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            PROLOGUE

          

          SHAWN

        

      

    

    
      I bolt upright in the bed, my heart hammering behind my ribcage. Blinking through sleepy eyes, I struggle to identify exactly what woke me. The black silk sheets are slightly damp underneath me, and beads of sweat cling to my brow. Pushing my longer hair back off my face, I stifle a yawn as I check the time on my cell.

      An ear-shattering siren rings out, wailing painfully within the confines of my empty house, and I immediately spring into action. I jump out of bed, with my cell in my hand, and grab my wallet from the bedside table. Racing to the far corner of my master suite, I quickly punch in the code on the wall-mounted keypad. I step back as the hidden door slides open, glancing over my shoulder at the sound of approaching footfalls.

      A loud crash from the hallway alerts me to the impending danger, and I falter for a split second. Anger fuels the blood flowing through my veins, and I clench and unclench my fists at my side while contemplating tackling the assholes who have broken into my house. But my manager’s previous cautionary warning churns through my brain, and I know what I need to do, even if it feels cowardly to run in the opposite direction.

      Emitting a frustrated sigh, I step into the darkness instead of following my instinct and rushing out to the hallway to confront the intruders. Stabbing the large red button on my right, I watch as the door glides shut, securing me behind the wall of my bedroom. Lights illuminate the darkness instantly. Wasting no time, I run, barefoot, down the narrow passageway until I meet the elevator. Adrenaline pumping, I get in, emerging a minute later in the basement of my supposedly private property, nestled deep in the Hollywood Hills.

      I’m going to kick someone’s ass for this. I didn’t just drop over two mill installing the latest security systems to have some fucking asshole break into my house, again, in the middle of the night. That’s assuming it’s the same crew. I was out of town that time, but it shook me up enough to invoke new precautionary measures. Not that it seems to have done much good. How the hell did they get inside the house when it’s like Fort fucking Knox? Anger mixes with frustration as I stalk forward, silently cursing every motherfucker I can think of as I run.

      Still concealed behind the walls of my house, I follow the lit path to the large steel door, relieved to have made it here undetected. Pressing my thumbprint to the digital pad, I only permit myself to breathe freely once I’m safely secured behind the impenetrable door of my hidden panic room.

      My fingers are curled rigidly around my cell as I drop onto the couch. Screens flicker to life on the wall in front of me, showcasing different rooms in my vast house.

      My eyes scan the camera feeds, flitting from room to room as I look for signs of activity. A growl builds at the base of my throat when I spot three figures, dressed head to toe in black, scouring every inch of my bedroom. Wondering where the fuck I am, no doubt. A smug laugh rips from my mouth. Better luck next time, dickheads.

      When my cell rings, I answer without taking my eyes off the camera feed.

      “The cops are on their way. Are you okay?” Luke—my manager—asks, his usual calm voice sounding ruffled.

      “Yes,” I say, through gritted teeth. “I’m in the panic room watching three assholes trash my bedroom.” The intruders are ripping through my stuff now. Flipping my bed over, flinging furniture around the room, and dumping piles of my clothes on the hardwood floor, urgently yanking out drawers as they search for who the fuck knows what.

      If they’re looking for cash, they’ll be sorely disappointed. I have a few hundred-dollar bills in my bedside table, but the rest of my cash is in here with me.

      I learned not to leave cash lying around my house the hard way. Too often, I woke up after a night of heavy partying to discover I’d been swindled. That’s what happens when you’re too high and too drunk to care. When you invite every douchebag and his granny back to yours to continue the party. When you wake up beside strange girls passed out in your bed, wondering if you fucked one or all three of them or if you were too wasted to even get it up.

      I promised myself never again.

      I’m sick of jerks and sluts taking advantage.

      And thieving assholes who have the nerve to steal into my house in the dead of night.

      My head swivels to the safe on the far side of the room, and I’m grateful I decided to relocate it from my bedroom a couple months ago when this room was being built. They can trash my bedroom all they like. Hell, I hope they get distracted looking for cash and the cops get here before they have time to skip off into the sunset.

      I want to find the prick determined to make my life a living hell.

      The police believe the previous break-in, along with other malicious activity, is the work of one individual, someone clever who is pulling the strings in the background and doing a stellar job of hiding his tracks.

      Every celebrity deals with groupies, crazies, and stalkers—it comes with the territory—but this latest crazy genuinely has me concerned. No one has ever managed to break into my house before, and now it’s happened twice in as many months.

      It unnerves me, has me on edge, and I could fucking do without the hassle. It’s not like I don’t have enough shit on my plate as it is.

      “Do you know any of them?” Luke inquires, pulling me out of my mind.

      “They’re wearing masks, so that’d be a no,” I snap.

      “Just hang tight. I’m on my way, and the police should be with you shortly.” He pauses momentarily. “Don’t do anything stupid, Shawn. Promise me you’ll stay in the sealed room.”

      “I’m not a fucking idiot. Just get here already.” Then I hang up, tossing my cell on the couch beside me.

      Man, I would fucking kill for a drink or a hit right about now. I get up and pace the room, briefly considering taking a shower to cool off before the cops get here.

      The guys I hired to do the security work did a great job with this space. I have a decent-sized living area with a compact kitchen, fully stocked pantry, small bedroom, and bathroom, complete with a shower. With the rate I’ve been stacking up death threats, you never know how often I’ll need to use this place or how long I’ll be trapped here for. I wanted to make sure it had all the necessities, but, still, I think I’d go fucking crazy if I was stuck in here for any length of time.

      I don’t do well with confined spaces.

      Reminds me too much of my brief stint in a police cell and the months I spent in rehab, and I’m trying really hard to put all that shit behind me.

      My breath stalls in my chest as I scan the screen again, watching one of the guys scrawl something on my bedroom wall. The other two are hovering in the doorway, shouting at the third guy. I don’t have the sound on, so I can’t hear what they’re saying. Figure it best to listen to it later. If they say something that incites me, I’ll probably bust out of here and go after their thieving asses. But that would not be smart.

