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      A faint pink-and-orange glow tinged the western skyline when Elijah Crow stumbled from his tour bus. A headache brought about by excess alcohol and not enough sleep throbbed from his temples to the tips of his hair. The twin figures of his manager, Gabriel, met him at the bottom of the bus steps, frowns plastered on their faces. Elijah squinted, and the two forms merged into a single furious man. One Gabriel was bad enough; two would be a fucking nightmare. Gabriel put a hand on Elijah’s chest in time to stop him from tumbling into the new Jag parked alongside the bus. Gabriel’s precious baby.

      “Jesus, Eli. You look like shit.” The only thing more disturbing than Elijah’s hangover was the thundercloud darkening Gabriel’s brow. They’d been together long enough for him to recognize an impending ass chewing when he saw one. “Do you even know where you are? What day it is? And for God’s sake, zip up your pants, man.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face and took a gander at the building in front of him. One stadium pretty much looked like another. Tall buildings cast long shadows over the parking lot. Heat shimmered in waves above the pavement. Not a familiar landmark in sight. He had no freaking clue where he was. The days and cities blended together in a mishmash of liquor, disillusionment, and babes.

      “It’s Tuesday? In Des Moines?” He raised a hopeful eyebrow and grimaced as pain slashed across his frontal lobe.

      “Try Thursday in St. Louis,” Gabriel growled and grabbed him by the elbow, steering him toward the back door of the arena.

      “Thursday?” Something important nagged his subconscious. What the hell was it? Before he could decide, a string of profanity erupted from Gabriel’s lips. He turned, following Gabriel’s gaze. Two girls dressed in booty shorts spilled down the tour bus steps behind him. Overinflated breasts burst from their halter-tops. He grinned. “Welcome to Missouri, ladies.”

      Elijah tried to spread his arms in greeting, but Gabriel held him by the elbow. He lurched backward and landed with a thud against the side of Gabriel’s car. The metal studs on his jeans pocket scraped over the blue metallic paint. Gabriel winced.

      “Sorry, man,” he breathed.

      “Shit, Elijah. Where did these girls come from?” Gabriel glared at him like he should know. Elijah shook his head. The movement caused his stomach to churn. Gabriel rolled his eyes and sighed before snapping into action. “Never mind.”

      Gabriel assumed the worst, but Elijah had grown tired of the girls ten minutes into the bus ride. Their hands had tried to give him pleasure, but all he’d felt was panic at their unfamiliar touch. They wanted his fame and his name, but they didn’t want him. Hell, they didn’t know who he truly was. All they saw was the machine built by the publicity.

      “Ladies, I guess this is where we say goodbye.” He tried to bow, but the contents of his stomach rocked. A sheepish grin had to suffice. “My good buddy will get you back home or wherever it is you need to go. Won’t you, Gabe?”

      “Yes, Elijah, I will clean up your mess. Again.” The censorious tone of Gabe’s voice suggested he wasn’t too thrilled with the idea, but Elijah paid him well. Well enough to buy a dozen Jaguars. Well enough to shut him up. “Before you go, ladies, we need to take care of a little paperwork.”

      Good old backstabbing Gabe. He’d been managing Seven Drift since the days of dive bars and high school dances. They used to be friends, but lately Elijah had begun to question where Gabe’s loyalty rested. Thanks to Gabe, he was locked into another two years of this hell by an ironclad contract. He couldn’t trust anyone in this fucked-up charade of a life. Emotion constricted the walls of his throat.

      Gabe had his uses. He made sure the girls never talked about the drunken debauchery of the tour bus with his non-disclosure agreements. Gabe kept the paparazzi away—or not—depending upon the needs of the situation. Gabe fielded the offers that kept pouring in, making Seven Drift one of the hottest bands in the world. Gabe kept Elijah’s world spinning, and when the spinning grew too fast, Gabe gave him a pill, a bottle of whiskey, and told him to suck it up.

      “What happened to us, dude?” Elijah asked. He wrapped an arm around Gabe’s neck and pulled him in for a man-hug, desperate to recreate the good old days.

      Gabe made a choking noise and pushed away, a scowl of annoyance on his face. “Jesus. You smell like a distillery.” Gabe straightened his shirt and wrinkled his nose. He turned to the wall of muscle standing outside the backstage entrance, Elijah’s personal bodyguard.  “Moose, take Elijah inside and get him into the shower—a cold shower—while I take care of these ladies. He’s got less than an hour before he goes onstage.”

