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      Another sultry New Adult Romance from USA Today Bestseller Author Alexa Padgett.

       

      From the moment I see Kate Grace, I can't wait to find out if what they say about redheads is true... Not only are her wild ringlets entrancing, she's sweet and sassy, with slower, sexier curves than a Texas back road. 

      Too bad she's also country music star Camden Grace's baby sister. Camden holds my chance at a comeback in his hands, and he doesn’t want me--or my bad attitude--anywhere near Kate. 

      I don’t have time for all these thoughts about Kate, anyway. I must focus on my son’s future. I failed him once, but I'll do anything to prove how much I love him. Anything.

      Even if that means giving up my dreams of a music career and another chance to kiss Kate's soft, luscious lips. Ike comes first. I promised, and my word is my vow. I’ll never, ever break it. 

      Yes, even if I have to give up a chance to work with the biggest names in the music industry, and even if I have to walk away from the only woman I’ll ever love… 

      

      She's mending guitars and her life. 

      Jenna Olsen isn't sure she'll ever escape her past. Becoming a skilled guitar craftsperson helped with the anxiety, but she dreams of the day when she can trust again. When an up-and-coming country star asks for a custom guitar in an impossible time-frame, Jenna falls for the challenge.

      He's focused on music to help forget the war.

      Camden Grace's music and fans help him cope with the physical wounds he sustained in Iraq. But he's haunted by his fractured family history. When an angry outburst leaves an expensive guitar shattered, he doesn't expect to find a strong-willed woman whose struggle echoes his own. 

      Will creating a new instrument turn their romance into a smash hit?

      As the instrument and their feelings start to come together, a dangerous would-be flame attempts to sabotage their relationship. The jealous rival could kill more than their careers if Jenna and Camden can't rise above the rage to heal their hearts forever.

      

      
        
        Like free books? Sign up for my newsletter to get freebies, excerpts and first dibs on other great writerly stuff.

        http://www.alexapadgett.com
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            KATE

          

        

      

    

    
      The ringing cell phone startled me, and I knocked my empty mug off the desk in a mad scramble to find it.

      “Aha!” I grabbed it. My burgeoning grin fell when I saw my brother Cam’s number.

      I answered, “Hello?” and slipped to the floor to pick up the mug.

      The mug’s handle stayed on the ground. Dammit. It was my favorite—from a diner in Chicago—and I used it pretty much every day.

      “I need your help, Katie Rose.”

      I slammed my head into the edge of my wooden desk. I breathed out a curse and inched upward with care.

      “I’ve asked you not to call me that, Cam,” I said.

      “Sorry. Old habits and all that.”

      “I’m twenty-six years old. You need to let go of the image of me as your baby sister.” I closed my eyes and prayed for patience. “Let’s start this conversation again. What do you need, Camden?”

      “My guitar’s banged up. Can’t play it today.” Camden’s voice was sheepish, and I’d bet he hung his head. Not that he was a sheepish or head-hanging kind of guy. A country music superstar, Cam and his ego usually matched. But his wife and my boss, Jenna, made him that guitar, and he adored the instrument almost as much as he loved her.

      Such shows of cuteness activated my gag reflex, but his love for Jenna was one of the reasons I hadn’t completely quit talking to him.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “Didn’t do a damn thing.” His irritation crackled through the phone line. I sat up straight, tossing the pieces of my mug in the trash bin before I glared at my computer screen. I would have preferred to glare at Cam, but he was all the way across Austin.

      Convenient for him.

      “Fine,” I said on a sigh. “What happened to your precious?”

      “She’s standing right here next to me, looking as sparkly as her wedding and engagement rings.”

      Yeah, my brother had it bad. I bit back a smile but didn’t try to stop my eye roll.

      “Camden.”

      “A roadie dropped my guitar. After he took it out of the case.”

      I gasped. “He took it out?”

      “Wanted a closer look at the design Jenna made in the metal.”

      “Let me guess. He’s no longer your roadie.”

      “He’s working a different stage now,” Cam replied, his voice dry.

      One thing about my brother—he might be angry with the man responsible. No doubt he was livid, but he wouldn’t want the guy to lose his job. Yet another reason I couldn’t completely justify my anger toward my dear big brother. He was kind. Noble. Good to Jenna. No doubt he’d adopt a stray dog in the next couple of months because he really was a great man.

