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        Racing from the truth may lead to a larger crash…

        I have frontman good looks, I’m the lead singer of a chart-climbing band, and I have cash to burn. My life is a twenty-two-year-old’s dream. But fame and fortune don’t quiet the demons of my past. And now, shy, sultry Evie gives me something better to desire… 

        When the girl in Evie’s custody faces crisis, we have one reckless shot to take Paige’s future into our hands: get married, and fast. Evie and I can keep Paige safe while we sate the lust that taunts us. All minus any messy feelings. 
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            EVIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The SUV’s wide, white bumper filled the entire windshield. Where did the monstrosity come from? My light was green—had been for long enough that I wasn’t the first to go through the intersection.

      I swerved, but there was nowhere to go, my reaction was too slow.

      Metal screamed as it hit, caught, tore. I screamed, too, as my car spun and I slammed forward in my seat. The belt held even as I was flung back, then across the small compartment, hitting my head on the passenger seat. The airbag shot forward, white powder spraying forth as the seatbelt strained against my chest, but the spinning didn’t stop. More crunching metal as my once-trusty Honda slammed into another—the same?—vehicle. I screamed again as something else slammed into my car. Horns blared.

      All the lights inside my car flashed brightly one last time before blinking out.

      Ibeyi’s soulful music muted, crackled, then poured too sharp from the speakers. Another smash of metal against metal. From the back, maybe. I wasn’t sure. Bits of glass tinkled down, ripping at my hands and arms. A sharp sting settled at my hairline, joining the ache on the other side from where my head had slammed into the seat.

      The powder from the airbag filled the small space, clogging my nose, my lungs. I wanted to cough, but my chest hurt. I was going to die in my car. Tonight, of all nights, when I’d just finally figured out my life.

      Blackness, faster even than the huge white bumper, swallowed me. The faintest trickle of something slid into my ear.

      I woke with a scream building in my throat—the one I wasn’t sure I’d uttered then, in my car, during the last crash of vehicle-to-vehicle.

      “You’re okay. Hear me, Evie?”

      Marilyn. I turned my head, my eyes struggling to focus. The hit to the head—the first one against the passenger seat—probably caused my concussion. I’d hit my head at least one more time, but the first one…no wonder my stomach was gurgling with angry intent, and my head pounded worse than a deep bass beat.

      “What happened?” Not exactly what I meant to ask, but my mind rolled over like an otter at sea. Slow, balancing on the small waves. I moaned softly, closing my still-unfocused eyes.

      “Evangeline? Look at me, honey.”

      I forced my eyes to unglue and turned my head a little. There she was. My savior. Her dark skin was puckered between her thin, black brows. Her eyes were bloodshot, making the brown of her irises stand out even further. “You were in a car accident, honey.”

      “Bad one. Head-on,” I said. I wanted to raise my hands to my ears to clamp out the sound, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t be able to block the sound of metal being ripped from its chassis, the violent shove of my body into the seatbelt, then the harder slam back after the airbag erupted, hitting me in the face.

      I hurt everywhere.

      “Yes. Real bad.” Marilyn dropped her head. “They pulled you out with those jaws of life things. Popped what little was left of your car open to get to you. The engine didn’t blow because it was on the road ten feet behind the rest of your Civic.”

      “Guess it’s good that you made me purchase such a safe car, huh?”

      Marilyn shook her head, her mouth set in a firm line as the fear slowly leached from her dark eyes.

      “I’m going to be fine, Mama M,” I said. I wasn’t sure I believed my own words, but she needed the reassurance.

      Marilyn squeezed my fingers tightly. “You will be, honey. And thank the sweet lord for that.”

      “I love you.” I’d never actually told her that before. I should have, years ago. But the words were tricky. My birth mother had often said them to her boyfriends. Never once to me. Not even when she was healthy, and I was safe.

      Marilyn dipped her head. The dark hairs were salted with white. When had she become so old? “Not as much as I love you, child,” she rasped. Clearing her throat, she raised her head and met my gaze. “Rest up now, honey child. I need you well.”

      I sighed, wanting to nod, but my head was too heavy, and my eyelids pressed shut once again.

      Marilyn had been in my life since high school, and was even more a part of it now that I was in college. She was the one constant I could count on—the one person in my life who actually cared. Meeting her had been a fluke. Both the first and the second time. But Marilyn had acquired me, as she did all her little chicks, and I was forever grateful for whoever or whatever made us meet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but the intensity of the pain woke me. My chest and ribs ached so much each breath was a study in willpower. Tears formed in my eyes and I couldn’t stop their flow down my cheeks.

