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      These four full-length romance novels feature rock stars and their sassy ladies struggling with darkness from their pasts and angst in their present; but finding love and healing in their future.

      Follow Tristan, Noah, Aidan, and Duke as they blaze their way to rock and roll stardom.

      Swoon as they prove themselves worthy of their sassy ladies.

      Cheer them on as the couples overcome deception, heartache, and intrigue to find their happily ever after.

      Knight's Edge collection features brilliantly written stories of second chances filled with steamy romance between endearing characters that will stay with you long past the turning of the last page.

      Fans of steamy romances by Kylie Scott, Juliette N. Banks, and Vi Keeland are devouring this rock star romance collection.

      USA Today Bestselling Author Liz Gavin offers all four novels in the Knight's Edge series in one boxed set you cannot put down.

      One-click this special edition with the complete novels in the Knight's Edge Series today to fall in love with these hot rockers. Your next book boyfriend awaits you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR KNIGHT’S EDGE COLLECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      "Each of these standalone romances packs a huge emotional punch, and together they tell the story of the formation of the Knight's Edge rock band. [...] the author brilliantly overlaps the timelines [...] giving us the same events from more than one viewpoint. Each of the band members has a completely different background, bringing their unique talents to the band and making each romance a separate yet tightly connected adventure. I really enjoyed each story, and I loved the way they all worked together to give the complete story of the band." (Viper Spaulding)

      

      "This is an absolutely amazing box set [...] well-written storylines and interesting, engaging characters that pulled me into their stories. I couldn’t put this set down. [...] enjoyable, sizzling, romantic, box set that I would definitely recommend reading." (Karen Galloway)

      

      "I felt like part of their lives by the end of the series as the characters are so easy to love, as well as being hot and sexy!!" (Janet Harrall)

      

      “What a fabulous set of books that Liz has written filled with handsome rock star men and the women that they each love. Two of the men have a second chance with the women that they have always love while the other two find their happiness with two new beautiful women. I would highly recommend these books.” (Shirley Ngapo-Simpson)
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      Bruna collapsed on the mattress with a deep heave, her skin glistening from a sheen of sweat I was proud to have caused. She rolled onto her back, fanning her dark-brown curls over the pillows, and laughed. Gleaming brown eyes peeked at me from under heavy lids framed by long, black eyelashes. A grin as wide as the Atlantic Ocean illuminated her face.

      She murmured, “Every. Damn. Time. You’re like a sex machine or something. You never fail to deliver.” 

      “You sound surprised,” I chuckled as I knotted the used condom and hopped off the bed.

      Unfazed by my own state of nakedness, I strolled to the bathroom to dispose of the condom and grab a wet towel. She didn’t utter a word, just eyeballed me from head to toes as I returned to stand by the side of her bed.

      When I stooped to wash her divinely round thighs, she cocked her head to the left and replied, “I thought after we hooked up a couple of times, the novelty would wear off and you would move on.”

      I took another quick trip to her bedroom to drop the towel on the hamper, pondering her words. Once back in the bedroom, I lowered myself on the mattress beside her.

      “Ouch! I like to think I’m not as shallow as that.” Splaying the long fingers of my right hand on her midsection. Unable to resist, I glided them up to cup a breast, and added, “Why did you think that though?”

      She offered me a one-shoulder shrug. Her cheeks flushed, and she whispered, “Have you checked yourself in a mirror lately, Mr. Tall, Light-brown-haired, and Handsome?”

      I lifted an eyebrow in confusion. I was fully aware of my own assets, yet I had no clue as to how they connected to the topic we were discussing.

      “What does that have to do with anything? You’re saying good-looking men are all pigs? Or is it just me?” I winked because I knew she didn’t think me an asshole like that.

      Right?

      My heart sank at the possibilities her comments implied. Then, a painful cloud flashed over her expression knotting my stomach.

      She released my stare to follow the path of my hand now drawing circles on her belly. My fingertips could be touching silk and it wouldn’t be as soft as Bruna’s skin.

      Her tone was deceitfully flippant when she went on, still avoiding my eyes, “I’m not the kind of woman who lands guys like you. Let’s be honest here for a second, right?” Despite the cheerful tone of her voice, her eyes became suspiciously filled with tears. She did her best to hide them by covering her face with her hands, rubbing them on her cheeks. Dropping her hands and her stare, she added, “Just look at me! You’re way out of my league.”

      I stopped outlining the suntan lines on her navel with the tips of my fingers to frame her face in both my hands. “Hey, look at me,” I waited for Bruna to drag her eyes up to mine. “I like your body the way it is. There’s nothing wrong with a pair of luscious thighs.” I released her face to squeeze the object of my comments. I planted a kiss below her belly button and flashed her a naughty smile before complementing, “Or a round, oh-please-swat-me butt.”

      Bruna cackled.

      “You’re an amazing woman.” I leaned down to smooch the tip of her turned-up nose. Then, I remembered I had a tight schedule today. I pecked her lips, “I’ve got tons of errands to run before heading to the restaurant.”

      I withdrew and threw my legs off the mattress before I changed my mind and stayed.

      She squeezed my biceps stopping me. “It’s not five a.m. yet. You’ve really got to go?”

      “Sorry, gorgeous,” I apologized, moving around her bedroom collecting the articles of clothing we had scattered on the floor last night. “You’re too much of a distraction.”

      I pulled up the zipper on my jeans without bothering to button them. My tight black tank top covered the dangling ends of the black leather belt. I would finish dressing as I went back to my apartment.

      “See you later?” Bruna’s voice raised in an eager tone.

      That sounded so out of character for her, it caused me to knit my eyebrows as I shoved my wallet and phone in the back pockets of my jeans. I snatched my keys from her nightstand.

      Yesterday, she initiated things by placing the booty call, making sure I understood it was just that – a sinful night of passionate release, no strings attached. That’s how it’s always been for both of us. Now her insecurity surfaced in full display. My arguments hadn’t convince her I meant what I said. She’s a beautiful, accomplished, and independent woman.

      On the other hand, I didn’t want to mislead Bruna. I was many things, but a jerk was not in my repertoire. True, I considered her physique amazing. True, we enjoyed scorching hot chemistry in bed. True, neither of us sought a long-term relationship.

      Yet gazing at her bright whiskey eyes, I couldn’t find the courage to remind her of any of that.