      I can take care of myself; I have the height, stamina, and aggression needed to take them on. But three against one isn’t good odds and only an idiot would attempt it. The last thing Mom needs is to wake up to another worrying news report.

      A lump wedges in my throat, but I force all thoughts of Mom aside as I walk up to the screen, leaning in closer, eyes narrowing as I focus on the messy red message spray-painted across my bedroom wall.

      As the words take on a cohesive form, all the blood turns to ice in my veins.

      NOBODY PUTS BABY IN THE CORNER. VENGEANGE WILL BE MINE.
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          DAKOTA

        

      

    

    
      There are moments in time that are forever imprinted on your soul. When you can remember exactly where you were, who you were with, and what you were doing precisely at the point where something catastrophic occurred.

      Like my dad remembers staring in shock at the TV screen, in the lobby of his accounting firm on 9/11, surrounded by his devastated employees, all horror-struck as planes hit the Twin Towers, and my mom remembers crying in the car when the radio confirmed news that Princess Diana had died in a tunnel in Paris.

      I will never forget the day my life changed irrevocably.

      It was exactly thirteen months ago, one sweltering-hot August night, that I received the call that shattered my world and devastated my family.

      I was with my boyfriend, Cole, at his buddy Brandon’s house, enjoying one of the last summer parties before we all started college. I was due to leave for New York—for Juilliard—in two weeks, and our time together was drawing to a close.

      I knew it.

      He knew it.

      But neither one of us had mentioned it. We were going to try the whole long-distance thing, but I knew things would peter out. So, we were making every second count. Cole and I were in the middle of a highly-competitive game of beer pong with Brandon and Miley when my cell vibrated.

      I ignored it. Because who the hell answers the phone when they’re smashed and in the zone?

      But it wouldn’t stop. Vibrating incessantly. And a weird sensation crept over me. Cursing the intrusion, I’d grabbed my cell and answered, not stopping to check who it was.

      Daddy’s words penetrated my ears, but I couldn’t believe them.

      Couldn’t hear anything over the splintering of my heart.

      And the screaming.

      God, the agonized screaming penetrated my soul, seeping deep, marking me for eternity.

      I screamed until my throat scraped raw. Until my cries and my screams extinguished, giving way to a hazy numbness that hasn’t lifted since.

      Cole was concerned, and the worried expression on his face transformed to horror when he plucked the cell from my stiff fingers and listened to the news with his own ears.

      The rest is a bit of a blur. Cole hugging me. Leading me comatose out of the house and into Jacob’s Jeep. Jacob’s mouth moving, offering condolences, no doubt, but I still couldn’t hear over the relentless screaming in my head.

      A shuddering breath leaves my lips as I recall that horrific moment—the moment when my world was irreparably altered.

      My current surroundings come back into sharp focus as I’m pulled out of my mind, and all memories of the past, crashing headfirst into the present. I stop dancing, crumpling onto the filthy asphalt roof as crippling pain lances me on all sides.

      Fuck. It’s never ending. This torment.

      Waves of grief crash into me.

      Consuming me.

      Devastating me.

      Reminding me how fleeting life is.

      How special those precious moments with loved ones are, and how you don’t realize it until it’s too late.

      Demonstrating how surviving is almost more tragic than death.

      Whoever said grief eases with time was a freaking liar. I’d love to punch that nameless, faceless asshole for filling grief-stricken mourners with such false hope.

      I hug my arms around my waist, rocking back and forth on my knees, while I draw deep breaths, in and out, in an attempt to take back control.

      Breathe, Dakota.

      Live, Dakota.

      Remember, Dakota.

      I repeat a familiar mantra. A frantic attempt to cling to the last vestiges of myself as I drown in a sea of oblivion—my soul, my heart, my will to live, diminishing further with each passing day.

      It’s no wonder Cole did what he did.

      I wouldn’t want to be with my miserable, depressed self either.

      The song changes on my cell, and Adele’s husky tones swirl through the still night air. Strangely, the anguish and emotion in her voice soothes the frayed edges of my nerves. Reminding me that I’m not alone.

      That other people are suffering.

      And surviving.

      That life must go on.

      It’s what she would want.

      She’d hate to see me like this.

      I lie flat on my back, staring up at the starry night. Wondering if she’s up there. Watching me. Using that no-nonsense tone of hers to tell me to pull myself together. A small smile traverses my lips, and I haul myself to my feet, starting to dance again.

      I sway to the rhythm of the music, closing my eyes and letting my body absorb the emotion of the song, using the heartbreak and sadness to dictate my movements. My limbs are loose, my feet light as I move around the empty roof of the abandoned building, twirling and flying, arching and pivoting. Dancing nonstop as successive songs tumble from my cell.

      It’s the only thing that helps.

      The only thing that reminds me I’m still me.

      That hidden inside this shell of a person somewhere lies the real Dakota Gray.
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        * * *

      

      I tiptoe into my dorm room, not wanting to wake my roommate Daisy. I’m later than usual, having lost myself in the music and dance, not realizing that so much time had passed. Removing my shoes at the door, I pad to the refrigerator, grabbing a fresh bottle of water.

      Most nights, I’m gone until one a.m. max, but it’s much, much later than that now, and I don’t want to disturb her. Especially when she’s most likely happily ensconced in dreamland. No point in both of us being sleep-deprived and tired tomorrow.

      I knock back the water, welcoming the icy cold liquid as it glides down my parched throat. I head toward the bathroom, frowning when I spot a thin glimmer of light creeping under the bedroom door.

      “Kota? Is that you?” Daisy calls out, worry underscoring her tone.

      I curse under my breath, hating that I’ve disturbed her in the middle of the night. Daisy is a total sweetheart, and she doesn’t deserve to get dragged into my shit. Which is one of the reasons why I haven’t told her about Layla or Juilliard.