      “Oh, honey. How long have you been awake?” Concern surged through Marilyn’s words.

      The silence was shattered by my sharp, hissing breaths that fought the cannula forcing oxygen into my nose. The smell was foreign and I choked, causing my lungs to spasm and the agony to spike to another level of excruciating. Footsteps pattered across the floor and someone raised my wrist, taking my pulse.

      “She been awake long?” the light, female voice asked.

      “I don’t think so, but she’s definitely in pain.”

      Papers rustled. “The doctor said we could up the meds if she was in distress. I’ll do that now to see if we can get her comfortable. Did you hear me, Evangeline? I’m going to increase your pain medication. You have two broken ribs and we’ve reinflated your lung. That’s why you’re in so much pain.”

      I tried to nod to let her know I’d heard, but I think I just moaned and scrunched my eyes tighter.

      “That should help,” the nurse said.

      “Any word on the family?” Marilyn asked, her voice low.

      “You know I’m not supposed to answer that, Marilyn.”

      “Sue already told me the doctors had to remove the girl’s spleen.”

      “Sue isn’t supposed to talk to you either.” This time, censure filled in the spaces between her words.

      “She and I have been friends for nearly thirty years. Please, Marcy, I’m worried about that little girl. Evie will be, too, once she’s able to think coherently.”

      “I don’t know why I thought I could stand up to your manipulation.”

      “You can’t. And before you tell me it’s none of my business, I care a doggone lot about what happens.”

      Sigh. “The girl has some internal bleeding we’re monitoring,” Marcy said. “The doctors are still in the OR with the mom.”

      Marilyn’s voice dropped even lower. “What’s her chance?”

      “From what I saw, not good.”

      Oh, God. The accident. That vehicle—the one with the big white bumper—must have carried a family. No one mentioned the father. Had he been in the car? The mother—chances not good. She was like me, that little girl with her broken arm and no spleen. Like me because my mom left me, too. First to drugs, then to the parade of men. Gone when I needed her most.

      My thoughts fragmented and I couldn’t hold them together anymore, but tears continued to leak from under my lashes.
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      Being in a popular band came with both perks and responsibilities—well, responsibilities to fans. My favorite “responsibility” was heading to the hospital to play for the sick and injured kids. Never would have guessed I’d enjoy the process, or the kids and their families, so much. I still wouldn’t if it hadn’t been for Clay—my band’s drummer, banjo, and rhythm guitar player—who dragged me to the Children’s Hospital cancer ward one day to cheer up his younger sister, Cassidy. Cassidy had been in and out of the hospital for three years because of Hodgkin lymphoma. Once Clay, Dane—our lead guitarist—and I played for the kids, and I’d seen the enthusiasm, hell, joy even, on those kids’ faces, I’d known I’d come back each week. At least until I graduated.

      And I did. I’d gone to the children’s hospital for nearly a year before Sue, a social worker and one of my mom’s friends, had pulled me aside and suggested I come here. “The kids at Harborview don’t get the attention the Children’s Hospital does. You should consider volunteering there sometime. Those kids are lonely. And there’s not much of a way to combat that, especially when it gets wrapped up in the despair of their situation.”

      “Why aren’t those kids at the children’s hospital?” I asked.

      “They’re dealing with the nonchronic stuff.” She sighed, her face falling into careworn lines that showcased the wrinkles around her mouth. “Abuse, maybe. Accidents. Harborview kids aren’t long-timers, but that’s why they’re overlooked. We all want to do something for the cancer patients. But, on the whole, children at Harborview tend to have difficult home lives. That’s why I think they’d appreciate the cheer-up your music can bring.”

      Unpleasant home life was something I could relate to, unfortunately. “Will do. Thanks for the heads up.”

      “Thank you, Kai. What you’re doing makes such a difference for these kids.” Sue shook her head, her short hair flopping against her ears.

      How much would it suck to be in the hospital with no known end date? Late January was dark and wet, demoralizing enough, but add to that broken bones or surgery and the forced solitude of a hospital bed seemed downright depressing. If the guys weren’t opposed to moving to LA or even Austin, I’d be out of the Pacific Northwest in a heartbeat.

