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Prologue

Denver, Colorado

 

Curtis Scrimm, lead guitarist of Viciöus, strode into the hotel ballroom and spread his arms wide, reveling in the cheers of men and squeals of adoration from multitudes of gorgeous young women. He loved playing Denver shows. The high elevation gave the stage lights an extra shining quality, and the fans were extra exuberant.

He grinned at his bandmates as they spread out through the room to enjoy the after-party. They’d been gods on that stage, and now it was time to celebrate and soak up even more adoration. That blonde by the bar looked willing to show some appreciation. Or that redhead by the table of appetizers…

But first, he needed a little bit of a pick-up. Curt rubbed his nose. They’d played an extra-long set tonight, after spending countless hours on the road yesterday and then staying up late at Klement’s place, hanging out with Bleeding Vengeance, their opening band. Problem was, Curt had done his last line of coke before the show. But at a party like this, he had no doubt he’d be able to replenish his stash. His best friend, Lefty Swanson, the lead guitarist of Bleeding Vengeance, could find an eight ball anywhere. So Curt would search him out, then they’d find some hot chicks and have themselves a party before it was time to get back on the road.

Scanning the room, Curt saw the other three guys of Bleeding Vengeance standing next to Kinley Black, the guitar tech for himself and Quinn, his band’s lead singer. Kinley was also a host of a metal fan site, and it looked like Bleeding Vengeance was giving her an interview. It also appeared that Cliff, Bleeding Vengeance’s lead singer, was trying to interest her in more than an interview, given how close he leaned toward her—and from the sight of Quinn’s murderous glare, there was no mistaking that Quinn had it bad for the new roadie, especially with all of his posturing to keep her away from other men on the road. Curt would bet his last line that Quinn was fucking Kinley…if he had a line.

He shrugged. The relationship made no difference to him as long as Kinley did her job and kept his amps plugged in and his guitar tuned. He didn’t get it, himself. The chick was okay-looking, but she was a little too butch in her manner. Perfect to hang out with as one of the guys, but he preferred a woman in his bed.

Of course, Kin had plenty of talent with a guitar. So much that he’d been compelled to teach her some of his riffs. She was a sharp learner, a thousand times better than their last guitar tech, but Quinn would have his hands full with her. Of that, Curt had no doubt. That’s why Curt kept his own sexual encounters limited to a different chick at every stop. There was no shortage of women on tour, each eager to bed down with a legend—a refreshing change from his high school days when he’d been a zitty, braces-face dweeb that girls never paid any attention to.

Of course, right now, Curt needed a line more than sex.

As if summoned by his wish, Lefty appeared. “I scored two eight balls from this chick backstage. She practically gave them to me, man.” He waggled his eyebrows. “As well as a whole lot more. So I still have some cash left over when we need to re-up.”

Curt paused despite the tingling in the back of his throat that was in anticipation of the coke. “I heard Klement say you hocked your Gibson. You didn’t have to do that. I could have covered this round.”

 “Don’t worry about it, man,” Lefty said with an indifferent smile. “I’ll get it back when we get our cut from the tour. Done it before.”

“Okay,” Curt said, a queasy feeling settling in his stomach. Hocking your gear was a no-no. And Lefty had done it twice?

A pair of gorgeous babes headed toward them, clearly in the mood to do anything he and Lefty wanted, so after signing autographs he and Lefty led the girls up to Lefty’s suite, a night of fun guaranteed.

God, Curt loved being a rock star. From loser to god. The American dream.

Until the next morning, when he awoke to see his best friend lying dead beside him.

 


Chapter One

Two years later

 

Most. Awkward. Thanksgiving dinner. Ever.

Curtis never should have come back to his childhood home in Minnesota. He closed his eyes as the sound of knives and forks clinking against Mom’s best china grew deafening. When he opened them, Mom met his gaze, her eyes tremulous and hopeful as if she wanted to ask something but was afraid his answer would ruin the so-called cheer.

Dad alternated between glaring at him like he was an insect crawling on the turkey and flat out ignoring his presence. His brother and sister carried on conversations with their spouses, pretending he wasn’t there. His aunts and uncles darted nervous glances at him like they either expected him to start snorting lines on the table or go on a murder spree. It was hard to tell which they found more disturbing: the fact that he had spent several years as the lead guitarist for a famous thrash metal band, or that he’d just been released from a rehab clinic.

The rehab clinic? Really? Curt sighed. Why couldn’t they understand it was the reason he sat with them now? That reconnecting with his family was a crucial step in the recovery process? His drug counselor had warned him that this part would be difficult, but Curt was starting to think that not only would such a thing be impossible, it was also something he really had no interest in doing. They were all a judgmental bunch of hypocrites.

As if to prove his point, his dad, a former army sergeant, glared at him over the plate of stuffing. “You finally gonna cut that hair and get a real job, boy?”

Boy. Curt ground his teeth and resisted the urge to argue for the tenth time that at twenty-eight years old he was a man. It would be useless. No matter how successful he and Viciöus grew, Dad always saw his music career as the hobby of a child. It didn’t help that, after realizing how badly he’d fucked everything up with his coke addiction, Curt now found a kernel of truth in the sentiment. If he’d been a grownup, he would have spent his earnings on things like insurance, a retirement account, and a mortgage. Not drugs.

Still, the thought of packing away his guitar, putting on a suit, and locking himself in a cubicle in some nine-to-five prison held no appeal. Music was the only thing Curt was good at, the only thing that made him feel complete—at least until he’d started doing coke.

On cue, an icy-hot sensation trickled down the back of his throat. Another craving, though thankfully not as intense as they used to be.

“Curtis?” Mom’s voice broke through his inner turmoil. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Would you please pass me the mashed potatoes?”

As she handed him the bowl, Curt cast a glare at his dad. “I made six figures every year with Viciöus, Dad. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, but my career choice isn’t one of them.”

“But your career”—Dad said the word with a sneer—“is what got you into drugs in the first place.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Curt snapped. “The rest of the band was clean. Getting hooked on coke was my fault.” And so was getting Lefty hooked on coke. Holding himself accountable for his addiction had never been any trouble for Curt during drug counseling. It was all the stuff afterward that was hard.