      Not at that moment when she looked so fragile.

      I would be a crass asshole to crush her like that right now.

      I went for the next best thing.

      Running a finger along her jaw, I tipped her head up and smiled. “I’ll do my best. I’ve got a long day at the restaurant. If I’m not dead beat when I come home, I’ll call you.”

      She nodded, and I left.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to my regular jogging routine at the oceanfront promenade that ran along Beira-Mar Norte Avenue, I traded the elevator for the stairs and climbed the ten flights to my floor without breaking a sweat. Grinning at the thought my workout was paying off, I opened the door to the penthouse I shared with Noah Cartwright, a lifelong buddy. I stepped inside the apartment long enough to grab the key fob to my car from a blue crystal bowl that sat atop an accent table in the entrance hall. I left again.

      Even though I barely slept a wink last night, and my body begged for some downtime, I couldn’t do anything about it right now. I was running late. I should have left for the Farmer’s Market half an hour ago since it’s only open from five to nine in the morning.

      As I waited for the elevator, I sent a little prayer to the universe that I would still find decent produce. Hervé Durand would be pissed at me if the delivery truck brought subpar ingredients to the bistro later today. I wouldn’t blame my starred chef for that. The man had a reputation to protect, and I had a budding restaurant to take to the next level.

      When the shining metal doors chimed open, I climbed inside the elevator, and pressed the garage button on the high-tech panel. I watched the bright blue numbers decrease from twenty-five as I traveled to the garage.

      “Today’s going to be a fucking long one,” I muttered to myself as I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to ease the tension.

      The knotted muscles resisted though.

      I was a master in the art of compartmentalizing. I was so good at it that it had become second nature. Yes, I cared for Bruna. Yes, I felt crappy for not having the balls to remind her of our no-strings-attached agreement before leaving her apartment. Yet, I stored those issues at the back of my mind before the elevator opened its doors at the underground parking structure.

      However, as I sprinted to my car, I had already switched gears. I focused solely on the shopping list Chef Durand had put together and texted me yesterday.

      If I could make it through the day without any more issues, I’d be a happy man.
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      A few hours later, I rushed out of the glass shower stall toweling myself dry. My feet sank into the plush rug while I splotched as many thick drops of water on the granite floor and marble walls as I dried them off my skin.

      Mumbling a string of colorful cuss words in my second language, Portuguese, as well as in my native English, I promised myself never to hit the fucking snooze button on the alarm clock again.

      With a couple of warm droplets of water sliding down my spine, I stalked into the bedroom. “Motherfucker!” I howled when I stubbed my bare toes against the oaken leg of the bed.

      That was going to smart like a son of a bitch throughout the evening. Good! The sting would remind me that the phrase ‘just five more minutes’ never allowed anyone to make it to an appointment on time.

      Standing behind the counter of the bar those three extra hours, on top of my regular shift in the office, will be a blast.

      “Damn it!” I uttered through gritted teeth.

      Limping across the bedroom to my walk-in closet, I opened a top drawer, chose a pair of gray briefs and slipped them on. The silky material hugged my thick thighs. I spun around to peruse the long line of hangers in search of the rest of my outfit, picking charcoal gray dress pants and a white button-down shirt. Back in the bedroom, I put on my clothes as I eyed my surroundings. My usually neat room now resembled a scene from a dystopian movie. The clothes I wore to work yesterday were now scattered around the floor as well as on the reading chair in the corner. Steamy scenes from last night flashed in my mind, bringing a naughty smile and a crystal-clear realization: That was why I had left this mess behind. I tapped the side of my head with a finger as if taking a mental note to clean up later.

      In a hurry to get to the restaurant, I ignored the dazzling sight of a blood orange sun hovering low over turquoise waters behind the iconic Hercilio Luz Bridge. The stunning view, framed by double floor-to-ceiling balcony doors, was the feature that had convinced me to rent that oceanfront apartment in downtown Florianópolis, instead of a place closer to the restaurant.

      Now was not the time for contemplating the city’s exuberant natural beauty; despite its unfailing ability to calm me down.

      Having put on socks and shoes in record time, I buttoned up the crispy-white shirt with one hand, while the other shoved my wallet and keys into the back pockets of my pants. I crossed the spacious living room toward the front door with a few strides.

      In the elevator, I thumbed my cell phone, scrolling down the screen to find the restaurant’s number. Pressing the button to call it, I lifted the phone to my ear.

      “Chez Nous, boa tarde,” Moira Romano wished me a good afternoon in Portuguese.

      “Hey, Moira. What’s up?” I greeted the waitress.

      “You tell me.” Her low growl sounded nothing like her usual sunny disposition. “Please say you’re parking outside right now.”

      “I’ll be doing that in about fifteen,” I flinched as she switched back to her native language and cussed. I had learned enough of Portuguese to gauge how pissed she was at me by the torrent of graphic words that spewed from my otherwise conservative employee. “My bad. Sorry.”

      Moira’s high-pitched tone pricked my ear. “Puta que pariu! Shit, man! You are already fifteen minutes late. I’ve got to take Dani to the doctor.”

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry.” I screwed my face at my ineptitude to come up with a more eloquent apology to her rightful concern. She deserved better. “Listen, you’ll make it in time. I promise. I’m on my way. Just wanted to let you know I was running late. I’ve got your back. See you in a little while.”

      I hung up as the elevator doors opened. Then, I jogged to the convertible parked two spaces to the right and hopped into the driver’s seat without bothering to open the door. When I exited the garage, the sun glinted off the polished red hood, blinding me for a moment. I hastily grabbed the sunglasses I stored in a small compartment in the dashboard to the left of the steering wheel.

      Weaving through the vehicles on Beira-Mar Norte Avenue, I revved the engine of the M4 GTS, and sped up toward the freeway. Luckily, all the lights remained green, and I got on the southbound lane without hassle. The late afternoon traffic was surprisingly light, which allowed me to make it to the parking behind the restaurant in record time. I was still pretty late. Not meeting any cops on the way had certainly helped.

      Moira must have been staking out the entrance to the parking lot through the large windows of the restaurant because she stormed out of the delivery door as I pulled up to my reserved spot. When she stomped past me on the way to her car, long blond curls bouncing off her back, she slowed down just enough to gift me with a farewell scowl. She turned on the engine of her battered green Jetta and started backing out of her parking place before I was out of my car.