      No. The real problem I struggled to get past these last few months was that Cam and his twin, Carter, went along with my mother to perpetuate the lie we were one big happy family.

      The worst part in the situation wasn’t the fact I was the only spawn of the no-account asshole our mother married. No, the worst part was that my family—the people who claimed to love me—wouldn’t have told me the truth. Ever. If I hadn’t overheard Cam and Carter talking…

      That stuck deep in my chest and ripped at my heart each time I remembered the twisted mouth and shadowed eyes Mama turned my way when I asked her about the lie she kept pushing.

      I shoved that memory away, just as I did with all thoughts of my mother.

      Cam wouldn’t let me take time to hide and lick my wounds. He said I’d work myself up into a fit of righteous anger.

      Um… Exactly.

      But Cam kept calling, kept dropping by and being sweet, which made staying angry with him difficult. Carter, Cam’s twin, I’d pretty much forgiven since he wasn’t even in town when my world imploded. Plus, he’d just gone through his own personal hell.

      I had no such issue with my mama. We were not on speaking terms.

      “I need you to bring me one of the other ones from the shop,” Cam said, breaking me out of my reverie.

      “Any one in particular? We can showcase the narrow-bodied mahogany or the bell-shaped Brazilian rosewood.”

      “Good. Yes, both of those. And Jenna said there’s another one in the back she’s been working on.”

      “You expect me to carry three guitars into South by Southwest by myself?” I scowled. “That’s over fifty thou in equipment, Camden. I’m capable of handling myself, but that seems excessive.”

      “Right. Fine. Then bring the two you think would be best,” he said, his voice filled with exasperation. “C’mon, Katie Ro...er, Kate, sorry. I need a good guitar. I don’t want to borrow my opening act’s instrument. He’s already a nightmare to work with.”

      He used the wheedling voice. The one I’d never been able to resist. Fine. I didn’t want to resist it or Cam. I loved my big brother, even if he had hurt me deeply, and I wanted him to have a successful performance.

      I glanced down in mournful silence at the pile of paperwork on my desk, still in need of attention.

      “I’ll be there in an hour,” I said.

      “Thanks, darling. Honestly, you’re the best.”

      “Too right. Now, be sure to play something I like.”

      “Right after all Jen’s favorites,” Cam promised.

      “Bye.” I hung up and stood. After a quick stretch, I pulled down my ruffle-fronted, white silk blouse, re-tucking the front into my purple A-line skirt. I had great legs, and I liked to show those suckers off.

      I slid my feet into the sweet black Manolo Blahnik slingbacks—ninety percent off at last year’s Nordstrom Rack sale, thank you very much. After I carefully placed both guitars in their cases and double-checked their latches, I went to the front and shut off some of the lighting. I flipped the sign to “closed” and ensured the door was indeed locked, which it always was. Jenna had some trouble with an old…well, not flame, more like jerk-wad from her past. Since then, we didn’t unlock the door until we knew who was on the other side.

      After shutting down the computer, I tossed the phone and charger into my purse. I dug out my car keys before I collected everything and headed out to my car. I only had to run back in once—and then one more time to double-check I’d set the alarm and locked the rear door.

      I looked back in longing one more time at the small, unassuming shop. My refuge, my baby these days.

      With a sigh, I put the key in the ignition and wished for the patience to deal with this newest round of awkward.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to get a decent parking spot, no doubt because it was still days before the festival began. I gripped the guitar case handles tightly and hoped to see one of Cam’s security guys hustling toward me. Normally, thanks to my brother’s overprotectiveness, Jen and I shared security detail while at work.

      Because Jenna left early to meet Cam at the venue, I’d spent the afternoon alone, which I’d enjoyed immensely until this moment when I had to carry two expensive guitars across a dark parking lot by myself.

      I power-walked as fast as my stilettos permitted. Until I heard that voice.

      I stopped at the very first note. His clear baritone licked over my skin and made me shake with a desperate need to hear—to feel—more of him.

      I stood, trembling, shocked by my reaction.

      My brother’s voice regularly reaped international acclaim. I should be used to such beauty. With a small shake of my head, I gripped the handles of the guitar cases and strode with purpose toward Cam’s trailer.