      Couldn’t say it held the best memories for me. But until that day occurred, I’d continue to come here, hand out a few smiles in the form of songs, and wish like fuck my life was different than the disaster I woke up to every morning. It was still hard to believe my brother was gone, and an even harder pill to swallow was knowing my mother blamed me.

      I set my guitar on one of the brightly colored tables in the kids’ playroom. Good to see the Harborview folks were taking care of their younger patients, too.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked the nurse, Chelle, who seemed to be tasked with keeping an eye on me.

      “Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like you to go in and play to Paige first.”

      Something about the way Chelle was twisting her fingers signaled the alarm bells in my head. “What’s wrong with her?”

      Chelle sighed. “She was in a car accident. Her father didn’t make it.”

      I gripped the handle of my guitar case tight enough for the plastic to bite into my palm. “Her mom?”

      “The doctors aren’t optimistic.” Chelle bit the back of her thumb. “Paige wasn’t wearing her seatbelt. But, it might have saved her life because the next car plowed into the place she should have been sitting. The EMTs found her on the floorboards covered in glass.”

      “Why wasn’t she belted in? Or in a car seat?” I asked, disgust swelling with my anger.

      Simple things like that—strapping in a kid—pissed me off because my mom had been forgetful about those details. It’s part of what caused my parents to split. I’d coped by double- and triple-checking certain details, like locks or seat belts, even my shoelaces, which caused my mom more irritation but allowed me to feel in control. Not that my mother and I interacted all that much now. We didn’t have reason to.

      “Paige said her dad said she could lie down in the backseat and sleep. The accident occurred after ten, fairly late for a little girl to be out.”

      I cursed under my breath. “How old is the kid? Paige.”

      “Four.”

      I cursed again, not bothering to be so quiet. Chelle dipped her head in sharp agreement.

      “Lead the way.”

      Chelle pivoted, her feet moving in a no-nonsense rhythm over the linoleum. “We had to tell her about her dad this morning. She’s handling it, but…”

      “There’s no way to handle something like that,” I said, anger flooding me again, deeper and hotter this time. “When was the accident?”

      “Night before last.”

      She held open a door and I stepped into the room. A pale face was about all that showed above the sheets. Her kneecaps and toes poking up under the thin blanket showed how tiny she was.

      “Hi, Paige,” Chelle said in a soft voice. “You have a visitor. His name’s Kai Luchia. He’s in a band, and he wanted to sing a song to you.”

      I didn’t hear the girl’s response, but Chelle stepped back and motioned me forward. I took my guitar from its case and slipped the strap over my head. Guitar wasn’t my best instrument, but it was the easiest one to bring here. The chords weren’t a problem; I’d learned to play acoustic before the bass, but I would always be more of a rhythm player than a flashy lead guitarist. That was Dane’s wheelhouse. Somehow, Clay had talked me into singing, though, and I enjoyed working the vocals.

      “Hey, Paige,” I said, walking forward. I fell into doe eyes filled with so much hurt and confusion, I nearly lost my balance. I gripped the handrail, trying to absorb the shock of those long-lashed brown eyes staring back at me.

      Shiny blond hair, big brown eyes—this girl reminded me a bit of my friend Jenna. I hadn’t seen her since the day after she was admitted to the emergency room for an unintentional GHB overdose.

      “I get that you feel bad, Kai,” she’d said, her voice raspy from the vomiting. “But you know I never wanted a relationship. That’s why you liked hanging out with me. Don’t make that more now just because some slime ball thought killing Abbi and me was better than facing what he’d done to her before. That’s pickles and lollipops.” She turned away as I mulled her words, concerned for her and our friend Abbi, who’d also been admitted with GHB poisoning and a busted chin.

      Next time I went to see Jenna, her parents were in her room, and Jenna had avoided any one-on-one contact with me since.

      Chelle’s voice brought me back to the present. “Paige can’t talk very well right now because she was intubated. And the meds make her a little loopy, but she really likes music. Her toes move whenever we play it. We’ve tried to have it on pretty constantly since we noticed her reaction.”

      Those big eyes were an emotional punch to the gut. In some ways, looking into Paige’s eyes were like looking into mine—swirling with the fear of being left behind and with the certainty that there wasn’t a happy-ever-after at the end of this day…or the next…or the next. I forced a smile and strummed out a few chords. “I’m not sure what you like, so I’ll play my favorites.”