      

      Cold water sluiced over Elijah’s head, running in rivulets down the back of his neck, over his clothes, and into his boots. Custom-made, hand-tooled, snakeskin boots. His favorite boots. Damn. Water ran into his nostrils. He sputtered and coughed. A firm hand on the back of his head held him in place.

      “Enough.” The single word rasped from his throat. Moose released his head and left him to collect the shreds of his dignity in privacy. He removed his clothes, turned on the hot water, and stepped beneath the spray once more to wash away the humiliation.

      Soap and water removed the scents of cigarettes, sweat, and sex, but nothing could take away the emptiness inside him. No matter how hot the water, it wasn’t enough to warm the icy void inside his chest. He felt like the Scarecrow or the Tin Man or whoever the fuck that guy was without a heart, stuck in his own personal Oz, looking for a way back home.

      “You’re one sorry motherfucker,” he told his reflection in the mirror after the shower. The bloodshot eyes staring back at him belonged to a disillusioned stranger. Sobriety brought back the self-loathing and frustration numbed by the liquor.

      He barely had time to dress again before a team of security, managers, assistants, and crew swept him and his band mates down the hall toward the stage. The assistant on his right shoved aspirin and a glass of water into his hands, while another waited on his left to claim the glass when he finished. Hands tugged and pulled on him from all directions. Someone tried to straighten his T-shirt. Another person smoothed his hair. Hands everywhere.

      Three hours later, he stood onstage, drunk with adrenalin, and took a final bow after another kick-ass performance. Pyrotechnics exploded. Fire shot thirty feet in the air on either side of his drum kit. Thirty thousand fans screamed his name. Women threw their panties at his feet. They fucking loved him. Loved him. He raised his arms into the air, feeling like a god, and absorbed the adoration.

      All too soon, it was over. Less than five paces from the stage, the gnawing, cold emptiness filled him again. He tried to remember why he was there. It sure as hell wasn’t for the music. Not anymore. The label had pretty much stripped the band of every creative molecule in their beings. They controlled where the band went, whom they were seen with, and the songs they produced. Sure, he made an embarrassing amount of money, but it wasn’t about that. He needed more…craved more…something to fill the emptiness, and he had no idea what it was.

      Two girls near the stage flashed their breasts. Seth, manwhore that he was, handed his guitar to a roadie and pointed to the bare-chested girls. They screamed in delight, titties bouncing up and down, when an assistant gave them backstage passes. Security herded him offstage and into the hallway, where a throng of groupies and reporters waited to claim a piece of him.

      “Out the door,” Gabe said, unruffled and in control. He pointed toward the exit door then spread his arms wide to hold back the throng of onlookers while Elijah passed.

      More clutching hands. A frantic teenager latched on to his T-shirt. The fabric ripped as security tore the girl away and thrust her aside. He shrugged out of the remnants of the shirt and let it fall to the floor near his feet, leaving him bare-chested. Someone snatched it up. It would probably show up for sale online before the end of the day. He paused near the entrance to his dressing room. Tristan, the lead singer, nodded to Moose then at the twin blonds standing near the exit.

      “You and you and you,” Moose said, pointing to the twins and their brunette friend. The girls squealed, delighted to be singled out. Moose dropped lanyards over their heads. The girls swarmed Elijah, their hands sweeping over him, clutching and claiming him, stealing his soul. He pushed them away and made his way to the dressing room, slamming and locking the door behind him.

      With his head in his hands, he sat on the couch. Someone knocked on the door. When he didn’t answer, they knocked again, harder, with enough force to rattle the pictures on the wall. He groaned and thrust trembling hands through his hair. Five minutes alone. Was that too much to ask?

      “Dude, are you coming out? The photographers are here for pictures, and you promised an interview for the newspaper.” Gabe’s voice loomed on the opposite side of the door.

      The pressure in Elijah’s chest built. He placed a hand over the spot where his heart should be. Panic and anxiety filled the empty space. Each and every breath felt like a struggle. When had it become so difficult to exist?

      “Eli? Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you,” Elijah said. “Give me a minute.” He opened the fifth of whiskey on the dresser and took a swig. The pain in his chest subsided, and he blew out a breath of relief.