      Until the unknown singer began the next verse. My chest tightened as he crooned the lyrics. Not straight-up country. It had more…soul, I guess, though I wasn’t sure that was the correct word.

      I hurried forward. A face. That voice deserved a face I hoped would be as sexy.

      Almost in a trance, I barely acknowledged Chuck, my brother’s head of security, as I ran—hard to do in my stilettos—toward the stage.

      “Katie Rose! You’re a lifesaver.”

      Cam stepped into my path and I skittered to a halt, trying to ignore my hitched breath and aching chest. Much as I wanted to throw the instruments at him, I couldn’t. They were worth too much money.

      “Who’s singing?”

      Cam’s face settled into a scowl. “My opening act.”

      Jenna walked up behind him and slung an arm around his waist, pressing a kiss to his cheek.

      “He’s a nice man, Cam.”

      “Late. Demanding. Shouldn’t I get to be the demanding one since I’m the headliner?”

      “Demanding doesn’t suit you. In this situation.” Jenna smiled and Cam softened, just as he always did. Jenna turned to me with a beaming smile. “Thanks for doing this. I know it’s out of your way.”

      I shrugged. “I think I got the best of the ones we discussed. Where do you want them?” My body vibrated with the need to see the man singing, but I wouldn’t leave until the instruments were secured.

      “I’ll use this one,” Cam said, picking up a case. Jenna grabbed the handle of the other one and they turned in unison back toward his trailer.

      “Come on in,” Jenna called. “Cam’s got great snacks.”

      The singing stopped. I cursed my brother.

      “Just a sec.” Now was my best opportunity. I peeked around the stage curtain and out at the man now scowling at his sound guy. At least I assumed he was the sound guy based on his headset and the conversation about too much bass coming through the speakers.

      A musician I was not. But I sold Jenna’s amazing designs and brought her more acclaim with each passing month. The Instagram profile for J. Olsen’s proved my genius. People couldn’t get enough of a beautiful young woman creating mega-star’s instruments—or the mega-stars playing those guitars in personal settings. Everyone loved a glimpse into the inner lives of famous people, especially when that wasn’t the norm.

      The singer brushed long blond hair back from his face. He had a beard—full but not too long, a couple of inches, accentuating his jaw. His mustache covered part of his upper lip, causing me to shiver with distaste, but his lower lip was plump and pink. His nose appeared straight, if a tad long. A nice face, strong and masculine. At least what I could see of it.

      He brushed his hair back again, then pulled a hair tie from the thick golden mane and shook it out in annoyance. He turned toward me and started the process of pulling all the pieces back. Blue eyes. Of course. He looked like a Viking. Well, his beard was too short for a full-on How to Train Your Dragon kind of warrior, but he was tall, athletic, and very sexy.

      I’d never dated a blond man. Never dated one with long hair, either. Never thought shoulder-length hair on a man would be attractive. I was wrong. So wrong.

      I shifted, planning to follow Jenna and Cam. Or, better yet, escape to my car and forget my brother or this blond god, who was almost near enough to touch. Then he glanced up and his eyes latched onto mine.

      I gasped, shocked at the physicality of that look.

      His face smoothed out as he continued to stare at me—just my face. He didn’t drop his eyes to check out the rest of me, yet I still felt the heat from his ice-blue eyes steal over my skin.

      “Thought we’d lost you, Kate,” Cam said. “Come on, I’d like to discuss some social media ideas with you.”

      I huffed out the breath I’d unwittingly held and shook my head at my brother, who placed his hand between my shoulder blades and led me away from the stage.

      Good timing on Cam’s part. If I stared at the singer much longer, I might have done something stupid—like fling myself at him. My cheeks flamed as logic returned.

      Never had I yearned with such abandon. Sure, the man’s voice spoke to me. Sure, he was attractive. So were many of the men I met through Cam.

      I couldn’t reconcile either of those with the deep-seated need swirling through my belly.

      And, if there was one thing I hated, it was not being in control.
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            RYE

          

        

      

    

    
      I scrubbed my hands over my cheeks and beard, willing my heart rate to return to normal.

      All those auburn curls. A sassy pink mouth. That skirt flirting around her knees and just a hint of silky thigh. Holy hell.

      Lust slammed through me harder than a two-hundred-fifty-pound linebacker and knocked me flat on my butt.