      “’Bout time, boss,” she shouted through the half-open window before peeling off. Tires screeched while pedestrians jumped backwards to avoid her maniac maneuver worthy of a driver of a getaway car being chased by a SWAT team.

      After watching my employee’s red taillights disappear around the corner, I hung my head and shook it. I ambled to the restaurant door, grumbling under my breath, “Today can’t get any worse.”

      While evening shifts were the busiest at the restaurant, happy hour was the busiest time at the bar. When I agreed to cover for Moira, I knew I was in for a long, stressful double shift. Yet I couldn’t deny her request. Busting her ass off to raise her two kids after her ex-husband moved out of state, Moira rarely asked for anyone to cover for her. I had no doubt she needed money. Happy hour tips were the most generous, it made sense she would not give up that shift. As adorable as her small children were, providing for Danielle and Felipe kept Moira’s finances constantly on the brink of collapse. Not comfortable.

      I knew all too well what it took for a single mom to raise a kid on her own. Although my mother never struggled financially, I didn’t have an easy childhood by any measure. I did what I could to help Moira. Another good reason for beating myself up for arriving late and letting her down.

      I shouldn’t have taken that afternoon nap. What was I thinking?

      Problem was that I wasn’t getting much sleep even when I didn’t hook up with Bruna. I had overcome insomnia a couple of years ago. Yet it had recently made a comeback with a vengeance. I had convinced myself those sleepless nights bore no connection to tabloid headlines about a certain famous rock singer I once knew. For sure concerns about the bistro had triggered old demons. Besides, I steered clear of gossip columns.

      No. I’m worried about money. That’s all. I couldn’t care less what one Izzy Anderson does with her life. She’s dead to me. I tried to convince myself as I stepped behind the bar counter.
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      Hours later, I still struggled with bleak thoughts. In an effort to pull myself out of them, I grabbed a cloth and proceeded to polish a spotless wooden countertop. Moira ran a tight ship and the bar sparkled with cleanliness. 

      “Two Caipirinhas, table five,” Ana, one of the waitresses, handed me a green paper with the order.

      I stuck the slip to the oak panel overhead and reached for the ingredients to mix the cocktail. Because this was the number one drink in Brazil, those items occupied prime real estate in any bar. I mashed wedges of lime, added mountains of sugar, and poured generous amounts of cachaça, the Brazilian distilled liquor made from fermented sugarcane juice.

      The stunning redhead watched me work as she engaged in conversation. “Hey, too bad Moira’s kid is sick, but I’m glad you’re covering for her. I never get to see you, boss.” 

      I ignored the wink the cheeky waitress threw my way. Most people thought Ana was a flirt, but I didn’t fall for that. I thought her act was intentional to distract people from the fact she never talked about herself. Even if she did mean to flirt with me, I didn’t mix business with pleasure.

      Not anymore.

      I had learned that lesson the hardest way.

      That didn’t mean I was a bore.

      Winking back, I quipped, “More like you avoid the night shifts like the plague, Missy.”

      “Boyfriend’s too jealous,” Ana replied, flipping her long red hair over her shoulder, and laughing out loud.

      She didn’t have a steady boyfriend.

      “How’s college treating you?” I inquired in a serious tone.

      I admired her commitment and drive to study and create better opportunities for herself, but the night classes she took for her teaching credentials kept Ana away from Chez Nous Bistro.

      “Getting there, boss.”

      “Good for you. High schools need more awesome teachers like you.”

      Her long, tanned fingers thrummed the counter as she waited for the drinks. “It’s elementary, but I get your point.”

      She smoothed the front of her white button-down shirt and tucked it into her black miniskirt. The elegant restaurant logo was embroidered in golden thread in the black apron she wore over the skirt. “I guess Mrs. Oliveira couldn’t take Dani to the doctor, huh? It sucks. Depending on others,” Ana clarified at my quizzical look.

      Moira paid a neighbor to babysit the kids and the generous elderly woman would even take them to doctor appointments whenever she could.

      “Tell me about it. The sweet lady had a conflict of schedule today, or something. She couldn’t reschedule it, so Moira needed to take Dani to the doctor.”

      A spark of awe glinted in her eyes as she winked and cut the air with a hand. “And you just waltzed in to save the day.”

      I offered a dismissive shrug. “Not a big deal. Glad to help.” I put the two glasses filled with the greenish mix of lime juice and cachaça, and lots of ice cubes, on Ana’s tray. “There you go.”

      “Thanks, boss.” With a million-dollar smile, and another playful wink, she swirled and flounced toward table five.

      I smiled as I noticed the heads turning to follow Ana’s graceful movements as she went. I wished Noah, my friend and partner at the restaurant, would grow some balls and ask the woman out before another smartass did so. I loved Noah like a younger brother, but the man could be dense, where his heart was concerned. Noah was missing out on a woman like Ana.

      I gave myself a mental slap on the forehead and quit pretending I was a matchmaker. With my awful track record, I had no business dispensing advice on love and relationships. Noah had also suffered enough heartache on his own. He didn’t need me meddling in his love life.

      Being something of a night owl, the late shift in the restaurant suited me perfectly. My partners gladly let me take charge of closing time. However, I was glad to cover for Moira today. Focusing on preparing drinks kept my mind busy and the problems at bay. Maybe the ghosts from my past wouldn’t haunt me. I could hope, right? God only knew I could use some quality sleep for a change.

      The ringtone I set for Noah’s calls, a classic song by U2, blasted. I fished my cell phone from the back pocket of my pants and tucked it on the crook of my neck, holding it in place with my shoulder. I never stopped mixing drinks for another order.

      I smiled into the mouthpiece. “What’s up, loser?”

      “That’s how you greet your band mate?” Noah’s amused retort was buried under loud guitar riffs.

      I knitted my eyebrows. “Where the hell are you?”

      “Home, rehearsing. Where the hell are you? I’ve banged on your door so hard it stung my hand.”

      I smacked my forehead. “Shit! Totally forgot, dude.”

      I had promised Noah I would rehearse for a while before heading out to the restaurant. Another reason I should not have taken that damn nap.

      “I kind of figured that one out, man,” Noah chortled. “Clicking and swashing sounds, muffled voices. Bet you’re at the bistro. A bit early, isn’t it?”