Before he said anything he’d regret, Curt stuffed a spoonful of mashed potatoes in his mouth. Regret at subjecting himself and his family to this awkward reunion made his stomach curdle. He should have taken up either Quinn or Tony on their offers to have dinner with their families, but something had held him back. Maybe it was the fact that both of those guys had everything so together. That made him feel like a worthless piece of shit.

Funny, how it had never bothered him before. He’d pitied Tony for being tied down with a wife while he and the rest of the band could take their pick of groupies, and he had been perfectly content for Quinn to make all the decisions while he just played his guitar, did coke, and got laid. Or maybe his reluctance to see them now was just a natural embarrassment at all of his past fuckups. There were plenty of other issues that boiled under the surface, lurking with such bitter pressure that Curt couldn’t yet bring voice to them.

The potatoes turned into a thick, sticky lump in his mouth. Curt choked them down, his eyes starting to water. “May I be excused? I need to get up early to catch my flight back to Seattle.” 

Never mind that he had only just now decided to leave. He needed to get out of here.

Mom dropped her fork with a clatter and gave him a wounded look. “But you just got here!”

Dad remained silent, but the apparent relief in his eyes made Curt realize he’d made the right decision. Though, the fact that his brother and sister didn’t object made a twinge of hurt squeeze his chest. Especially his brother, whom he knew had gotten himself into trouble with meth back in high school. His sister was no angel either.

Curt remained firm about cutting his visit short. “I know, but I have a lot to do before I can get my life back on track.”

“Are you coming home for Christmas?” Mom asked, ignoring Dad’s glare.

“Why should I bother?” Curt rose from the table, his knuckles almost as white as the tablecloth. “So you can look at me with scorn and knock me down with your judgments when I’m just getting back up?”

“Curt!” Mom gasped.

“Forget it. I followed my rehab step in seeing my family. Now I can check it off my list. I don’t need to deal with your hypocrisy anymore. Besides, I hate Christmas.”

His father rose, face red and jowls quivering. “Now, Son—”

As if the universe decided to bail him out, Curt’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket. It was Quinn. He couldn’t leave the lead singer of Viciöus and the de facto leader of his band waiting, right? Not if he wanted to get back into the thick of it.

He did, didn’t he?

“I gotta take this. It’s business.”

Striding out of the dining room as quickly as possible without breaking into a run, Curt swiped his finger across the screen of his phone to answer. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Happy Thanksgiving,” Quinn said in that talking-to-a-guy-on-a-ledge voice he’d used with Curt since Lefty died.

“You too,” Curt replied reflexively, heading down the hall and up the stairs.

“You don’t sound too good. You okay?”

Concern with a touch of suspicion radiated from Quinn’s voice, and Curt cringed at the unspoken question. What he really meant was, “Did you have another relapse?” But the singer was too tactful to ask directly.

 “I’m fine,” he grunted. “I just finished having Thanksgiving dinner with my folks. It was…less than cheerful.”

“Ah.” Understanding rang in Quinn’s voice. He’d met Curt’s family more than once. “I told you to come have dinner with us. My mom said you were welcome.”

“I know, man.” Curt sighed as he reached his old bedroom and closed the door behind him. “But my counselor thought it would be good for me.”

Saying the excuse out loud made it seem even lamer. He’d been the family outcast even before he became a junkie. Why should things change now?

“What are you doing for Christmas?” Quinn prodded.

Curt eyed a wrinkled brochure lying on the bed. He spoke before his friend could issue a new invitation, especially for that obnoxious holiday. “I have plans.”

“Okay…,” Quinn said slowly. “Why do I get the feeling you’re avoiding us? Are you not coming back to Viciöus?”

A note of challenge crept into Curt’s voice. A note of the fear he’d been avoiding admitting to himself after all that had happened. After the past two years of being away from it all. “Do you really want me to?”

Silence thundered through the phone. Quinn finally spoke. “You were there first.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Curt rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to ignore an impending headache. “You had Jamie before me.”

Quinn snorted. “Jamie barely counts. He was only with us for the first album, which most people aren’t even aware of. You were there since ‘Bayonet,’ the one that made people notice us. Viciöus wouldn’t exist anymore if it weren’t for your riffs.”

The sincerity in Quinn’s voice rushed over Curt in a scalding wave. He was glad, but why did the guy have to be so loyal? “So, what are you going to do? Kick Kinley out of the band? I mean, not only has she made an incredible contribution to Viciöus, she’s your wife for Christ’s sake!”

Though, Curt hadn’t made it to the wedding.

“She knows her spot was supposed to be temporary,” Quinn replied. “She was there, remember? When you asked her to step in until you were well.”

Curt nodded, though Quinn couldn’t see him. Kinley had started out as their roadie and then later been promoted to guitar tech after they found out she could shred like a pro. She’d been promoted even further after Curt went away. At his own suggestion.

“Look,” he finally said. “When I woke up that awful morning, with my best friend dead beside me, only two coherent thoughts remained in my fucked-up head. First…” He lifted one finger. “It easily could have been me. Second, it was all my fault.”

“Curt—,” Quinn began, but Curt cut him off.

“I couldn’t bear facing you guys, my fans, and especially the members of Bleeding Vengeance after that.”

He’d known that morning he would drop out of the tour. Of course, despite his words, getting clean wasn’t his first priority. Getting away from everyone before he could endanger them was.

“And there,” Curt continued, “we had a capable guitarist on hand like it was meant to be. And it was. She’s too damn good to be a temp for anyone.”

Not for a second did he regret asking Kinley to take his place, though he was still embarrassed at crying in her arms like a little boy solely because she was the closest thing he had to a mother at that moment. After that, he’d found it hard to look Kinley in the eye when she and Quinn had visited him at the clinic. But whenever he watched the YouTube footage of her onstage, standing where he should be, Curt felt a sort of bittersweet pride. She belonged there, just like he wasn’t sure he did anymore. He believed in fate; he just didn’t believe it always had something good in store for him.