      I open the door to our shared bedroom, glancing sheepishly at my roommate. She’s propped up in bed, surrounded by her Shawn Lucas posters, with her Kindle lying beside her. “I hope you weren’t waiting up for me.” I perch on the end of her bed, conscious I’m a sweaty mess and in dire need of a shower.

      “You’re late. I was worried.” Her brows pinch together, and my heart swells at her concern.

      It’s been a while since anyone worried about me. Just for a second, I allow myself to feel something other than grief and guilt and despair, and it’s nice. “I’m sorry I worried you. I lost track of time. You should have texted me, and I would’ve let you know I was okay.”

      Crossing her legs in front of her, she studies my eyes. Her expression is soft. “I won’t pry, but I’m here if you ever need to talk about it.” A heavy pressure settles on my chest, making breathing difficult. “But I really don’t think it’s safe for you to be going out so late at night on your own. And that abandoned building gives me the heebie-jeebies during the day. I don’t know how you can go there in the pitch-dark.” She visibly shivers.

      “I’m not scared,” I truthfully admit. “And you know I have trouble sleeping. It’s better to be out there dancing than inside tossing and turning for hours.”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you. It’s pretty isolated down by the river, and who knows what kind of weirdos use that building after dark.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone there, and this is a safe part of town.” Okay, that’s probably a stretch. While Iowa City doesn’t have unusual rates of crime, Daisy is right—it’s not safe for any woman to be roaming the city after midnight.

      I’m not sure what it says about me, but that’s not even a factor.

      I’m not scared.

      I’m the opposite.

      Dancing on that rooftop every night is the only time I feel free of the crippling emotions strangling me. I make sure I’m there at twelve oh three every night. The exact time Dad’s phone call came in.

      And I dance.

      For me.

      For Layla.

      For my shattered family and my lost dreams.

      And I’m not frightened of the dark or unknown terrors. It’s almost symbolic. Like the dark night represents my heavy soul and dancing is the only glimmer of light, a fragile spark igniting the flame. A flame that once burned so bright it almost blinded.

      “There are plenty of dance classes around. Why don’t you enroll in one of those instead?” she suggests, and I know her heart is in the right place.

      I shake my head. “You don’t understand…” My breath heaves out in choked spurts, that pressure on my chest tightening further. “I need to do it alone. And it’s as much about the timing as it is the dancing and I…I need it to breathe.” Averting my eyes for fear of what they’ll betray, I stare at the worn beige carpet.

      “Oh, Dakota.” Her voice is doused in sadness, and I tip my chin up. Compassion fills her gaze, and she scoots out from under the covers, over to my side. She takes my hand in hers. “Just promise me you’ll take extra precautions. And maybe you could text me when you get there and when you’re leaving so I know you’re safe?”

      “If I wasn’t so sweaty, I’d hug the shit out of you right now,” I admit as tears prick my eyes. “You don’t know how much it means that you care. And I pinch myself every day, so grateful I landed you as my roomie. I was terrified I was going to be paired with some nutjob.”

      “Me too.” She smiles timidly. “I was really hoping I’d have a ready-made friend, and I couldn’t be happier.”

      I quirk a brow. “Even if I am a reclusive weirdo who leaves you to go dancing on the roof of an abandoned building at midnight?”

      “We all have our flaws,” she teases, and I laugh quietly.

      “Thank you. For being a good friend.” Although we’ve only known each other three weeks, I can already tell that Daisy and I will be friends for life.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I drag my weary body across town to the Tippie College of Business, joining the throngs of students headed toward the impressive main building. Composed of cream stone and glass, the structure has some funky architectural features that speak to the dormant creative streak in me.

      But it’s about the only appealing thing.

      As I take a seat in one of the smaller auditoriums, I can’t help wondering what I’d be doing if I was at Juilliard like I was meant to be. If I hadn’t postponed my place for a year and then relinquished it.

      My life would be vastly different.

      A sharp ache pierces my chest cavity, but I brush it aside. It hurts to go there, and it’s selfish to wish I had a different life. At least I still have a life. Accounting doesn’t set my world on fire, and it’s unlikely it ever will. I know that already, even though I’ve only been here a few weeks. It’s about as far removed from where I thought I’d be as you can get.

      Accounting was always Layla’s path, not mine. She was the one destined to follow in Dad’s footsteps. The one groomed to eventually take over his successful business. My dream was to dance on a world stage, but I’ve had to forego those notions now.

      I can’t disappoint my parents.

      They’re counting on me.

      They’ve already lost one daughter, and they’re relying on me to fill Layla’s shoes. In every regard.

      The only problem is, her shoes are far too big to fill.

      And I already feel like I’m letting them down.
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          SHAWN

        

      

    

    
      “It’s a pleasure to meet you in the flesh, Mr. Lucas,” Devin Morgan says, firmly shaking my hand. “Although I wish the circumstances were different.” His warm smile fades, and a more serious expression washes over his features.

      “You and me both,” I say, flopping down, uninvited, on one of the chairs in front of his mahogany desk. “And call me Shawn. Mr. Lucas makes me sound like an old fart.”

      “Duly noted,” he replies, fighting a smirk. “And call me Devin.”

      I scan the functional but plush surroundings of his office, and it’s obvious this guy is doing well for himself. Morgan Security has gained a strong reputation in a short span of time, especially within celebrity circles.

      In the months following the most recent home invasion, several serious death threats have been received. All messages contain similar quotes from favorite movies along with the vengeance line, and experts have confirmed it’s originating from the same source. What a pity the cops showed up too late to my house again to apprehend the dudes. If they had, we might have the name of the person pulling the strings. While I’ve had my fair share of crazies and stalkers in the six years I’ve been in the spotlight, this feels different.

      Personal.