      “Covering for Moira, remember? I’m sorry I forgot about rehearsal.”

      “One day I’ll drag you to the dark side, kicking and screaming if I have to,” Noah promised.

      Trying to convince me to start a rock band was Noah’s thing. He would return to the topic as often as he could. Lately, more so. Apparently, he had been hanging out with a couple of talented musicians. I had sworn off that life many years ago and Noah had had a front row seat to the whole depressing spectacle. He should have known better than to insist.

      Who am I kidding? It’s Noah I’m talking about here. He’s worse than a dog with a bone.

      I had to say something. I chose the obvious. “Been there, done that, didn’t do much for me.”

      “What the hell are you babbling about, Big T? You made a shitload of money with your lyrics and I’m not just talking about Izzie Anderson.” That name still stung my chest as if my friend had pressed the tip of a hot iron to my flesh. Noah must have heard my sharp intake of breath, still he kept talking. “Anyway, that’s all in the past. She moved on. You moved away to another country.”

      “Not that simple.” I forced a tight-lipped remark out of my constricted throat.

      “Hey, it’s me you’re talking to. I was there. I know how bad it was. I’m just saying you shouldn’t dwell. It’s been ten fucking years.”

      “I haven’t lived like a monk,” I said the words out loud as if they could convince my brain that empty one-night stands counted for anything.

      Noah behaved the same way, so he never chastised me.

      “Nothing wrong with serial dating, but I wasn’t talking about your sex life. I meant getting back in the music biz.”

      I rolled my eyes. Noah was persistent, if anything else. “Give up, Baby Face. Not interested.”

      I couldn’t suppress a lopsided grin at my friend’s fake loud sigh.

      Noah insisted, “You can’t stifle your natural talent forever. The band needs you. I need you.”

      I chuckled, “What band? It’s just a handful of guys goofing around for the sake of it. Get over yourself. I’ve got real work to do here. You know, at our restaurant, while you play rock star.” Noah’s laughter was contagious, so I joined him. “Talk later, bro.”

      Ignoring Noah’s protests, I hung up, and returned the cell to my back pocket. Whatever good effects bartending brought earlier; Noah’s call put a serious dent on them. I didn’t sulk in past grief. I didn’t dwell in past wounds. It had taken me a painful, long time to get over the damage caused by one Izzie Anderson. I chose to keep her away from my mind. Those stupid recent tabloid headlines weren’t helping me achieve that. They brought back the insomnia, instead.

      Shaking my head, I shoved the lurking memories to the darkest corner of my mind, together with Noah’s tempting suggestion. I didn’t seek fame and fortune. I had my days under the bright limelight, and they had ended in pitiful misery. I was better off away from the spotlight.

      Fame changes people. It destroys them, if they let it.

      Still, memories kept resurfacing as I refilled the bowls on the counter with peanuts. I glanced out of the panoramic windows overlooking the narrow strip of sand, the sight of the warm waves of the Atlantic Ocean washing the beach made my heart less gloomy. That view still worked its magic, after all those years.

      Ten years ago, I hit rock bottom. Eager to get away from Los Angeles, I thought a trip to a foreign country would make for a good change in scenery. Thanks to Noah, who had moved to Brazil to go to graduate school and try to rekindle his relationship with a Brazilian ex-girlfriend, I decided to take a break in a quiet tropical setting. It was supposed to be only that, a quick break. I fell in love with the place and the people, though. When Noah suggested we opened a restaurant together, I jumped at the chance, investing most of my savings. I invested the rest in the stock market. That didn’t turn out so great when the market crashed, and I was still struggling to recover from it.

      As for staying and opening Chez Nous Bistro, I had no regrets whatsoever. Best decision ever.

      Hidden away in the southernmost tip of Florianópolis island in Santa Catarina, I found a small stretch of white sand framed by tropical forest for our restaurant. Matadeiro Beach, accessed only by water, or a narrow trail through the wilderness from the neighboring Armação Beach, was worth the effort. My wounded soul found healing in contact with the generous locals, mostly fishermen and their families, and the breathtaking views of emerald sea, blue sky, and white sand.

      The fact that few people knew Izzie Anderson in my new neighborhood played a pivotal role in my decision to stay. However, I rarely revisited that fact, preferring to simply enjoy my life in a place where people knew me as the tall American restauranteur, not the loser who once had loved and trusted a two-faced rock superstar.
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      Towards the end of my extra shift, I had forgotten all about self-doubt, debt, and nightmares. I was having a blast when Raul, the night shift’s bartender, arrived. The tall man had an imposing figure with his wide shoulders and powerful arms. Raul’s smiling countenance, framed by sun bleached hair that curled softly over his forehead and ears, gave off a good vibe, though. Surfer vibe. Well, Raul was a local surf champion, so the impression was accurate. 

      “Did I miss the tweet where you fired me, boss?”

      “Nah. Just having fun and messing up your stuff. Maybe having fun because I’m messing up your stuff?” I finished washing the glasses and wiped my hands on a dishcloth. I draped it on Raul’s shoulder, tapping the other man’s back. “Bar is all yours. I’ll be in the office.”

      Weaving my way through the tables in the main room, I stopped at every other one to greet the early birds that gradually filled the restaurant.

      “Lovely place you have here. Congratulations,” praised an elderly man I had never seen before at Chez Nous. Judging by his accent, I figured he was from Louisiana.

      “Thank you, sir. Is everything okay over here?” I glanced at the elegant lady sitting across from the man as I inquired so that she felt included.

      “Just perfect, son,” she drawled.

      “Escaping from the cold winter back home?”

      The silver-haired gentleman stroked the lady’s hand, and she squeezed his in return. The glance they exchanged spoke volumes before the man even opened his mouth.

      He dragged his ocean blue eyes from the lovely woman’s face to mine, then explained, “Celebrating forty glorious years. Never a dull moment.”

      “Impressive.” I fought the nagging sting in my chest and kept smiling. “I don’t know many couples who’ve been married that long.”

      “Oh, no, son. We met forty years ago, been married thirty,” the woman corrected.

      The man chuckled. “I wasted ten precious years; but I’ve been making up for it ever since. Right, honey?” 

      “Yes, darling,” she agreed, her dark green eyes reflecting the light of the small floating candles in the centerpiece.

      “Congratulations again. Enjoy your meal.”