      I started with a Neil Young song before segueing into a Dylan tune. Her toes wiggled under the blankets a little, and I smiled. Next, I played one of my band’s most popular songs, testing to see if she’d heard it on the radio. Her toes moved more frantically, and I smiled as I sang the lyrics.

      Chelle clapped. “Oh, she liked that one! I do, too. Thanks so much, Kai.”

      Paige’s smile was small, but it was real. “Come back?” she asked. Her voice was soft and rough, too hesitant for such a tiny person. “Play again?”

      I brushed her wheat-blond hair back from her little forehead, noting the numerous healing scratches there. “Sure will. Just for you.”

      This time, her smile grew around the breathing tubes, and my chest ached for all this girl had been through.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m scared,” Paige said.

      Paige’s small body healed so much faster than I would have expected. Doctor Ngu speculated that Paige might be ready to leave the hospital in another three weeks. Sue, who’d taken over her case until Paige’s mother recovered, hadn’t yet lined up a foster home. Sue hoped Paige’s mom would be able to leave the hospital when Paige did, but, after undergoing three surgeries to try to stem the internal bleeding, the prognosis wasn’t looking good.

      I was antsy, too. If her mom wasn’t well on her way to healing by the time Paige was healthy enough to leave the hospital, I’d do whatever I could to help ensure Paige went to the right foster family, a good one, until her mother could care for her again. No way was I letting this little girl with those big scared eyes get beat up further. Not if I could help it. The drive to do so was, in part, because I saw myself in her. Scared and lonely, unsure who would protect me from forces I couldn’t control.

      I laid down my notebook, my eyes catching on the phrase I’d scribbled: From the first…

      No idea where I was going with that one. Hadn’t worked on a tune or even another lyric. But, for some reason, those words grabbed me, flitting through my mind at odd times and keeping me from completing the lyrics for the new composition Clay had played for Dane and me in the university’s practice room this morning. If I didn’t get my shit together, Clay would take over writing the lyrics, which left a sour taste in my mouth. I liked writing songs—well, the lyrics. I liked come up with the patterns and linguistic melodies that prompted people to sing along. But the actual melody I left to Clay. He had a much better ear for harmonies than I did.

      I’d spent a few hours at the hospital most days, mainly because I couldn’t hang out with Dane and Nessa like we used to—before Abbi and Jenna were poisoned with GHB by Abbi’s ex-boyfriend and his crazy cousin. Since Jenna returned to Austin as soon as she was released from the ER, an underlying sense of blame permeated our apartment that Nessa couldn’t quite hide. Or maybe I was inundated with guilt. I missed Jenna’s laughter and her crazy antics almost as much as I missed the game we played, twisting around each other but never falling into the trap of more than friends. She’d been right to call me on it—we were pals. But our business felt unfinished, and I worried Nessa blamed me for Jenna’s refusal to return to school at Northern, that I was the reason Nes no longer had her BFF close by.

      “Scared happens,” I said, struggling to pull myself out of my thoughts. Paige deserved my full attention. “That’s an emotion. It can’t hurt you.”

      “My mommy’s sick. I gots to see her yesterday but she didn’t waked up even when I asked her to.”

      Much as I wanted to plug my ears at the fear in Paige’s little voice—a fear I’d lived through with Jenna, and before that, with my brother—with an effort, I shook off the images of Marcus and took Paige’s hand, trying to offer some comfort. The kid was only four. She needed someone stable and positive in her life. The best she had was me, and I wasn’t known for either of those qualities.

      Her bottom lip trembled. “What’ll happen to me?”

      “Your mom’s going to get better, and you’ll go home with her.”

      “But what if she doesn’t?” Paige pressed. She did this often, needing to look at every scenario before she’d willingly drop a topic. “Do I gets a new family? What if I don’t like them? What if my new mommy yells even more than my mommy?”

      I reached out and grabbed Paige’s small hand. “No one is going to replace your mom, Paige. You can love her forever.”

      “But I gots to go live somewhere else. I want to go home to my house and see Flurfy.”

      The second time I’d visited Paige, she’d told me all about Flurfy, her pet bunny. Soon after, I’d stopped by her house to look for the rabbit, only to find it stiff with rigor mortis in its pen. If I’d arrived even ten minutes earlier, the rabbit might have still been alive. I didn’t have the heart to tell her any of that, so I’d told her someone must have taken it to care for it. A lie, sure, but I figured this one was for a really good cause. Just like me burying the little corpse under the flowers had been.

