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        THREE MONTHS AGO — OCTOBER

      

      

      Thirteen years ago, when Felix Bonenfant’s first single had hit bigger than anyone could’ve expected, his life split in half.

      To friends and family, he was still Felix.

      To everyone else, he was Tenor Jones, singer-songwriter of folk-pop, soft-rock, and pop songs, who wore eye-popping outfits like shimmery shirts in bright purple and rompers with black-and-white stripes reminiscent of prison garb and baggy pants in pale pink.

      Any fan who saw him now, lounging on his couch in his Vancouver, British Columbia, home, wearing flannel sleep pants patterned with tiny treble clefs and an ancient Vancouver hockey-branded hoodie, wouldn’t recognize him.

      A few years ago, Felix had converted the top floor of his house into an entertainment center. Comfortable couches and armchairs faced a movie-theater-sized screen. Against the back wall was a fully functional kitchen. He could spend all day in here and never have to leave, not that he ever did—or had. Oh no, wait. There was that one time he, Emery, and Kris—his two childhood best friends—had marathoned all three Back to the Future movies followed by every movie in the Terminator franchise.

      Tonight, Felix was joined by Emery, whose surname was stamped across the back of Felix’s hoodie. Felix lay on his back, head pillowed on the arm of the couch, knees bent, and his feet tucked under Emery’s tree-trunk hockey player thighs. Emery’s younger brother was here too, visiting from Toronto, where he played for their NHL team. Since Emery and Rory’s parents’ place was undergoing renovations and Emery lived in a one-bedroom condo, Felix had offered Rory one of his bedrooms. Rory sat in one of the armchairs, the footrest extended to support his legs, one of which was in a walking cast, owing to the broken leg he’d suffered after falling off a ladder last month.

      There were a lot of similarities between the siblings, despite their seven-year age difference. Same dark brown hair, same brown eyes, same facial structure, same nose, same smile. That was where the similarities ended, though. Emery was a couple of inches taller and more obviously muscled, whereas Rory was leaner, with glasses perched on his nose. Objectively, they were both gorgeous, but Rory’s effervescent personality made him adorable in a cute-as-a-button way.

      Emery, though? He was pure sex on two legs.

      Felix dragged his gaze off his best friend and toward the movie. They were on the second of the night, From Justin to Kelly, which was kind of a hot mess apart from the music. He didn’t remember a single thing about their first movie, In the Bedroom—he’d been too busy cataloging every inch of Emery’s face, as if he hadn’t memorized it years ago.

      In fact, he’d memorized it when he was fourteen when he’d realized he was in love with his best friend, though Emery’s face had changed, filled in, grown facial hair in the years since. Felix had turned thirty this year, which meant he’d spent more than half his life in love with Emery Stanton.

      And done nothing about it.

      What should he have done, though? Emery had been in a relationship with his high school sweetheart until their early twenties. Then he’d been called up to play for Vancouver. And if his schedule had been intense in the AHL, it was nothing compared to the demands of the NHL. Around that same time, Felix had been headlining his third world tour, and now here they were, years later, still friends despite the different directions their lives had taken them.

      Friends, and nothing else.

      There was a fear that lived under Felix’s breastbone. It sounded like a low C on the piano, ominous and warning of danger.

      Danger that telling Emery how he felt would ruin their relationship. Felix could not—would not—lose one of the most important people in his life.

      Halfway through From Justin to Kelly, Emery’s hand landed on Felix’s knee, sending Felix’s pulse skittering. Through the flannel fabric, Emery’s palm was warm. Solid. And when Emery’s thumb started a goosebump-inducing back-and-forth motion, everything in Felix came alive. His nerves buzzed, his head swam, and if he hadn’t already been sitting, his knees would’ve given out on him. All from a single touch with zero skin-to-skin contact. In the relative darkness of the room, the desire curling toward his dick was heady and distracting.

      Emery turned his head and smiled at him as though he knew exactly what he was doing to Felix, which wasn’t possible because Emery was oblivious to his feelings.

      Right?

      Ha! Felix knew that for the lie it was as soon as he thought it. He couldn’t say precisely when things between them had changed, but there was a little extra . . . something . . . when their gazes met these days. Awareness or hunger or electricity that was compounded by all the little touches Emery wasn’t shy about giving. A hand to Felix’s lower back. The brush of fingers against the skin of Felix’s inner arm. The whisper of lips against skin when Emery leaned in to say something in his ear.

      Felix was, like, fifty percent certain Emery had feelings for him too. Which meant, of course, that he was fifty percent uncertain.

      What if Emery didn’t want a relationship? He hadn’t dated anyone serious since Ginny—the high school sweetheart—broke up with him. Felix had known Emery since kindergarten, and he’d never seen him so gutted. That was eight years ago, though, and Felix hadn’t heard Ginny’s name pass Emery’s lips in at least half that.

      Smile turning a tinge evil, Emery pulled Felix’s feet from under his thighs and draped them over his lap. He cupped the back of one knee with a callused hand; the other crept beneath Felix’s pant leg to encircle his ankle, that twice-damned thumb gently brushing his skin in tiny circles, making Felix’s arm hairs stand on end. He drew in a shaky breath he would’ve sworn was inaudible over the movie, but Emery’s smirk said otherwise.

      Felix couldn’t have said how the movie ended, Emery’s thumb more of a distraction than he ever would’ve thought possible. Drenched in sweat, he regathered his wits as well as his limbs, jumped off the couch, and tugged the hem of his hoodie over his erection.