A disturbing thought surfaced. What if Quinn and Kinley were having relationship problems?

“Does she want to leave the band?”

“No!” Quinn nearly shouted. “But she needs to know where she stands and figure out what she’s going to do when you come back. Whether we’ll have three guitarists, or I quit playing rhythm, or if she’s going to join another band.”

The tone of Quinn’s last words made it clear that he didn’t want Kinley in another band. To be honest, Curt didn’t either. He kinda saw Kin as his protégée. He’d never known a guitar tech to pick up his technique so quickly. And to have her join another band felt like sending her to play on the enemy’s team. But three guitars seemed kind of corny and having Quinn give up playing rhythm didn’t feel right either.

“I don’t know, man…” Curt slumped on the bed, glaring at the redecorated walls of his old bedroom. All of his old band posters had been torn away, and the walls were now painted an insipid powder blue. His family had wasted no time in erasing every trace of his personality. They’d probably tossed the horror movies he’d left behind as well.

“Do you want to leave us?” Quinn demanded. “If you do, I need to know soon. Our fans need to know soon. It’s been two years, which is long enough. Whether you’re staying or going, I’ll support you either way.”

“I’m…honestly not sure what’s right.” Finally, the truth was spoken aloud, but it didn’t make Curt feel any more liberated. “I still have some thinking to do.”

Quinn sighed. “Can you make your decision by New Year’s? We’ll make an announcement at the Headbangers’ Bash.”

Dread crawled up Curt’s spine. The Headbangers’ Bash was an annual private party for everyone who was anyone in the metal world. So not only would musicians he looked up to be there and possibly eye him with condemnation after all that had happened, but he’d also have to face Bleeding Vengeance again. His former friends. The band whose lead guitarist he’d killed.

Of course, if he went back to Viciöus, he’d have to face them a lot because the two bands often toured together and Quinn and the bass player were best friends. And the Bash was as good a place as any to make his reemergence on the scene. Whether he liked it or not, it was time to figure out what came next.

Despite his churning stomach, he forced himself to sound confident.“I can do that.”

The two of them talked a little more, pretending everything was getting back to normal. They talked about how the band was doing, how Quinn’s wedding had gone, and then about upcoming tours. After they got off the phone, Curt set his cell on the dresser, gave a sigh of relief, and picked up the brochure he’d been fascinated with ever since he found it in the rec room at the rehab clinic. It seemed particularly appealing now. Above a picture of an elaborate modern cabin nestled in a snowy mountain valley, the caption read:

Visit Yellowstone Winter Lodges.

Even though he’d memorized the descriptions of all the place had to offer, Curt read through each again. There were a ton of resort-level activities to be had at the main lodges—shopping, spas, park tours, and the like—but it was the cabins that appealed to him. They had no vehicle access aside from snowcoaches and snowmobiles; no cell service, televisions, or radios. Utter and complete isolation.

Perfect.

After this time at home and the incessant quacking television, crowded group sessions, and constant checkups with his counselor, sponsor, and other people at the rehab clinic, all Curt wanted for the Christmas season was to be alone.

 


Chapter Two

New York City

 

Dezra Hopkins, stage name Desdemona, ladled a generous helping of gravy onto a plate of mashed potatoes. The homeless man who held it gave her a toothy smile before moving on to the next volunteer who was serving the turkey.

Five years. That’s how long it had been since she was on the other side of this line, kicked out of her foster parents’ house, migrating between various friends’ couches, and sometimes sleeping in her car. Today, even though she had plenty of money from her royalties—or at least enough for the time being—the memory of how angry, scared, and hopeless she’d been in those days brought a fierce and sudden dryness to her throat.

Another craving for booze.

Closing her eyes, Dezra took a deep breath through her nose before looking at the cheery wreaths, paper Santas, and silver garland decorating the soup kitchen in which she stood. She then concentrated on one of her happier memories from her soup kitchen days.

Christmas.

Her adopted parents had been devout Jehovah’s Witnesses, so her childhood had offered no celebrations of birthdays, no Easter, no Halloween, no Hannukah, and no Christmas. Sure, she’d seen some decorations at school and ridden with her friends through the local neighborhoods to see all the lights, and every once in a while, a friend had sneaked her a present, but it hadn’t seemed real without being fully involved. It hadn’t been real until she first came into this very shelter and sat down to a Christmas dinner and then received a new sweater from one of the donated gifts under the tree. On that day, Dezra had fully felt like she was part of the holiday. Even though her life was in shambles, as she’d held that new sweater, sipped her cocoa, and sang along to the carols, Dezra had felt a warm glow of hope and fellowship with others. She’d loved Christmas ever since.

The sentiment hadn’t gone over well when she joined Scalpel, a death metal band. Death metal was her other true love. When she roared like a demonic beast, she felt powerful, indestructible: the antithesis of that light fragility she experienced with choir singing.

Death metal techniques were challenging puzzles. Triumph like no other had radiated through Dezra when she mastered the Chop, the Squeal, the Djent, the Chain Gun, and the Ear Rape. Her bass guitar instructor at her parents’ church had no clue about those techniques. The morbid lyrics and imagery of death metal called out to her sense of rebellion and disdain for conformity, but most of all, the way she’d been welcomed and embraced in the death metal community was what had made Dezra certain that this was the world for her.

The only area where she didn’t fit in was with her enthusiasm for the holidays. Her death metal compatriots scorned Christmas almost more than any other aspect of American culture, probably because spewing hate for religious themes was almost as constant in death metal as it was in black metal, the genre’s darker cousin. But Scalpel’s mockery hadn’t stopped Dezzie from decorating her apartment and singing carols when she was alone. In fact, the thought of being stuck in the rehab clinic during Christmas had motivated her to push harder on her path to recovery.

Recovery. Part of that was making amends.