      Marcy, another of the day nurses, strolled into the room. I raised my chin at her, but for the first time since we met, she didn't smile back.

      “You have someone who wants to visit you, Paige. If that’s okay.”

      Marcy rubbed her hands down the side of her scrubs, which blasted my internal radar.

      “Who is it?” No one visited Paige over the last four days I’d been coming.

      “Her name’s Evangeline.”

      Paige settled back into her bed, looking smaller than usual. She reached over and clasped my fingers, hard. I tried not to wince. The kid was only in preschool, but her grip was tighter than most MMA fighters.

      “I can tell her you don’t want to see her,” Marcy said. “But I think it’ll be good if you talk to her.”

      I frowned. What the hell? Who was Evangeline, and why did Paige seem so afraid of her? I locked my eyes on hers, silently reassuring Paige that I would protect her.

      Paige took a deep breath. “’Kay.”

      Marcy smiled a little before stepping out the door. She returned, wheeling in… Holy shit. The woman was a dead ringer for that Australian swimsuit model—the tall one who stirred up the media a few years ago. I’d been angry they’d called her plus-sized because she was perfect.

      On second thought, this woman was even prettier, with well-defined cheekbones and rich green eyes deeper than the color of the evergreens that blanketed the mountains of Washington. Her hair was long and brown with sun-kissed highlights—a hard-to-get commodity here in the rain-soaked Pacific Northwest.

      “Hi, Paige,” Evangeline said. Her eyes were wary but a small smile formed on her lips. “I wanted to walk in here but Marcy said no. I’m still recovering from my broken ribs.”

      Broken ribs?

      “You were in the other car,” Paige said. “I saw you in the amb-lance.”

      The car that killed her parents. I stood, scraping my chair back, only to realize I was still tethered to Paige by the death grip she had on my hand. My other hand was fisted at my side.

      Evangeline lifted her eyes to me for just a moment before she dropped them back to Paige. “I was. I can’t tell you how terribly sorry I am about your parents.” Her voice trembled, and her lips settled into a thin line, the obvious guilt gleaming in her eyes. Beautiful or not, this woman took away Paige’s security, her happiness.

      “I miss my daddy,” Paige said. “My mommy hasn’t woked up. I’m scared.” She started to cry. Before I could lean forward to offer any comfort, Evangeline was out of her wheelchair and petting Paige’s hair. Her face was ashen, and she swayed but held Paige as she sobbed.

      “Oh, I know, honey. I know you are,” she said.

      I paused, hearing the knowledge in her voice. She’d lost someone, too. I shook my head. Didn’t change the fact she was the reason Paige was in this situation.

      “Don’t touch her,” I growled. With my free hand, I pushed Evangeline away from Paige.

      With a sharp intake of breath, Evangeline staggered back into Marcy, who caught her. Marcy shot me an angry look as Evangeline collapsed into the wheelchair, where she wheezed out a thick, wet mewl.

      Marcy turned and wheeled Evangeline out of the room with hurried steps.

      “Why did you push her?” Paige asked, still holding my hand. “She was nice.”

      I clenched my jaw, angry with myself that I’d obviously hurt Evangeline, and worse, for upsetting Paige.

      “You gots to be kind, Kai. That’s what Daniel Tiger says.”

      “Who’s Daniel Tiger?”

      “From PBS Kids.”

      Okay, probably some kid cartoon. The earnestness of Paige’s expression told me she wanted me to ask, “Why should I be kind?”

      Paige yawned. The emotion of the visit had obviously tired her out.

      “She’s pretty,” Paige said, snuggling into her pillow.

      No way I was responding to that.

      Marcy marched back into the room, her face flushed with anger. “Come with me right now.”

      I followed, guilt eating at me.

      “Is Evangeline okay? I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “You damn well should have, and you better be sorry.”

      Marcy waggled her pointer finger millimeters from my nose, and I winced.

      “That woman’s been through hell. She had a collapsed lung as well as broken ribs from the accident.”

      “The accident that killed Paige’s dad and most likely her mother, too,” I snapped back. Raising my hand, I pointed down the hall toward the rest of the patients’ rooms. “That woman’s the reason Paige is probably going to go into foster care.”