      When my dressing room was vandalized while I was performing at Summerfest, and then someone took a shot at me at the VMAs, it became deadly serious. That’s when the label stepped in, demanding extra security measures be put in place. Luke found Morgan Security, and I’ve had a couple of chats via phone with the owner, but this is the first time I’m meeting him in person.

      When I’d sat down with Luke and reps from the label to discuss the situation a couple of weeks ago, I’d been pleasantly surprised at their proposal. Not that they’d know that from my reaction. Can’t give the jerks in suits any indication I’m actually loving this plan, because that would only give them more power, more control, over me. Let them think I’m pissed and frustrated when the truth is I’m excited about something for the first time in years. They think they’re forcing me into hiding, for my protection, and to give me time to work on my new album, but it’s in no way a hardship or inconvenience.

      It didn’t take anything for Luke to sell the idea to me, and I know he must’ve gone out on a limb to get the label to agree to it in the first place.

      I’ll add it to the list of stuff I owe him for.

      As showbiz managers go, Luke is the shit. He refuses to take any of my crap, and I admire him for it. Not only that, he’s a decent guy, and he genuinely cares about me and my career. He’s not just doing this for what he can get out of it, and that’s rare in this business.

      I guess I should be thankful Mom found him.

      But I’m still too pissed at her for bailing on me.

      “Nice disguise by the way,” Devin says, quickly giving me the once-over. “I doubt anyone will recognize you like that.”

      “I hope not. That would defeat the whole purpose.” I claw my fingers through my shorter, newly dark hair. I hated having to cut my longer blond locks. I had only grown it out in recent months, in part as my latest fuck you to the label. My grungier look didn’t suit the brand they’ve so carefully cultivated over the years, but I’m done with letting those money-grabbing power-hungry dicks dictate how I dress and how I look. It’s bad enough they dictate the type of music I perform, but my hands are relatively tied there. Until my contract expires, and then they can kiss my million-dollar ass goodbye.

      “The university is large enough to remain hidden, but it still has a smaller campus feel with a great sense of community,” Luke proudly adds, sounding like he’s personally on the University of Iowa’s marketing payroll. I know the dude graduated from there, and he’s got nothing but positive reports, but still. Enough is enough.

      “Dude. Shut up already. I’m enrolled so you can quit with the sales pitch.” I cross my legs at the ankles, leaning back in my chair. “I don’t give a flying fuck about Greek life, or the Hawkeyes, or the wonderful teaching staff, or the fact it’s been voted in the top five party schools in America.”

      “Fuck me,” Luke says, startling me. He’s not one to throw profanities around. “Did I just hear Shawn Lucas, bad ass popstar with a propensity for outrageous behavior and piss-poor decision-making state he doesn’t care about partying?” He scrubs a hand over his smooth jaw. “I must be imagining things.”

      “Hardy-fucking-har. You need to watch your language. That shit is catching.” I toss him a wicked smirk, and he grins back at me.

      Devin clears his throat. “I have some personal business to attend to shortly, so we’d best get started.” That’s a pretty blunt nod to my tardiness. We were supposed to be here over an hour ago, but punctuality has always been an issue for me.

      He hands me a paper folder. “Everything is set up with the college, thanks to your manager here.” He nods at Luke. “His contact smoothed things over with your last-minute application and he got you enrolled as an accounting major.” Devin sits down behind his desk, staring at me with a slightly puzzled expression. “Why accounting? I thought you’d go for music.”

      “I’m trying to blend into the background, and choosing music is too risky. Someone might recognize my voice and put two and two together. The media will be speculating when I don’t show up to the premiere next week, and it won’t take them long to realize I’ve skipped town. They’ll make it their mission to find out where I am, and I’d rather not help them by making it too easy.”

      “Fair point,” Devin agrees.

      “Besides, there’s nothing these idiots can teach me. I already play three instruments, write and produce my own songs, and I was a multi-millionaire by the time I was fifteen. I’m not going to listen to some wannabe who never made it try to tell me how to succeed in the music business.”

      “Okay then.” Devin looks amused, while Luke has a resigned look on his face.

      “I’ve always been good at math,” I continue, “and I take a keen interest in my finances. Not gonna let some shady prick steal from me. I figure, for the limited time I’m here, I might as well learn something useful.”

      “Smart thinking,” Devin says, sliding an envelope across the desk to me. “That’s your ID and bank cards in your new name, plus the keys to your penthouse and SUV. My guys have installed the necessary security measures. We’ll have eyes on you at all times.”

      I sit up a little straighter. “How does this work?”

      Devin clasps his hands in front of him as he speaks. “You’ll have a bodyguard on you at all times. My guys are discreet, so you won’t notice them, but rest assured they’ll be there. They work on rotation, so the guys will change out every eight hours. We have secret cameras monitoring your apartment twenty-four-seven and tracking devices installed in your car and on your cell. There’s an alarm button in every room of the apartment, and we built a small panic room in your closet per your instructions. It’s basic but functional.”

      “Wow. Zero privacy. I’m so loving that.” My chest tightens. I know it’s for my own good, but I’m so sick of this shit. “What if I want to bring a girl home to fuck?”

      Luke’s face turns to stone. “Goddamn it, Shawn! Hooking up should be the last thing on your mind.”

      “It is. I’m only fucking with you.” I smirk, and he rolls his eyes. “My sole focus is my new album. I’m done with nailing random chicks.”

      Truth. When I was younger, when I’d just burst onto the scene, all the pussy on tap was like manna from heaven. I overindulged like girls were going extinct. It’s a wonder my dick didn’t fall off from overuse. But I haven’t had much action the last couple years. Initially, it was because blow and alcohol replaced the high from sex, but since I got cleaned up, I’ve lost interest in the girls who throw themselves at me, desperate to spend the night with a celebrity purely for the bragging rights and the opportunity to make a quick buck by sharing the deets with some sleazy scumbag journalist.