      I took another couple of strides toward the office, when I heard a familiar voice to my left. It was Mario, a regular client.

      He called out in his thick Brazilian accent, “Tristan, my man. Good to see you.” The bespectacled, middle-aged man raised a glass of red wine in greeting.

      I nodded in response, still fighting to keep a smile on my face. The interaction with the tourist couple annoyed me, but I didn’t wish to examine why. I didn’t want to delve into the fact that the lovely lady’s eyes were the same shade as Izzie’s. I refused to believe I was jealous of their obvious happiness. That would be petty. That would be lame. If I wanted committed relationships, I would seek them. I chose not to tread that path. No room for second guesses.

      Stopping beside the hostess, I peeked over her shoulder to check the reservations for that night. “Looking good, huh?”

      Karen Razzini moonlighted at Chez Nous’s greeting podium at night, but her day job was as the restaurant’s bookkeeper. Nelson Razzini, her brother, was our Brazilian partner and longtime friend.

      She replied with a wink, “Booked solid until the end of the month. Good job with that TV commercial. Most of the ladies calling in to make a reservation asked if, and I quote, ‘the drop-dead-gorgeous guy from TV was really the owner,’ and if the six-pack was real or photoshopped.”

      My cheeks burned when I dismissed the importance of my presence on the bistro’s ads. “Oh, please.”

      Karen taunted, “Aww, how cute is that? You’re blushing. Get out of here and let me do my job.” The restaurant working environment was informal, as it was typical of the Brazilian culture. Plus, her status as friend warranted her getting away with that kind of remark. She nodded towards the door as it creaked open before adding in a low voice so that only I could hear, “You’re too much of a distraction.”

      My delighted chuckle died out, and the twinkle in my eyes vanished, when I lifted my stare to welcome the newcomer.

      “You!” I didn’t try to disguise the accusatory tone in my growl. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Of all the trendy restaurants, in all the south of Brazil, Izzie Anderson walks into mine.

      We haven’t shared the same air in ten years. Ten long years later, her betrayal seared my chest, lancing my heart just as it did when she announced she was pregnant, and the baby wasn’t mine.
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      Get a grip on yourself, girl. Focus on why you came down to Brazil. I reminded myself as I struggled to stop gawking. Pay no attention to how your knees have just turned to jelly.

      I had forgotten what a sight Tristan Knight was. Time stood still as my gaze gobbled up his tall frame. The elegant white dress shirt and dark gray pants barely contained his bulging muscles. Two years my senior, he has just turned thirty-two. The tropical sun has tanned his soft skin setting off his light-brown hair with streaks of gold and making his high cheeks beam with a healthy glow.

      I gulped in a useless effort to alleviate the sudden dryness in my mouth at the glint of hurt in his dark blue eyes. They squinted when he recognized me, while a muscle began to tick like a freaking time bomb on his square jaw. His nostrils flared with his sharp intakes of air. My addled brain deserted me as silence poisoned the air between us with the dust of past mistakes. I witnessed pain turn to scorn when his full lips inched up in a sardonic smile.

      I couldn’t bear it, yet I was unable to look elsewhere like a bystander observing a train derail. The inevitable wreckage would cause irreparable damage, but one couldn’t avert their eyes.

      I drew a blank, forgetting the speech I had rehearsed in my head countless times during the flight. Not to mention the forty-five-minute ride here straight from the airport. Clogged by the sight of his anguish and the sting of my remorse, my mind had no room for rational thinking.

      His hurt. My sorrow. No atonement.

      How could there be any forgiveness for what I had put him through?

      I can’t do this. I thought when my heart sank into my stomach like a stone.

      I balled my hands into fists, dug my nails into my palms, and fought the urge to bolt. There was too much at stake now for me to take the easy way out this time.

      I had expected a cold reception, but the heartbreak coloring Tristan’s expression stole the ground from under my feet. Air burned my lungs as his raw emotion left me gutted, exposed. My demons rushed back to haunt me with renewed strength fueled by Tristan’s heartache. It was not as if I didn’t already deal with my sins on a regular basis. But coming face-to-face with their consequences sent me into a spiral of self-recrimination.

      A deafening ring in my ears stole my balance, so I grasped the first thing within reach to steady myself. It turned out to be a golden lectern on my left, which the restaurant’s hostess used. My sudden action sent her papers gliding to the floor in a flurry of white sheets.

      “I’ve got this,” the soft-spoken brunette assured me as she squatted to pick up her notes.

      Embarrassment crept up my neck and set my cheeks on fire. Unable to vanish into thin air as I would have loved to, I focused back on the six-foot-something mountain of rage looming in front of me. My brain power flew out of the window, and I felt like the naïve teen I once was. Right about the time my life got an unexpected turn for the better.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Now’s not the time to go there. I can’t handle all of it at once.

      I squared my shoulders, recalling why I had decided to reach out to Tristan. I was on a mission where failure wasn’t an option. I’d better bite the bullet, grovel if it came to it, and soldier on. I expected to have a hard time facing Tristan again because of our history. What surprised me was finding out that his wounds remained open and festering. I was ready for my guilt brought on by my own past sins. I did not factor in the devastation I experienced caused by his pain.

      The prolonged silence was made worse by the way he crossed his arms over his broad chest and set his long legs wide apart, as if ready to pounce.

      “Well?” His deep baritone stirred parts of me I had forgotten existed.

      I opened my mouth to reply, then closed it again when no words formed in my mind, no sounds came through my lips. A chill of annoyance ran down my spine at the oddness of my behavior.

      His icy stare locked on mine. “I never thought I’d live to see the day. Little Miss Isolde Anderson at a loss for words. I’ll be damned.”

      His irony wasn’t lost on me. When we were kids growing up in North Ranch, we argued endlessly about any and all insignificant details. It got worse when we started dating while we were going to Westlake High. Except, our arguments then ended up in hot make-out sessions, if in public. Or sweaty, mind-blowing sex, if behind closed doors.

      Don’t go there either!

      Shaking my head to dismiss images of Tristan’s muscled legs tangled with mine, or his strong fingers digging into the soft flesh of my hips as he drove me wild, I took a deep breath. The memories spiked my heartbeats and made me see things that weren’t there. Like his eyes turning a darker shade of indigo blue, a flicker of heat in them. The kind of blaze we generated in the past, not today’s anger. The flame died out before I could be sure of what I had picked up. His gaze went back to the cold rejection of a moment ago that chilled my bones, despite the sweltering tropical evening. 