      Marcy shook her head, her eyes darkening. “No. Evie almost died because Paige’s father was drunk.”
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      The man sitting with Paige had barely touched me, but the pain from being pushed lasted for hours. Breathing wasn’t just difficult, it was Herculean. Broken ribs and a collapsed lung were no joke.

      Marcy, my nurse, had checked in on me before going home earlier.

      “How are you doing, Evie?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “No, honey. You’re not. I’m really sorry. This is my fault. I should have waited until Kai was gone. He’s become very protective of Paige. I just never thought he’d hurt you.”

      “He didn’t. Not really.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I could up your meds, just to get you through the night,” she offered. “You’re not taking anywhere near the upper limit the doctor prescribed.”

      I shook my head, my jaw clenched. “No, I don’t want them.” That, at least, was an honest statement. I couldn’t get dependent. My mom had become addicted to opioids toward the end of her life. She’d spent days, sometimes weeks, not leaving the house. When she ran out of pills, she’d get so desperate for her next fix, she’d steal from me, her own daughter, and even went as far as prostitution to get her next hit.

      There was no way I was following in her footsteps. No way. I’d come close enough at sixteen, and I had to carry those memories with me forever. I closed my eyes, wishing I could get comfortable enough to sleep. Sleep would eliminate the pain…and help me heal, let me forget for a short time.

      I blinked my bleary eyes open at the sound of the door opening. My heart rate sped up as a large, obviously male physique filled the doorway. My lights were turned down to “evening low” as I called it, making it hard to distinguish features, but I was pretty sure this was the guy who’d been sitting with Paige earlier.

      “If you’ve come to finish the job, hurry up.”

      “God. I’m so sorry,” he said, his voice cracking. “I can’t believe I hurt you.”

      If a voice could blush, his was. I would have smirked at the idea if I had the energy.

      “Unfortunate how fragile ribs are when they’re broken.”

      “Marcy said your lung collapsed.”

      We studied each other, but he was backlit which made his features less distinct.

      “Why are you here?”

      He shook his head. “I need to apologize. Marcy told me Paige’s dad caused the accident. That he was drunk.”

      A tear slipped from the corner of my eye. The combination of intense pain and my concern for Paige made me overly emotional. “Doesn’t change the fact that that little girl’s going to grow up without her dad, though.”

      “No, but I’m still sorry for hurting you. More, for blaming you. I—I didn’t know.”

      He stepped close enough for me to make out his facial features. Sure, he had day-old scruff on his chin and cheeks but it just accentuated his full lips. Kissable and pink. Luscious, even. His nose was straight, his nostrils flared a little, emphasizing the haughtiness there. His eyes… they were a unique mix of brown and blue. And as he noticed my damp lashes, they darkened with concern.

      He pulled a tissue from the box near my bed and wiped my eyes for me. The gesture was oddly intimate, making me feel even more vulnerable than I had before.

      “Paige is special,” he said with a sigh. “I want to make everything better for her, and I can’t.”

      “And it’s worse knowing she’s going into foster care,” I said.

      “Yeah. At least until her mom’s well enough to care for her.”

      The silence thickened as I tried to get my breathing back under control. He hadn’t taken his eyes from my face. “You’re really in pain.”

      “You think?” I snapped.

      “Why don’t you ask for a stronger medication?”

      “Because I don’t want to be addicted to it.” I slammed my mouth shut. I didn’t talk about my past. Ever.

      His eyes swept the room and landed on the small paper cup that held two pills Marcy had set there for me earlier. So far I’d managed to ignore them. Kai reached across me and I inhaled sharply, causing the agony to increase.

      “Take these. It’s Tylenol.”

      “With codeine,” I gritted. “Which makes me feel weird.”

      “You’re not doing yourself any favors by trying to tough out the pain. I bet you’re not sleeping well.”

      I dropped my gaze to the nubby blanket on my bed. The patch near my left hip thinned, causing it to look a shade lighter in the semidarkness.

      “Which means you’re not healing as quickly as you could. But if you took the pills, you’d get some relief and get back to normal sooner.”

      Damn his logic. I couldn’t argue with a well-thought-out argument. “Fine,” I said, reaching for the cup. I grimaced as I jostled my tender body. Noticing my discomfort, Kai brought the pills to me, then picked up my water cup and held the straw to my lips. I took a long pull of water and swallowed.

      “Thanks.”

      “That wasn’t so hard.” He set the cup down and ran his fingers through his hair, mussing it further.