      Camden Grace glanced back, a scowl surging across his face. Definite step-off vibe. Kate, he called her.

      I wasn’t sure how she fit into Cam’s entourage, but he was protective of her. With me, the guy who showed up nearly an hour late and demanded to practice first. I understood Camden Grace’s dislike. I deserved his enmity.

      Just as I deserved the bad press surrounding my life the past few years—especially the comments that I wouldn’t ever finish my next album. I glanced down at my scuffed sneakers and winced. I’d barely managed to leave the condo I’d rented for the month via one of those by-owner sites.

      What I put on seemed so far down the list of details. Until now. I wanted to impress her. Kate.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and trudged back to the stool. With a sigh, I picked up the guitar.

      “You ready for this next go?” I asked.

      Time to get my head in the game.

      The sound engineer nodded, so I started playing the song I wrote a few years ago. The one that took my life on a much different trajectory than I’d anticipated.

      I sang the lyrics, still burning with Deirdre’s eventual dismissal.

      You promised me forever, but that turned out too soon

      I wish in our time together we could get a re-do

      People always assumed I was singing about a fictional woman who died too young.

      I wasn’t.

      Before I wrote that song, Deirdre and I seemed to have everything going for us. We were in love, but life gobsmacked us, and Deirdre didn’t cope well.

      Or cope at all.

      No, she didn’t turn to booze or pills or any of that trite shit. No, my wife—correction, ex-wife as of last year—turned into a zombie from too little sleep and too much guilt. Which was why I needed to be smarter about this woman. Kate.

      While I sang, I thought of how Kate’s long auburn ringlets might gleam in the stage lights, and how she rocked a prim dress shirt and flirty skirt better than any woman I’d ever seen. Even Deirdre. But that didn’t matter.

      Didn’t matter that I was interested—didn’t matter that Kate was the first woman I’d wanted in years. None of that could matter.

      I had a job to do—and I needed this gig to go well. I needed this show to smooth over my months-late last album. I’d cut out a couple of singles from the still unfinished EP, and the second of those songs was just now hitting the airwaves to positive feedback.

      I needed this show, no matter how much I didn’t want to be there, didn’t want to be opening for a country music star. I needed this show to take the heat off my wallet and my son…and for me. Because I probably wouldn’t ever get the chance to finish my album.

      Still wasn’t sure that the doctor we were in Austin to see could fix the expanding hole in Ike’s vision, but I wouldn’t give up trying—not like Deirdre had.

      Ike deserved more. He deserved every chance to see, to read the books he loved. And, yeah, while it was my dream, he deserved to play catch with me.

      We’d never had that, and he was running out of time to ever have the possibility of “normal sight”, let alone a normal childhood.

      Better to put pretty Kate from my head. No woman wanted to get involved with a man who had a special needs kid.

      I’d learned that when my wife—ex-wife—walked out on us.
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        * * *

      

      I finished my last song and looked over at the tech. He gave me the thumbs-up so I hopped off the stool, already glancing at my watch.

      Two hours and fifty-three minutes. If I hurried, I might be able to read Ike a story and kiss him goodnight. My favorite part of the day. Well, after the big hugs I received, along with a yawned “good morning”.

      My kid was the rock star. I just wished he could believe that.

      I snapped my guitar into its case and hurried backstage.

      “Good work there,” Cam said.

      I stopped. Spun toward him. While I wasn’t a huge fan of his genre of music, I respected the hell out of his following—and the fact he wrote his own songs.

      “Thanks. I appreciate you letting me go on first.”

      Cam raised an eyebrow even as his mouth turned down. “Not like you gave me much of a choice.”

      Guilt built, causing my cheeks to flame. But I held his gaze. “I have somewhere I need to be.”

      Cam strolled closer. “You going to show up on Saturday?” he asked, his voice laced with something more menacing.

      I dipped my head once.

      “Cuz I don’t work well with people who shirk their responsibilities.”

      I gripped my guitar case tighter. He had no idea about my responsibilities. But this little conversation made the likelihood of me seeing Ike awake tonight slim to none.

      “You hear me?” Cam growled.

      “Oh, I heard you. And the threat. All of it.”

      Cam’s lips quirked up in acknowledgment of my unwillingness to back down. “Seems like you got a mighty big chip on your shoulder, Rye.”