      Every girl I meet, I’m wary of. They all want something from me, and I can’t trust anyone. And most of the female celebrities I meet are way too into themselves to offer me anything worthwhile.

      I’ve given up any idea of a relationship, and I’m cool with that.

      This opportunity gives me the chance to be a regular guy. To walk the campus like a normal student, without the glare of the world looking at my every move, just waiting for me to fuck up again. You can’t put a price on that.

      When I was a kid, playing with Nick and Matt in the basement of Matt’s house, we used to dream of stardom. Of cameras flashing in our faces. Of girls throwing themselves at us naked.

      Now I have all that, and I wish I could go back to that basement.

      Where it was solely about my two best buds and the music.

      I didn’t realize it back then, but those were the good times.

      “The only camera inside your place is in the hallway,” Devin says, dragging me back into the present. “The rest are outside in the corridor, and we have one on the balcony, so you still have privacy,” he confirms just as the phone rings on his desk. As he lifts the receiver to his ear, the door swings open, and a little guy bursts eagerly into the room. “Daddy!” he shrieks, running at Devin and jumping onto his lap.

      A gorgeous brunette rushes into the room after him, cradling a tiny baby in her arms. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry, Dev. He ran off before I could catch him.”

      “Don’t fret on our behalf,” Luke pipes up, always the gentleman. He stands and extends his hand to the bombshell. “I’m Luke Manning, and I’m guessing you are Mrs. Morgan?”

      She nods. “I’m Angelina.” Awkwardly reaching out, she shakes his hand. “But most everyone calls me Ange.”

      Devin stands, his son wrapped around him like a spider monkey as he rounds the desk. Leaning down, he plants a kiss on top of the sleeping baby’s head before pecking his wife on the lips. “It’s okay, honey. I’ll be finished here in a few if you want to wait outside.”

      The baby wriggles within the confines of the blanket, emitting a little whimper.

      Luke looks on the verge of melting into a puddle on the floor. His wife only gave birth to their firstborn a few weeks ago, and I know it’s killing him being away from them right now. “How old is she?” he asks, smiling down at the baby.

      “She’s one month today,” Ange confirms, beaming radiantly. “We’re heading to her check-up shortly.”

      “Shut. Up.” I exclaim, standing up, my eyes roaming over her lush curves in appreciation. “There’s no way you just had a baby a month ago.” Her tummy is flat as a board, her body slim with curves in all the right places. I’ve never had a thing for older women, but Ange is definitely one MILF I’d love to get my hands on.

      “Are you fucking shitting me right now?” Devin glares at me, while Ange hastily covers her little boy’s ears.

      I smirk, taking one last lingering glance at his hot wife, purely to mess with him.

      Devin steps protectively in front of her. “If you don’t stop eye-fucking my wife, you and me are gonna have a big problem, buddy.”

      Ange gasps, tugging him back and shaking her head. “Devin, my God. Stop overreacting. He wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

      Devin pins her with an incredulous look, and I pierce her with a loaded smile. One that normally melts the panties off girls and has them swooning at my feet. “Devin’s right, sweetheart. I was mentally undressing you.” I shrug, not in the least bit apologetic. “I didn’t mean any disrespect, but it’s not often I meet such a smoking hot momma.”

      Luke looks like he wants to strangle me, but Devin would definitely beat him to it.

      I hold out my hand to her, brazen as you like. “Seeing as no one took the time to introduce us, I’ll do the honors. I’m Shawn Lucas.” She stares at me as if in a daze, and I lift her hand to my lips, planting a soft kiss on her skin.

      If I wasn’t a client, I’d say Devin would’ve punched my lights out by now.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I wink, and her mouth hangs open.

      “Control your client,” Devin demands, on a growl, turning the full extent of his glare on Luke.

      Luke places a restraining hand on my arm. “Shawn, knock it off. Seriously, this crap is starting to get old.”

      Ange gasps, finding her voice. “Shawn Lucas?” She squints, looking intently into my eyes. “You’re the Shawn Lucas? You look really different. I’d never have recognized you.”

      Well, that’s good to know. I mock bow, sweeping my hand out in an overly dramatic fashion—I always did have a flair for the dramatic. “The very one. In the flesh.” I waggle my brows, slanting her a wide grin, and Devin gets all up in my face.

      “Unless you want me to terminate our agreement right this fu—” He halts mid-word, noticing his innocent kid and the warning look on his wife’s face. “Right this second, I suggest you back the hell away from my wife.”

      I laugh, slapping him on the shoulder. “Relax, man. I’m only messing with ya. Your wife is gorgeous, but she’s yours. I get that. No need to go all caveman on me.”

      Devin rubs a spot between his brows, looking all tense and shit. “Ange, would you mind taking the kids and waiting outside? I won’t be much longer.”

      Touching his arm lightly, she nods, and they share some unspoken communication as they peer into one another’s eyes. It’s only a subtle gesture, and there’s nothing inappropriate about it, but it’s wholly intimate, and a sudden pang of envy jumps up and slaps me, out of nowhere.

      My Adam’s apple bobs in my throat, and I sit back down in my seat, all playfulness gone.

      “Vroom, vroom.” A tiny hand appears at my side, and their little boy runs a toy car up and down the arm of my chair. “You like cars?” he asks, looking up at me with these big wide innocent blue eyes.

      “Love ’em.”

      “Whaz your favrit?”

      I pretend to think about it, rubbing my chin. “Hmm. Let me think. I’ve got a few cars,” I tell him, and his eyes pop wide. “But you want to know a secret?”

      He nods his head enthusiastically. “C’mere.” I pat my knee and he jumps on me in a flash, narrowly avoiding elbowing me in the junk. I lower my voice and lean into his cute little face. “I have some of the best cars in the world, but my absolute favorite is this old beat-up truck my Grandpa Quinn left me after he, uh…went to heaven, because every time I sit in the cab, it reminds me of him, and every time I take it out for a drive, it reminds me of being a little boy, and I like remembering those good times.”