      “Time for bed?” he asked a touch desperately.

      “Definitely,” Rory mumbled, knuckling one eyeball. “Been a long time since I’ve seen 2:00 a.m.”

      Felix shut everything off before trooping down to the second floor with his guests. His body still hummed, his breathing was thick, and it took every ounce of restraint not to climb Emery like a tree. He wiped one arm over his forehead, thankful the air in the hallway was cooler than in his entertainment room.

      Yawning, Rory headed into his bedroom with a wave over his shoulder. Felix stood in the hallway with Emery, drumming the fingers of one hand on his thigh. Emery—clad in a pair of Felix’s plaid pajama bottoms that Felix had loaned him and a T-shirt that hugged his chest—twisted his torso from side to side, stretching out his lower back with a groan that did things to Felix’s untimely aroused state he wasn’t prepared to think about at two in the morning.

      “It’s late.” Emery announced the obvious while stretching his arms over his head, raising the hem of his T-shirt and exposing a line of taut stomach.

      Dear god.

      “I’m gonna crash in the room next to Rory’s,” Emery went on as though Felix’s mind hadn’t catapulted headfirst into lust an hour ago. “I’m too tired to drive home. Night, Fe.”

      He’d almost reached one of Felix’s guest bedrooms when Felix blurted, “You can sleep with me!” without thinking about how that might sound.

      Emery froze. Turned around slowly. Blinked once.

      “In my bed, I mean. It’s, uh, big. Lots of room.” Oh good, now he sounded like he was propositioning Emery. Emery didn’t fail to notice, if his blown pupils and the hitch in his breath were any indication.

      “To sleep! Just . . . sleep,” Felix finished lamely. He waved a hand at the room Emery had been aiming for and lied through his teeth. “I haven’t changed the sheets in a while, so . . .” He shrugged one shoulder.

      Unsaid was the fact that Felix had three other bedrooms that would’ve worked equally as well, but Emery just mumbled, “Okay,” and followed him to the master bedroom.

      Felix had no idea what the hell he’d been thinking as he shrugged out of his hoodie and they got into bed on opposite sides. Now that Emery was here, though, he couldn’t exactly call “Psych!” and send Emery to a guest bedroom. Felix’s armpits were ocean pools of sweat, and he tapped his fingers against his chest, blinking at Emery, futilely willing his erection away.

      Emery was equally silent and still beside him.

      There were things Felix wanted to say. There was so much bottled inside, and for years he’d expressed it via his music.

      Did Emery know how many songs he’d written about him? For him?

      How could he?

      Sometime in the last couple of years, the songs had become not enough. All the words that clung to his tongue wanted to be said to Emery, not couched in lyrics.

      I want to be yours was probably where he’d start. Or maybe he’d start with Do you even know that you’ve had my heart since we were teenagers? Or perhaps Fuck, Em, please tell me you feel this too. Or even, Christ, Em, just touch me. Please. He wanted to tell Emery that he felt seen when Emery smiled at him. Like Emery was picking him apart from the inside out.

      But the words got stuck in his throat, fear growing angles that choked off his air. Not at the possible rejection—he was almost certain there wouldn’t be a rejection. The panic came from knowing he might be risking his friendship with Emery for something that might not work out.

      In his peripheral, Emery opened his mouth.

      Anxiety squeezing his chest, Felix rolled over to give Emery his back, muttered a hasty goodnight, and flicked off the bedside lamp. The silence was thick. Soupy. Almost solid enough to touch. A moment later, a gusty sigh came from Emery, shivering against Felix’s bare shoulders. The disappointment in that sigh was obvious, and Felix gritted his teeth, silently cursing his inability to take risks when it mattered.

      Squeezing his eyes closed, he hid in the dark, counting the seconds until he fell asleep.
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      “That was Tenor Jones with his new single, ‘Flame of Night’! Let’s give him a hand!”

      As the talk show host gestured with a flourish, Felix Bonenfant—aka Tenor Jones to anyone who wasn’t friend or family—clutched the microphone in one hand and beamed at the audience. Behind him on the little makeshift stage, the band set down instruments and waited for the end of the segment.

      The cheers from the audience were deafening, bordering on screeching, but Felix kept the wince off his face. A couple of women in the front row clutched each other, eyes wet with tears, and ninety percent of the audience wore Tenor Jones concert T-shirts—some of them harking back to his first-ever concert in his late teens.

      Thirteen years since his first single hit big, and Felix still wasn’t used to making people cry just for being who he was. Being a celebrity was weird.

      The talk show host approached, wearing a dress in Pepto Bismol pink and heels that made her almost as tall as Felix’s six feet. “That was amazing,” Melinda Marshall gushed, professional enough to sound like she meant it even if she didn’t. “Thank you so much for being here today. I love this song, and I know it’s touched a lot of people’s hearts.”

      The audience screeched again.

      Melinda spoke over the crowd and into the camera. “‘Flame of Night’ is the second single off Tenor’s newest album, Silver Mornings, which released in November.” She turned to Felix with a practiced smile. “This is your seventh album in a decade, is that right?”

      Felix brought the mic up to his mouth. “Seventh in thirteen years.”

      “Thirteen years. Wow.” Melinda widened her eyes. “I would’ve been . . . well . . .” She chuckled prettily. “A lot younger than I am now.”