      I wanted to tangle my fingers in it, see if it felt as soft and heavy as I thought it might.

      “Marcy told me you’re a grad student. What are you studying?”

      “Pharmacology and psychological counseling,” I said. “An interdisciplinary PhD.”

      He blinked at me. “Wow. That’s . . . wow. I never thought those disciplines went together.”

      “They don’t. Not really.”

      Kai waited, but I wasn’t going to explain my reasons. Not now and not to a stranger.

      “When do you finish all that?”

      “I received revisions back for my dissertation two weeks ago. Now I have to prepare the final document and practice the oral defense.”

      “I’ve heard that’s a really big deal.”

      “Yeah. I’ll have to complete the revisions my committee members want so they can sign off on the defense, and I can graduate.”

      “I didn’t realize you’re old enough to have completed a PhD,” he said.

      I blushed. “I’m twenty-six. I went straight through from undergrad, which helped.”

      “How are you handling your dissertation? With the accident, I mean.”

      “I’ve e-mailed my two advisors and set up a plan for completing the revisions. Marilyn—she’s my adoptive mom—brought my laptop and my notes,” I said, indicating the thick file folders stacked next to my hospital-issued water cup. The folders were thicker than George RR Martin’s Game of Throne books stacked together.

      “You have to wade through all of that?” he asked, eyeing the massive amounts of paper.

      “Yep. I haven’t received all the feedback yet, so I can only work on bits of it. I get tired fast so I’m not making much progress, but my advisors want the completed draft to them in another three months so they have time to read and sign off before the defense. The biggest issue is Dr. Neince wants me to rerun some data with a different control. It’s doable.” I wasn’t convinced of that, but Kai didn’t need to hear my woes.

      “Well, that’s good then. Ah, I better get going. I’m not supposed to be here.”

      “Visitor hours are over?” I asked.

      “For a while, but Paige’s nurses let me stay until she falls asleep.”

      He rubbed his thumb across his lower lip, bringing my attention back there. I didn’t need the reminder.

      “She, ah, she sleeps better if I read her a couple stories.”

      I couldn’t help the smile that curved my lips. Kai was a softie. I loved that Paige had him wrapped around her tiny finger.

      “So, anyway, Paige wants you to come back and visit her. Soon.”

      “I will. I have another week here, maybe ten days, and I’d like to get to know her better.”

      Kai nodded. “Then I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “See you.”

      He headed to the door. Grabbing the frame, he turned and looked back at me. He nodded once more and disappeared into the hallway.

      I watched the spot where he’d been for many long moments, wondering if I wanted to see him again. I closed my eyes and took a careful breath. I released it and breathed deeper.

      Kai had been right. The pain killers helped enough for me to relax into sleep.

      I dreamed about his brown-blue eyes and those kissable lips for a couple hours before the nurse came in to take my vitals. By the time she’d left, the remnants of desire faded from my body.

      I’d never experienced such a strong need for someone. Ever. I struggled with this burgeoning passion to a man I didn’t even know.

      My thoughts spiraled out to the news from my insurance company. My car was totaled and the police were still investigating the traffic accident. Marilyn stopped by in time to overhear most of my conversation with the insurance agent, and she’d promised to find me a good lawyer.

      But…what if the accident was my fault? What if, somehow, I’d caused Paige to lose her father? My chest ached, more from the thought than from my ribs.

      Glancing over at my stack of papers, the anxiety from the deadline rippled over my skin, settling in my tensed shoulders. My desire to focus also on psychological counseling had limited the time—and scope—of my pharmacology research, and one of the members of my research supervisory committee explained I didn’t have the right experience to work in a research laboratory setting.

      While I hoped Dr. Neince was wrong, so far my only job offer was from a small college—with a limited budget and lab—in California.

      None of that mattered, though, if I didn’t complete my degree. I set my laptop on my tray table and opened the file, hoping my dissertation about pathogen growth in tissue and how our neuro pathways reacted to its discovery would take my mind off my other, bigger worries.
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      After my music theory class, I decided to leave my guitar at home and bike to the hospital, hoping the physical exercise would ease the worries and grief swirling through my head. Today was the two-year anniversary of my brother Marcus’s death. Correction, his suicide.

      For months before he blew his brains out, I knew he hadn’t been getting better, especially after the doctors lowered his probability of walking from good with physical therapy to unlikely.