Though her band had said they forgave her and would continue to pay royalties on the albums she’d recorded with them, it was clear she would not be welcomed back. So, if Dezzie wanted to keep her career in music, she’d have to find a new band, which was easier said than done. The death metal community was very tight-knit, and it seemed every band was already full. To make things worse, everyone in the business had either heard of or seen the footage of the humiliating fuckup that got her thrown out of Scalpel in the first place, so other bands would be naturally hesitant to take a risk on her anyway.

Of course, some would reject her because she was a woman, half Black, or both. Though, not as many as she’d first expected. For all of death metal’s scary reputation, the sect seemed to have less racism than some of the more mainstream subgenres of the metal world.

There was definitely hope. Her saving grace was her voice. Regardless of her past, Desdemona’s deep and throaty roar was highly praised in the metal community. She was counting on that voice to get her back into the business.

Dezzie couldn’t imagine a life without singing. She couldn’t imagine a life without furious guitar riffs and cheering crowds. Music was the most important thing to her, even though her alcoholism had made her forget it. No matter what, she had to do what she could to keep things moving forward. If worse came to worst, she’d start scouring the clubs and hook up with some talented beginners.

Of course, she wasn’t ready to try that route. Not yet. It wasn’t that she had a problem with starting back at the bottom. She just didn’t know if she would be able to enter one of those old school clubs, like Duff’s or The Lucky Thirteen, and not be tempted to drink. One of these days, she would be ready to face that challenge, but not just yet.

Another craving hammered her. A glass of wine would be so good right now. Hell, a whole bottle. Throughout her entire adult life, no one had really loved her, but wine sure had made her believe it did for the longest time. And maybe…

No, she wouldn’t give in. Wine lied. Dezra shook her head, denying its cajoling. She’d focus strictly on the present until the need for alcohol faded completely away.

Amends. She was making amends. So, since she didn’t have any family to reconcile with for drinking—not really since her adopted parents had disowned her when she was seventeen—Dezra had decided to pay it forward and volunteer at this soup kitchen and other homeless shelters between steps to find a new band. The experience had already been more rewarding than she anticipated, helping those who’d first helped her. She’d even decorated the dining hall and helped cook this massive Thanksgiving feast for the homeless, as well as donated hats and blankets she’d knitted while in rehab. Keeping her hands busy helped suppress the cravings.

An alarmingly young teen boy grinned at her as she scooped out potatoes. “Hey, you’re Desdemona, aren’t you?”

“I am.” She smiled back, warm hope banishing her craving for a drink. Someone recognized me! Surely that meant something. But her pleasure was dampened by seeing a kid homeless at such a young age. He couldn’t be older than fifteen.

“Is it true that you left Scalpel?” he asked.

Dezra nodded. “Yeah. I had a drinking problem. But I’m getting better. I’m four months sober.”

The kid’s eyes widened, probably at her candid response. Then he asked, “Will you go back to singing with another band?”

“That’s the plan,” she said. To avoid going into just how difficult that would be, she changed the subject. “I know I shouldn’t pry, but you look young to be on the streets.”

The boy shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. “My parents threw me out for being gay. But my aunt’s going to take me in. I’m catching a bus later, but I only had enough for the ticket, and it doesn’t leave until tomorrow, and I’m hungry, so…”

He trailed off, but Dezra sighed in relief. She was glad the kid would have somewhere to stay. She’d been about to offer up the couch in her apartment, but with her plan to leave in a couple of weeks, it would have been a pretty temporary solution.

The person behind the kid made an impatient grunt, and the boy scuttled forward with a sheepish smile. Dezra served the rest of the line before getting her own plate and going to sit and enjoy it.

Snow flurries fell lightly outside the windows, emphasizing the surprisingly cozy, if sparse interior of the soup kitchen. Conversations flew around her, many expressing thankfulness and hope, though a few glum souls could not be cheered. Picking listlessly at their turkey, two men and one woman whispered worriedly about what they’d do if they didn’t find jobs, or at least decent shelter, before the full brunt of winter set in. Dezra knew that terror all too well. Once more, she thanked the powers that be that she’d been kicked out of her adopted family’s home during spring and gotten on her feet before winter. She’d never forget that time of fearful uncertainty.

If she didn’t find another band in the next six months, she could end up back there.

Her mind chose that moment for a guilt-trip attempt about her extravagant purchase that morning, but Dezzie shoved it away. For one thing, she’d budgeted. She’d move out of her apartment in two weeks, keeping most of her stuff in storage until she found more affordable accommodations. Furthermore, her last royalty check was larger than expected, and she’d even discovered her bank account was plumper than originally calculated because someone had anonymously paid a third of her rehab costs. She suspected it was one of her bandmates, but none of them would ever cop to it. Either way, she now had money for half a year’s expenses.

So, there was no reason to feel guilty about treating herself to something nice. Christmas was coming up, and this was the reward she’d promised herself if she could make it out of rehab. Which she had done.

Two weeks. That’s what she’d have. Two weeks away from everything. She’d booked a winter cabin in Yellowstone, and she would spend the time sledding, sipping cocoa, looking at wildlife, and learning to snowshoe. She’d buy herself a small turkey and all the fixin’s and make a feast. She even planned on getting a tree and decorating her cabin, as the manager had told her they had a small tree farm at the edge of the park for that very purpose. Sure, she didn’t have any family or friends to share the holiday with, but Dezra wouldn’t let that stop her.

She was going to have the best Christmas ever.

 


Chapter Three

 

Curt sucked in another breath of clear winter air and looked down the hill at the bison milling around the valley. He wished he could get closer but knew better than to ignore the signs that warned people to keep their distance. Such cautions abounded in this place, where wolves had been reintroduced, where countless other beautiful, dangerous animals naturally roamed, and where the land itself could be as formidable as it was picturesque. But the outdoors sure beat the hell out of the lodge, with its overpriced shops, tourist attraction hawkers, and the constant milling of rich ski junkies.

Instead of moving forward, Curt zoomed in the lens of his new camera until it looked like he was standing right next to the bison and snapped a few photos. Maybe next time, he would get a wolf or bobcat. He was getting to be a pretty decent photographer, and he had even set up a little darkroom in his cabin since getting here four days ago. He liked doing the manual development of film more than just playing with digital images. And who knew, maybe he could fall back on that as a career if he couldn’t get his groove back with his guitar-playing. Maybe it was fate that had led him to buy the camera, tripod, and all the various accouterments.