      “Can I haz a ride in your truck?” His eyes blink rapidly as he stares excitedly at me.

      “Well, my truck’s very far away, but maybe someday I can take you out.”

      “Yay!” He jumps off my lap, gripping his little car for dear life and running to his dad. “I’m gonna ride in that man’s truck, Daddy.”

      I chuckle to hide the emotion clogging my throat.

      Devin lifts him up. “That’s awesome, Ayden, but now you need to say goodbye and go with your mom and sister.” He pretends to whisper. “I need you to look after them for me until I’m finished with my work. Can you do that for me, buddy?”

      Ayden nods agreeably. “I’ll taz care of them. I’m really big now.” He puffs out his chest, and damn, if that doesn’t get me in the feels.

      “It was nice to meet you, Shawn,” Ange says, waving at me. “Even if you did bring out a side of my husband I haven’t seen in a long while.” She grins, ushering her boisterous son out and closing the door behind her.

      “Sorry about that,” Devin says, reclaiming his seat. “I thought we’d be finished by now when I made arrangements earlier.”

      “You are not the one who needs to apologize, Devin,” Luke supplies, shooting me a stern look.

      I roll my eyes. “Dude, I already apologized to the lady. Let it go.” I flick my gaze to Devin. “We’re good, yeah?”

      “Providing you stop hitting on my wife, yeah, we’re good.”

      “You’re a lucky man,” I tell him, shocking myself with my honesty.

      He smiles expansively. “I am, and I never take it for granted.” He looks curiously at me. “You were great with Ayden. You like kids?”

      I shrug. “I have twin brothers about Ayden’s age. I don’t get to see them a lot, but, when I do, we have fun. They’re cool little kids.”

      He nods in understanding, and then he’s all businesslike again, hurrying through the last few items we have to cover before he brings the meeting to a close.

      Devin seems to concur with the police assessment that there is one person behind this and he’s not your average stalker. He explains that, most times, it’s not that difficult to identify celebrity stalkers, but the person doing this to me is smarter than the norm, leaving no trail, no evidence, we can pursue. However, he assures me his team is the best, and he’s positive he’ll find this person and work with the authorities to bring him to justice.

      The guy exudes this quiet confidence that reassures me, and I believe I’m in safe hands. I’m feeling a lot more relaxed as I leave his office, and that’s a massive improvement from when I arrived.

      One hour, and one massive ass-kicking from Luke, later, I’m finally standing outside my new apartment block, squinting in the faint afternoon sun as I look up at the top of the building, skimming my gaze over the large penthouse apartment that I’ll call home for the next while.

      There’s a spring in my step as I skip into the building for the first time, and an air of anticipation swirls around me.

      For the first time in years, I finally feel like I’m getting to do something for me.

      Like I can properly breathe and the air is less restricting here.

      Perhaps it’s all in my head.

      But, for now, I’m determined to make the most of this time.

      To reconnect with the art of creating music.

      To rediscover who I am.

      Because, for the last few years, I’ve lost all sight of the real Shawn Lucas.

      And it’s time to rectify that.
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      “Shit!” I mumble under my breath, quickening my pace as I pound the pavements. It’s not like me to sleep through my alarm, but I guess all the late nights are starting to catch up to me. Prof Jennings is a complete stickler for timekeeping, and she’ll make an example of me if I’m late. I probably should’ve called a taxi, but we don’t live that far from the business school, and I figured it would be just as quick to walk. With only five minutes to spare, I’m definitely second-guessing myself now.

      Extracting my cell from the pocket of my jean skirt, I begin tapping out a quick message to Elsa, to see if she can buy me some time. I’m not watching where I’m going as I race around the corner onto the campus, slamming full-force into solid resistance. My cell flies out of my hand the same time I wobble on my feet, arms and legs flailing as I struggle to remain upright. A shriek tumbles from my mouth when I start falling. My book bag slips off my shoulder onto the ground as I grapple to maintain balance.

      Large hands snake around my back, and I’m hauled against a hard, warm, masculine chest. My face is buried in his shirt, and I’m suddenly hyper-aware of the way I’m held against him. How firmly his hands are gripping my lower back and all the ways in which we are pressed together. I swallow over the sudden ripple of electricity in the air. Notes of citrus and sandalwood tickle my nostrils, and I inhale the intoxicating masculine smell without stopping to think about it.

      “Da fuck? Did you just sniff me?” Disbelief and derision are evident in his tone.

      Slowly, I tip my chin up, completely embarrassed but ready to apologize, when I’m waylaid by the most gorgeous face I’ve ever seen. His strong jaw is peppered with a light layer of stubble, and he has full, pouty lips—currently twisted into a sneer, but I’m purposely ignoring that fact for now. His expressive green eyes are encased behind trendy black-rimmed glasses, only adding to the appeal. I’ve always had a thing for hot, nerdy guys in glasses, and this dude measures up even if there’s nothing nerdy about him at all. With lustrous, dark hair shorn tight at the sides and worn long and effortlessly messy on top, this guy is seriously hot. Like Hollywood-level hot.

      I’m already salivating.

      And imagining licking every inch of his delectable body.

      I jerk out of his hold as the thought lands in my mind, my cheeks flushing slightly at my barefaced visceral reaction.

      “Why the fuck weren’t you watching where you were going?” he demands, bending down to the ground with an irritated scowl etched across his delicious face.

      I can’t help ogling him as he bends over, noticing how his shirt stretches tight across his toned back, the hem riding up a few inches, exposing a strip of smooth, tan skin. My mouth is suddenly dry, my panties damp, and a foreign feeling rushes through me.

      I take a step back as he straightens up, thrusting my cell and my bag at me. My eyes unashamedly roam his body from head to toe, and butterflies scatter in my chest. This guy is tall, at least over six feet, and he’s built. Nicely built. Not overdone or too bulky. He’s lean, with broad shoulders, abs that are clearly defined, even through the cotton of his tight shirt, and long, muscular legs that should be illegal on a guy.