      “Now, Elijah,” Gabe said.

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      The ache between his temples grew. Pressure swelled inside him until his ribs creaked. He rubbed the length of his sternum and grimaced. Two years of non-stop performances, publicity junkets, and recording sessions left him exhausted and burned out. He had to get off this relentless merry-go-round before it killed him. And it would kill him. Sooner or later, too many pills, too much alcohol, or a combination of both would end his life. Already, he felt their siren call. It would be so easy to take a handful of pills, chase them down with Jack Daniels, go to sleep, and never wake up.

      After two long, deep breaths, the buzzing in his ears quieted. A quick inventory of the room revealed a trunk with his clothing. He rummaged through it for a shirt and pulled it over his head. A thorough search of the contents revealed his wallet. He opened it. Empty except for a few credit cards. Frustration, disillusionment, and desperation fueled his movements. He grabbed his guitar, slung it over his back, and made the decision he should’ve made two years ago.

      Moose greeted him on the other side of the door. Most people thought Moose was his bodyguard, but he was more of a glorified babysitter hired by the label to keep him in line. Moose’s main job was to protect him from himself, make sure he showed up when and where he was supposed to, keep him numbed and too busy to recognize the sham of his existence. More than once, Elijah had awoken from a bender to find himself handcuffed to the headboard of his hotel room bed. It had morphed into a game of wits, only he wasn’t playing this time.

      “You got any cash, man?” Elijah asked. His palms began to sweat. “You know I’m good for it.”

      “Sure.” A man of few words, Moose removed his wallet and took out a wad of cash. He handed him the money. “You okay?”

      “Not for a long time,” Elijah said. “But I will be in about ten minutes.” He shoved the bills into his front pocket. “Which way to the exit?”

      Moose gave him a long, shrewd look. He might be big, but he wasn’t stupid. Deafening silence roared in Elijah’s ears while Moose studied him. Understanding flashed through the big guy’s eyes. After a beat, he raised an eyebrow and nodded to his right.

      “You’ve got about ten minutes before they start looking,” Moose said.

      “Thanks, man.” Elijah paused long enough to shake Moose’s hand then made a beeline for the exit. One push on the door, and he was outside. The cool night air feathered over his heated cheeks. He drew in a deep, calming breath, giddy from the rush of freedom. He hopped over the barricade between the arena and the VIP parking area, weaved through the cars, and came out on the street. The first cab rushed by him, but the second one stopped.

      “Where you going?” the driver asked.

      “I have no idea,” Elijah answered.
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      Elijah had no idea where he was, but it beat the hell out of where he’d been. The rusty Chevy pickup and its anonymous driver kicked up a cloud of dust and disappeared into the sunset, leaving Elijah alone at the side of the road. The sounds of the country filled his ears with sweet, unfamiliar music. A light breeze ruffled through aged trees. The peppery scent of corn tickled his nose. Crickets chirped. Frogs croaked. Cows lowed from a distant farm.

      Scores of messages and texts clogged his phone. The record label. Seth. Tristan. Gabe. They were all varying degrees of pissed. They left messages about the money, the fame, the reputation of the band. He’d been the same way, absorbed in the illusion, glutted with self-importance and starving for more. No one asked if he was okay.

      Fuckers.

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but get your ass back here.” Gabe’s first voicemail scorched his ears. “If this is another one of your stunts, so help me, God…”

      Elijah deleted Gabe’s message along with the others. Now that he had a taste of freedom, he wasn’t going back any time soon. He scratched the stubble on his chin and contemplated the road in front of him.

      With his guitar slung over his shoulder, he kept walking, thumbing a ride here and there, playing a few sets at local bars, and talking to people. Real people. Not slick agents bent on seducing him into their agency, or label executives pretending to like him until he left the room. He spent the next six nights in cheap hotels or on the sofa of someone he’d just met. Complete strangers showed him more kindness after five minutes than his team had shown him over the past ten years.

      On the bright side, his hands had stopped shaking. Fresh air filled his lungs. Opportunity stretched far and wide before him. He’d lived life at breakneck speed, under someone else’s direction for so long, he had no idea what to do with himself. He only knew he needed to make a plan. With one bar left on his dying cell phone, he typed out a quick text to the two people who would never turn him away.

