but I get close enough to invade his personal space. I refuse to leave until I get answers. 
 
    I take in Sky first to make sure she’s okay. Connor has been the worst sore spot for her, since the rear made her doubt herself in the bedroom. If I could have a face-to-face with that imbecile, I’d thank him, because he missed out on the best woman he could ever dream of being with, and now she’s all mine. 
 
    When I see Sky is the essence of calm, I turn back to her interrogator. “Where the heck did that question come from?” I yell, and my voice bounces off the walls. 
 
    “Chill, man,” Mad Dog says. “You said to not ask about you, and I didn’t. I figured that question was safe since it was on the list.” 
 
    “That wasn’t on the list we gave you.” 
 
    “Not that list,” he says. “The other list.” 
 
    “What the heck are you talking about?” I’m strongly considering rethinking my non-violent approach. 
 
    “The list I found in my mailbox this morning.” He hands me a different sheet of questions, things I’ve never seen before.  
 
    Everything on there shows questions that could potentially embarrass Sky in an interview, things about her sex life before me and what she thinks about other sexual things. 
 
    “We never sent you this list,” I tell him. 
 
    “Someone did,” Mad Dog says. “It was in an envelope with my name on it. Look, if you don’t want embarrassing questions asked, don’t send it to the media.” He walks out as if this is nothing new. 
 
    “Brody,” Sky says, “did you say anything to anyone about Connor?” she asks me. The vulnerability on her face nearly breaks me in two. 
 
    “Absolutely not, Sky. I’d never betray your confidence like that.” 
 
    “Then how would he know asking about sex with Connor would bother me?” 
 
    “I don’t think he did.” That’s when the message on my dressing room mirror comes back to me. Someone is trying to mess with me and Sky to sabotage her tour. 
 
    Nothing else makes sense. I realize I have to come clean now. Otherwise, things could escalate to a level that can’t be controlled.  
 
    “We need to talk,” I tell Sky and Malik. I wait until we’re in the car to tell them about the weird message. 
 
    “Why did you keep this from me?” Sky asks. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say, squeezing her hand. “I didn’t want to burden you with it. This tour has been taking its toll on you already. I didn’t want to add to it.” 
 
    “What did I say before about trust?” she asks me. 
 
    “I deserve that,” I admit. “You have to work with me here, Sky. For a long time, I’ve pretty much depended on myself. It’s going to take me time to deal with my overprotectiveness and what I share.”  
 
    “Telling me the truth won’t hurt me. It’s the secrets that will.” 
 
    I nod, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “Good. If you keep something like this from me again, we’re going to have a longer talk than this one.” 
 
    “I count on it,” I say and kiss her. What did I ever do to get such an amazing person in my life?  
 
    “I should have known, too,” Malik says. “It could have been something to put Sky at risk. That trash gets people killed.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m coming clean about it. I’m with you on this. I don’t want anything to happen to her. We need to figure out who’s doing everything, and we need to figure it out as soon as we can before they try something else.” 
 
    Malik nods. Even though he’s quiet, I can tell he’s thinking. Whatever’s going on, we’re going to get to the bottom of it before it touches Sky again. We have to. 
 
     If anything happens to her, I know I’m going to lose it. I’ll pummel first and ask question later. I refuse to see her hurt. In such a short time, this woman has become a large part of who I am. I didn’t exist before her. Not really. Although a part of me will always love Kim, I can’t continue to mourn a ghost.  
 
    I have to get through whatever is happening to put a rift in us because I refuse to go back to the person I was before Sky.  
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    Philadelphia, Pennsylvania  
 
      
 
    BRODY 
 
      
 
    It’s Sky who suggests I still perform with her in Philadelphia. I don’t want to make anything worse for her, but something in my gut says it’s a bad idea. 
 
    I skipped playing with her in Foxborough to talk with Malik about tightening security and monitoring all mail and packages that come to anyone on staff. There is no way something should get past us with the new protective measures in place. 
 
    Sky teases that when Malik and I get out heads together, we’re worse than the secret service. I’ll take the teasing if every decision ensures she’s out of harm’s way. 
 
    I’m fine being the dutiful manager, because I have control in that. As much as I love being on stage with her, my head isn’t in it. It’s in full crisis aversion mode. 
 
    Skylar isn’t taking no for an answer, and I can’t help but give in. Confidence on her is hot, and I refuse to let her go back to anything else. 
 
    When I perform, every night is a wild card. But when Sky pleads with me, I know I can’t let her down any more than I already have done. Maybe this will ease some of the worry I know is plaguing her.  
 
    I wait back stage for my cue. I try to readjust my guitar, but no matter how I position it, everything feels wrong.  
 
    “Fight through it,” I say to myself. “She needs you.” 
 
    When Skylar introduces me, I step out to play the opening to “Masquerade.” All seems fine, even though there are no signs for me or anyone chanting my name this time.  
 
    I block out everything and focus on playing the song, but my fingers feel like lead. It’s hard to pluck at the strings and hold the notes. 
 
    Playing comes easy to me. It always has, but tonight it feels like a challenge I can’t comprehend or win. The notes are off-key even through Sky tries to sing through it. There is no way I can join her in song when I can’t get the keys right. 
 
    That’s when the booing starts. It takes one person to start it and it rolls through the stadium. The sea of welcoming faces has turned to hostile territory. 
 
    “Thank you, Philadelphia,” Sky calls. She turns her back to the stage and signals the stagehand to cut the stage lights.  
 
    Back stage, Sky gets Alyssa to perform the final encore song with her, which I think is a genius move. The crowd loves them both. Their booing calms down and turns back into cheers. 
 
    A stagehand helps me remove my guitar and microphone, so I can enjoy the last song as a viewer rather than the entertainment. It awes me how Sky can change the mood of her fans so easily. 
 
    I am so enthralled by her ability that I almost miss the swinging light up ahead. It swings back and forth, and I run forward before I can think things through. I knock Sky and Alyssa out of the way just in time for the light to crash down to an empty stage. 
 
    I cover them both with my body in case something else falls. Malik is there a split second later to use his bigger frame as a shield. 
 
    Gasps and screeches come from the audience. It’s silent enough for a pin to drop and echo through the place.  
 
    Sky, Alyssa, and I find our breath, and I realize nothing else has fallen on top of us, so I slowly release my hold on them as Malik backs up. 
 
    Then the entire stadium scares the trash out of me by cheering. What the heck? It takes a moment until I realize they think it’s all part of the show. 
 
    I rush both of them off the stage to where Malik takes control of ordering the other guards to secure the place and dismiss the crowd. 
 
    When I help Sky back to her room, I take Alyssa with us. No one is getting separated until we figure out what the heck is going on. 
 
    Things only get worse when we’re greeted with another mirror message in Skye’s dressing room written in Kim’s favorite lipstick shade: Hope you liked the show tonight. But this is a better performance. Kim. 
 
    Her signature heart and lip message is in this one, too, but this time the lipstick has an arrow that points to a box below the mirror.  
 
    I get the girls out of the room in case it’s dangerous and some kind of explosive device, even though it looks too small to be one.  
 
    Malik finally checks it out and gives the all clear for us to come back in the room. 
 
    “What is it?” Sky asks. 
 
    I hold her and feel her trembling body against me. Whoever is doing this in the name of Kim is destroying her reputation and making my Sky fear for her life. 
 
    “It’s some kind of flash drive,” Malik says.  
 
    Alyssa moves to the corner and pulls out Sky’s laptop. “Here. Play it on this.” 
 
    One video file is on the drive, and Malik hits play. A black screen shows with white words over it. You may have gotten away with it, but I know what you really did to her.  
 
    Shaky video comes on next, and I immediately see Kim fumbling in our old apartment. She’s clearly drunk, and hides something behind her back.  
 
    I know from the image I’m the one holding the camera. It shakes in my hand because I was drunk and high out of my mind, too. 
 
    “Brody!” Kim sings on the camera. “Come here, Brody.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do, babe,” I say from behind the camera. 
 
    Kim pouts. “But I’ve got something you really want.” Her singsong voice slurs. 
 
    I stop the video and yank the drive out before we can see more. I know how this plays out. It was one of my lowest moments, and I refuse to let Sky see that messed-up side of me. It’ll only make her hate me and look at me like a monster. I’m left wondering who could have gotten their hands on this video. 
 
    “What’s on that tape, Brody?” Sky asks me. Her voice is eerily calm. She doesn’t look up at me, and for a minute I think it’s worse than the look of her thinking she doesn’t know who I really am. 
 
    “Can you both give us a minute?” I ask Alyssa and Malik.  
 
    Malik hesitates. 
 
    “It’s okay, Malik,” Sky says. “Help Alyssa get her stuff from her dressing room, so we can all get out of here together.” 
 
    “Come on, big guy,” Alyssa says, tugging on Malik’s arm. “Let the kids talk. They’ll be fine.” 
 
    I’m left alone with Sky, and I’ve never been more worried about losing the most important thing in my life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    SKY 
 
      
 
    I know who that is on the video. I’ve seen enough pictures of her to know it was Kim. I heard his voice, too. It sounds like Brody, but not my Brody. He was obviously drunk. 
 
    I’m not naïve. He told me his last couple of years with Kim was some of his darkest times. He’s been honest that he even felt responsible for introducing Kim to part of that darkness. 
 
    It’s so different seeing them though, like it’s more real and heartbreaking than I ever could imagine on my own. He rushed to end it before it played out. I have to know what he doesn’t want me to see, or I will probably let my imagination think the worst. 
 
    “Why did you yank it out like that?” I ask him. 
 
    “I had to put a stop to it,” Brody tells me. 
 
    “Brody, whoever is doing this is trying to make a point. I have a right to see that video. It involves me now, too.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m strong enough,” he says. 
 
    “Strong enough for what?” 
 
    His eyes are so sad that he nearly breaks my heart in just one look. 
 
    “I can’t have you look at me like a villain. I don’t think I’m strong enough for that.” 
 
    I’m quiet for a while. I have to take my time to voice my words, because I know one wrong thing will send him backsliding into guilt and depression. I can see it on his face. These are the demons he never wanted me to see. Never wanted me to know. But before we can find any semblance of a life together, don’t we need to face those demons together? 
 
    I take his hand in mine. It’s cold and far from the warmth he always provides me. Now, it’s my turn to be his rock. 
 
    “Remember what I was saying about trust?” I asked him. 
 
    He simply nods his head. 
 
    “I didn’t just mean you trusting me. It goes both ways. I have to trust you too.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “That trust will shatter as soon as you see this video.” 
 
    “How do you know that, Brody?” 
 
    “I was weak and a complete coward back then. If you see it, I don’t think you’ll be able to see me in the same way. Not like who I am now. That’s what always happens. Anyone who knows about my past or have seen me at my worst can’t even look me in the eye now. Heck, even my band couldn’t look at me for too long without getting nervous. I get it. I do. I was a jerk and a bully.” 
 
    I think about his fight and a dark thought enters in my head. I hate asking, but I have to. “Did you ever…?” It’s hard to say, so I force it out. “Did you ever hit her?” 
 
    He shakes his head hard. “No,” he says, the sadness deepening. “I could never hit a woman. It’s not like that.” 
 
    “You were an addict,” I said. “There’s a difference. You have a disease, and I know that you have more control over it now, but it’s still there, hiding underneath the surface.” 
 
    He looks at me curiously. 
 
    “I did some research on addiction,” I tell him.  
 
    “You did?” he asks. 
 
    “I wanted to understand what you go through. As much as this part of you scares you, it’s not going away because you want it to. I know you have to struggle every day, and I don’t even begin to know part of what it’s like. I can tell you that whenever we face who you were together, it’s only going to make me appreciate who you are now.” 
 
    “You say that now—” 
 
    “No. I’m telling you this because it’s the truth. It’ll always be the truth.” I see him hesitate and know words aren’t enough. But how do I prove to him I mean what I say?” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupts us. 
 
    “Not now,” Brody says. 
 
    Malik pokes his head in the room. “Yes, now. We have to go. News crews are already covering all the exits. If we’re going to get out of here with minimal damage, we have to leave soon. You guys can talk at the hotel, but we have to go before it turns into a circus out there, or we’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “I got to grab my stuff from my dressing room,” Brody says. 
 
    “Already done,” Malik says, holding up a duffle bag. “Help Sky with her things, and I’ll get the car.” Malik takes a quick picture of the mirror with his cell phone and places the box in a plastic bag. “I got this. Now hurry up. I’m not asking.” 
 
    There’s no time for us to do anything but pack. I don’t do anything but stuff things in bags and cases. 
 
    Then Brody’s phone beeps and makes me jump.  
 
    “We don’t need to look at it. It’s probably why the news outlets are here,” Brody says without checking it. “Fans have certainly uploaded video of the light almost falling on you.” 
 
    He grabs one of my shirts tight in his hand as if he can’t let it go. 
 
    “I’m fine, Brody. Alyssa and I both are because of you.” 
 
    “Maybe if I told you sooner, Malik and I would have caught the idiot by now.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, turning him to me and holding him close. “I’m here. Just remember that. I’m still breathing. We both are.” 
 
    We walk out with Malik and Alyssa and get into the SUV with tinted windows. Cameras flash through the vehicle as we pull out of the secured garage, but it’s doubtful they’ll get any clear pictures. 
 
    I can still hear the questions they toss at us. 
 
    “Are you okay, Skylar?” 
 
    “Does someone want you dead?” 
 
    “Is this some new part of your show?” 
 
    “Do you think someone is after your boyfriend and trying to get to you?” 
 