      Forcing himself not to roll his eyes, Felix didn’t let his smile dim at the bad joke. He was a professional too.

      “I think we have a picture of you from that time, don’t we?” Melinda looked toward the cozy chairs in comforting blue where she normally interviewed guests, and on cue, an image of a seventeen-year-old Felix popped onto a screen that took up the entire back wall.

      The audience aww’d.

      Felix barely managed not to cringe. He was pretty sure he’d “lost” those wide-leg mint green pants and that olive green off-the-shoulder sweater in a hotel in New York many, many years ago. He’d fired his first and only label and gone indie after his three-album, three-tour contract was up eight years ago, which meant he no longer had to wear the eyesores his label’s stylists had called outfits. This afternoon’s outfit of a shimmery silver button-up shirt that looked like liquid tucked into black snakeskin leather pants was tasteful by comparison, saying Tenor Jones without shoving it in people’s faces.

      “That was shortly after my third single,” Felix said.

      The audience whooped, and Felix grinned at them.

      “And what’s next for you?” Melinda asked. “You’ve been all over North America promoting ‘Flame of Night’ since the new year. Is Europe next?”

      “Actually, I’ve got some downtime coming up, so it’s back home to Vancouver, Canada for me.”

      “Where you’ll be writing songs for Kenneth Owen’s new movie, am I right?” Melinda asked with a wink.

      Though he didn’t mean for it to, Felix’s chest puffed out. “That’s right.”

      Kenneth Owen was the George Lucas of movie musicals, and the fact that Felix had been hired to write Kenneth’s next movie’s music and lyrics was pretty much the coolest thing to ever happen to him. Rehearsals for Duplicate Your Efforts—the working title, according to Kenneth—were slated to begin this fall, which gave Felix until the end of May to write a dozen songs for the film Kenneth had described as a mash-up of Breakfast Club and Groundhog Day.

      Four and a half months to write a dozen songs? Felix didn’t even need four and a half weeks. Songwriting was his superpower. He was going to be what Phil Collins had been for Disney’s Tarzan, but for Duplicate Your Efforts.

      A man working a camera gave Melinda a signal Felix recognized as wrap it up.

      Melinda beamed into the camera again. “That’s all the time we have today, folks. Thank you to our earlier guests, and thank you to Tenor Jones for being here.” She pulled a copy of his album from somewhere on her person and held it at chest height. “The new album is called Silver Mornings, and you can download it wherever you buy music, and—” She directed her attention to the audience, raising her voice, “—everyone here today is going home with a copy! Goodbye, everyone!”

      The magic of TV talk shows disappeared after that—the cameras powered down, many mini conversations broke out among the audience as everyone headed toward the exit and out into the Los Angeles sunshine, Melinda was pulled aside by someone wearing the biggest headphones in existence, and Felix and the band were ushered backstage and into a green room.

      There, one of the show’s interns or producers or something coordinated with the band to get their instruments packed up, and they all trooped out with goodbyes and thank-yous. While Felix knew some singers who had been playing with the same band for years, he’d worked with local session musicians since he’d started.

      Before Felix had a chance to relax, Bryce, his manager, walked in, gaze on her cell phone as she reminded him that he had a radio interview before he boarded his flight back home later this evening. Bryce had the voice of a nineteen-year-old cheerleader. The body of one too. But she was 45 years old of toughness and badassery packed in an unassuming package that made everyone underestimate her, and she liked it that way.

      Felix grabbed a bottle of room-temperature water from a side table. There was a knock on the door before someone new swung into the room and asked Bryce about validating parking, of all things.

      While Bryce was occupied, Felix snuck himself and his bottle of water into the bathroom, closing the door silently behind him.

      His shoulders sank and the bright smile melted off his face, the Tenor Jones armor falling away in an instant. Sometimes, there were hidden cameras in the green room, producers and talk show hosts eager to catch one of their guests doing something embarrassing—picking their nose, scratching their butt, talking to themselves in the mirror. It made for good entertainment on air, and Felix had been groomed by his former label to hold on to his Tenor Jones persona until he was sure there weren’t any cameras around, and not to do anything that would reflect badly on the label. Restrooms, though, were sacred ground for the most part, and he could drop the act if he wanted to.

      Felix might’ve fired his label, but that didn’t mean he’d forgotten everything their PR people had taught him.

      “Always smile.”

      “Always assume there are cameras on you, especially when you’re in public.”

      “Time is money. Don’t waste ours.”

      “Nobody cares about Felix Bonenfant. You’re Tenor Jones, understand?”

      Letting out a long breath, Felix planted both hands on the vanity, looked into the mirror . . .

      And saw Tenor Jones.

      Dark blond hair in a side part. Silver shirt open to mid-chest and showing damp patches under the armpits where he’d sweated through it during his performance. Leather pants that made his legs look good, but also made him feel trapped by fabric. The clothes were beautiful, designed by a friend who was also a stylist, but they weren’t him.

      Which was the point. To make music, to sell records, he had to look—and act—the part of Tenor Jones.

      Underneath the clothes and makeup, though, was Felix Bonenfant in the tired cast to his eyes and the bags beneath them, as well as in the nail polish that was almost as black as his pants.

      Releasing a new single was exciting, and it always came with several weeks of interviews and performances and photo shoots. It was fun at first, but by the end, he was so dog-tired he couldn’t see straight.

      Didn’t help that, lately, putting on Tenor Jones was becoming increasingly difficult.