      By nightfall, he’d reached his destination. He stood on the sidewalk, palms sweating, and gazed at the building in front of him. Luke and Tasha lived on the eighth floor. They’d spent a crazy summer together, and in typical fashion, he’d fucked everything up between them. The last time he’d stood in this spot, he’d been in a totally different headspace. He’d been confused and angry and broken but for completely different reasons.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Tasha opened the door. Bold hazel eyes raked over him. Brown hair with burgundy streaks hung to her waist. He knew that beneath her long-sleeved black T-shirt, her arms were covered from shoulder to wrist in colorful tattoos, and her nipples were pierced. He waited for the familiar dip of his stomach, the jerk of his heart, but they never came. Instead, he felt warmth and familiarity and affection.

      “Tattoo Girl,” he said. He used the nickname he’d given her, and waited, nerves jangling and pulse racing.

      They stared at each other for an interminable minute before she fisted a hand in his shirt and jerked him in the door. “You’re all over the tabloids,” she said, dispensing with formality and diving right to the heart of his problem, as if it had been two days since their last meeting instead of two years. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “You’re so fucked.” Luke appeared from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dishtowel. He was tall and dark with amber eyes and full, sensuous lips. He hooked an arm around Tasha’s waist, pulling her into him. The possessive gesture marked her as his, something Elijah knew all too well.

      “Hey, man,” Elijah said. “Good to see you, too.”

      Once, years ago, the three of them would’ve hugged. Now, he wasn’t quite sure what to do. After an awkward beat, he offered his hand to Luke. The grasp that took his was warm with a firm grip and achingly familiar. Their eyes met, and the tension eased. Despite their crazy past, these were people he could trust. They might not understand him, but they accepted who he was.

      “I’m done,” Elijah said. He followed them into the living room and sank onto the sofa, staring at the floor. Two words encompassed his entire future. “I’m not going back.”

      A tremor shuddered through him at the thought of all those clutching hands begging for autographs, tearing at his clothes, shoving him on tour buses and into airplanes. Faceless girls, sometimes guys—and sometimes both—had shared his bed in an attempt to fill the emptiness. Drugs and alcohol numbed an endless pain. He didn’t know what he wanted, but he didn’t want that. Not anymore.

      Tasha kneeled in front of him and took his face in her hands. A wave of guilt bowled him over. He’d been cruel to her, played with her, and ended up loving her when it was too late. He never understood why she still cared. The empathy in her eyes humbled him.

      “It’ll be alright,” she said. Her quiet words soothed his panic. “We’ll figure this out.”

      They put him up for the night in the guest room. Two years ago, he would’ve shared their bed. Back then he’d wanted them both. The way they looked at each other left no room for him. They didn’t need anyone but each other. No one ever looked at him like that and probably never would. The harsh reality of who he’d become and where he was headed glared at him like a menacing demon. If he wanted anything close to what they had together, his life had to change.

      

      The next afternoon, the three of them sat on a blanket in the park near Tasha’s apartment. Fluffy white clouds drifted in a brilliant blue sky. A light breeze ruffled the leaves of aged trees. Across the lawn people chatted, joggers swept past, children played on swings, and a cluster of college-aged kids kicked around a soccer ball. He’d forgotten days like this existed.

      Tasha held a tablet in her lap, eyes intent on the screen. Luke lounged at her feet, stroking a blade of grass along her bare calf. They’d both called off work to help him make a plan. Tasha owned a tattoo studio, and Luke worked as a graphic artist for an advertising agency. They’d found their passions, lucky bastards.

      “What do you want to do?” Tasha asked for the tenth time.

      “Hell if I know,” he replied. He dug his bare toes into the grass. The blades tickled the soles of his feet, cool and soft. Their sweet, fresh mown scent filled his nose. “It’s always been about the music for me. I don’t really know anything else.”

      “That’s where you should put your focus,” Luke replied. He opened a can of nuts from their picnic lunch and shoved a handful into his mouth.

      Elijah rolled onto his back, hands tucked beneath his head, and studied the sky. He searched his mind for inspiration and came up with nothing but panic where there had once been a wealth of words and notes. “I think I’ve lost it,” he said, throat tightening around the statement. “I don’t have anything left.”

      “Then take some time off. Do something new. Get inspired.” Tasha looked up from her tablet to meet his gaze. “Shake things up a little.”