    The last one makes me grit my teeth, but I still take Brody’s hand until we get to the hotel. We aren’t done talking, but when we get to our room, I fall asleep from exhaustion. Maybe my body is protecting me from the fallout if it doesn’t go well. 
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    SKY 
 
      
 
    There’s been no time for Brody and me to finish our conversation. My schedule is too chaotic to deal with personal issues, since I’ve decided to keep the tour going. The police are involved now, whether we want them to be or not since the incident was recorded on video and uploaded to video sites all over the world. My fans are conflicted over it all with fear for the light being a real threat or a part of the show that still scares them. 
 
    During dance rehearsal, I miss simple steps in the routines I know by heart, and my choreographer eyes me with concern. I’m always one to try to out-dance the professional dancers, but this time I don’t have the drive to do it. It’s a miracle if what I am doing even classifies as dancing. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to keep touring, Sky?” Karen asks me. “It seems like a risk to keep going. You’re even having a harder time with the routines than you ever did before. It could be time to take a break.” 
 
    In all the years that she used to help me with my dance numbers and corralled the backup dancers, never once had she asked me a personal question about my life. I must really look like I need rest. Karen is a hard worker and doesn’t take slackers in her dances.  
 
    “I’m not letting my fans down, Karen. I’m not stopping because of them.” 
 
    She smirks. “I figured you’d say that. Your mother may not be your manager anymore, but you’re both strong-minded women.” 
 
    I arch my brow. “Why do I sense you mean stubborn instead?” 
 
    “Because you, my dear, are intuitive and savvy. Now, let’s work on that lift. It needs to work.” 
 
    That woman is honest to a fault. I can’t help but push myself to do the steps right. My fans paid for a show, and I don’t want to disappoint them. 
 
    Malik is extra cautious now, and that’s taking its toll on him. Although I should be grateful for his overprotective nature, the guy hasn’t rested since the light almost squashed Alyssa and me.  
 
    Alyssa is the only one who’s staying mostly positive. She thinks it’s better than a thriller movie and just needs popcorn and theater candy. I am grateful for her sense of humor, because it does keep me from throwing a pity party. 
 
    We’re halfway through the tour, but with the threats at every turn, it feels longer. Alyssa has taken over Brody’s duets with me, and we still both quickly glance up above us on instinct, although it’s unlikely whoever loosened that light would pull the same stunt twice. 
 
    After Brody and Malik’s insistence, we hire extra bodyguards and security detail. Malik is still the main one who looks out for me, but he has the men he trusts most take over when he has to see to managing things. 
 
    It’s my free day, and usually Brody and I try to do something together, but all I want to do is to stay in bed. It’s been two days since I saw part of that video from Brody’s past, and the more I try to forget it, the more curiosity gets the better of me, and I want a direct view into Brody’s darkness. I can’t push him. I won’t. He needs to volunteer to share it, or it won’t be the same. 
 
    Each day feels like we’re getting farther apart. Although we’ve had opportunities to talk, I think neither of us wants to do it yet for fear we may not like the outcome. 
 
    “Get dressed,” Brody says, coming into our room with the first smile I’ve seen in days.  
 
    “No,” I cry. “I’m off.” I cover my head with a pillow. 
 
    “Exactly, beautiful. That’s why we’re going out. We’re in New York, and I’ll be darned if I let drama keep us from experiencing it together.” 
 
    “I’m not in the mood for touristy stuff. Besides, I promised I’d see Alyssa later. I don’t want her to be alone.” 
 
    “Good because I already thought of that. She’s coming with us, and she won’t be alone. I invited someone else, too.” 
 
    I remove the pillow and look at him. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Malik has checked this one out. He may not like him yet, but he’s for us getting out of here, so we don’t go stir crazy. Get a quick shower or we’ll lose time.” 
 
    It takes me getting a text from Alyssa to actually do it. 
 
    Get up or I’ll throttle you, woman. I need to get out of this hotel NOW! 
 
    I sigh and go to wash up. The shower feels good on my skin. It would help if I knew where I was going. It’s chilly out since it is fall but not freezing yet. I hope jeans and a sweater are good choices for whatever he has up his sleeve. 
 
    Malik rides with Alyssa, Brody, and me like always. Only thing different is the car tailing us to help if needed. 
 
    We drive for a good thirty minutes before arriving at the place I assume is our end destination. I get out, see the sign, and I can’t help but smile. 
 
    “A zoo?” I ask. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the zoo?” Brody asks. “I have it on good authority that you both like animals.” 
 
    “Hey, guys,” someone waves from the entrance at us. I recognize him as the drummer from The Savages. 
 
    “Here’s another animal now,” Brody jokes.  
 
    I don’t miss the joy that fills Alyssa’s face. If she’s happy to see him, then I won’t interfere, but that girl owes me a talk about this new infatuation, too.  
 
    “I told you she wouldn’t be lonely,” Brody tells me. 
 
    “Didn’t you fight with all of them?” I ask. 
 
    “Just Stephen. He’s Kim’s brother, so we’ve been at each other’s throats for a while.” 
 
    “That’s right. I forgot about that,” I say. I remember reading that in his bio online. I can’t imagine the tension that must still exist between him and Brody. 
 
    “Dylan is cool. We were friends long before The Savages, and I’ve known him longer than everyone else. He can be a little forward sometimes, but he’s a good guy.” 
 
    “Better be,” Malik says, “or he’ll be missing a limb that I’ll throw to one of the lions inside.” 
 
    I can’t stop laughing at Malik’s threat. I know he’s somewhat serious, so I shouldn’t find it funny, but it’s as if my body needs release. I continue to chuckle as Malik pats Dylan down. 
 
    “Having fun so far?” Brody asks, hopeful. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I think I am.” I can’t help but look around and realize we’re the only ones in the parking lot. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    Brody grins down at me, and I realize I miss those smiles of his. 
 
    “I paid for part of the day, so it’s just the four of us, five if you include Malik and six if you group the other security detail into one. The whole place is ours for the next four hours.” 
 
    “So you rented us a zoo?” I ask with a mischievous smile of my own. 
 
    His laugh fills my ears. “I guess I did. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Hmm.” I absolutely love it, but I let him wonder a little. “I’ll love it more if you give me a piggyback ride inside.” 
 
    Hearing him laugh only makes me join him. He leans over. “Hop on, my beautiful Sky.” 
 
    I obey and jump up on his back. My arms wrap around his neck as he holds my legs around his waist. Just as I thought. Alyssa gets jealous and convinces the poor drummer to do the same for her. The smile on his face says he doesn’t mind one bit. I stick my tongue out at her for copying me. 
 
    I know it’s silly, and we probably look like crazy kids, but that’s what makes it so special. I told Brody of how I missed out on so many things children take for granted because I started working in the industry at such a young age. I know this is one of his ways of making it up for me. Alyssa missed hers, too, so we both enjoy it all. 
 
    Thankfully, Malik doesn’t toss any limbs to the animals, and Dylan is starting to grow on me a bit. As long as he’s good to my best friend, I’ll keep Malik at bay. 
 
    I know there’s a lot of trash to deal with, but for now, I just want to enjoy having fun with the people I love. Everything else can wait for one more day. 
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    It’s been days since I’ve seen Sky this happy. I miss seeing her smile. With everything happening, we seem to have lost part of ourselves. Work has taken all of our time, and fear has occupied the rest of it. Free time is few and far in between. 
 
    That’s why I planned the day at the zoo. When we first met, she told me how she grew up performing. It’s been her entire life. Although I know she loves it, sometimes she forgets to have fun.  
 
    That day was all about that, and I have more in store while we’re in Baltimore. I plan to make this a night before her performance one she’ll never forget. It has to be big and important to see her smile or laugh while she’s with me. I can’t imagine seeing Sky sad any longer. Whatever I do, it breaks my heart. Even if the world is going to perdition around us, I will do everything in my power to make my woman happy. 
 
    When get back to our suite, a large box is on the bed just like I asked the bellman to place it. 
 
    “What’s that, Brody?” she asks. 
 
    I can’t get rid of the smirk on my face. “I guess you’ll just have to open it to find out.” 
 
    She moves over to it slowly, taking her time to examine it. Knowing her, ideas of what’s inside are probably flooding through her mind. She runs her hands across the smooth surface and looks back at me. “Well, it’s not going to open itself,” I tease. 
 
    Her fingers gently lift up the top and unfold the delicate tissue paper wrapping. Her hands go to her mouth as she stares down at her gift. 
 
    Although I can’t see it from here, I know exactly what it is. I’d rather be watching her staring at the gift with a mixture of surprise and excitement. 
 
    “Oh, Brody,” she says. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    I shake my head at her. “It’s even more beautiful when you take it out of the box.” 
 
    Sky reaches for the material and pulls it out to reveal the royal blue dress. She holds it out in front of her before putting it under her neck to look down at it. 
 
    “Try on for me, baby,” I say. Even now, I can hear that my voice is deepening just at the thought of her in it. I know she’s going to look sexy. That’s only one of the reasons why I bought it for her. 
 
    She looks up at me in a seductive way that’s purely Sky. Her captivating eyes never disconnect from mine as she steps out of her shoes. She sits on the bed to remove her socks then gets back up again. Her fingers play at the edge of her sweater before she lifts it up to reveal a tempting lace bra number. 
 
    Even from where I stand, I can see the outline of her nipples pressing against the thin material. My cock hardens against my pants almost instantly, but I don’t move for fear that I’ll miss a single second of her undressing before me. This is a show worth watching, and she’s going to get my undivided attention. 
 
    She slowly unbuckles her pants and slides the zipper down at a torturous pace. She knows exactly what she’s doing to me, and with each methodical movement, I’m tempted to storm over there and tear every piece of clothing off myself. It’s a chore not to do that, but I resist it nonetheless. I’ve got to see her sexy rear in that dress so I can eventually rip it off her before the night is over. Sure, it was an expensive piece of clothing, but taking it off for her is going to be worth the price of destruction. 
 
    She slides her pants down her legs and went over to push them down to her feet, showing me the tops of her breasts.  
 
    I lick my lips on instinct. Oh, she’s enjoying this alright. I’ll let her have a little fun for now, because later she’s going to get it, and I want to make sure she knows how dangerous it is to tease me like this. 
 
    She stands there in just your underwear, and I can’t help stifle small groan as my hardness get bigger and confined inside my pants. She reaches for the dress, but I have an idea. 
 
    “Take your bra and panties off first,” the man. “I want you to be completely bare under me for me.” 
 
    Sky smiles and complies with my orders. She reaches behind her back and unsnaps the bra before sliding it down her arms and letting it fall to the floor. Her panties go next until she’s naked in front of me. I cross my arms and lean against the doorframe to keep from storming over there and taking her before she’s even tried the dress on. 
 
    She unzips the back steps into it. The material slides up her legs and over sides until she slips her arms through the two openings. 
 
    “Let me zip you up,” I say as a move closer to her. I don’t immediately do that. Instead, I lean over and put kisses on her bare back as I pull the zipper up. Even from behind her, I can feel her trembling from my kisses. I end at the back of her neck, and she tilts her head back closer to me. I quickly move back and laugh when I hear her growing frustration. 
 
    “Turn around let me see you,” I say. She obeys, and when she does, I am absolutely speechless.  
 
    It looks even better on her than I imagined when I picked it out. Her skin glows against the dark blue shade. The way I’m staring at her makes her skin flush. “You’re gorgeous, you know that?” 
 
    I don’t give her the chance to answer me. Instead, I pull her up against me and crash my mouth down onto hers, tasting every bit of her sweet lips before porting them with my tongue. She’s so delicious and addictive and I could do this all night and day. So hard to pull away from her, but the night has just begun. 
 
    When I pull back, her eyes are still closed.  
 
    “I’m taking a quick shower,” I say. “Then we have to go, or we’ll be late.” 
 
    She opened her eyes, and unsatisfied was lingering in them. “Wait for what?” She asks me. 
 
    “You just have to wait and see,” I say.  
 
    She pouts back at me, and I want to nibble on those lips again.  
 
    “Trust me,” I say. “It will all be worth it.” 
 
    In the shower, I’m tempted to relieve the ache in my cock, but the only relief I want is when I’m deep inside her, having her screaming out her release alongside mine. 
 
    The final surprise is dinner in the restaurant downstairs with a private area all to ourselves. A host in a fancy suit number leads us through the restaurant as a few heads turn to look at us.  
 
    “Your waitress will be with you shortly,” the host says. “May I take your drink order?”  
 
    “We will take your finest wine,” I say. 
 
    “Very good, sir,” he says before leaving us. 
 
    Sky smiles at me. “When did you have time to plan all of this?” she asks. 
 
    “I have my ways,” I say. “Being the manager of Skylar Samuelson has its benefits.” 
 
    She giggles. “Well, remind me to give you a raise.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on collecting an early bonus as soon as we’re done with dinner.” I wink at her as the waitress takes our order of the city’s infamous blue crab cakes with a Caesar salad. I ask Sky to pick out our dessert. 
 
    As she reads, I drop my napkin. On my way back up, I brush my hand up the inside of her bare leg, and she gasps. 
 
    “Are you okay, beautiful?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” she says, glaring at me. She orders the triple chocolate cake with vanilla bean ice cream for us to share. 
 
    “Good choice, miss,” the waitress says. “I’ll have your dinner out shortly.” 
 
    When she’s gone, Sky hits me hard on the arm. “That was so not nice.” 
 
    “I make no apologies for taking what I want,” I say. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” I let my eyes roll over her soft figure that’s toned from the vigorous workouts and dance routines. I put my hand on her bare knew and slide up to her thigh. “I want all of you, Sky.” My fingers keep moving until I brush her exposed heat. When she shudders at my touch, I say, “I aim to take over ever last inch of you.” 
 
    Dinner goes by slowly. With my cock straining against my pants and knowing Sky’s ready for me, it takes forever to finish the meal. 
 