      Eager to break the spell, I blurted the first thing that popped up in my mind, “How’s Lilly?”

      At the sound of his mother’s name, another pained glint flashed in his eyes, and he slouched his shoulders for a fraction of a second.

      Sliding the scowl back on, he replied, “Peachy. Thanks for asking.”

      Liar, I thought, surprised I could still read him this clearly. After all, I lost that right ten years ago.

      I jotted my chin up to hide my own pain. “You’re not making this any easier.”

      “I wasn’t aware I was supposed to.”

      When I lied to him, I also lost the right to his compassion. It didn’t matter I lied to protect him. He never knew that part. He only knew the lie. I didn’t regret protecting Tristan though.

      It was the right thing to do, the only thing to do.

      At fifteen, I landed a dream deal with a record company, too inexperienced to realize I was about to embark on a path to fame and misfortune. Head-over-heels in love with my best friend, I believed I could conquer the world as long as Tristan remained by my side, staying my course. And conquer the rock and roll world I did, with him as my partner. Tristan wrote the lyrics that my fans screamed in packed stadiums on sold-out tours around the globe. He never missed one of my recording sessions. His presence instilled in me the confidence I lacked to pour my heart and soul out into those songs. He was my rock, my haven.

      At twenty, when my lies broke him, I lost much more than his love. I lost my ground, my north, regardless of the valid reasons I had to behave the way I did.

      Now, ten years later, I needed to convince Tristan I had changed, had matured. Because the stakes were deadly high, I had prepared myself to beg with him for a chance to show him I had learned from my mistakes.

      But the words deserted me as I struggled with my guilt. How could I plea for his forgiveness if I had never forgiven myself?
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      My head pounded as I reined in my scattered emotions. I always knew meeting Izzie again would be painful, but that gaping hole in my chest made for an unpleasant surprise. I imagined I would get furious, outraged even. When I envisioned that hypothetical encounter, I pictured myself dismissing her with a few arctic remarks.

      I believed I was over her betrayal.

      I thought I was over her. Period.

      Instead, my blood thickened into scolding lava at the sight of her perfect round face framed by raven black hair cut way too short. Large green eyes sparkled in the dim light of the restaurant, accentuating a turned-up nose and heart-shaped lips coated with a pale shade of pink. Such a subdued color, lightyears away from the dark mauve hues that used to stain the collars of my shirts and mark my chest as well as various other parts of my anatomy.

      Don’t go there!

      I made a superhuman effort to ignore my traitorous body’s reaction to her petite form. She always had that power over me, turning me into a quivering mess of muscles eager for her soothing touch. For the longest time, Izzie was the only one who appeased my hunger. It annoyed me that she still sent my libido into overdrive. I wasn’t a hormone-driven teenager.

      I shoved the memories of our good times to the deepest, darkest corners of my mind. Instead, I focused on the brand of pain and humiliation she had introduced me to. I had to send her back to whatever hole she crawled out of, if I were to return to my new life. My organized life. My pain-free life.

      I didn’t want to know why she tracked me down. I didn’t care. I certainly didn’t want to find out if the rumors were true. I absolutely didn’t need her lying shit right now.

      I would be damned if I made her feel comfortable, when my guts just turned inside out. Through the last ten years, I realized a hollow space developed where my heart once was before Izzie ripped it out of my chest and squashed it. Now, I learned that hole swallowed my soul.

      Izzie shouldn’t expect mercy from a man she turned heartless, soulless.

      So why the hell does my chest hurt so goddamn much?

      A not-at-all-discreet cough sounded to my right, and I snapped out of the all-consuming trance I had fallen when Izzie tilted my world out of its axis. Izzie and I started silent duel of wills at my restaurant’s foyer, forcing Karen to remind me she had a job to do.

      Looking over Izzie’s head, I took in the line of customers who stood, waiting to be taken to tables they had reserved. None looked pleased. I acknowledged the group with a faded grin.

      I dipped my head and apologized, “I’m so sorry. Welcome to Chez Nous Bistro.” I nodded towards the hostess, who didn’t smile back at me. She would give me lip next chance she had. I deserved it. “Karen’s going to take good care of you. Enjoy your meal.”

      I motioned for Izzie to follow me. I marched through linen covered tables where celeb-struck people gaped at us. I tried without success not to stomp, deaf to the lively rendition of Mozart’s Serenade No. 13 that streamed from invisible loudspeakers. Noah, Nelson and I had busted our asses to put together the bistro and it turned out a damn classy joint. I was proud of Chez Nous. It was an Izzie-free zone, my safe haven. At least, it had been. I didn’t want Izzie there. I didn’t want her to create new memories that would torment me later.

      On the other hand, I didn’t want to scare clients away, so I couldn’t talk to Izzie outside at the parking lot, or in the lobby, or in the main room. The office I shared with Noah was the only place where we could have some privacy. I jerked the door open and waited for Izzie to enter, followed her in, then slammed the door shut behind me.

      “You’ve got a nice thing going here,” she praised, but I didn’t know if she meant the upscale restaurant, or the elegant office furniture.

      Either way, I didn’t care.

      Towering over her, I sank my fists in my hips, and snapped, “Cut the crap. Why are you here?”

      I ignored the gleam in her eyes that indicated her pain and reminded my heart that I was heartless. No feelings allowed. I couldn’t budge. If I hesitated for the briefest moment, I would give her the upper hand. In the past, her suffering had been my downfall. Every. Fucking. Time.

      Not anymore. 

      So why the hell is my heart thudding against my ribs like a trapped bird wanting to escape? Why does my blood buzz in my ears as it speeds through my fucking veins?

      Begging my heart to be still, I glowered at the woman standing in front of me. Ignoring the perilous curves that the green silk of her calf-length dress hugged, I crossed my arms over my chest and frowned.

      She nodded to the overstuffed leather chairs facing my desk. “Mind if I sit down?”

      “Suit yourself,” I offered, with a dismissive shrug.

      I chose to stand beside my mahogany desk while she perched on the edge of one of the chairs.

      She eyeballed me before whispering, “What happened to Lilly?”

      I muttered through clenched teeth, “What do you care?”