      And he wasn’t just dog-tired. He was . . . Not discontent. Not bored, exactly. Just ready for a change. Thirteen years of doing the same song and dance year after year—writing music, recording, promoting, touring.

      Music was his heart and soul. It would never not be a part of his life. But he was ready for something different, whatever that “something” looked like. It was a vague, nameless something that poked at the back of his brain like a child lazily poking at a drum set.

      He had tour dates and venues for this summer to firm up with his tour manager, and although he loved performing, the thought of touring made him slump back against the wall.

      Twisting open the bottle cap, Felix chugged half his water, mopping up a drop that spilled onto his chin with the back of his hand. Fuck, he couldn’t wait to get home, even though Vancouver in January was as dreary as Henryk Gorecki’s Symphony No. 3. He had a house in LA too, in Playa del Rey, but Vancouver was home. He wanted to sleep in his own bed, visit with his parents and younger sister, help out at his mentor’s after-school musical theater program, and spend time with Emery.

      His phone rang, and he pulled it out of his pocket. Well, speak of the devil. Emery Stanton read his caller ID next to a photo of his childhood best friend’s face, and Felix’s heart skipped a beat, an automatic smile pulling his lips upward despite his exhaustion. Felix remembered snapping that picture. “Smile,” he’d said one day when they—along with their other best friend, Kris—had been strolling along Vancouver’s Seawall a couple of summers ago, and instead Emery had made a kissy face.

      “I was going for pouty and sexy,” Emery had explained, but the result was that he looked like he’d eaten a lemon.

      Felix swiped to answer the video call. “Hey, Em.”

      “Oh, hey.” Dark eyes flared in what Felix wanted to believe was pleasure but was probably surprise. “I thought you were still doing the show. I was going to leave you a message.”

      See? Surprise.

      “We just wrapped up,” Felix said. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing.”

      Felix waited out a whole ten seconds of silence where they did nothing but stare at each other. Emery scratched his bristly jaw. Felix sipped more water. Amusement tickling the back of his throat, he finally said, “What was your message going to be about, then?”

      “Oh, nothing. I was going to ramble on about the latest movie I saw with the guys just so you didn’t forget the sound of my voice.”

      The guys being his friends on his NHL team.

      Felix rolled his eyes. “I haven’t been gone that long.”

      “It’s been two weeks, Fe. You disappeared right after New Year’s. I miss your face.”

      Felix did not let that go to his head—or his heart. This was just Emery being Emery. “You were in Winnipeg playing a New Year’s game, and then in New York, then Colorado. If I’d have been home, we wouldn’t have seen each other anyway.”

      Emery scowled. “That’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      “The point is that it’s the middle of January and I haven’t even said ‘Happy New Year’ to you in person yet.”

      “Oh, the horror.”

      “Sarcasm is unbecoming,” Emery quipped, quite primly.

      The amusement at the back of Felix’s throat turned into a full-blown laugh, echoing in the white-tiled bathroom.

      “When are you coming home?”

      “Tonight,” Felix told him. “Remember? I texted you my flight info.”

      “Yeah, but you were supposed to be back three days ago, so excuse me if I don’t believe you.”

      True, but then a spot had opened up after a last-minute cancellation on the Melinda Marshall Show, and Bryce had booked him. Felix had thought he’d have a few days to write while lying on the beach, but Bryce was nothing if not efficient, filling his potential days of press-free freedom with more interviews and appearances and even a ribbon-cutting for a new music store in LA.

      That last one had been a lot of fun.

      “I promise I’m flying home tonight,” he said. “I land at eight. I’d come to your game, but I’m wiped. I just want to go home.”

      Emery rubbed his jaw, and the sound of the bristles of his short beard scratching against his palm was staticky through the phone. “You do look tired. Your eyes are all droopy.”

      Felix looked into the mirror again. “Are not.”

      “Can I come over after the game?”

      “Yeah. You’ll have to let yourself in, though. I’ll be asleep most likely.”

      Alone. Always alone, because hookups weren’t his thing, and he’d buried his feelings for Emery so deep after that night in October that it’d take an excavator to find them.

      Reporters, talk show hosts, and entertainment news hosts had stopped asking him about his love life years ago. It was decidedly uneventful given he was as into dating as he was into hookups. And also, why would he want to date when he was in love with someone else? That didn’t seem fair to his potential datee. The most interesting thing he’d ever done related to his love life was publicly come out as gay after the release of his second album.

      He’d done it even though his label had suggested—read: ordered—him not to. His one act of defiance against them, until he’d fired them, citing creative differences, which everyone knew was sugarcoated code for “label execs be controlling assholes.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Emery said. “I’ll try not to wake you. Anyway, I’ve gotta go now. I need to head to the arena. See you tonight?”

      “If I’m not dead to the world. Thanks for calling for no reason.”

      “Text me when you get home?”

      “Sure.”

      Emery’s smile went soft, sending Felix’s heart skipping again, and he gave a two-fingered wave. “Bye, babe.”

      Babe. Goddamn him, making Felix’s heart skitter and jump with a simple stupid endearment.

      Sometimes, Felix was tempted to wave a white flag, admit defeat, and spill his feelings at Emery’s feet. But Emery was all strength and charisma and physicality. What if all Emery felt for him was simple physical attraction and nothing else? Felix couldn’t handle that. It was all or nothing. There was no middle ground, not when it came to Emery Stanton.