    When the waitress finally comes with the check, I hand over more than enough for our dinner and an extravagant tip for her. I thank her and pull Sky up with me. 
 
    I should have called for dinner in our room. Then there wouldn’t be a long walk to get her beneath me in bed. I calm myself as we get inside. As much as I want to strip her naked and take her, I also want this to last. I may not be able to share that dark part of my past with her yet, but I can give her all that I am now, in this moment. 
 
    I take my time removing her dress as if the slightest jerk will rip it from her body. Her earlier teasing will come back to taunt her shortly. She just doesn’t know it yet. I plan on taking my own sweet time with her, until she can’t stand it. 
 
    “Spread yourself face down on the bed,” I say, my tone steady and certain. I love the way she glides over the bed with her rear poked out. All for me. 
 
    I take out the massage oil from the nightstand. I smell it’s floral aroma before pouring some on my hands to warm it up first.  
 
    I start at the small of her back, applying firm but gentle pressure all the way to her shoulders. She sighs as I continue to move up and around her clavicle and then back again. 
 
    I go back down to the round gloves of her rear and give it a squeeze. I roll the soft part between my thumb and first finger. She moans softly with delight. Then, when she’s utterly content, I smack a cheek.  
 
    “Hey!” she cries. 
 
    The sound fills the room, but I immediately go back to massaging the reddened area. 
 
    “That’s for teasing me earlier,” I say. 
 
    She smiles but says, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Say you’re sorry, and I’ll stop.” That’s when I smack the other cheek. 
 
    This time, there’s no mistaking the look of pleasure on her face. I rub down that cheek, too. I got back and forth. Smack. Massage. Slap. Soothe. Alternating the tempo of each, until she grips the bedspread tight in her hands. I know Sky has desires she’s always been afraid to ask for, but with me there’s no need. I know what her body needs, and I am obsessed with giving it to her. 
 
    I slip one hand down between her lower lips, and there’s no mistaking the wetness. I dip my fingers in and out until she squirms.  
 
    “You have to apologize,” I say, teasing her mind and body. In and out I dip. When she squeezes my fingers deep inside of her, I stop moving and slap her rear again. 
 
    “Please,” she cries. 
 
    “Apologize for teasing me, and I’ll let you come.” 
 
    She groans into the pillow as are start moving back inside her again. 
 
    It takes one final slap until she relents. 
 
    “I’m sorry, okay? Please?” she asks me. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I say, “and yours.” I push my hand back inside her wetness and find her clit with my other hand. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” she cries. 
 
    I grin as I kiss her back as she screams out her release. I refuse to undress. It’s a waste of time. I need her more than ever. I am quick to find protection and slip it on, not letting her rest before I push into her from behind. She takes my hardness with ease now that she’s slick and ready for me. I’m careful but forceful enough the way she likes it, the way she wants me to satisfy her but can’t always find the words to ask.  
 
    She pushed her rear back into me as I grab her hips. She grinds into me with a wild, thrust, and I nearly lose it. We both crave this. Need it from each other. I grip her her and pull her back, still being careful in the controlled force. Her cries deepen from the hard pressure as I pull her head back so I can kiss her neck. My tongue laps at her skin before ending in a soft bite. That hard attention only excites her more as she thrusts back into me with a needy force that is all primal instincts. One controlled bite on that sensitive part behind her ear at the nape of her neck is all it takes for her to scream out her release. 
 
    Her pulsing grip on my length pulls mine out right after hers, and we’re both flying together on the borders of pain mingled with pleasure. 
 
    We fall back on the bed, but I can’t leave her yet. I crave that connection, that intimacy that’s sometimes hard for me to share when we’re not like this. 
 
    “How’s that for a memorable night?” I ask as I kiss the mark I made on her neck. She’s going to need concealer for that one, but I’ll be grinning like a fool when she’s up on stage with my love bite on her. 
 
    “Now I know why they call you Savage!” she says. 
 
    I look at her, concern filling me. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    “No,” she says, kissing my arm that’s wrapped around her. “I liked it a lot. I want to do that more often.” She smiles up at me. 
 
    I ease down and kiss her sweet lips. “Don’t worry, baby,” I tell her. “When it comes sex like that, we’re going for platinum.” 
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    SKY 
 
      
 
    The day at the zoo and night of great sex with Brody were just what I needed to calm down. I know the peace can’t last long. My phone rings early the next morning. 
 
    “Sky, we have a small problem,” Malik’s voice says on the other end of the line. 
 
    I yawn since Brody and I didn’t really sleep all night. “What kind of problem?” I ask. 
 
    He sighs on the other end of the line. “A motherly kind of problem.” 
 
    I’m fully awake now. “No, Malik. Tell her I don’t want to see her.” 
 
    “Normally, I would.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem.” 
 
    “She says she has information.” 
 
    “Information on what?” 
 
    “On the person who put you and Alyssa in danger. 
 
    I sit up and find Brody doing the same. The worst thoughts fill my head. There’s no way I heard him right. My mother knows what happened? She couldn’t be responsible, could she? My own mother? 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Malik says. “She won’t tell me anything. She says she only wants to speak to you and no one else. Not even Brody.” 
 
    “Come up with her,” I say. I’ll be darned if I stay in the same room with her alone if she did do something to put me in danger. “Get Alyssa, too. Tell her whatever she has to say, she’s going to say it to all four of us.” 
 
    “Will do,” he says before hanging up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Brody asks me. 
 
    “It’s my mother. She’s downstairs, but Malik is bringing her up with Alyssa.” 
 
    “Why? What did your mother do this time?” 
 
    “She may know something about who’s trying to hurt us.” 
 
    Brody wastes no time getting dressed while I call Alyssa to tell hell Malik is coming to her with a plus one. 
 
    “Sky, hon, I love you, but if that jerk of a mother you have did anything to put you in danger, I’m tearing her smug eyes out.” 
 
    I smile at my best friend coming to my defense. I’d do the same for her in a heartbeat when he comes to her deadbeat father.  
 
    “Love you, too,” I say, “and I’m quite fine letting you. I just never thought she’d want to hurt me. Even if she didn’t, I’m not sure I’ll be able to believe anything she says.”  
 
    “You’ve still got me, no matter what,” Alyssa says. 
 
    “I know. That means a lot.” 
 
    “You already know Malik would battle an army barehanded for you. I’m sure Brody would tell you the same thing.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe.”  
 
    “No maybes,” Alyssa says. “Definitely.” 
 
    Although Brody and I are better after our day and night together, there is still a small layer of tension underneath. While I’m having a hard time trusting my mother, I’m struggling to have Brody trust me. I know he was messed up when he was addicted, and I don’t have any blinders on about that.  
 
    Even if he sees himself as a demon Batman, I’d still be able to except them because I know who he is now. I only wish he had more faith in me to see the real side of who he is now and not the person from his path. 
 
    We sit in the suite’s living room to wait for Malik, Alyssa, and the person who calls herself my mother. I shouldn’t assume she has something to do with it, but why else would she know who’s behind all of this madness. 
 
    When Malik knocks on the door and announces himself, I’m grateful Brody answers it. I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. 
 
    Malik walks in with a grim look on his face followed by Alyssa with the expression of annoyance. It’s a relief to see I’m not the only uncomfortable one here. Brody is the one who I can’t read. He’s a blank slate I can’t figure out at the moment, but I don’t have time to consider it.  
 
    My mother races over and hugs me, but I can’t hug her back. Most mothers are warm-hearted and nurturing. Mine is the exact opposite, so it surprises me when she hugs me. Hugs were never really her thing. 
 
    “Oh, Skylar,” she says in her over-exaggerating tone she uses. “I was so worried about you after that lighting mishap. I tried to see you, but Malik kept me away.” 
 
    “Because I told him to,” I say. 
 
    “What? I know you don’t want me to manage you, but banishing me? That’s rather childish and not like you.” 
 
    “You’re testing my patience, Mother. Either tell us what you have to say, or Malik will show you out.” 
 
    She huffs. “I come here to do right by you, and that’s the thanks I get? You don’t even stand up for your mother anymore. Sitting down is so improper to greet a guest.”  
 
    “Malik, take her out,” I say. 
 
    He takes her by the arm, but she snatches out of his reach. 
 
    “Fine,” she says. “Can we talk in private, Skylar?” 
 
    “Whatever you have to say to me, everyone in this room has a right to hear. No one is going anywhere, except for you if you don’t say what you can’t tell us.” Part of me hates being so blunt to her after all she’s done for me to help get me where I am today, but my gratitude for her hard work and business sense is wearing thin with each stunt she plays intercept my life. 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” she says. 
 
    I look her straight in the eyes. “It is what I want.” 
 
    “Very well, dear.” She moves away from Malik and sits in the chair closest to me. “I want you to know that everything I’ve ever done has been to benefit you.” 
 
    There’s no doubt in my mind she believes this. I want to tell her that many of her decisions benefited her, too, but I hold my tongue. 
 
    She looks at me as if expecting me to thank her for doing things in my interest, but I don’t say a word. She continues when she realizes this. 
 
    “I hired someone to put a rift between you and Brody,” she says.  
 
    I shake my head. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to let it go,” I say. “What did you do this time, Mother? Who did you hire?” 
 
    She looks around at everyone around, almost as if she expects him to react, before turning back to me. “I hired Stephen Hart.” 
 
    “What?” This question is echoed by Brody and Alyssa along with me. “You hired Kim Heart’s brother?” I ask. “He’s the one behind all this?” 
 
    “Why would you bring him into this?” Brody asks. 
 
    “I didn’t know it would be him at first. That’s why I flew the band to Minneapolis.” 
 
    “You’re the reason they were at the charity event,” Brody says. “I should have known that wasn’t a coincidence.” 
 
    “I was there and watched how you interacted with your former band. He’s the one who you seemed to have the most tension with, so I paid him to get rid of you. I figured why not go to someone who knows about your past. He also had a reason to get back at you, since he saw...his sister’s death as your fault.” 
 
    “You know nothing about Kim or my past,” Brody says. “Reading those gossip rags doesn’t mean you know me.” 
 
    “I was doing what I could to protect my daughter from you, but that was before...” 
 
    “Before what?” I ask. 
 
    “Stephen was just supposed to get Brody out of the way, but I realized something wasn’t right when he tried to hurt you, too. I decided to do more research on him, and I found out he’s been seeing a psychiatrist for mental issues.” 
 
    “How would you know something like that?” I ask. 
 
    “Don’t forget that money can buy almost anything, Skylar.” 
 
    “Of course. You bribed his doctor, didn’t you?” 
 
    “More like his psychiatrist’s secretary. Turns out Stephen suffers from Schizophrenia. That may be causing him to act out so irrationally.” 
 
    “Gee, you think?” Alyssa asks with a snarky tone. 
 
    “What did you tell him to do exactly?” Brody says. 
 
    “I told him that I didn’t want any details. I didn’t know he was going to do anything dangerous or put my daughter at risk. If I had, I would have done something to stop him. Skylar is too important to me to let anything happen to her, especially by some wannabe rock star.” 
 
    I notice she says this and stares hard at Brody, as if he’s the one who climbed the scaffold and loosened the light fixtures himself. 
 
    “You must have known on some level,” he says, “because you asked him not to give you details. That way you wouldn’t know anything when people asked you questions about him.” 
 
    “Is that true?” I ask, hoping he’s wrong. “You didn’t want to know and didn’t care what he’d do to Brody?” 
 
    She hesitates, and that tells me everything I need to know. 
 
    “That’s cold jerk move,” Alyssa says. “Even for you.” 
 
    “A good mother will do anything to protect her child,” she says back. Her tone says that she would do it again in a heartbeat, and learning that about her scares me more than anything. 
 
    “It sounds like I need protection from you. Not Brody,” I say. I can feel my eyes watering up, but I won’t cry in front of her. She always thought that showed weakness, and I need to be strong for what I have to do next.  
 
    “You act like I’m the enemy here, Skylar. I’m your mother, for goodness sake.” 
 
    “No! Alyssa and I could have died after the guy you paid messed with that light fixture. You. Not Brody. My life was threatened because of you.” 
 
    “There was a change in your performance that night,” my mother says. “He probably thought Brody would be singing with you instead of Alyssa.” 
 
    I can’t close my mouth from the shock of hearing what’s coming out of hers. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I am being serious and reasonable. It’s not my fault Stephen wants to see your boy toy suffer for killing that girl.” 
 
    I see the words stab Brody as if it were a physical knife powered by her words. Enough is enough. I have to be strong for him and for me. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you?” I say to her. “It doesn’t matter who was performing. What you did, what Stephen did is criminal and far from reasonable! Brody saved us that night. Do you hear me? The man you hate saved your daughter from the crazy trash you pulled! From what you’ve told us, Stephen needs help when he’s found and maybe you do, too.” 
 
    “Skylar!” She cries and tries to touch me, but I move out of her reach and closer to the three other people who actually care about me and have actually shown me that. 
 
    I never thought she could go this far. She’s so obsessed with protecting me from Brody that she can’t even see what she has done as wrong. She could go to jail for that, but seeing her in handcuffs would destroy me. There’s only one thing I can do now to protect the people I love from her control. 
 
    “Malik, escort my mother out, and make sure she’s completely off the premises.” I stare at her. “I don’t know if I can ever forgive you for this. Until I do and can trust you again, I don’t want to see you at all. If I do, I’ll call the police.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t do that!” she says, sounding horrified. 
 
    “After this crazy trash you’ve pulled, I definitely would. You need to get a life, Mother, because you’re no longer welcome in mine.” 
 