      “Like what?” he asked. A bird flitted from branch to branch in the walnut tree overhead, while an incensed squirrel berated it with angry chatter.

      “I don’t know. Go bungee jumping or skydiving,” Luke suggested.

      “Done it and done it,” Elijah replied, but he lifted to his elbows, his interest piqued.

      “Sorry. I forgot you’ve already been everywhere and done everything.” Luke groaned and tossed a peanut at him. He caught it in his mouth with a snap of his jaws, the way he had when they’d lived together a decade ago.

      Silence stretched between the three of them. The group of college kids had drawn into a tight cluster a few yards away. Their frequent glances and furtive whispers suggested they’d recognized him. His chest began to constrict, and his palms grew damp. Any second now, they’d gather their courage to approach him.

      “I’ve got it,” Tasha said, her voice brimming with triumph. She lifted the tablet to exhibit a picture of American soldiers sitting in a desert camp.

      “You want me to join the Army?” he asked. His eyebrows strained upward to his hairline.

      Luke burst into laughter. “Right. Like that would ever happen.”

      “No,” she said. A slow smile spread across her face. “I’ve got a much better idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Two months later…

      On most days, time had a way of slipping past Lauren Caldwell like boxcars on a speeding freight train. Not tonight. She sat alone at a table for two in a swanky lakeside restaurant, the chair across from her empty. She glanced at her watch. Her date was twenty minutes late.

      “Madam?” It was the maître d’, dressed in a somber black suit and pristine white dress shirt. “I’m so sorry, but if you aren’t going to order, would you be willing to move to the bar?” Like the waiter, his face brimmed with unspoken judgment. “There are several guests waiting for your table. You understand, I hope?”

      The heat of embarrassment flooded her cheeks, followed by the immediate prickle of indignation. She sighed and cast a glance at the dark, undulating surface of the lake outside the wall of windows. Tiny lights sparkled on the far side, where the rich and ostentatious lived. A full moon floated in the sky, round and perfect like a pearl.

      “He’s hot,” Tasha had said. “Ultra-hot. And he’s in town for a few days. You’re gonna want to meet this guy. I promise you.”

      After Tasha’s call, Lauren had shaved her legs, put on her best dress, and taken a cab to the trendy restaurant. She didn’t know anything about her date aside from his first name and that he’d already humiliated her. Usually, that didn’t come until the second or third date. At least the hard part was over. She could call an end to this ridiculous fiasco and move on, preferably to a hangover.

      “Fine. I’ll move to the bar,” Lauren told the maître d’. She gathered her purse and took the walk of shame to the bar, where she could hide under cover of dim lights, dark wood, and anonymity. Preferably with a tequila chaser.

      “Thank you, madam.” The maître d’ backed away, his eyes flashing approbation, and tucked the menu beneath his arm. “I do apologize. Can I bring you an appetizer—on the house?”

      “No. It’s fine,” she said through clenched teeth. Her appetite had disappeared along with her self-confidence. Rejection had a way of doing that to her. When the man walked away, she withdrew her phone from her evening bag and hit redial.

      “Hey,” Tasha’s voice boomed over the phone, brimming with laughter. She was on vacation at the beach with Luke, and from the sound of it, having a terrific time.

      “Just so you know, he stood me up,” Lauren snapped.

      “What?” The humor drained from Tasha’s voice. “No way.”

      “Yes, way.” Lauren sighed. “So, I’m going to drink a bottle of their most expensive wine and send you the bill. I knew this was a bad idea. I should never have let you talk me into this.”

      She slid onto a barstool and smoothed the skirt of her flirty dress over her thighs. It was a beautiful dress, hugging all the right places and skimming over the less desirable ones. A dress like this deserved a man who could appreciate it. She cancelled the wine and ordered a shot of tequila instead. The bartender quickly complied.

      “Hold on. Luke’s calling him right now.” Tasha’s practical calm did nothing to ease Lauren’s pique. “Just give him a few minutes. He likes to make an entrance. I guess I should’ve warned you.”

      “Are you kidding me? What is he? Some kind of diva?”

      Several pairs of eyes from a neighboring booth bored into Lauren. She swallowed and tried to lower her voice, but it still shook a little. The tequila heated her blood and loosened her inhibitions. She sucked on the lemon and shivered at the burst of sour juice on her tongue.