      Who could be prepared for these types of experiences? Just three years ago, Marcus was hale, hearty—on his last tour in Afghanistan. When I’d seen him that last week of his life, he’d aged twenty years. The bags under his eyes were bigger than Nessa’s purse.

      I shook away thoughts of Marcus as I walked through the hospital doors and toward Paige’s room. She was sleeping, and I was too restless to sit still until she woke up. I wandered down to the coffee shop before poking my head back in to check on Paige. Still out. I walked down the hall, restless, until I ran into Marcy.

      “You looking for Evie?”

      I hadn’t been, but I didn’t think I’d win points by saying so. “She around?”

      Marcy rolled her eyes. “Funny. She’s in the kids’ room at the end of the hall. I’ll walk you down.”

      Guess I was going to see Evie. I shoved my free hand into my pocket and sipped my large coffee as I trudged next to Marcy.

      “How come she’s still here?”

      “Evie?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I thought you booted people as quickly as possible.”

      “You’re in a mood today. That’s really up to Evie to tell you.”

      “But it’s not just for her ribs?”

      “We do keep patients here for longer when a lung collapses.”

      I shuddered, trying to imagine the pain that had to cause. I readily admitted I was pain-averse. Marcus used to make fun of me, but it didn’t change the fact that I hated to bleed or otherwise be injured.

      “Hey, Evie,” Marcy said. “Thanks for coloring with the kids. Kai’s here to see you.”

      “No problem. I needed the break from my data. Hey, Kai.”

      She was thinner than the last time I saw her a few days ago. Her cheekbones were stark in her pale face. Today, in the light from the windows, I counted a slew of freckles across her nose, spreading out to just a few right under her startling eyes. They were just as bright green as I remembered, and clear—an improvement, though they held too much knowledge for someone so young. Her long hair was pulled back from her face and tucked under a battered cap. One of those with a little brim that the girls seemed to favor these days, but hers looked like it’d been around for years.

      “Is there something wrong?” Her thin, arched brows twitched closer together.

      “Not really. Just didn’t want to be alone. Paige is sleeping.”

      She nodded, tucking a stray bit of hair behind her small ear. They were unpierced. I liked the fragile perfection of her lobes. I sat next to her at the small table to one side of the room, away from Marcy’s watchful eyes.

      “I should have known,” she said.

      “Known what?”

      “You’re Kai Luchia. Not the most common name.”

      “Neither is Evangeline. But I don’t know you.”

      “I don’t play in the hottest band on campus,” she responded. Her cheeks blasted with color, and she dropped her eyes. Her lashes were long, a few shades darker than her hair.

      “So you’ve heard of Lummi Nation? We’re hot even by Seattle standards,” I said with a chuckle as delight spread through me, but I took a sip of coffee to try to hide my smile. The smile fell. “Or do you just know about us because of the connection to Abbi Dorsey and the GHB trial?”

      Everyone on campus—and probably through most of the country—knew that story. Clay, my bandmate, and Abbi, his fiancée, were the hottest young celeb couple and had been since Abbi and her friend Jenna were hospitalized in December. New rounds of interest hit when Abbi’s ex-boyfriend pled guilty to attempted murder. His cousin, the one who’d actually injected lethal doses of GHB into the chocolates that nearly killed Jenna, was still working out a plea deal.

      “Both. I like your songs. Well, the ones I’ve heard anyway. Henry, one of my employees, is pretty much obsessed with your music.” She clasped her hands on the table. “Why don’t you want to be alone, Kai?”

      I rubbed my thumbs over my eyes before dragging my hand through my hair. “Today’s the day my brother died.” I set the coffee on the table and played with the lid, unable to meet the pity or even compassion sure to flash through Evie’s eyes.

      Evie winced. “Oh.” Her voice was soft. “That’s why you come here, isn’t it?” I met her eyes, trying not to notice how the tense skin around her eyes eased.

      “Yeah. I needed to find a way to channel the grief into something positive. My brother was in an accident—Army. An IED exploded. Five months later, once he realized he wasn’t going to walk again, he…”

      “Was he your only sibling?” Evie’s voice was so soft with a small catch in her throat.

      “Yeah. My big brother.”

      Evie reached forward, prying my hand from the table’s edge. She smoothed out my stiff fingers and held my hand between both of hers. “I’m sorry. For all of you. My mom…she struggled with depression, which ultimately led to her addiction, before she died.”

      I could tell by the look in her eyes that those words cost her, and I
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