      And if he ended up being wrong and Emery didn’t feel the same? How would he recover from that? How would they? Wasn’t it better not to know?

      A knock on the door. “Tenor?” Bryce said. “We need to go.”

      Shoving his phone in his pocket, Felix grabbed his water bottle, put on Tenor Jones, and stepped out of the bathroom.
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      Hours later, Felix sat in the comfort of his own dining room in Vancouver, gaze on the chipped nail polish on his right thumb, chest so tight it was as if someone had wrapped it in chains and squeezed.

      Though comfort was relative—there was nothing comforting about waking up to someone in his bedroom.

      Someone who wasn’t Emery.

      Or anyone else who had a key to his house.

      “Mr. Jones?”

      Felix’s hands still shook an indeterminate amount of time later, and he threaded his fingers together tightly. He had no idea how long it’d been since he’d called 911, but it already felt like the longest night of his life.

      “Sir? Mr. Jones?”

      Tearing his unseeing gaze off his thumb, he met the unflinching gray one of the uniformed officer sitting across from him. “Bonenfant.”

      Unlike his hands, his voice didn’t shake. That was something, at least. Not that his voice ever shook, not since he was a green singer thrust into the spotlight at seventeen, after the massive success of his first single that even his label couldn’t have predicted. Almost a decade later and he still cringed when he thought of that very first television interview he’d um’d and uh’d his way through with nervous finger twitches.

      The cop blinked. “Sorry?”

      “My name. It’s Felix Bonenfant. In case you need it for your records. Tenor Jones is my stage name.”

      Officer Bonnie nodded, blond hair wound into a tight bun at the base of her neck. “Can you walk me through what happened?”

      “I woke up and⁠—”

      “Start from the beginning,” she interrupted. “Were you home all day? Did you go out at any point?”

      “I’ve been in LA since January second.” He’d been so excited to come home, but now he wished he’d stayed in LA.

      “I arrived home today around eight thirty,” he told the cop. She scribbled in her notebook even though she’d set up a recording device. “I was exhausted,” he continued, “so I was in bed probably by nine. I woke up at some point, rolled over to check the time on my phone, and . . .”

      He stood, pacing to the window. The backyard lights were on, but in the middle of January in Vancouver, there wasn’t much to look at. Rain slicked the window, painting his reflection in tears. He tapped beats on his thighs as though he had piano keys under his fingers.

      The back of his neck itched. Whirling, his hands balled into fists, but no one was looking at him. It was just him and Officer Bonnie in the room, and she was tapping the end of her pencil against her pad. There was a second officer by the front door, but he didn’t have sightline into this room. And there were, apparently, more police officers outside, some of them from the canine unit, canvassing for witnesses and doing a search for his intruder.

      Felix was used to attention. If he didn’t go out incognito in sunglasses and a hat, he was stared at in restaurants, at the grocery store, the movie theater, while getting cash at the ATM. Stopped for a selfie or an autograph while walking from the parking lot to his favorite café. The feeling of being watched had faded a long time ago. Or maybe he’d gotten so used to it that he no longer recognized it.

      This . . . This was different. Every time he turned around, he expected to see eyes looking at him from the doorway or see someone standing outside, peering in through the window like some killer from a slasher movie.

      But there was nothing.

      “And he was just there,” he finished lamely. “Or . . . they were, I guess. I didn’t get a good enough look to identify if they were male or female. I thought for a second it was Emery, my best friend. But the size was all wrong. This person was shorter. Slimmer. The hair was longer. When I realized it wasn’t Emery . . . I think I screamed.” Slouching against the window, he wrapped his arms around himself. “The guy bolted and I locked myself in the bathroom and called 911.”

      Closing his eyes, he exhaled a breath, but his nightmare of a night superimposed itself over his eyelids—rolling over in bed, blearily reaching for his phone, only to find a figure standing right over the threshold of his bedroom doorway.

      Hot coals filled his stomach and he swallowed back bile, fighting the urge to lock himself alone in a room and never emerge. He wanted to bolt himself into his soundproofed recording studio on the third floor and belt out his fear. Pound piano keys until he’d vented his rage with angry notes. Take pen to paper and scrawl song lyrics until he bled his pen dry or he’d rid himself of the skin-crawling sensation of being watched unaware.

      He wanted Emery. Emery’s strong arms and Emery’s dumb humor and Emery’s dependable presence and Emery holding him like he was something special.

      But Emery was probably currently fighting for the puck against one of San Jose’s forwards.

      The chair creaked as Officer Bonnie shifted her weight. “I have a few questions, if you don’t mind. Let’s start with your trip home from the airport. Were you driven or did you have a car parked there?”

      “I had my car.”

      “Was there anyone else in the house when you arrived home?”

      “No.”

      “Was your alarm system on when you arrived?”

      “Yeah. I turned it off, got a glass of water from the kitchen, then headed straight up to my bedroom.”

      “At what point did you reactivate the alarm?”

      Felix paused. Dropped back into his chair. “I . . .” He rubbed his jaw. “I don’t think I did.”

      Stupid of him. Back when he’d first made it big, he’d had a fan talk her way into his hotel room and steal his shampoo, of all things. Now he never stayed anywhere unless the building had security. It was why he had a state-of-the-art security system in both his homes. But he’d been so drained when he’d finally walked in the door, and setting the alarm—usually a habit—hadn’t registered in his half-awake state.