      He snorts out a laugh, shaking his head. “You’re a real piece of work.”

      My eyelids flutter incessantly as I stare at him through a haze of lust.

      This guy is something else.

      And I’m making a total fool of myself.

      I clear my throat and prepare to eat crow. I did bump into him after all, and I’ve been blatantly objectifying him since. “I’m so sorry. For knocking into you and for, ah…” How exactly does one apologize for such blatant drooling?

      “Treating me like man candy?” He smirks knowingly, and the smug, condescending expression on his face raises my hackles. Arrogance is one of my pet peeves in a guy. Should’ve known someone who looks like this would get hit on a lot and that it’d go straight to his over-inflated head.

      “You caught me unaware,” I explain, holding his gaze in what I hope is a neutral but confident manner. “But I apologize for my inappropriate behavior.”

      He smirks again, and it shaves a layer of attractiveness off his face. He opens his mouth to speak when a ping erupts from his cell, capturing both our attention.

      My nostrils flare as I spot the open game app on his phone. “Hang on here a second.” I plant my hands on my hips and glare at him. “You weren’t looking where you were going either!” I gesture at his cell. “You were too damned busy playing Fortnite to notice me! This is as much your fault as it is mine.”

      “You’re just splitting hairs, Blondie.” He messes the top of my head, and I see red.

      “Don’t call me that! It’s insulting and sexist.”

      Cocking his head to the side, he stares incredulously at me. “And the way you were checking me out wasn’t?”

      Valid point.

      Douchebag.

      Securing the strap of my bag over my shoulder, I calm myself before issuing my parting line. “Well, I guess that makes us even then.” I pierce him with a final scathing look before stepping away, walking briskly toward the entrance.

      “You’re welcome,” he hollers after me, and I have a fleeting urge to flip him the bird, but I quell the impulse and keep my head high as I hurry toward class, composing plausible excuses to defend my tardiness in my head.
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        * * *

      

      “Please, come,” Elsa pleads with me from across the table in the cafeteria.

      I pause, fork halfway to my mouth. “You know I would if I could, but I have to go home this weekend.”

      “You’ve gone home every weekend, Kota. Surely your parents don’t expect you to keep that up indefinitely,” Tabitha cuts in.

      “You won’t ever get freshman year back again,” Elsa adds, not realizing I understand that lesson more than anyone. I’ve already missed out on a year, so, trust me, I don’t want to waste any more time, but it’s not cut and dry.

      “I know, but it’s complicated. My family needs me, and the main reason I chose to come to U of I was because it’s only a three-hour drive back home.”

      Tabitha and Elsa share a look, and I stare down at my plate of uneaten food, wishing I had a magic lamp and I could summon a genie to puff me out of here. I know I’m going to have to explain the situation to my roomie and my new classmates soon, but I need to psych myself up for the multitude of questions they’ll have, and I’m not there yet.

      “Hey.” Tabs stretches her hand across the table, squeezing mine. “It’s okay. We didn’t mean to get on your back. We just want you to have fun, and there’s safety in numbers at these frat parties. The last few have been wild.”

      An itch crawls under my skin. I’ve never been the type to shy away from parties. Hell, Cole and I barely missed a party our senior year. I’d love nothing more than to cut loose, to escape my problems for a few hours, but the weight of responsibility won’t allow it.

      “What about the following weekend?” Elsa suggests. “There’s a big blowout planned at Phi Kappa Psi. Their parties are legendary and are definitely not to be missed. Do you think your parents would let you stick around Friday night and go home on Saturday instead if they knew in advance?”

      I’m not surprised she has logically come to the conclusion that this is about permission. Funny thing is, I could stay here, go to the party and not go home, and Mom probably wouldn’t even notice.

      But Dad would.

      And that’s a whole other story.

      “I’ll ask them this weekend,” I lie, hoping this puts an end to the discussion. Allowing myself to be deliberately distracted, I frown at the cracked screen of my cell. At least the phone still seems to be working, so I’ll only have to pay to replace the glass.

      “Oh, yay!” Elsa claps her hands. “It’ll be so much fun. I really hope you can come.”

      “Oh my God,” Tabs exclaims as we make our way to the auditorium for our income measurement class. “I totally forgot to mention this at lunch. There’s this gorgeous new hottie in my business law class. Like panties-instantly-wet-hot hottie. I spent the whole class imagining all the ways I could fuck him. Had to get myself off in the bathroom after class ended.”

      I burst out laughing, clutching my stomach, with tears streaming out of my eyes. I laugh even harder when I spot the disgusted look on Elsa’s face.

      Tabs has no filter.

      Like zilch.

      But it’s one of the things I love about her.

      I was so lucky to meet both of them the day classes started and equally blessed that we all just instantly clicked. Tabs and Elsa went to the same school and they’ve been besties since second grade. I thought I might feel left out, but they’ve never made me feel anything but included. In general, everyone I’ve met here has been super friendly, and it’s helped make the transition easier, even if I am holding so much of myself back.

      “Do you have to be so crude?” Elsa asks.

      “Do you have to be such a prude?” Tabs retorts.

      “I’m not a prude,” Elsa protests, elbowing Tabs in the ribs. “Just because I’m saving myself for my wedding night does not mean I’m a prude. I’m just exercising my right to wait.”

      Tabs slings her arm around Elsa’s shoulder, smacking a loud kiss on her cheek. “Ah, I know that Els, and I would never criticize you for the choice you’ve made. I think it’s great you know what you want and you have the strength to stick to your convictions. But it works both ways, you know.” She gestures between them. “I’ve made a choice to bag as much cock as I can while I’m young, free, and single, and I’d like you to respect my decision.”

      “I do. I truly do. That doesn’t mean I need to have it rubbed in my face all the time.”