      “Another, please,” she told the bartender. “Paybacks are hell, Tasha. Just remember that.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” Tasha replied, the laughter returning to her voice. Lauren heard the sound of surf and wind in the background, the faint jingling of reggae music. “He says he’s in the lobby right now. He had some kind of trouble with his chauffeur. You know how those car services can be.”

      Chauffeur? Seriously? Lauren’s stomach lurched in a sudden show of nervous panic. She wasn’t at all prepared for this. Somehow, she’d imagined a regular guy with a regular job, not some limousine-riding, grand-entrance making, tardy ass-hat. “Oh, God. Don’t tell me he’s high maintenance.”

      “He’s a little high maintenance, but so are you. And I’m telling you, he’s worth it.”

      What did she know about this person, anyway? Nothing. Tasha said he was a good guy, lonely, well-traveled, and intelligent. The perfect man for a hook-up. No expectations. No strings. No commitments. Just fun and temporary distraction—two things desperately needed in her life.

      “I don’t see him,” Lauren growled.

      “Wait for it.”

      She lifted her eyes and searched the room. A pair of middle-aged businessmen followed the maître d’ into the dining area. “There’s no one there. He’s not coming,” she said. She was about to give Tasha another piece of her mind when her gaze was drawn to a sexy piece of sin striding between the tables, cell phone glued to his ear. Black silk dress shirt untucked and open at the throat. Long, long legs clad in black leather pants. Leather pants. On anyone else, they might’ve looked ridiculous, but on him…well, they were downright mind-blowing. The way they molded over muscular thighs and narrow hips. She blew out a breath that lifted her bangs. Their eyes met. He smiled and lowered the phone. She swallowed hard as he moved toward her with slow, deliberate grace. She tossed a glance over her shoulder, certain he was heading to a destination behind her, to someone else.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she breathed, her anger shoved to the back burner in the face of such masculine perfection.

      “Yep, that’s him. You’re welcome. Call me in the morning and let me know how it went,” Tasha said. “Hanging up now.”

      The dial tone buzzed in Lauren’s ear, but she continued to hold the phone in place. New panic surged as the man stopped beside her barstool. She looked up, up, up into his eyes. They were aquamarine and crinkled at the corners as he smiled down at her. Blond hair, messy and chaotic, like a woman had gripped it in the frantic throes of passion seconds earlier, spilled over thick eyebrows. A well-trimmed strip of beard outlined his square jaw. She realized she still held the phone to her ear and set it on the bar beside another shot of tequila.

      “Lauren, right?” He held out a hand in greeting. She stared at it, at the artistic fingers with their neatly trimmed nails, a yin-yang tattoo on the web of his thumb. “I’m Eli.”

      “You’re late,” she said. “Very late.” He might be beautiful, but it was no excuse for such inconsideration. His large hand engulfed hers. Rough, dry callouses rubbed her palm. A small thrill jolted up her arm at the skin-to-skin contact.

      “My driver got lost.” He slid into the chair next to her. “He said it was his first day on the job.” His thigh brushed hers, the smooth slide of buttery-soft leather against her bare leg. “I should’ve rented a car instead of using a service.”

      “I’ve been waiting for thirty minutes. You could’ve phoned or something.”

      “I don’t have your number,” he replied. The weight of his gaze made her squirm. There was something disturbing about his eyes, the way they looked right through and into her, like he knew all her secrets, like they’d seen a thousand lifetimes.

      “That’s it? No apology?” she finally managed to sputter. “Do you have any idea how embarrassing it is to wait for someone for half an hour? They were ready to throw me out.”

      “I doubt that,” he replied. Was it her imagination, or were his eyes filled with amusement? He was laughing at her.

      “This was a mistake,” she said and went to slide from her barstool. There was no point in wasting more precious time when there were so many other things to be done in life.

      One of her high heels caught in the bottom rung of the stool. She pitched forward, stool and all, into Eli’s lap. He caught her by the elbows and righted her seat, all in one smooth movement. His biceps strained against the fabric of his shirt. The power in this gesture didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Wow. You really take your punctuality seriously, don’t you?”

      “I’m going to kick Tasha’s ass,” she mumbled beneath her breath and disentangled her foot from the stool.

      “Wait.” He stood and
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