No. He shook his head. Music was still his passion. The sheer bliss of playing the perfect riff still beckoned him like a drug—a healthy drug. The problem was, he just couldn’t get there anymore. He couldn’t get excited about the usual riffs and melodies that he’d made a major part of Viciöus. He couldn’t even muster a thrill when he tried playing songs by the classic bands who’d originally inspired him. Not even a hint of a thrill. Which was yet another reason he remained hesitant to rejoin Viciöus: If he couldn’t get his groove back, his performances would be joyless and lackluster. He didn’t want that, and neither would listeners. And the band didn’t deserve it. Not when they now had Kinley’s vibrant contributions.

There had to be something he could do to recover his enthusiasm. He’d been brainstorming since arriving here. Maybe there was something different—some style, some technique—he could learn that would transform his playing into something fresh. Something fun. The usual serious Viciöus stuff seemed as barren as an arctic landscape.

Or, maybe it was just his cravings for coke. They might be killing his hunger for music like they’d killed his desire for women.

He hadn’t been with a woman since Lefty died. The lack of intimacy wasn’t that big of a deal, Curt supposed, since he’d never really had any. His relationships had never lasted longer than a tour stop, and he wasn’t looking for anyone to yammer at him about his feelings now. Still, it was unnerving: this loss of desire, this sense of emptiness. Eventually, that had to fade away, right?

His nose itched as if in refutation.

The sky was darkening, so Curt packed up his camera, put his helmet on, and climbed back on his rental snowmobile. It was time to get back to his cabin. No way in hell was he experienced enough with these things to drive one at night. But damn, they were fun. Maybe after he got his shit together, he’d take a cue from Quinn and move out of Seattle to somewhere that actually snowed enough for him to have an excuse to drive one semi-regularly.

He tore off down the hill at breakneck speed, exhilaration flooding his being, banishing his coke cravings and worries about what he was going to do about the future. Pulling right up to the front of his cabin, he leaped off and chained the vehicle to one of the rails on the wooden deck, then paused as he heard a rumbling.

Had he left the engine running…? No. It was a different timbre, and it was coming from the cabin next door to the one he’d rented. More of a growling sound.

Was it an animal? There were wolves, cougars, bobcats, lynx, and bears around here, but would any of them come so close? Would they actually find a way into one of these locked cabins?

Grabbing his bag at an angle where he could swing it, Curt slowly walked toward the noise. As he approached the cabin, he realized that there was something familiar about the sound, which continued, something that, despite its sinister depth, evoked a sense of cheer.

Another step and Curt realized the growling was human. It was “Deck the Halls” sung in a death metal style.

Curt blinked in surprise. The last thing he’d expected was to find another metalhead up here. He focused on the chaotic singing with a frown, trying to place it as he made his way up the cabin steps. He knew that voice, and…had heard it back in the rehab clinic!

But that was impossible. What would she be doing here?

Without thinking further, Curt reached out and rapped his knuckles on the door. The growling stopped, and the sound of footsteps padded close before the door opened to reveal a decadently beautiful woman with sinfully black hair and creamy, light brown skin.

“Dezra,” Curt whispered.

It was her.

Their encounters at Willowbridge had been brief but memorable. Of all the people he’d met at the clinic, this little death metal singer had been the one he’d connected to most. There was just something about her. Maybe it was that, if he’d been thinking of sex at all since Lefty’s death, she would have made him think of it. A lot. Or maybe it was just that she was cool as fuck.

Her large dark eyes widened in recognition. “Curt!” For a moment, she smiled, but then her lush lips curved downward. “Did you follow me here?”

The suspicion in her voice, tinged with a touch of fear, made him step backward and hold up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “No! I found the brochure for this place in the rec room back at Willowbridge and thought it looked like a nice place to spend Christmas. I just wanted some peace and quiet, I swear!”

Dezra regarded him with narrowed eyes, freezing him in place as she seemed to dissect his soul. At last, her shoulders relaxed, and a dry chuckle tumbled from her throat. “I was wondering what happened to that brochure. I had to go online to finish checking the place out before I made my reservations.”

Curt couldn’t hide his incredulity. “That brochure was yours?”

She nodded.

Curt shook his head, both pleased and a little off-balance, as her presence made him think of Willowbridge. It hadn’t been a super high-class place like the Betty Ford Clinic, all Lifestyles of the Rich and Detoxing, but it wasn’t an institutional prison either. The staff was compassionate, the food not bad, and the counselors were focused more on actually helping people fight their addictions than converting them to an AA-style religion.

The group sessions were still tedious, of course. Curt had already been in and out of Willowbridge for over a year, recovering from his third relapse, and newcomers had ceased to interest him. Then Dezra appeared.

Her folding chair had been scooted slightly back from the circle as if she wanted nothing to do with anyone. But Curt’s least favorite counselor ignored that. He’d called on her to answer the question they’d all taken turns answering that morning.

“Dezra, before alcohol took control of your life, what was your favorite thing to do?”

She’d stood, offering a straight and balanced stance that conveyed power, and Curt hadn’t been able to stop his eyes from devouring her smooth skin, liquid onyx eyes, and hair done up in countless ebony braids. And her lace corset top, black pants with multitudes of buckles and zippers, and leather combat boots screamed heavy metal. He wasn’t sure what kind.

Strange. People of color were even rarer in metal than women—a fact that mystified Curt, since, as far as he understood, Black people had invented rock and roll.

“I like to sing.”

The woman’s voice had refocused his attention. There was a smoky undertone to it and a reluctance that stirred Curt’s belly with a poignant tug. If he’d encountered her back in his days with Viciöus he’d be doing everything in his power to get into those snug-fitting pants. Or, then again, maybe not. Something about her radiated a quiet dignity, something that warned him to keep his hands off unless his attentions were noble.