      “Speaking of rubbing…” Tabs has a wicked glint in her eye.

      Elsa slaps a palm to her forehead. “You’re incorrigible. It’s just as well I love you.”

      “You guys are so funny,” I cut in. “You should start your own comedy routine.”

      “Nah,” Tabs says, shoulder-checking me. “We’re just here for your comedic enjoyment.”

      “Speaking of hotties,” I say, cringing a little before the words have even left my mouth. “I crashed into this gorgeous guy this morning, and he was so fucking hot I lost all sense of reason. Made a complete spectacle of myself. Ogled him like he was a chocolate-covered strawberry dipped in champagne. I was only short of drooling, and it was so embarrassing.” I shrug a little. “Until he opened his mouth and released his inner asshole, and then I didn’t feel so bad.”

      Tabs slings her arm around me. “Ooh, I’m intrigued. Tell me more.”

      “It’ll have to wait,” Elsa says, opening the door to the auditorium. “Class is about to start.”

      “Rain check!” Tabs whispers as we step into the room. “We can compare notes.” She waggles her brows, and I stifle a laugh.

      The assistant professor starts the class, and I attempt to take notes, but my mind wanders back to the guy from this morning. Being that good-looking isn’t fair on the rest of the male population. But his allure was more than just his insane hotness. He had this magnetic presence about him. This illusive power. And I felt conflicting emotions—an almost overwhelming compulsion to get to know him better and a potent urge to run a million miles in the opposite direction. Guys like him are trouble with a capital T. One second in his company and I was a messy pile of goo at his feet.

      That doesn’t happen to me.

      Like, ever.

      I kissed plenty of boys before Cole and I went steady in tenth grade, and Cole and I got up to plenty of kinky shit, but even he didn’t have that kind of power over me.

      The power to render me speechless.

      To have me acting like a bumbling idiot.

      How does that happen with a virtual stranger?

      And why did it happen?

      More to the point, why have I been obsessing over him all morning?

      It makes no sense, and I have no time for boys.

      Dad made his feelings clear, and while a part of me feels it’s irrational and unachievable, another part of me completely understands where he’s coming from and why he felt the need to lay down such heavy ground rules.

      “Earth to Ms. Gray,” the prof barks out, and I snap out of my obsessive inner monologue.

      I sit up straighter in my chair, clearing my throat as I look at the frustrated expression on his face. Shit on a brick. What did he ask me? And why, oh why, did he choose today to pick on me? The one day when I haven’t concentrated and I’m acting like a spaced-out zombie. “Would you mind repeating the question?”

      He narrows his eyes at me, and I visibly shrink in my seat. He repeats it slowly, enunciating every word clearly, as if I’m stupid or deaf or maybe he thinks I’m a mix of both.

      But the worst thing of all? I haven’t a clue what the answer is, so I guess I’m just going to affirm his assessment of me. Sweat trickles down the back of my neck, as I squirm uncomfortably in my seat.

      “I believe the answer is EBITDA,” a deep voice I recognize says from the row behind. All the tiny hairs on my arms lift in awareness, and I slink down even farther in my seat.

      “If I wanted you to answer the question, Mr. Quinn, I would have asked you instead of Ms. Gray,” the prof responds, determined to prolong my agony.

      “Some of us are here to learn,” he retorts. “Not waste half the class waiting for someone to answer something she clearly doesn’t know.”

      “Oh my God,” Elsa murmurs under her breath. “What a jerk.”

      “You have no idea,” I mumble in reply.

      “I’d like to have a word with you after class, Mr. Quinn. You too, Ms. Gray. Both of you, please stay behind.”

      I work hard to smother a groan. Seriously, could this day get any worse?
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      “Daydreaming and insubordination will not be tolerated in my class,” the prof says as I’m standing in front of the podium facing him with the little firecracker by my side. “This is the only warning you’ll get from me.”

      “I apologize, sir,” she replies, her soft, lilting voice sending shivers down my spine and blood rushing to places it shouldn’t. “I promise I’ll focus one hundred percent in class from now on.” If I looked over at her face, I’d bet she’s giving him the puppy-dog treatment with those wide, sad, blue eyes.

      He nods curtly at her. “What do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Quinn?” He tilts his head to the side, scrutinizing my face like he knows exactly my type.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him to screw off, but then I remember why I’m here and how important it is to keep a low profile. I can’t do anything to draw unnecessary attention to myself. Summoning humility from some long-forgotten hidden place, I wet my lips and tell him what he wants to hear. “I’m sorry, sir, and I’ll behave myself in the future.”

      His eyes narrow suspiciously before he gives me a terse nod. “Very well. I don’t want any reason to call both of you out again.” He jerks his head toward the door. “You’re dismissed. You may leave.”

      Blondie doesn’t need to be told twice, flying up the stairs so fast I’d swear she had wings. Pulling my ball cap out of my book bag, I ram it on my head and take the stairs two at a time, anxious to catch up with her.

      Although I’ve honestly got no clue why.

      Girls are a complication I don’t want or need right now, but since she plowed into me this morning, I can’t get her out of my mind. She’s a conundrum my brain itches to piece together. A temptation my body wants to indulge. I should be running in the opposite direction instead of chasing her down the hall and outside the building.

      I’m not surprised she’s fast on her feet. She wasn’t the only one inspecting the goods earlier. I was totally checking her out too, but I’m more skilled and discreet at it. No way I could miss those long, bare tan legs or the obvious muscle definition there. The girl is clearly sporty, or she works out, because she’s in great shape. My hands twitch with the need to explore the smooth planes of her body, and my jeans strain against my crotch.

      Cupping my hands together, I holler after her. “Hey, Blondie!” I still don’t know her first name, but even if I did, I doubt I’d use it. “Wait up!”

      Spinning around, she keeps walking backward, sending me a gloating smile before she blatantly flips me
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