    I turn around and Brody is right there to comfort me with Alyssa. My heart would split into pieces if they weren’t there to back me up, to be the rocks I need to finally detach myself from my mother’s hold on me. I hear my mother arguing, but I block it out until the sound of the door opening and closing fills the room, and she’s on the other side of that locked door. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sky,” Alyssa says. “We’re here for you.” She pats my arm to try to comfort me. 
 
    I nod before burying my face into Brody’s chest. There is strength in his embrace that I need to lean on for hours until I can recover and find myself again. I don’t realize I’m crying until I hear my sobs.  
 
    “Alyssa’s right,” Brody says. “We’ve got you, and we’re not going anywhere. I won’t let go until you tell me to.” 
 
    I realize that I never want him to, but there’s a comfort in knowing that, too. 
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    Sky’s mother is psychotic. I don’t know any other word to describe it. Alyssa actually calls her a psychotic jerk, but I’m trying to be respectful, something the woman has never been to me. Then again, Alyssa can get away with a lot. I’m just happy she’s helping me keep Sky happy with her jokes about it.  
 
    In the process of trying to hurt me, Sky’s mother nearly tore her daughter in two. I get her reasons for wanting to protect Sky, but her ways of doing it need drastic improvement.  
 
    Sky has proved over and over again that she’s not a child. She’s the business smart and talented woman I’ve fallen in love with, which is why seeing her spiral into her own darkness is killing me. 
 
    Each night since her mother’s visit in Detroit, Sky has been tossing and turning in her sleep. The smile I worked so hard to give her is gone again thanks to the woman who calls herself Sky’s family.  
 
    At least the cryptic messages and craziness are starting to make sense to me. Stephen Heart has always blamed me for Kimberly, first for her addiction and then for her death. He and his family hate me. They used to always tell me Kim deserved better, and I never denied it. I loved her too much to give her up, and she loved me too much to leave. It was an addictive love all along and not the healthy kind. 
 
    With Sky, I realize what healthy love is supposed to look like, but now that Stephen has been thrown at us, I still wonder if I deserve her. She’s too good for me in all the ways that make her absolutely amazing.  
 
    When I get like this is when I usually crave a hit. A hard drink other than beer or something stronger seems like it would do the trick. I’m not always teetering so close to that edge, but with all the crazy nonsense I’ve been dealing with and the past coming back to haunt me, I’m craving something. Almost anything feels like it would be amazing once it hits my system and all will be right with the world. 
 
    I can’t fall off the ledge, no matter how narrow it may be. Not when Sky needs me now more than ever. I keep waiting to let her down, to repeat the cycle of what I did to Kim. That’s a major reason why she couldn’t see that video. If she knew how horrible I could be, she’d get a clear view of my own darkness, things that I regret doing with every ounce of my soul. 
 
    She asked me if I ever hit Kim, and I was honest with her. Not once did I put a single hand on her, but I was verbally abusive. We both were. We’d fight and scream until the drugs were the only thing that we could relate to anymore. 
 
    Maybe our relationship would have ended one way or another. We were always too dependent on each other for it not to. It’s one of the reasons why I fell for Sky. She’s independent when she has to be, but I still feel needed by her even after all she can do by herself. It all balances out somehow into a healthy union. 
 
    I’ve become a little paranoid since finding out Sky’s mother was behind Stephen’s antics. I watch each performance from beginning to end without fail, hoping and praying nothing else goes wrong. I know Stephen needs professional help, but if anything happens to Sky or Alyssa, I’m going to give him the showdown he wants, whether he has complete mental capacity or not. I won’t lose my woman or her best friend just because he’s holding on to a grudge he can’t let go of properly. Their lives are worth more than that. 
 
    Malik has extra security in place throughout the stadium. He found out that Sky’s mother paid some staff members off, which is how Stephen got past security to reach the dressing rooms before. Sky fired every last one of them, and Malik made sure his team knew not to let them anywhere near Sky or the remaining concert locations. 
 
    Sky has a promo appearance at one of Miami’s popular night clubs right after the show. I tried to convince her to cancel it, but she’s having none of it. She refuses to let fear dictate how she finishes up this last leg of the tour. It made me proud of her, but I’m still scared trashless of her being around so many people at the club. 
 
    I’m anxious with the Miami venue being wide open, even though she’s performed in many similar places before. It feels like I have less control over what happens this time. I’m fidgeting more than usual and pacing back and forth. I know I’m even making the backstage staff nervous.  
 
    I let Malik know that I’m going to Sky’s dressing room so I can calm myself down, and I feel better knowing he’s got all sides covered. It’s been days since Stephen has done anything, so maybe I’m all worked up over nothing. I just can’t shake the sensation that something bad can happen. 
 
    I get back to her dressing room, and it’s a comfort to be able to see her on television screens back there. At least I can keep an eye on her without driving everyone else insane.  
 
    My eyes glance over and spot a gift wrapped box that wasn’t there before Sky went out on stage. It’s small enough to fit in the palm of my hand, and it has a name tag addressed to me. I don’t have to open it to know this is somehow Stephen’s doing.  
 
    The first thing I do is call Malik to let him know, and to tell him to do another check of the building. Stephen has to be nearby if this is here. A good thirty minutes pass before I get an all clear from Malik.  
 
    I put the box in my pocket to keep Sky from seeing it. The last thing she needs is another thing to worry about. I know I have to tell her, but I figure it would be best to wait until the tour is over. There’s only one more week left and one more venue before we’re back in California. 
 
    I try to wait patiently for Sky to finish. The box in my pocket feels like it’s getting heavier by the second. I’m curious to see what the heck it is. Crazy ideas fill my head, until I’m forced to pull it back out. 
 
    When I open the box, I feel my lungs tighten. I stare at the contents for what feels like forever. I feel acutely aware of the blood rushing through my veins as I take in the little baggie of heroin. It’s a small bag but large enough to get a recovering addict back on hardcore drugs again. 
 
    Stephen’s note is in the lid, but I only notice it after staring at the heroin for what feels like hours. I unfold the paper to read it silently. 
 
      
 
    You were always looking for the next high, Savage. Even my sister wasn’t good enough for you. Here’s your chance to prove how selfish you are…how selfish I’ve always known you to be. Take this and fall back into the gutter where you belong. If you don’t take it, I’ll make sure your new girl sees you for the jerk that you are on that video. You know how it ends. Maybe she should, too. You have until Sky’s next concert to decide. 
 
      
 
    Although it’s him, he still has Kim’s lipstick inside a heart, which only angers me more. He claims to be doing this in the name of his sister, but all he’s doing is ruining the memory of her. I may have been her pathway to the dark side, but her demons were as alive and active as my own. Nothing I could have said or done would’ve kept her from following me into the abyss of addiction. 
 
    I’m given two choices of falling: fall back into my addiction or fall back from Sky when she sees that tape. Even drug retreats and Narcotics Anonymous don’t feel like enough preparation for the little baggie staring back at me. 
 
    It takes Sky’s voice to pull me out of my trance. I glance back up at the screen to see her and Alyssa performing the final song. I close the box and shove it back in my pocket. I need a drink, and somehow I think beer just isn’t going to cut it this time.
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?” Sky asks me as we get ready to go to the club. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine,” I say. I still feel a little buzzed from drinking a few of the airplane-sized vodka bottles that were in our suite. I snuck in a few while Sky showered, and now things feel less heavy and more like a smoky haze I have to wade through. “Why do you keep asking me that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says. “You don’t seem like yourself.” 
 
    When she looks at me, all I want to do is come clean about everything. Not just the tapes or that I’ve been drinking, but about my entire past being on that video in the span of minutes. I know if she sees what it was like between Kim and me on that video that she’ll never be able to look at me the same way again, 
 
    “I’m good,” I tell her. “We better go. Don’t want to keep the club owner and fans waiting. Tonight is a big night.” 
 
    She watches me closely and I run my hands through my hair during her scrutiny.  
 
    “That must be it,” she says. 
 
    “What?” I ask, staring into those curious green eyes that say so much with just one look. Does she know everything by staring at me? If so, she doesn’t say it, and it makes me feel like trash that I could be worrying her more than she needs to be. 
 
    “You’re wearing your hair down.” 
 
    “You don’t like it?” I felt so constrained with it pulled back, like that one tie held everything back so tight that I couldn’t come up for air, so I ditched the thing altogether.  
 
    “I didn’t say that. It’s just a different look for you.” She tilts her head. “I like you like this.” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Yeah. You seem a lot more…relaxed, I guess. It’s a nice change.” 
 
    “I feel relaxed. Now, let’s head out before Alyssa beats down our door.” I hold my arm out to her. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she says with a grin as she takes my arm. 
 
    The club reflects the Miami aesthetic with neon colors throughout. It still had the darken club vibe, but the lights liven it up. It’s packed wall to wall with people.  
 
    Sky’s bombarded as soon as we enter. Everyone either wants to talk to her or get an autograph. Malik and his team do their best to keep some at a distance, so she’s not overwhelmed by the attention. 
 
    I stay close to her, too. As if doing so will keep me from going into my pocket and pulling out the contents of my worst nightmare. She’s my anchor; even if she doesn’t know it. 
 
    The owner finally comes to greet us and asks Sky to join the DJ on stage for one song. She looks at me as if waiting for me to grant her permission to leave my side. 
 
    Maybe my desperation wasn’t subtle after all. I hate letting her go, but this is a great opportunity for her to be the center of attention. 
 
    “You should do it,” I say over the music. “This is what you’re here for. You may even be able to collaborate with some DJs on the next album. Might as well start now.” 
 
    She nods in agreement. “What about you?” 
 
    I give her a kiss, hoping it reassures her. “I’ll be fine, Sky. Go show them what you’re made of.” 
 
    The owner whisks her away to prepare for the next song, while I make my way to the bar. 
 
    “Vodka straight up,” I tell the bartender, “and keep them coming.” I hand him my card to start a tab. 
 
    He nods and takes it. When my drink arrives, I stare at it for a long time. My hand feels the loaded box in my pocket, and I decide to go with the lesser evil. 
 
    I down two shots by the time Sky hits the stage, but the craving I’m feeling isn’t satiated. If I had Sky next to me, I’d take her in the bathroom and idiot out my frustration until we were both satisfied, but I had to let her go and do what she was born to do. What I used to be born to do, too, until it nearly destroyed me. 
 
    I move away from the bar and head to the bathrooms. I throw cold water on my face, hoping it’ll shock some sense into me. 
 
    I take out the box and look it. When I’m all alone, I open it again. My body only wants to remember how good it made me feel, how calm and mellow life was when the drugs flowed through my system. 
 
    My mind, on the other hand, remembers the messed-up trash I did when I was strung out. It’s an all-out war between my mind and body as I roll my thumb over the bag. 
 
    “I know you’re going to pour that nasty trash down the drain.” 
 
    I look up to see Malik staring at me and then nodding to the heroin.  
 
    “This nasty trash got me through some tough times.” 
 
    “It also destroyed your ex and almost destroyed you.” 
 
    “Yeah. It did.” 
 
    “I’m guessing your old pal Stephen got that to you somehow.” 
 
    All I do is nod. 
 
    “So what are you going to do? Take it, give him the win, and destroy any future you have with Sky? Or are you going to man the heck up and get rid of it?” 
 
    It’d be so easy to fall back into. Like putting something back on that you long forgot. But Sky isn’t worth the easy road. She’s the one I’d trek through deserts and mountains for. She’s the inspiration songwriters write songs for. Am I ready to give her up that easily? Idiot no. 
 
    I don’t think twice when I turn on the faucet and let the powdery contents flow down the drain. 
 
    “We need a plan to catch this jerk,” I say, staring at the clear sink. 
 
    “Already way ahead of you,” he says. “Think it’s time we had a little talk about my military connections.”
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    “I want you to watch it,” Brody says, walking into my dressing room after the show. He paces behind me, but I watch him closely in the large mirror. 
 
    “Watch what?” I ask. 
 
    “The tape Stephen is holding over me.” He stops and stares at me. “I want you to see it. It’s the only way he’s going to lose that power he’s dangling over my head. He knows I don’t want people to see who I was back then, but the truth is that it’s you I’m afraid to show it to.” 
 
    I turn around and take his hands into mine. He feels so cold. I hate that he’s so nervous. Over the last few days, I’ve realized that I don’t care about who he was in the past. I never knew that Savage Saban and I never will. The man standing in front of me right now is the real one. Brody Kent is who I fell for all those months ago, the one who showed me I could be the independent woman without my mother hovering over me and acting condescending on every decision I ever made on my own. The man is always showing me that I am not a freak for wanting certain things in bed.  
 
    I’ve always wanted someone who could see me as Skylar Samuelson the woman and not the pop singer. Brody is asking me to do the same for him. What I always wanted was something that Brody needed, and I am so ready to give it to him. I hate that he worries about my reaction. Although not knowing was stressing me, I know that nothing on that video will change how I feel about him right now. 
 
    “I don’t need to see it,” I finally say.  
 
    He stares at me as if unsure of my words. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I don’t need to you to show me what’s on that video. I know everything I ever need to know.” I wrap my arms around his waist. “Brody Kent, I love you more than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re part of me now. That means my good is yours and yours is mine. It also means your demons are mine and mine are yours. You can’t take the good and leave out the bad. You have to trust me to handle both. I’m not Kim, and I’ll never be her. You’re not going to make the same mistakes as you did then because you’re different now.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” he says. 
 
    “I do, for the simple fact that you want to share the bad parts of your life with me, even though it scares the heck out of you.” 
 
    “But you don’t know everything. Stephen left a box with heroin in it when we were in Miami. He wanted me to take it, and I almost did.” 
 
    I try to comprehend his rush of words. “He tried to force you to take it?” 
 
    He nods. “It’s an ultimatum. If I don’t do it, he shows you the video, but I refuse to let him hurt you. That’s why I want you to see it. Better me than him. I couldn’t stand if you’re bombarded with it.” 
 