He’d shaken his head, trying to clear away the strange thoughts. Since when had he thought about women and nobility in the same breath?

“That’s very nice,” the counselor gushed. Curt had hated that guy and his annoying saccharine voice that always spoke like to a kindergartener. “Would you sing for us?”

Dezra looked down at the toes of her combat boots. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Don’t be shy. We’d love to hear a song, wouldn’t we?” The counselor’s gaze had prodded the circle, the members of which nodded in reluctant agreement because everyone was impatient to be done with the session. It wouldn’t matter to them if the woman brayed like a donkey.

“All right,” Dezra said. “If you insist.”

She had stepped forward then, an impish glint in her brown eyes that made Curt lean forward with interest….

Her lush lips parted, and a deep, guttural roar poured forth, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. Blistering lyrics of death and destruction echoed through the room as the counselor’s face turned white as Swiss cheese.

“Ripping flesh, blood geyser, atrophy of the soul…”

Everyone else in the circle drew back in horror, except for Curt, and silence filled the room as Dezra finished. The other patients stared slack-jawed as if she’d slapped them. Curt had felt a giddy grin spread across his face, and he’d stood and applauded. Dezra met his gaze, and a spark arced between them.

Of course, it hadn’t gone anywhere. Even if Curt hadn’t been numb to desire, there was no way he would embark on what those in rehab called “the thirteenth step,” which was getting involved with a fellow addict. He’d heard enough horror stories to know better. Besides, he’d never been in a real relationship before, and now was no time to start. He’d even briefly imagined what his father would say at seeing him in an interracial relationship. Though nothing overtly racist had ever been said, Curt’s dad was so whitebread that Curt figured he had to lean that way.

The counselor had recovered first, clapping with shaky hands. “That was…ah, very unique.”

Dezra and Curt had grinned at each other from across the therapy circle, and another spark had arced between them.

Another spark that went nowhere.

They hadn’t run into each other very often after that, actually. Curt was too out of it with withdrawals, or shut away in his room, not wanting to do anything with anyone. But there had been a couple occasions when Curt played his guitar in the rec room and Dezra plopped down beside him with her bass, playing along to whatever melody his fingers conjured, a beautiful yet voiceless shadow harmonizing with his songs.

At first, he’d been nervous. He’d wondered if she was joining him to flirt, which was more than he could handle, but her silence had negated that suspicion quickly. They’d never talked during those mini jam sessions, so Curt decided that she just wasn’t interested in him in that way. Maybe she only went for guys of her heritage, or maybe she… Against his better wisdom, he had found himself wondering who she was and how she’d come to be there. Eventually, during their extremely brief conversations after jamming, he’d learned that she was in rehab for a drinking problem, that she was the ex-lead singer and bassist for Scalpel, a renowned death metal band, and that she was as much if not a bigger deal than he was, at least in death metal circles.

That was another reason to keep their interaction limited to occasional guitar practice. Because, not only were they fellow addicts in a rehab clinic, they were also colleagues in the real world. The opportunities for disaster and awkwardness were multiplied.

But that was then. This was now. He was standing in the snowy wilderness on the porch of a rustic cabin, and once again life had thrown them together. He was here because of a pamphlet she’d left in the rec room.

A hot, heavy feeling bloomed in his chest. This was such a crazy coincidence, like in those silly rom-coms that his sister adored. The thought invoked mingled tendrils of hope and trepidation that crept around his belly like vines, but Curt shook off the feeling with bitter regret. He was still unready to begin anything serious. So this was just his past insisting upon haunting him.

“Um…” Dezra frowned and shifted her door slightly. “Do you wanna come in so I don’t let the heat out?”

Heat flooded Curt’s face. How long had he been standing there, staring at her like a dope while all of the warm air rushed out of her cabin?

“Yeah. Sorry.”

He followed her inside and froze in surprise. The interior of her cabin was almost a carbon copy of his, with its rustic pine walls, cozy living room set with a checkered sofa, fur rugs, and roaring fireplace However, unlike Curt’s cabin, Dezra’s looked like Santa’s workshop had exploded. Wreaths, nutcrackers, garland, and other Christmas decorations covered nearly every surface. A lifetime of his mom’s kitschy efforts couldn’t compete. Even the guitar amp in the corner of the living room was decked out with a big red bow.

“Whoa,” he breathed.

Dezra crossed her arms over her chest, looking endearingly shy and defensive in her Krampus sweater. At least he approved of that. A Christmas-themed horror monster was more up his alley than the rest of this stuff.

“I like Christmas, okay?” she said.

“No, it’s fine.” He held up his hands in surrender, hoping none of his reflexive disdain for the holiday showed, knowing his personal baggage wasn’t her fault. “It looks…great in here. Really festive. I just have lights in my windows, and that’s it because I’m more of a Halloween guy. And because they came with the cabin.”

She grinned. “Oh, I love Halloween too. Which did you like best when you were a kid? Dressing up or trick-or-treating?”

“Dressing up,” Curt answered. “I mean, candy’s great, but I always loved being someone or something else for a night.”

“That’s how I always felt about it,” Dezra said. She paused. “Well, I would have felt that way. My parents never let me go trick-or-treating.”

“Really?” Curt couldn’t hide his shock. Her parents had stopped her from going out on Halloween? That sounded like they were even bigger dicks than his own. But he didn’t want to vocalize that sentiment, so he turned and let his gaze rove the winter wonderland she’d arranged.

“Are they joining you?” he asked after a moment, then clarified. “For the holiday.” Christmas was eight days away.

Dezra blushed, her skin tinting like cinnamon. “No. It’s just me.”

She gave him an arch look as if daring him to laugh at her for going through all this trouble just for herself, but Curt nodded. Solitude had been his goal, so he had no right to judge anyone for taking the same route. Hell, maybe she was estranged from her fun-hating family like he was avoiding his own. He pictured her parents in his mind, dour Baptists or something, fully outraged that their daughter was playing metal instead of singing gospel. Was that better or worse than his own folks, who’d been disapproving of him going into any kind of music? A sense of bitter alienation washed over him again.