      What was she attempting to get with the sad puppy eyes? I wouldn’t fall for that act.

      Izzie raised her shoulders, tilting her head to the right. “Your mom was always nice to me. Besides my parents, I didn’t have much of a family in Thousand Oaks. Lilly was kind of an aunt to me.”

      “I remember how your parents spoiled you rotten.” Disdain framed my speech now.

      It wasn’t always like that. Growing up, I had envied her easy relationship with her loving parents. My mom was amazing to this day, and I loved her to pieces. She had more than compensated for the worthless husband who’d taken off before I was born. As a kid, it had sucked not having a father. It had sucked even more having to deal with the long string of boyfriends my mom had brought home.

      Izzie ignored my remark. “You sounded like there’s something going on with Lilly just now when I asked.”

      “No. I said she was doing great.”

      “You lied,” she deadpanned.

      Damn it! She can still see through my bullshit.

      Then, I reminded myself she had lost the right to that ten years ago.

      My turn to shrug. “If you say so.”

      “Not buying it,” she insisted.

      I scoffed, “Not selling anything.”

      We locked gazes and I would be damned if I backed down first. Time stood still. Unable to stare into Izzie’s forest green eyes any longer, I caved in.

      Shaking my head, I dropped my gaze to the polished wooden floor. “She’s sick, alright?”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.” Her words were little more than a whisper.

      I returned my stare to her face and added, “It is what it is, some sort of congenital kidney disease. She’s been on dialysis for a couple of years.”

      There was no mistaking the pain that shadowed her expression, the hint of moisture that made her eyes glisten under the fluorescent lights of my office. A blue vein beat wildly on her neck as she combed her long fingers through her black pixie hair, locking them behind her neck for a moment, before returning her hands to her lap. I noticed she didn’t have a ring on each finger as she used to, but she still wore the Claddagh I gave her on the night of her senior prom. The night we made love for the first time.

      Not subtle at all, Ms. Anderson.

      The fortress I took ten years building around my heart just got chipped. Damage control was in order, so I brought to mind her betrayal and how much it had cost me. I resumed scowling. I needed to say something before she had a chance to say how sad she was for my mom. I didn’t doubt her concern was sincere, but Lilly Knight was a major soft spot in my armor. Izzie knew it too well. To keep my upper hand, an attack sounded like the best defense.

      “Cut the small talk. Why are you here?” I repeated.

      My office furniture had been hand-picked to put visitors at ease, which wasn’t working for Izzie. Watching her fidget with her hands got to my oversensitive nerves. Yet I waited for her next words.

      When her tight lips remained sealed, I draped one leg over the edge of the desk, resting my ass on the top, and dangling my foot. I hoped she bought into my unruffled act because the tight leash under which I kept my self-control was about to give.

      I insisted, “After ten fucking years, why now, Izzie?”
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      I doubted Tristan’s cool demeanor reflected his real mindset. As a kid, he had hidden vulnerabilities behind a stoic façade, and I had always called his bluff. At the time, I was his confidant, the one person Tristan would turn to in times of need besides his mother.

      I had lost my safe haven status that night at Mark King’s house, when I had trampled on Tristan’s heart and shattered his trust. I hoped I was reading him wrong now because the emotions scared the shit out of me.

      How can I mend this man if I’m the one who broke him?

      I needed him whole. Yet the truth about that night would wreck him all over again. Guilt and shame warred inside my painful chest. As if standing on the edge of a high cliff looking down, I steeled myself and took the dreaded plunge.

      I had to start somewhere, so I chose the end. “I’m sorry.”

      Tristan’s gaze bored into mine, I didn’t cower. I prayed he didn’t notice the slight twitch on my upper lip, or the vein throbbing in my neck.

      His eyes zoomed in on those spots.

      Shit!

      With one perfect eyebrow arched, he asked, “That’s it?”

      He was toying with me like a big cat with its prey. His tone was flat, but his lips curved in a mocking smirk, his blue eyes gleamed glacial sparks that burned my face and scorched my soul.

      I held my ground but didn’t find words to reply.

      He went on. “After all these years, after the hell you put me through, that’s all you’ve got? You’re sorry?” He gasped, burying his face on his hands. When he dropped his arms, the pain that turned his blue stare into dark icy pools ripped my heart out. His low voice was just as glacial. “You didn’t cheat on a test or cut the checkout line at a grocery store. You fucked my mentor at a party he’d thrown for me. I got that record deal because of him, so he wanted to celebrate my success. And because I told him I was going to propose to you.”

      My jaw hit the floor as blood drained from my face. “I never knew you planned to propose,” I murmured.

      He ignored my comment. “I had a real shot with my own band. I wasn’t going to be ‘Mr. Izzie Anderson’ anymore. I wouldn’t be in your shadow as you preferred to keep me,” he whispered, tight-lipped.

      The ground vanished from under my feet. Tristan raised his voice when happy and lowered it when disgusted. Or angry. I shook my head, too overwhelmed to articulate a response. I never knew he felt that way about my success.

      After a beat, I found my voice. “That’s not true and you know it. I wouldn’t be anything without your support and your talent. You were never ‘Mr. Izzie Anderson’ to me. I told you a million times we were partners. I loved you, goddamn it.”

      “If you truly loved me, you would’ve been faithful.” He hopped off the table, bracing his hands on the armrests of my chair, looming over me. “If you truly loved me, I wouldn’t have sauntered into Mark’s bedroom in the middle of that party to find your lips wrapped around his cock, now, would I?”

      I racked my brain for an appropriate comeback and came up empty-handed. Stunned by his raw emotions, I shrugged. That snapped something inside Tristan. He held my upper arms, squeezing them against my body, pulling me from the chair. Normally, my head reached his chest, but I tiptoed as he pulled me up until his hot breath brushed against my cheeks. My eyelids dropped to protect myself from the burning rage in his eyes.

      Tristan had never been violent toward me, he would never hurt a woman, but people change. Maybe, the damage I caused him ran deeper that I’d imagined.

      I winced and squinted my eyes, bracing myself for an assault.

      It never came.

      As fast as he had seized me, Tristan shoved me free. Disoriented, I grabbed the chair for support as I reopened my eyes to find his back turned to me, hands splayed on the polished tabletop. Deep breaths came out of him fast and furious, tension etching the broad arch of his shoulders.