      The cop didn’t judge him, though. Just scribbled in her notepad, expression inscrutable. “Were your doors and windows locked?”

      “Yes.” He had locked the front door behind him after he’d let himself in, right?

      Great. He couldn’t remember that little detail, but he remembered that the flight attendant on his chartered flight home had had a mole near her left ear. Fuck his life.

      And what time was it, anyway? He had no idea how long he’d slept for. It could’ve been four hours or ten. Was it midnight or an hour before dawn?

      Emery wasn’t here yet, though, so it couldn’t have been that late.

      “After you went up to your bedroom,” Officer Bonnie said, “then what?”

      “I took a piss. Texted my mom to let her know I was back. Then I went to bed. This was . . . I don’t know, maybe fifteen or thirty minutes after I walked in the door. I passed out within minutes.”

      “You said you woke up and rolled over. What woke you?”

      A chill crawled up his spine, eerie and cold and slimy. He suppressed a shiver. “I don’t know. I just . . . did.”

      He jerked a shoulder, attempting to shed Felix Bonenfant and put on his Tenor Jones armor. An action that normally took an instant, but that now he struggled to hold.

      Tenor Jones had been a character he’d come up with in his teens, before he’d ever signed with his label, when he was still making music that he only ever shared with friends and family. Because it was easier to put himself out there to be judged and criticized as someone else, so he’d kept the name as his stage name when his label had picked him up.

      But he’d been young then. Still growing into himself and his art, and he’d needed Tenor Jones as a barrier against the world.

      Tenor could deal with anything. Microphones shoved in his face, paparazzi, too-personal questions asked by interviewers, tension with his band, venues that fell through, gigs and concerts that didn’t go as planned, fans wanting too much from him, record labels treating him like a commodity instead of a human being.

      He could deal with this too.

      Problem was, the older Felix got, the less he needed his Tenor Jones crutch and the more he felt like he was being disingenuous with his fans.

      In a situation like this, though? Tenor was handy, almost acting like a wall between himself and what had happened.

      “Did you hear a noise?” Officer Bonnie asked.

      Squaring his shoulders, Felix shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      She pressed some more. Did he smell anything? Did anything feel off? Did he get the sense someone was watching him?

      No, no, and no. He’d just woken up for no reason as people sometimes did, and there the person had been, swathed in darkness, imposing, and decidedly not Emery once Felix’s tired brain had focused enough to notice.

      The guy had bolted when he’d realized Felix was awake, after which Felix had scrambled into the bathroom, slammed the door, locked it behind him, and called 911. Then he’d sat in his boxer briefs on the bathroom floor, trembling from cold and fear, until he’d wrapped himself in a bath towel.

      Felix had felt decidedly weak. Like he wasn’t in control of his own life. And wasn’t that why he’d fired his label—because he was tired of being told where to go, what to do, what to say, how to react?

      But what else was he supposed to do? The dispatcher had told him to stay put, for one, and also—what if the guy had fled his bedroom but not the house? What if he had a weapon? A knife, a gun, something Felix hadn’t seen in the dark? Was Felix supposed to creep out of his bathroom and play hero while brandishing a toothbrush?

      In the end, he’d only emerged once the police had shown up. There’d been some negotiating with the dispatcher about whether he should let the cops inside or if they should break in the front door. Because he hadn’t heard any noises in the house, he’d ultimately snuck out of the bathroom on silent feet, every inch of him on hyper-alert, gotten dressed, and let the patrol officers into the house. He’d stood out of the way in the foyer while the cops cleared every room, confirming that no one else was inside. He’d given his first rundown of events at that point, before Officer Bonnie had sat him in the dining room, which had been chosen because he’d confirmed that it appeared undisturbed.

      And now here he sat, giving a second rundown, but in more detail. He wished he’d thrown on something heavier than a T-shirt and old sweatpants. Wished he’d thought to grab the team-branded hoodie with Stanton in block letters on the back that Emery had gifted him as a joke when he’d first started playing for Vancouver. The hoodie Felix more or less lived in.

      Wished he remembered what he’d done with his phone. He’d hung up with the dispatcher before getting dressed, so it must be in his room somewhere. There were people he had to call before the media got wind of this. His family. Emery. Kris. Bryce. His publicist.

      Officer Bonnie probed some more, asking for details he never would’ve thought to volunteer. The only part he slipped up on was when she asked for a description of the suspect. He’d already given one when the cops had first arrived, but Officer Bonnie wanted more specifics. Skin, hair, and eye color, height, distinguishing features, tattoos, accents, scents. Felix had nothing. It had been dark and everything had happened so fast. The best he could offer was access to his security system, where surely the cameras had captured a photo of his intruder.

      “You keep calling the intruder a he,” Officer Bonnie said, “even though you’ve said you didn’t get a good enough look. Is there a reason for that?”

      Felix shook his head. “Not really. Just the impression I got, I guess.”

      “It looks like the only property damage was to the window in your laundry room. I’ll walk you through the rest of the house now, and you can let me know if anything is out of place or missing.”

      Felix grimaced. He didn’t want to spend another second in this house, never mind taking a walk-through. “I still can’t believe I didn’t hear the glass breaking when he broke in.”

      “Did you take anything to help you fall asleep?”

      “No, nothing.”

      “Sleeping pills?” Officer Bonnie prompted. “A glass of wine? A beer? Something harder?”