“I’m spending Christmas solo too,” he finally said.

Yet, why did it seem so wrong to him that Dezra was? With her decorations, snug sweater, and gleeful singing, it was kinda sad to see her alone.

Still, it was none of his business.




Chapter Four

 

Dezra stared at Curtis, shaking her head in wonder that he was up here because of a brochure she’d left behind.

From his own admission, he wasn’t nearly as excited for Christmas as she was. Maybe he liked the snow, though. That could have brought him up here. He’d reached the cabin on a sleek black snowmobile she’d seen through the window. It looked like a lot of fun, like a motorcycle on skis. Closing her eyes, Dezra pictured riding behind him, her breasts pressed to his back, her arms around his narrow waist, her thighs clasping him tight as their hair blew backward in the wind, mingling together and—

What? How had that happened? She tried to force away that delicious mental image. How her old bandmates would laugh if they knew she was making eyes at a thrash metal guitarist.

“Pussies,” Igor would have spat, never mind the fact that she’d spotted Slayer and Pantera albums in his collection. He scorned everything that wasn’t death metal or black metal. To him—her former guitarist, whose real name was Bob—all other metal was inferior and weak.

Dezra’s gaze flicked over to Curt, studying his square jaw, luscious mane of dark blond hair, and those impressively broad shoulders. He looked anything but weak. In fact, he looked like a Norse god.

More electric heat trilled between her thighs, followed by guilt and fear. Aside from her occasional anxiety that a white man might be turned off by the color of her skin—as a few actually had—or worse, that she’d be fetishized, practicality had to make a stand. It would be disastrous to get involved with someone from the rehab clinic. On top of that, Igor was surely right about the fact that death metal and thrash didn’t mix. Like purple and mauve: similar colors, but not good blending.

Curt shook himself, as if cold and a question tumbled from Dezra’s lips despite her better judgment.

“Would you like some cocoa?”

Oh. Why that? She’d meant hot chocolate, not herself in some cheesy, flirty line. She’d been making some for herself just as he arrived. So, why that husky tone?

Curtis didn’t seem to catch her mistake. He smiled, white teeth flashing, dimples appearing in his hollowed cheeks. “That would be awesome. Thanks.”

He removed his wet boots on the mat without being asked. Dezra smiled at the courtesy and made her way to the cabin’s luxurious kitchen, admiring the rental’s marble counters as she grabbed the steaming kettle off the stove. She glanced back at Curt, and as she mixed cocoa in two mugs decorated with dancing snowmen, Igor’s words made less sense. Metalheads should stick together, no matter the type. That’s why she’d jammed with Curtis at the clinic whenever the opportunity presented itself. His music had beat the hell out of that pop musician who kept asking her to give him a “Michael Jackson bass riff”—whatever that meant. And Curt had clapped for her after she’d scared the shit out of everyone by singing in that therapy circle.

And, honestly, she liked his music. After she’d discovered who he was, she’d downloaded the last Viciöus album that Curt was part of. And damn, he had some killer riffs. Some of them even possessed the intricacy and speed of death metal. She would kill to have a guitarist with his talent if she ended up taking the plunge and trying to start her own band.

So, Curt was one of her people. Only metalheads were capable of understanding the joy and beauty of the genre’s chaotic riffs, the rage and passion in the vocals, the heavy, rapid-fire drums. And he liked Halloween, so he wasn’t completely dead on holiday spirit. And he was pretty damn hot.

“Do you like horror movies?” she asked.

His face lit up, surprising her. “They’re my favorite kind. The gorier, the better.”

Damn. This guy had a lot going for him.

“Me too,” she said. Before she’d discovered metal, a good horror flick provided a great outlet for her anger at the world. Though, she’d had to hide that from her parents too. Thank god she was out from under their thumb.

After spraying the cocoa with as much whipped cream as possible, she handed Curt his mug and sat on the couch. They talked for a few minutes about their favorite films, her heart doing a giddy leap every time she discovered they liked the same ones. The first and third Exorcist, Trick R’ Treat, Rose Red, and Ginger Snaps.

“Do you want to jam sometime?”

Her question was abrupt, but Dezra couldn’t help it. Being with a fellow musician made her fingers itch to make a melody—and to see what riffs she could get out of him.

Shadows engulfed Curtis’s brown eyes. “Sure,” he said listlessly, scooping up a spoonful of whipped cream.

Okay? She hadn’t expected that reaction. “You don’t seem that enthused. Did you not like playing with me at Willowbridge?”

He held up both hands, a drop of hot cocoa sloshing onto his leg. “No!” he protested, wincing. “I’ve just lost my groove a little.”

Taking a lick of her own whipped cream, Dezra felt curiosity and concern rise to center stage. “What do you mean?”

Something frightened and helpless slid across Curt’s eyes, and he shrugged. “Lately, I just don’t have the feeling, you know?”

Ah. The feeling. That sense that with a guitar in her hand she was invincible, the wonder of exquisite melodies pouring from her fingers. She nodded, her chest tight with worry. “You’re not quitting music, are you?”

“No. The desire’s still there, but I just can’t seem to get back into the right headspace with my playing.” He heaved another sigh that made her want to take him in her arms. “Being sober is good and all. I’m feeling so many things that I was numb to before. The wind in my hair when I’m riding the snowmobile, the sound of my footsteps in the snow, the satisfaction when I take a good picture. But when I play…it just feels robotic, like something’s missing.”

“Oh, shit.” She didn’t know what else to say. Her bass and singing were her constant anchors. They’d only helped her further in her struggles. She’d written over a dozen songs in the rehab clinic to distract her from her cravings, and they felt like they might be really good.

She suddenly had another thought. “What are you going to do about your band?”

His bandmates had visited him at the clinic far more often than hers, but it occurred to her that he’d never talked about getting back together with them. And then there was the somewhat controversial news about his stand-in…

He ran a hand through his dark blond hair and took a sip of cocoa. “I don’t know. I don’t want to oust Kinley. I’m flat out scared of facing the guys in Bleeding Vengeance again…and I have no idea why I’m telling you all this.”