      I shook my head. He didn’t know the weight I carried on my shoulders. My son’s future.

      “I’ll be here Saturday. I’ll perform. I’ll make sure the crowd’s ready for you to hop up there and do your thing.”

      “Then, it’s the fact I’m headlining and you’re not? That’s what’s bothering you?”

      Years ago, I had been all set to headline my own tour. Sometimes, late at night, I still tasted that excitement. But then Ike came, two months early and with a slew of health problems. Thankfully, most corrected over the last five years. Except for his vision.

      “Nope. That doesn’t bother me.” Of course it did. While my career made me enough money to support my son, I might never have the adulation or fame Cam had…or another woman to share it with.

      Kate’s wide gray eyes and glossy auburn curls flashed across my mind again, but I shut that down.

      Cam continued to study me, eyes narrowed as if I were little better than a gnarly bug.

      “I’m going to head out,” I said.

      Cam sighed. “Fine. Do what you do.”

      “I’m leaving now, too,” a soft, feminine voice said.

      Cam and I turned. The redhead. Kate. Up close, I decided the name suited her. Her skin was creamy with a warm rose in her cheeks offset by all that flaming hair.

      “All right,” Cam said, though he didn’t sound happy. “Thanks for taking those photos for Jen and me. Getting those posts up is gonna help a lot.”

      “It’s what she pays me to do,” Kate quipped.

      Cam’s expression turned sad but he nodded, giving Kate a short one-armed hug.

      Kate’s eyes sought mine and that damn zing sizzled down my spine. “Can you walk me to my car?”

      “Yeah. Sure.”

      Cam opened his mouth—probably to warn Kate not to go anywhere with me—but snapped it shut when Kate stepped away, and Cam let his arm fall back to his side.

      “Thanks,” she said as we strode toward the exit. “It’s not much fun being the third wheel.”

      “They seem close.”

      She didn’t reply. We walked in silence.

      “What are you doing for him?”

      “Hmm? Oh, social media posts. Mainly Instagram, but we’re on all the platforms, of course. I highlight Jenna’s guitars and the musicians who play them. She and Cam asked me to start photographing tonight for a series of posts for Cam’s performance this weekend at South by Southwest.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “I enjoy that part of my job.”

      “What else do you do?” I asked. I wanted to learn more about Kate. The woman fascinated me.

      “I run Jenna’s shop. I manage the books and her schedule. I manage each project so that she can focus on building those amazing instruments. And I guess you’ve figured out I handle all the communications and PR.”

      “Sounds like you’re pretty integral to her success.”

      Kate tucked some strands of hair behind her ear. “I like to think so.” Her voice was soft, a little unsure.

      I liked that, too.

      “I’m over here,” she said, waving her hand down a row of cars. She hesitated for a moment, her eyes wide and searching. Then, her facial expression shuttered and she offered me a tight smile. “See ya.”

      Maybe I’d misinterpreted her earlier interest. Not that I’d planned to act on it. But still…what just happened? We’d been getting along great. In fact, I’d been moments away from ditching my rule on women and asking Kate to go out with me.

      I watched her for another moment before I blew out a breath. Just as I was about to turn away, a roadie slunk toward her, his eyes zeroed in on those killer legs.

      I strode forward, my heart pounding. Damn, he had her crowded against a car. Not touching her yet, but still enough to make me uncomfortable.

      I made it to her side just as the man leaned in, pressing his hips to hers. In the next instant, Kate’s knee slammed into his groin, and the roadie howled in pain. As the man fell forward, Kate slammed her fist into his throat.

      “Do not touch me,” she growled at him.

      The roadie groaned. “I’m gonna press charges,” he muttered, struggling to rise.

      His face was still ashen. Good.

      “Can’t see why you would,” I said, stepping protectively between the man and Kate. “Seeing as how you accosted her first.”

      The roadie staggered up, pulling a knife from his pocket. I cursed, low and vicious, as I dropped my guitar and seized the guy’s wrist. I brought my arm up in an elbow jab across his throat before grasping my other hand and squeezing. The roadie gurgled and groaned.

      People were yelling behind me but I didn’t dare take my eyes off the knife. Just as I anticipated, the guy tried to lunge toward me. I stepped my foot between his, throwing him off balance and used his own weight to slam his wrist into the top of the car beside me.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Kate cringe. She darted forward and grabbed the guitar case, making sure I didn’t fall over it. The yelling got louder, and I could make out the patter of running footsteps.