      “Just the glass of water. I know musicians get a bad rap, but I don’t do drugs—even ones as benign as sleeping pills—and I don’t drink much. I’ve been busy the past couple of weeks, and my sleep has been choppy. I really was just . . . wiped.”

      And it was starting to catch up with him again as his adrenaline began to drain.

      Officer Bonnie nodded. “Okay. We’ll take a look around now.”

      Before either of them could rise, her radio squawked, and an agitated male voice said, “Hey, Bonnie, I’ve got someone here to see the vic. Says he knows him. Name’s Emery Stanton.”

      Felix’s heart shot into his throat, whatever Tenor Jones armor he’d managed to slip into melting away like water. Emery! He was here.

      Officer Bonnie narrowed her gaze on Felix. “Is this the best friend?”

      “Yes.”

      “FIU is still working,” she said into her radio, referencing the Forensic Identification Unit that was doing its CSI impersonation, dusting for fingerprints and blood droplets and footprints and whatever else. “Keep him out there for now.”

      Felix winced. “Yeah, that’s not going to fly.”

      If Emery had arrived to find Felix’s house bursting at the seams with cops, nothing was going to keep him outside until he knew Felix was safe.

      “I need to go out there before⁠—”

      As if to prove his point, a pained and bellowed “Felix!” reached him all the way from outside.

      Felix ran.
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        * * *

      

      AN HOUR EARLIER

      
      Emery stood on the bench in the locker room in nothing but his boxer briefs and enthusiastically sang at the top of his lungs about rising up to the challenge of their rival, the song itself playing over the room’s hidden speakers. His team’s victory song, never mind that not a single player had been born when “Eye of the Tiger” had been released. Oh wait, Lieber was the oldest guy on the team, so that made maybe one person.

      As Emery finished off the chorus, Andre “Mix” Mixon pretended to throw flowers at him, and Hargrave wiped an imaginary tear from his eye.

      Using his deodorant as a microphone, Bartek gestured at him grandly. “Emery Stanton, everyone.”

      Emery bowed. “Thank you, thank you. I’ll be here all season.” Winning games was the best feeling in the world, and he dared anyone to tell him otherwise. It was the kind of feeling that made him jump onto the bench and sing in his underwear, hair dripping onto his shoulders from his shower, the adrenaline from the game—and scoring a hat trick—flowing through his veins.

      Also helped that he was now leading the League in goals scored this season. But right behind him was Mitch Greyson of Toronto, who Emery had been trailing behind less than an hour ago.

      Emery hated Mitch Greyson. Okay, he didn’t hate him. But the kid was kind of a brat. At least, he came across as one on social media and with the press, but Emery’s brother, who played with Greyson in Toronto, swore the kid was as loyal and upstanding as they came. And Emery knew all about how what one showed the world wasn’t necessarily who one was.

      He just had to look at Felix for the evidence.

      And not that Greyson was a kid either. At twenty-seven, he was only three years younger than Emery.

      But Greyson still had another couple of years on his contract.

      Emery’s contract was up as soon as this season was over. And though his agent had been working for months to extend his contract with Vancouver, his organization was dragging its ass. According to his agent, other teams were interested in him, but Emery wanted another two to three years before he retired, and he wanted them here.

      And if he won the Rocket Richard Trophy this year, which was awarded to the League’s goal-scoring leader, that would surely convince management that he was worth keeping. Emery would get to keep playing for his hometown team, and his coaches would have a player who knew how to find the back of the net with the puck. It would be a win-win for everyone.

      All he had to do was keep Mitch fucking Greyson from eking out ahead of him again.

      As he jumped off the bench, his bare feet hitting the carpet, he got hoots and hollers from his teammates. Except from Melnik, who strolled into the locker room from his shower with his flat features and perpetually pinched expression and sneered at Emery. He had a problem with almost everyone on the team, but almost everyone on the team had a problem with the racist, homophobic bigot in return. Fair was fair, after all. At twenty-three years old, Melnik was young but large. Taller and wider and more muscled than Emery, and Emery was no slouch. This being Melnik’s second season on an NHL team, he had a chip on his shoulder, a point to prove, and the bad attitude to go with it.

      Now here was someone who could charm the pants off the press but who, in the locker room, was a thundercloud over a parade.

      “Maybe you should sing the national anthem before our next game,” Mix said, punching Emery in the upper arm.

      Emery snorted a laugh. He was a pretty decent singer, if he did say so himself, but he was no Tenor Jones.

      “And I’ll sing backup,” Mix added with a smirk, tugging his suit pants off a hanger.

      “Only if you buy the whole stadium earplugs first.”

      Mix tossed a sock at him. “Want to drive to the pub together?”

      “I can’t go tonight. I’m meeting a potential candidate for my charity’s executive director role.”

      “Right now? It’s after eleven.”

      “Yeah. He was here tonight, somewhere in the executive suites. And he said he wanted to meet face to face first before the interview, so . . .” Emery shrugged.

      “Where are you meeting?” Mix asked, digging car keys out of his pockets.

      “At the restaurant in his hotel. He’s staying not far from here.”

      “He’s not local?”

      “From somewhere on the island,” Emery told him. “Comox or Courtenay. I forget which.”

      “And he couldn’t meet you at a normal time? Like noon?”

      “I don’t know, man. Maybe he arrived right before the game. You know what the ferries are like.”

      “All right.” Mix squeezed his shoulder. “See you at practice tomorrow, then.”

      “Night.”