Dezra chuckled. “I put a truth serum in the cocoa. Just kidding,” she added quickly when his eyebrow rose. “People say I’m a good listener. Anyway, you really don’t want to give that girl the boot? Wasn’t she just a guitar tech?” Though, from what she’d heard of the new album, Kinley Black didn’t sound like one. That chick could shred. Dezra wanted to denounce her as a no-talent placeholder and not as good as Curt but couldn’t.

“Actually, she was a grunt roadie at first.” His lips twitched with humor. “And it’s all my fault she’s in Viciöus.”

“Well, yeah. You asked her to stand in for you while you were in rehab.”

Everyone in the industry had heard the story. Curt himself had let someone from Rolling Stone visit him at the clinic and interview him so he could assure the fandom that it was his decision and quell some of the outrage. Dezra had watched from the doorway of the lounge, trying to tell herself she was interested in what an interview with a high-end publication was like, but honestly, she’d been fascinated with Curt’s placid humility about the whole situation.

“No, I mean it’s my fault she was hired as a roadie,” Curt countered. “She was just coming backstage to interview Quinn, and then Harry, our former security guy, was perving on her.” Shame reddened his cheeks and his eyes shifted to the floor. “I was lit up like the Fourth of July and said if Kin could kick his ass she could have his job.”

Dezra’s jaw dropped. “You didn’t.” That story hadn’t been in Rolling Stone, and he hadn’t breathed a word of it to the interviewer or in the therapy circles.

He laughed. “I did. And damned if she didn’t do just that. Quinn was furious, but our manager fired Harry and convinced Quinn to take her on. She busted her ass working for us, too. Best fucking roadie we ever had. Then we found out she could play, and Quinn demoted our shitty guitar tech and promoted her, and the rest is history.”

Dezra’s eyes widened at the admiration in his tone. “You really like her. I see your quandary.” 

Dezra would probably be in the same boat. She liked what she’d heard and learned of Kinley, especially that the girl also managed one of the only mainstream metal fan sites that gave Scalpel and other bands like Dezra’s the time of day. She’d even placed Dezra in her top ten list of best female metal vocalists.

Curt nodded. “Yeah. But if it was just a matter of me not wanting to displace a guitarist I respect, Quinn and I might figure out some compromise. He already told me some of his ideas.” His broad shoulders slumped. “But if I can’t get my mojo or whatever back, nothing will work. And all the stuff Viciöus focuses on—serious themes and songs about current events—seems like more of a downer now. I want to do something different. More fun. You know?”

He fell silent for a while, shuffling his wool sock-covered feet on the carpet and drinking his cocoa. Then his gaze fixed on hers so intently that it snatched her breath.

“What about you? Are you going back to Scalpel?”

Dezra shook her head. “Nope. After what I did on stage at our last show, they won’t take the risk.”

Curtis leaned forward. “What did you do? If you don’t mind me asking. I missed the session when you had to tell your shame story.”

“I never told it.” Dezra scooted back on the couch, considering changing the subject. But something in Curt’s eyes warned her that if she wouldn’t be open with him, she could forget about learning anything meaningful about him. The tips of her ears burned in embarrassment as she blurted, “I puked on stage.”

Curt raised a brow and shrugged. “So? A lot of musicians have. Granted, it’s not as common as it was thirty years ago, but it’s still not unheard of. Was it worse because you’re a chick?”

“That too, I imagine. Not ladylike.” The humiliation scorched deeper. “But mostly because I wasn’t able to sing afterward.”

“Oh.” A slight flush crept into his cheeks. He tried to conceal a sudden awkwardness with another sip of cocoa. “That is a different story. Still, most guys get a second chance.”

Dezra uttered a dry laugh. “Keyword: most guys. I’m Desdemona. I’m supposed to be sexy and scary. Though at first, my upchucking was fine, because my puke was red from drinking Merlot, so everyone thought it was a raunchy stage effect. After all, I’ve sprayed people with fake blood plenty of times before, just not out of my mouth.” Her smile died away. “But when I kept dry heaving and couldn’t stand up to reach the microphone, the cheers turned to laughter and then boos when I had to be carried away. My bandmates took good care of me, getting me sobered up and helping me get checked into the clinic, but they will never get over that humiliation.”

“Oh.” Curt’s frown reflected sympathy rather than scorn. “Well, it could have been worse.”

Dezra nodded, though it didn’t feel like it could have been worse. Of course, Curt was definitely one to know. Everyone had heard of that fateful morning when Curt woke up next to the body of his best friend. The guitarist of Bleeding Vengeance had apparently died of an overdose right beside him.

She shivered, unable to comprehend what such an experience would do to a person. To avoid that morbid topic, she returned to the subject of her future. “Anyway, I’m applying for different bands, but not having much luck there. So, I might end up starting from scratch and forming my own.”

Her own band. And here, Curtis Scrimm sat before her, wanting to do something new. A different sort of temptation coiled through her, but giving in to that could be more dangerous than simply flirting with him.

Curt nodded. “It’d be more of a pain in the ass at first, but it might be better that way. You know, you’d get to establish the rules and the direction of your work instead of being stuck on the track of whatever band you joined. You’d get to forge your own path.” Something potent and alive gleamed in his eyes, something that was even a bit contagious. “Yes, I’ll jam with you tomorrow. Are you writing any songs?”

Dezra nodded, her temptations growing. “I wrote seven at the clinic. Not enough for a whole album, but getting there. I even put together some rough drumbeats and piano melodies on an app on my tablet. They’re rough, but at least it’s something.”

“I’d be happy to help you,” Curt offered. “Maybe it’ll help me get my mojo back.”

The fervent longing in his eyes made her heart clench, and she replied softly, nearly breathless. “Maybe.”

They’d played well together at the clinic. What could they accomplish here in this cabin?

He rose from the couch and strode to the kitchen, rinsing out his cup without being asked. Heading to the foyer, he put his boots back on, making Dezra blink at such an abrupt departure. “I gotta go for now. Want me to come by around noon tomorrow? Maybe afterward
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