      With a grunt and gritted teeth, I slammed the man’s hand onto the edge of the car again. This time, the knife fell from his fingers. Voices and yells surrounded us. I glanced over, quick, to make sure Kate was okay. She clutched my guitar case to her chest, eyes wide and mouth gaping.

      The air shifted, and I managed to duck just before the asshole’s fist landed against my face.

      Two huge men came up behind the roadie and grabbed his arms.

      I stepped back, chest heaving.

      Shit.

      Thanks to this guy, I might well not get to see Ike tonight at all. And if the jerk-wad tried to press charges, I might not get to see my son in the morning, either.
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            KATE

          

        

      

    

    
      I clenched my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. The roadie had made lewd comments, but my fear didn’t spike until he had pulled the knife. Then, it hit me like a tidal wave. Because the look in the guy’s eyes told me he wasn’t going to stop until he got what he wanted, damn the consequences.

      And those proved pretty hefty because it was either my blood, Rye’s blood, or my body. I didn’t like any of those choices.

      Somehow, Rye managed to knock the blade from the roadie’s hand. But that hadn’t stopped the man’s violence. Unleashed, he was a mass of angry limbs and vile words.

      Ones I wished I could unhear.

      Sure, I’d managed to protect myself from his initial onslaught, but I wouldn’t have remained unscathed if Rye hadn’t been there.

      Rye stepped away as Chuck and another member from my brother’s security team wrapped the cursing roadie up in their powerful arms. One of them must have squeezed the air from him because he quit spewing his vulgarities.

      Rye turned to face me. “Did he hurt you?” he asked, voice urgent.

      I mumbled a negative. Rye stepped closer, concern still etched in his face, along with something else. His eyes flared with primal heat, and for a moment I felt…marked. No, that was the wrong word. I felt as though Rye just claimed me—and my body accepted.

      Holy…what was happening inside me right now?

      I wanted to screw my face up and bawl like a baby. I also wanted to throw myself into Rye’s arms and kiss him until neither of us could think of anything but the other.

      “Kate.”

      Just my name, but I gulped and shuddered at the wealth of emotion in it. Fear drained from my body, replaced by sizzling awareness.

      I’d been attracted to men before. But this wasn’t a run-of-the-mill pheromone connection. At least not one I’d ever experienced. Like the first moment I heard his voice, I thrilled inside.

      I turned to face Rye and my breath stuttered from my lips. A Viking, I’d thought earlier when he was on stage with his guitar. Now, though, that I’d seen him fight, his muscles flex and his powerful body shield mine, I knew I’d been correct.

      I’d read, years ago, that adrenaline and near-death experiences brought out strange responses. Apparently, my body had decided it was Rye’s personal thank you note.

      Whoa. I mentally slapped myself. Put on the brakes and fast. I, Kate Grace, was an independent woman. One who could—and did—take care of herself. Hadn’t I told my mama, my brothers, I didn’t need a man?

      Except the roadie poked massive holes in my theory. No, after this experience, I needed to be aware I couldn’t protect myself from real harm.

      Conflicting thoughts and emotions swirled through me, causing dizziness. I locked my knees and breathed, clutching Rye’s guitar case to my chest.

      “First Cam’s guitar and now his sister?” Chuck growled. “Dude, you must have a death wish.”

      Rye touched my arm, just below my shoulder. I flinched and his mouth went flat.

      “You okay?” he asked, concerned, as his gaze skated over my face and body.

      My cheeks flushed and my breath quickened, which had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with this maddening attraction. The way I was drawn to him, the speed of my desire for a man I didn’t know, irritated me. And…yet, I couldn’t control it.

      I wanted Rye. Still.

      No, no, no! I would not give in to instant attraction. I liked to know the men I dated. Especially after the debacle in Chicago.

      I slammed that thought to a halt and blinked through the haze that spread through my body like a fast-acting virus.

      Rye was a man. A good looking one, sure, but just a man.

      One I didn’t want because my body demanded his attention.

      Focus. He asked a question.

      “What?” I asked. “Yes. Yes, of course.”

      “I’ll take that from you,” he said. When I stared up at him, he gestured. “My guitar.”