    “What did you do with the drugs?” I ask. My voice is calm. I don’t want him to think I’m accusing him or judging his struggle with the addiction, but I have to ask. 
 
    “With the help of Malik, I poured it out.” 
 
    “How did Malik help?” 
 
    “He simply reminded me of something I almost forgot.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That you’re worth fighting for, Sky. I can’t promise I won’t let you down or that I won’t be tempted to slip again, but I can promise you I’ll never stop fighting for us. I will do everything in my power to keep fighting.” 
 
    “Then I promise to do the same, too.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I did to ever deserve you, but I’m going to work hard to keep you.” He leans down and kisses me with a force that feels like a combination of love and determination.  
 
    I melt against him to fall deeper into his kiss. He makes me tremble and relax simultaneously.  
 
    He pulls back. “I think there’s a way to catch Stephen,” he tells me. 
 
    “Thank, Goodness. I’m not sure how much longer I can take him ruining our lives.” 
 
    “Malik and I have a plan to catch Steven, but it’s going take some work, and we’re going to need your help, too.” 
 
    “I’ll do anything for this nightmare to be over. My mood is starting to affect my performance, and I want to fix it before San Diego.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You sure you’re up for this?” Malik asks Brody. We’re all sitting together on the plane, finally headed for California. Alyssa and I sit together on one side while Brody and Malik sit together so they can strategize. 
 
    “Heck, yes,” Brody says. “I want this over and done with so we can all move on. It’s the only way Sky and I are going to ever have a life together.” 
 
    “I’m with him on that. The quicker we get him, the sooner we can breathe easier.” 
 
    Malik nods. “Good. I just wanted to make sure, because once the plan is in place, it’s go time. There’s no pulling back from it. My guys will be here to capture him and hand him over to the police.” 
 
    “Like Sky said, it’s the only way to get him to stop and possibly get the help he needs,” Brody says. “I don’t want him to try to hurt anyone else because of me. I don’t want to give him any more time to attack us in a way we don’t see coming.” 
 
    “Well, I have good news,” Malik says. “One of my buddies tracked him down. He’s in some rental place, probably holding up there until his next move.” 
 
    “Why can’t we just go get him now?” I ask. 
 
    “Right now, we have no proof. If we move in now, there’s a good chance he’ll get off the hook.” 
 
    “What do you mean we have no proof?” I looked between her and Brody. “You have the notes he left behind, pictures of his threats, and even my mother’s own admission.” 
 
    “We know that, but there’s no physical evidence we can use to take him to the police. He’s been careful with everything. No prints on the things he leaves behind, no DNA to trace, nothing really. It’s almost like he’s a ghost.” 
 
    “How’s that even possible?” I ask. 
 
    “Blame it on too much crime scene shows,” Alyssa says. “They practically teach viewers how to get away with crimes. Dude is probably streaming all episodes on repeat.” 
 
    “Not helping me calm down right now,” I tell her. I appreciate her sense of humor, but knowing he’s prepared to get away with anything he does will not ease my conscience. 
 
    “Sorry, hon,” she says. “I’m just as nervous as you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t let anything happen to you,” Brody says. 
 
    “That’s a promise,” Malik says. “Your safety is top priority.” 
 
    “Don’t scare off potential suitors,” Alyssa says. “I’m still gagging props to.” 
 
    “What about Dylan?” I ask. “Thought you had fun at the zoo.” 
 
    “I did, but I haven’t heard back from him since then.” 
 
    “That’s not like him,” Brody says. “Want me to give him a nudge.” 
 
    “No,” Alyssa says. “It either works out or it doesn’t.” 
 
    I can tell she hopes the prior holds true, but all of that can wait until we have this maniac with a thirst for revenge. 
 
    “It’s going to take all of us to play our parts,” Malik says. “We know your mother pulled strings to get Stephen backstage the first couple of times, and she told me who they were. They’ve all been fired.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Which means someone else is sneaking him in now since he left that awful gift for Brody.” 
 
    Malik nods. “Exactly. Find that person, and we’ll get Stephen.” 
 
    “I like this plan,” Alyssa says. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s a little complicated, but it’s important. Without you two, we can’t pull this off.” 
 
    Alyssa and I stare at each other, silently agreeing. 
 
    “Tell us everything you need from us, and we’ll do it.” 
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    “I hate this more than I thought,” I tell Malik. “I don’t want to put the girls in any danger. It’ll be my fault if anything happens to them.” 
 
    “Man, you just got to let that guilt trash go. It will eat you up from the inside out if you let it.” 
 
    I glance over at him. “Sounds like you’re talking from experience.” 
 
    He nods his head solemnly. “When you’re a soldier, they break you down to build you back up. It’s not just to make you stronger, which it does. Doing that also makes you realize how much you need your team to survive.” 
 
    “Survival is a good thing, right?” 
 
    “Depends on how you see surviving. In war, you know you’ll lose comrades, but it doesn’t make it easier especially when they die next to you.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine it.” 
 
    “Don’t. It is sometimes best not to. The ones I want to help the most are the ones who bring the war back with them, either physically or mentally. Like I said, survival is all about how you look at it.” 
 
    “I’m glad we have men like you and your friends protecting us, both over there and here at home.” 
 
    “It’s my job, Brody. No need to fly a kite, but thanks.” He looks over to where Sky and Alyssa huddle with their band and dancers. “Promise me when we get out of this, you’ll show that girl what it means to live, and I mean really live. I’ve seen her go through some insane trash while doing this job. I know she loves it, but sometimes people need to take a break from their passion, too.” 
 
    “I promise I’m going to do my dang best to try, but she is Skylar Samuelson. No one can tell her to do anything she doesn’t want to do.” 
 
    “That’s true. One of the only positive things she got from that crazy-rear mother of hers.” 
 
    “Didn’t she hire you as Sky’s bodyguard?” 
 
    “Yeah, years ago, but I work for Sky. My loyalties will always be with Sky. Best you don’t forget that.” 
 
    I hold my hands up. “Never will. I’m glad she has you looking out for her.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re not as far gone as I’d thought you’d be either.” 
 
    “Thanks?” I ask. I think that’s a good thing, but I’m not sure. 
 
    “That’s the closest to a compliment you’ll ever get verbally from me, Brody. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “I’ll take it.”  
 
    Malik nudges me in the side. “Do you see that?” he whispers to me. 
 
    At first, I don’t see anything but the group of people huddled together. On a closer look, I notice that one of the dancers is looking around sporadically, almost as if she’s waiting for someone to show up. 
 
    “I see it,” I whisper back. “You think it’s her?” 
 
    “Looks like it. Only one way to find out.” 
 
    The plan is a complicated one when put together, but everyone’s parts are simple ones. Still, it all requires patience to keep from backfiring on us. With only two shows left, it was a given Stephen would act out for one of them. It looks like Malik’s plan to use the mole as bait for Stephen is playing out like he thought. 
 
    Once this is over, I plan on locking Sky in a room and never letting her out, and it’ll be loads of fun trying to keep her there. 
 
    For now, we have to get through this first. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We need to make sure the girl we spotted is indeed the one who has been letting Stephen in backstage. That’s where Sky and Alyssa come in. The choreographer added one new dance scene where all dancers have to pair up.  
 
    Alyssa will ask everyone to do one more group huddle before they go back on stage. Since Sky doesn’t usually do this, we thought it was best coming from Alyssa to seem less suspicious. If the person who’s helping Stephen needs to let him in, it’ll be during a time when they can easily slip away, like the second group huddle they don’t expect. Whoever that person is paired up with will be missing a partner, thereby verifying who the traitor is. Malik and I have split up to take different sides of the stage and follow whoever leaves the area. 
 
    I realize right away that I’m the closest to the girl who sneaks away. No surprise that it is the girl who was looking around. I text Malik to let him know, and he texts back that one of the male dancer can’t find his partner named Mindy. 
 
    I guess Mindy has other plans. I follow from behind a keep a good distance in the shadows. I keep my phone out to ready it and hit record. She creeps near a back exit that doesn’t have anyone manning it, something Malik did on purpose to give Stephen the opportunity to break in. 
 
    Mindy opens the door. “Hurry up!” she says to someone on the other side. “I have to get back.” 
 
    Stephen rushes in before she closes the door to lock it back in place.  
 
    He pulls her close to him, “You’re a treasure, doll. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Mandy says. “Whatever. Save that mushy stuff for later. Go plant you stuff for Sky’s boyfriend and then straight back out here before you get caught. This is the last time I’m doing this trash for you. You owe me big time.” 
 
    “I’ll pay in full after the show,” he says kissing her and grinding into her.  
 
    “I may prefer money over sex most of the time,” she replies. 
 
    “After this time, we’ll have more than enough money to swim in. I plan on making Brody Kent pay for what he’s done.” 
 
    I’m tempted to wipe that smirk of his face, but I can’t deviate from the plan. Malik was clear on that. The more footage we get, the easier it’ll be to put Stephen away. I sink deeper into the shadows of some large equipment covered by sheets.  
 
    The two walk fast, looking around for someone to spot them. When they get to the backstage area, they split off. The male dancer argues with Mindy, but I follow Stephen instead. He has no problem finding Sky’s room, which makes me believe he knows the layout of the arena. Although The Savages played here years ago, the inside has changed drastically in design and structure. 
 
    I stand outside and watch him as my recorder picks up every detail. It’s hard to hold back, knowing this guy can’t let the past go. Sky has been a wreck because of it, and I’ve been fending of Kim’s ghost, when she had nothing to do with this. I keep thinking how she’d be disappointed with what he’s doing, but even I’ve been guilty of that.  
 
    “You’re going to finally get what’s coming to you, Brody,” Stephen says, “and I’m going to enjoy every second of it.” 
 
    I sense Malik nearby before I see him. He nods to signal that’s enough video feed. I stop it and walk into to Sky’s room, making Stephen jerk back. 
 
    “Brody?” Stephen says. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You mean in my girlfriend’s dressing room? I think the question is what you’re doing here? Planting more drugs to knock me off track?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says. 
 
    “Save it,” Malik says, grabbing him by the collar. “The jig’s up.” Malik leans over and reads the new note Stephen planted. “So, looks like you’ve gone from drug dealer to bribery. Asking for only $500,000, too. Want us to bump it up to a cool million.” 
 
    “I just want what’s coming to me. I deserve to see that idiot suffer for what he did to Kim.” 
 
    “Money isn’t going to bring her back, Stephen. I’m sorry for what I did to her. Even more, I’m sorry what I did to her caused you and your parents to lose her.” 
 
    “Shut up! Shut the heck up! You never loved her. Not really.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, but I never meant to hurt her. I would never want what happened to her happen anyone, but this isn’t the way to go about fixing things. You should have just come to me.” 
 
    “Easy words for a man who disappears for years with no trace. You couldn’t even face my family. You ran like a little jerk!” 
 
    I close my eyes at his words, because he’s right. I was a coward, but not anymore. It took me finding Sky to find my strength. 
 
    “I’ll say it again,” I say. “I’m sorry, Stephen. Sorry for everything. That doesn’t give you the right to hurt people I care about.” 
 
    “Police are waiting outside,” Malik says. “Time for you and your little dance fling to meet them.” 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Stephen says. “I still have copies of that video. It’ll ruin you, Savage.” 
 
    I look up at Malik and he nods his head. He had his old military friends raid Stephen’s house. They took all hard copies of the tapes and removed any evidence of me off his computer. 
 
    “Not happening today. I have something to live for, Stephen. For Kim’s memory, I hope you find something to live for, too.” 
 
    Malik takes him away, and I realize I’m not happy about it. I’m more saddened by all the hurt and damage that’s happened in her name. All I can do is move on and hope Kim would want that for all of us too. 
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    Tonight is a relief as I wait to go back on stage with Brody by my side. I love performing, but this tour has been a roller coaster that I am ready to get off for a while. Maybe take an actual vacation. Mother never believed in them, but now that Brody and I are free, I want to take a nice long trip with just the two of us and no one else. Alyssa and Malik need one too, separately, although they’ll both probably deny it. 
 
    With Stephen locked up, I feel like I can breathe again. News is out about what happened now, and people are being kinder to Brody. He’s told me that he wants to retire from singing altogether. From here on out, he wants to be my songwriter, manager, and boyfriend. Singing is something he loves, but he wants to put that part of himself in the past. He promises he’ll still sing for me though. I’m happy I get to share that intimate part with him. 
 
    I convince him to do one last song with me on stage to take his final bow. I thought he’d fight me on it, but he actually agreed to it right away.  
 
    “I couldn’t think of a better way to say goodbye to Savage Saban, than with you,” he tells me. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to say goodbye to him for good?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s time for a new chapter, and I can’t do that as Savage. You know something?” 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “I think I finally get the full meaning of Masquerade now. It’s not just about the façade you wear for others on the outside. It’s about unveiling your inner self to you, too.” 
 
    “Very profound,” I say. “Is this the kind of Brody I’m getting back after this is over?” 
 
    He grins with a wicked smile. “You’re getting all kinds of Brody when this is over. Some you’ll love and others will grow on you.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it,” I say.  
 
    We step out in the spotlight together as I announce him. “Thank you for being my last tour stop, Los Angeles. It’s been fun. To close out this amazing experience, I thought I’d bring my love on stage to join me. Is that okay with you?”  
 
    The audience screams their approvals. Brody is a hero in their eyes and in mine. I’m so happy to see his final stage moment as a positive one. 
 
    “In that case, here for the final time of his career is Savage Saban!”  
 
    I’m ready to sing Masquerade with him, but I realize the tune is different. I stare at Brody as he plays strings that float through the air and turns into a beautiful melody. 
 