      Ignoring the chatter of his teammates around him, Emery finished getting dressed, then grabbed his phone, finding a series of missed texts from Felix.

      Landed in Van. I know you’re already on the ice, but good luck anyway! Sorry I can’t be there.

      Felix had a membership to one of the executive suites, and he attended nearly every home game.

      His second text was a link to a song: “Roar” by Katy Perry.

      And his final one was, for whatever reason, the blushing emoji. It made Emery think of that night last October when Felix had haltingly invited him to sleep in his bed instead of in one of his guest rooms after a movie marathon.

      Line. Crossed.

      If sharing a bed with the best friend you’d wanted for years and doing nothing except sleeping could be considered a crossed line. Wasn’t like they hadn’t shared a bed before. Just that it had been forever since they had. They’d probably been pre-teens, tucked in together—along with Kris, the third member who made up their BFF trio—in a nest of pillows and blankets on the floor during a Friday night sleepover in fourth or fifth grade.

      He typed out, I should be there in about an hour or so.

      Deleted it.

      When they’d spoken earlier, Felix had looked like a gentle breeze could knock him over. He’d said it was fine for Emery to spend the night, but maybe Emery should head home instead. No doubt Felix wouldn’t want him sneaking in and waking him up.

      Or maybe he would?

      Honestly, it was hard to tell what the fuck Felix wanted these days. There’d been something between them for a while, but the timing had always felt off. That night Felix had invited him into his bed, Emery had thought that finally something was going to happen. Felix would tell him how he felt, or they’d make out before frantically jerking each other off, or they’d sleep cuddled together with Felix as the little spoon, or some unspoken knowing would pass between them that would put them on even footing moving forward.

      Instead, they’d gotten into Felix’s massive California king bed on opposite sides and rolled to face each other. Felix’s brown-eyed gaze had roamed Emery’s face for almost a full minute, and Emery’s heart had soared, his lungs burning for air, his hands itching to cradle Felix close. But Felix had rolled over with a muttered “Good night” and turned off the light, leaving Emery gaping like a teenager who’d met their idol and been left unimpressed.

      The next morning, Kris, who’d arrived for a short visit from Toronto, had called them on sharing a room, which had made Emery panic for reasons he couldn’t name, and which had made Felix weird and awkward until he’d left for New York for an interview or a photo shoot or something—Emery couldn’t remember—a few days later. Then Emery had left for a ten-day road trip with his team the day after Felix had flown back to Vancouver, and when he’d returned, Felix had left to promote his new album across North America. When he’d made it back to Vancouver, it had been sneaking up on the holidays, and did anyone have time to do anything other than Christmassy things during the holidays? If so, Emery would like to meet this magical unicorn. Then, Felix had been off again to promote his new single, and Emery had been away with his team.

      Now here they were, the middle of January, a new year, a fresh start, and Emery wanted nothing more than to sit Felix down, grab his stupid face, and tell him he had feelings for him, you dumb shit.

      Except, maybe not in those precise words.

      And by feelings, he meant he was in love with the dumbass and had been for longer than he cared to admit. But the timing was never right. If Felix wasn’t flying somewhere to make new music, sell new music, promote new music, or sing new music, then Emery was flying somewhere to kick ass at hockey. And during the off-season, Felix was on tour.

      Their timing sucked, and Emery didn’t know what he had to do to make it unsuck.

      Whatever. He wasn’t going to figure it out tonight, so he shook off those thoughts and texted Felix back a link to the Backstreet Boys’ “This Is Us.”

      A little too on the nose maybe, but Emery was months past caring about his pride. He’d dropped enough hints lately. What was one more?

      Putting his phone away, he went into the changing room as their victory song switched over to Carly Rae Jepsen’s “Gimmie Love,” smirking to himself at whoever shouted “For fuck’s sake! Who gave Stanton control of the music?” behind him.

      He checked himself out in the mirrors above the counter of sinks, making sure he was presentable. His brown hair was longer than he usually kept it, falling in waves over his forehead, so he gave it a quick blow-dry before slicking it into place with hair product. His baby brother, Rory, had given him shit for growing a mustache, but it wasn’t, like, a Poirot ’stache. It was only a little bit thicker than the scruff on his jaw, the whole look serving to make him appear like he was actually thirty years old and not a baby-faced rookie.

      He’d chosen a slim suit in sharp azure paired with a sky-blue shirt and a paisley navy-blue tie, an outfit Felix had helped him put together when they’d spoken via video call a couple of days ago during one of Felix’s rare free moments. Blue, apparently, represented calm and trust.

      Emery nodded at his reflection. Hell, he’d work for himself.

      “Yo, Hargrave.” He spread his arms wide as his teammate entered the room. “Would you work for me?”

      Hargrave raked him up and down. Waggled his eyebrows. “How much do you charge?”

      Emery flipped him off.

      He turned back to the mirror, double checking that he looked presentable enough for someone willing to lead his charity.

      His and Kris’s charity, that was. Forward Thinking was Kris’s baby, something he’d dreamed up several years ago as a way of giving back. His mom had passed away when he was young, and his dad, a grocery store manager, hadn’t always been able to afford Kris’s hockey equipment or hockey registration or summer camps. Kris credited his dad for getting help from charities; credited that for who he was now—an NHL player who played for Toronto. He never would’ve gotten this far without that help.

      Emery had jumped at the chance to work with Kris when Kris had first brought up the idea a couple years back, though Emery’s reasons for being involved weren’t as
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