      “Right. Sure.”

      My fingers and arms didn’t want to cooperate, but I managed to let go of the handle. When his fingers brushed over mine, his lips parted on a slight gasp.

      Well, hell.

      Whatever burned between us, this connection, rose sharply. His pupils dilated and his chest rose and fell. At least he sizzled with the same fierce desire.

      “Rye.” I wasn’t sure if I said it or just thought it.

      More people ran toward us, their shoes and boots slapping on the pavement. Rye eased back, moving his body away from mine so that his heat dissipated. I shivered.

      His eyes shuddered and the muscles in his arms and neck strained as if he were fighting to separate himself from me mentally as well as physically.

      “Kate!” Jenna called.

      Rye’s dismissal etched in my mind, I whirled toward my best friend and fell into her arms.

      “What the hell happened out here?” Cam demanded.

      “Rye s-saved me,” I said. And hurt me when he pulled back just now. But my teeth chattered too hard to get the words out.

      Cam’s eyes flashed to the roadie, narrowing as he no doubt recognized the guy, and then moved to Rye’s grim face.

      “Thanks, man. For making sure Katie R—I mean, Kate, was safe.”

      “Yeah, no problem,” Rye said. “I figured that’s why your guys came running so fast—they were watching her with me.”

      Cam didn’t even try to deny Rye’s statement, and, much as Cam’s overprotectiveness annoyed me sometimes, in that moment I was thankful he’d asked his guys to keep an eye on me. I began to frown as I realized why Cam had kept watch—he was worried Rye would make a pass. I let Cam see my scowl but he shrugged, not the least penitent.

      “How’s your guitar?” I asked as I managed to pull myself together and out of Jenna’s arms. Cam wouldn’t let the slimy roadie hurt me, and Rye had already taken on the guy. I was safe.

      Rye winced. The once-strong case was now shredded through the bottom to the guitar inside. Jenna took it from his hands and opened it, clucking at the damaged bell.

      “Guess him damaging my guitar wasn’t an accident after all,” Cam muttered, turning to glare at the roadie who was now handcuffed. I probably didn’t want to know where those had come from.

      “The police are on their way,” Chuck said, arms crossed as he glared at the lanky young man. I shivered, thinking about what he’d whispered in my ear. How he’d thrust his growing erection into my stomach. I forced down a gag.

      “I think it’s salvageable,” Jenna said. “If you want me to try, I will. But, I think you’ll need to play another instrument for a couple of days.”

      “Kate brought two,” Cam said. “Okay for Rye to play the wide-bell one?”

      Jenna nodded. “Of course. Actually, you can have it, Rye.”

      Rye shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I wouldn’t feel right taking one of your instruments. I know how long the waiting list is.”

      “Yeah, well, none of those musicians saved my best friend’s life,” Jenna returned. “It’s yours.” She raised her hand when Rye went to argue. “You’ll hurt my feelings if you say no.”

      Rye turned toward me, a helpless expression on his face. It made me soften toward him and my heart rate slowed a little, almost back to normal.

      “Don’t look at me,” I said. “I’m thankful you were there. Jesus. He had a knife.”

      My knees gave out. Both Cam and Rye reached for me. Rye got there first, and he slid an arm around my waist, hauling me into his side with a murmured, “I got you.”

      He did, too. More, I thrilled at him to hold me.

      Instant attraction. That’s what my friend, Sana, would call it. Insta-lust. I’d scoffed at her before. Sure, I could be interested in someone, want to get to know them better, but never in my life had I wanted to claw off a man’s clothes and press my naked skin to his.

      I didn’t like this new reality.

      But I adored the rush.

      None of my jumbled emotions made sense.

      Somehow, the moment I was in his arms I could breathe, and my legs functioned. I wouldn’t say I was miraculously cured, but…something about Rye made me feel more alive than I ever had before.

      Cam hesitated before he stepped back. The twist of his lips told me how unhappy he was that Rye held me. Cam’s response cooled my body’s reaction to Rye.

      Hurt as I was with Cam, I trusted my big brother’s judgment and his love for me. Still, I rested against Rye’s side, and Cam seemed to swallow down the bitter pill of irritation with difficulty.

      Then, Cam raised his head, eyes narrowing at the gathering crowd of festival workers and curious folks from the street. Many had raised phones.