    “If you notice the look on my beautiful Sky’s face, you see she doesn’t know this song. Can I ask you all to put your phone lights up, so I can ask her an important question?” 
 
    I can’t breathe as he stares into my eyes. It’s like there’s no one else but him and me. I don’t know how he does that when thousands of people are around us, but I don’t question it. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been through many things and many places. 
 
    It’s like a rolling whirlwind in a sea of many faces. 
 
    But one thing I’ll always take away and see 
 
    Is the love you’re forever giving back to me. 
 
    It gives me the courage through the rain 
 
    And erases all of my troubled pains. 
 
    There’s only one thing left for me to do, 
 
    So I’ll ask if I can spend my life with you. 
 
      
 
    Marry me and make me yours so I can say 
 
    That we belong to each other from this day. 
 
    Marry me and I’ll cherish all that you are. 
 
    The good and the bad don’t seem that far. 
 
    Marry me and I promise everything to you 
 
    And support all you are and all that you do. 
 
      
 
    Oh, marry me, my Sky. Oh, marry me. 
 
    Oh, marry me, my Sky. Oh, marry me. 
 
      
 
    We’ve come this far and can’t go back now 
 
    To the life before we took the desired bow. 
 
    Lights may be blinding to keep away the dark 
 
    But it’s your love for me that sets off my spark. 
 
    Don’t ever doubt that it’s you I’ll always want. 
 
    When you leave it’s still me your memory haunts. 
 
    So there’s only one question for me to ask, 
 
    Will you love me even after I unveil my mask? 
 
      
 
    Marry me and make me yours so I can say 
 
    That we belong to each other from this day. 
 
    Marry me and I’ll cherish all that you are. 
 
    The good and the bad don’t seem that far. 
 
    Marry me and I promise everything to you 
 
    And support all you are and all that you do. 
 
      
 
    Oh, marry me, my Sky. Oh, marry me. 
 
    Oh, marry me, my Sky. Oh, marry me. 
 
      
 
    He gets on one knee at the very end and pushes his guitar around, so it hangs at his back. That’s when I see the box. I can barely see him through the tears blurring up my vision, but that box is bright blue and hard to miss. When he opens it, the stage lights bounce off the sparkling ring and make it glow. 
 
    I know when he sings to me like this, it’s the deepest part of himself I could ever have, and now he’s not only asked me an important question, he has sung it to me. 
 
    “So Skylar Samuelson,” he says with a sexy smirk I’ll never grow tired of, “will you make me the happiest man in this stadium, in this entire universe, the happiest man possible? Will you marry me and be mine?” 
 
    I nod. “Yes, Brody. I’ll be yours. Have been since I met you.” 
 
    The crowd screams and stomps so loud that it becomes one combined sound. 
 
    “Then I’m going to need that left hand, beautiful,” he says. 
 
    I hand him my hand, almost forgetting that part in the thrill of it all. The ring is beautiful, not that I would have cared. Seeing him do this for me is more than everything I could ever want. He knows that my fans have been with me since the beginning of my career, and not they’ve been a part of my engagement. 
 
    He kisses me, and the screaming grows louder. It’s utter chaos in the audience, but I still hear him when he hugs me and whispers in my ear. 
 
    “I’ve been yours since we met, too,” he says. “I’m yours forever, Sky. Forever and long after that.” 
 
    That’s more than a woman like me could ever ask for from a man like him. His love for me and who I truly am is all I will ever need. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    BONUS: EXCERPT – HEART OF KNIVES 
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    DARK ROADS 
 
      
 
    “Hello, darkness, my friend,” Gary Locke whispers, half prayer and half plea.  
 
    He turns on the lights to his chambers and steps inside. His shoulders heave and slump, as he forces himself to relax. He creeps from room to room, turning on every light, reassuring himself there are no attackers on his home turf. 
 
    Returning to the kitchen, Gary pulls a beer bottle out of the fridge, cracks it open, and takes a long swig. You’re gonna end up giving yourself an aneurysm if you don’t learn to accept the reason for the Complex, he reminds himself. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” he says out loud. “I’m surrounded by those I called the enemy a year ago.” 
 
    When he reaches the living room, Gary takes off the black button-up shirt with UAS emblazoned on the right shoulder. Uni Ama Security, the PI firm he works for, provides these uniforms to its personnel. After a moment’s consideration, he takes off his white T-shirt and gun belt, dropping them on the floor. Muscle ripples under taut, tanned skin as he lands with a thud on his couch. 
 
    “R-Toc, TV on, channel thirty-four. Set temperature up to seventy-seven degrees,” he calls to his apartment AI. 
 
    A screen on the far white wall hums to life, and a human newscaster from planet Raxu emerges from the static. Gary stares at the television, but the stories being reported don’t matter. Seeing the cities he fought for still standing calms his senses. 
 
    Absently scratching his right arm, he feels the roughness of the scar running on his forearm, and looks down at it. During the war with the Metas on Raxu, Gary fought an array of demons. Many of the protections Humans had at their disposal to use against them were runes drawn in human blood. Figuring out he would need to use his own blood while on the move didn’t take long. 
 
    Several runes are displayed on the front door of his apartment. Some have begun seeping into the white paint and need retouching. Gary reaches into his pants to grab his pocket knife, when a beep goes off in his right hand. 
 
    “Who is it, R-Toc?” 
 
    A soothing, robotic voice replies, “Climintra Master Sergeant Temera Wiles is attempting contact, Gary. Shall I set up holographic capabilities?” 
 
    “Yeah. Go ahead, R-Toc.” 
 
    Invisible beams digitize a 3-D model of Gary’s boss three feet from his position. The tall, black woman has a stern but beautiful face. Her uniform is on, still sharp, and her eyes take in everything without being obvious. Gary fought with her on Raxu and couldn’t have asked for a better leader in the bowels of torture. Now she’s a big muckety-muck at Climintra headquarters and oversees PI units Uni Ama Security here at the Complex. She’s the reason Gary has this gig, and, considering his condition, he thanks the heck out of her for it. 
 
    “Hey, Suge, looks like you were thinking of resting up a bit. Afraid that’s not in the cards for you.” Temera smiles. 
 
    “I clocked out for the day, Master Sergeant.” Gary holds up his beer. “I’ve been drinking. Can’t this wait till mornin’?” 
 
    “No. We’ve got a one-seven-one-nine red. You’re the only one I trust with it. Details are already sent. Get on it now.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Don’t give me any of your infamous lip, Sergeant. Wiles, out.” 
 
    The digitized model disappears, leaving Gary to his work. He throws his clothes and gun belt back on, then hurries over to his computer and pulls up the information the Master Sergeant sent him. It’s a Code Red—high level, important persons involved. 
 
    Reading through the files, Gary learns who the important person is and nearly drops his beer: Princess Amarie Vanyarin, the Elven ambassador here in the Complex. Two threats have been leveled against her—one written, one video. The person calling for her protection is Prince Erihstoll Habbernock, Fairy Prince and also an ambassador in the Complex. According to the files, the two are scheduled to be married in four months. 
 
    Gary takes a moment to watch the short video. On the screen, a black-hooded figure points at the camera, making sure the viewer can see brown fur and razor-like claws distinctly in the low light. The voice coming from beneath the hood is raspy and jagged, as though Seldova Com, or regular English as Humans know it, is not a language often used by the speaker. 
 
    “Prince Erihstoll Habbernock, Ambassador of the Complex, betrothed of Princess Amarie Vanyarin, listen well. All know you shall receive guaranteed kingship of the Fairies upon marrying. I vow to you, should you bind yourself to her, both of you shall die. Princess Amarie Vanyarin, your efforts to create peace with the Human filth has marked you as a prized target. The Complex cannot save you. Humans cannot save you. Peace cannot save you. Death comes for you, girl. It cannot be stopped.” 
 
    The video ends, and an imperceptible tremor cuts up Gary’s spine. Princess Amarie Vanyarin is one of only a handful of Metas speaking in favor of Humans. Most Metas still want us sent out of the Seldova System, if they want to see us alive at all. Even after the truce, extermination squads still roam the three Meta planets in this system. If Vanyarin dies, there is a good chance the other spokesmen will be cowed into silence . . . or outright rejection of an entire species will occur. 
 
    Gary smacks the microchip hidden in his right hand. “Call Master Sergeant.” 
 
    Temera Wiles’ hologram appears a few seconds later. “So, you all caught up, Suge?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I’m going to need a kit, Temera. The whole deal.” 
 
    Temera’s eyes widen and her mouth drops open. “You know that’s not permissible in the Complex, Gary. Even Climintra are allowed only—” 
 
    “Do you want her to stay alive or not, Temera? I’ve only got so much blood to put into runes, and there’s a half-dozen demons alone that aren’t bound to it. Add the fact that they may not send demons at all, and that’s a lot of weaponry I don’t have. She will die without a kit, and you know it.” 
 
    Temera nods. “You have a point. I’ll see if I can get a full kit teleported here. Ama Seldova won’t like it, but now the politicians need to worry about one of their own. Be careful, Suge. Looks like the Complex is gonna be a wash.” 
 
    “Not yet, Temera. We’ve got a dark road in front of us though. The two of us managed to cross the last one.” 
 
    “Too true. Get on over to Princess Vanyarin’s home. She’s housed in the jungle biome. She’s going to need you, Sergeant. Wiles, out.”
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    BLACK, GREY, PINK 
 
      
 
    Magically grown vines wrap around Princess Amarie Vanyarin’s large apartment, giving her some semblance of the forest home she grew up in. Exotic flowers this planet never knew before the Complex’s construction create scattered, lovely arrangements along the concrete pillars keeping this Human architecture standing. Despite the Complex’s vastness, Princess Vanyarin continues to feel constrained and claustrophobic. 
 
    The threats leveled against her do nothing to assuage her nervousness. Years of war and Metas who cannot accept that their reality has changed, and is further evolving, are the reasons she decided to do the work she’s doing now—not to become a target. So many have died over ancient ideals, yet they cannot seem to wait for the next body to fall. 
 
    Amarie’s soul feels sick and turbulent because the body they are demanding now is her own. This new enemy makes no demands of her, outside of no longer existing. There are no bargaining chips for her to use or exploit. In the video, they are certain she is already dead, which causes her to entertain the thought in some moments that make her feel like she is choking on dead twigs. Right now is one of those moments. It begins as just a twinge in her throat, then a small cough, and she falls to the floor, choking on invisible sawdust. 
 
    “Princess!” 
 
    From across the room, a pixie zips through the air on translucent, cyan wings. Landing next to Amarie, Sydney Yuuing grows from the size of a speck of dirt to human size in an instant. The princess seems to be choking, so Sydney reaches into her best friend’s mouth, but finds nothing in her mouth nor blocking her throat. 
 
    “Corilynn, help please!” 
 
    A half-foot tall blur comes rushing into the living room, skittering about Princess Amarie’s body, and then stops like it hit a wall. Holding aloft in midair, Corilynn raises her arms over her head and whispers inaudibly. Gold swirls appear in her hands and twist into semicircles, which waft slowly down to Princess Amarie’s nose. The princess inhales with a sharp breath, then relaxes. 
 
    “She’s fine, Sydney. No magic—just a panic attack. Poor girl, she needs to get out of her head. I put her into a trance so her body and mind can calm down.” 
 
    “Oh, thank the mihres!” Sydney exhales. “I’m not ready to lose her.” 
 
    Despite the fact that Corilynn is only five inches tall, Sydney knows the blue-bodied sprite is far more capable of protecting the princess than herself. However, she had hoped that with regard to keeping the princess healthy, Sydney would prove most helpful. Now it seems this, too, has been taken away from her. Oh well, she tells herself, the princess is safe. That’s most important. With plenty of care, Sydney lifts Princess Amarie back onto the couch, doing her best to ensure she will be comfortable upon waking. 
 
    Shrinking down to normal size, Sydney starts dancing around the apartment while humming a little tune. Corilynn watches and laughs. Give a pixie any reason at all to dance, and she will. Corilynn is less happy. If the princess cannot handle the stress of being threatened, how will she survive being attacked? 
 
    While thinking about this, a knock on the apartment door makes Corilynn jump. Okay, she thinks, so maybe I’m not on solid footing, either. Flying up to the door, she peeks into the spy hole and sees a sandy-haired, well-built fairy boy. He’s wearing the regulated uniform of sterilized pants and shirt—in this case, gray, with a bright orange “U” in conspicuous areas on each. White wings sparkle and wink in the overly-sunlit hallway. 
 
    Before opening the door, Corilynn wonders if the Princess will care if Prince Erihstoll eye-idiots her naked form tonight. Nope, still not worth putting the condemning, uncomfortable fabric over her skin. Besides, the boy has a live princess to stare at, not a dead one. Yeah, but . . . fairies are known for their voracious appetites, and not having the willpower to abstain from them. 
 
    Gold energy forms over one hand and moves to the doorknob as she makes the gestures of grabbing and turning it. Erihstoll hurries in, a worried look on his face. Corilynn smiles; at least he’s concerned about the princess. She touches the prince’s shoulder and points towards the couch in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Is my princess doing well?” 
 
    “‘Your’ princess is fine, Prince Erihstoll. A slight panic gripped her, and I put her to sleep,” Corilynn replies. 
 
    “I . . . thought elves weren’t supposed to sleep, just trance?” 
 
    “Sleep doesn’t hurt them, Prince. It’s just an unnatural state for their kind. She should wake up in a few minutes.” 
 
    The prince strides with grace to the couch, leaving Corilynn and their conversation in his wake. Corilynn’s red birthmarks glow with intensity for a moment, anger attempting to spew from her mouth, hands, something. No, she reminds herself, we’re in the Complex to prove peace is possible. Prince Erihstoll is not used to dealing with commoners. He’s worried about Amarie. Let him. 
 