      In the past, snuggling against Tristan’s back felt like heaven. Every time I needed to hide from the evils of the world, his warm chest had welcomed me, shooing my pain away. His heartbeats used to be my favorite lullaby. Time and distance played a cruel trick on me, shrinking the true value of those precious moments. Stinging tears pricked the back of my eyeballs as I grasped the enormity of my loss.

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. I wasn’t a wimp. I needed his help and couldn’t afford to fail. I squared my shoulders and opened my mouth to reveal my reasons for reaching out after all those years.

      His words killed my newfound courage. “I swear to God, I’ve never laid a hand on a woman. I abhor men who do,” he muttered without turning around to face me. “I refuse to let you steal that away from me as well. Leave.”

      I choked at the vivid memory of Lilly’s screams during my sleepovers at Tristan’s house. I was four and he was six. I would sneak into his bedroom when the banging and shouting started in his mom’s room, crawling under the covers with him. He would hold me tight without uttering a word. That silent reassurance comforted me into sleep. It wasn’t until much later he told me he never said a word because he was terrified.

      The tears I’d managed to fight before now rolled down my cheeks. Humiliation and shame made them burn. I hesitated, grappling for a way to reason with him. I owed him the truth, at least the part of it I could offer. I’d come to Brazil to set things straight.

      Still not facing me, he growled, “Now.”

      More than the rumbling sound of that single word, his glacial tone spurred me into action.

      Dropping the hand I had raised to touch his tense shoulder, I scuttled out of his office, leaving the door ajar. I darted through the crowded restaurant paying no heed to the heads that turned or the whispers that followed me. I didn’t care if people recognized me, took pictures, or posted them on social media. I didn’t give a damn.

      I’ve damaged him beyond repair.

      I broke my heart when I broke his. Neither would ever be whole again.

      I didn’t stop until I reached the town car parked in front of the bistro. Hopping in, I shut the door, and rested my head against the tinted window. As the driver pulled away, heading to my hotel, I peered out of the window, but my eyes glazed over. I had no tears. Not anymore. I was empty, defeated.

      I appreciated the driver for our silent ride through rain-washed streets, but it did nothing to calm me down. Disconnected scenes and fragmented memories clashed in my head. I shut my eyes and rubbed my forehead as if the gesture could erase years of suffering.

      I had been clean for a few years, but I recognized the triggers that could drive me into a relapse. I fumbled inside my designer bag for my phone. My sponsor’s number was the first one on the call log.

      “What’s up, gorgeous?”

      “I screwed it up big time. I told you this wasn’t going to work.”

      Jim Evans was old enough to be my grandfather, which put me at ease around him and was essential for his positive influence on me. He also didn’t give a rat’s ass about my celebrity status. Having grown up as the troubled son of an unhinged, dysfunctional movie-star couple, Jim had seen Hollywood at its worst. No one surprised him. Nothing shocked him.

      Genuinely fond of me, he’d become my sponsor in the NA program. He’d stuck by my side through tough struggles, small victories, and inevitable setbacks. His encouragement had helped me move through the twelve steps.

      “The ninth kicks your butt every time, kiddo. You’ll manage. You always do.”

      “Making amends is just the starting point with Tristan. I didn’t even get to that.”

      “You always knew it was going to be tough.”

      “I had hoped it wasn’t going to be this hard.”

      “Chin up. You’ve got this. Now backtrack a little. Tell me what happened from the beginning.”

      I supplied Jim with the details of my meeting. Every single embarrassing one. I never lied to my sponsor. That would defeat the purpose of having one in the first place. He hung on my words and coached whenever necessary. By the time I followed the floor butler into the presidential suite I had booked, we were almost done.

      I wrapped up the phone call. “Thanks for the support, Jim.”

      “We might be thousands of miles apart, but I’m just a phone call away.”

      “I know, and I appreciate you for it. It means the world to me. Good night.”

      After dropping the phone on the counter, I opened the minibar to get water, and eyeballed the miniature bottles of vodka, coveting the quick fix they promised. I grabbed a large bottle of Pellegrino and quickly shut the door on temptation.

      My downfall had been cocaine and resisting alcohol wasn’t a big deal for me. Although today I felt way too crappy, I knew better. Being clean meant abstaining from any kind of drugs, booze included. I poured the bubbly water into a tall glass and gulped down most of it, ambling to the opposite side of the living-room.

      As the cool liquid soothed my parched throat, I gazed out the floor-to-ceiling balcony doors overlooking a dark bay. I opened them and stepped out, letting the night breeze wrap around me like a warm shawl. That was my first time in Florianópolis. When I toured Brazil, I never played there. I was surprised to find a vibrant city sprawled across an island blessed by luxuriant nature, but one of the biggest revelations the city offered me was a Golden Gate-like bridge that connected Florianópolis to the mainland. Tossing my head back to finish the water, I contemplated the structure’s silhouette illuminated by fairy lights as the full moon shed a magical light down the bridge and the ocean.

      Breathtaking. And so peaceful. Not at all the way I felt with a storm of conflicting emotions raging inside my chest. My mission involved so much more than my feelings, or Tristan’s. I could not fail. I would not fail.
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      I waited until the clicking of Izzie’s high heels on the tiled floor died out before I counted to ten and turned around. The empty room reflected my soul. Barren.

      As if on cue, the office phone rang. The piercing sound broke the dark spell, and I grabbed the receiver.

      “Chez Nous Bistro,” I informed the caller without inflection. Recognizing a longtime supplier’s voice, I switched to a chirpy tone to mask my dreary mood. “What can I do for you?”

      I kept the devil-may-care act until closing time. All the while, I felt like I was operating in two distinct dimensions, as if my true bleak self was watching my false lively reflection in a mirror.

      Eerie.

      I waited for the last employee to leave, then closed the restaurant and sank into my office chair. Drained, and in dire need of an outlet for the negative mojo I accumulated in the last couple of hours, I racked my brain for a solution. I never got into drugs. The closest thing I had to an addiction was music.

      I unlocked my cell to call Noah. Even though we were roommates, it’d be wise to give the guy a heads-up about a midnight jam session, in case Noah went to bed earlier than usual. Or he had female company. My thumb hovered over the recent calls list, then tapped on the number.

      “Hey, still up?” I didn’t bother with a proper greeting before demanding, “Be ready to
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