      “Let’s go back to my trailer. The police are going to need a statement, and I’d rather not give the tabloids and websites more fodder than they’ve already managed to get.”

      Rye kept his arm around my waist, his fingers firm on my ribs and his side pressed to mine, almost as if he didn’t want to let go of me either. That made me giddy. Or maybe that was the adrenaline dump from the attack.

      Rye’s faintly woody, clean smell drew me closer, and he absorbed my weight, rearranging my curves along his harder planes as if he not just wanted me there but needed the connection, too. We moved in sync back into the fairgrounds and to Cam’s large trailer. Jenna continued to clutch Rye’s guitar while Cam clutched Jenna.

      As soon as we were inside and Cam rounded on us, taking in our close connection, Rye let go. I collapsed onto the nearest chair as I caught sight of Rye’s grimace. So much for thinking he liked touching me.

      I was delusional. More than likely, Rye was a nice man who happened to get sucked into a bad situation. Or, he was an asshole like Cam thought. An asshole who didn’t want a woman hurt.

      Rye glanced at his watch, teeth biting into his plump lower lip, and pulled out his phone. “I need to make a call.”

      Jenna and Cam wore matching confused expressions as Rye stepped out of the trailer.

      “See what I mean?” Cam grumbled. “He’s not the easiest musician to work with.”

      “We don’t know anything about him, really,” Jenna said. She frowned a little but then seemed to shake it off and focused on Cam. “He saved Kate, so I think we need to give him some leeway here.”

      Cam nodded, even as he pulled Jenna closer to his side to kiss her.

      “Lovey-dovey later,” I said, my tone sardonic. “I need a shot of something.”

      “Cam has some good tequila,” Jenna offered with a sympathetic look. Cam couldn’t help it—he had to touch Jenna to remind himself she was his and she was safe. But Jenna remembered—all too well—what it was like to be the odd-girl-out.

      And how very much that position hurt.
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      Stepping outside gave me a chance to breathe.

      Holy hell. My desire to break that roadie into tiny pieces made little sense. My need to protect Kate, to ensure not just her continued wellbeing, but her happiness. That was insane.

      Caveman behavior.

      From the moment I’d caught her staring at me, every one of my senses lit to high alert. My body zinged with desire.

      I knew passion—Deirdre and I had enjoyed each other’s bodies with the intensity of young love. Then, Ike came too early and everything we’d built together fell apart.

      But, even when I lived with Deirdre, I could focus on something else. Like my music or my son. The moment I was near Kate, she absorbed all my attention. Like a fucking black hole.

      Right. My lack of focus was why I needed to steer clear of her.

      I dialed my phone and pressed it to my ear.

      “Something’s come up here, and I won’t be back for a while,” I said to the babysitter, Beatrice, who I’d hired to stay with Ike while I was involved with this festival.

      “I’m here, Mr. Lawson. You just do what you need to.”

      “Can I talk to him?” I asked.

      “Sure thing,” she said, and I could hear her handing the phone to Ike.

      “Daddy,” Ike squealed.

      “Hey, bud. So…I’m going to be later than I hoped. I can’t tuck you in.”

      “Aw.”

      Ike sounded a little disappointed but not in full meltdown mode. I’d chosen Beatrice as his caretaker because Ike liked her better than the three other candidates he and I interacted with. So far, she’d been a steady influence that helped reduce Ike’s tantrums. While a normally happy child, his life had turned upside down in the past month, and he’d been more prone to big emotions.

      “That’s why I called. So I could to talk to you before you went to sleep. To let you know how much I love you.”

      “You’re not going to be home to read me a story?”

      I heard the pout in Ike’s voice, and my heart squeezed. “Of course I have time to read you a book. We’ll do it now. Over the phone. You want to grab your favorite?”

      “Yep,” he chirped.

      I waited. Cam stepped out of his trailer and turned that hot glare on me. At my last words, he stopped moving but continued to hover about five feet from me.

      I closed my eyes and tipped my head back against the metal side of the trailer. I’d been trying to avoid this very moment.

      Thankfully, I had five of Ike’s favorite books memorized. I recited the lines about the pigeon and a bus as Ike turned the pages. At the end of the third “book” we read together, Ike yawned.

      “I love you, Daddy,” he mumbled into the phone.

      “I love you, too
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