    Despite her pep talk, Corilynn watches the prince’s actions carefully. She should trust him more, considering one of her best friends will be marrying the buffoon within a short juncture. She believes that he loves Amarie, but his intent beyond the marriage, though, is what remains unclear. Will he reign in his dour fantasies? Will his heart stay faithful to her? Corilynn can only wonder, and keep him at a human’s arm length for now. 
 
    Sydney sidles up to Corilynn as the prince fawns over his princess. “If looks could kill.” 
 
    “Don’t be trite. I’m trying, even if only for Amarie’s benefit,” Corilynn says. 
 
    Dancing around her friend, Sydney smiles, “That counts, beautiful lady!” 
 
    Sydney flies off, and Corilynn refocuses her attention on Prince Erihstoll. Sitting on the edge of the coffee table, the prince places a tentative hand on Amarie’s thigh. Amarie stirs, putting her hand over Erihstoll’s. A smile forms on Amarie’s lips, though her eyes remain closed. Erihstoll moves off the table to the couch, closer to Amarie. The princess’ arms fly up to accept the embrace of her prince. Though Corilynn can’t hear a word, she knows they are whispering the sweet nothings of lovers, and she watches their auras turn pink along the edges and bleed inward. I really should trust him more, Corilynn reminds herself. Perhaps the time to put down the old grudges has come. 
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    ORDERS 
 
      
 
    “Start.” 
 
    Gary’s Flyer, a hoverboard with seats by design, a motorcycle at heart, hums to life at his command. The Ama Seldova government provided Climintra personnel with all sorts of gadgets and gear, but this is Gary’s favorite, by far. Whereas most people in the Complex took public transportation, law enforcement officers get to choose their own routes. Granted, it is a necessity to do the job, but that doesn’t mean Gary can’t enjoy the breeze whipping through his hair. 
 
    There are about two hours of daylight left before the Complex’s automated blinders create the unnatural twelve-hour night. Then the creatures of the dark come out of their underground apartments and own the public areas. Gary Locke would prefer not to be on the streets when that time comes. Gunning the hand accelerator on his Flyer, Gary settles in for a long ride to the other side of the Complex, to a princess in waiting. 
 
    *** 
 
    The blinders are already beginning their slow descent when Gary reaches Princess Amarie’s apartment. The moving shadows make him nervous and more alert. His boss’ voice slices through the paranoia already building up inside his mind. She’s going to need you, Sergeant. Right. I’ve got a job to do. Time to get to work. 
 
    Until a kit shows up, the only weapons Gary has are the Ama Seldova-issued segif on his gun belt and a pocket knife. The gun only temporarily knocks out an individual, and the knife won’t be useful against most Nighters. Against a single opponent, this won’t prove to be an issue. Two attackers, and Gary will have to take some chances. More than that, and the only real option for guaranteed survival is running. Hoping the attack doesn’t come tonight, or has happened already, Gary runs for the elevators leading to the top floor. 
 
    During the day, the Complex is filled with Humans and Metas moving about, each doing their job or living as best they can in what amounts to a giant tube. The same is true at night. The Human population gives way to Nighters, who are inherently quiet, which makes the atmosphere far more stifling to Gary as he passes them in the apartment’s lobby. The stares are worse. In Gary’s mind, each one of them looks hungry and thinks he is a stupid, easy meal. 
 
    Safely upon reaching the elevator, Gary smacks the ‘Up’ button hard enough to echo back towards the awakened civilians. Snickers echo around him as he turns with a silly look on his face. Hey fella, we’re all here to be peaceful. Chill out. Those words are etched on every face that turned at the sound. Idiot, Gary thinks. Why do I have to be so human? 
 
    An eternity of stares and seconds later, the elevator doors open. Gary forces himself to step inside with some semblance of dignity. Not too fast, not so slow as to be cartoonish. Now alone, he heaves a sigh. The doors begin to close, and he thinks, Okay, get your bearings back. Relax. You’re a blasted soldier. Act like one.  Before the doors can fuse shut, pale blue fingers slip between them, automatically reversing open. A tall, lean man with the pallor of undeath smiles at him. 
 
    “I assume you’re going up,” the man asks. 
 
    “Yep. Straight to the top,” Gary replies. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    The man pushes the button for the floor below Princess Amarie’s, then steps back and to the side so he’s flush with Gary. Side by side for the full ride, neither looks at the other. Gary decided early on this was the most uncomfortable elevator ride in man’s history that didn’t lead to someone’s death or dismemberment. So far. They reach the man’s (vampire, Gary) floor and the doors slide open. Before exiting, he looks Gary straight in the eye. 
 
    “Come and see me sometime, when being a monster hunter isn’t such a new smell on you. We’ll have more fun then,” the man says. 
 
    “Don’t do anything I need to come and see you for. We’ll pretend this didn’t happen,” Gary replies, meaning every word. 
 
    “Everybody knows that is not how this experiment will go down, Locke. You don’t have enough to lose yet, so it’s no fun to play with you. And please, feel free to visit me any time.” 
 
    The man vanishes into shadow as the doors close. Gary stares at the ceiling of the elevator, wondering why vampires were gifted with mind-reading. Willing the car to move up faster than programmed, he thinks, Just one more floor, dude, and we’ve finished the hard part. 
 
    The elevator doors open, and immediately Gary knows he’d been wrong. The hard part wasn’t over at all. A piercing scream is sounding through the thick walls of the princess’ suite on his left. What the heck is happening to her? No time, gotta move. Gary pulls his segif from its holster and finds the nearest door leading left. 
 
    With one swift kick, he splinters the solid oak door. With a second kick, he smashes enough to duck in without his vision being impaired. From the corners of his eyes, he sees a flashing light but has no idea what it might be. To his right, however, is the princess. Naked. Her dark olive skin on display. Her arms and face are tilted up and what looks like purple smoke is weaving its way into her nostrils. Another scream escapes her mouth. Bolting from his crouched position, Gary harpoons himself into the princess in a desperate plea to stop this attempted possession. 
 
    With a heaving gasp, she falls underneath him, and the smell of her sweet perspiration invades his nostrils, saturating every pore of his being. Gary barely has time to realize he recognizes this scent before he loses all awareness in the emerald green mirrors of the princess’ eyes. 
 
    “What in the absolute idiot!” 
 
    Gary tries to turn away from the sleek, lithe body beneath him, away from the enchanting eyes, but he can’t. Within seconds, blackness covers him, the world goes cold, then nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hey. Hey!” 
 
    Gary opens his eyes to blurry shapes standing over him. Someone is smacking him in the face, probably the closest blur. He blinks and sees a hand coming forward to slap him again. Catching it, he shakes his head from side to side. 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    “Enough? Enough? Look here puke-stain, you attacked my betrothed while she was at her most primal and weakest moment. Climintra are coming for you Human-boy,” a sandy-haired boy wearing makeup yells at Gary. 
 
    “The Climintra . . . ?” 
 
    Gary laughs. The Climintra are coming for him? Ah well, phoo, right? He embarrassed himself in the lobby, why not have Master Sergeant Wiles come in here and tell him he screwed up guard duty already? 
 
    “What in this god-forsaken dome do you have to laugh about?” Sandy-Hair-With-Makeup asks. 
 
    “I thought Princess Amarie was being possessed. You—” Gary has to laugh again. “You mean to tell me y’all were having Meta sex? I interrupted my client’s orgasm? Is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
    Princess Amarie speaks up. “Actually, you didn’t interrupt my orgasm at all. That went fine. What you interrupted was a two-person charm that ended up affecting you instead of the love of my life. Which will prove . . . annoying . . . but ensures you protect me with all you possess. You’ve inadvertently been made the perfect guard dog.” 
 
    It takes Gary a couple seconds to realize just how much burn the princess put into that speech. Lucky for him, it explains why he got slowed down so much when he burst in here and . . . interrupted . . . sex . . . between an elf and a fairy. He laughs again. Can’t help it. Not sorry. Nope. Not a bit. This is funny trash. 
 
    Prince Erihstoll Habbernock, no longer known as Sandy-Hair-With-Makeup, doesn’t find it funny. His anger at the intrusion is palpable. Gary understands anger. Gary can use anger to his advantage. The prince raises his hand as though to strike Gary in the face again. 
 
    “You’ve had your fun smacking the dog, Prince Habbernock. Do it again, and the law starts biting back. I suppose, for now, that makes you the family cat. You’re a jerk and we all know it, but we’re gonna keep ya around because we love you. Or in my case, because my master loves you. Go sit in a window or something.” 
 
    Erihstoll’s cheeks go red as apples, puffing out like a big bad wolf preparing to blow down a little pig’s house. Gary decides to keep that joke in his head. The prince looks ready to blow a gasket, but manages to subdue whatever outburst he’d prepared when Amarie gives him a look. 
 
    The princess herself is dressed now, though the sheer red dress doesn’t leave much to the imagination. Gary feels the magic coursing through his mind as he admires the grace with which she moves, how her lips are set in a grimace betraying her embarrassment, and how her long black hair sits in imperfect lumps over her perfectly shaped shoulders. For idiot’s sake, he thinks. What kind of magic did he jump into? 
 
    Suddenly, her smell as she was underneath him returns, and he realizes why he almost recognized it before: the smell of sex, putrid when you’re not party to the fun, intoxicating when you are. Aw idiot, idiot, idiot! He does not want to be that kind of pervert, yet here he is practically begging the gods to smell her panties. Wait, why is he smelling that smell now? Isn’t the sex over? 
 
    “Are you done staring, then?” Princess Amarie asks. 
 
    “What? No, I . . . ” Gary stammers. 
 
    “Alright puppy, listen. You need to get ahold of yourself. I know the magic is strong, but a little willpower will lessen the effects to a point you can do your job,” she jabs. 
 
    Why does it sound like she’s flirting, and why does Prince Habbernock look like he agrees that’s what she’s doing? 
 
    “That spell is a . . . two-way street. It was meant strictly for Erihstoll and me. As for what you’re experiencing, your feelings for me are enhanced, and mine for you. Luckily, we don’t know anything about each other. It’s annoying. Still, if you can control your urges, we can remain friends and maybe I’ll get out of this mess alive.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll come out of this alive, Princess,” a new voice interjects, one Gary recognizes. “He’s my best soldier. There’s a reason I sent him, though attacking the client is new to his repertoire.” 
 
    “Good evening, Ms. Wiles,” Amarie says with stately accord. 
 
    “Master Sergeant, please, Princess Vanyarin. I apologize for entering without knocking, but there is a hole in the door.” 
 
    Prince Sandy-Hair interrupts, “Thanks to your ‘soldier,’ I might add. Can we assume the door will be replaced with haste?” 
 
    “Yes, not that it matters. Princess Vanyarin will be moving to a safe place elsewhere in the Complex until her threats have been assessed and the issuer found. You can’t be privy to her location from after we leave until the mystery is solved, Prince Habbernock,” Temera replies. 
 
    “What? She’s my—” 
 
    “She’s your girlfriend at this point, Prince Habbernock. Ergo, by law, I don’t have to tell you trash. That goes into effect now. Princess, please gather a few things you absolutely need. And, for goodness sake, untie your bodyguard.” 
 
    Prince Habbernock’s face shows it’s clear he is neither used to, nor okay with, being spoken to in such a gruff manner. However, he provides a dagger to cut the ropes binding Gary. The two knicks he exacts during the release might be accidental, but Gary has serious doubts. 
 
    “Hey wait,” a fourth voice squeaks. “You must allow me to go with her!” 
 
    Gary sees the flittering light he thought he’d seen when he kicked in the door. In a puff of silvery dust, the light turns into a Human-sized pixie. Also naked. Why are daytime Metas always nude? 
 
    “Yes,” Princess Amarie agrees, “Sydney goes with me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not—” Temera starts. 
 
    “Then your services are no longer needed, Master Sergeant. You may leave. Be sure to take the puppy with you.” 
 
    “We’re forever partners, Master Sergeant! We have been for just over one hundred years! I’ll die, in the literal fashion, if you force our separation. You don’t want to kill a pixie.” Sydney half says, half asks. 
 
    “Fine!” Gary surprises himself with the force behind the word. “Sydney can come. But Princess, you are coming with me . . . us . . . unless you have an honest wish to die.” 
 
    Princess Amarie brings her hands together in a slow clap at her puppy’s outburst. “Well then. I don’t want to die, so I guess we’re going, Sydney. Tell me, puppy, is your bite bigger than your bark?” 
 
    Temera’s eyebrow raises in question, and all Gary can do is shrug. The princess goes into an adjoining room to gather her things. His head pounding, Gary looks back at Master Sergeant. 
 
    “I thought we had a device to protect us from mind magic?” 
 
    Temera smiles with a twinkle in her eyes. “Oh Suge, they didn’t use no magic on that head. I doubt it would’ve worked anyway.” 
 
    Reaching back, Gary feels a lump, fully-formed, on the back of his skull. Prince Erihstoll laughs this time, and pulls a blackjack from his belt into the light. Tanned leather straps hang heavy from the weight of silver pellets shining off their ends, tied to a strong, braided leather handle. Gary can tell the handle was wrapped around a stronger core, but the braids are tight enough he can’t see it. All in all, a more than decent weapon. 
 
    “I keep it with me at all times, just in case my subjects try to trifle with things they have no business delving into,” Habbernock says in a calm, princely manner. 
 
    Jerk. 
 
    A guilty look travels over Temera’s face, one suggesting she knows that weapon. Well, Gary thinks, I don’t have to ask where or how he got such a thing. Only Climintra agents can smuggle items into the Complex. Looks like his boss did a favor for the Prince of Fairies. 
 
    “What did you get in return, Boss?” 
 
    “Don’t matter none, Suge. It’s water under the bridge. I’m sorry it came back to smack you in the head,” she smiles. 
 
    “Yeah. Okay. Well, you do not get to call me ‘puppy’ for any reason, hear me?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Suge. Loud and clear.” 
 
    Princess Amarie comes out with two bags and a flying light on her shoulder. “I’ll call you whatever I want, puppy. Come along. The night draws heavy and I am tired.” 
 
    The princess, Sydney, and Master Sergeant make their way out, but Prince Habbernock pulls Gary to the side. Waiting for the sound of the elevator beep to know the ladies are out of earshot, Habbernock leans in close enough for Gary to smell his minted breath. Putting a hand on Gary’s shoulder, the prince whispers, “You don’t touch her. You don’t love her. Heck, you don’t even like her, hear me? That spell is strong magic meant only for two people who love each other to share intimate secrets with. It’s built to bring lovers closer together, and you got it instead of me. You don’t even know what you have, Human. Even so, you stole it; it isn’t yours. So keep your hands to yourself, and we won’t have any more issues. You remain an upstanding man; I’ll even respect you, some. That’s saying a lot, for a Human.” 
 
    Gary removes the hand from his shoulder. There’s murder in Habbernock’s eyes. The time for smart aleck remarks has passed. He levels his own gaze to match the prince. Letting the tension build until it seems the room will crack in half, Gary sheds his Human side and lets the soldier come out. Habbernock’s eyes are brimming with hatred, his body coiled to react to any movement Gary might make. Exactly where I want you, Habbernock. Gary reaches his hand up and the prince jerks. A small jerk, but definitive. The hatred in his eyes burns hotter. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when we find whoever is threatening Princess Amarie. In the meantime, you can count on me to protect her twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
    Habbernock takes Gary’s hand and shakes it. 
 
    “We’ll see, won’t we?” 
 
    All the niceties taken care of, Gary turns on his heel and heads out the door. Taking the elevator down, he finds the princess and Master Sergeant waiting for him. The ladies get onto Temera’s Flyer together, Gary back on his own. 
 
    “Start,” he orders. 
 
    The Flyer follows the command without complaint. 
 
    END OF EXCERPT 
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    Growing up, L.V. Lewis wanted to be an internationally known rock star, but she unfortunately lived in the wrong part of the country to pursue that career (and neither American Idol nor The Voice were available at that time) An early love for the written word gave her the “Plan B” she needed. Now, she pens romance novels that let her live vicariously through rock stars and other fascinating archetypes. 
 
      
 
    Learn more about L.V. Lewis at: www.lvlewis.com . 
 
      
 
    Also, subscribe to L.V. Lewis’s newsletter at: https://app.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/g4y1z8 and receive notifications about new books. 
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    Heart of Knives © June 2017 
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    The Complex Book Series.
A Lone Planet. One Complex.
Unlimited Chaos.

When an elf princess is threatened for her activism, who will come to her rescue—her fairy prince fiance’ or the handsome human bodyguard she adores?

Princess Amarie Vanyarin has a reputation for doing what’s right, no matter the cost. When she volunteers to act as Elf ambassador at the Complex—a domed community of Humans and Metas on the planet Lorn—a faceless assassin threatens her life. Soon, the civil rights activist is torn between thwarting another war and concentrating on her betrothal to Fairy Prince Erihstall Habbernock. Their plan to strengthen their mystical bond with a love spell goes awry when the magic inadvertently enchants the wrong person. 

Or does it?

Amarie soon discovers that her fiancé and Gary Locke, the human bodyguard who’s captured her heart, both have ulterior motives—neither of which bodes well for her.

With the future ahead uncertain, will the headstrong princess continue to fight for Human-Meta peace, or will she choose to confront the emerging threat targeting the men she loves? 
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     Fifty Shades of Jungle Fever © 2012 
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    FIFTY SHADES OF GREY to the second power meets Keisha and Jada from the Block. 
 
    If you’ve wondered how an ethnic girl from the hood might’ve handled an arrangement with an experienced white Dominant, this is your book. If you’d like to see the sexiest TWIN DOMS in a contemporary romance series involving interracial relationships, this is most definitely your book. 
 
    Aspiring recording studio owners, Keisha Beale and Jada Jameson, score a rare meeting with venture capitalist, Tristan White, and are thrust into a world beyond their wildest imaginations. 
 
    Street-wise Keisha is startled to realize that what she really wants is this rich white man, despite the fact that he is out of her league. Unable to resist Keisha’s sassy, irreverent, and fiercely independent spirit, Tristan knows from day one that he wants her too—as his first African-American submissive. 
 
    Upper Class Jada of the “Springfield Jamesons” has traveled in almost the same circles, as the White brothers, and has had a secret crush on Nathan White, the point guard for the Chicago Bulls, for quite some time. 
 
    Both brothers have succumbed to jungle fever, and want a little coffee in their cream. 
 
    Lured by Tristan White, and his offer of fronting the capital for her business in exchange for kinky sex, Keisha finds herself with no other option. She is also tortured by a demons from her past, and an inability to come to terms with threats to undermine the future of her business, and her tumultuous, unconventional relationship with Tristan. 
 
    Erotic, amusing, and hilarious, the The Jungle Fever Romance Quadrilogy is a parody with a unique take on a Fifty Shades-type story that will take you even further into the BDSM world, and promises to make the vanilla original Fifty Shades even Blacker. 
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Exit Strategy © 2013 
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    The Highly Anticipated Follow-up in the Jungle Fever Romance Quadrilogy! 
 
    Ex*it Strat*e*gy (noun) 1. A pre-planned means of extricating oneself from a situation that is likely to become difficult or unpleasant. 2. The method by which a venture capitalist or business owner intends to get out of an investment that he or she has made in the past. 
 
    Will Keisha and Tristan exercise their elaborate EXIT STRATEGY, and end their unorthodox arrangement? 
 
    Assailed by demons she thought she had conquered, Keisha Beale has uttered words that could end her tumultuous relationship with Tristan White. Separated, they grapple for a time with their personal demons, however, when their lives apart become unbearable, a credible threat brings them back together - prematurely. 
 
    As they work together to determine the culprit responsible for the threats, several seemingly unrelated incidents throw them into a tailspin. Will Keisha’s youthful indiscretions or Tristan’s un-reconciled feelings for an ex derail their tenuous arrangement? 
 
    In the meantime, trouble in Nathan and Jada’s paradise send dramatic ripples through their relationship. Is there a hint of future difficulties in the idyllic pairing? 
 
    Nothing Ventured… 
 
    Tristan uses his vast wealth and connections to correct a gross miscarriage of justice, while Keisha makes herself utterly vulnerable to Tristan, fearing that he has chosen to exercise his own exit strategy. 
 
    …Nothing Gained! 
 
    Will this be the end of the indecent proposal that became a fairy tale? Or, will Keisha and Tristan disclose the trauma from their pasts, so they can heal and completely embrace their relationship? 
 
    Sensual, suspenseful, and infused with the riotous levity of Triple-G and Fairy Hoochie Mama, the Jungle Fever Romance Quadrilogy departs from a full parody to explore a distinctive take on love, loyalty, sacrifice, redemption, and acceptance. 
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Redeeming the Amazon © 2013 
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    Most come to The Beaudelaire Hotel a few times a year, merely to indulge in sexual fantasy, but the stakes are higher for Karen Freeman and Paul Beaudelaire this New Year’s weekend. Karen is nine years post-op from a double mastectomy, and her vain ex-husband was against her decision to remove her remaining good breast, and eschew reconstruction. In the end, the decision cost her. She lost her marriage, but she’s certain the surgery prolonged her life. 
 
    Truthfully, returning to a normal dating and sex life has been difficult. She hasn’t made love fully unclothed, since the demise of her marriage, and her most significant relationship occurred right after her surgery. When she was still recuperating, she had an affair of the heart with a Marine amputee, and Ph.D. classmate. 
 
    Paul Beaudelaire once led a charmed life, as a ladies’ man, which had his pick of women in the upper echelons of New Orleans society. He’s completely good with continuing in this vein, until a Marine recruiter woos him from LSU with tales of valor, courage, and commitment. And, his career in the corps is cut short by the loss of his left leg. Paul returns to New Orleans with the best prosthesis Johns Hopkins orthopedics experts can fit him with. The problem is that he’s left his heart in Baltimore with a beautiful former model, whose crippled marriage is the only deterrent to his waning honor. 
 
    Will this fantasy weekend at his Uncle Henri’s hotel give him a second chance with his contemporary Amazon, or will her fear of rejection be a barrier to their reconnection? 
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Christmas With The White Brothers © 2014 
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    Keisha Beale has an 'arrangement' with one of the richest men in Chicago. He treats her like a queen, but she wants normalcy for the holidays. Well, as much normal, as you can get from a man like Tristan White, who has everything and doesn't think love is something he needs.  
 
    Jada Jameson's dark past may be surprising to some, considering the family she comes from. Nathan White wants her in every way a man wants a woman, but she needs hardcore kink, and the pace at which their relationship is progressing has left her wanting more.  
 
    Will the ladies of Kente Studio Records get everything they want from their first Christmas with the White brothers? 
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    Rekindling The Flame © 2015 
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    Sabine Beaudelaire returns to her hometown of New Orleans to the bedside of her favorite uncle, Sebastian Beaudelaire, who’s been in a horrific accident, and lies comatose at a local hospital. Estranged for six months from her fiancé of eight years, she still hopes for reconciliation. Enter a gorgeous man she affectionately dubs “Hot IT Guy.” This man’s sex appeal, along with it being open season at her family’s secret sex lair, fills her head with thoughts of propositioning a man for the first time.  
 
    When it becomes apparent she’s lost the love of her life to a more accommodating woman poised to give him everything he desires, Sabine’s hopes are shattered. With career benchmarks looming, Sabine is busy with work, yet something is lacking - a love to call her own, a situation which “Hot IT Guy,” aka Xander “Fish” Fishbourne is eager to remedy.  
 
    Is it by coincidence, or by design that Xander, her protective older brother’s high school friend, who once admired her from afar, becomes her guest at the Den of Sin? Who cares? Her dormant libido needs a serious kickstart, since she and her fiancé called it quits. But, will this weekend of sexual freedom rekindle an old flame, or will it further complicate her already complicated life?  
 
    Rekindling the Flame is a second chance romance bringing an alpha hero back together with a woman he wanted before any other, and a heroine, whose dominating older brothers shield her from every man's advances. Now, it’s The Beaudelaire Big Easy Luau, a Den of Sin event where long held fantasies are made to be acted upon. 
 
    [image: swirl-underline png] 
 
   


  
 


 
    The Venture Capitalist © 2015 
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    Tristan White, the CEO of a multibillion-dollar venture capital firm, has every material thing he could ask for. But, the loss of his mother and his dear friend’s tragic accident has left him unable to form lasting intimate relationships. And, even the alternative lifestyle he adopted shortly before entering college that helped him cope with the trauma, has become less fulfilling for him this past year.  
 
    But… when the alluring Keisha Beale breezes into his life, seeking startup capital for her record store and studio, his first inclination is to turn her down. But, something about the captivating beauty stirs his dormant libido. Mixing business with pleasure ended in tragedy for him once, so he knows he has to tread carefully.  
 
    Tristan always builds an exit strategy into every entanglement, but it's Keisha, who severs their arrangement by uttering her safe word. 
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    PARANORMAL ROMANCE & FANTASY 
 
    The Caster’s Canticle © June 2016 
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    When hopelessness and lust collide, how does one give life to a heart that sings to you like no other? 
 
    Disillusioned by his own kind, and living amongst humans, powerful warlock Stellan Kierkegaard encounters his foretold soulmate in the ailing Leilani Gibson.  
 
    Together, they’re prophesied to join the dark and light covens together, in an effort to lead the Caster world. Yet, how can this be when she is, by every indication, mortal?  
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    The Caster’s Opus © 2017 
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    War is brewing. 
 
    After a surgery to repair Leilani Gibson’s severely damaged heart, she recuperates to more than just a better quality of life. The procedure reveals a shocking twist about Leilani’s true nature. Powers that had been siphoned from her since childhood are now restored. 
 
    Although Leilani has use of her magic and has united with the powerful warlock, Stellan Kierkegaard, they face a number of threats as they work through the clues in search of the stolen Caster’s Opus. 
 
    The unknown foe who plotted to relieve Leilani of her powers is still at large, and the entire Kierkegaard coven is on the run from their governing body. If they can’t retrieve the Opus in time to join the Dark and Light covens together as prophesied, the Caster World as they know it will descend into Chaos. 
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European Tour © 2016 
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    Broken. Guilt-ridden. Ready to start over. 
 
      
 
    Brody Kent walked away from the pinnacle of rock super-stardom and never looked back. Financially, he never has to work again but takes jobs as a personal assistant to keep his mind—and other things—busy. The women he works for always want something, and he's more than willing to help. But when he's sent to work for a pop princess, Brody will do anything to make her happy—even if it means admitting the ugly truth about his past. 
 
      
 
    Smothered. Talented. Ready to start her life. 
 
      
 
    Successful pop star, Skylar Samuelson, is about to embark upon the turning point of her career—a summer tour in Europe. Her overbearing “momanger” (manager/mom) has promised to give her some much needed space and full reign of her overseas tour.  
 
      
 
    When sexy Brody Kent becomes her new assistant, Skylar can't deny the attraction. He's perfect. Everything she’s ever wanted. But Brody's hiding something and the truth may break her. That is… if someone else doesn't break her first. 
 
      
 
    Lies. Betrayal. And a Truth That Could Ruin Them All. 
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